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            Foreword

            by Marc H. Morial, President and CEO, National Urban League

         

         I was already Mayor of New Orleans, and Michael Cottman was a seasoned journalist with a Pulitzer Prize under his belt when first we met. But we share a deeper connection as children of the Civil Rights Movement. Born into the waning days of Jim Crow, we are a generation whose childhood was shaped by desegregation and Black Power, who came of age during the cultural backlash of the Reagan Revolution.

         In the years since I moved on from mayor to president and CEO of the National Urban League, we have spoken frequently about the issues and developments impacting Black Americans, from the devastation of Hurricane Katrina, through Barack Obama’s historic election as the nation’s first Black president, to the alarming rise of white supremacist ideology under Donald Trump.

         There are perhaps no journalists working in the United States better positioned to put the Black Lives Matter movement and the cultural uprising of 2020 into historical perspective than Michael Cottman, Curtis Bunn, Patrice Gaines, Nick Charles, and Keith Harriston. Through moving personal accounts and a detailed grasp of history, they trace the spiritual legacy of anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells to the fearless women who created #BlackLivesMatter and laid the groundwork for “a moment when the world is cracked wide open.”

         I call myself a “child of the movement” in the most literal of senses: My mother, Sybil Haydel, was home in New Orleans on summer break from her graduate studies at Boston University when she attended a Great Books discussion of W. E. B. Du Bois’s Souls of Black Folk. After the book discussion, she became immersed in a conversation with a self-confident young civil rights attorney about Brown v Board of Education of Topeka, which had been decided just weeks earlier. She returned to Massachusetts that August wearing Ernest “Dutch” Morial’s fraternity pin.

         The struggle for civil rights and social justice and its violent backlash have been an ever-present force in my life from my earliest childhood. I remember my father honking his car horn each evening when he arrived home from work and waiting for my mother to flash the car port lights on and off; this was the system they devised in response to the constant death threats he received as president of the New Orleans chapter of the NAACP. Racially motivated police brutality was among the greatest challenges both during my father’s term as Mayor of New Orleans and during mine. When I took office, New Orleans led the nation in the number of civil rights complaints against its police department.

         But 2020 was a year like no other. Even as the COVID-19 pandemic was just beginning to tighten its grip on the nation, the National Urban League identified it as a crisis of racial equity. The limited access to quality health care, lower rates of health insurance, higher rates of chronic illness, and implicit bias in health care delivery that saturated Black America before 2020 were the accelerant that spread the flame of COVID-19 racing through our communities. African Americans and Latinos were more than three times as likely to contract the coronavirus as whites, and African Americans nearly twice as likely to die.

         Black workers were overrepresented among low-income jobs that could not be done from home as the economy cratered, and Black unemployment soared by nearly 250% from February to April.

         As the nation’s economic first responders, the National Urban League and our network of ninety affiliates around the nation faced our greatest challenge in a generation. As our affiliates leaped into service as COVID testing facilities, distribution points for food and medical supplies, and emergency employment clearinghouses, we waged a fierce and unrelenting advocacy campaign to target economic relief to communities’ Black-owned businesses.

         Into this simmering cauldron of grief and economic desperation—already overheated by the staggering rollback of civil rights protections under the Trump administration—fell the brutal killing of George Floyd.

         For Black Americans battling a disease that left its victims gasping for air, George Floyd’s final words, “I can’t breathe,” became a heartbreaking emblem of systemic racism. The aloof expression on Officer Derek Chauvin’s face, as he calmly crushed the life from Floyd’s body, became an emblem of white indifference to Black suffering.

         It was a time to respond—not with despair, but with determination. The National Urban League joined with other civil rights organizations to demand the reforms that became the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act. As a community, we demanded justice for the victims of racially motivated police violence across the country.

         This book, like 2020 itself, ends with what Washington Post journalist Dorothy Butler Gilliam calls “an explosion of Black hope.” But our hope must be tempered with caution. We cannot emerge from this year of crisis only to fall back into the same patterns and practices that created the crisis in the first place. We need to see the span of history encapsulated in these pages and let it inform the future. We must be vigilant, we must be forceful, and we must continue to “Say Their Names” if we are to sustain the momentum of this movement.

      

   


   
      
         
            Why Black Lives Matter Matters

            By Curtis Bunn

         

         Of all the action Black Lives Matter has taken, all the change it has effected, all the controversy it has engendered, its most significant feat is this: It has awakened anew the power that resides within Black people.

         From every part of the United States, African Americans charged to the forefront of the BLM movement. They brought all of their emotions—their anger, their fears, their boundless optimism, and, mostly, their courage. BLM was born in the shadows of the 2013 acquittal of George Zimmerman, who had gunned down seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin. It rose to a world-shaking phenomenon in 2020, after George Floyd was murdered under the knee of Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin.

         That heinous act illuminated why Alicia Garza, Patrisse Khan-Cullors, and Opal Tometi—three Black women—created what they describe as a “Black-centered political will and movement.”

         It was Garza, who is from Los Angeles and lives in Oakland, who coined the phrase “Black Lives Matter.” Trayvon Martin was shot and killed on February 26, 2012, when confronted by an armed Zimmerman as Trayvon returned to his father’s fiancée’s home from a convenience store in Sanford, Florida. Garza posted the phrase as an emotional proclamation on Facebook in response to the anguish she felt, a suffering magnified by knowing there were so many others like it.

         It became the most used phrase in the lexicon around the world. It was a rallying cry, a call for justice, an exaltation of human worth, an expression of desperation.

         Garza’s mother is Black, her father Jewish. She calls herself a “queer social justice activist” and is married to Malachi Garza, a transgender male activist.

         Khan-Cullors, whose mother is a Jehovah’s Witness, is gay and an activist from Los Angeles. She served in the trenches of criminal justice reform and led Reform LA Jails’ “Yes on R” campaign, a ballot initiative that passed by a 73 percent landslide victory in March 2020. Her Twitter use of the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter sparked an explosion on that social media platform.

         Tometi is the daughter of Nigerian immigrants. She lives in New York, has been involved in social movements for two decades, and is the executive director of Black Alliance for Just Immigration. Tometi is married with children. She built the BLM website.

         These are the three women who have changed the world.

         These are the three women who, in changing the world, thrust its vicious underbelly into everyone’s consciousness.

         They are not the first to do so, however. They are, indeed, following a legacy of female leaders who fought tirelessly for justice since the 1800s. There was Ida B. Wells, a former slave who became a journalist and activist who spearheaded an anti-lynching campaign in the United States in the 1890s.

         Long before Rosa Parks and others refused to give up their seats and move to the back of the bus, Wells, in May 1884, would not relinquish the first-class train seat she purchased to retreat to the “Colored Car,” as ordered. She was forcibly removed from the train, but not before she bit one of the men on the hand. Wells won a $500 settlement in a circuit court case. But the Tennessee Supreme Court later overturned the decision. That’s when she began writing about social injustices and became an activist.

         “One had better die fighting against injustice than to die like a dog or a rat in a trap,” she said.

         There was Charlotta Bass, the first Black woman to run for vice president, in 1952. She was on the ballot with presidential candidate Vincent Hallinan of the left-wing Progressive Party. A former journalist, Bass was the co-president of the Universal Negro Improvement Association in the 1920s and created the Home Protective Association, which fought against laws that prevented Black people from becoming homeowners. So aggressive were her stances that the FBI put her under surveillance.

         After becoming the vice presidential nominee, Bass said: “For the first time in the history of this nation a political party has chosen a Negro woman for the second highest office in the land. It is a great honor to be chosen as a pioneer. And a great responsibility. But I am strengthened by thousands on thousands of pioneers who stand by my side and look over my shoulder—those who have led the fight for freedom, those who led the fight for women’s rights, those who have been in the front line fighting for peace and justice and equality everywhere. How they must rejoice in this great understanding which here joins the cause of peace and freedom.”

         There was Shirley Chisholm, who went from voicing her strong views on racial and gender discrimination as a member of the NAACP and the League of Women Voters to becoming the first Black woman elected to Congress. The former New York state legislator, who had worked as a nursery school teacher and later as a director of schools for early childhood education, served seven terms in the House of Representatives and introduced more than fifty pieces of legislation.

         There was Patricia Harris, who worked with many presidents of the United States and became the first African American woman to serve in a presidential cabinet, under Jimmy Carter in 1977. She also was named co-chair of the National Women’s Committee for Civil Rights by President John F. Kennedy in 1963 and was made an American envoy by President Lyndon Johnson in 1965.

         “I feel deeply proud and grateful to knock down this barrier, but also a little sad about being the ‘first Negro woman’ because it implies we were not considered before,” Harris said.

         There were countless other Black women who felt, like the Black Lives Matters founders, the call to address systemic racism—enduring police killings of mostly Black people and social injustice—and acted.

         With BLM, its ultimate strength rests with its revealing force and its galvanizing influence. Things about America, shameful things that had been pushed aside but mostly ignored, were illuminated as if by the sun. And leaders have emerged, many young, eager, and courageous, who will extend this fight into the future.

         And they did so without the Black church as the anchor of its organization, as it was during the civil rights movement of the 1950s and ’60s. That religious entity took its concerns from the pulpit to the pavement, led by the indomitable Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and a band of faith leaders who were relentless and courageous.

         The marches and boycotts inspired change and iconic milestones in history, including the Supreme Court declaring bus segregation unconstitutional in 1956 and the Civil Rights Act of 1964, among many other society-changing policies.

         Dr. King and the army of civil rights troops showed the way. Black Lives Matter adopted those principles and kicked it up several notches, eschewing the church and relying instead on a not-taking-no-for-an-answer, unrelenting, in-your-face methodology, led by young people, that did not slow down, even during the coronavirus pandemic that disproportionately devastated Black communities across America.

         So how did we get here? Structural and systemic racism have been at the heart of Black people’s suffering since the first ships with enslaved Africans arrived on the shore of Jamestown, Virginia, on August 20, 1619. The killings of Trayvon Martin and George Floyd, Michael Brown and Breonna Taylor, Sandra Bland and John Crawford…and on and on, are a part of the white supremacy ideology that has made the United States go. The three founders of Black Lives Matter had had enough and moved to reenergize the civil rights movement.

         BLM, as it would turn out, is the biggest movement in American history, according to analysts, with up to 26 million people participating in the nationwide demonstrations. On the world stage, there were protests in sixty countries and all continents except Antarctica. Its global reach was the result of savvy leveraging of social media platforms, where messaging and rally locations were shared widely.

         Much more than that, it was its way of enhancing the citizenry’s understanding of structural racism, using racist incidents that were different in nature but connected in spirit. And there were many.

         Its mantra: “There’s a Mike Brown in every town.”

         And yet, the idiom Black Lives Matter was an “umbrella” term, Tometi said. As Black people are not monolithic, the term captured all lifestyles and heritages of Black people. Indeed, it was the organization’s most viable attribute: It stood for everyone, endowing every Black person’s vested interest.

         At the same time, the founders were intentional in not being the focal point of the cause. There were at least forty chapters in American cities, the idea being that vast leadership will allow the movement to sustain itself through numbers.

         The co-founders travel with security. Their lives have been threatened by white supremacists. They are followed by law enforcement. The FBI raided the home of an extremist and found two of the founders’ names on a watch list. The risk of death is real.

         In an interview with the Guardian, Tometi explained why having a single confirmed leader out front would be a disadvantage. “I see what has happened in the past, where there has been one or two figureheads and those people have been assassinated,” she said. “It really destabilized their organizations. So, what we’re trying to do now is be stronger than we ever were before. Leaders are everywhere. Yes, one might go, but there will be ten more that pop up.”

         Translation: They were prepared to die for the cause.

         The Matter of Protests

         BLM was ignited by the tragic killings of Black men by white men, either law enforcement, wanna-be law enforcement, or so-called vigilantes. The uprisings were heightened by the death of Black women, Sandra Bland in police custody in Texas, and later by the shooting death of Breonna Taylor in Kentucky, with many others in between. But the vast issues that plague Black life spread about like tributaries flowing from a river.

         The movement had multiple layers—police reform at the top to eliminate the blatant disregard for Black life, but also with job equity, the wealth gap, public health, fairness in housing and education—just about every element of life where being Black was a disadvantage, which was every walk of life.

         “We primed the ground for a moment when the world is cracked wide open,” said Melina Abdullah, co-founder of the Los Angeles BLM chapter. “We set things up to get folks to reimagine public safety and think beyond policing. I think we’ve ushered in transformative change in many different regards.”

         In her best-selling book When They Call You a Terrorist, Khan-Cullors wrote: “In Los Angeles, working primarily with women, many of them students from Cal State, I begin planning what will become the largest march I’ve ever planned up until that point. I put a call out on Facebook for people to come to Saint Elmo’s Village to meet…and Thandisizwe Chimurenga, one of our most beloved local journalists and radio hosts, helps get people to come. She brings Melina Abdullah, who teaches black studies at Cal State, and Melina brings her students, and together we formed the core of what will become the organizing committee for our March, indeed for who we are in LA. It is the beginning of the build-out of our Black Lives Matter, Los Angeles DNA.”

         Similar efforts rose across the country. The movement had legs—and critics. The name Black Lives Matter scared and put off some white people, who called the organizers “terrorists,” the participants “radicals,” and the emphasis on Black lives exclusionary.

         There were critics of the sexual orientation of the three founders, as if their views on and commitment to protecting all Black lives had anything to do with sexuality.

         “I’m not going to entertain it or engage it,” Abdullah said. “That’s not how Black people get free. You know, fifty-seven years ago, they made the same accusations and allegations around Bayard Rustin (who fought for civil and gay rights in the 1960s and was the primary organizer of the 1963 March on Washington) and it’s fifty-seven years ago, a bunch of Black male pastors said, ‘You know what? Bayard Rustin is too important to the movement. Barbara Jordan is too important to the movement.’ All of these queens and trans folk who helped to conceptualize, conceive of and usher forward the movement need to be given priority. And we’re not going to entertain it, certainly. Fifty-seven years later, we should be taking at least that strong of a position.”

         She added: “There’s always been homophobic and transphobic people, and those are the people we want to engage. So, you know, it’s our proclamation that all Black lives matter. And anybody who thinks that someone’s Black life doesn’t matter because of sexual orientation or gender identity or class, then [that’s] their problem.”

         That dogged perspective permeated the BLM movement. You have a problem with how we do things? Get over yourself.

         The confidence in how the leadership went about its work was decisive and unyielding, which created a unified approach, whether the march was in New York or Denver, Detroit or Memphis.

         “I am clear, we are clear,” Khan-Cullors wrote, “that the only plan for us, for Black people living in the United States—en masse, if not individually—is all tied up to the architecture of punishment and containment. We are resolute in our call to dismantle it.”

         Tacuma Peters, an assistant professor at Michigan State University in the James Madison College, which focuses on politics and social politics and society, said the 1960s efforts led mostly by clergy and the 2020 BLM efforts led mostly by Black women are the same, but different.

         “So, there are things that we can point to that have historical precedents,” Peters said. “And then there’s things that are wholly new. So I think that the things that we have seen before is the care that Black communities have for their children and have for their mothers and fathers and sisters and brothers and their neighbors, and rallying around particular people or particular events as a way to both honor those who have been taken away, but also as a way to really push politically and socially for change that is affecting the supermajority, if not all Black people.

         “So, I think there’s a way just to think about how this is different. I think people have pointed out repeatedly how the protests, the initial Black Lives Matter protests, are actually important for understanding our contemporary moment: that something happened five or six years ago that allowed for a particular groundswell of particular individuals.”

         Peters said the formulation of BLM in response to Zimmerman’s acquittal for killing Martin set up the power of the 2020 movement. It was a strong, established organization and prepared to mobilize. And for their work, Black Lives Matter was nominated for a 2021 Nobel Peace Prize. In Norwegian MP Petter Eide’s official nomination papers, obtained by CNN, he wrote that he nominated the movement “for their struggle against racism and racially motivated violence.” Eide added, “BLM’s call for systemic change [has] spread around the world, forcing other countries to grapple with racism within their own societies.”

         Peters said: “If you were to ask me two years ago about the effectiveness of the first iteration of Black Lives Matter, part of it, would it be talking about maybe [laws passed that required police to wear] body cams. But [in 2020], if we want to talk about the impact of Black Lives Matter, it is the fact that that first iteration made the second iteration possible. I always want to think about how the consciousness of people, Black people, but not exclusively Black people, was raised. People were making policy decisions. They came to the center at least for a little bit for a certain discussion. And [in 2020] we [saw] an extension of that with new players, but also some of the same people in a further raising in Black communities, in Latino communities, in larger white America of a certain type of consciousness of death at the hands of the police.

         “Part of the newness from the perspective of larger white, but not only white America, is a visceral reaction to particular deaths…visceral reaction that we didn’t see three, five, six years ago. That is part of the newness. Another part of this is the way in which calls for defunding police and the calls for abolition, calls for really dismantling…the police state are gaining more traction in places within the Black community and outside of the Black community where they were never given any credence. That is very important because there has been a shift [in] understanding that what needs to happen is a radical dismantling of a whole system that captures many Americans in its maws, and that there needs to be some radical change on the local level that is not going to be just ‘reform.’ And I think that’s a pretty big change.”

         Black Lives Matter, Peters said, “confounded people” because it energized a base that had been tired of being marginalized, especially in the aftermath of the killing of Black people in suspect circumstances.

         Law enforcement, on the other hand, was hardly energized by BLM. Rather, there was a tangible contempt for the organization and what it represented, evident by its aggressive posture and its persistent counter-message of “Blue Lives Matter.”

         Often in riot gear and contentious, police and, in some cases, the National Guard aggressively confronted BLM protesters and used physical tactics, including clubs, shields, pepper spray, and rubber bullets to assert their authority.

         Additionally, the intimidation factor was omnipresent. There were countless images of officers pointing weapons at unarmed protesters, including women and children, marchers knocked to the ground, choking on tear gas, getting pushed back, run over and arrested. Army tanks traveled up Pennsylvania Avenue in D.C. during the BLM march following George Floyd’s killing.

         “As we were fighting police brutality, we’re also experiencing police brutality,” Melina Abdullah said.

         “I didn’t feel safe with the police wearing riot gear, holding automatic weapons and tasers just feet away from me,” said Samantha Myers, who participated in the BLM protests in Washington, D.C., where there was a significant show of force. “I felt uncomfortable in the presence of the police, in fear that I or a loved one would be injured while demanding justice for Black lives and the end of systemic oppression.”

         Jordan Sims, a high school student in Atlanta, was pepper-sprayed in the face at a protest in Georgia’s capital city. “I was on the front line,” Sims recounted. “We were chanting. Everything was fine. Then the police officers got agitated and started pushing us back. And it turned into chaos, and someone pulled out the pepper spray and got me—for no reason.”

         A Black woman, Leslie Furcron of San Diego, was shot in the eye with a rubber bullet during a Black Lives Matter demonstration on May 30, 2020, after she tossed an empty Red Bull can several feet away from the line of police officers dressed in riot gear, with weapons aimed at protesters. The officer who permanently blinded Furcron in one eye was never brought up on charges.

         In Minneapolis, 650 people, mostly Black, were arrested during a march on a highway that had been peaceful—until state troopers surrounded the demonstrators and ordered everyone to sit on the ground. A nineteen-year-old was charged with felony riot. Her offense? She shone a laser pointer in the eyes of a police officer.

         Officers in riot gear disrupted a solemn violin vigil on a lawn for a Black man who had died during a police arrest in the Denver suburb of Aurora. They gushed pepper spray at families with kids, sending them scurrying.

         Those are only a handful of the countless uses of force around the country against BLM marchers, unprovoked acts against Black people that were magnified by the contrast of law enforcement’s reaction on January 6, 2021, to the mob of largely white Donald Trump supporters who marched to and commandeered the U.S. Capitol. Many believed that Trump had incited the crowd at a rally, exhorting his followers, many of whom were connected to white supremacist and conspiracy theorists’ groups, to march to the Capitol and to be “strong” in their actions.

         With little resistance from Capitol Police, the gang—wearing Trump paraphernalia, carrying Confederate flags and weapons, and spewing nonsensical gibberish about America being “their” country—stormed a building that was supposed to be one of the most secure in the world. Capitol Police, overrun and understaffed, essentially played matador, stepping aside to let them bull-rush the hallowed building constructed by enslaved Black people beginning in 1793. The National Guard was called in much too late to stop the mob.

         The magnitude of the invasion was monumental. People knocked over barricades, scaled the walls like wild squirrels, and broke windows, a breach of the Capitol unmatched since the British burned the building during the War of 1812. It was not enough to illegally enter the structure. The terrorists deposited feces in the hallways, ransacked offices, smoked marijuana, and stole lawmakers’ property. Their thwarted intent was to abduct and harm lawmakers.

         Members of the mob mounted statues and posed for photos, took seats at politicians’ desks, and set up a makeshift hanging post with a noose at the entrance—an egregious but telling act.

         A Capitol Police officer died, and many others were beaten and injured in the insurrection that forced many Trump sycophants to distance themselves from the disgraced president. Four others died as well, including a woman shot by a Capitol Police officer, and three others with medical emergencies.

         Remarkably, when done with their carnage, the invaders/terrorists strolled out of the building, after more than three hours of occupying and plundering offices, as if they were enjoying a fine afternoon in the park.

         There was no distress on their faces or concern in their gait that there would be repercussions for their treasonous crimes.

         All this occurred at the U.S. Capitol, where in 2013, a Black woman, Miriam Carey, with her thirteen-month-old daughter in the backseat, was shot multiple times and killed by the same Capitol Police that did little or not enough to stop—and, in fact, in some cases invited in—a white mob with bad intentions. Carey had made a U-turn at the White House and initiated a police chase for a quarter mile up Pennsylvania Avenue. The lethal forced used against the young Black mother, who was suffering from postpartum depression and other mental health issues, her sister said, was symptomatic of the concerns of Black Lives Matter protesters who peacefully demonstrated.

         What happened at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, displays the tale of dueling Americas: one in which Black peaceful demonstrators are intimidated and physically handled by an abundance of law enforcement, and the other America in which a violent, angry white mob can seize the U.S. Capitol against understaffed police, abuse and cause the death of officers, wreck a government building, and walk out without concern of suffering consequences.

         Responses to the blatant differences were swift and carried the same theme: hypocrisy.

         Black Lives Matter posted on Twitter: “When Black people protest for our lives, we are met by National Guard troops or police equipped with assault rifles, tear gas and battle helmets. When white people attempt a coup, they are met by an underwhelming number of law enforcement personnel who act powerless to intervene.

         “Make no mistake, if the protesters were Black, we would have been tear gassed, battered, and perhaps shot.”

         Americans from all walks of life, all races and political affiliations, made the obvious comparison. It was undeniable.

         “The events [at the Capitol showed us] that there have always been multiple Americas,” Garza, the BLM co-founder, said. “There’s been an America that we read about in history books—a romantic America that is made of fairy tales. And then there’s America that some of us live in—an America where the rules have been rigged against us for a very long time.

         “It’s an America where the rules around race and gender and class are fundamental, and they shape and impact people’s everyday lives. It’s also an America where we function under a particular sense of amnesia.”

         When it comes to law enforcement, Black people were not looking for equal violence toward whites. Rather, as a cogent meme on Instagram expressed: “We’re not asking you to shoot them like you shoot us. We’re asking you to not shoot us like you don’t shoot them.”

         “The Talk” Intensifies

         The trust of law enforcement, which had been precarious at best, vaporized in 2020 with the seemingly endless stream of Black deaths at the hands of white officers or vigilantes keen on taking the law into their own hands. It reached an explosive tipping point when Floyd’s horrifying death played out on televisions, computers, and cell phones. The world rebelled. For Black parents, it was a clarion call to rally their kids.

         Floyd’s death, amplified by twenty-five-year-old Ahmaud Arbery’s senseless slaying in Georgia a few months earlier on February 23 by a shotgun-toting civilian son and his father, put into alarming context the struggle and fear Black parents have for their children.

         “It’s an insidious form of racial profiling,” Rodney Coates, a sociologist and professor of critical race and ethnic studies at the University of Miami of Ohio, said.

         “I’m terrified that my son might go to prison or get killed just by being Black,” said Jeri Byrom, a teacher in Nairobi, Kenya, who said she was excited about her son, Adam, starting college at Howard University a few years ago. That excitement, though, was laced with concern he would fall victim to a targeted attack.

         “I live in this constant fear,” she said. “Young freshmen do stupid things, and young Black men cannot afford to make one mistake. I happened to call him on Halloween during his freshman year. Good thing I did, because he and his friend were about to go trick-or-treating in an affluent area of D.C.

         “I freaked out and started yelling: ‘Are you out of your mind?’ I could imagine what could happen to a group of Black boys, with or without costumes, going to a white neighborhood. Again, we had ‘The Talk’: ‘You can’t do things like that. You are a target. You don’t have to do anything at all, and you can still be shot or arrested or attacked. Please don’t go.’ Thankfully, they didn’t.”

         New York native Carlton Riddick, an information technology specialist, recalled the talk he had with his mother before he left to attend Johnson C. Smith University in 1988 in Charlotte, North Carolina.

         “She told me to avoid being considered a criminal by watching whom I would associate with, so I would not be arrested,” he said.

         Before his oldest son departed for college, Riddick had a different talk. “I said, ‘Son, the police are not your friends.’ I wanted him to fully understand what it means to walk out of the safety of his home into a world that would see him as a suspect just because he was walking down the street. This admonishment also included being cautious and suspicious of those of other cultures, many of whom now seem emboldened to take matters into their own hands.”

         A miffed Riddick added: “What kind of world do we live in when a parent has to have these types of conversations with their children? What pained me the most is here I am a father basically instilling a level of trepidation in my sons. All they hear normally from me is that they can be anything they want to be if they work for it. I had to add a caveat: even in a world that only sees you as a suspect.”

         Hauntingly, Samar Moseley, thirty-seven, of Minneapolis, said he lives in fear that an officer will kill him. He said he leaves social events early to avoid the potential for confrontations that often come at the end of the night. The area has been the scene of so much Black pain, including the deaths of Floyd, Jamar Clark in 2015, and Philando Castile in 2016, across the bridge in St. Paul.

         “I feel like I could be next,” he said. “It’s that bad. Black men in this city feel like targets,” said Moseley, who was so disturbed by killings of Black men by cops that in 2019 he wrote and released a music video on YouTube called “When They Gonna Stop?”

         Family therapist Porsha Jones advises that parents take a stronger position on instilling pride in their young Black men when they have “The Talk.”

         Too many Black children believe, “I could be next,” Jones said, a burden non-Black youths do not have to bear.

         “That’s such a powerful force, believing what you have seen on television could happen to you also, that the police or a random person could take your life just because you’re Black.”

         It becomes a mental game.

         “Black parents have to implement a talk around new protective factors,” Jones said. “But we have to balance the message so that he does not believe he is less than. You must communicate a sense of all love for your child and let him know that he is not broken, that he is equal. Reinforce his attributes and make sure he understands his heritage. This is necessary to reinforce because this is certainly not about him.”

         Coates, the sociologist, equated the trauma Black males feel to Reconstruction, when gangs of whites would hunt down and kill African Americans for sport and with no consequences.

         Arbery’s death in Georgia was also hunting. He was on a jog when he was essentially run down by a father-son vigilante duo, eventually got into a struggle with a man who pulled a shotgun on him and killed him. Arbery had done nothing wrong. The men were not police officers, though the father had once been an officer and had also worked as an investigator for a district attorney’s office.

         “When these [vigilante] cases occur, [Black young men] must try to defuse,” Coates said. He said his son had an incident where he tried to run and was fortunate he was not shot in the back. Coates hugged his son “with tears in my eyes, knowing it could have worked out tragically.

         “[Defusing a situation] goes against their brain and instincts,” Coates said. “But it’s not about being a coward. It’s not about backing down. It’s being strategic. It’s about living.

         “It’s the time we are living in, it’s infuriating that we have to take these measures. But we do. Black people have to be strategic about protecting their lives because there are clear forces that are against us…And it’s the ultimate form of racism in America.”

         The Matter of Young Leaders

         Out of the agony of 2020, which sparked national insurrection about an American system that has disproportionately kept its knee on Black people’s necks, came a collection of young leaders who, simply, are not having it.

         They are younger than the founders of Black Lives Matter. In some cases, they are too young to vote. But as teenagers, they possess an innate sense of responsibility in a moment in history that calls for responsible stalwarts.

         They are leaders, the next wave of rabble-rousers, that promise to be needed, as the changes required will not occur at warp speed. Indeed, the process will be painstakingly slow, so deliberate, in fact, that it will require more energy and passion and strong voices to keep the movement moving over the years. And, again, these emerging leaders are young women.

         In 2020, four high school students were among the many young people who, inspired by BLM and devastated by the George Floyd killing, emerged as prominent voices—and plan to stay there.

         At eighteen, Brianna Chandler concluded what many Black adults have not: “We don’t need politicians,” the St. Louis native said.

         “We are all we have as people and all we need as citizens. We don’t have to rely on politicians.” That position is one of the reasons she has taken on a role as “a student of a revolutionary movement,” she said.

         To that end, Chandler organized a “teach-in” in her city for local students to learn about racial injustice. The idea was that the more they knew, the more they’d be inspired as she has been, and the more young people would join the fight.

         “We have to bring sheer radical hope,” she said. “We’ve lived under capitalism for so long that it’s taken a mental toll.”

         That mental toll is played out in passivity, which is the polar opposite of Chandler’s posture. “One of the pitfalls of activism is that people get tired. You post ten messages on Instagram and you’re done. No. Real activism comes from conversations and commitment.

         “Social media plays a large role, yes. The educational system is not filled to the brim with Black history or the liberation movement. Social media is good for sharing what we can from home and reaching a lot of people around the world. It’s good for getting donations. We have a mutual need.”

         And when fatigue sets in? “It’s comforting knowing that I am not alone,” Chandler said. “There is no hierarchy in this. We all carry this weight equally.”

         Her sentiments were shared by Tiana Day, a seventeen-year-old in the San Francisco area. Much of her life she said she had a “burning desire to protest injustices.” But she “didn’t know what to do. I felt hopeless. But I wanted to do something. I never had that talk with my dad. We made it to the suburbs and never thought we’d have to face racism, police brutality.”

         Inevitably, she learned that racism was everywhere. She also learned that her father marched while at San Jose State in protest after the beating of Rodney King by police officers in 1991 and that her grandfather was a part of the Black Panthers movement in the 1960s.

         “I was shocked that my father hadn’t told me about his activism. But it made sense. I had that burning desire. It’s literally in my blood.”

         Her father and family were proud when Tiana led thousands in the first-ever Black Lives Matter march across the Golden Gate Bridge in a demonstration after George Floyd was killed. At the apex of the bridge, she spoke to the mass of people. Doing so was liberating.

         “I want to share my voice,” she said. “We need representation. We need a future to fight for. These are the most influential times for us. There is so much to fight for: against police brutality, for climate change and women’s rights.

         “My family has had the strength and persistence to keep going. We have to take a stance now if we want to see change when we are adults.”

         She founded the organization Youth Advocates for Change. “One of the things that keeps me going is thinking what if, as an adult, I get a call saying my son was shot, my friend was shot,” she said.

         The burden of balancing school and activism and the state of America drains her, she said. “Sometimes depression sets in and I cry for twenty-four hours. I feel so helpless. But I always find a reason to get back out there. We have work to get done.”

         Politics, however, is also not in her future. She said Joe Biden would receive her first-ever vote for president over Donald Trump, “because I relate to him the most…Politics are messy. You have to step on people to get up there…I have enough anxiety. My name is out there. My address is out there. It’s very dangerous to stand on that pedestal. There are people who absolutely don’t agree with what I’m saying…But it’s in my blood.”

         Zee Thomas asked permission from her mother to become an activist. Given the go-ahead, the sixteen-year-old went full bore and ended up leading a march of 10,000 protesters in Nashville, Tennessee, against police brutality.

         “The oppression we’ve felt has lasted hundreds of years and it won’t stop,” Thomas said. “People think that teenagers don’t care about what’s going on around the world. We care. Tennessee is a red state, but we still care.”

         She said it is imperative that Black girls take the mantle. “Because if we don’t, it won’t get better. We have to continue the generational strength and pass it on.”

         Soft-spoken and withdrawn when not speaking in public, Zee said taking on a leadership role has been a challenge, but worth the effort. “I have severe anxiety [about public speaking],” she said. “It’s very frustrating. Sometimes I want to do more, but physically I can’t.” But she said she will not stop. “It’s empowering.”

         Asked what it takes to do what she’s doing? “Bravery.”

         Shayla Turner found her bravery when she saw a peer speaking to students about racism. It was a Friday during her sophomore year. She skipped class and was moved. “I said, ‘I can do that.’ And I did.”

         At eighteen, she connected with community and grassroots organizations and grew more impassioned by the day. She spent some of her week of graduation campaigning in her hometown of Chicago to improve the city’s schools.

         “My anger and passion covers up my introverted nature,” she said. “I have a passion and rage and desire to make change.”

         She said she cried when she voted. “But it was not a good thing. I was counting on voting for Bernie [Sanders]. Kamala [Harris]’s policies…there were a lot of Black and brown people in jail because of her. So, I literally cried.

         “All this is happening [in America] because of racism, and the people at the bottom are suffering. It’s so corrupted because it’s rooted in corruption and based on racism and white supremacy.”

         She is so emotional about her work that she said she “overexerts” herself. “My mom has to remind me to take a mental health day. So, I cut off social media and relax. I don’t think I’m obligated to fix all that is wrong. But I would feel guilty if I did nothing.”

         Peters, the professor who studies civil rights movements, said young activists represent a wave of revolutionaries who have and will continue to immerse themselves in the movement to make Black lives matter.

         “The fact that there are generations who are younger who now know that protest is possible,” he said, “that coming together is possible, that there could be significant cohesion and a way of attacking and demanding is powerful. This is important.”

         The Matter of Minneapolis

         A city was deconstructed in the wake of George Floyd’s killing. Minneapolis had a reputation as a progressive place that championed inclusivity and mobility, with a downtown replete with high-end shopping and fine culinary options.

         Outside of the Chamber of Commerce’s depiction, Minneapolis also had a reputation for tension between its police force and its Black male population—and for sound reasons. Black men and women were appalled when, in 2015, Jamar Clark, twenty-four, was shot during a scuffle with two white Minneapolis police officers. In July 2016, cops shot Philando Castile in his car while his girlfriend recorded the tragedy in St. Paul, the state capital and neighboring Twin City. Police also shot to death Mario Philip Benjamin, thirty-two, when responding to a domestic incident in 2019.

         In each case, the shooters were either not arrested or found not guilty.

         In between those occasions, in 2017, a Black police officer named Mohamed Noor, born in Somalia, shot and killed a white woman in a dark alley, something Noor called “a mistake.” He was the only Minnesota officer to be convicted in an on-duty shooting in recent history.

         And then George Floyd happened, and the powder keg the city had become exploded.

         Andrea Jenkins, the Minneapolis city council vice president who represents the neighborhood where Floyd was killed, lives a five-minute walk from Cup Foods at 38th and Chicago, the site of the tragedy.

         Jenkins said she shopped at Cup Foods for decades.

         “I’ve been there hundreds of times.”

         The Memorial Day 2020 when Floyd was killed, Jenkins said she was at home, watching Netflix, a show called The Politician. She did not learn of the tragedy until she received a call late that evening from a colleague and then the mayor of Minneapolis, asking if she had seen the video.

         She hadn’t. It took her forty-five minutes to find it on Facebook. It was 1 a.m.

         “It was sickening,” Jenkins said of the video that shows Chauvin resting his knee and the force of his weight on Floyd’s neck for nine minutes, twenty-nine seconds as Floyd begged for relief. “Absolutely sickening.”

         And then she thought: “Here we go. Here we go again. The overall disregard for human life, disregard for Black life. I didn’t really start thinking about the social unrest that would eventually ensue or any of that. It was just a real emotional response [and] feeling.”

         That same feeling permeated the Watts section of Los Angeles in August 1965, when a white California Highway Patrol officer stopped a Black man named Marquette Frye in his vehicle on suspicion of driving while intoxicated. A roadside argument broke out, which then escalated into a fight with police. In the commotion, witnesses said the police injured a pregnant woman.

         Frye’s encounter was the accelerant on the fire—the culmination of consistent mistreatment by white officers—that sent Black residents into a fervor. Six days of civil unrest followed, with Watts set ablaze in the most destructive uprising: thirty-four deaths and $40 million in property damage.

         Fifty-five years later, it happened in Minneapolis. Jenkins was aware of the Watts riots, also called the Watts Uprising and Watts Rebellion, and was fearful the same could happen in her city. After all, the parallel was striking: Both cities had a history of violence against Black people by law enforcement. Both cities had citizens who were fed up with the disregard. Both cities were one incident from an explosion. And America itself was rife with police brutality cases.

         The difference that made all the difference: In Minneapolis, Floyd’s death was captured on video—all nine minutes, twenty-nine seconds. There was no hiding behind the shield, no tainted, one-sided reports from enabling police officers. The world saw George Floyd murdered.

         The world heard him beg for his life. It saw a cop, Chauvin, show no concern that the man could not breathe. It saw three other officers hold him down—and none of them come to the aid of a man who had been accused of passing a counterfeit $20 bill.

         And so, the next day in Minneapolis, there was a rally as the nation and eventually the world shrieked in horror while viewing the video. The anger was palpable, the pain intense. But because so many Black men had died at the hands of law enforcement, few Black people were surprised. They had been desensitized to the violence. But that did not lessen the anguish or rage.

         The gathering in Floyd’s memory was peaceful, Jenkins said. “It was very peaceful. I mean, there was deep anger and frustration,” she said. “But it was being expressed, you would say, in traditional ways. You know, there were speakers.

         “There were people from all over the city, people just kind of gathering, and supporting each other, calling for justice. Then that scene moved to begin marching down eastward on 38th Street towards the third precinct, which was about two and a half miles from 38th and Chicago.

         “Things started around five in the evening. We cried and all of those kinds of things. I spoke. Many ministers and community activists and [the] community took off towards the precinct, maybe about seven-thirtyish, to march that two and a half miles to the police station.

         “I did not go that far; I have multiple sclerosis, so walking that distance in a large crowd was not healthy for me.

         “When I learned that it became this confrontation, I was surprised. There have been many reports about it, that the police maybe overreacted…I did not anticipate it.”

         “Actually, there was nothing to be surprised about,” said Greg Agnew, a Minneapolis native who has had encounters with white officers. “You have a situation where a man gets killed as George Floyd did in a city with a terrible history of police not only killing Black men, but constantly harassing us. Yes, there would be confrontations during the protests because the cops still act like cops and the Black people are tired of it.”

         Jenkins said she called the police chief and “begged” him to not use tear gas on the demonstrators. The fact that she knew that type of aggressive tactic would be employed speaks to the history of the city and America.

         But the inspector on duty, who had the authority, called for tear gas, rubber bullets, and riot gear, elements that sent a clear and alarming message: They were prepared for war with the protesters, even if the protesters were only there to make a statement.

         Those actions set the scene for the next night of protests, nights and actions that would define Minneapolis in this moment. Chaos erupted. Fires. Looting. Destruction. Leaders of the protests, who implored peaceful protests, decried the disruptions and were often recorded stopping white marchers from painting “BLM” on buildings and inciting mayhem.

         Jenkins said she stayed at her partner’s home and watched it all play out on television for four days.

         “Minneapolis was spared the damage that could have come because the BLM movement isn’t about violence and destruction,” said Ray Richardson, a radio host who has lived in Minneapolis for more than twenty-five years. “We had a right to be fed up and pissed off—and not just because of George Floyd. There’s a history in this town that pushed us to the edge. But the organizers pushed an agenda that was not like the 1960s nonviolent marches, but still not to turn things into chaos. It takes away from the message.”

         “It was very spontaneous,” Jenkins said. “I mean, there were clearly reports of white supremacists in the area definitely involved…like cutting a fire hose and destroying property and burning down banks and post offices.

         “We were getting reports from neighbors that people were driving around in trucks with no license plates, starting fires behind people’s houses. Garages were on fire. Those are the kinds of reports that people were seeing.

         “And they were suggesting that these were not typical protesters. Many white neighbors [were] reporting that they [saw] white supremacists. Some had Confederate flags, lots of guys with tattoos. These were actually being confirmed by the law enforcement agencies that I was communicating with. Even though they were stating that these guys weren’t there to harm anything.

         “[But] they were reporting some of the same things that…happened in Kenosha [Wisconsin] later in the summer, that white supremacist militias were just in town to protect their stores and protect things. But it was downplayed quite a bit by state authorities. I guess they thought they weren’t a threat.

         “That’s the only thing I can assume…even though we do know that since then many people who have been affiliated with those groups [were] arrested.”

         The harsh reality is that there will be another Minneapolis—many of them, if history continues to repeat itself. In 1967, two years after the Watts riots, a Black cabdriver in Newark, New Jersey, was stopped for a minor traffic violation and beaten badly by two white police officers.

         The news of the Newark incident spread quickly, and a crowd formed at the police headquarters where the injured driver was held. Protesters, exhausted from police misconduct and more, expressed their discontent by hurling rocks at police station windows.

         The next two days were turbulent. New Jersey governor Richard Hughes called in the National Guard. The violence escalated, with twenty-six people dead and many Black people injured in the streets.

         Then, two weeks after the Newark unrest of 1967, police raided an after-hours club in Detroit, where a welcome-home party was being held for two Black Vietnam War veterans. Police busted up the celebration and arrested eighty-two African Americans who were in the club.

         The arrests lit the bomb within the Black community that had been waiting to go off. After five days of the disorder, thirty-three Black people were dead, 7,000 people were arrested, and more than 1,000 buildings were burned. This incident is considered to be one of the inspirations for the creation of the Black Panther movement.

         Police brutality was the spark in these moments, but the true causes were the boiling resentment behind racism in general and in particular unemployment, poverty, segregation, inferior education, and other systemic issues of oppression.

         Three months before the Detroit and Newark uprisings of 1967, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. foreshadowed what was to come in a speech he delivered at Stanford University called “The Other America.”

         In it, Dr. King said: “All of our cities are potentially powder kegs…But in the final analysis, a riot is the language of the unheard. And what is it that America has failed to hear? It has failed to hear that the plight of the Negro poor has worsened over the last few years. It has failed to hear that the promises of freedom and justice have not been met. And it has failed to hear that large segments of white society are more concerned about tranquility and the status quo than about justice, equality, and humanity…And as long as America postpones justice, we stand in the position of having these recurrences of violence and riots over and over again.”

         More than five decades later, Dr. King’s words continue to ring true in America.

         A week after the protests in Minneapolis began in 2020, Jenkins returned to her home in the neighborhood where she had lived since 1999, uncertain of what to expect after daily demonstrations mixed with nightly unrest that were pervasive in New York, Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, Buffalo, and countless other cities across the country, as law enforcement maintained an aggressive posture against the protesters’ determination to be heard.

         “During the day it seemed like just regular old, beautiful, bucolic Minneapolis,” she said. “Summer was coming. The grass was turning green. People were walking their dogs. It’s your regular old neighborhood. But during those first few weeks, still people were on edge, and at night mostly people were on edge because there were these huge firecrackers. It kind of started slowing down after the Fourth of July. But for Juneteenth, the fireworks were mixed with gunshots.

         “It was unnerving. The fireworks were more rapid. They had a certain cadence. And then the gunshots were louder and had their own particular sort of rhythm.”

         In addition, the demonstrations occurred during the coronavirus pandemic, which sent the message that the cause was worth defying the stay-at-home orders that were in place.

         The perpetual concern during the marches centered on following—or not following—Centers for Disease Control guidelines on wearing masks and maintaining six feet of social distancing. Many demonstrators wore masks; some did not. Maintaining social distance was difficult as the gatherings grew in size. But it was the same for law enforcement, although it was not noted nearly as much. They lined up in riot gear, presenting a show of force—but masks were absent, and social distancing did not exist.

         Dr. Enid Neptune, a Black pulmonologist at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, said she watched the protests with equal parts pride and uneasiness. “As a physician I had a heightened degree of concern. The demonstrations were overly populated with African Americans. But that concern is balanced against the need to protest…The Black body is being devalued, so the protesters are protesting on merit, despite a pandemic.

         “This is about people having to make these decisions in this [racially divided] climate and what they hope to gain from the protests being more important than the need to employ every possible strategy to block the risk of COVID transmission. That’s a very personal choice [to march] and it’s not a choice that anyone can make for anyone else.”

         Dr. Pierre Vigilance, founder and principal at HealthUp Strategic Advisors and associate dean of public health practice at George Washington University, noted that the purpose of the movement was so powerful that any critique of following COVID-19 protocols rang hollow.

         “I often heard of these comparisons of the protests versus the mass [social] gatherings, how they are all the same,” Vigilance said. “Those are inappropriate. The point of the protests was to speak out on wrongdoings. That was valid. And many of the images showed people wearing masks.

         “The point of these other [social] gatherings, like in the Ozarks, was to socialize. So, if we’re going to talk about the protests and their impact on this pandemic, they also need to be talking about the mass gatherings of [white] people who are socializing not wearing masks or social distancing.”

         There was another, deeper reason, Neptune said, that Black people often did not wear masks as they demonstrated.

         “One aspect of police-involved events that target African American men is the subtext that these persons are not seen, not recognized as people of value,” she said. “The ability to show one’s face is a way of saying, ‘This is what I look like, and I matter.’ So, a mask can attenuate that assertion of individuality and importance and ‘This is who I am.’ That part of the protests has been underexamined.”

         Interestingly to Jenkins, as the summer moved on, she could look out of her window and see normalcy. “Fall came. The leaves were turning red,” she said. “I live right across the street from the park. Kids played soccer. They’ve got their dogs running loose, getting exercise. There was a church service. It was like the regular neighborhood.

         “That area became known as George Floyd Square. It’s barricaded off. But for all of the burning and looting and then fires and all of these things, the intersection at 38th and Chicago? No destruction.

         “You would have suspected that maybe Cup Foods may have been burned out. That’s what happened in many other cities, like Atlanta.” (The Wendy’s was set ablaze where unarmed Black man Rayshard Brooks was shot twice, once in the back and once in the buttocks, by an Atlanta police officer. He died in the hospital. A white woman was arrested for arson in that case.)

         “In Ferguson, when Michael Brown got killed, they burned down the [store] that he went to [where the worker had called the police]. But Cup Foods remained completely untouched by the destruction and the looting, which is very, very interesting because 38th and Chicago has historically been kind of gang territory. For decades, the Bloods.”

         Jenkins also found the racial makeup of the demonstrators interesting. Black people led the rallies. The communities participating were comprised of multiple ethnic groups, including Latino and Somalian. But “the protesters were overwhelmingly white,” Jenkins said. “Young white males were very visible early on. It was remarkable in the sense of people were talking about it—the news media and the elected officials.”

         The predominant number of white demonstrators in Minnesota was unique compared to most BLM protests around the country, especially in the cities where a Black life was taken. But that show of support spoke to the horrific nature of Floyd’s death, and the outrage crossed racial differences. The civil disobedience in the 1960s had some participation from non-Blacks, but the demographic was predominately brothers and sisters exalting their pain and anguish on a social order that limited their growth. So they pushed back with little consideration for property—or consequences.

         In the case of Minneapolis, Jenkins said the site of the tragedy became a “sacred place” and a rally point.

         “George Floyd Square was like ground zero,” Jenkins said. “So, either people would start their march somewhere else and end up at 38th and Chicago. Or they would gather at 38th and Chicago and march to the capital or march to the precinct or march to City Hall.”

         There was not much discussion on television about the priority placed on the location where Floyd was killed.

         “There’s sort of an eight-block [area], for lack of a better term—protesters or advocates get mad when I use this language—an autonomous zone. The general public [was] monitored and controlled on who and when people can enter by these self-proclaimed George Floyd Square protector residents. They’re completely disassociated from any governmental or law enforcement agencies, and their distrust and their disgust to those very agencies [was strong]. People have come to ‘Hold down this space until they get justice.’”

         The barricade stopped the traffic flow on one of the state’s busiest thoroughfares, Route 5, which runs through six different communities: Bloomington, Richfield, Minneapolis, Golden Valley, and Brooklyn Center, and extends to the Mall of America and the nearby airport.

         Emergency vehicles could not get through George Floyd Square. And law enforcement exploited this as an opportunity to “take a break from enforcing the law, meaning citizens who needed protection often did not get any,” Jenkins said. She added that law enforcement’s lack of policing was in retaliation to the call to defund the police.

         “Right,” Agnew said. “The people paid to protect the citizens didn’t want to do their jobs because they were mad. That about sums it up. And it’s disgusting.”

         Indeed, the feel of law enforcement—in riot gear and with weapons drawn—treating protesters as terrorists reigned. The National Guard was called in, presenting another intimidating presence.

         “It wasn’t a comfortable feeling being there, exercising our right to protest and have the cops looking like they were ready to attack,” Samar Moseley said. “And because they’ve shot us before, I definitely had the feeling that it could happen again. Why did they have guns out? Why dressed like something’s about to go down? We came in peace. We got treated like the bad guys.”

         There was no official Black Lives Matter chapter in Minneapolis, which was the epicenter of the national unrest. There were BLM protesters there in its name and BLM representatives there, but the movements were not Black Lives Matter–organized.

         Rather, BLM spawned other organizations in Minnesota with similar ambitions that were key players in the 2020 demonstrations. There was Black Visions Collective, an organization that describes itself as “dedicated to Black liberation and to collective liberation, we need a radical and ongoing investment in our own healing. By claiming love for our own bodies, our own psyches, our own experiences, and by building the resources we need to integrate healing justice into all that we do, we are insisting on conditions that can carry us towards the next generation of work, and towards a deeper place of freedom for all of us.”

         Based in the Twin Cities, BVC says it “has been putting into practice the lessons learned from organizations before us in order to shape a political home for Black people across Minnesota.” BVC took the lead in most of the marches after Floyd’s death.

         There was also Reclaim the Block, a grassroots organization founded in 2018. It “organizes Minneapolis community and city council members to move money from the police department into other areas of the city’s budget that truly promote health and safety.”

         The Reverend Al Sharpton visited Minneapolis in the early days of the protests. His appeals to turn down the volume of the demonstrations were unwelcome. People needed to voice their anger and pain.

         “Ultimately, I think many people around the country who are ‘abolitionists’ and Black Lives Matter members…see it as the start of a process, not the end,” Jenkins said.

         In Watts, Detroit, and Newark, while they rebuilt, the remnants of the civil unrest persist in a number of ways: police violence against Black people continues there; quality jobs are not plentiful; food deserts exist; public education is subpar. And on and on.

         “What I would hope that we could trace back to these protests is that we have rebuilt our city on a foundation of sustainability and equal opportunities for everybody,” Jenkins said. “And I hope that for the entire country, I hope that through these protests we can see universal health care in our society, that we can see universal basic income in our society. We have a real huge problem of income inequality. And I believe that that is the main reason why you have millions of people in the street marching and protesting, George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery are just the sparks that lit this flame.

         “But people are angry about the blatant runaway capitalism that has created a caste system in this country. People are tired of it. So, I hope we see a more equitable society in terms of income, in terms of access to home ownership, education, and to safe health care. And that is what I think these protests are getting at. And I hope that in the end, we will see those things as a response.”

         The Shift in Public Consciousness

         Long-distance freight driver Ed Hughes remembers—said he will not forget, in fact—the day a white woman approached him and his wife, Leigh, at a restaurant in northern Virginia. She served them dinner and had grown comfortable enough over their experience to share what Ed Hughes considered deep feelings of guilt.

         “She said, ‘I understand the battle and I just want to know what I can do differently and what I can say.’ I was touched by that,” Hughes said. “She could have kept that to herself. The fact that she didn’t made me believe she was sincere. She was in her twenties from Louisiana. That was an outstanding moment, considering the climate of the country.”

         Hughes answered her simply, “Treat everyone like you treated us.”

         He said: “That’s all that was needed to be said. She was wonderful to us, very nice and personable. My point was we need more of that.”

         The server’s comments to the Hugheses represented a shift in public consciousness that was palpable in 2020. The turmoil Black people lived with daily—and had been living with all along—came to the forefront in the aftermath of the callous nature of George Floyd’s killing in Minneapolis. Emotions of anyone with a tinge of empathy spilled over from seeing a man killed as he begged for his life.

         Ten days after Floyd’s murder, Marcy Sampson drove to Atlanta from Bessemer, Alabama, with two friends, a trio of young white women who said they felt compelled to be counted among those who agreed that the racial tide needed to be turned.

         “We all are people, all should be treated like humans,” Sampson said.

         She admitted that the devastating image of Floyd dying under a police officer’s knee was so heart-wrenching that she, for the first time in her life, gave serious consideration to the disparities she had heard African Americans share.

         “I don’t know. I mean, I thought I understood where Black Lives Matter was coming from. I thought I understood that there were biases in America,” she said. “But that…the way George Floyd died, as if his life didn’t matter…and worse, the officer seemed to know nothing would happen to him. It broke my heart.

         “And as a person living in the world, white, Black, or otherwise, we can’t just sit back; I couldn’t just sit back. When I saw that, I got it that something is really wrong. All this time, I…I guess I didn’t understand.”

         Sampson held a sign that read: “Black Lives Matter.” Her friends’ signs read: “No Justice, No Peace” and “Stop the Killing of Innocent PEOPLE.”

         They were a microcosm of the paradigm shift of public sentiment that emerged from Floyd’s death.

         “You can’t do that to people. Period,” J. Lee Young, a white man from Cummings, Georgia, north of Atlanta, said. Like Sampson, he said that before this year he did not believe racism was a prominent force in America.

         “I know there is racism in the world,” he said. “But that was what you call a watershed moment for me, seeing that man die like that for no reason. White people have to take a stand, too. I feel a sense of guilt for not understanding before now. If we don’t take a stand, we are wrong. And we shouldn’t be wrong on this issue.”

         The guilt manifested itself in other ways beyond protest participation. On social media, thousands of posts surfaced by non-Black people determined to share that they’d had a revelation about race in the United States. Books on anti-racism became bestsellers. “Black Lives Matter” signs appeared in front lawns of white homes and businesses.

         “And I had a white co-worker come to me and apologize,” Diana Wright, a pharmaceutical sales representative in suburban Chicago, said. “I said, ‘For what?’ She said, ‘For what’s happened to your people—the past and now. I’m ashamed.’ I was shocked. But when I told my friends about it, more than one of them said they had a similar situation happen to them.”

         Gentrifying the demonstrations ran its course, though, with some Black protesters, who believed many whites participated on the condition that they lead the marches. They respected and appreciated their support, but they insisted on leading.

         “It’s our turn to lead our own fight, to frame our own conversations,” Benjamin O’Keefe, a Black political organizer in Brooklyn, said. “We exist in a white supremacy culture in which even people who want to do good do not necessarily want to be led by a Black person.”

         Black leaders were more interested in how white Americans—inspired by brutality of white officers on Black people—would integrate anti-racism into their lifestyles, and not just when the country was mired in unrest.

         The word and concept of “allyship” took on prominent roles in white people’s quest to help with change. Allyship is defined as the continuous process in which someone with privilege and power seeks to first learn about the experiences of a marginalized group of people, and then ultimately empathize with their challenges and build relationships with that group of people.

         Another way of putting it is allies acknowledge their lofty status—and recognize their favor should not override the virtue of helping.

         “Allyship is language, and being a co-conspirator is about doing the work,” said O’Keefe, a Black activist who was a former senior aide to Massachusetts senator Elizabeth Warren. “It’s taking on the issue of racism and oppression as your own issue, even though you’ll never truly understand the damage that it does.”

         He added: “There are a few important things to think about as we’re having that conversation. Don’t put your burden of your sadness or your fear onto your Black friends or onto Black leaders that you follow, because the truth is it’s not the job of Black people to educate you or to make you comfortable. Anti-racism isn’t comfortable, just like racism isn’t comfortable for Black people and people of color.

         “Listen more than you speak. Do your research. Ignorance by very definition is a lack of knowledge, so the only way to break down ignorance and your ignorance and the ignorance of others is through education. It’s really important to learn the history of the struggle you’re putting yourself into, to learn about the systems of oppression that exist and how you’re complicit in them, and then, again, remember that it’s not our job to educate you. It’s not hard to educate yourself. You can literally Google it.”

         And one more thing, O’Keefe pointed out: Black people were grateful for whites’ support, but urged them to know their place.

         “When white people show up to protests for the Movement for Black Lives, they are our guests,” he said. “This might be exciting to them now, but this has been something that we have been living for generations and fighting for generations. So, you are showing up, and we’re happy to have you, you are our guests.

         “A white person’s job at a protest isn’t to spray paint ‘Black Lives Matter’ on a building. It’s not to destroy stuff. It’s not to loot stores. Their job is not to mess with the cops and throw stuff. Their job at that protest, what they are there to do, is to do everything they can in their power to put their bodies between the bodies of Black people and police. They should know if they’re there that they have the privilege of at least knowing that there will be more action taken if they die than if a Black person does. Because not only is it disrespectful to disrupt our protests, but it actually is also doing direct harm to the Black lives that these folks are supposed to be there to try to protect.

         “Countless times it’s white people who are doing this provocation (burning buildings, throwing things at law enforcement), who are escalating this, and it’s not them who are suffering the consequences, both physically there in person and with tear gas and pepper spray thrown in our faces, but also they’re not doing service to the narrative that we’re trying to build. They’re continuing to give fodder that will be used and is currently being used against Black people.

         “If you show up to a protest, you’re there to be an ally, you can say. You are there to listen and to learn and to follow the leadership of the Black folks, to follow the leadership of the marginalized.”

         Forensic psychologist Dr. Christopher Bass in Atlanta said he could not rule out white guilt as part of white people’s participation in the demonstrations.

         “The idea that a revolution cannot be diverse has been proven incorrect throughout our time here in this country,” Bass said. “This time was somehow different, though. As the media looked for answers to help them understand this diverse participation, some asked about the concept of ‘white guilt.’ In summation, we conclude that the term refers to the feelings of shame and remorse some white people experience when they recognize the legacy of racism and racial injustice, and perceive the ways they have benefited from it.”

         It was not just the media that questioned white people’s participation. Those in the movement had questions and doubts, too.

         “If history teaches us nothing else, it teaches us that history in many cases can repeat itself,” Bass said. “Similar to protests in the 1960s for civil rights, a theme began to emerge as old lessons took center stage. The lessons that were taught earlier on included the fictitious narrative that African Americans, when emotionally charged, resort to aggressive tendencies and lack the intellectualism and socialization to remain peaceful during difficult or uncertain times.

         “The tendency by the white media is to create the narrative that African Americans must be controlled with more aggression to quell the instinct, which is stereotypically innate. As we have seen in the media countless times, even those who were killed by police and others quickly have their previous encounters with the legal system (if a history exists) prominently displayed and circulated to consciously justify the actions of the authority figure. Victimize the victim. Yet, when the African American community cries out, the lenses of support and change only become clearer when there is white community support.”

         Bass said there were signs of potential for systemic changes following the protests, because many looked at the demonstrations as multiracial instead of just Black. It was bothersome that “white community support and participation changed the temperature of the visual. It is much more difficult to categorize and demean a diverse group of emotionally charged protesters,” he said. “For, when you see those who resemble you, or your family, common descriptions used by the media to describe African American youth, like ‘wild animals’ (which was used consistently since Reconstruction) cease.”

         White people’s participation did not assuage Black people’s feelings or correct injustices. Significantly, Bass pointed out, there was a difference between the awareness that guilt brings and the caring that comes with being awakened by the atrocities.

         “Being awake alludes to a complex connection to an ideal, whereas, being aware does not necessarily mean that,” Bass said. “An individual’s external state of awareness of their social surroundings, thoughts, and feelings can be procured from cues in the environment. Thus, behavior based on just awareness of perceived themes can be ill-timed, ill-themed, or worse—ill-intentioned.

         “This should not suggest that being awake automatically makes one aware. The immediate reaction of Mr. Floyd’s death was a display of raw pain. In context, it must be understood that this was not an isolated incident. In fact, within the first five months of 2020, over one hundred eight African Americans had been identified as being killed by police in America. The numbers reflected an epidemic within the pandemic.”

         The stress of seeing Floyd killed combined with the history of police shootings and Black people’s demise at law enforcements hands—all occurring during a pandemic that devastated the African American community—created an almost unstoppable wave of emotions, Bass said.

         “It all set the stage for this kettle pot of raw reaction and emotional expression to spill out. While the nation watched the events play out at home, the stress of being confined to their homes, the loss of family members, without the opportunity to utilize traditional methods of grieving and process, and the sheer uncertainty of a future life (as we knew it previously) also played significant roles in the groundswell of emotion and reaction.”

         And it goes deeper, Bass said. The protesters were guided by an urgent need to be heard and to effect change, even in the face of a pandemic, and even with law enforcement that viewed them as a foe rather than someone to be protected.

         “The idea of being aware is present,” he added. “It can guide our behavior. It has the ability to show up. Social consciousness, when viewed through the lens of philosophical and psychological glasses, is a multifaceted paradigm. It must be emphasized that our motivation for behavior lies much deeper than the surface of being aware of an issue. The perception involved in deciphering the multitude of sensational data is overwhelming. If the Freudians taught us anything about what sparks our thinking and subsequent behavior, it is that sometimes being awake, aware, and conscious really can be confusing, ill-directed, and self-preserving.”

         The Matter of Black Athletes

         Naomi Osaka, the women’s tennis phenomenon born to a Haitian father and a Japanese mother, wore seven different masks to her matches at the 2020 U.S. Open, each bearing the name of an unarmed Black person killed by law enforcement. It was a strong display of support of Black Lives Matter—and an indication that the movement spilled into the sports world.

         It was an audacious move by Osaka. She took BLM’s concerns to the predominantly white, affluent, pretentious tennis world—where Black players are scarce—and its vast international television audience. She won the major tournament and won a legion of fans that may not have known her as a star, but identified her as courageous after her two-week stand.

         Asked after she took the title what she wanted to get out of displaying the names of unnecessarily fallen Black people, Osaka was unflappable: “Well, what was the message that you got was more the question. I feel like the point is to make people start talking.”

         Lewis Hamilton, the most dominant Formula One racecar driver in the world, was equally committed to BLM in Europe. The Black man of British heritage had “Black Lives Matter” painted on the Mercedes he drove in competition. He took a knee on the track and wore anti-racism slogans supporting BLM all of the 2020 season. And he dominated, winning seven races. Hamilton said the urgency of the Black Lives Matter movement made him a better driver.

         “It was a different drive than what I’ve had in me in the past—to get to the end of those races first so that I could utilize that platform [for Black Lives Matter] and shine the light as bright as possible,” he said. “There is no way that I could stay silent. And once I said that to myself, I didn’t hold any fear.”

         That lack of fear existed throughout the athletic world. The NBA, 80 percent of whose players are Black, stood with the BLM movement by using its vast national platform to share the organization’s concerns to its community, international audience, corporate sponsors.

         “Black Lives Matter” was painted on the court at NBA games during the truncated 2020 season to send a consistent expression of support. Players wore calls for justice or expressions of hope on the back of their jerseys instead of their names.

         LeBron James, perhaps the most popular athlete in the world, expanded his standing in the community by racing to the forefront of BLM support, taking on Donald Trump, Fox News host Laura Ingraham, and anyone who did not share the ideals of change to make life equitable for Black lives.

         In a very real way, they all followed in the courage of Colin Kaepernick, the former NFL quarterback who essentially sacrificed his career during his prime. When Kaepernick knelt during the national anthem to protest police brutality before an NFL game on September 12, 2016, he made a statement about the power of the Black Lives Matter movement.

         He was their contemporary, a Super Bowl quarterback athletes could relate to, and they drew courage from his audacity. Considered a radical and a potential distraction—at least that was the public position of NFL executives—no team would sign him in what can only be described as “blackballing.”

         “He’s a modern-day Rosa Parks and Muhammad Ali all in one,” said Stephen A. Green, president of the People’s Consortium, a civil rights group with nonviolent ideals. “When you think about what he has put on the line for himself personally, with what he could lose…that’s not [an exaggeration]. He risked a lot to elevate the issues that affect Black and brown bodies in America. For our community, we can’t afford to let him be silenced.”

         Over the years, Kaepernick had been strategic in his activism, doing more and saying less. Hardly did he grant interviews, but his voice had been heard nonetheless.

         “Kaep was very deliberate about staying in the public eye,” said Sarah J. Jackson, author of Black Celebrity, Racial Politics, and the Press: Framing Dissent. “It’s also relevant, of course, that Kaepernick’s activism came in the middle of the mainstream visibility of the Black Lives Matter movement and several high-profile police killings, as well as alongside the rise in a newly emboldened far-right that focuses a lot of energy on publicly attacking those that critique police or make outspoken stances against anti-Black racism.”

         NFL owners, some following the demands of Trump and their own biased ideals, forced their players not to follow Kaepernick’s peaceful protest of kneeling during the pregame national anthem, conflating the issue of kneeling to protest police brutality with disrespecting the military.

         In the NBA, while the league actively joined forces with the players, many of its owners—all white except Michael Jordan—were circumventing those actions.

         A study by the sports and pop culture website The Ringer revealed that many of the same NBA owners who publicly professed their unity with the players and the BLM movement were making donations to causes designed specifically to undermine the demonstrations.

         After a year spent analyzing five years of records from the Federal Election Commission, John Gonzalez, who wrote the report, found that league owners paid $28 million in political donations to Republican causes and candidates whose ideology clashed with those of the Black protesters and the NBA players.

         “We found political contributions by twenty-seven different owners (as well as 20 significant others) over a period of more than five years. Of that $28 million total, more than $14.9 million (53.4 percent) went to Republican politicians and PACs, while over $12 million (43.1 percent) was directed to Democrats,” the report said. “That leaves roughly $1 million to nonpartisan issues, such as the University Public Issues Committee, the National Cable and Telecommunications Association, or PACs that give to candidates from both parties.”

         Orlando Magic owner Dan DeVos is the son of Amway co-founder Richard DeVos and brother-in-law to Betsy DeVos, the much-maligned former secretary of education appointed by Donald Trump. Dan DeVos donated $50,000 to the Congressional Leadership Fund, “a super PAC that funnels money to the same Republican representatives who accounted for all but one of the nay votes against HR 7120,” which was crafted to address police reform after George Floyd’s killing.

         Dan DeVos and his wife, Pamella, gave more than $220,000 to two Senate super PACs directly tied to Republican committees responsible for keeping the vote on HR 7120 from happening. The report also reveals that DeVos donated $200,000 to America First Action, one of Trump’s super PACs, just two weeks after Floyd’s death on May 25.

         DeVos said he strongly condemned “bigotry, racial injustice, and the unwarranted use of violence by police against people of color” in public statements of unity with the players and said their mostly one-sided political donations didn’t necessarily reflect their personal leanings, according to the report.

         Billionaires typically donate equally to both political parties, according to a study by Americans for Tax Fairness and the Institute for Policy Studies. But in the NBA, 80.9 percent of the owners’ donations have gone to Republicans and Republican causes, with 18.4 percent going to Democrats, and another 0.7 percent to nonpartisan issues, according to the report.

         In fact, as the league professed its support of Black Lives Matter, NBA team owners collectively donated more money to Trump-related super PACs than all Democratic donations combined in 2020, according to the report. The DeVoses donated about half of that amount—more than $2 million—to Republicans, records show.

         Michele Roberts, the first Black woman to be the executive director of the National Basketball Players Association, said in the report: “There are some people who purport to despise Trump but believe as long as he keeps those taxes low, he’s their guy. Now, I think that’s a disgraceful excuse for why you would support someone with his politics. But I know people who look me in the eye and say that to me: ‘Look, I think [Trump is the] scum of the earth. And I would never have him in my home. And I tell my children all the time don’t listen to him, he’s a jackass. But you know how much money I saved in taxes the last four years?’ And that’s important to them. It drives me mad that there are ways for people to justify supporting Trump while taking a very progressive position on other issues.”

         As the NBA players balked at playing during the coronavirus pandemic, the league and Players Association negotiated to establish a social justice coalition that included players, coaches, and owners. Believing the league and owners supported their concerns for social justice, the players agreed to play.

         The NBA paid for social justice advertising during playoff games that promoted “greater civic awareness in national and local elections and raising awareness around voter access and opportunity.”

         Franchise owners pledged $300 million collectively over ten years toward economic empowerment in the Black community and agreed to convert their massive arenas into polling facilities for the November 2020 election—a sound victory of BLM.

         The league and owners also, at least publicly, supported the Milwaukee Bucks, who boycotted a playoff game in the aftermath of yet another shooting of a Black man by a white person. In Kenosha, Wisconsin, Jacob Blake was shot seven times in August 2020. He survived, but was paralyzed. A few days later, the Bucks refused to play their playoff game against Orlando, sparking a three-day NBA protest.

         The pain of the shooting registered with the Bucks. It happened close to their training facility, and one of their players, Sterling Brown, had been Tasered and arrested by Milwaukee police, but he was never charged with a crime. He sued and was awarded $750,000 after the city admitted wrongdoing.

         “You’re supposed to look at the police to protect and serve. Now, it’s looked as harass or shoot,” Bucks player George Hill said. “To almost take a guy’s life…I know the cops are probably upset he’s still alive because I know they surely tried to kill him. But to almost take a man’s life, especially in front of one’s kids, that wasn’t resisting, in his back at point-blank range, is a heartless and gutless situation. We need some justice for that.”

         All teams in the playoffs backed the Milwaukee 2020 boycott. It was an escalation of past acts of consciousness by athletes, including wearing “I Can’t Breathe” T-shirts after Eric Garner’s death by police in New York in 2014.

         The Bucks’ stand raised memories of the 1961 Boston Celtics protest of an exhibition game in Lexington, Kentucky. The Black players, led by Hall of Famer Bill Russell, sat out because they were refused service in a restaurant. Their white teammates did not support them and played in the game.

         To bring attention in the hope for change in America in 1968, U.S. sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their black-gloved fists and bowed their heads on the Olympic podium in Mexico City during “The Star-Spangled Banner” after winning gold and bronze medals, respectively, in the 200 meters. Their Black Power salute is among the most iconic images in sports history.

         “It was a cry for freedom and for human rights,” Smith said in 2008. “We had to be seen because we couldn’t be heard.”

         There were countless acts of activism by athletes—including Muhammad Ali’s well-documented moral stand and refusal to fight in the Vietnam War. NBA champion Craig Hodges had his career blackballed after Rodney King was beaten by officers in Los Angeles. Hodges, a member of the Chicago Bulls, attempted to organize a protest of Game 1 of the 1991 NBA Finals on June 2. But he failed to get support from other players, including teammate Michael Jordan. When the Bulls visited the White House after winning the title, he handed President George H. W. Bush a letter expressing concerns about racism and U.S. military involvement. Hodges, one of the best shooters in the NBA, could not get a team to sign him to a contract after the 1991–92 season.

         Donald Trump wanted Black athletes to keep quiet. He inflamed tensions when he called NFL players such as Kaepernick “sons of bitches” for kneeling and attacked NBA players for the boycott in general and superstar LeBron James in particular. In his zest to reopen the country that had been shut down by the coronavirus and his affection for anti-Black sentiments, Trump lashed out.

         “I think people are a little tired of the NBA,” he said. “Frankly, they’ve become like a political organization, and that’s not a good thing…It’s terrible. I think what they’re doing to the NBA in particular is going to destroy basketball. I can’t—I don’t even watch it…You know when you watch sports, you want to sort of relax, but this is a whole different world…You don’t want to stay in politics. You want to relax.”

         James was unfazed by Trump, saying, “I really don’t think the basketball community [is] sad about losing his viewership.”

         The all-time great, who led the Los Angeles Lakers to the NBA championship in October 2020, ascended to become a prominent social justice figure. He used his platform to advance the Black Lives Matter messaging, speaking out on political and social issues and helping form the program More Than a Vote, which advocated for African Americans exercising their right to participate in the electorate.

         This adds to James’s legacy of service. He has contributed millions to his hometown of Akron, Ohio, and paid tuition for countless students to attend the University of Akron; he opened his own school, I Promise School, for third through eighth graders that has produced strong outcomes; he’s produced documentaries; he participated in public service announcements supporting Barack Obama when he ran for president and for Hillary Clinton in 2016.

         For his efforts, Fox News’s Laura Ingraham in 2018 told James to “shut up and dribble” when he and fellow NBA star Kevin Durant discussed the challenges of being Black in America after James’s home in Los Angeles was defaced with a racial slur.

         James did not shut up. He stepped up. Ingraham, meanwhile, represented a bloc of people who are threatened by Black leadership. “The best thing [Ingraham] did was help me create more awareness,” James said at the time. “We will definitely not shut up and dribble…I mean too much to society, too much to the youth, too much to so many kids who feel like they don’t have a way out.”

         James’s activism was inspired by the Black Lives Matter founders, and while his worldwide popularity did not validate BLM, it helped expand its growth.

         “There is a whole area called the ‘psychology of celebrity’ that speaks toward this,” Atlanta forensic psychologist Dr. Christopher Bass said. “In this area of work, which is a healthy behavior, those with extraordinary gifts (especially physical) speak louder, speak with much more confidence, and in many cases have a voice that others relate to because of their gifts/skill set.

         “LeBron James has consistently positioned himself throughout his career as a leader,” Bass added. “He has shown leadership on the court as well as integrity in the community. In times like these where many people feel hopeless, his reputation as a leader becomes very attractive. The idea of a well-rounded LeBron James represents the very best of who we could possibly be. Therefore, the average citizen will gravitate towards him and his words when we have no words of our own.

         “Ingraham represented the few who continue to hold on to the belief that leadership qualities cannot transfer outside of the given area. This is not the belief of the majority. We, as a community, recognize that athletes are not merely one-dimensional. The average citizen believes that leadership skills are transferable.”

         It took Michael Jordan longer to get there—thirty years, to be precise. In 1990, when a Black North Carolina candidate for Senate, Harvey Gantt, ran against Republican and devout racist Jesse Helms, Jordan refused to endorse the Black Democrat. Instead, he cracked: “Republicans buy sneakers, too,” effectively labeling himself as a selfish star who had no connection or commitment to the community from which he came, or to helping elect someone who had the ideals of making life better for the Black people of his home state.

         Surely, the depiction of a standoffish billionaire who cares little about his people ate at Jordan. In 2020, he gained some social credibility by committing $100 million over ten years to organizations “dedicated to ensuring racial equality, social justice, and greater access to education,” he said. Following Jordan, the Brooklyn Nets committed $50 million, and the Boston Celtics another $25 million, to bolster social and economic initiatives in their communities.

         All the money thrown at the problem could not be described as a bad thing. But players and fans alike wondered if the gestures were sincere. There were rampant reports that some owners were unhappy that “Black Lives Matter” was painted on the court. And NBA commissioner Adam Silver made a point of saying that the phrase would not be on league courts the following season and that players’ names on the backs of jerseys would return over social justice messages. But the prevailing feeling was that the players’ position and appetite for activism had exponentially increased, and they were prepared to take a stand—or sit—when necessary.

         It was the same with the WNBA, where Black players were in the majority. Notably, a strong stand was taken by the Atlanta Dream, which was co-owned by Kelly Loeffler, the Republican who lost a critical Senate seat in a contentious runoff against Reverend Raphael Warnock, who became the first Black senator of Georgia.

         Loeffler criticized BLM, and her players pounced, defying her edict not to wear Black Lives Matter messages on their uniforms and calling for her to sell her portion of the team. In February 2020, Loeffler caved and sold the team to an investment group that included former Dream player Renee Montgomery, who had been vocal in her disapproval of Loeffler. The sale hammered home a point across the athletic landscape: athletes—men and women, Black, white, and brown—found a voice through Black Lives Matter.

         Conscious Decisions

         As part of their “Overlooked” series, the New York Times printed, for the first time, the obituary of Nancy Green, better known as Aunt Jemima, who was born into slavery in 1834 and died in 1923.

         Green lived near Lexington, Kentucky, and worked in Chicago as a housekeeper and nanny. She was recruited in 1890 as the pancake company’s original face. Green was killed in a car accident in 1923, but her image lasted on the box for ninety-seven years after her death—until Quaker Oats in 2020 decided the brand was built on racial imagery.

         The Times wrote Green’s obituary, which included this from her great-great-great nephew: “She would want the real story to be told of her and the ladies that came after her.”

         In September 2020, in a “major and extremely rare” occurrence, Dictionary.com updated more than 15,000 entries on its website. One of the changes was using an uppercase B when referring to Black people. According to a statement from the website, “capitalizing Black confers the due dignity to the shared identity, culture, and history of Black people. It also aligns with the practice of using initial capital letters for many other ethnic groups and national identities, e.g., Hispanic.”

         This symbolic gesture created a stir in some circles but not much of one in others. But it was born of the times.

         Also symbolic was the painting of “Black Lives Matter” on America’s streets. The first was in Washington, D.C., in black and gold bold letters, on the street, renamed Black Lives Matter Plaza by D.C. Mayor Muriel Bowser, that leads to the White House. That was intentional.

         At least seventy cities followed suit as “Black Lives Matter” became the most used phrase in the world. Signs popped up in store windows, front yards, and on bumper stickers. Substantive or not, there was a substantial shift in public consciousness on the issues that mattered to Black people.

         Additionally, there were countless financial commitments from companies, professional sports leagues, philanthropists, individuals, and government agencies to address the racist policies that had existed forever, but in this movement became targets of change.

         Science company giant Thermo Fisher Scientific developed the Just Project—named after Dr. Ernest Everett Just, an African American biologist and educator of the early 1900s who ascended to prominence with his revolutionary work in the physiology of development in reproduction. The project provided free COVID-19 testing and equipment and staff to the students of America’s 101 historically Black colleges and universities. It was a $15 million commitment that was lauded for efforts to minimize the impact of the pandemic on HBCU campuses.

         JP Morgan Chase committed to hiring 4,000 HBCU graduates by 2024 and ramped up its Advancing Black Pathways Career Readiness program, an online program for recent graduates of historically Black colleges and young professionals of color.

         Countless companies, from Amazon to American Express to Home Depot to…you name it, have pledged their support and financial backing to address the country’s social justice issues, fairness in the workplace, and the public health crisis.

         Reddit co-founder Alexis Ohanian resigned and urged the board to fill his seat with a black candidate. MSNBC named its first Black woman, Rashida Jones, as president, the first to head a major television news network.

         Additionally, thirty-seven companies formed a consortium called OneTen, which includes among others Nike, Target, Verizon, Comcast, American Express, and Bank of America. They joined forces and committed to help 1 million Blacks who did not have four-year college degrees to secure and sustain jobs in the effort to close the gross diversity issue and growing wealth gap. OneTen was created to be a “comprehensive system” that merges skill-building organizations with local education to invest in their success in the job market. Black people were twice as likely to live below the poverty line, which explains the telling numbers: African Americans made up just 8 percent of white-collar professionals and 3.2 percent of executives or senior-level officials and managers, according to a report by the Center for Talent Innovation.

         IBM committed $100 million in the form of guest lectures, curriculum, digital badges, software, and faculty training to two dozen HBCUs as part of its Skills Academy Academic Initiative in Global University Programs. And the computer behemoth chose Morehouse College and Clark Atlanta University, among others, to participate in a separate program called the IBM+HBCU Quantum Initiative. The initiative gives students and faculty access to quantum computers, which are so advanced they solve problems differently than the average desktop, laptop, smartphone, or IBM researcher.

         Morehouse and Spelman College were awarded $40 million as part of a donation from philanthropists Patty Quillin and her husband, Reed Hastings, co-founder, chairman, and CEO of Netflix. The United Negro College Fund (UNCF) will also receive $40 million, pushing the total award to $120 million.

         Philanthropist MacKenzie Scott lavished dozens of HBCUs with their highest-ever donations. She bestowed $50 million to Prairie View A&M University, $45 million to North Carolina A&T State University, and on and on.

         Some call it “throwing money at the problem.” At the same time, money speaks loudly. And having money makes it possible to do things, close gaps, cross bridges. It also amplified an undeniable fact: Black lives began to matter, at least on the surface.

         Getting policies in place to curb long-standing systemic racism and reforming police procedures would be the ultimate measures to show progress. But the BLM movement sparked corporations across the country to hire diversity and inclusion officers to address the gross imbalance in the workplace.

         Consciousness was raised to the point where images or statues erected across the country of owners of enslaved people, known racists, and Confederate leaders were pulled down by BLM groups or others offended by their presence. In some cases, city officials took the initiative to remove the statues themselves.

         It was an uprising, so to speak. In Portland, statues of Abraham Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt were toppled. Around the world, protesters upset long-standing statues or symbols of oppression.

         In almost every case, they were representations of white dominance. The movement for Black lives empowered and elevated the need for those symbols to go. And with consciousness raised around the globe, many of them fell.

         At the same time, the thirst for knowledge about Black history elevated. In Charleston, South Carolina, Joe McGill was among a team of experts with the National Trust for Historic Preservation hired to oversee the restoration of several buildings at the Magnolia Plantation and Gardens property.

         They weren’t just buildings. They were once the homes of enslaved people.

         McGill was excited to work on the project when it formed ten years ago for two reasons: One, he is a descendant of slaves and, two, he knew that far too often slave dwellings had been ignored and decimated over time. Not only did McGill restore them, he asked for and received permission to sleep in the cabins.

         “It was important for me to spend the night in those cabins,” he said. “I got to see more of what these plantations were not doing. They were not telling the stories of the people from whom I derive my DNA. It was upsetting. It angered me.

         “But instead of using that anger for evil, I knew I could use it for good.”

         And so McGill launched the Slave Dwelling Project, which started out as his idea for a sleepover on the plantation, but elevated into an “immersive experience.” McGill leads thoughtful, informative discussions on the legacy of slavery with those who visit the plantations.

         Through the coronavirus pandemic, McGill conducted the presentations, including at the Evergreen Plantation in Louisiana, via social media platforms or the Zoom virtual conference app.

         McGill’s efforts stood in stark contrast to a movement that gained some momentum to eliminate or minimize the teaching of the true history of slavery in schools. Not that American history accurately covered the authentic elements of slavery, Reconstruction, the Jim Crow era, or the civil rights movement. But to have many, including Trump, call for an elimination of teaching even the insulting, sanitized version of slavery was an unacceptable form of suppression.

         Some people would rather the plantations not exist, the atrocities that took place there so piercing and long-standing to Black people. Many times the true stories are not told because some of the sites had not been preserved, McGill said. But he considered the sites a teaching opportunity.

         In the decade since McGill began his crusade, so to speak, others have expanded his work. In Washington, Georgia, historian Kimberly Clements researches the lives and families of seventeen people who were enslaved on the Robert Toombs House Historic Site. She is building an exhibit space on the property that will feature artifacts believed to be those of the enslaved family. She is also creating a file for each enslaved person, hoping one day to have a dedicated room where the public can do research on other enslaved people from the area.

         “The turbulence we have witnessed [in 2020] has created a greater consciousness about these issues,” said Dr. Bernard Powers, director of the Center for the Study of Slavery in Charleston. Powers pointed out that it is important for the tour directors and docents to share more information about the lives of the people who were enslaved over focusing on the abuse and oppression that were their plight. Share about how the Africans resisted slavery and indentured servitude, he said.

         “People don’t want to learn they were mere victims,” he continued.

         The advocates for teaching Black history in a robust way agree. Lauren S. Brown, a teacher and contributor to the MiddleWeb website, which focuses on education, wrote: “We must remember that African American history is not all about slavery, but that slavery had a profound impact and reach that continues today.

         “We must remember that when we do teach about historical slavery. We must teach students about the enormous impact of slavery on the story of America from its very beginnings. And when we wrap up our units on the Civil War and Reconstruction, we can’t ignore Black history until Rosa Parks. None of us—no matter our race or the race of our students—can afford such a distorted view of history.

         “If we are intentional about doing the work that social justice advocates are talking about right now, we will be busy.”

         Too often reports come out of teachers across America being called out for wearing Black face or having slavery simulations in their classrooms—misguided attempts to educate.

         Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones said: “The color line, beginning with slavery, has informed every aspect of our history. Slavery is the fundamental contradiction in our country’s history. Our nation’s founding principle—a dedication to the proposition that all men are created equal and endowed with certain unalienable rights—is in direct conflict with slavery.

         “Our country was built with slave labor. We went to war over slavery, and we have not yet made good on the promissory note Martin Luther King spoke of in 1963.”

         Hannah-Jones asked a profound question: “What if America understood…that we [African Americans] have never been the problem but the solution?

         “While our country espouses the ideals of democracy, liberty and equality, we haven’t lived up to them, and yet ironically, it is Black Americans who have been the foremost freedom fighters in our history. Understanding this contradiction is one of the keys towards understanding the history of the United States of America.”

         Hannah-Jones’s work, which earned her the Pulitzer Prize for Commentary, appeared in the New York Times Magazine’s inaugural installment of its 1619 Project, which is its ongoing initiative that launched in August 2019, the 400th anniversary of the beginning of American slavery. Its goal is to “reframe the country’s history by placing the consequences of slavery and the contributions of Black Americans at the very center of our national narrative.”

         In her eloquent prose, Hannah-Jones at once delivered an engaging history lesson and a sweeping condemnation of slavery’s causes and effects that resound today.

         “No one cherishes freedom more than those who have not had it,” she wrote. “And to this day, Black Americans, more than any other group, embrace the democratic ideals of a common good. We are the most likely to support programs like universal health care and a higher minimum wage, and to oppose programs that harm the most vulnerable. For instance, Black Americans suffer the most from violent crime, yet we are the most opposed to capital punishment. Our unemployment rate is nearly twice that of white Americans, yet we are still the most likely of all groups to say this nation should take in refugees.

         “The truth is that as much democracy as this nation has today, it has been borne on the backs of Black resistance. Our founding fathers may not have actually believed in the ideals they espoused, but Black people did. As one scholar, Joe R. Feagin, put it, ‘Enslaved African-Americans have been among the foremost freedom-fighters this country has produced.’ For generations, we have believed in this country with a faith it did not deserve. Black people have seen the worst of America, yet, somehow, we still believe in its best.”

         BLM’s Accomplishments

         The grassroots organization founded on emotion grew into a tapestry of dreams responsible for substantive change in America. The name started as a catch phrase and blossomed into a sort of anthem for justice and social transformation. The elevation BLM ascended to is unquantifiable, but an idea can be gleaned from the reality that almost everywhere on the planet “Black Lives Matter” has been spoken and paid attention to by the citizenry.

         In Charlottesville in 2017, white supremacists converged on the city to counter protesters who were set to remove a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee. Chaos ensued, as the white supremacists and militia, carrying torches and chanting racist ideologies, clashed with the peaceful protesters, causing mayhem that resulted in three deaths.

         With an opportunity to quell the discord, Trump said, “There were good people on both sides,” a comment that will linger in history as a dog whistle to the anti-Black groups that he was on their side.

         It did not stop the BLM efforts. In fact, it illuminated why their position was paramount to changing the country, and they pressed on.

         All of what Black Lives Matter inspired was a follow-up to the civil rights movement of the 1960s, led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., which was a follow-up to the abolition movement led by Frederick Douglass in the 1800s.

         Douglass, a former enslaved person, used his autobiography to shed light on the horrors of slavery. After escaping slavery, he joined the movement to end America’s original sin. The 1857 decision by the Supreme Court rejected African Americans as full citizens, which squashed the Missouri Compromise that had forbidden slavery in the West, but it galvanized Black leaders instead of deflating them and led to Abraham Lincoln, the Republican anti-slavery candidate, winning the presidency, and the Southern slave states’ secession to form the Confederate States.

         Did Lincoln set out to end slavery? No. But the pressure mounted by the abolitionists combined with understanding the value of Black soldiers in the Union Army facilitated the end of slavery with the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863.

         In the 1960s, King led the nonviolent attack on America, brilliantly, relentlessly, and bravely speaking out on injustices and leading boycotts in the South that rallied Black people—and, at times, crushed the white economy. His movement was national news, but the focus was on the South, where vicious racist practices persisted.

         There was much opposition to the movement, but King and his band of courageous soldiers were undeterred. King would ultimately pay with his life.

         It was with this history in mind that Black Lives Matter moved forward and initiated change in America, doing it their way, which was as a radical, unapologetic movement that spread via local chapters across the country, deftly leveraging social media apparatuses.

         However, with its success, as with other movements, came challenges. Local BLM chapters expressed disenchantment, laying out a variety of issues near the end of 2020 over power and money.

         Ten chapters issued an open letter that addressed their concerns—and cast uneasiness on the movement’s future. The letter, in part, read:

         
            We became chapters of Black Lives Matter as radical Black organizers embracing a collective vision for Black people engaging in the protracted struggle for our lives against police terrorism. With a willingness to do hard work that would put us at risk, we expected that the central organizational entity, most recently referred to as the Black Lives Matter Global Network (BLMGN) Foundation, would support us chapters in our efforts to build communally. Since the establishment of BLMGN, our chapters have consistently raised concerns about financial transparency, decision-making, and accountability. Despite years of effort, no acceptable internal process of accountability has ever been produced by BLMGN and these recent events have undermined the efforts of chapters seeking to democratize its processes and resources.

            In the spirit of transparency, accountability, and responsibility to our community, we believe public accountability has become necessary.

         

         They questioned Patrisse Khan-Cullors’s elevation as the sole board member and executive director of BLMGN without most chapters’ knowledge, and the formation of BLM Grassroots that effectively separated the majority of chapters from BLMGN without their consent and interrupted the active process of accountability that was being established by those chapters.

         The most significant part of their grievances was concern about financial support and receiving more of it.

         The discord was not much different from what happened in the 1960s. In the South, King was the clear stalwart, preaching nonviolence and boycotts in the quest for justice and equal rights. Black women were powerful in the movement, including Ella Baker, who was the catalyst for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, which in many ways is echoed by the Black Lives Matter organization, which initially encouraged input and ideas from the body.
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