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The Takers

Takers. Heavily armed tyrants invaded communities to terrorize and take loved ones away. Mike-Mike was born in Eatonville, Florida into an African American family. The first time Mike-Mike ever saw a police officer in person was when they came to take his father away to jail. The second time he ever saw a police officer, they came to take seven-year-old Mike-Mike away from his grandparents to live with his estranged mother. Mike-Mike thought to himself, if they can steal me away from my family, these takers can do anything they want. Weeks later, they took his father away again, this time for three years. Mike-Mike learned to write through drafting letters to his father in prison. Throughout his childhood, Mike-Mike’s family lived in impoverished neighborhoods that were frequently targeted by police. As he grew up, he came to feel as if community members were being hunted by these Takers dressed as police officers. They would appear unannounced on his block and even at school to interrogate, terrorize, and take with impunity. The year he turned eleven, Mike-Mike himself suddenly became a target. Anytime he saw a police officer, they interrogated him as a criminal and searched his belongings. This occurred weekly. Even the most respected adults and elders in the community were afraid and powerless.

Mike-Mike began running whenever he saw a badge, a gun, or a uniform, heard sirens, or saw any signs of law enforcement. If he was unable to run, he put his hands in the air and remained as silent as possible, quietly praying that he would survive the Takers. At twelve, he was arrested, handcuffed, and taken to a juvenile detention facility because officers suspected he was truant, and his under-resourced school, which kept poor attendance records, confused his records with another student’s. Two years later, Mike-Mike was riding in the back seat of a car that was pulled over by the police. The police ordered Mike-Mike and his friends out of the car and aggressively shoved them onto the concrete on the side of the road, screaming and cursing orders at them. Mike-Mike had witnessed this routine many times, but somehow he mustered the courage to ask, “Why are you doing this to us? What did we do wrong?” They threatened to kick out his teeth if he did not shut his mouth and ordered him to stare at the ground. His friends fearfully whispered to him to be quiet. Say nothing. Do nothing. Mike-Mike obeyed. They laid there for an hour, handcuffed as the entire city, it seemed, drove by and stared at them. They were humiliated and traumatized. They were all linemen on the high school football team, and Mike-Mike had just made the honor roll for academic excellence. Their talent, character, and achievements could not shield them from these run-of-the-mill violent, traumatic, and potentially fatal encounters with law enforcement.

One day, when the police conducted their routine interrogation and search of the youth in his community, Mike-Mike’s brother protested their harassment. As a result, he was slammed on the hood of their car and arrested. Mike-Mike ran to the phone inside the house and dialed 911. He pleaded, “Can you please help us? Every day these cops come to our block and mess with us. They took my brother, and I think they will hurt him. Can you please send the real police to come help us?” The voice on the other end of the phone promised to help and ended the call. Mike-Mike peeked through the blinds waiting for the arrival of the good cops. He imagined that a more experienced, highly trained, and friendly police unit would arrive and passionately defend them against the bad cops who tormented their childhoods. Moments later, the phone rang. The same voice said, “The police officer that arrested your brother is outside your house and he wants to speak to you. Can you go outside to talk with him?” Wow!, he thought to himself. Everyone is in on it. There is no such thing as a good cop, and there are no heroes in blue coming to defend us. She sounded so nice, Mike-Mike thought, but even she wanted the officer to see my face so he could take revenge. At best, he will use his status to sway the conversation in a way that continues the bullying by powerful police and the abuse of defenseless youth. Even as a teenager, Mike-Mike knew there was no conversation that would change a lifetime tradition of police bullying his family and community. He was certain then more than ever that it was not safe to step one foot outside until the streets were clear of all police officers. He continued to avoid police whenever possible. When they caught him and interrogated him, he lied or remained silent. He would never help them. They had been the arch nemeses of his community his entire life.

Mike-Mike’s attempt to call the police on the police encapsulates the emotions and experiences of Black youth across the nation. His encounters with law enforcement were characterized by persecution, aggression, and loss, yet he wanted desperately to believe in officers he could trust and turn to for protection. Most Black, indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) have stories of their own traumatic encounters with police, which are further compounded by national news stories of police violence and brutality. Over and over, BIPOC have seen people who look like them, their brothers or sisters, fathers or mothers, sons or daughters, shot and killed at the hands of police or other agents of authority. It has been eight years since Trayvon Martin’s death in 2012 and George Zimmerman’s subsequent acquittal that ignited the Black Lives Matter movement, but police community relations have not improved and for BIPOC youth, the American nightmare1 is ongoing. The litany of BIPOC lives lost to police violence has only grown. In 2020, the realities of anti-Black racism and police brutality are ever present in the killings of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd, even amid a global pandemic. This is a pattern rooted in systemic inequality that needs to be disrupted and dismantled.

Dialogue

Years after he called the police on the police, Mike-Mike wondered what would have happened if he had accepted the officer’s request to dialogue. Could the voice of a teenager shatter the intricate power dynamics that had existed for centuries between law enforcers and marginalized youth? Would the officer have heard Mike-Mike’s fear, pain, and genuineness? Could Mike-Mike have found the words? Would the officer’s heart have grown two sizes bigger as he realized he was perpetuating a centuries-old system of oppressing vulnerable communities? Would Mike-Mike have heard the officer’s perspective? Would he have been able to trust the officer’s words, or would the screaming nightmares of a cop caging his father have drowned out the sound of his voice? Could the officer have found the words? Would Mike-Mike’s anger have shrunk as he experienced his own epiphany about how the police officer was employing the only tools he was trained to use in order to be a good policeman? Would they have both realized they were pawns in a system that was not built to serve either of them? Would they have realized that their identities were both shaped by internalizing racism, classism, hypermasculinity, American capitalism, and social stratification? Would they have become brothers?

Would the policeman have leveraged his White privilege, power, and intellect to silence the voice of the oppressed and manipulated Mike-Mike into thinking his experiences were imaginary, engineered by media and disgruntled community members? Would he have succeeded in brainwashing the child and converting him into an agent of the system? Could the officer truly have had Mike-Mike’s best interests at heart, or would opening up to the police have put Mike-Mike at further risk of violence and punishment? Would their dialogue have been liberating or incarcerating? Could Takers learn to become protectors? Long before Dr. Micah E. Johnson was a college professor, expert in forensic sociology, and coauthor of this book, he was Mike-Mike.

There was a time in the not-too-distant past that Jeffrey Weisberg also held preconceived notions about police officers. But in 2012, he was invited to attend a training with police officers and other state employees on a relatively new approach of bringing police and youth together in a circle to talk. As a result of that training, the River Phoenix Center for Peacebuilding (RPCP) partnered with the local police department to design a unique version of the Police Youth Dialogues with the aim of interrupting the school-to-prison pipeline and addressing the disproportionate minority contact that affects outcomes for Black and Brown youth entering the criminal justice system.

* * *

Over the past eight years, RPCP has conducted over 100 Police Youth Dialogues with 1,200 officers and 2,000 youth coming together to get real, share concerns and perceptions of each other, and begin to peel back the layers of mistrust to reveal a common humanity. At the very first dialogue that was held, youth were invited to come up with meaningful questions to ask the cops. One boy asked, “What was the most challenging thing you’ve ever overcome?” The first officer to respond shared that one day, her father, who was driving the car, was beating her mother in the front seat and stopped the car, kicked the family out of the car, and drove off. Another officer shared that he was sexually molested as a child. A third officer confided that his younger brother accidentally shot and killed his other brother. Everyone was rendered speechless, and youth participants began seeing the officers as people beyond the badges and guns.

Silence is the enemy of integrity. When voices exchange that are informed, respectful, and have equal authority, the voices become a chorus of truth and justice. It is in the best interest of justice, public health, and global sustainability to build peaceful connections between the law and the communities that have been historically marginalized and victimized by an unjust system. A critical step in building toward healing is to facilitate informed, respectful, and equitable dialogue between police and youth.


When voices exchange that are informed, respectful, and have equal authority, the voices become a chorus of truth and justice.



We propose Police Youth Dialogues (PYDs) as a powerful mechanism within a constellation of services that can be leveraged to address long-standing issues in policing and change the perceptions, policies, and practices of policing. If implemented regularly, PYDs may even prevent further incidents of violence. Police Youth Dialogue programs consist of a structured forum in which law enforcement officers and youth of color come together to discuss issues and concerns relevant to their community. At their core, PYDs build relationships and trust between officers and youth, promote reflection and mutual understanding of concerns related to tensions between police and youth, deconstruct biases, empower marginalized youth, allow police to keep apprised of community needs, and reenvision the role and culture of policing. Effective PYDs require best practices, thoughtful design, socially informed facilitation, and attention to potential potholes if they are to achieve these objectives, empower historically marginalized youth, and disrupt long-standing power dynamics and inequalities.

Who are considered marginalized youth? Minors and young adults who are from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds, underserved communities, and other populations relegated to the margins of society. Black and Latinx youth have a particularly fraught history with law enforcement that is most visible today, but individuals who are young women, LGBTQIA+ people, people with disabilities, immigrants, and refugees, or anyone at the intersection of these and other marginalized identities are included in our definition. Each of these groups has a unique history with the law that has hindered the cause of peace.

The purpose of this book is to honestly confront the harms committed by agents of authority and state power against marginalized groups throughout history, understand how this legacy of trauma continues to produce concentrated disadvantage and inequalities in policing practices and the criminal justice system, and explore how honest and open dialogue can help build trust between police and youth today. This book is for anyone who is interested in learning more about the fraught relationships between police and marginalized communities and who is passionate about taking action to build stronger police-community relations. Our hope is that everyone invested in the work of social justice, equity, and public safety can gain some insight from this book. Police officers may better understand the youth they serve and the complexities of their profession within the context of systemic racism and historical trauma. Community organizers may learn to implement, facilitate, or troubleshoot PYDs in their neighborhoods. Marginalized youth who are inspired to mobilize against police brutality may gain the knowledge and confidence to speak about their own experiences in community forums, police training workshops, or dialogue settings, and even become local leaders on the issue.
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