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To the memory of all those throughout American history who have suffered at the hands of vigilante and police violence. May seeing bring learning, and learning bring justice.






Love forces, at last, this humility: you cannot love if you cannot be loved, you cannot see if you cannot be seen.

—JAMES BALDWIN








Introduction

Since the end of the Civil War, America has been nagged by what was often called, as if describing a problem child, the “Negro question.” And for the great majority of that time the answer was one delivered by white journalists and white academics, white politicians and white policymakers, white pastors and white businessmen, white novelists and white scientists. Some of the most commanding contributions to the discussion have come from practitioners of the communications profession, and as the tools of communication became more powerful, so, too, did their messages. Indeed, it would be no exaggeration to say that the storytelling of novelists, filmmakers, journalists, and academics was as crucial—perhaps even more crucial—to establishing Jim Crow and its era of cruel servitude as was the work of segregationist lawmakers.

It was white people who owned the cameras and white people who made the movies, white people who ran the publishing companies, edited the newspapers, and funded the research, and white people who wove tales that sentimentalized the Confederacy, adjusted the lessons of the Civil War to be more favorable to the South, and argued that Reconstruction failed because Black people, inferior by their very nature, had nonetheless been entrusted with equality and authority at the expense of the interests and feelings of the defeated white majority. In short, “Negroes” were what white people saw them to be, wished them to be, and even forced them to be. How do you answer the “Negro question”? Let white people do it for you.

Even those who counted themselves as sympathetic to the plight of Black America tended to offer pity more than understanding, to see the problem of race as secondary and not systemic, as something to be repaired rather than reenvisioned. Responding in 1890 to criticism that the “First Mohonk Conference on the Negro Question” in upstate New York had included only white participants, the progressive theologian Lyman Abbott wrote that the presence of the “negro” in discussions about “his vices and virtues, his capacities and incapacities, his ignorance and knowledge” would only inhibit free discussion. “A patient,” he explained, “is not invited to the consultation of the doctors on his case.”

Such misguided paternalism lasted well into the twentieth century and, indeed, persists today. Noting the entrenched nature of racism in our public institutions, the psychoanalyst and author Joel Kovel, writing in 1970, coined the term “metaracists” for those who, while not overtly racist in their behavior, “acquiesce in the larger cultural order which continues the work of racism.” Much more recently, Betsy Hodges, the former mayor of Minneapolis, responding to the police killing of George Floyd, challenged American liberals for resisting systemic solutions in favor of the “illusions of change,” of things that “make us feel better… but fundamentally change little for… communities,” including “the hoarding of advantage by mostly white neighborhoods.”

But early in the twenty-first century, Americans find themselves living at an inflexion point. Thanks to the rapid democratization of technology that is so characteristic of our time, the messages delivered by our communication tools are no longer exclusively, or even predominantly, the work of the white and the powerful. They no longer represent only the voices of those who see Black lives as inferior to white lives or, at the very least, dependent on white largesse. They are, with different degrees of influence and power, the varied voices of all of us.

This is a book about that change, about both the good and the bad, about what social media and the ubiquity of video evidence of racism is doing to us as a society. It looks back at the history of race and technology to discover how photography and the movies were used to shape American race relations, furthering or hindering racial justice, and it looks forward to address the challenges that our new era, empowered by fresh democratic tools, poses to racial justice. To address all of this, we chose a handful of scenes of racial confrontation and violence that have taken place over the past few years, scenes that were captured on cell phone cameras, on law enforcement bodycams, on surveillance video, or on the camcorders of marauding self-sponsored videographers and then distributed across the internet and on social media. There, they were chopped into short memes, framed into social media messages, utilized as recruitment pitches, played backward and forward, sped up and slowed down, and otherwise dissected for hidden meanings.

One result has been that a more realistic, unfiltered picture of Black life is emerging. Long-held claims of racially motivated police and vigilante violence now have the evidence that they formerly lacked. Calls to action no longer need to rely solely upon the persuasiveness of the speaker, for the visuals precede them, motivating people who might otherwise not have believed that a white police officer attempting to arrest a Black man for the crime of passing a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill would subdue him with a knee on the man’s neck until the life was squeezed out of him, breath by breath.

This alone is no small achievement, for it is “invisibility,” as Isabel Wilkerson has written, that has long given systemic racism its “power and longevity.” But the changes brought by our new technologies are not only in what we can now witness; they are also in what we can now do. Large social movements have always been at the mercy of the technology of their times, and the structure, method, language, and goals of those movements were determined in part by the nature of that technology. But today’s media is infinitely more pliable. Events can be livestreamed across the world. Videos can be shot and posted on YouTube or Instagram or Facebook, where they can be watched today, tomorrow, a year from now, or ten years from now, and shared with neighbors and coworkers, with old friends from high school and strangers you just “friended” because, well, Facebook thought you should. Comments can be collected, disseminated, and then re-disseminated ad infinitum. People can be mobilized within minutes and directed in real time from their phones, with more people connected in more ways than during any other time in human history. The break with the past is nothing short of stunning. “The thing about King or Ella Baker is that they could not just wake up and sit at the breakfast table and talk to a million people,” activist DeRay Mckesson said in an interview with the magazine Wired. “The tools that we have to organize and to resist are fundamentally different than anything that’s existed before in black struggle.”

In the late nineteenth century, photography helped expose the barbarity of lynching at the same time that the crusading Black journalist Ida B. Wells was uncovering the lies that condemned Black men (and some women) to the fate of the rope. By the mid twentieth century, the work of sympathetic photojournalists, both white and Black, helped drive the Civil Rights Movement, creating images of despair and injustice that seared the popular consciousness—pictures that, to this day, stand as essential iconography of America’s progressive history. Marching in Montgomery in 1965, Martin Luther King Jr. declared that the movement would no longer let white men “use clubs on us in the dark corners. We are going to make them do it in the glaring light of television.”

But the developments of the past few years, particularly since the cell phone and its progeny became an essential presence in everyday life, have changed the pace, tone, and character of this longstanding practice. Indeed, it sometimes feels as though the history of communications will one day be understood to be divided between everything that came before the cell phone and everything that came after it—and the story of race in America will be different for it.

Of course, we don’t yet know how it will be different, and there are plenty of reasons to be skeptical that the outcome will be a positive one. After a bloody civil war brought an end to slavery, the nation wanted to move on, convinced that the practice of bondage was just that, a practice, and that once this stain on the American creed of equality had been removed, that would be the end of the story. In fact, slavery was only the worst manifestation of a centuries-old caste system that persisted in new forms, reenergized, in the post–Civil War era by Southerners’ lust for revenge. Similarly, when Jim Crow was made illegal under the pressures brought by the freedom movement of the 1950s and 1960s, finally taking up where Emancipation had left off a hundred years earlier, the country conflated that success with the grander American story of fighting tyranny—whitening it, in a sense—before discovering more subtle ways to return to old, shameful social norms in coded calls for law and order, mass incarceration, and the dismantling of the social safety net.

The scenes we describe in this book need to be recognized for their place in that history. They also need to be understood for their place in the broader history of communications. The new imagery is just that, imagery—fleeting, ephemeral—and in our time, we are drowning in imagery, most of which we apprehend through our smartphones. Videos telling the truth about police violence are squeezed between a Twitter rant from a disgruntled Yankees fan and an Instagram influencer’s demonstration of a recipe for avocado toast. The screen they occupy is the same size. It doesn’t get bigger to underscore the importance of one message over another. The campaign for racial justice becomes just one more commodity, and slogans like “Black Lives Matter” assume an awkward place in corporate marketing strategies, where the next consumer trend will one day supplant them.

Still, some images, some messages have the quality of being, paradoxically, both ephemeral and enduring, both there and not there. The video of the killing of George Floyd has a lasting impact because we believed it, saw it as a faithful representation of what happened on the streets of Minneapolis that day, and because it was shared over and over again as if it were actually happening over and over again, which is of course a core part of its message. There is one George Floyd on video but many more who see the same fate away from the scrutiny of the lens.

Progress, however, is always an elusive target, and even the starkest representations of the truth can be distorted by reinterpretation or reframed to tell a completely different story. They can be discredited by distractions and innuendos that often amount to nothing more than victim shaming. That, in fact, is what happened to the story of George Floyd when Candace Owens, a Black conservative commentator, posted a video on YouTube calling Floyd “a horrible human being” and providing details of the crimes for which he was convicted earlier in his life. “White Americans are not uplifting Derek Chauvin and pretending that he is an amazing human being,” she insisted, as if the story were nothing more than a competition of character. The video garnered over 100 million views. But the same thing happened to the stories of Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Michael Brown, and, for that matter, long before social media, the fourteen-year-old Emmett Till and every “brutish” or “beastly” lynching victim, purportedly put down because he or she was a threat to all that was good and civilized. The democratization of technology means that now there is greater access for all people, including those who use pictures and messages to stand against racial justice or to beat back progress.

The persistent rush of images that has replaced reading can also force upon us a rigid presentism. We don’t stop to receive the news and react to it. We drink it in, as if from a firehose, trained by technological impulse to discard and “move on.” Even the act of repetition is suspect. It can reinforce, yes, but it can also dilute. What shocks the first time becomes mere record on the second showing, and unremarkable on the third.

    The danger to all of this is that we repeat the rhythm of American history, one of progress followed by regress, followed by more progress and then even more regress. Even this moment, ripe as it seems for substantive change, may well slip us by. But if so, that will be on us, both white and Black. The opposition is mobilized—but so are those who see in this moment one more opportunity to direct the eyes of the nation. “Seeing, which comes before words, and can never be quite covered by them, is not a question of mechanically reacting to stimuli,” wrote the great art critic John Berger. “We only see what we look at,” and “to look is an act of choice.”
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It’s a simple question: Why?

Why, after so much writing and analysis on the prevalence of police violence directed at people of color—so much data, so many first-person accounts, and, finally, so much cell phone and surveillance video—it took the video of the deadly violence used on George Floyd to trigger a broad response of sympathy and outrage about racial injustice? Historians may well ponder this long into the twenty-first century. But only, of course, if the image of the knee-in-the-neck lynching of Floyd does not recede with time, does not fade like so many other stories of unarmed Black men killed by police and vigilantes, does not evaporate into the ether like the millions of images traded on Snapchat and Instagram every day.

The accounts of others who in recent years met the same or a similar fate as George Floyd are numerous, even if we recite only some of the names of those who became widely known—Breonna Taylor, Oscar Grant, Kathryn Johnston, Trayvon Martin, Sandra Bland, Eric Garner, Rekia Boyd, Alton Sterling, Mya Hall, Walter Scott, Renisha McBride, Michael Brown, Ahmaud Arbery, Rayshard Brooks, Philando Castile. But all these victims, each of them gone from us now, share one thing: our knowledge of them was enhanced through the modern media tools available—through cell phone and surveillance video, Twitter alerts and Facebook groups, and the playing and replaying of footage, both forward and reverse, zoomed in to analyze every movement, zoomed out to determine context, dissected and repurposed, shown in courtrooms and on YouTube and spliced to form memes. Indeed, it was these tools and technologies that provided the unique ability to keep the stories of injustice not only alive—text alone can do that—but compelling and persistent, like an unattended car alarm ringing through the night.

It is cliché to say that our age speaks through pictures, both real and imagined, more than ideas: a border wall; a rogue immigrant caravan; a roaming, young Black man in a hoodie; a man with a knee in the neck of another man as he gasps, “I can’t breathe.” But where a photograph becomes an object, something to be held or framed or thumbtacked onto a bulletin board or published in a book—think of how our mind’s eye charts the story of the Civil Rights Movement with images of Bull Connor’s Birmingham firehoses, John Lewis marching bravely across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, and fifteen-year-old Elizabeth Eckford walking fearlessly to Little Rock High School while being taunted by a crowd of white students—the “pictures” of our time, millions of them, when passed through our obligatory devices, form something more like a persistent conversation, a parlor argument rendered through flash cards, one vivid image replaced by the next vivid image until the exchange drifts off like a text stream finally gone unanswered. And then, in a persistent rhythm, another irrelevant exchange begins. Maybe a TikTok of men singing sea chanteys or customers brawling at a Walmart over the few remaining pieces of sale merchandise.

In the late nineteenth century, long before pictures became a prevalent form of discourse, Black journalist Ida B. Wells boldly published investigations of American lynchings. She did so because, otherwise, the dead “had no requiem, save the night wind, no memorial service to bemoan their sad and horrible fate.” Absent the effort of the chronicler, they were like the dead bodies of Union soldiers, left to decay in “an unknown and unhonored spot.” By exposing lynching for what it was—not the crazed violence of a fevered few but a festive ritual central to white southerners’ conceptions of white superiority—Wells helped to initiate the modern movement for civil rights.

In the cacophony of images that dominate our times, will the grisly footage of George Floyd and his executioner, Derek Chauvin, demand the kind of sustainable awakening that Wells’s work did in hers? Will it inspire a new racial analysis? Will it force us to reimagine and, ultimately, reshape a society still plagued by racial injustice? Or will George Floyd, as his brother, Philonise, worried aloud in an appearance before Congress, be nothing more than “another face on a T-shirt… another name on a list that won’t stop growing”?



Over and over again (twenty-two times), George Floyd calls out for “mama.” Over and over again (eight times) he says, poignantly, “I am not that kind of guy.” What “kind of guy” does he mean? The guy the officers assume him to be? And if so, what, exactly, does he think that is? The kind who passes a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill? Or the kind he fears lives in the recesses of Derek Chauvin’s imagination? Did the two men lock eyes and pass to each other some knowing expression, some exchange that defined each for the other and became the basis for their interaction? And this is key, because there is caricature at work here. We know that the clash between Black and white in America has often navigated a canyon of misunderstanding and asymmetric power relations, one painted in broad brushstrokes throughout history. But here, between the officers and Floyd and then, finally, between Officer Chauvin and Floyd, we’re witnessing the very same grotesque dynamics in miniature, all twisted and perverted, a wound with the scab torn off. It’s as if video has taken us beneath the surface to go where the naked eye cannot, to a place where the relationship between Black and white is exhibited to us in infinitesimal detail. We are eye to the microscope, ears to the headphones, witnessing an interaction few get to see so up close.


FLOYD: “Why don’t you all believe me, Mr. Officer?”

OFFICER KUENG: “Take a seat!”

FLOYD: “I’m not that kind of guy! I’m not that kind of guy, man!”

BYSTANDER: “You can’t win, bro.”

FLOYD: “I’m not trying to win.”

OFFICER KUENG: “Stop moving.”

FLOYD: “Mama, mama, mama, mama.”



Because Floyd is in such distress, the scene feels almost too intimate, the experience prurient, like we’re watching something that maybe we shouldn’t be watching. And all of this, of course, is made even more difficult because we see the full pursuit of Floyd and the struggle to subdue him—both predator and prey, competition and result. At times it feels disturbingly like a nature show. It’s not that we haven’t all witnessed the act of killing in vivid motion-picture form before, narratively delivered. We have. But our experience with violence on film tends, of course, to be what we see in an acted form while sitting with strangers in dark theaters, or with a few others at home, or watching alone on our tablets or phones—all situations in which we greet what we see according to certain established filmic conventions, including that the violence isn’t real, that we suspend disbelief in the interest of following a narrative, and that the deeper we descend into that narrative, the greater the reward of escape from our own world and its troubles we receive. But this, here, is the problem, because the George Floyd video is our world, and these are our troubles.


FLOYD: “I can’t breathe, officer.”

OFFICER CHAUVIN: “Then stop talking, stop yelling.”

FLOYD: “You’re going to kill me, man.”

CHAUVIN: “Then stop talking, stop yelling. It takes a heck of a lot of oxygen to talk.”



The fact that we do recognize this as “our world” is a triumph over the film. We load it on one screen and shift back and forth to others, checking our bank account balances, email accounts, texts, Twitter feeds. We click on it and reverse it, fast-forward it, or hold it in a pause. We switch to another video on TikTok—a couple dances the jitterbug in the rain, a precocious child unknowingly embarrasses their parent, an online influencer models her new workout gear or hair product, a dog bounces up and down on its hind legs to a silly soundtrack being sung by its owner—and come back to it later. But it is there, and it is undeniable. Zoomed in, it’s George Floyd and Officer Chauvin; zoomed out, it’s the whole story of race in America. Black and white. The world, writ small, writ large.


BYSTANDER: “He’s going to choke him. Are you going to choke him like that? I’m not scared of you, bro. You’re a pussy-ass dude, bro.”

FLOYD: “I can’t breathe.”

OFFICER KUENG: “You’re doing fine. You’re talking fine.”

FLOYD: “I can’t breathe.”

BYSTANDER (to Chauvin): “You such a man, bro. That shit crazy.”

FLOYD: “I can’t breathe or nothing, man. This cold-blooded, man. Ah-ah! Ah-ah! Ah-ah!”

CHAUVIN: “You’re doing a lot of talking, man.”

FLOYD: “Momma, I love you. I can’t do nothing.”



    

By all accounts, George Perry Floyd Jr. was an unlikely candidate for martyrdom. Still, his story resonated. It resonated with whites because the cruelty inflicted on him was so undeniable, so elemental (“Momma!… Momma! I’m through”), and so protracted (nine minutes, twenty-nine seconds) that it could be neither ignored nor dismissed. A shooting is an instant; a lynching is a performance. Floyd’s death resonated with many Black Americans for the same reasons, but also because it was so familiar. George Floyd wasn’t just an individual but a Black Everyman whose murder spotlighted the underside of America’s racial landscape. As Black people watched the last breaths being squeezed from Floyd’s body, they could see themselves in his suffering; or an uncle, or a sister, or even a long-departed ancestor.

The life story of George Floyd, like all human stories, was shaped by the history that preceded him. Born in Fayetteville, North Carolina, in 1973, he was two when his parents separated, and he moved with his mother and four siblings to Houston’s Third Ward. “Tre,” as it is affectionately called, had once been one of Houston’s grander residential areas. With stunning Victorian homes, it supported a white neighborhood in its southern extension and a Black population to the north. But in the years after World War II, following a familiar urban pattern in America, whites abandoned the city for the growing suburbs and Blacks moved to the areas that whites were abandoning. Along with the growth of suburbia came the expansion of the highway system, allowing the white commuters in the new suburbs the opportunity to get into and out of the city with ease. Interstate 45 divided the old Fourth Ward, I-10 separated the Fifth, and State Highway 288 split the Third. Absent a monied class to attract investment, the social cohesion of the new urban Black neighborhoods was disrupted by the highways, and with that, the city’s old neighborhoods went into a rapid decline.

Floyd grew up in the Cuney Homes, a public housing project made up of two-story brick-faced units (nicknamed “The Bricks”) that was built by the Houston Public Housing Authority back in the days of the New Deal. It was named for Norris Wright Cuney, a mixed-race politician who had been born into slavery, the product of his enslaved mother and her white master. As a freedman, Cuney emerged during Reconstruction as a prominent voice in the Texas Republican party; that is, until the “Lily-White Movement,” established to lure white voters back from the Democrats, ousted the “Black and Tans” from Republican ranks.

By the early twentieth century, the party of Abraham Lincoln was actively discouraging Black membership, and once-powerful politicians like Cuney and others like him were little more than a topic for memorial acknowledgment. Even the act of naming the housing project after Cuney had more to do with reinforcing the message of subordination than celebrating achievement. If there was any doubt about where racial attitudes in Houston stood, across town, in the First Ward, the hospital was named for the president of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis. It occupied land that was once the burial place of Confederate soldiers. (Closed in 1938, the hospital was declared a historic landmark in 1987.) The naming of a housing project in the Third Ward for Norris Wright Cuney was less about championing Black people than about declaring, “This is your place. Be grateful for it. And don’t come near ours.”

George Floyd graduated from the segregation-era Yates High School (formerly Yates Colored High School), which was named for yet another courageous post–Civil War Black leader, the Baptist minister and former slave Jack Yates. In 1868, Yates joined Houston’s Antioch Missionary Baptist Church, itself founded by seven freed slaves, and served there until 1891. During that time, he was instrumental in the establishment of Emancipation Park, a patch of land in the Third Ward celebrating the end of slavery. But like so many achievements during Reconstruction, this one was spat upon when, in 1892, the road next to it was named for Dick Dowling, a Confederate general known as the “hero” of the Battle of Sabine Pass for successfully pushing back an attempt by the Union army to invade and annex part of Texas. In 1905, the city added a marble statue of Dowling, the first piece of public art in the history of Houston, in front of City Hall. In 2017, under petition, “Dowling Avenue” became “Emancipation Avenue.” In that same year, a twenty-five-year-old man was arrested on charges of attempting to blow up the Dowling statue, and it was removed in 2020. Slowly, Houston is catching up with its history.

At Yates High School, Floyd, at six feet four inches (some say six feet five, others six feet six, and the clerk at Cup Foods who reported him estimated six foot eight and muscular), was a power forward on the basketball team and a tight end on a football team that went to the state championship in 1992. He then briefly attended South Florida Community College and Texas A&M–Kingsville on a football scholarship before returning to the Third Ward. His dream of a career in professional sports gone, Floyd began hanging out with a local rapper named Robert Earl Davis Jr., better known as DJ Screw. It was the 1990s and hip-hop was still in a space where creative experimentation was more important than commercial exploitation, still playing to an audience more Black than white, still primarily the music of the streets. Screw is credited with inventing “chopped and screwed,” a studio remixing technique in which tracks are slowed down (“poured molasses” is the metaphor often summoned) and overlaid with scratches and beats. “Big Floyd” joined Screw’s group Screwed Up Click. After Floyd’s death, his deep baritone was eerily resurrected on social media in Screw’s version of “Tired of Ballin’ ” and “Sittin’ on Top of the World Freestyle.” There, Floyd takes the mic for the third verse: “On the grind, true south sider/Watch me crawl low on my motherfuckin’ spiders/Welcome to the ghetto, it’s Third Ward, Texas/Boys choppin’ blades on their motherfuckin’ Lexus.”

For Floyd, it was an honor just to work with Screw, who was something of a local legend who enjoyed a cult following around East Texas. The artist’s sound was gaining attention nationwide, but it was his artistic integrity, his determination to resist commercialism and work only for himself and his fans and no one else, that cemented Screw’s following. At its inception, rap was never meant to be commercial; it was an underground sound, rooted in the oral traditions of African American life. The first place it was heard was in the South Bronx, a spontaneous art that filled abandoned lots, turning them into instant block parties with DJs spinning vinyl deep into the night. Like the oral tradition itself, the sound was, by definition, ephemeral, creating a spontaneous moment before evaporating into the dawn. Even the act of recording was seen by some purists to be at odds with the hip-hop aesthetic. In this sense it followed a pattern established by another Black art form, jazz, which also thrived on improvisation—and indeed, back in the 1940s if you missed Bird or Dizzy or Lester Young at the club, well, too bad; just try to be around next time, because while you could always listen to recordings, they would never be the same.

Screw not only eschewed commercialization, he was also authentic, a fixture in his basement studio where he overindulged in food, drugs, and all-night, all-day creative experimentation. He didn’t seek a fortune through his work, preferring to remain loyal to the neighborhood and using what money he had to help out teenagers and send support to friends in prison. In this he followed a strain of thought in the Black community that associated commercial exploitation with white power and the “lie,” as W. E. B. Du Bois called it, “an ancient lie spread by church and state, by priest and historian” that “mankind can rise only by walking on men; by cheating them and killing them.” Screw’s rejection of the inevitability of exploitation earned him enormous local cred, and indeed, each Wednesday, when he would prepare new tapes and sell them from his house, cars would line up around the block for the chance to grab his latest creations: ten dollars apiece for Maxell cassettes with titles scrawled on them by Screw’s own hand. In the late nineties, he opened a store, selling only his own music from behind bulletproof glass. There were no displays. You came in and requested your tape from across a counter, like a drugstore prescription for amphetamines or—more appropriately, given the slowed-down rhythms that were Screw’s specialty—tranquilizers. It was all in the interest of holding the work close to the chest, away from monied interests, many of them white, that might force creative compromise and otherwise take advantage of him. Screw had no interest in letting others, particularly white businessmen, define him. Even if it meant that he would earn less money, Screw would be true to himself. And he was, until he died in 2000, likely the result of an overdose—after his body was discovered next to a toilet in his studio, an autopsy revealed codeine mixed with PCP and Valium—but more than twenty years later, people are still making pilgrimages to his relocated shop. It turns out that even in death, Screw retains some of the aura of the folk hero that he was in life.

After Floyd’s brief flirtation with hip-hop, his life went into decline—not that he had ever risen very far—and followed a familiar trajectory. Like many of the victims of the postindustrial urban American economy, particularly poor Black women and men, he entered a cycle of drugs, despair, and crime. The details and particulars of Floyd’s struggles would be later used, if not to justify his fate, then certainly to lessen the collective white guilt surrounding his death—the notion that, sure, it’s sad that he met such an awful end, but given where his life had been going and all the “bad decisions” he’d made, are we surprised? But to particularize is to miss the pattern. Floyd was just the latest, and most public, example of a well-worn racist narrative, one deeply engrained in American life long before Emancipation, in which a violent end is explained away as a failure of biology. It’s the one that says that the Negro can’t handle freedom, that he is preordained to a life of dependency, that he is morally vacant, that he cannot be trusted to make noble use of his “equality,” or, worse, that he is all of that and also a bloodthirsty monster, more beast than human. It was used as a justification for slavery and, after the end of slavery, as a justification for Jim Crow and its many tentacles that not only gripped white Americans then but many Black Americans too, as when no less than Du Bois, the towering Black intellectual of the early twentieth century, said in an 1897 speech that “unless we conquer our present vices they will conquer us. We are diseased, we are developing criminal tendencies, and an alarmingly large percentage of our men and women are sexually impure…. [T]he first and greatest step toward the settlement of the present friction between the races—commonly called the Negro Problem—lies in the correction of the immorality, crime, and laziness among the Negroes themselves, which still remains as a heritage from slavery.”

Caught selling one gram of cocaine, Floyd was sentenced to six months in prison. Then, shortly after his release, for refusing to provide a policeman with his name and address he got another fifteen days. A charge for drug possession and another for criminal trespassing followed, with prison time and then more prison time, before he was nabbed for armed robbery in a home invasion and incarcerated for four years. Floyd had entered the world of what Michelle Alexander referred to over a decade ago as “the new Jim Crow,” an era of mass incarceration that produced punitive policies and astronomically high mandatory sentencing guidelines, an era that forced Black men and women from their families and communities, wreaking havoc on Black lives. As Alexander put it, the criminal justice system was “no longer concerned primarily with the prevention and punishment of crime, but rather with the management and control of the dispossessed.”



The particular downward cycle that gripped the life of George Floyd began shortly after the end of slavery and the failure of Reconstruction. Among the first people to record it honestly was Ida B. Wells. Like Norris Cuney, Wells was born into slavery, in Mississippi. Her mother was an enslaved Black woman named “Lizzie,” and her father was “Jim,” the offspring of his white master, Morgan Wells, and an enslaved woman named “Peggy.” (Until Emancipation, enslaved Blacks commonly had no surnames; after Emancipation, they generally claimed the names of their former masters, in what retrospectively looks like a form of branding.) But Ida Wells was an infant when Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation and three years old when the Thirteenth Amendment banning slavery was ratified, meaning that her time in bondage was short, and her early childhood was lived out in relative comfort. Harder days followed. In 1878, at age sixteen, Wells lost both parents and a brother to a yellow fever epidemic that raged throughout the region, and by the time she had established herself as a young journalist—no small feat for a woman, much less a Black woman, in that time—the climate had shifted from the initial promise of Reconstruction to the brutality and injustice of Jim Crow. “The slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun,” wrote W. E. B. Du Bois of this time, “then moved back again toward slavery.”

After the death of her parents, Wells left Mississippi to teach and live with relatives in Memphis, Tennessee, a city with its own painful racial scars. What is today known as the “Memphis Massacre” occurred just one year after the end of the Civil War when recently freed slaves roamed the streets reveling in their new status, and Black businesses thrived. After an altercation between two horse-drawn hacks, violence erupted, with white mobs targeting the shantytown in which Black veterans and their families lived. The men were stationed at Fort Pickering, a Confederate garrison captured by Union forces in 1862. Forty-eight people perished, forty-six of them Black, and the South Memphis neighborhood that housed Black churches, homes, and schools was burned to the ground.

Shortly after her arrival in Memphis, Wells was recruited to write for a local Black newspaper, the Free Speech. Her approach to the issues of the day was to condemn those who committed violence on Black people and at the same time condemn Black self-hatred and any subservience that made them kowtow to the white man’s demands. She was particularly opposed to the accommodationist philosophy of Booker T. Washington, who believed in acquiescence to white society as a defensive position, at least until the Black community could learn enough trades and make enough money to stand on its own.

Not surprisingly, Washington was every southern, and many northern, white’s favorite Black leader, and he later became the first African American to be invited to dine with the president at the White House. But Wells saw anyone who followed Washington’s logic—and, as dreams of a real Reconstruction faded, there were many who did—to be on a fool’s errand.

There were things that appealed to Wells about Washington, most significantly the notion that Black people needed to trust only other Black people. “Let the Afro-American depend upon no party, but on himself for his salvation,” she wrote in 1892. But she found him blind to the physical threats that continued to blunt African American progress and, through his silence, an accomplice to the steady erosion of the rights that had been achieved in the decade after the Civil War. To Wells, there were two images that demanded to be considered in what was now post-Reconstruction America. One was the path to Black achievement; the other was the hangman’s noose that awaited them there.

Washington believed that when white people saw that Blacks had achieved economic success, they would respect them and treat them as equals. But Wells knew this was folly, and in this she was prescient; white people had no tolerance for Black success, and were in fact threatened by it. Wells had firsthand experience watching Black enterprises thrive in Memphis only to engender violence from white mobs who saw them as taking profits from their own businesses. Indeed, the gruesome lynching of the proprietors of the People’s Grocery, a successful Black business in Memphis run by friends of Wells’s, was a turning point for her. When it came to fending off such attacks, the law offered no refuge. Indeed, Wells declared that “a Winchester rifle should have a place of honor in every black home, and it be used for that protection which the law refuses to give,” arguing that only when the white man runs as much risk of losing his own life as the one whom he pursues will he begin to show the necessary respect for the African American. “The more the Afro-American yields and cringes and begs… the more he is insulted, outraged, and lynched.”

Wells spoke from a place of righteous anger, but her work was more revelatory than polemical. Disturbed by the barbaric and repugnant nature of lynching, she began her own investigation into the practice and discovered inconsistencies and outright falsehoods in dozens of cases, particularly when it came to charges of rape. Two months after the People’s Grocery lynchings, Wells published an editorial in the Free Speech arguing that the “old threadbare lie that Negro men rape White women” was in fact a ruse to cover up consensual relations that could well be “damaging to the moral reputation of their women.” For the white population, the subjugation of the African American was deeply tied up with fears of sexual conquest, and so at the time these were incendiary words. Within days, the offices of the Free Speech were ransacked and burned to the ground by a white mob. There were calls to lynch Wells herself. In fact, a local white paper ran an editorial demanding that “the wretch who utters these calumnies” be tied to a stake, “brand[ed]… in the forehead with a hot iron,” and (thinking that it was her male partner at the Free Speech who had written it), his genitals removed “with tailor’s shears.” Undeterred, Wells, in exile, simply began writing elsewhere. “Somebody must show that the Afro-American race is more sinned against than sinning, and it seems to have fallen upon me to do so.”

In her pamphlet Southern Horrors and, later, in another she titled Red Record, Wells critiqued lynching and investigated accusations ranging from rape, murder, and burglary to simple “insubordination” and “uppitiness.” Regardless of the “crime,” the punishment for any of these was death at the stake. In addition to calling the charges against Black victims into question, Wells also reframed the act of lynching itself, and it may be this that is her most significant legacy. In the American South of the Jim Crow era, Ida B. Wells exposed lynching for what it was, a festival sport with deep psychological and historical overtones, cloaked in the rituals of the courtroom as if to give state to what was nothing more than a vigilante act. To understand the context, you have to situate the moment: only a few decades from the end of slavery and from the “science” of Harvard zoologist Louis Agassiz, who saw African Americans, with their “fat lips and grimacing teeth, the wool on their heads, their bent knees, their elongated hands,” as members of a “degraded and degenerate race.” Untethered from the chains that once bound them, removed from a hierarchy that forced an etiquette of nodding respect, unschooled in the written and unwritten rules of white supremacist society, and, perhaps most critically, a constant reminder of the Confederacy’s humiliating defeat and the economic devastation that resulted from it, the New Negro was seen by white southerners as a people that needed to be annihilated, and to be annihilated they had to first be demonized and caricatured.

No matter the nature of the “crime,” mere prosecution would offer little satisfaction in this context, and maybe none, since it could potentially lay bare the lie at the heart of the white community’s charges. Turning the fate of the accused over to the legitimate institutions of justice would also have the undesirable effect of acknowledging the freedmen’s equal standing before the law. In the perverse logic of the white supremacist, there was no law on which to try a “fiend” or a “brute,” only extralegal means to eradicate the problem, and lynching was the one that both punished the accused and laid out a public threat to Black people everywhere.

Like many, Wells had originally thought that lynching was an aberration, punishment by exaggeration, a momentary bit of insanity driven by a frothing desire to safeguard the white woman. This was, in fact, the “excuse” routinely put forward by southern apologists—that in order to “protect their women from Black monsters” the “human nature” of the lynchers gave way to mob rule, and therefore, while lynching was something to be condemned for its barbarity, the mob “must be pitied as well as condemned.” Wells found that even among African Americans “the crime of rape is so revolting” that they would believe the charge to be legitimate and never even think to challenge it nor the harsh punishment meted out in response. Wells took a different point of view. She argued that “a concession of the right to lynch a man for a certain crime, not only concedes the right to lynch any person for any crime, but (so frequently is the cry of rape now raised) it is in a fair way to stamp us a race of rapists and desperadoes.”

Through her research, Wells showed just how widespread lynching was, and how it was a deliberate, not a spontaneous or instinctive, act. Its aim was not justice, not even “frontier justice,” but merely “an excuse to get rid of Negroes who were acquiring wealth and property and thus keep the race terrorized and ‘keep the nigger down.’ ” The lies were numerous and spelled out in a complicit press. The “eight-year-old daughter” of a Mississippi sheriff “raped” by a “big, black burly brute” turned out to be an eighteen-year-old who had made her own way voluntarily to the cabin of the man, seeking relations with him. In Texarkana, Arkansas, a man accused of raping a white woman had in fact been engaging in a consensual relationship with her for over a year. Indeed, she had been a “willing partner” whose miscegenation, once discovered, became a source of shame to her and her family and had, therefore, to be stamped out. Under threat of violence, the woman branded the Black man a rapist, and “after coal oil was poured over him… gladly set fire to him” as fifteen thousand people watched.

It was not only that so many of these charges were flat-out wrong; it was that the truth challenged the culture’s doctrine of white superiority. Wells concluded that to the southern mind, any voluntary relations between the white woman and the Black man were deemed to be not just criminal or wrong but “impossible.” They constituted a “mésalliance,” a word that literally means a union of people from two different stations (as when marriage to a commoner spoils the monarchical line), but which has overtones suggesting the contamination of the superior blood. Since it “could not happen,” the statement of an alliance was, prima facie, “a proof of force.” Lynching, then, was not only retribution for the crime; it was a way to cleanse the race of the stain caused by exposure to inferior genes, and since it wasn’t just the woman who had been exposed but by extension the race itself, the community must join the ritual of public execution, dismemberment, and extermination.

“Extermination” was key, because there had to be no evidence remaining of the abomination, no memorial to the life they were taking, nothing that could be lowered into a grave and marked for posterity lest the “impossible” be recognized as having happened. If there was any residue to a lynching, it had to be in the form of souvenirs, the bits of clothing and charred body parts that were rescued like relics from a big game hunt and secreted away in attics and closets for showing on special occasions. That, and the psychological scar that lynching was intended to leave in the Black mind, and did. In his 1912 novel The Autobiography of an Ex–Colored Man, the Black writer James Weldon Johnson writes that a critical part of the horror of lynching was the persistence of images that one could not bear to see but could forever “hear.” For it was not only the victim of the lynching who suffered; it was those of every succeeding generation who, in the telling and retelling that marked Black folk memory, learned of the fate that could await them, too.

In one notorious Paris, Texas, episode, a “harmless, weak-minded fellow” named Henry Smith, Ida Wells wrote, was charged with the murder of a child, a crime that she acknowledged would have been horrific enough to send him to the gallows. But it was not sufficient to try Smith for simple murder; the details of the murder had to be exaggerated and falsified to include rape and mutilation of the body so as to turn Smith into a monster worthy of a fate worse than death. A tale of bloated innocence was concocted, with the child reported to have been “last seen singing ‘Jesus Lover of My Soul’ in her childish treble voice,” whereafter the attacker, a “brawny, muscular” brute possessed of “animal passions and appetites” and “devoid of any humanizing sensibilities… outraged” raped her and then, grabbing her by the heels, ripped her body apart in “the mad wantonness of gorilla ferocity.” How could it be otherwise than that the “vengeance of an outraged God” would work his ways “through the instrumentality of the people”? Naturally, the “energy of an entire city and country” had to be “turned toward the apprehension of the demon who had devastated a home and polluted”—the verb here was carefully chosen—“an innocent life.”

If, in fact, the act of lynching represented a moment of mob insanity, white supremacist rage unchecked, it nonetheless had no shortage of enthusiasts justifying it in the very deliberate profession of the mainstream press. Both southern and northern newspapers reporting on the events fed the hysteria with incendiary language (“Criminal Calendar: Two Murderous and Thieving Negroes Lynched by a Kentucky Mob” and “Deserved It All: A Brutal Negro Lynched by Indignant Farmers,” to offer just two examples), with imagery in the form of illustrations of bloodthirsty Black brutes and, once again, the language of victim shaming. In one instance, the Atlanta Constitution offered a $500 reward for the capture of one accused victim who was later lynched. In another, it addressed a recent lynching with a headline that read “An Eye for an Eye.” It then described how the body of the man was riddled with bullets and that his ears were cut off. No effort was made to question the man’s guilt or to object to his extrajudicial fate in a country that claimed to believe in the rule of law. Instead, the editorialist appealed to “sensible” Negroes by saying that the way to end lynching was for Negroes to stop doing the kinds of crimes that “provoke it.” His advice: “If a Negro wants to escape the danger of lynching, let him keep his hands off white women.”

Culling data and making careful use of illustrations and photographs, Wells and other members of the Black press fought back. One newspaper, the Indianapolis Freeman, known as “the colored Harper’s Weekly,” became a pioneer in elaborate drawings that not only showed the act of lynching in excruciating detail but included symbolic figures like Uncle Sam and the robed Ethiopia as witnesses. “See how my people are murdered, maltreated, and outraged in the South,” Ethiopia says, “and you, with a great army and navy, are taking no measures to prevent it.” These appeared next to articles documenting the factual errors reported by the white press under titles like “America’s Pastime” and “The Record of Shame.”

Republishing statistics gathered by the Chicago Tribune, Wells (whom many today see as a pioneer of “data journalism”) showed how charges of “wife beating,” “barn burning,” “well poisoning,” “burglary,” “incendiarism,” and the issuing of insults to whites all resulted in death by lynching. When the stepson of Henry Smith offered no information on the whereabouts of Smith, he was lynched for the crime of “not cooperating.” Wells also showed that when white men were charged with the crime of raping Black women, they received relatively light sentences. Indeed, one observer commenting on the lynching of Henry Smith noted the number of “superior white men” in the audience who “are the reputed fathers of mulatto children.”

While Wells raised persistent questions about the veracity of the charges against lynching victims, she also provided copious detail on the events themselves, laying bare the bestial nature of lynching and those who reveled in it. In fact, it was this attention she paid to the “spectacle” of death—death and mutilation as entertainment—that brought a new awareness of the act. In addition to detailed descriptions, she published morbid photographs and drawings of men hanging by the noose or burned alive, gruesome pictures that risked charges of voyeurism. Yet in fact they were a triumph of repurposing, for these were the same pictures of lynchings that had been published in white newspapers with screaming headlines, and adopted as images for postcards, celebrating the triumph of white honor over the Black beast. If Wells had one message, it was not that crime should go unpunished but that the criminally accused had rights before the law, and that no one, not even the convicted, should face the torture and inhumanity of a lynching. There could simply be no tolerance for it in a civilized society.

It’s important to understand just how inspired Wells’s work was in her day. She wrote without vindictiveness, offering not only the first detailed accounting of the practice of lynching and holding up the horror of it to challenge the conscience of the nation but also urging others to do the same—to “keep up the agitation and take the necessary steps to get the facts,” believing, as she put it, “that there is still a sense of justice in the American people and that it will yet assert itself in the condemnation of outlawry and in defense of oppressed and persecuted humanity.”

Wells went on to be a force in the establishment of the NAACP. Being more militant than her times, she frequently clashed with Du Bois, the organization’s leader, and eventually drifted toward the more radical views of the uncompromising Boston editor Monroe Trotter and of the pan-Africanist Marcus Garvey. Still, there is no doubt that her campaign against lynching triggered the NAACP’s own, including its 1918 study Thirty Years of Lynching in the United States and, before that, the July 1916 publication of its magazine, the Crisis, which laid out in extended photographic detail the Waco, Texas, castration and barbecue of a mentally deficient seventeen-year-old named Jesse Washington. There, as in Wells’s earlier work, pictures sold as celebratory mementoes of a grisly display of white supremacy became evidence, instead, of an unspeakable shame, raising awareness around the country.

Why, then, over a hundred years later, is our moral slumber still being stirred by stories of Black men being throttled by white men until their last desperate breath expires? Why hasn’t the spectacle of death forced us into a state of permanent outrage and vigilance?



In 2013, when Floyd was granted his release from Diboll Correctional Center, he returned to the Third Ward and the Cuney Homes; fathered a daughter, Gianna, with his girlfriend, Roxie Washington; and turned his attention to God. The church, of course, has been a persistent refuge for Black Americans, and Floyd, haunted by addiction and a sense of hopelessness, was no different from millions of other Black men who, like a young James Baldwin, supposed that “God and safety were synonymous.” He volunteered for Resurrection Houston, a local church. Patrick Ngwolo, Resurrection’s charismatic leader, saw Floyd as critical to neighborhood outreach, in particular Resurrection’s “Church in the Bricks,” which brought the word of the Holy Gospel to the Homes by way of the basketball court. It was Ngwolo’s idea, one he had carried over from his days at nearby Good Hope Baptist: if you can’t get people to the chapel, bring the chapel to them. And so there was “Big Floyd,” a new father, fresh out of a Texas prison where he experienced things we can only imagine, working closely with Ngwolo, carrying the baptism pool, setting up chairs and tables and a provisional altar, inviting parishioners into a make-believe sanctuary that, because it was so make-believe, had, perhaps, the quality of being more real. A friend, the Christian rapper Ronnie Lillard, aka Reconcile, told the Minneapolis Star Tribune that back then Floyd had told him, “I’m not just going to flex from a church pew standpoint, but I’m going to try to be as Jesus as I can from a street standpoint.” That meant calling on the cred he had built with DJ Screw to confront Third Ward youth drifting into drugs and crime and getting them to give it up for prayer.

Resurrection’s official mission is “to raise followers of Jesus for the city,” but Ngwolo knows something about the community his church serves and, so, in addition to worship, he has adopted the pursuit of justice as an equally important ministerial goal. The pastor is not only seminary-trained; he’s also a lawyer, a former associate at the distinguished Houston firm of Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld. These days, in addition to running Resurrection, Ngwolo has his own law firm, C. Patrick Ngwolo & Associates, specializing in criminal defense, DWI, and drug charges. It turns out that there are a lot of people facing time in the Third Ward, and there are a lot of people being nabbed for drug crimes.

Floyd spent two years back in Houston, but God alone couldn’t set his life straight; at least not there in Texas, where he continued to struggle with the ghosts of his past, with the aimlessness that results from self-degradation and the drugs that provide an escape, however temporary, from it. Frustrated by the state budget cuts to rehab facilities, another Houston pastor, Johnnie Riles III, had begun urging addicts to relocate to other cities, in particular Minneapolis, where a Salvation Army program had been successful. And so, prompted by this advice from a man of God, Floyd borrowed money for a bus ticket and headed 1,200 miles north to embark on a new life.

To many in Floyd’s Houston crowd, Minnesota was an odd choice. They told him to be careful, that there were “no Black people there”—and that certainly had long been Minneapolis’s reputation, one bolstered by the comments of Calvin Griffith describing why he had uprooted Major League Baseball’s Washington Senators in 1960 and made them the Minnesota Twins. “I’ll tell you why we came to Minnesota,” he said to an admiring audience, unaware that a reporter was in the room. “It was when I found out you only had fifteen thousand Blacks here. Black people don’t go to ball games, but they’ll fill up a rassling ring and put up such a chant it’ll scare you to death. It’s unbelievable. We came here because you’ve got good, hardworking white people here.”

Whatever those racist comments revealed about Griffith, having a small African American population did not de facto mean that Minnesotans were racist, but if Floyd comforted himself with that thought, he entered into a familiar deception. Minnesota was in the North, after all, and while there are historical examples of northern states that openly embraced white supremacist values—particularly Indiana, where the Ku Klux Klan effectively ran the state government in the early 1920s, and others, like Michigan and Ohio, where the Black Legion, a violent Klan offshoot that targeted Blacks, Jews, and Catholics, thrived—the racism above the Mason-Dixon line has always tended to be more whisper than shout, more covert and less codified.

The traditional characterization was to say that the South practiced de jure segregation and the North de facto, a distinction that Robert Penn Warren once described, mockingly, as “inherent inferiority” versus “accidental inferiority.” But the more we learn, the less sufficient those terms seem to be to describe life as it is lived. The demarcations between Black life and white life were so firmly drawn down South and so impervious to those who were divided by them that there was never any question as to what one could and couldn’t do even if it all represented one big dystopian carnival of unrelenting injustice. But in the North, racism, especially the racism of white liberal society, lurked in the dark recesses of real estate covenants, mortgage barriers, social custom, and legislative dealmaking, where its shape was ill-defined and often invisible to the naked eye. At least with Jim Crow, Black people could have some semblance of their own institutions. In the North, Black people were left to float in the white world, drifting without a tether. Ralph Ellison noticed this long ago when he wrote that “the cultural history of Negroes in the North reads like the legend of some tragic people out of mythology, a people which aspired to escape from its own unhappy homeland to the apparent peace of a distant mountain; but which, in migrating, made some fatal error of judgment and fell into a great chasm of mazelike passages that promise ever to lead to the mountain but end ever against a wall.”

To Ellison, the irony of Jim Crow was that it actually served as a force for stability, as “one of the bulwarks which men place between themselves and the constant threat of chaos.” Put differently, the South was the conviviality and community of the Negro Leagues; the North was Jackie Robinson getting spiked in the shin as he slid into second, shunned in the locker room of his own team, a lonely soldier bearing a torrent of verbal abuse from fans and players alike, and then asked to march stoically forward, and maybe even exhibit a countenance of gratitude. After he was called before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) to testify to his opposition to communism, Robinson earned a good pat on the head. “Quite a man, this Jackie Robinson,” an editorial in the New York Daily News read, as if it were praising a show horse. And more than a decade later, when the Boston Red Sox became the last team to integrate, pitcher Earl Wilson arrived with a scouting report that read “well-mannered ‘colored’ boy, not too black, pleasant to talk to, well educated, very good appearance.” That was how the North accepted Black life, when Black people exhibited deference and stayed out of sight.

When compared with Jim Crow, Ellison’s description of the dilemma posed by the racism of the North recalled the warnings of Booker T. Washington—not the submissive, pull-yourselves-up-by-the-bootstraps ones, but the calls to Black nationalism that appealed, ironically, to more militant leaders like Ida B. Wells. Washington’s particular embrace, of course, was not a belligerent one. He believed, along with the white southerner, that the Black race was not ready to stand on its own. But for Wells and others, it wasn’t that Black people weren’t ready for freedom; it was white people who weren’t ready for Black freedom, and even those who might speak as if they were couldn’t be trusted.

This racial pessimism is a strain of Black thought that you can still find today in the language of hip-hop, in the move to so-called affinity housing for African Americans on college campuses, and even in Black Twitter and other social media spaces. Historically, it goes back even earlier than Washington, to the pre–Civil War arguments of the Black newspaperman and abolitionist Martin Delany, who, frustrated and cynical about the opportunities for Black people to ever share in the fruits of white American society (he himself had been thrown out of Harvard Medical School when a majority of students there objected to the “evil” represented by the presence among them of someone “we would not tolerate in our houses”), championed a Black separatism, considered the possibilities for an emigration of Black Americans to the Caribbean or even back to Africa, and emphasized Black capital, Black pride, and the establishment and maintenance of Black institutions in the face of white supremacy. “We are a nation within a nation,” Delaney wrote, “as the Poles in Russia, the Hungarians in Austria, the Welsh, Irish and Scotch in the British dominions.”

But if the notion of Black separatism goes backward from Washington, it also goes forward, too, to Marcus Garvey and his Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). Garvey, who counted Washington’s book Up from Slavery among the most powerful influences of his life, arrived in America from the Caribbean in the late 1910s, embracing the black, red, and green of African culture, preaching a Delany-like gospel of self-reliance, self-respect, and a union of all Black peoples the world over. It stretches forward also to Malcolm X, whose father was an evangelist for Garveyism and who, as an adolescent, “conked” his hair, “literally burning my flesh to have it look like a white man’s.” Malcolm later concluded, in retrospect, that this was his “first really big step toward [the] self-degradation” demanded of Black people, and turned instead to embrace the Nation of Islam’s principles of Black pride, Black self-determination, and Black separatism. “It is a very grave matter,” James Baldwin once wrote, “to be forced to imitate a people for whom you know… you do not exist.”

To these Black nationalists, segregation per se was not the problem—they, in fact, preferred to live with Black people. No, it was the effect of segregation, the message of inferiority and subjugation that it carried, and the idea that not only in sexual relations but even in real estate the Black race carried a threat of contamination to the white race, and whether it was Jim Crow laws or the “invisible barbed wire fence of the restrictive covenants,” as sociologists St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton wrote in their 1945 study of Chicago, the white race was determined to root its supremacy in an immovable soil.

Of course, that push to withdraw, to reject, to feed from one another rather than even try to gain access to the larger whole of American life always competed with its integrationist counterpart, whether it was from the writings of Du Bois or the speeches of Dr. King, or from the white liberal voices that sought reconciliation for the sins of the past, that believed progressive achievements might actually build a society of “diversity” (the twenty-first century’s preferred term) where Black and white thrived together. It was in this spirit that many took comfort from Martin’s words about the long arc of the moral universe bending “toward justice,” even if they knew that the line wasn’t original to him but borrowed from the white Boston abolitionist minister Theodore Parker, whose original quote displays a less confident vision. To Parker, who despite his anti-slavery impulses spoke to finding common cause with the Anglo-Saxon who feared “the Africanization of America” and wanted “the superior race to multiply rather than the inferior,” the arc of the moral universe was indeed a “long” one that he did not “pretend to understand.” In fact, his vision was such that he could not “calculate the curve and complete the figure by experience of sight” but only “divine it by conscience.” And it was only there, from that distant place, that Parker concluded that “it bends toward justice.”

Nonetheless, in recent years, Minnesota had shown signs of the growing racial diversity that integrationists once dreamed of. Even today, a mere 7 percent of the state’s population is African American, but 20 percent is nonwhite. That number demonstrates how Minneapolis in particular became a preferred landing spot for large communities of immigrants from Southeast Asia and Africa. Indeed, modern Minnesotans have prided themselves on supporting a polyglot community of Somalians, Laotians, Ethiopians, and Cambodians, one that in turn has embraced progressive values. For instance, the state’s fifth Congressional district, which includes the eastern portion of Hennepin County and all of Minneapolis, is represented by the Somali American Ilhan Omar, a Muslim. And when she was elected in 2018, she replaced Keith Ellison, now the state’s attorney general, who had the distinction of being the first Muslim to serve in the US Congress and the first African American congressman from Minnesota.

Still, as with so much about America’s history with racism, the past continues to shape the present. In 2016, a digital venture undertaken by the University of Minnesota did for the streets of Minneapolis what an X-ray does for the body: it illuminated otherwise invisible internal structures that predetermined outward behavior. In this case, it was real estate covenants that reached back to the early twentieth century and were later reinforced by federal lending patterns during the New Deal. In this, Minneapolis was no different from Chicago or St. Louis or literally any American city where the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) offered banks detailed and color-coded maps advising where it was “safe” for lenders to grant mortgages to prospective buyers and where it was dangerous to do so. It was all part of the New Deal’s much-heralded attempt to revive the housing industry that had collapsed with the Great Depression, and for mortgage lenders and prospective white homeowners, it worked. But one of the criteria that HOLC used was to alert underwriters to the “infiltration of inharmonious racial groups,” which it saw as having a deleterious effect on property values, one comparable to the impact of “non-conforming land uses” like industrial plants, sewage facilities, or strip malls. The logic was simple: You don’t want a body shop to move next to your split-level. And you sure don’t want a Black family there, either.

This practice of “redlining,” as it is known (since the worst areas for investment were colored in red), was a perfect foil for northerners to the South’s more explicitly exclusionary Jim Crow. They wouldn’t have to countenance ugly-sounding Jim Crow housing laws in their communities; the mortgage industry would just deliver the same result silently. The practice became illegal in 1968, but the deed had already been done. With no federally backed mortgages to spur development, Black and “ethnic” neighborhoods lacked substantial homeownership and were populated instead by renters who paid disinterested, often hostile white landlords possessed of little motivation for maintenance and investment. Bad neighborhoods became worse. Worse neighborhoods became slums. Slum neighborhoods became uninhabitable.

Minneapolis was one of the worst cases. There, the disparities between white neighborhoods and Black neighborhoods were striking, with consequences that continue to be far-reaching. A lack of homeownership meant that Black enclaves had little clout to pursue the government for improvements. Black neighborhoods had fewer parks, fewer trees, more asphalt; houses went into disrepair and new construction was rare. Even the climate was experienced differently. Without trees to provide shade and with large amounts of asphalt generating heat, temperatures in these neighborhoods in the summers were significantly higher than those in other parts of the city, making life even more unbearable. We know because it’s all there in the data, available now to be parsed by anyone with a laptop and an internet connection.
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