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This book is dedicated to multiple groups:
The families who have lost loved ones to a criminal justice 
system that doesn’t see or acknowledge their humanity;
The police officers who work in a system that asks them to lay 
aside their own humanity and to ignore that of others;
The police academy recruits that I graduated with in 1997, as 
well as the officers of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police 
Department who I worked with in the 3rd, 6th, and 
2nd Districts. I think about you and pray for your safety and 
sanity on a daily basis. I hope for health, protection, and 
wisdom as you do a job that only a few are capable of doing.

And to Genevieve and Jerry Carter, for life more abundantly.
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1

Introduction

“Until the lion learns how to write, every story will glorify the hunter.”
—African proverb

When was the last time you experienced the euphoria of a person telling a 
good story? Storytelling can be a beneficial part of life and can serve mul-
tiple functions. Through stories we share information, relate and preserve 
personal and communal history, encourage people to take specific actions 
related to a common goal, entertain ourselves and others, and potentially 
influence the opinions of others. At its best, storytelling can help people 
become allies around a common cause or, at its worst, create enemies where 
there had previously been none.

While I was a cadet in the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Academy, I 
learned that, at its core, policing is primarily about storytelling. One of my 
academy instructors told us that when we finally began to patrol the mean 
streets of St. Louis, we had to remember that we all possessed the “magic 
pen.” Because we were the officers and the people that we would encounter 
on the streets were criminals, whatever we wrote in our police reports would 
be believed by the public, prosecuting attorneys, and judges. It was up to us 
to tell the stories of what happened in our encounters with criminals in such 
a way that criminals ultimately got what they deserved.

After graduating from the academy, I quickly learned that the academy 
instructor wasn’t the only person who held that philosophy. It was embed-
ded in how police work was conducted on a daily basis. During my time 
patrolling the streets and working in a plainclothes narcotics detail, I saw 
other officers tell stories that would make most creative writing majors 
envious. I witnessed officers tell stories that sent innocent, and not-so-
innocent, people to prison while simultaneously turning the officer into a 
hero to be admired. Ultimately, I learned that if I wanted to survive as an 
officer and thrive within the system of policing, I would have to sharpen 
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2	 Police on a Pedestal

my storytelling skills. If I was unwilling to do that, I would not be able to 
move up in the system, and I would likely not be trusted by other officers.

I learned that storytelling by officers served multiple purposes. By tell-
ing good stories, an officer could, more often than not, be assured that a 
circuit attorney or judge would believe their explanation for why a person 
should have been stopped and needed to be imprisoned. Thus, good story-
telling helps improve an officer’s arrest and conviction rates. More arrests 
and higher conviction rates lead to more accolades and awards from supe-
rior officers, which is what lays the foundation for future promotions up the 
ranks or transfers to more desirable work assignments. So good storytell-
ing is the beginning of a good career.

I watched officers harvest the fruits born of good stories. They improved 
their arrest statistics. They were given more freedom and favored attention 
by their supervisors. They received awards. They were given opportunities 
to work overtime or on special task forces. And they were promoted within 
the department. They also ignored the stories that families tried to share 
about how their actions were ruining the lives of multiple people and 
destroying the trust that was needed between citizens and officers. Story-
telling at its worst.

The connection between storytelling and policing is not a new phenom-
enon. Storytelling played an integral part in influencing how policing was 
shaped and integrated into our identity as a burgeoning nation. The history 
of policing in the United States partially begins with the story that certain 
people needed to be protected against other people.

The birth and development of the American police can be traced to a multi-
tude of historical, legal and political-economic conditions. The institution 
of slavery and the control of minorities, however, were two of the more for-
midable historic features of American society shaping early policing. Slave 
patrols and Night Watches, which later became modern police departments, 
were both designed to control the behaviors of minorities. (Kappeler 2014)

As whites sought to explore and inhabit the new world of North America, 
they believed they needed protection from “savage” Native Americans in the 
Midwest who couldn’t, or wouldn’t, recognize God’s desire for whites to 
overtake this new land. After the savage natives were sufficiently under con-
trol, African Americans, whether enslaved or freed, were marked for police 
control. This ever-growing need to control minority cultures was one of the 
contributing factors that led to the expansion of police and their powers as 
our nation continued to grow.

Over time, the purpose of policing in America transformed from pro-
tecting settlers against Native Americans and protecting slaveowners’ 
rights, to continuing to invest in the acquisition of human capital 
(including the ever-growing process of convict leasing), to eventually 
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	 Introduction	 3

mediating disputes between the haves and the have-nots—the elites 
and working classes—within society.

“[T]hroughout the 19th century and much of the 20th century, the police 
functioned as ‘the army of the status quo’. . . . ​Police departments were cul-
tivated by urban elites and purposed to ‘control the burgeoning working 
class in industrializing northeastern cities’. . . . ​Through the end of the 
19th century and into the early 20th century, the police continued to focus 
on “maintaining order [within] working class sections of urban America” 
(Escobar 1999, 11–12).

Not surprisingly, since business owners were able to pay for police pro-
tection, police protected the interests of business owners and managers over 
the rights of the workers, in effect becoming something akin to a private 
security force for those who could afford to secure their services. The 
services elite requested from police were the kind that ensured the better 
sensibilities of the elite wouldn’t be frustrated by people from the lower 
classes. “Police patrolled city streets picking up drunks, jailing vagrants, 
and, if not suppressing vice, at least making it invisible to ensure that the 
refuse of industrialized society did not disrupt the lives of the more gen-
teel classes. On a more sinister level, police acted as the willing pawns of 
factory owners and chambers of commerce in suppressing labor unions, 
radical political organizations, and other expressions of working-class sen-
timent” (Escobar 1999, 11).

Although the history of policing in the United States partially began from 
the desire of certain people to be protected from other people, police and 
the elite have not been the only willing participants in the overall process 
of storytelling that is policing. Multiple groups that are involved in the pro
cess of policing (white citizens, political officials, media, and the justice 
system) have a vested interest in shaping and reinforcing the stories that 
are told. Understanding what kind of story each group is telling, and why 
they are telling it, can help us gain a better grasp on the overall system of 
policing in the twenty-first century.

STORIES TOLD BY THE DOMINANT POPULATION

In general, white citizens’ stories about policing revolve around a long-
held fear and distrust of minorities, especially those who invade their space. 
Some may disagree with this statement, but its truth is evidenced by a few 
things. First, the election of a president whose primary plank in his politi
cal platform was the promise to build physical and legal walls to keep out 
and deport those who, in his mind and in the minds of his supporters as 
measured by deed and rhetoric, did not “deserve” to be allowed into our 
country. This fear tactic served him well and led to him being elected as 
the leader of the world’s greatest nation.
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4	 Police on a Pedestal

Second, this long-held distrust is evidenced by the proliferation of inci-
dents of white people calling police on blacks because they didn’t think the 
black person should be in their community or space. These types of inter-
actions are the outgrowth of social and political beliefs mentioned earlier 
that whites must be protected from those who are “other.” This long-held 
fear and distrust of minorities makes it easier for whites to turn over more 
power to law enforcement as long as law enforcement protects their inter-
ests as it relates to interactions with minorities.

Whether whites care to admit it or not, they have a selfish interest in main-
taining the categorical mechanisms that perpetuate racial stratification. As 
a result, when pushed by the federal government to end overt discrimina-
tory practices, they are likely to innovate new and more subtle ways to 
maintain their privileged position in society. . . . ​As discrimination moved 
underground, new mechanisms for exclusion were built into the criminal 
justice system for African Americans. (Massey 2007, 54)

STORIES TOLD BY POLITICAL OFFICIALS

Political officials tell whatever story they believe will best serve their 
attempts to get elected to public office. As I will show, they tell stories 
about crime and criminality in order to influence public opinion for 
their purposes. They tell stories that exaggerate crime and criminality 
and who is likely to be a criminal or experience the effects of criminal 
behavior. These stories also define what criminal behavior does and doesn’t 
look like.

Actions that are indulged in by one group of people can be overwhelm-
ingly understandable, if not acceptable, but when a different group of people 
with slightly darker skin engages in the same behavior, their actions are 
unacceptable and categorized as criminal. These politicians have developed 
an ever-increasing, yet continually marginalizing, vocabulary that clearly 
delineates between who is good and who isn’t, who belongs in certain areas 
and who doesn’t, and whose actions should be looked at with suspicion and 
whose actions shouldn’t.

Scholars have discovered a typical vocabulary that political contenders 
employ as they try to construct or ward off problems. This vocabulary 
includes claims about the causes of problems, how severe their effects are, 
how frequent or prevalent they are, the social groups they most affect, and 
the solutions that would best address them. Competing claims about cau-
sality, severity, incidence, affected populations, and solutions lie at the core 
of most struggles to define public problems. Those who wish to construct 
public problems out of troubling social conditions generally portray those 
conditions as widespread, as affecting large and diverse populations, or 
as harming groups that are positively stereotyped, such as children, or 
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	 Introduction	 5

“hard-working Americans”. They also seek to present troubling conditions 
as the product of identifiable causes that should be addressed through pub-
lic policy. (Lawrence 2000, 24)

In general, minorities, especially black minorities and the challenges that 
are experienced within their communities, are regularly offered up as proof 
that they are unable to manage themselves or their communities and there-
fore need whites to come in and manage them.

The existing system is a consequence of publicizing and exploiting crime to 
further politics, bureaucratic organizational demands, and media popular-
ity. It is also a mechanism for controlling and repressing a large percentage 
of the U.S. population that is unemployed and for the foreseeable future 
unemployable. The fact that this unemployable population is predominantly 
African American also both reinforces and expresses the ubiquitous racist 
ideology of U.S. culture. The imprisonment of large numbers of poor minor-
ities and the shift in emphasis from education and welfare to prisons and 
criminal justice also hides far more serious harms being done by those in 
power. (Chambliss 2018, 116)

This is a revolving circle that ultimately ends in multiple self-fulfilling 
prophecies. Politicians say African Americans from certain neighborhoods 
are more likely to be criminal due to social influences that come from grow-
ing up in poor neighborhoods, although not all African Americans live in 
poor communities. They cite a lack of stable parental role models as a sta-
ple of African American life, although many African Americans, like their 
white counterparts, come from traditional and nontraditional nuclear 
families.

These politicians deduce that these assumed truths automatically lead 
many African American to hold inherent tendencies toward criminality; 
therefore, society should police that group of people in a way that is differ
ent from others. In response to these often-held assumptions, this group is 
viewed and policed differently than other groups and experiences harsher 
criminal penalties than other groups. This over-policing and over-
penalization lead African Americans to view the system of law enforce-
ment differently and to assume that they will not receive an equitable shake 
when they interact with any point in that system.

In doing this, the dominant culture is able to keep the minorities “safe” 
and ensure that the issues experienced in and around the minority group 
stay in their neighborhoods and do not affect the property values of the 
neighborhoods of the dominant culture or the reputations of those who 
inhabit those properties, all the while ensuring that societal issues that 
reside at a much deeper level are never brought up or adequately addressed.

As we shall see, there is an overabundance of examples of this type of 
thing occurring. This practice has been in existence from the beginning 

—-1
—0
—+1

Carter_1st pass.indd   5 3/19/19   8:47 PM



6	 Police on a Pedestal

of our nation’s founding and continues today. Although the practice may 
not look exactly as it did during our nation’s formation, it still seeks to 
accomplish the same goals that were hoped for then: to keep one group of 
people in subjection to others with the hope of another group experiencing 
certain economic advantages as a result.

Keeping a nation focused on street crimes and the myth of young black men 
as super predators is a smoke screen. It deflects criticism from failed social 
policies that have not effectively dealt with pressing social issues such as pov-
erty and inequalities in race and class. Instead the victims of these failed 
policies are blamed for the problems, and increasingly repressive measures 
directed at the victims are implemented and supported at all levels of gov-
ernment, including police on the streets, politicians, and judges all the way 
to the U.S. Supreme Court. (Chambliss 2018, 118)

STORIES TOLD BY THE MEDIA

Television media outlets regularly contribute stories that reinforce the 
idea that whites need to be protected from minorities. As will be shown 
throughout this book, all sectors of media play their part in keeping the pro
cess in motion and ensuring that certain information about the relation-
ship between minorities and police is intentionally filtered before 
consumption by the public. “The media largely determine what the general 
public learns about street cops’ daily experience with criminals and the 
underclass, as well as what the middle-class public learns about other groups’ 
experiences with police” (Lawrence 2000, 23).

STORIES TOLD BY REPRESENTATIVES OF  
THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

Police and court representatives are the primary storytellers for the crim-
inal justice system. Oftentimes, their stories are colored by a desire to seek 
advancement and bolster their professional careers. “Law enforcement offi-
cers and prosecutors want to get convictions. They may want to further 
their careers, or they may want to see someone they ‘know’ is guilty be con-
victed even if they do not have sufficient evidence to convince a judge or 
jury. In either case, the need for convictions incites agents to plant evidence, 
to doctor evidence, and to lie at trials” (Chambliss 2018, 125).

Other times, due to changes in the criminal justice system, law enforce-
ment agencies’ stories are colored by the opportunity to reap the monetary 
benefits of making arrests.

Local and federal law enforcement agencies today have an even greater incen-
tive to violate the law in pursuit of criminal convictions than in the past. The 
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	 Introduction	 7

property of suspected felons, including people in possession of small amounts 
of drugs, can be confiscated, and a portion of the value of the property is 
turned over to the law enforcement agency. (Chambliss 2018, 125–126)

I don’t make this statement as any hyperbole. As a former police officer for 
the city of St. Louis, Missouri, I saw these types of things happen firsthand. 
Officers regularly faced the temptation to use their police powers to take 
things away from people who they believed didn’t deserve to have them. And 
they committed those actions under the auspices of “fighting crime.” On 
multiple occasions I witnessed officers arrest someone who didn’t need to 
be arrested and tow their new vehicle because the officer didn’t think that 
person deserved to have that type of new vehicle. “You must be a drug dealer, 
and no dealer should have a ride better than mine.”

I also experienced officers towing vehicles under the false accusation that 
the owner was a drug dealer for the explicit reason of trying to have this 
vehicle turned over to the asset forfeiture department. If any officer tried 
to fight against these types of actions, they were essentially taking their lives 
into their own hands and would eventually suffer the consequences. White 
and African American officers alike did these types of things. Officers were 
rewarded for these actions with promotions and choice tactical assignments. 
Even the staunchest supporter of police can see the temptations officers face 
when they interact with people whose voices and stories are less likely to 
be believed than theirs.

All of these groups (white citizens, political officials, media, and repre-
sentatives of the criminal justice system) regularly work together, knowingly 
and unknowingly, to shape the stories that are told about minorities, how 
those stories are perceived by the general public, and how people interact 
with minorities when they occupy the spaces they are allowed to operate 
in. This reality regularly leads to all parties eventually interacting with 
minorities in a lopsided, and oftentimes nonconsensual, manner.

With the exception of Jimmy Carter, every president since Lyndon Johnson 
has equated crime with lower-class African Americans. They have become 
America’s modern-day “dangerous class,” portrayed as a culture of “welfare 
queens” breeding criminal children living in a war zone of drugs and guns. 
Law enforcement agencies have seized the opportunity to ensure their own 
organizational interests and policies. Crime data are manipulated, and the 
news media are fed distorted pictures about crime waves, gangs, drugs, 
drive-by shootings, and a host of other horrific problems. Law enforcement 
efforts focus on policing the ghetto. The crimes of law enforcement agencies, 
governments, politicians, and corporations are ignored or relegated to the 
business pages of the newspaper. Thus, is the crime control industry assured 
a constant increase in money and power. Like all successful bureaucracies, 
law enforcement agencies—from the U.S. Department of Justice to rural sher-
iff’s offices—enforce the laws in ways that minimize strain and maximize 
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8	 Police on a Pedestal

rewards for the organization. In the day-to-day practice of law enforcement 
agencies, this translates into enforcing the laws that are violated by the lower 
classes, minimally enforcing the laws violated by the middle and upper classes, 
and selectively enforcing the laws that are violated by all social classes—
such as using illegal drugs or driving under the influence of alcohol—against 
the lower classes or treating the transgressions of the middle and upper 
classes leniently. (Chambliss 2018, 133)

Although we know this is the way that African Americans are typically 
characterized on television and during election time, those involved in this 
ongoing process really don’t have any incentive to bring about change in the 
system. If a reality television star can be elected president of the free world 
based on a platform of calling Mexicans criminal rapists, there really is not 
incentive to change the rhetoric. Instead, that type of rhetoric becomes the 
preferred message. If these people most clearly control how, when, and if 
the story gets told, how can those most affected by the actions of law enforce-
ment and political structures ensure that others hear their story and have 
the opportunity to at least try to affect the future?

WHAT STORY WILL THIS BOOK TELL?

One thing that can’t be overlooked or misunderstood is that the story 
that is the relationship between African Americans and police is insepa-
rable from the story of how blacks have been treated throughout our nation’s 
history. This relationship has helped to facilitate a view of African Ameri-
cans and African American life that regularly challenges or removes most 
semblances of humanity from the African American experience. Through 
the coming pages, I hope to provide evidence that shows our nation’s racially 
tinged beginnings continue to echo through the system of law enforcement 
and criminal justice practices today.

Race continues to be one of the primary factors that drive the story of 
policing in America. It was buried within our earliest laws, nourished 
through our early communal practices, and continues to bear fruit in the 
twenty-first century. Unfortunately, the fruit has been a generational story 
of disparity in how certain groups of people are treated when they interact 
with police. In general, blacks have a vastly different experience with police 
than most other minority groups. These stories of disparate treatment shape 
how entire generations view themselves and the legal system. “In the black 
community, these narratives are very powerful. You hear them in church; 
you don’t just hear them on the street from kids. . . . ​Behind every narrative 
is a culture” (Mentel 2012, 2).

I readily acknowledge that race is but one piece of the puzzle that is the 
relationship between certain groups of people and law enforcement. I also 
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	 Introduction	 9

recognize that for certain groups, race is the primary factor that shapes their 
relationship with not only law enforcement but also the rest of our nation. 
Because of race, they are treated certain ways by those who are in power 
and are not provided access to certain resources by those in power that 
could drastically improve their communities. We only need to remember 
the process of redlining that has occurred as it relates to where African 
Americans can live or obtain loans to purchase real estate.

I recognize that African Americans aren’t the only people who have a 
negative history with law enforcement. I also recognize that they aren’t the 
only people who currently experience tensions related to the criminal jus-
tice system. I focus on this group because I am an African American who 
was raised in a community where most inhabitants had similar experiences 
with law enforcement. I focus on this group because I have personal expe-
rience with negative treatment from police and citizens, both as a civilian 
and even when I was an active officer.

When I was off-duty, I was subject to the same level of suspicion that any 
other African American would be. So if an officer didn’t believe that I had 
a reason for being in a particular neighborhood, I would be stopped. They 
would interact with me like they would with any other suspect, until that 
officer found out that I, too, had the same job as them. They then would 
apologize and make excuses for why they decided to interact with me. The 
same was true for many of the citizens I interacted with. I was subject to 
the same suspicions many people have about African Americans until they 
found out I was an officer. After that revelation, I became acceptable to 
interact with at a more respectable level.

I also focus on this group because as an officer, I saw firsthand how the 
system of policing targeted African American people and communities as 
being “less than” and “less worthy” of the protections that their tax dollars, 
let alone their inherent value as humans, should have afforded them. I left 
the police department, in part, because I couldn’t continue to work within 
a system that actively treated one group of people better than others.

I recognize that my experiences may not be the same as every other Afri-
can American person or every African American who has ever donned a 
police uniform. But based on the stories that I have heard from other 
officers—both active and retired—the research, testimonials, data, and 
other information that will be highlighted in the coming pages, I believe 
that my thoughts and feelings related to policing and how it affects certain 
communities have not been developed in a vacuum.

Through this book, I hope to help readers who may not be familiar with 
the historic African American experience with law enforcement under-
stand why the stories African Americans have told over the years about 
their interactions with police and the criminal justice system, and the 
general ignoring of those stories by those who could have intervened, has 
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10	 Police on a Pedestal

drastically shaped multiple generations’ beliefs about law enforcement 
for the worse. Even after the advent of video technology that is regularly 
used to legitimize their concerns, African Americans are still accused of 
exaggerating their experiences with officers or not behaving in ways that 
would make their interactions with officers go more smoothly. As a whole, 
whites typically don’t have to justify their feelings toward police or deal 
with the challenges that come with voicing approval of police actions. All 
of this has contributed to the process of people on both sides not trusting 
each other and solely blaming the “other side” for all the problems that are 
inherent within the relationship.

HOW DID THE STORY BEGIN?

Although the process of setting Africans apart for separate and unequal 
treatment began as soon as the first slave ship set sail toward the new world 
with a fresh cargo of human flesh, scientific- and research-driven efforts to 
verify the superiority of whites over Africans were kicked into high gear in 
the 1800s. One of the first tools used in this process was scientific inquiry. 
In the nineteenth century, scientific inquiry and the “independently” pro-
duced data that was accumulated through the study of physical and psy-
chological differences between African Americans and whites were deemed 
the best tools for determining the superiority of whites and inferiority of 
African Americans. It didn’t matter that those who were conducting the 
tests and analyzing the data already held the common belief that blacks were 
inferior to whites and therefore needed to be controlled. The scientific pro
cess was used to simply reaffirm what was already believed.

Although this view was not held by everyone, and science alone never 
served as the defining marker for how blacks should be treated, that would 
not be the end of the process of publicly determining how inferior African 
Americans were. When scientific inquiry didn’t fully secure the outcomes 
for how blacks should be treated, a movement arose to use social behavior 
as a way to discount blacks. “These new scholars of race and society shifted 
the scientific study of race toward a behaviorist paradigm, measuring infe-
riority not just by physical differences but also by the historical and con
temporary behavior of ‘primitive’ races in civilized societies. That is, they 
used evidence of political, economic, and social status found in society to 
shore up the physical evidence found in the body” (Muhammad 2010, 24).

When this didn’t fully work to convince the nation that blacks were unfit 
to manage themselves, things became even more creative. Anything that 
could be considered a physical, social, or psychological defect in one black 
person began to be considered a representation of what was present in 
the entire group of people. Perceived black criminality became the primary 
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cultural defect that received the most focus. It served as the way to set 
whites apart from blacks, even though criminal behavior existed at similar 
levels within both groups. “In all manner of conversations about race—
from debates about parenting to education to urban life—black crime sta-
tistics are ubiquitous. By the same token, white crime statistics are virtually 
invisible, except when used to dramatize the excessive criminality of Afri-
can Americans. Although the statistical language of black criminality 
often means different things to different people, it is the glue that binds 
race to crime today as in the past” (Muhammad 2010, 1).

In the end, this strategy was extremely successful in changing the focus 
of the conversation. In the end, perceived criminality became the defining 
factor by which the majority of black life would be viewed and white life 
would not be viewed. I hope the reader can understand the importance of 
this difference in focus. If I am able to criminalize any of your behaviors 
while not allowing anyone to focus on any of my behaviors, I have devised 
a way to tell a story about you and me that will allow me to build and retain 
power and keep you underneath my thumb without ever really having to 
fear that you will rise up against me or that someone else will attempt to 
help you.

Within this book I will tell multiple stories. Stories that are based on my 
multiple life experiences. Stories based on my experiences growing up as 
an African American man in St. Louis, Missouri, and living under the 
shadow of assumptions others had about me and my twin brother that we 
were criminals in the making simply because of the color of our skin and 
the neighborhood we grew up in. As a side note, neither of us have ever spent 
time in jail or prison, we both have completed multiple degrees, and we both 
are fathers and husbands. And we aren’t unique. The vast majority of our 
family members have experienced the same types of accomplishments.

I will tell stories of my experiences working as a police officer for the 
St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department and how the system of policing 
that was—and from what I have been told still is present there—encouraged, 
and in some instances required, me and other officers to perceive and treat 
other African Americans differently from whites based on their skin color 
and the neighborhood they lived in. I will also tell stories that relate how 
my religious faith was in regular conflict with my career choices, which 
eventually led to my resignation from the department, and how I think 
religious faith or adherence to other systems of belief that value all human 
life can influence needed changes in the realm of law enforcement and 
those who may hesitate to question the actions of those who wear police 
uniforms.

I tell these stories in the hopes of shedding light on a system that typi-
cally seeks to protect itself first and inevitably defines itself in relation to 
how it treats certain people. But at the core, I seek to tell a story about hope. 
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Hope for reconciliation in relationships that have historically been antago-
nistic. The kind of hope that is found in a religious text: Psalm 85. As a per-
son of faith, I enjoy reading the Psalms because I appreciate the candor and 
openness that comes through many of them. There were multiple writers 
of the Psalms, and each of those writers brought their own personalities, 
temperaments, hopes, and fears to each poem.

I even appreciate the diverse types of emotions that come through the 
words of each unique writer—emotion that is based on what they, or a col-
lective people, were experiencing at a unique time within history. Many 
times, the fact that they were writing from an emotional standpoint caused 
them to express a greater level of vulnerability and transparency about what 
they were feeling. This level of vulnerability and transparency caused them to 
leave everything on the table as they communicated with a power they 
believed was greater.

Psalm 85 is one such writing that is filled with vulnerability and trans-
parency. In it, the writer reminisces over the past, a time when good things 
were happening in life, and simultaneously expressed hope for a better 
future for themselves and the nation they belonged to. We don’t know what 
the problem was that the writer and nation were facing at the time this 
psalm was written, but apparently, things in their world were not going very 
well.

As an aside, don’t we tend to remember the past as usually being better 
than the present? I don’t say that in a negative way, but when we face chal-
lenges in life, we tend to see our current problems or position in life as not 
being as good as what it had previously been. How many times have you 
found yourself saying, “If we could just get back to what we used to be!” Or, 
“Back in the day, things were so much better.” This is very relevant for me 
at the time of this writing because my oldest child recently turned 21 years 
old, and I must acknowledge that I miss what the past used to be like. I 
miss the little child that used to be, and as I look at pictures of him when 
he was a baby and a little boy, all I can think about is what used to be, for-
getting about what is today and what can be for him tomorrow.

We don’t know what problem Psalm 85 was referring to, but in the writ-
er’s mind, things were looking bleak. Whatever the circumstances, the 
writer pleaded with their Creator to restore their life to the way that it used 
to be. To have it restored to a time when their Creator’s anger was short 
and forgiving and was pointed somewhere else other than at them. This 
would be their only hope for a worthwhile future. Their hope could only 
be found in their Creator restoring them to a prior level of relationship 
that functioned through love and compassion.

This hope is exemplified in a key word that the psalmist uses multiple 
times in the passage. It’s the word “peace.” Others know this word as “sha-
lom”. In general everyday use, “shalom” can mean peace, harmony, wholeness, 
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completeness, prosperity, welfare, and tranquility and can be used idiom-
atically to mean both hello and goodbye. But in the wider, bigger picture of 
being in relationship with one’s Creator, shalom means so much more.

The writer of this psalm is asking their Creator to restore things to the 
way they “ought to be.” For their Creator to allow them to return to a fruit-
ful relationship with their Creator and each other for their world and life to 
be made right again. The writer is hoping that things will return to the way 
they should be, not the way they were. The writer knew that this return to 
normalcy would only happen if their Creator decided to make it happen or 
allowed it to happen. That is what the writer’s hope is in. That the Creator’s 
love for them would return life to normal. The psalmist can believe this will 
happen because this has been one of the hallmarks of their relationship with 
their Creator in the past.

In a sense, this book is my own Psalm 85. It is my attempt to acknowl-
edge that, for multiple reasons, life for certain people isn’t all that it could 
be. One specific reason is due to how this group is broadly perceived and 
treated based on faulty perceptions about their propensity for criminality. 
As much as I personally believe in a Creator and hope and intend that that 
belief will cause me to act in honorable ways toward all people, I readily 
acknowledge that not all people hold this same type of belief. So this book 
is my personal call to all who read it to figure out ways to help restore things 
to the way they “ought to be,” not the way they are.
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1

The Story of Policing Depends on 
Who Is Telling the Story

“Since most of us lack direct experience with many social problems, includ-
ing violent crime, television and newspapers serve as primary, albeit vicar-
ious, sources of information about these issues” (Free 2003, 65).

In order to ensure we understand the story that is being told, we must 
understand the terminology being used within it. Therefore, we begin dig-
ging deep into the story by uncovering the meanings behind a few words 
and ideas that are used when we talk about law enforcement’s interactions 
with what has become known as black criminality.

Fairness: Whether the justice system’s interactions are believed to be just 
or equitably applied across all intersections of people. “When the justice sys-
tem is perceived as unfair, untrustworthy, or as failing to respect an indi-
vidual’s group membership, therefore, it will be seen as inadequate and 
violative of the rights of the group to which an individual belongs” (Peffley 
and Hurwitz 2010, 30).

Hero: A person who does what the general public is unable or unquali-
fied to do. “To qualify as hero (a person must experience) a degree of per-
sonal risk. For example, an individual that returns to a house fire in order 
to help others get out has would be coded as a heroic action. Throwing 
oneself in the way of a gunman in order to ‘take the bullet’ would be another 
example of descriptive language fitting this category” (Frisby 2017, 
170–171).
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Media Influence: The reality that the vast majority of people get their 
information, especially information about people who are different from 
them, primarily through media outlets. The media outlets that they choose 
to get information from typically only reinforces the beliefs that the viewer/
reader already holds. Thus, media doesn’t teach people anything new, but 
instead reinforces current prejudices. “It is not inconsequential that indi-
viduals in the United States report that the majority of the information 
that they receive about crime and criminals comes from the media” (Oliver 
2003, 4).

Police Legitimacy: Whether an officer’s interactions and attitudes are 
believed to be just or equitably applied across all intersections of people. 
Although an action may be legal or lawful, it may not be considered legiti-
mate by any given community. Public opinion concerning the legitimacy 
of any police action may vary based upon the community in which that 
police action has occurred. If an officer or department has a history or rep-
utation for interacting with members of a given community in a negative 
way, the legitimacy of any action will likely be questioned.

Proactive Policing (often referred to as “Real Policing” by law enforce-
ment officials): The work conducted by police when they intentionally pur-
sue misdemeanor and felony arrests. “A variety of activities, often positively 
associated with field interrogations, traffic stops, and/or enforcing laws 
related to driving under the influence, loitering, or possession and public 
consumption of drugs and alcohol” (Way and Patten 2013, 4).

The key to proactive policing is that proactive officers typically “are not 
following a specific crime reduction strategy as devised by the adminis-
tration but are simply contacting ‘suspicious’ people and trying to catch 
would-be lawbreakers. This is also what officers in some jurisdictions call 
‘hunting’ and is almost exclusively practiced concerning visible crimes 
(for example, possession or selling of drugs, prostitution, and carrying 
guns; officers informally refer to people engaged in these activities as ‘dirt-
bags’ or ‘scumbags’)” (Way and Patten 2013, 5).

Racialization: Using racial factors as one of the primary ways to deter-
mine who is subject to police interaction and how those interactions pro-
ceed. “The classification of people into groups by reference to their 
anatomical features, such as skin color and facial features, and the making 
of judgments about their innate and cultural attributes and/or social worth 
based upon those features” (Owusu-Bempah 2016, 26).

Thug/Criminal/Dirtbag: How blacks are publicly described when they 
interact with law enforcement officials. This definition recognizes the media 
practice of regularly portraying African Americans in a less-than-positive 
light. As will be shown in a later section, African Americans are more likely 
to be shown in a negative light when compared to how whites are portrayed 
in the media, regardless of the circumstances. For example, whites, no 
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matter the circumstances, will likely be portrayed in a sympathetic light or 
described using sympathetic language, even if they have been found to have 
killed someone. Later data will show that even white mass murderers are 
portrayed in a more positive light than African Americans who have com-
mitted less egregious crimes.

Now that we know the terms, we can think about how they are used to 
shape the stories we hear about policing and black criminality.

STORYTELLING AS A FUNCTION OF THE HERO-MAKING 
AND VILLAIN IDENTIFICATION PROCESS

Our nation loves heroes. This is evidenced by, among other things, the 
continuing popularity of comic book superhumans who, unlike us normal 
human beings, are able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. These heroes 
are made, and their legacies are secured, through the stories that are told 
about them in print, through movies, and on television screens. One of 
the reasons we idolize these fictional characters is, for the most part, they 
use their powers for good and willingly make sacrifices that typically serve 
the greater good of humanity. Although the heroes don’t necessarily make 
much money from their actions, those who tell their stories sure do. Some of 
the most profitable industries in our nation are those that help tell the sto-
ries of superheroes through various media.

But superhumans aren’t the only people we view as heroes. We view ath-
letes as heroes because of their power and strength. In the past, athletes 
like Muhammad Ali and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar proved to be as mentally 
strong as they were athletically competent. They were heroes as much for 
their mental acumen as for their physical prowess. But they paid a price 
for their outspokenness on social issues. Today, athletes like Lebron James 
and Colin Kaepernick leverage their celebrity to bring attention to mul-
tiple social causes and are handsomely rewarded for their outspokenness.

News makers and news breakers receive the title of hero as well. We 
admire their work, their tenacity, and the fact that they seem to seek to hold 
those in power accountable to the common person. There was a time, not 
too long ago, that newscasters like Walter Cronkite and Tom Brokaw were 
household names and trusted voices within our nation because they could 
be trusted to hold politicians’ feet to the proverbial fire in hopes of keeping 
government transparent and focused on serving ordinary citizens.

With the advent of multiple media outlets and innumerable social media 
methods for immediate information sharing, anyone can become a news 
maker or news breaker. Although the primary news breakers have tradition-
ally been trained journalists who, ideally, seek to inform our nation of what 
is occurring and how our lives are affected by certain events, one of the 
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current challenges of this process of potentially anyone making or break-
ing news is that some people, whether intentionally or unintentionally, see 
their job as one of the ways to shape public opinion about certain people 
and groups by attempting to dictate who should be considered a hero and 
who should not.

But who or what is a hero? Previously, I defined a hero as a person who 
was able to do something that the general public is unable or unqualified 
to do. Dr. Scott LaBarge provides a definition that I think adequately clari-
fies my thoughts when he writes, “The term ‘hero’ comes from the ancient 
Greeks. For them, a hero was a mortal who had done something so far 
beyond the normal scope of human experience that he left an immortal 
memory behind him when he died, and thus received worship like that due 
the gods” (LaBarge 2000).

One thing we may not be aware of was heroes weren’t always good guys 
who lived lives of purity and sacrifice at all times. They also had the ability, 
and potentially the inclination, to commit certain atrocities that negatively 
affected others. “[P]eople who had committed unthinkable crimes were also 
called heroes. . . . ​Originally, heroes were not necessarily good, but they were 
always extraordinary; to be a hero was to expand people’s sense of what was 
possible for a human being. What a hero did was more important that their 
moral composition.” (LaBarge 2000). So a hero wasn’t determined by how 
closely a person resembled a Boy Scout. They could experience major moral 
failures and still be capable of positively affecting other people’s lives. Heroes 
didn’t always have to wear white or be a saint.

I wonder if the realization that it’s possible that heroes don’t always con-
sistently act like the “good guys” will cause any of us to reevaluate what our 
definition of a hero is and what the implications of this new realization will 
lead to. This idea of our heroes not being fully perfect may force some of us 
to reconsider what is acceptable and unacceptable for our heroes to do in 
their downtime. It may even cause us to reevaluate whether we need heroes 
in the first place. It may even lead to us ask what happens when our heroes 
fall short of our expectations for them and whether there should be some 
type of repercussion when heroes publicly fall.

Despite the moral and ethical conundrums this line of thinking may lead 
to, hero making fills a necessary vacancy that exists in our collective lives. 
It helps us identify people that we can look to for help and adoration when 
we think we can’t find similar qualities within ourselves or our acquain-
tances. We yearn to look up to someone or some group that consistently 
puts others before themselves. We want to trust in someone who is willing 
to give more than they take so others’ lives can be better. Safer.

We also want someone bigger and better than us to believe in because 
we think having a hero enhances our lives, makes our society better, and 
provides us with hope that one day we will be able to relate to others and 
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the world in a different way. “A close examination of cultural myths illumi-
nates how a society describes itself. Joseph Campbell, who studied myth for 
much of his scholarly life, states that two orders of mythology exist: the spir-
itual and the sociological. The latter links the individual to a society” 
(Krause and Smith 2014, 11–12). Even if it isn’t true right now, if we try hard 
enough and long enough, we can one day be like them and make a signifi-
cant difference for others, eventually being recognized for how little we get 
in return for how much we give to help others.

What are some of the other general qualities that we find appealing and 
seek to attribute to our heroes? Dr. Philip Zimbardo has attempted to answer 
this question in his article “What Makes a Hero?” Dr. Zimbardo describes 
heroism this way:

First, it’s performed in service to others in need—whether that’s a person, 
group, or community—or in defense of certain ideals. Second, it’s engaged 
in voluntarily, even in military contexts, as heroism remains an act that goes 
beyond something required by military duty. Third, a heroic act is one per-
formed with recognition of possible risks and costs, be they to one’s physical 
health or personal reputation, in which the actor is willing to accept antici-
pated sacrifice. Finally, it is performed without external gain anticipated at 
the time of the act.

Simply put, then, the key to heroism is a concern for other people in 
need—a concern to defend a moral cause, knowing there is a personal risk, 
done without expectation of reward. (Zimbardo 2011)

Dr. Zimbardo also notes that although heroes have the potential to do great 
things for altruistic reasons, that doesn’t insulate them from experiencing 
the desire or impulse to do some not-so-heroic things. Just because a per-
son has heroic qualities or performs heroic acts does not preclude them from 
doing things we may consider antiheroic. We all possess ideals and attri-
butes that have been shaped by our life circumstances. Those circumstances 
help direct each of us toward certain viewpoints about life and people. They 
also shape our desires to either look toward others for heroic acts or to per-
form heroic acts ourselves.

A final thought by Dr. Zimbardo informs us that the vast majority of 
people whom we consider heroes don’t engage in heroic activity alone. They 
understand that saving the world or a local community becomes possible 
when you work alongside others. They save the world through the support 
and teamwork of others who share a common purpose, as well as common 
resources. “Heroes are most effective not alone but in a network. It’s through 
forming a network that people have the resources to bring their heroic 
impulses to life” (Zimbardo 2011).

Although the circumstances that bring a potential hero to the attention 
of the media may be accidental or come by nontraditional means, the 
process of making law enforcement into heroes is not. “Most news about 
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policing, just as much news about a variety of social issues, is structurally 
biased in favor of official sources and culturally biased in favor of officially 
sanctioned claims” (Lawrence 2000, 49). As will be shown in the coming 
pages, even when an officer is found to have committed a gross abuse of 
power on camera, media outlets are still strategic in their attempts to lion-
ize law enforcement and insulate officers from critique and criticism. Media 
regularly prop law enforcement up as heroes to be envied and protected, 
sometimes at the cost of truth and community good, and even when infor-
mation clearly shows they have overreached past decency, legality, and legit-
imacy through their actions.

This media bias can lead to an unquestioning allegiance to law enforce-
ment by the ordinary citizenry who may not fully understand the history 
and purpose of policing or the many issues that are present within the cur-
rent incarnation of police in the United States. This is evidenced when 
Cleland writes

Police officers don’t choose what happens in the world, they simply defend 
us from it.

Across America, our only defense against the robbers, gunmen and crim-
inals is our law enforcement.

I can say that I have the utmost respect for those few in blue who do have 
that bravery and selflessness. (Cleland 2017)

This sounds like hero making to me. As a former officer, I say this without 
an ounce of hyperbole. Having worked as an officer for the St. Louis Met-
ropolitan Police Department, I can attest to the hero making that occurs 
through, and because of, this type of thinking. I agree that, in general, many 
officers don’t choose what happens in the world or the areas they patrol. But 
they do choose how they will respond to the people and circumstances they 
find themselves interacting with. Unfortunately, some decisions aren’t altru-
istic and are actually selfish because, as I will show, they are built on a need 
or desire to be perceived as a certain type of officer in order to be promoted, 
be given choice assignments, or be considered a member of the inner circle 
so that when something goes terribly wrong, they know they can depend 
on other officers to help them cover their tracks.

I also understand that, unfortunately, some officers have been killed or 
seriously injured while performing their police duties. But over the past 
20 years, data shows that violence against officers has steadily decreased 
while complaints about police misconduct have steadily increased. And I 
personally understand that it takes a certain level of courage to strap on a 
gun belt and badge every day. But as an officer I was taught that it’s easy to 
be courageous when the largest and most powerful gang in the community 
all wear the same badges and uniforms.-1—
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I recognize that Mr. Cleland’s thoughts are not an anomaly or simply the 
idealistic thoughts of youthful exuberance. A large percentage of whites in 
America hold to the narrative that all officers are heroes because they vol-
untarily place themselves in harm’s way in order to make our society a bet-
ter place. They believe the job of a typical rank-and-file police officer is 
increasingly dangerous. The general public sees officers as involuntary com-
batants in an ongoing street war that seeks to make police into primary 
casualties. Radley Balko demonstrates the fallacy in Mr. Cleland’s line of 
thinking when compared to the current reality of policing. Balko points out, 
“According to FBI statistics, 27 police officers were feloniously killed in 2013, 
the lowest raw number in more than 50 years. (The previous low was 41 in 
2008.)” (Balko 2014). Based on prior statistics collected since the mid-1990s, 
policing is actually becoming safer, with fewer police being shot or assaulted. 
I realize that this statement flies in the face of what the media tells us and 
what police departments hope we believe, but as we will see, the media does 
everything it can to tell a specific story about police.

Also, although personal gun ownership has risen dramatically in the 
United States in recent years, violent crimes have decreased, along with a 
corresponding decrease in violence toward police. Although the militari-
zation of police, as was evidenced during multiple race-based conflicts that 
have occurred in recent years—for example, in Ferguson, Missouri, after 
the killing of Michael Brown by a white officer—is believed to be necessary, 
the instances where a threat against police actually rises to the level where 
military-type vehicles and weapons are necessary to resolve the conflict are 
few. Hopefully the reader noticed that I used the word “necessary” instead 
of the word “preferred.” Law enforcement may prefer to use military-style 
vehicles and weapons as a means to intimidate citizens into submission or 
compliance, but their use is not mandatory.

For some, the natural response to reading this will be to ask, “Where did 
the writer get the idea that policing is or isn’t so dangerous?” First, we pri-
marily get the idea from media outlets and law enforcement themselves. 
Before I go too far, I want to make sure to state that, as a former police offi-
cer who patrolled two of the busiest and most dangerous districts within 
the city of St. Louis, Missouri, during its first go-round as “most dangerous 
city in the United States,” I know that policing can be dangerous and that 
officers can experience events that most people would never dream of. I also 
know from personal experience that it only takes one mistake or one 
momentary loss of concentration on the part of an officer, and they could 
lose their lives.

But I also recognize that the high-stress, life-threatening experiences that 
are highlighted in the news and television dramas are primarily fewer and 
further in between than most civilians know. Most days of patrolling the —-1
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streets in any given urban metropolitan city or rural county are filled with 
the mind-numbing monotony and stress of interacting with people who 
don’t seem to know how to handle their day-to-day existence and basic life 
affairs, drive reasonably, or generally treat others with decency.

I state this, not simply as personal opinion, but as the testimony of the 
officers that I stay in contact with who regularly apprise me of what polic-
ing is like today, as well as officers who have left law enforcement because 
they felt drained by the mental weight they carried due to what the system 
of policing requires of officers. These officers’ complaints aren’t about how 
dangerous the streets are, although they can be very dangerous at times, 
but instead are about how difficult it has become to perform police func-
tions in a system that doesn’t care about the citizens being patrolled or the 
officers who patrol the streets and interact with those citizens.

When did this narrative about officers being heroes begin? According to 
Dan Marcou, it occurred in the 1960s and 1970s as a way to bolster public 
opinion about officers as they suffered the consequences of trying to pro-
tect certain neighborhoods. Marcou also relates that during this time frame, 
politicians began to use the words “war” and “warfare” to describe policing 
and its ensuing atmosphere. As much as politicians cared about their con-
stituents, they also cared about their careers. What better way to ensure 
job security than to scare people into trusting them to fix the communi-
ties’ problems, even if they didn’t live in those communities or regularly visit 
them? Especially when the problems that were being identified revolved 
around the growing fear of people who were different from the politicians’ 
constituencies in so many ways. This fear and entrusting to politicians the 
authority to define this new “war” and modes of “warfare” led to multiple 
crime commissions and eventually the national “War on Drugs.” It also led 
to the rise of the “warrior cop,” the only person qualified to make an impact 
on crime, especially the kind of crime found in urban (African American) 
communities.

This narrative continues to be facilitated by the fact that the vast major-
ity of white people don’t regularly interact with police. They typically receive 
their information about police, policing, who participates in committing 
crimes, how often crime is committed, and where crime is likely to occur 
through what’s shared by the daily news media outlets and talking heads 
they choose to follow, as well as from fictional television programming. The 
problem with this is the media can’t always be trusted to accurately por-
tray information about crime. “It is well documented that both print media 
and television—including drama, news, soap operas, and cartoons—all 
greatly exaggerate the incidence of crime in the United States, particularly 
violent crime” (Free 2003, 65).

One of the problems that is inherent in having this limited opportunity 
to learn about other people who may be different from you, as well as only 

-1—
0—
+1—

Carter_1st pass.indd   22 3/19/19   8:47 PM



	 The Story of Policing Depends on Who Is Telling the Story	 23

getting information from a source that likely already shares your political 
and social leanings, is that it is unlikely your beliefs or preconceived ideas 
about someone will be challenged. Instead, they will likely only be verified. A 
person is less likely to question how people who are different from them 
are portrayed and simply believe what is said about them by their preferred 
media outlet, whether that outlet is conservative or liberal.

An additional problem with a person receiving the majority of their infor-
mation about people who are different from them from one type of source 
is that the portrayals of those different people may be intended to be satiri-
cal, but the viewer considers them accurate and assumes that the opposing 
group of people is truly like that. When they are confronted with a person 
from that group who doesn’t fit their preconceived ideas, they are likely to 
believe that person is the exception to their expectations and not an ade-
quate representation of what their people must be like.

Because of this lack of personal experience with police and criminality, 
the general citizen likely believes what they are told by these media pro-
grams. As Americans typically spend less time interacting with people 
who are different from them and instead learn about different cultures, 
groups of people, and what police do from watching them on television or 
finding information about them through Google and You Tube videos, it 
becomes easier to understand why people’s view of police and policing may 
not be adequately informed.

Heavy viewers of television gave higher estimates of crime rates, overesti-
mated the number of men with a job in law enforcement (as the demogra-
phy of the television world is full of law enforcement officers), and had been 
influenced in their perceptions of police procedures and crime characteris-
tics. Generally, heavy viewers also seem to see the world as a more danger-
ous place. Television fiction appears to have a significant impact on people’s 
perception of crime, the police, and police work. (Bulck 2002, 116)

This narrative also continues because law enforcement personnel have made 
it a priority to actively frame and/or participate in the story that is told about 
them. I don’t blame them for this. This is an understandable act of self-
preservation. What better way to try to ensure that public opinion sur-
rounding your actions and attitudes is shaped in a way that makes you the 
hero at every turn? What better way to ensure that the public is sympathetic 
to you, regardless of the decision you have made and the outcomes that fol-
low that decision? It is more beneficial to frame almost every incident as 
“us versus them,” and whoever “them” is are always the bad guys that need 
to be dealt with. Officers are never bad guys themselves. They are simply 
heroes who may have been overzealous in trying to do good.

By attempting to control and influence the stories that are told about 
them, police organizations hope to insulate the collective body from being 
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held responsible for the actions of a singular officer, especially as it relates 
to violence perpetrated against citizens by officers. This is evident when an 
officer’s actions have been proven to be over the top, such as an incident of 
police brutality, and department representatives frame that officer as a lone 
wolf who acted alone or in a way that didn’t represent the overall culture of 
the department. These representatives and departments never willingly 
divulge information that clarifies the level of violence that is perpetrated 
by officers against citizens. Instead, the particular instance is always framed 
as an anomaly.

Despite the fact that law enforcement is very active in the process of tell-
ing and protecting their story, they are not always happy with the results 
that appear publicly. “Despite the fact that police voices are much more 
common in the news than those of activists or academics, police generally 
believe that the news does not fairly represent them” (Lawrence 2000, 49).

WHAT TYPE OF STORY DOES LAW ENFORCEMENT 
USUALLY TELL ABOUT ITSELF?

Regardless of the type of interaction the system of law enforcement rep-
resentatives finds itself in, you can rest assured that these representatives 
want to control the narrative that is being expressed at all costs. One rea-
son for this is that if they are thought to be doing the right thing for the 
right reasons the majority of the time, they can build goodwill with the gen-
eral public so that when something does go wrong or someone does some-
thing that should be acceptable, they will have hopefully earned enough 
respect and goodwill that they can cash in when it’s needed.

By actively developing or cultivating a reputation for doing what’s right, 
departments can also require greater subordination from the general pop-
ulation. It’s essentially akin to them saying, “If we’ve been known for doing 
what’s right in the past and having a reputation for being good, then most 
of the things we ask or require of citizens is due to our desire to do what’s 
right and good. There’s no reason to think otherwise.” When they, on the 
off chance, resort to violent or extreme means to obtain compliance from 
citizens, that extreme action should be excused because it’s either out of the 
ordinary or a citizen forced the officer to behave in such a manner.

An inherent set of challenges accompanies any person’s, entity’s, or sys-
tem’s attempts to control how it is defined by others or its attempts to define 
itself strictly on its own terms and with the vocabulary of its choosing. One 
of the inherent challenges to this practice is transparency. In order to make 
sure this type of process is effective, police must control the type, amount, 
and time frame that citizens receive information about police interactions 
with citizens.
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One of the biggest challenges for departments in this area has been the 
increased proliferation of cell phones and social media applications that cap-
ture and convey how officers interact with citizens at any given moment. 
Multiple officers have said that cell phones have hindered them from being 
able to effectively perform their police duties. That should leave anyone who 
hears that with the question, “What duties do you need to perform that 
shouldn’t be seen by everyone at any given time?”

Overall, this type of process leads to intentional and unintentional con-
sequences related to what the typical citizen is willing and/or capable of 
learning about police, especially when they typically don’t have to interact 
with police in real life. Due to this type of reality, a person may not see the 
value in locating and learning new information about how police operate 
or interact with people who are different from them, or understand how 
police tactics are developed or implemented in neighborhoods and commu-
nities that are different from theirs, and how all of this is framed and 
shaped by law enforcement in order to gain more support and compliance 
from the public.

The immediate consequences of the process described earlier are that law 
enforcement officials use this circular system that they have created as a 
way to continue to control those whom they are patrolling instead of oper-
ating as an equal source of power and/or solutions with that community 
for the problems that face the community that the circle encompasses. 
Instead, it seems as if they prefer to have citizens following orders instead 
of working closely with them on adequate solutions. “In its continual aim 
of enhancing legitimacy, the police are invested in bolstering subservience 
(subordination to and respect for police power) and separation (a sense of 
police superiority and prestige)” (Herbert 2006, 481).

This line of thinking fosters an attitude by police that they reside and 
operate above those they are hired to protect and serve, and because, for 
all intents and purposes, citizens are unable to manage their own lives, it is 
reasonable for officers to hold certain attitudes toward them. Ultimately, 
this can lead to officers believing they are the final arbiters who should 
decide what is right and wrong, who deserves or doesn’t deserve mercy, and 
who will and will not receive due process.

WHAT TYPE OF STORIES DO POLICE TELL ABOUT OTHERS?

Unfortunately, we typically identify our heroes according to how they 
exist in contrast to certain villains. Every hero needs a villain. Luke Sky-
walker needed Darth Vader. Superman needed Lex Luthor. Batman needed 
the Joker. The St. Louis Cardinals need the Chicago Cubs. Hulk Hogan 
needed Andre the Giant. Villains show the world what power looks like 
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when it is corrupted, what opportunities look like when they are squan-
dered, and how resources are wasted when they fall in the hands of the less 
worthy.

Who are the biggest enemies of law enforcement? Black males. This is 
not hyperbole from a writer trying to sell books. In the coming pages, I will 
show how history and scientific and psychological research data prove this 
statement to be true. How did black males become the villain that would 
regularly be contrasted against law enforcement? It began with the inten-
tional process of devaluing and dehumanizing black existence that com-
menced before America was fully established. By historically dehumanizing 
this group of people, society is consistently conditioned to expect them to 
be treated in ways that would not be acceptable for other groups of people 
to be treated. It also ensures that when that group attempts to speak up 
about how they are treated, no one will see the need to defend them or accept 
their complaints.

This process of dehumanization was in practice when Brits traveled to 
countries where the historic inhabitants had darker skin than their own. 
They compared these indigenous people to primates and presumed these 
darker-skinned people were less developed than those with white skin. 
“Dehumanizing representations of African peoples are nearly as old as Euro
peans’ first contact with West Africa” (Goff et al. 2008, 292). This process 
continued throughout the travels of British sailors looking for new land for 
them to inhabit. “Early European maritime writings described primitive 
people who seemed more closely related to apes than to White explorers. 
As theories of race moved from theological to biological, the rationale for 
racial hierarchy relied even more heavily on the ‘Negro-ape metaphor’ ” (Goff 
et al. 2008, 293–294).

This line of thinking was first established through informal and infre-
quent interactions between British representatives. Eventually, informal 
and infrequent meetings began to form the foundation for reasoning that 
classified itself as intellectual and scientific. “Although this linkage pre-
dates scientific racism, it drew increased interest and popularity when 
Franz Boas, the preeminent anthropologist of his time, and even Charles 
Darwin, speculated that there might be an evolutionary spectrum among 
primates containing monkeys and apes at the least evolved end, continu-
ing through savage and/or deformed anthropoids, and culminating with 
Whites at the other end (as most evolved) Peoples of African descent, 
therefore, were theorized to reside somewhere between the deformed and 
the simian” (Goff et al. 2008, 293).

The resulting practice of identifying and perceiving blacks through a lens 
fit for primates served to greatly influence the general public’s perception 
of black culture and black men. “The ‘scientistic’ grounding for this repre
sentation was used to bolster growing stereotypes that peoples of African 
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descent were innately lazy, aggressive, dim, hypersexual, and in need of 
benevolent control. It is not surprising, then, that the portrayal of African 
peoples as apelike became an iconographic representation rivaling even 
minstrelsy for popularity in visual culture during the 19th  and early 
20th centuries” (Goff et al. 2008, 293).

The reshaping of black males as apelike and then as villainous within the 
story that is criminality began as an outgrowth of a political strategy from 
the South. After successfully legitimizing the practice of comparing blacks 
to primates, politicians then, over time, shifted the public’s focus onto black 
criminality by making blacks the target, and torment, of standard law 
enforcement practices. This antagonistic relationship came forth as a politi
cal strategy that sought to use black criminality as the means to develop a 
certain mind-set about crime, how it should be handled and who could 
handle it, and how to keep white communities safe.

It was best exemplified through the Republican political strategy that 
eventually became known as the “Southern Strategy.” This strategy was 
essentially the roadmap for framing black criminality for politicians and 
dealing a substantial blow to the Democratic Party in the South for years 
to come. The strategy began with discussions about “states’ rights” to choose 
how they dealt with crime. It was argued that individual states should be 
able to choose how they dealt with their criminal element without the 
Supreme Court intervening in inappropriate ways.

Over time, the focus broadened to include “states’ rights” to deal with 
how certain entitlement concerns were dealt with, like welfare programs 
and who could or should participate in them, how to deal with student bus-
ing after the Supreme Court’s unnecessary intrusion in states’ educational 
systems, access to voting for African Americans, and other affirmative 
action concerns after more Supreme Court meddling.

The common factor in the strategy was the practice of giving most, if not 
all, issues a negative face, which meant presenting an African American face 
as the foundation for whatever problem was being discussed. Strategists 
knew that giving it an African American face would effectively scare or 
enrage white constituents. The goal of this political strategy was to appeal 
to the overwhelming racial concerns of working-class and southern whites 
and simultaneously deplete the Democratic Party of its teeth.

This political strategy was successfully honed and harnessed by multi-
ple presidents, including Richard Nixon.

President Richard Nixon laid the groundwork for reinstituting some of the 
racially tinged practices of law enforcement that had previously been out-
lawed. President Nixon advocated for higher conviction rates. Nixon put the 
taxpayer’s money where his mouth was between 1969 and 1973 by tripling 
the federal government’s law enforcement budget and increasing federal aid 
to state and local law enforcement agencies from $60 million to nearly $800 
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million. Unfortunately, much of law enforcement’s efforts at reducing crime 
were targeted at poor and minority communities. (Carter 2019, 34)

Ronald Reagan walked in the path Nixon cleared for future law-and-order 
presidents. His efforts would have likely made Nixon proud.

In addition to taking on drugs, Reagan was famous for promoting the “black 
welfare queen” image in America. Historian Duchess Harris wrote, “The wel-
fare queen is the defining social stereotype of the Black woman, a lazy, pro-
miscuous single Black mother living off the dole of society. She poses a threat 
to the Protestant work ethic that drives America and the American dream 
of social advancement and acceptability.” This sentiment was echoed by 
James Kilgore, in his book Understanding Mass Incarceration. Mr. Kilgore 
says, “Creating the image of the Welfare Queen as a criminal misuser of tax-
payer dollars and perpetuator of sexual immorality helped build the case for 
reallocating money from social services to law and order. (Carter 2019, 35–36)

Not to be outdone by his mentor, Ronald Reagan, the elder George Bush 
homed in on the opportunity to use the fear of black men as a plank in his 
presidential election strategy against Michael Dukakis.

In addition to black women becoming the poster children for welfare reform, 
black men became the poster children for criminal justice reform. This was 
most evidenced by the portrayal of convicted criminal Willie Horton. Hor-
ton was a convicted felon who, while already serving a life sentence for mur-
der without the possibility of parole, was allowed to participate in a weekend 
furlough program in Massachusetts where presidential candidate Michael 
Dukakis served as governor. During the furlough period, Willie Horton com-
mitted another string of crimes, including raping a white woman.

Horton and his crimes became the centerpiece of a racially based scare 
campaign for presidential candidate George H. W. Bush. Dennis Rome, a pro-
fessor of criminal justice, wrote that due to the tactics used by candidate 
Bush, “Blacks are the repository for the American fear of crime. Ask anyone, 
of any race, to picture a criminal, and the image will have a black face. The 
link between blackness and criminality is routinized by terms such as ‘black 
on black crime’ and ‘black crime.’ ” Although public discourse of “black on 
black” crime is common, there is little talk about “white on white” crime, even 
though a 2011 report from the Department of Justice said that 84 percent of 
homicides of whites is by whites. (Carter 2019, 36)

And lest we think that Democrats were impervious to this tactic, it was Bill 
Clinton who helped to establish the egregious laws that punish drug crimes 
that are considered black disproportionately when compared to drug 
crimes that are considered white. Also, Hillary Clinton was the person who 
famously called the younger generation of black males “super predators.”

The result of this overall strategy was that blackness became consistently 
equated with criminality. If you were black and lived under circumstances 
that others deemed unacceptable, you were automatically expected to hold 
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criminal tendencies. “A growing body of research demonstrates that people 
more readily apply racial stereotypes to Blacks who are thought to look more 
stereotypically Black, compared with Blacks who are thought to look less 
stereotypically Black” (Eberhardt et al. 2006, 383). And the “blacker” you 
were (darker skin, broader nose, thicker lips), the more criminal you likely 
were. “People associate Black physical traits with criminality in particular. 
The more stereotypically Black a person’s physical traits appear to be, the 
more criminal that person is perceived to be” (Eberhardt et al. 2006, 383).

Although African Americans make up approximately 12% of our nation’s 
population, they represent almost 40% of our nation’s prison population. 
This practice of “anticipated criminality” and the punitively proactive and 
reactive criminal justice policies currently in practice have effectively led 
to a steady increase of black males being introduced to some aspect of our 
nation’s prison system, with some estimating that a quarter of African 
American males will experience a stay behind bars.

I must reiterate that this process didn’t come about by accident. It was 
made possible by politicians’ and law enforcement’s efforts to criminalize 
blackness and the things that were in close proximity to it. Since Recon-
struction, our legal system has made regular use of laws to minimize the 
movement and progress of African American culture and opportunity. 
From laws that made it illegal for African Americans to be in public with-
out an express purpose related to employment, to laws that made it illegal 
for African Americans to hold certain positions of employment or for whites 
to employ them in certain positions, or for them to even live in certain areas, 
the legal system has been used as a tool protect whites, not just from Afri-
can Americans but from any population they felt threatened by, and to keep 
them separate from those they considered “less than.”

Researchers have spilled much ink trying to understand and articulate 
this inherent (a more precise description may be learned) bias that the 
general public has against black males. Although there is never a complete 
consensus of opinion as it relates to any given subject, there is much com-
monality in thinking among social scientists and researchers about how the 
regular portrayal of black males as criminal in media and by law enforce-
ment affects the general public’s perception of that group.

Researchers have highlighted the robustness and frequency of this stereo-
typic association by demonstrating its effects on numerous outcome vari-
ables, including people’s memory for who was holding a deadly razor in a 
subway scene, people’s evaluation of ambiguously aggressive behavior, 
people’s decision to categorize nonweapons as weapons, the speed at which 
people decide to shoot someone holding a weapon, and the probability that 
they will shoot at all. Not only is the association between Blacks and crime 
strong (i.e., consistent and frequent), it also appears to be automatic (i.e., not 
subject to intentional control). (Tonry 2011, 5)

—-1
—0
—+1

Carter_1st pass.indd   29 3/19/19   8:47 PM



30	 Police on a Pedestal

As I stated earlier, the results of this intentional process have had devas-
tating consequences for black communities in general, and black males in 
particular. The mere existence of black men leads to them being, at a mini-
mum, consistently perceived as criminal, simply because they bear certain 
natural features.

The paradigmatic understanding of the automatic stereotyping process—
indeed, the one pursued in all of the research highlighted above—is that the 
mere presence of a person can lead one to think about the concepts with 
which that person’s social group has become associated. The mere presence 
of a Black man, for instance, can trigger thoughts that he is violent and crim-
inal. Simply thinking about a Black person renders these concepts more 
accessible and can lead people to misremember the Black person as the one 
holding the razor. Merely thinking about Blacks can lead people to evaluate 
ambiguous behavior as aggressive, to miscategorize harmless objects as 
weapons, or to shoot quickly, and, at times, inappropriately. (Eberhardt et al. 
2004, 876)

I recognize that some would assert that the plight of black males as over-
represented in the criminal justice system is not due to the actions of law 
enforcement, but solely due to the propensity of black males to be more vio-
lent and criminal when compared to the rest of the population. This line of 
thinking seeks to minimize and overlook the social and legal history that 
has shaped, controlled, and interpreted black culture through targeted 
social, political, and legal movements, such as America’s War on Drugs.

Through the War on Drugs, a concerted effort was put forth to minimize 
drug use in America. This effort including bolstering old drug laws, as well 
as instituting new laws. Unfortunately, the punishments associated with 
white people’s drug use and sales were vastly different from those associ-
ated with black people’s drug use and sale. For example, penalties for pos-
session of drugs that were consistently considered “white” drugs, such as 
powder cocaine, were substantially lower than possession of drugs that were 
consistently considered “African American” drugs, such as crack cocaine. 
Crack cocaine is simply powder cocaine processed in a particular way. Yet 
sentencing guidelines for possession of crack cocaine were substantially 
greater and a person had to essentially be in possession of a pound of pow-
der cocaine in order to receive the same punishment that came with pos-
session of an ounce of crack cocaine.

Within efforts like the War on Drugs, crimes associated with predomi-
nantly black communities are further marginalized and dehumanized in 
ways that crimes that are typically attributed to white communities are not. 
The crack addiction epidemic of the 1980s and 1990s was viewed as an 
exceedingly sinful stain on black society and black progress that would only 
be abated through harsher criminal sentencing for all parties involved. 
In contrast, the current heroin and opioid epidemic occurring in pre-
dominantly white communities is publicly framed by politicians, health 
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professionals, and the media as a public health emergency that will only be 
fixed through compassion, adequate investment in resources and opportu-
nities, as well as innovative thinking for the greater good. Many in African 
American communities have been left to wonder where this type of com-
passion has been for those addicted to drugs within their communities.

The change in tone has been startling, but not unprecedented. A similar 
process occurred in the 1970s and revolved around the public perception 
and punishment of the proliferation of marijuana use. “Black people were 
locked up to attract white votes. When severe policies occasionally hit 
whites especially hard, as happened in relation to marijuana in the 1970s, 
the policies were quickly changed. In many parts of the United States, pos-
session of and small-scale trafficking in marijuana were effectively decrim-
inalized” (Tonry 2011, 4).

This change occurred because whites were displeased with their children 
being locked up and the negative perception it brought toward them and 
their families. I can imagine these white parents asking, “Why should my 
child be locked up and carry the social stigma that comes with being arrested 
for something like drugs when black youth are also using drugs that are 
probably worse than what my child experimented with?” This intentional 
reframing of who is criminal and what entails criminal behavior caused 
President Nixon to rethink his strategy on the War on Drugs. When Presi-
dent Barack Obama pushed for similar efforts, he was accused of being soft 
on drug crimes. This sense of leniency that is acceptable for white drug 
crimes is not found when it is perceived that a particular drug is indulged 
in by primarily black addicts or a particular crime is more often commit-
ted by black youths.

This process of showing leniency toward the indiscretions of white youth 
allowed white parents to, in a sense, make moral and legal judgments about 
the behaviors of others without having to consider or address whether their 
own actions should be defined by the same terms as minorities, or whether 
their indiscretions should be judged according to the same standards they 
hold for others, or whether their crimes should require the same types of 
penalties that are given to minorities. This has made it easier to sell the pub-
lic on the idea that certain behaviors, or certain people that commit cer-
tain behaviors, deserve harsher penalties. These types of attitudes and 
practices have persisted across our history, regardless of who occupies the 
office of the President.

HOW DOES MEDIA HELP TO PORTRAY BLACKS AS 
THE WORST VILLAINS?

Data shows that criminality runs across black and white communities 
at a similar rate, but black criminality is consistently described in harsher 
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terms and reported in ways that continue the process of dehumanizing 
them, while white criminals are described in ways that try to repair their 
humanity. This practice remains in place, even when a black person is the 
victim of a crime at the hands of a white criminal.

Differences can be found in news media in terms of portrayals of blacks as 
victims. We find that media rely on different practices when covering 
crimes involving African Americans, Hispanics, Asians, or Muslims. As 
suspects, they are quickly characterized as terrorists and thugs motivated 
purely by evil intent. While white suspects are often described as “lone 
wolves”—violent acts created by one angry white person. Black victims are 
often vilified and evidence for that can also be found in news stories. The 
lives of Black victims in news stories often provide subtle cues that the jus-
tification for the murder or shooting are behaviors that they are responsi-
ble for. For example, because Trayvon Martin was wearing a hoodie, that 
behavior was framed in stories as being just as responsible for his death as 
his shooter. News stories on the Michael Brown shooting often times 
framed the event around the thought that Brown stole cigars from the 
convenience store. In other words, in terms of Black victims, media often 
times frame the event that somehow offers a justification for their deaths. 
(Frisby 2017, 165)

Although black criminals are described in terms that highlight the level of 
violence that was perpetrated and the dehumanized qualities they possess, 
white criminals are described in terms, not of violence, but of their psycho-
logical state during the commission of their crimes.

U.S. media rely on different words and descriptive language when covering 
crimes involving African Americans or Muslims. For example, after the 
“Dylan Roof incident,” media narrative formed quickly for him in that we read 
in news stories that Roof probably had some “mental issues and didn’t know 
he had done anything wrong”. It seems as if media coverage humanized Roof 
and referred to him as a sick, victim of mistreatment or inadequate mental 
health resources. (Frisby 2017, 176)

When was the last time you read a story or observed a news report that tried 
to humanize a black criminal by describing his life circumstances in a sym-
pathetic manner? When was the last time you heard of a police officer 
stopping at a fast-food restaurant to purchase food for a black suspect after 
he committed a violent crime against a white person as the officers who 
arrested Dylan Roof did?

This tendency of the media to frame white criminality with language 
addressing mental health concerns and black criminality with dehuman-
ized language was recently explored and quantified by a group of research-
ers who wanted to better understand and identify the tenets of this media 
practice. They found that in at least one-third of media coverage relating to 
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white males who conducted a mass shooting—a shooting that involved 
more than four immediate victims—that the white shooter’s actions were 
framed around mental illness, implying that the shooter’s actions 
were  contrary to their natural personality. Only 2  percent of shootings 
committed by African Americans mentioned the potential of the black 
shooter having mental illness, effectively framing them primarily as crimi-
nals. Researchers determined that media outlets are 95 percent more likely 
to attribute a white shooter’s actions to mental illness than they are an Afri-
can American’s.

Why does this type of media portrayal matter? Because it influences how 
one group and their actions within our society are viewed sympathetically 
because of their skin color, whereas another group, who may commit the 
same crimes although at a much smaller rate, are vilified because their skin 
tone is sharply different.

It seems as if media outlets tend to cast the violent acts of White criminals 
as unfortunate anomalies of circumstance and illness. For Black shooters 
(and, to a lesser extent, Latino shooters) media outlets render their crimes 
with a brush of inherent criminality.

This isn’t to say that crimes shouldn’t be fully examined, and that personal 
hardships and society don’t play a role. But if the circumstances of one group’s 
crimes are being explained in an empathetic way, and another group’s crimes 
aren’t given the same level of care and attention, we wonder whether this can 
insidiously influence how we perceive huge swaths of the population—
criminal or not. (Frizzell et al. 2018)

Unfortunately, I think the reality is that African American criminals are 
being described in terms that seek to make them into worse criminals than 
those who are white and that black criminals deserve to be more feared and 
treated more harshly than white criminals. As more data becomes avail-
able, I don’t have to think this is true. It is a fact that blacks are considered 
more criminal than whites, and this belief is reinforced throughout much 
of our society. This belief affects how whites perceive blacks and their pro-
pensity to participate in criminal behavior. Both academic research polls 
and popular opinion polls reveal that when whites think of crime, they think 
of it in relation to blackness.

When asked what people typically commit more crimes, African Amer-
icans are consistently identified. When asked what crimes should receive 
harsher penalties or punishments, the crimes that whites think more Afri-
can Americans commit are identified. Other data shows that when whites 
view news programs on a regular basis, they eventually begin to overesti-
mate their chances of experiencing a crime at the hands of a black person 
and underestimating their chances of experiencing a crime at the hands of 
a white person.
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HOW DOES THE STORY INFLUENCE WHAT WE THINK IS 
ACCEPTABLE FOR POLICE TO DO?

Our beliefs about police power are primarily shaped by our personal 
experiences with both law enforcement and criminality. “[R]acially polar-
ized evaluations of the criminal justice system are based, at least in part, 
on the radically different experiences of Blacks and Whites with police and 
the courts—experiences that can be either personal or vicarious” (Peffley 
and Hurwitz 2010, 29). If we have grown up having had primarily positive 
experiences and being fed positive imagery about police, we likely will trust 
them and affirm most of their actions. If we have not grown up with posi-
tive experiences or imagery as it relates to minority cultures, we likely will 
defer to others to tell us how they should be treated.

Consistent with prior research, race is the strongest predictor of attitudes 
toward the police and criminal justice agencies. Blacks are more likely than 
Whites to perceive racial disparities in policing and in the criminal justice 
system and to report personal experiences of discriminatory police treat-
ment. A substantial proportion of Whites sees these institutions as operat-
ing in a colorblind fashion. (Weitzer and Tuch 1999, 502)

Weitzer and Tuch also outline other interesting facts about how race and 
social class/status affect a person’s perception of criminality and how police 
interact with people:
•	 Better educated Whites are significantly more likely than less educated 

Whites to perceive discrimination against Blacks by the larger crimi-
nal justice system and by the police in the protection of communities, 
but they are not more inclined to see police racism as widespread. Irre-
spective of class position, Whites are more reluctant than Blacks to 
acknowledge racism in American society, whether in the police or in 
other institutions.

•	 Irrespective of income and education, Blacks tend to lack confidence 
in the ability of the police to treat individuals impartially in their 
communities.

•	 Lower-class Black communities are policed more heavily than are 
middle-class Black communities—largely because of greater law 
enforcement demands on the police. Individuals living in lower-class 
Black neighborhoods are thus more likely to come into contact with 
police officers, increasing the chances of friction in the encounter—
friction that participants may define as racially motivated.

•	 Although residents of middle-class neighborhoods may indeed experi-
ence less conflict with police officers in their communities than do their 
counterparts in lower-class neighborhoods, middle-class status does -1—
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not appear to insulate Blacks from police behavior that is perceived as 
discriminatory.

•	 [M]iddle-class Blacks may indeed have few problems with the police 
inside their residential neighborhoods, but they may experience more 
frequent conflicts with the police when they travel outside their neigh-
borhoods—a context where a person’s middle-class status is no longer 
visible to the police. (Weitzer and Tuch 1999, 503)

In the end, personal prejudice is one of the most important factors in deter-
mining whether a person is able to recognize the disparity in how white 
and black criminals are portrayed.

HOW HAS THE STORY THAT’S BEING TOLD SHAPE 
SOCIETAL BELIEFS ABOUT WHAT’S ACCEPTABLE 
FOR POLICE TO DO TO BLACK PEOPLE?

The dehumanization of things related to blackness and the humaniza-
tion of things related to whiteness have led to an ever-widening gap in how 
the two groups are treated by law enforcement. Data shows that whites 
receive better treatment, regardless of whether they are the victim or the 
perpetrator of a crime. Concurrently, blacks receive harsher treatment, even 
when they are the victim of a crime. Research also shows that when police 
interact with white victims, they are treated with a high level of respect and 
compassion. Black victims typically are not. “Relative to crimes involving 
African-American victims, White victim crimes feature significantly faster 
police response times, significantly higher probabilities of arrest and pros-
ecution, and more “vigilant” investigative strategies” (Peffley and Hurwitz 
2010, 34).

Some may respond to this data and claim that these findings are overex-
aggerated because police patrol neighborhoods and communities equally 
and are professional enough to set any personal prejudices aside as it relates 
to how they treat victims of crimes. Unfortunately, the data related to that 
idea shows that this is also a false belief.

Studies by social psychologists show that police officers, like members of the 
general public, have such a strong association between crime and African 
Americans that merely thinking about the concept of crime brought Black 
faces to mind. In addition, merely thinking about Black faces makes it easier 
for police officers to detect guns and knives when they do not have clear 
images of these objects. This and other experimental studies suggest that 
despite training designed to control discriminatory responses, the police and 
other justice agents often fall prey to a variety of unconscious biases and asso-
ciations. (Peffley and Hurwitz 2010, 34–35) —-1

—0
—+1

Carter_1st pass.indd   35 3/19/19   8:47 PM



36	 Police on a Pedestal

These subconscious beliefs consistently come to the surface and are evi-
denced by the differences in how officers interact with black and white citi-
zens during traffic stops. Through one study that examined recordings of 
interactions between police and citizens, it was shown that there was a dra-
matic difference in how police regularly spoke to and interacted with white 
and black citizens (Voigta 2017). Regardless of the race of the officer or the 
particular circumstance for the interaction, police were found to regularly 
disrespect black citizens, while treating white citizens favorably.

The way an officer treats someone during an interaction goes a long 
way to reaffirming or changing a person’s perception of police and how they 
treat certain groups of people. If an officer shows respect and tact during 
that interaction, the citizen may not appreciate having to deal with the 
potential that they or a loved one may have committed an infraction, 
but they will likely have a positive response to the officer’s attitude and 
professionalism.

Before the reader accuses me of basing my thoughts on the opinions of 
black people who may have had a bad experience with police here or there, 
my ideas are based on firsthand experience as an officer, as well as academic 
studies that have been conducted. Studies such as the one conducted by 
Voigta only used the words recorded through body cameras worn by police 
officers. Through this study, he was able to gain data that was shaped by 
experiences that were initiated and controlled by police officers. From the 
experiment, Voigta found the following differences in how officers interact 
with white drivers versus their interactions with black drivers:

•	 Utterances spoken by officers to white community members score 
higher in Respect. Officer utterances were also higher in Respect when 
spoken to older community members and when a citation was issued; 
Respect was lower in stops where a search was conducted. Officer race 
did not contribute a significant effect.

•	 We found that the offense severity was not predictive of officer respect 
levels and did not substantially change the results described above.

•	 Officer Respect increased more quickly in interactions with white 
drivers than in interactions with black drivers.

•	 Indeed, we find that white community members are 57% more likely to 
hear an officer say one of the most respectful utterances in our dataset, 
whereas black community members are 61% more likely to hear an offi-
cer say one of the least respectful utterances in our dataset.

•	 Regardless of cause, we have found that police officers’ interactions with 
blacks tend to be more fraught, not only in terms of disproportionate 
outcomes (as previous work has shown) but also interpersonally, even 
when no arrest is made, and no use of force occurs. These disparities 
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could have adverse downstream effects, as experiences of respect or dis-
respect in personal interactions with police officers play a central role 
in community members’ judgments of how procedurally fair the police 
are as an institution, as well as the community’s willingness to support 
or cooperate with the police. (Voigta 2017, 6523–6524)

In addition to the studies I have referenced, I will provide links to other 
studies at the end of this book that share data that more clearly delineates 
the differences in how officers view and treat black and white citizens.

I will attempt to summarize some of the reasons why there is a vast 
void between how African Americans and whites view police and the 
criminal justice system and how the two groups of people view life in 
America. First, in general, African Americans have a vastly different his-
tory with law enforcement and the criminal justice system. Laws have 
consistently been used to control African Americans and give whites 
advantages over others. These laws have effectively developed a system in 
which African Americans have had to reach certain levels of establish-
ment that whites didn’t in order to be considered acceptable. Second, 
when blacks have complained about treatment by police or the criminal 
justice system, historically, whites have told them that their complaints 
were not valid, even when there has been quantifiable data or physical 
evidence to substantiate their complaints. We continue to see this as offi-
cers are regularly not prosecuted for overstepping their boundaries, but 
black victims of police action are told they should have complied with offi-
cer directions, no matter what those directions are. And finally, we have 
made police into heroes who must receive the benefit of the doubt for 
almost any decision they make because they sacrificially work a danger-
ous job that brings little, if any, benefit to the officer.

The story that has been told about black criminality has produced nega-
tive effects that blacks will continue to suffer through for the foreseeable 
future and that the vast majority of whites likely will summarily dismiss or 
simply not comprehend. Until the distance between the lived experiences 
of both groups of people has been narrowed, there will continue to exist a 
chasm that will be hard to cross.

As this chapter comes to its end, I would like to ask you a question. When 
you hear the word “legacy,” what comes to mind? I know that sounds like 
an odd question to pose, especially due to the subject matter that has been 
discussed so far, but please humor me. A simple definition of legacy is a gift 
of property, especially personal property, such as money, that’s left by a will. 
It’s a bequest from one person to another. A secondary meaning of legacy 
is anything handed down from the past, as from an ancestor or predeces
sor. Simply put, a legacy is an inheritance that is left to someone from some-
one who preceded them.
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What is the legacy that America has left, or will leave, future generations 
as it relates to our nation’s and law enforcement’s perception and interac-
tion with African Americans? As a person of faith, a black man, and a for-
mer officer, this question is important to me. As a person of faith, it’s 
personally important because the principles that guide my faith frame leg-
acy as an important thing. The idea of legacy is an important idea in the 
Bible. In the Hebrew language of the Old Testament, the idea of legacy comes 
from the word chalaq and carries with it the idea of receiving a portion or 
a share of something.

One of the interesting things about the process of giving and receiving 
an inheritance in the Bible is the fact that the terms for receiving an inheri-
tance are typically dictated not by the person who receives the gift, but by 
the person who gives the gift. These terms are usually spelled out in a will 
or in another written form. I imagine most of us have given thought to the 
kind of legacy we plan on leaving behind for our loved ones or cherished 
institutions. Our wills outline what should be done with money that’s left 
behind, jewelry, family heirlooms, and multiple other things that were 
important to us during our lifetimes.

When one of my grandfathers passed away, he left me his most cher-
ished physical legacy: his library of pastoral and theological books. Although 
I was happy to receive that treasure trove of books, I really didn’t have 
room for all of them, and truthfully, I didn’t agree with the theology of 
most of those books, so I donated them to other pastors who could use 
them. Although I was very thankful that my grandfather wanted me to 
have them, when I received them, I didn’t have much use for them.

When my father died unexpectedly of a heart attack in his early fifties, 
he didn’t leave a physical legacy for our family. Although he had a small 
amount of life insurance, he didn’t have any savings or anything else we typ-
ically think of as valuable physical legacies to leave his wife or sons. This 
forced me to think about what I was going to leave behind for my children 
when I am gone, so I began to plan more intentionally and appropriately.

Although many of our legacies deal with money, land, etc., a legacy can 
include more than just physical items. A legacy can be nonphysical, like atti-
tudes, dispositions, or ways of thinking about life that are passed from one 
generation to the next. In that sense, a legacy can be a good thing or a not-
so-good thing.

In another religious text, Psalm 78, a writer explores this idea of legacy, 
but the legacy that is being considered is not a physical one. The text explores 
what it means to leave a legacy of faith for future generations to follow and 
what happens when a legacy is not necessarily as faithful as it could be. As 
is unfortunately the case with so many other psalms, it is believed that Psalm 
78 was written during a time when a people who believed they were marked 
as God’s children were not exhibiting as much obedience to their Creator 
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as they should. It was likely written when this collective group was experi-
encing the fallout from yet again failing to live in a way that clearly reflected 
their relationship with the One they had been called to follow.

It seems as if the purpose of Psalm 78 was to give a recap of a brief period 
in Israel’s history and to serve as a reminder of the Creator’s faithfulness 
amid Israel’s unfaithfulness. In a sense, that’s what a legacy is all about, isn’t 
it? To remember someone and the impact or importance they played in our 
lives. To remember the good things about them and how they positively 
affected our lives. And how their gift, what they have left to us, will help us 
to make impactful memories for others in the future.

These ideas of memory, experience, and expectation are on full view 
within Psalm 78. The writer remembers the glorious deeds that God per-
formed on the behalf of God’s children. From calling Abraham out and away 
from his father and promising to make him into the father of a great nation, 
to his descendants ultimately becoming a nation unto themselves, the writer 
of Psalm 78 calls the reader to remember God’s act of saving the people from 
slavery and bondage in Egypt to freeing them and giving them success in 
reaching the Promised Land. They are encouraged to remember the stories 
that were passed down, the oral legacies, about how God provided for their 
every need through miraculous events. How God transformed them from 
being a weak nation to one that was feared and, for a time, was virtually 
unstoppable.

The writer encourages them to expect that the Creator would do the same 
things for them. That God would provide for them in unimaginable ways 
and lead them over, under, and through any obstacle that they would face. 
When the people allowed their lives to be guided by these memories of faith 
fulfilled by God’s faithfulness, they would be unstoppable.

Unfortunately, the psalmist reminds the readers that Israel’s failures were 
like those of past generations. Their failures, and the failures of prior gen-
erations, were, ironically, related to their memories, experiences, and expec-
tations. Like previous generations, they failed to trust God and to take God 
at His word. They let what they thought they were seeing dictate what they 
believed about God’s love. They began to see God through the prism of their 
own actions, instead of through God’s actions, and their expectations of 
God’s plan for them were lowered. They let what they wanted for themselves 
become more important than what God wanted for them. When that hap-
pened, life always turned out less then what it should.

What did the writer of this text say his readers needed to do? To remem-
ber God’s love and faithfulness, to experience God’s love and faithfulness 
through obedience, and to expect God to make life better than we could 
imagine when we place ourselves under God’s loving care. I think that’s the 
point of Psalm 78. To live and leave a legacy of faithfulness for future gen-
erations to follow. Don’t make the same mistakes as other generations. 
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Instead, learn from their mistakes and miss out on the heartache and pain 
of trying to do things our way. Instead, let God dictate what God wants for 
our lives, because God’s plans are always better than ours.

You may be asking what does any of this have to do with a discussion 
about perceived black criminality or understanding African Americans’ dis-
trust of our legal system? Like the readers of that text, we have a conscious 
choice to make about the legacy we will leave behind. Will it continue to 
follow the negative path set by prior generations, or will we blaze a new path? 
Will we continue to create memories of disparity, or will we actively seek 
to listen to the people who are most harshly affected by the system as they 
seek to give suggestions for fixing it?

What will the next generation that’s watching us say when we’re gone? 
This isn’t a theoretical question. It is one that faces us every day, even though 
we may not be thinking about it. Your children, my children, our grand-
children, and future generations are looking for us to set the example of 
what beneficial relationships with people who are different from us can look 
like. Hopefully the reader notices that I haven’t said anything about letting 
crime run rampant or freeing people who have been verified to be a danger 
to society. I don’t advocate letting criminals do whatever it is they want. 
What I am advocating is that the criminal justice system treats everyone 
equally/fairly and not assume that just because a person has darker skin or 
comes from a particular neighborhood that makes them inherently crimi-
nal. Multiple other factors contribute to a person committing crime. Those 
factors regularly cross race, socioeconomic status, and all the other things 
we use to categorize someone as a menace to society.

-1—
0—
+1—

Carter_1st pass.indd   40 3/19/19   8:47 PM



41

2

How Does the State Fit into 
the Storytelling Process?

“Violence, in the United States, follows a distinct color line that segregates 
white violence as a matter of maintaining control and protection, and black 
violence as acts worthy of criminalization and death. Ultimately, this dis-
tinction reinforces the stark difference between the importance of white and 
black lives in America” (Lewandowski 2017, 1).

In the prior chapters, I have established that there is a story that has been 
told relating to criminality in the United States, why it’s told, and the fre-
quency with which it’s told. For a few moments, I want to take a more pur-
poseful look at how politicians help tell this story and how they develop and 
use laws as a way to ensure the story continues to be shaped in a particular 
manner.

In our democratic society, the job of politicians is to respond to the needs 
and concerns of their constituents. It seems that currently, the primary con-
cerns of many constituents in America revolve around the desire to develop 
stronger checks and balances in order to not only keep certain groups or 
people out of our country but also out of certain local communities. “The 
existence of significant racial or ethnic minorities in a community is often 
perceived as an intrinsic threat by the racial or ethnic majority” (Snyder 
2013, 8). We want to keep them out primarily due to their race and perceived 
unworthiness to live near or among us. —-1
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As I previously pointed out, this is not a new phenomenon. Our nation’s 
history has been built upon the idea that certain groups of people are inher-
ently more worthy of acceptance and inclusion within the American 
experiment and the benefits that inclusion brings. “Race undeniably plays 
a role in determining access to resources and power in American society, 
and since whites have traditionally enjoyed higher levels of economic pros-
perity, representation in government and other positions of influence, and 
more positive health, educational, and occupational outcomes, they are 
often treated as a privileged and dominant group, with blacks or any non-
whites considered non-dominant groups” (Snyder 2013, 8).

It benefits those who want to keep access to the highest levels of the 
American dream restricted to present minorities as outsiders who either 
don’t belong or whose inclusion will disrupt the status quo so much as to 
be beneficial for no one. One way to exclude blacks from the American 
dream was to physically separate them from whites and isolate them in 
communities where they could be more easily monitored, controlled, and, 
when necessary, punished. Separating them also made it easier to shape how 
they were viewed by the broader community.

[T]he racialization of Blacks is literally mapped onto geographic locations 
as the urban ghetto replaced earlier systems of racial domination (slavery 
and Jim Crow) designed to suppress and control Black populations. Through 
individual, collective, and government action, White America constructed 
the ghetto. By segregating Blacks from Whites, they concentrated poverty 
and created a self-supported spiral of decline in urban Black neighbor-
hoods. The ghetto—which has become an endemic intersection of race 
and  class in the USA—has also become an important tool for isolating 
the byproducts of racial oppression—crime, violence, drugs, poverty, and 
despair. Today, these byproducts are often equated with Blackness and so 
African Americans are targeted by the police and the broader criminal jus-
tice system. The penal system is thus a crucial part of a uniquely American 
system of racial and social stratification. Like slavery and Jim Crow, both 
the ghetto and the criminal justice system are important “race-making” 
institutions, by marking those they confine as spoiled or debased and out-
side of mainstream or decent American society. Therefore, we can see the 
structural inequalities experienced by Blacks is firmly rooted in the nation’s 
history, as both a product of, and integral to, their ongoing racialization. 
(Owusu-Bempah 2016, 26–27)

This cycle of criminalizing black existence reproduces itself without much 
question or concern from politicians and law makers. Once an African 
American, or a segment of an African American community, is deemed to 
be less than or prone to criminal behavior by a politician, law enforcement 
official, or conservative-news talking head, it usually doesn’t take very long 
for other segments of society to believe and reinforce this belief. My belief 
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in this idea is not based on any political leaning that I hold. It is based on 
data and experience.

To point out inequities in how a group of people is treated doesn’t make 
a person more or less conservative or liberal. Standing against how African 
Americans are often mistreated through the criminal justice system doesn’t 
mean a person wants to destroy that system. It means they recognize a prob
lem that needs to be addressed in order for a group of people to be treated 
fairly.

One of the reasons I’m writing this book is to try to help the relation-
ships between blacks and law enforcement before something else goes 
wrong. Those who experience the types of inequities I previously outlined 
will stand for it for only so long before they respond negatively to those 
whom they believe are mistreating them. This is what occurred in Fergu-
son, Missouri, after the killing of Michael Brown. The way the residents in 
Ferguson responded to Mr. Brown’s death had as much to do with the unjust 
laws that had been enacted by that city’s government to generate income 
on the backs of residents as it did with him being killed and left in the street 
like a common animal. That city’s government created and used local laws 
as a way to make money primarily off the backs of black residents and visi-
tors and to punish those same people when they weren’t able, or willing, to 
get in line and do as they were told. Ferguson serves as a small example of 
how laws have been created and used throughout our nation’s history to 
control and position certain populations.

HOW DOES THE RULE OF LAW SHAPE  
THE STORYTELLING PROCESS?

Although media portrayals don’t show this, the average American has 
no experience with the most severe and egregious crimes possible: felonies. 
Most crimes committed fall under the categories of municipal charges (like 
those utilized in Ferguson, Missouri) and misdemeanor infractions. These 
infractions serve the needs of those who seek to keep minority cultures sep-
arate from the dominant culture.

Misdemeanors constitute the bulk of the U.S. criminal justice apparatus, and 
they powerfully shape its institutional character and socioeconomic influ-
ence. Encompassing the vast majority of arrests and criminal cases—
80 percent in the United States—petty offense enforcement is the mechanism 
through which the criminal system exerts its widest and, in many ways, deep-
est forms of social penetration and control. Reaching the most common 
behaviors and casual encounters, misdemeanor criminal enforcement 
empowers the state to touch, mark, burden, punish, and supervise millions 
of people, many of whom have not engaged in particularly culpable or 
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harmful conduct. Because the petty offense process is largely informal and 
lacking in due process, it is relatively easy for the state to exert these forms 
of power and control, particularly over socially disadvantaged individuals 
and groups who lack legal and political protections. (Natapoff 2016, 1)

Misdemeanor violations have a long history of being used to either control 
certain populations or extract money from them. That money is then used 
to benefit those in power. This is what happened in Ferguson, Missouri. 
Political officials needed to find new sources of income to help fund the 
city’s coffers, so they decided to do it on the backs of citizens through petty 
offenses and the overpolicing of groups of people: African Americans. This 
practice was not unique to Ferguson. It has been used throughout our 
nation’s history.

We can see this process in the laws and practices that were created to 
re-enslave blacks after the Civil War. For example, as the Reconstruction 
experiment was being implemented in southern states, vagrancy laws were 
established and used to round up black males and divert them for forced 
labor, whether on a plantation or at a corporate headquarters. Scores of Afri-
can Americans were charged with misdemeanor statutes, forced into hard 
labor—sometimes on plantations they had been freed from—and made to 
once again serve those who had previously owned them or their relatives.

Even though some of those laws are no longer in use in the same way, 
new ones have been developed and used to bring about the same results, 
just under a different legal title. If one thing has stayed consistent through-
out our nation’s history, it’s the desire to control the movement of African 
Americans or people who have been deemed the least desirable. This is true 
in how loitering and trespassing statutes are enforced. As an officer, I was 
taught that these were some of the easiest violations to write and have pros-
ecuted, and I witnessed people who had been deemed disrespectful by 
another officer locked up. This type of misdemeanor violation was used as 
a tool to control people on regular basis.

Although misdemeanors don’t generate as much of an emotional response 
from law enforcement as do felonies, they still serve the purpose of being 
able to ensnare unsuspecting people into an all-encompassing web of legal 
fees and often fuzzy legal expectations. “Misdemeanors make up the vast 
majority of the American criminal system. Comprising approximately 
80 percent of all arrests and 80 percent of state dockets, the petty offense 
process defines the criminal experience for most Americans, determining 
how the bulk of U.S. criminal convictions will be conferred and on whom” 
(Natapoff 2016, 3).

The misdemeanor system used by law enforcement and the courts serves 
to ensure that almost anything can be transformed into a crime that car-
ries consequences that can appear to be as severe as felonies.
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Structurally speaking, the misdemeanor system fulfills the core, complex 
governmental function of responding to and regulating low-level antisocial 
conduct. And like any largescale social institution, the system is not mono-
lithic. Misdemeanor offenses include a wide variety of crimes, including drug 
possession, simple assault, driving on suspended license, petty theft, loiter-
ing, trespassing, and disorderly conduct. Some minor offenses aim at con-
duct that is harmful or culpable in the classic criminal sense—domestic 
violence, for example, or driving under the influence—making such misde-
meanors look very much like small-scale felonies. At the federal level, mis-
demeanors typically receive due process comparable to felonies: counsel is 
routinely appointed, and hearings are held. (Natapoff 2016, 3–4)

The system of misdemeanor criminality is integral to the story that has been 
told because it allows law enforcement to consistently identify and arrest 
the types of people who benefit the continuing narrative that has been 
shaped. “The vast majority of misdemeanors criminalize common, low-level 
behaviors that involve small harms, or sometimes no harm at all, that are 
routinely engaged in by large numbers of people. It is this dynamic that gen-
erates the greatest societal challenges” (Natapoff 2016, 4).

There are consistent crimes that minority cultures are targeted for by law 
enforcement. Understanding three of these crimes in particular can help 
us to acknowledge the game that is played at the expense of many minority 
cultures.

There are at least three paradigmatic categories of common minor offenses 
in the United States: (1) driving on a suspended license, (2) marijuana pos-
session, and (3) urban order crimes such as loitering, trespassing, disorderly 
conduct, and resisting arrest—what might be thought of as modern 
Blackstonian-type police offenses. Driving on a suspended license, for exam-
ple, constitutes up to a third of many local dockets. It is an offense that, in 
effect, criminalizes poverty. It typically occurs when low-income individu-
als accrue traffic tickets they cannot afford to pay, leading to the suspension 
of their licenses. Millions of people lose their jobs and are plunged deeper 
into poverty when they lose their licenses as a result of this dynamic. Through 
offenses such as these, the misdemeanor process functionally singles out the 
poor and marks them with criminal convictions, which in turn exacerbate 
their underlying poverty. (Natapoff 2016, 4)

At a minimum, the misdemeanor system makes it possible for law enforce-
ment to be strategic as it relates to where laws are enforced, who is forced 
to follow them, and who doesn’t have to deal with communities that may 
bring with them certain behaviors or expectations. “In the United States in 
particular, petty offenses have a strong racial function. Police use loitering, 
trespassing, and disorderly conduct arrests to establish their authority over 
young black men, particularly in high crime communities, and to confer 
criminal records on low-income populations of color” (Natapoff 2016, 5).
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The misdemeanor system also makes it possible for an ordinary person 
to become the target of police arrest quotas and the victim of a legal process 
that doesn’t have the time or the inclination to see them as more than a 
number or another statistic in the story that has been told about the com-
munities they come from. Municipal prosecutors, like those I interacted 
with when I was an officer, are typically managing a heavy case load. My 
experience was that if I built a positive working relationship with one of 
them, I could tell them which criminal cases I was presenting to them should 
be charged and which ones should be dismissed.

The system also makes it possible for entire groups of people who look a 
certain way or live in a particular type of community to be rounded up into 
nets of racial profiling with little hope of receiving due process. In the long 
run, if law enforcement wants to make a point to a certain community or 
group that the police are in control and they will force obedience or com-
pliance on anyone they choose, the system, in effect, becomes a tool for law 
enforcement to ensure this is done.

At its core, misdemeanor laws and the process of enforcing them serve 
as one of the best tools available to those who want the story of criminality 
to have a black face. The system is widespread and can, on the one hand, be 
framed as a color-blind system, while on the other hand it can be used to 
target individuals or communities either one time or many. Since most 
whites don’t have the misfortune of participating in the system, they don’t 
understand how it can be bent for certain purposes. It is more likely that 
they believe justice is blind and evenly distributed.

One of the good things that occurs after incidents like Ferguson is that, 
over time, there is usually an increasing awareness of the inequities that 
emanate from the system of misdemeanor crime, and people begin to think 
about the implications and how to address the system so that it begins to 
function in a more just and equitable way. It becomes hard to ignore data 
and stories told by people who don’t live in the same geographic areas but 
have almost identical experiences with law enforcement and the criminal 
justice system.

Although I have spent considerable time explaining the ins and outs of 
why the story of criminality is told, how it is told, and who tells it, you may 
be wondering whether anyone from the communities that are least likely 
to be affected by the laws and policies enacted to manage criminality in 
America care about what happens to people who probably would become 
criminals, regardless of how true or untrue any overblown conspiracy the-
ory may be.

[J] judgments about the general fairness of the justice system are, to a great 
degree, experientially determined; quite commonly individuals will think 
about their own experiences, and those of their neighbors, as they evaluate 
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the system as a whole. In contrast, at least for Whites, stereotypes of African 
Americans figure prominently into assessments of whether the justice sys-
tem treats Blacks fairly. (Peffley and Hurwitz 2010, 111)

If a white person doesn’t have any personal experiences with blacks that 
refute the stories that are told about them through the media, it will be hard 
for whites to mentally combat the images that are regularly presented to 
them about black criminality. Statistically and anecdotally, people are more 
likely to see images of blacks participating in some type of criminal enter-
prise than anything else. This image persists even though our nation has 
experienced the election of our first black president. When we watch the 
evening news or our favorite journalistic programs, we are more likely to 
see news stories that frame crime through an African American lens.

If a white person doesn’t have any personal experiences with law enforce-
ment that are similar to minorities, they are even less likely to have sympa-
thy when minorities seek redress from police control or brutality. All of this 
leads to the reality that when blacks find themselves in majority-white set-
tings or neighborhoods, whether on purpose or by accident, they are more 
than likely going to be viewed through the dual lenses of fear and suspicion: 
fear from what they may be capable of committing and suspicion of how 
long before that black person does something that fits the general stereo
types surrounding his existence.

When whites interact with blacks as part of the process to understand 
whether blacks really are as criminal as they are portrayed, the attitude held 
by the white person may be driven as much by paternalism that sees the 
majority of black life stemming from circumstances that forever destine 
black existence, neighborhoods, and communities to second-class status. 
This paternalistic attitude may have begun with law enforcement and media, 
but it has been securely ingrained in the minds and attitudes of the average 
everyday white person.

Of course, the mistaken identification of individuals as potentially violent or 
dangerous is a phenomenon that is not isolated to law-enforcement circum-
stances. In contrast, this sort of situation is manifest in a variety of settings, 
including store clerks who keep a particularly keen eye on African Ameri-
can male customers who are targeted as potential shoplifters, and white 
women who clutch their pocketbooks more closely when in the presence of 
black men. (Oliver 2003, 3)

A CLOSER LOOK AT HOW POLICE PARTICIPATE  
IN THE STORYTELLING PROCESS

Law enforcement officials participate in the storytelling process based 
on what they see as the primary function of their position. That is the main 
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question that they have to answer every day. Is their primary function to 
respond to citizen needs and complaints, or is it to find bad guys to bust 
and to grow their arrest statistics? Is it to answer radio calls, or is it to go 
out and look for high-profile drug felonies and misdemeanors? Way and pre
sent this question through a slightly different lens.

What role should the police serve in a democratic society? Should police 
departments work to reduce crime and catch lawbreakers, or should their 
focus primarily be on responding to citizen calls for service or assistance? 
Of course, these strategies are not mutually exclusive, but one relies on police 
officers to ferret out crime and the other requires residents to report prob
lems including crimes. (Way and Patten 2013, 1)

There is a historical disconnect between how police officers see their jobs 
versus how citizens view them. In general, officers are encouraged to do the 
things that will make them look good to their immediate line commander, 
the sergeant, which will in turn make their sergeant look better to the lieu-
tenant, and the lieutenant to the captain, and on and on up the police depart-
ment food chain. Officers typically aren’t promoted or transferred to more 
desired assignments unless they have proven their worth as an officer. The 
typical way to prove your worth is to amass a significant number of arrests, 
not help citizens find answers to their ongoing social and family problems. 
Citizens, on the other hand, typically think officers are present in order to 
help them with a problem they are experiencing at the time, whether they 
have experienced or witnessed a violent crime, an accident, or an inconve
nience. Citizens’ agendas for officers can regularly conflict with what an offi-
cer wants to do or has been instructed to do by a superior commander.

On any given day that an officer patrols the streets of a municipality, there 
is always the chance that a work shift will be busy beyond any stretch of 
the imagination. But most days are not spent running from call to call for 
service. Instead, they are spent trying to figure out how to balance a man-
ageable amount of radio calls with a personal desire to do things that will 
help officers build their street credibility among other officers.

There are also seasons that the number of radio calls an officer is asked 
to respond to goes down significantly. For example, when I was an officer, I 
knew that during the cold winter months of December through February, 
my daily load of calls would drop drastically because the combination of 
cold weather and shorter days forced people to stay indoors and live more 
sedentary lives, which led to fewer calls for service. During those seasons, 
officers would line up their patrol cars in rows and sleep for much of their 
shift.

Depending on the level of busyness on any given day, officers spend con-
siderable time and discretion pursuing actions that they deem are in the 
best interest of their career, not the safety of a community. Officers who 
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want to concentrate on increasing their drug arrest portfolio can make that 
their focus. Those who want to focus on traffic enforcement can choose to 
do that. As long as it’s something that results in quantifiable arrests or cita-
tions, a commanding officer is likely going to be okay with what an officer 
chooses to focus on.

One of the challenges that comes with this practice is that helping citi-
zens gain access to needed resources or how to manage life’s emergencies 
in a way that is respectful and compassionate is typically not a high prior-
ity for the average street cop because they don’t get rewarded for helping 
citizens by the system they serve in. For most police departments, officers 
are rewarded for achieving a certain number of arrests, for writing a cer-
tain number of parking tickets, or for how much legal pain they are able to 
inflict upon citizens, whether that pain is intentional or unintentional.

When officers have the time to start a self-initiated investigation, it likely 
revolves around trying to make a high-profile misdemeanor or felony arrest, 
because those are the kinds of arrests that people remember when they are 
considering who to make detective or to give a choice patrol assignment. 
Unfortunately, when officers want to make these kinds of arrests, they will 
look to make them in communities filled with poor or minorities. Primar-
ily because, although whites and blacks utilize illegal drugs at the same level, 
it is considered easier to arrest and successfully prosecute poor people and 
minorities partly due to the fact that, in all likelihood, they will not have 
the monetary resources necessary to successfully fight a criminal charge 
or to acquire adequate legal counsel.

There are institutional and organizational structures and incentives within 
both the police department and the criminal justice process that induce offi-
cers to patrol the poor, especially those from racial and ethnic minorities, to 
a greater degree; and the institutional goal to produce citations and arrests 
leads officers to proactively patrol. Note that both of these arguments are 
addressing the effects of institutional incentives and organizational struc-
tures. (Way and Patten 2013, 3–4)

Understanding what the system of policing requires of officers can hope-
fully lead to the common citizen having a better understanding of the 
position officers are typically placed in by the departments that employ 
them. As much as we may wish it were true, an officer’s first job isn’t to 
help citizens. It’s to make the system they work in happy. You make the sys-
tem happy by being productive. Being productive may require officers to do 
things they wouldn’t typically do in their ordinary lives, but in order to stay 
in the system and/or move up within the system, they have to play by the 
rules the system sets. It’s not as simple as we hope it is. Most police systems 
are complicated by the need to make sure that they remain in existence. 
The primary way to maintain existence is for the system to produce data 
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that shows the system is doing something tangible. This data is easiest to 
see and reconcile through the number of arrests made or citations written, 
which in turn leads to revenue for the local tax base or grants from fed-
eral departments.

From my experience as an officer, if a city or municipality has an urban 
or poorer community, the system of policing will encourage, and in some 
cases require, officers to patrol specific neighborhoods in tougher ways than 
they do others in order to increase arrest and citation statistics. One rea-
son is because crime does occur in these areas.

We find here that proactive work, or hunting, by officers is almost exclu-
sively done within economically poor neighborhoods—where racial minor-
ities are more likely to be found. The result is racial minorities are subject to 
a greater level of surveillance than their White counterparts. (Way and 
Patten 2013, 5)

Another reason is the belief that those neighborhoods have fewer physical 
and legal resources at their disposal, and most prosecutors and juries will 
believe a police officer over people from poor or black neighborhoods. This 
is not necessarily true for more affluent neighborhoods. Residents in more 
affluent communities typically have adequate resources and connections to 
legal resources. This can cause officers to think twice about how they treat 
members of communities that have access to resources.

In poorer urban communities, officers have the opportunity to initiate 
practices they wouldn’t be able to institute in more affluent neighborhoods 
without fear of too much legal reprisal or pushback from the higher-ups 
within their department because the system believes this is the way things 
should be. Officers who patrol differing communities in differing ways are 
usually rewarded for their efforts, not punished. “They view these roles as 
the main part of their job, if not the only part of their job, and their admin-
istrations either support this effort or are indifferent to it” (Way and Patten 
2013, 6).

THE STORY THAT STYLES OF POLICING TELLS  
ABOUT AN OFFICER’S PRIORITIES

Although multiple types of personalities choose to participate in the 
world of law enforcement, Way and Patten have identified four specific styles 
of policing that are typically practiced by officers. There are enforcers, hunt-
ers, slugs, and community builders. Officers make a conscious decision 
every day about which category they will fit in. The policing style they choose 
dictates how they will interact with citizens and other officers.-1—
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STYLES OF POLICING

The following are a list of typical styles employed by officers and corre-
sponding descriptions of how those styles are implemented when interact-
ing with citizens.

•	 Enforcers believe their job is to keep the streets safe, but there are a vari-
ety of ways to achieve that goal, and officers can focus on different 
offenses in order to feel as if they are fighting crime. There is also a dis-
tinction between active and passive officers. Active officers are those 
who initiate more contacts with citizens, assert control, and make more 
arrests.

•	 Hunters were those officers who saw proactive policing as a positive 
aspect of their job and would devote time during a shift to make sure 
they did proactive work. Officers who exhibited a hunting policing style 
were actively looking for lawbreakers rather than waiting for a commu-
nity member to identify criminal activity. During a shift, they were 
more likely to make resident contacts with the sole purpose of expos-
ing criminal activity. Hunters indicated they sought felony arrests and 
pursued criminals because those activities were fun and exciting.

•	 The term slug is one used by officers themselves to describe their peers 
who did very little hunting. Slugs, also defined as “station queens,” are 
officers whose policing style involves little proactive work while stay-
ing within the parameters of institutional influences and administra-
tive expectations. Some slugs are predisposed to avoid not only proactive 
work but also as much work in general as possible. Slugs had fewer cita-
tions, arrests, and resident contacts. They were also not as valued as 
those who were considered hunters, because slugs did not personify the 
image of a crime fighter. Hunters would often refer to officers with this 
policing style as “lazy.”

•	 Community builders displayed behavior that was consistent with com-
munity policing approaches. (Way and Patten 2013, 32–33)

Hopefully the reader can see that the type of officer you want to be influ-
ences how you will view and respond to citizens as you interact with them 
on a regular basis. Your policing style will determine whether you see citi-
zens as a means, an end, or means to an end. Will you serve the needs of 
citizens, or do they serve your professional needs for promotion or garner-
ing overtime?

The reader should be able to recognize some of the challenges that are 
inherent in most of these policing styles. Hunters are less likely to view calls 
for service as a legitimate use of their time. Hunters are also more likely to 
employ harsher measures to locate crime. They are also more likely to view —-1
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inhabitants in a community they deem “less than” as potential suspects. In 
addition, they are more likely to follow a hunch or their “gut” when looking 
for potential criminal actions. The problem with this practice is hunches 
and guts are often influenced by preconceived ideas about certain groups 
of people. One of the challenges I remember from being an officer, these 
are the types of attitudes and actions that were usually rewarded with pro-
motions and choice patrol or undercover assignments.

IS ONE STYLE OF POLICING BETTER OR  
WORSE THAN ANOTHER?

The answer to that question depends on what side of the question you 
stand. If you are an officer who believes that aggression is not only needed 
but expected, to show your co-workers and supervisors that you can be 
trusted to pull your weight in arrests, citations, and the other statistical cat-
egories your department has deemed most important, being a hunter is the 
way to go. But if you hope to learn who community members are, under-
stand their life circumstances and why they are interacting with law 
enforcement, and meet their needs on their terms, you may seek to be a 
community builder. If you hope to find a healthy balance between those two, 
you may seek to be an enforcer with a sympathetic heart and ear.

Obviously, much of this will be affected by the priorities of an officer’s 
day-to-day frontline supervisor. Do they advocate proactive policing, some-
times called order maintenance policing, or do they want you to primarily 
answer radio calls? Is the goal of policing building stats or is it building bet-
ter relationships with community members? The choice doesn’t have to be 
one or the other, but that is typically how officers see it. You either want to 
actively seek out crime, or you want to wait until you have to work.

As previously identified, proactive policing is the process of officers 
actively and intentionally seeking to identify crime as it is occurring or 
before it occurs. Some call it order maintenance policing or broken win
dows policing. The idea is that in identifying and punishing minor offenses, 
people will be deterred from committing greater offenses or allowing them 
to be committed. As you can imagine, this type of policing leads to several 
challenges for citizens living in particular types of communities.

The evidence shows that when officers are expected to make a high number 
of citizen contacts, the discretionary decisions they make regarding who they 
should contact is influenced by society’s views of who is criminal and who is 
not. Officers are shaped, as we all are, by the norms, cultural practices, and 
assumptions that have shaped the United States. There is a historical legacy 
of racism in the United States, and time has not eliminated this racial strife. 
The choices police officers make regarding whether they will hunt, to what 

-1—
0—
+1—

Carter_1st pass.indd   52 3/19/19   8:47 PM



	 How Does the State Fit into the Storytelling Process?	 53

degree they will hunt, and what particular crimes they will hunt, largely influ-
ence how officers interact with the poorer members of a community. (Way 
and Patten 2013, 15)

Inevitably, this style of policing is not practiced across all communities. It 
is utilized primarily in neighborhoods and communities that law enforce-
ment deems to be disorderly and deserve to be controlled. Within this phi-
losophy, the potential relationships that could be built between law 
enforcement and the citizenry are not given the chance to be built or blos-
som. The opposite typically occurs to the detriment of all involved. Most 
of these communities are not looking for more crime fighters, but instead 
are looking for partners who will work with them to identify problem areas 
and problem people, and together develop a plan that will make their com-
munities safer without them feeling like they are being occupied or con-
trolled by an uncaring, opportunistic occupying force.
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The Aftereffects of the Story

“[A]t the same time and in the same society [the police institution] may be 
both the agent of the people it polices and of the dominant class control-
ling these same people” (Robinson and Scaglion 1987, 109).

As this book begins to draw near to its conclusion, I want to identify some 
of the aftereffects of the story of policing that’s being told and who it affects. 
I identify these aftereffects knowing that citizens have a certain view of what 
police should do that doesn’t always line up with the realities of policing. 
In general, citizens expect that officers and departments will be primarily 
concerned with responding to calls for service, participating in active com-
munity patrols with the express intent of preemptively identifying and 
dealing with potential criminal behavior, and spending time with citizens 
through various initiatives, such as community-based meetings, in order 
for both groups to learn more about each other and determine best steps 
for them to work together for the common good.

The views that citizens hold toward police are subject to change over 
time based on whether officers and departments are willing to actively 
engage with citizens to proactively identify challenges and opportunities 
for partnership, as well as an officer’s willingness to be in relationship 
with citizens before something has gone wrong or whether a high-profile 
situation has occurred. With that in mind, I identify the following as con-
cerns officers and departments should regularly be aware of as they seek to 
figure out ways to better be in relationship with the communities they 
patrol.
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First, when police don’t patrol differing communities in equitable ways, 
the reputation of law enforcement is damaged. Citizens may not believe that 
police have anyone’s best interests at heart than their own. Relationships 
that could benefit both law enforcement and citizens never receive an 
opportunity to be discussed and/or nurtured. Instead, minorities push back 
against law enforcement, typically to their own demise.

I say that it is to their own demise because minorities usually don’t come 
out on the winning side when they take law enforcement head on and 
request or demand changes in how they are patrolled. History is replete with 
instances of minority groups banding together to challenge the system that 
is law enforcement only to become victims to law enforcement in new, 
unimagined ways. The system that is policing isn’t first concerned about the 
citizens it patrols. It is first concerned about gaining obedience and com-
pliance from those people in the hopes of that obedience and compliance 
making an officer’s job easier.

Police don’t welcome public dissent from citizens. They want unques-
tioned respect and obedience. This is verified by the plethora of videos 
chronicling the interaction between officers and people from minority com-
munities that are available on YouTube. Those videos regularly show police 
insistence on immediate compliance from minority citizens with swift and 
harsh penalties for not obeying. Typical public responses to these types of 
videos by white viewers is that black citizens should have done what they 
were told.

Second, if we don’t see minorities, especially black and brown people, as 
equal to whites, then they can be treated in less humane ways when they 
interact with law enforcement and the criminal justice system. If minori-
ties aren’t fully human, their neighborhoods and communities can be 
patrolled in ways that resemble military occupation. Resources don’t have 
to be allocated to them, since they will likely waste them and not appreci-
ate them. And police become heroes because they deal with the people that 
we don’t want to deal with and make our lives and communities safer by 
not allowing minorities to interact or engage with us in certain ways.

As I have emphasized in other chapters, this was not done haphazardly. 
This process served to shape a larger agenda of determining who was wel-
come where in America and who could do what while here.

The idea of black criminality was crucial to the making of modern urban 
America. In nearly every sphere of life it impacted how people defined fun-
damental differences between native whites, immigrants, and blacks. It also 
impacted, by comparison, how people evaluated black people’s presence—
the Negro Problem, as it had once been called—in the urban North. In edu-
cation, in housing, in jobs, in leisure and recreation, the idea shaped the 
“public transcript” of the modern urban world. Moreover, the various ways 
in which writers and reformers imagined black people as inferior to and 
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fundamentally different from native whites and immigrants in the early 
twentieth century had a direct impact on the allocation of social resources 
for preventing crime in all communities, with the smallest amount flowing 
to black communities. (Muhammad 2010, 272–273)

This process also served to help redefine what it meant to be an American. 
Previously, immigrants, like the Irish, were not considered American. 
Because of their criminal tendencies, white Americans shunned the Irish. 
But as the desire to criminalize black conduct increased, the desire to crim-
inalize Irish behavior decreased. A new villain had been identified, which 
eventually led to a reconsideration of the place of Irish people within Amer
ica. In the end, even with their inherent foreignness, the Irish and other 
groups of people were welcomed in our nation because they weren’t black.

Thoughtful, well-funded crime prevention and politically accountable crime 
fighting secured immigrants’ whiteness, in contrast to the experiences of 
blacks, who were often brutalized or left unprotected and were repeatedly 
told to conquer their own crime before others would help them. The destruc-
tive consequences of the black crime discourse went beyond limited reform 
efforts in black communities; it also limited the application of pioneering 
sociological concepts to record and interpret the black experience. (Muham-
mad 2010, 273)

This process even affects how educational systems are funded on local and 
state levels, which affect how and what children from minority communities 
learn and understand is valuable. “[O]n the state and local level crime con-
trol expenditures are given priority over educational expenditures” (Cham-
bliss 2018, 133). Apparently, it makes more sense to the powers that be to 
devote substantial resources to housing and controlling people after a crime 
has been committed than to interact with them and help them understand 
the power of positive life choices and how that can benefit everyone.

If we don’t care very much about minorities, see them primarily as dehu-
manized, and view them as merely a means to an end to ensure that police 
departments are funded in more extensive ways, police can patrol minor-
ity neighborhoods with ever-increasing levels of violence against citizens 
without much concern for reprisal from the powers that be. We don’t 
question why armored police vehicles are used in primarily minority com-
munities and not in predominantly white ones. We get used to seeing tear 
gas, stun guns, and other lethal-force tools used when groups of African 
Americans gather to protest something, regardless of the size of the group, 
because we believe that any size group of blacks can become disruptive and 
dangerous at any given time, but we don’t see the same police response when 
whites gather together, even openly brandishing firearms, because we rec-
ognize their right to gather and bear arms any time they choose without 
many legal repercussions.
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If minorities are less than human, police can create compelling argu-
ments about the need to over-enforce laws strategically in minority com-
munities to produce more compelling law enforcement results (arrest and 
citation statistics), which justify the need to increase budgets. It is also used 
to justify plans for increased manpower, which in turn continues the pro
cess of over-patrolling those communities. The fallout for this type of tac-
tic is typically minimal. “The use of violence by the police is seen as necessary 
and is rewarded formally and informally. Even when citizen complaints suc-
ceed in exposing violence and a victim is awarded large sums of money by 
the courts, the officers responsible are not held accountable” (Chambliss 
2018, 122).

Third in this never-ending story of policing, based on their personal 
experiences with police, whites are more likely to worship police and to 
believe their reasoning for patrolling minority communities as they do and 
less likely to try to hold them accountable for their actions. On the oppo-
site side, due to how many black people’s opinions about law enforcement 
have been shaped by bad legal policies and less-than-kind policing tactics 
in their lives, blacks typically distrust police and the system they serve.

In accounting for the over-representation of Blacks in police and other jus-
tice statistics, and in attempting to uncover racial bias, we have also largely 
ignored what Ward describes as “slow violence”, the structural violence of 
deprivation that serves to establish economic inequalities and maintain rela-
tions of racial domination and subordination. These include physical vio
lence, property destruction, and dispossession over the past two centuries 
that continue to foster generational poverty, poor work prospects, neighbor-
hood change, racial resentment, and distrust of police. (Owusu-Bempah 
2016, 25)

Fourth, people are affected negatively, generations are scarred, and chasms 
grow between law enforcement and communities, and we don’t seem to be 
any closer to developing a system of law enforcement that treats all people 
as innocent until proven guilty.

“Dire consequences follow from these institutionalized patterns of cre-
ating myths about crime, defining lower-class minorities as inherently crim-
inal, and selectively enforcing criminal laws. The minorities who experience 
the sting of the law are alienated from society and see the law not as a source 
of protection but as a mechanism of oppression” (Chambliss 2018, 134).

Fifth, the process of policing that is currently in practice misses out on 
shedding light on other equally deserving victims and criminals because 
its focus is primarily on certain drug arrests that occur for the most part in 
minority communities. The field of criminality has previously identified 
multiple other areas that would benefit from one-tenth the scrutiny that is 
given to drug crimes and the crimes of minorities. Instead, law enforcement 
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and legal personnel focus primarily on one group and fail to see how other 
types of crimes affect our nation in even greater ways and cover more ground 
as they trickle down through our nation. “(Traditional narcotics strategy), 
though it may end with the chief of police and the district attorney holding 
a press conference in front of a table filled with seized drug product, does 
not address long-term solutions or root causes through real, sustained 
problem-solving” (Mentel 2012, 12).

In the end, I don’t think that we, meaning our nation—especially those 
who are most capable of changing the types of disconnections that I have 
tried to outline through this book—want to do the hard, long, and painful 
work of dealing with our legacy of law enforcement that began as ways to 
keep minority cultures separated from whites and continues this process 
now. Instead, we would rather deal with peripheral discussions surround-
ing the bigger problem. That’s what I think has been occurring when ath-
letes and entertainers try to bring light to the common experience shared 
by most blacks.

We see this practice in the nationwide conversations revolving around 
Colin Kaepernick and his decisions to first sit and then kneel during the 
national anthem. He did this to try to bring light to the subject of police 
brutality toward blacks. Instead of serving as a model for what these types 
of conversations can look like, this discussion continues to serve as a sym-
bol of what’s wrong with how our nation discusses race and policing and 
how certain minority groups are viewed and treated, especially when they 
interact with law enforcement.

Instead of dealing with the issue that Mr. Kaepernick has attempted to 
bring light to, athletes and other public figures have spent their time debat-
ing whether or not his decline from being a starting quarterback to a second-
string quarterback to a former quarterback qualifies him to make public 
statements about how police treat black people. People on the police side of 
the discussion have failed to address the questions he raised and instead 
try to focus conversations on whether he’s been converted to radical Islam 
by his Muslim girlfriend or whether his perceived lack of patriotism dis-
qualifies him from having a legitimate opinion about anything of note.

These peripheral conversations serve only to divert our attention away 
from Mr. Kaepernick’s original point of discussion: the experiences that 
black and brown people have when they come into contact with police. The 
tactics used to try to discredit Mr. Kaepernick and deflect attention from 
the issue that he’s trying to address have been outlined in the book 48 Laws 
of Power, written by Robert Greene.

In 48 Laws of Power, Mr. Greene outlines three tactics that clearly apply 
to how Mr. Kaepernick has been viewed and presented through mainstream 
media. Law 31 says, “Control the options—get others to play with the cards 
you deal. The best deceptions are the ones that seem to give the other person 
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a choice: Your victims feel they are in control but are actually your pup-
pets. Give people options that come out in your favor whichever one they 
choose. Force them to make choices between the lesser of two evils, both 
of which serve your purpose. Put them on the horns of a dilemma: They 
are gored wherever they turn” (Greene 2000, 254).

The false dilemma of the current conversation about race and policing 
is that you either have to be for police or against them. There is no middle 
ground. Once you take a stand, in Kaepernick’s case a knee, against police 
brutality, you are immediately branded as someone who hates all police and 
supports all criminals. Neither of these is actually true. We are told that 
there is no middle ground, but there is, and it’s up to discerning citizens to 
make sure that middle ground isn’t lost.

Law 37 states, “Create compelling spectacles. Striking imagery and grand 
symbolic gestures create the aura of power—everyone responds to them. 
Stage spectacles for those around you, then full of arresting visuals and radi-
ant symbols that heighten your presence. Dazzled by appearances, no one 
will notice what you are really doing.” (Greene 2000, 309)

What better spectacle than the celebrations that occur when the U.S. flag 
is raised before a sporting event? By requiring people to take part in the cele
bration of the flag as a public symbol of their patriotism, the spectacle is on 
the gesture and not remembering or questioning the principles and prac-
tices that helped to make America the great nation that it is. Practices such 
as adhering to a philosophy of Manifest Destiny to justify exerting power 
and authority over those who were militarily weaker and less sophisticated.

Law 42 states, “Strike the shepherd and the sheep will scatter. Trouble 
can often be traced to a single strong individual—the stirrer, the arrogant 
underling, the poisoned of goodwill. If you allow such people room to oper-
ate, others will succumb to their influence. Do not wait for the troubles 
they cause to multiply, do not try to negotiate with them—they are irre-
deemable. Neutralize their influence by isolating or banishing them. Strike 
at the source of the trouble and the sheep will scatter” (Greene 2000, 358).

The act of silencing the lead troublemaker has been the primary prac-
tice of those who oppose equal rights. The thought is that if you can silence 
their voice, you can silence their influence. Or if you inflict enough pain on 
that person, those who follow them will fear experiencing the same thing 
and cease to follow them. The irony of how Mr. Kaepernick has been treated 
is that it has actually led to more people following his lead and imitating 
him.

Mr. Greene’s laws can be summarized through the words distract, divide, 
and conquer. Distract from the actual subject that was originally brought 
up by not addressing it, and instead bring attention to something totally 
unrelated. Divide by making the new issue that you have brought up 
the  thing to be focused on and villainize anyone who tries to bring the 
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conversation back to its original point of focus. Conquer those who tried to 
bring attention to the original problem by making them out to be the bad 
guy for bringing the subject up in the first place.

As a former police officer, I know that Mr. Greene’s laws are used by 
police departments when they want to silence someone who makes them 
look bad. Instead of dealing with the problem of police abuse and miscon-
duct head on, many people attempt to draw our attention away from its real
ity and focus on peripheral things, like the national anthem. Instead of 
spending so much time questioning Mr. Kaepernick’s patriotism, we should 
be working on solutions that help police officers not immediately judge black 
males as being dangerous or immediately assume that they are “bad dudes” 
who are “on something,” as the helicopter pilot exclaimed about Mr. Crutcher. 
In focusing on legitimate solutions, we will hopefully be able to save more 
lives. What’s more patriotic than that?
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4

How Can the Story End Better?

“Proactive relationship building affords a police department, not a ‘free 
pass,’ but . . . ​‘a moment of pause,’ the period just after a high-profile, emo-
tionally charged incident when the chief has time to ‘pick up the phone and 
call community leaders to the table’ ” (Mentel 2012, 18).

I don’t want this book to only be about what’s wrong with policing. I want 
it to also express a certain level of hope that I have for the future of polic-
ing and how it interacts with people in the real world. I am a former officer, 
and I realize that police don’t necessarily want to be viewed as the enemy 
of communities. For the most part, they don’t want to be seen as an occu-
pying force that only seeks to harm people. They want to be seen as pro-
fessionals who take their job seriously. They want to be trusted by the 
communities they serve.

I remember what it felt like to be a teenage boy who was stopped by police 
while walking out of my front yard and be told that I looked like someone 
the officer had previously arrested and even if I wasn’t that person, I looked 
like I was up to no good. I remember being pulled over by police while driv-
ing because I didn’t look like I belonged in a particular neighborhood, even 
though I was working as a construction laborer in that neighborhood. I 
know what it feels like to be pulled over because I was driving the speed 
limit and have the officer tell me that only people who were committing 
crimes drove the speed limit.

I also remember what it was like to strap on a bulletproof vest, gun belt, 
and badge every day and carry the physical and metaphorical weight that 
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the uniform brought. I remember what it was like to respond to call after 
call after call. To go to a home every week and try to help people deal with 
problems that had nothing to do with me and thinking, “Can’t you people 
get your lives together? It’s not my job to fix your family.” To feel the pain 
of people who didn’t feel like they had much to hope or live for. To feel the 
pressure when a commanding officer told me that it wasn’t my job to try to 
fix people. Instead, my job was to answer calls and, when necessary, make 
as many arrests as I could so people would know that jail was where they 
would end up if they didn’t get their act together.

Police aren’t perfect. Police departments aren’t perfect. The people and 
neighborhoods they patrol aren’t perfect. The relationships they have with 
each other aren’t perfect. But we exist together. That mutual existence is 
often fraught with misunderstandings, preconceived ideas and attitudes, 
and bad blood. But we can do better by each other if we are willing to take 
responsibility for our individual actions and try to live together in more 
intentional ways. I know this may sound trite, but my faith and experience 
lead me to believe this.

One of the first steps in attaining better relationships is for citizens to 
acknowledge their part in facilitating the relationship that exists between 
citizens and law enforcement. As much as we may want to blame police for 
all the problems that exist in our relationship with them, they are not always 
at fault.

To be clear . . . ​the police should not carry all blame for this complex dynamic; 
municipal policing, after all, was designed to be a safety mechanism for a 
community when informal social controls fail. The wide-ranging and sys-
temic root causes for the structural inequalities existing in America’s most 
trouble neighborhoods extend far beyond the reach and responsibility of law 
enforcement alone. Yet law enforcement often singlehandedly bears the 
burden of addressing the crime and violence issues that are symptomatic of 
these underlying problems. (Mentel 2012, 5)

Although officers are often viewed as heroes who have all the answers, or 
at least have the power and resources to make certain decisions, their job 
functions are often narrow and specific, even if citizens don’t know, under-
stand their functions, or like what police are supposed to do. During my 
time as an officer, I learned that my job wasn’t first to help people or make 
life easier for citizens. My first job was to figure out how to convince people 
to stop calling 911 for help with things they should already know how to do 
or fix for themselves.

Priority one was to get people to stop bothering me and other officers 
with nonsense. Everything else fell in line after that. Yes, I may eventually 
help someone with something they needed or eventually stop something 
bad from recurring, but those were all secondary benefits. The first concern 
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was figuring out how to convince people to handle their own problems, their 
own family members, their own relationships so they would stop calling the 
police.

We all know that it’s not our job to cause more problems for people, but 
we also have to recognize that it’s not law enforcement’s job to fix every 
problem that a family or community faces. When and where it’s in our 
power to make changes that benefit us and our communities, we should 
make concerted efforts to bring about change that enables and empowers 
us and others to do good among and for ourselves, regardless of police 
participation. As a part of the process of developing improved citizen and 
police relationships, citizens can take a greater level of leadership in devel-
oping initiatives to improve their own communities outside of calling the 
police every time something goes wrong. This can take the form of a 
neighborhood watch, regular community-led meetings, and community-
wide strategic planning to address common issues and concerns. Mentel 
writes:

An admission, such as “we have not been enforcing right and wrong within 
our own communities,” can be enough to begin productive conversations 
with law enforcement, which already knows it cannot solve these problems 
alone. Such an admission also signals to police, who often feel accused of 
being unilaterally culpable for sustained levels of violence and mass incar-
ceration, that the community is willing to concede its own past mistakes, 
move forward, and work collaboratively. (Mentel 2012, 19)

For a community and its members to recognize the part they can actively 
play in making their lives safer is not an admission that they have previ-
ously failed or done something wrong. It’s simply acknowledging that as 
much as we may need police to help make communities safer, we have our 
own responsibilities to make sure that community-wide change begins 
with us.

I recognize that poor and minority neighborhoods don’t necessarily want 
to have to depend on police to keep their neighborhoods safe. But due to 
how police have used their powers to punish not only individuals but entire 
neighborhoods, poor and minority communities don’t believe they can trust 
law enforcement. They don’t want their neighborhoods overrun with crime, 
but they don’t necessarily trust police to help them without somehow pun-
ishing them as well. Because of this fear, they sometimes will not cooperate 
with police when they make efforts to address crime. This hesitance to 
cooperate is often seen as disingenuousness by officers.

Most chiefs (and officers) think silence (by a community when a crime has 
occurred) is satisfaction. No, it is not. It’s just silence. Too often, law enforce-
ment mistakes this silence (the perceived lack of outrage, the absence of 
candlelight vigils and marches on city hall) for, at best, apathy for and, at 

—-1
—0
—+1

Carter_1st pass.indd   65 3/19/19   8:47 PM



66	 Police on a Pedestal

worst, complicity in the cycle of violence that continues to afflict poor, urban 
neighborhoods. (Mentel 2012, 8)

My second suggestion is for departments to take the time to listen to citizen 
complaints and actually recognize their validity. When we take time to 
have uncomfortable conversations, like the one I’m trying to have through 
this book, we are able to get to the heart of circumstances. Then we are able 
to better understand why citizens who claim to want better for their com-
munities don’t necessarily view cooperating with police as a viable option. 
Citizen silence or lack of cooperation with police doesn’t mean they are 
complicit. It could mean they are afraid of repercussions from the criminal 
element in their community if they cooperate with law enforcement. It could 
mean that they are afraid that law enforcement may not really be concerned 
about them or their communities and instead see them as statistics to help 
them get promoted. Their silence and uncooperativeness are not signs of 
acquiescence, but signs that they don’t believe they can trust a system that, 
in many ways, was built to keep them separated from people who don’t like 
them, trust them, or see them as fully human and worthy of equal respect 
and treatment.

This isn’t something rich and middle-class white neighborhoods usually 
have to deal with. When police respond to their communities, they typi-
cally do it with a high degree of respect for citizens. This isn’t always true 
in African American communities. The opposite is often what occurs, 
regardless of whether the African American community is low income, 
middle class, or affluent. As an officer, I responded to calls in all types of 
communities in St. Louis. The white callers were overwhelmingly treated 
with respect and courtesy, while black callers were typically treated like they 
were wasting the officer’s time by calling. Or black callers were punished 
for calling police in the first place. Officers regularly threatened black call-
ers with arrest if they called 911 in the future, or the officer found a way to 
punish the caller before they left the scene.

For example, I once assisted a white officer who responded to a call at an 
African American home. The citizen didn’t like the way the white officer was 
interacting with her, so she closed the front door in the officer’s face. The offi-
cer responded by kicking the door in and arresting her for peace disturbance. I 
witnessed both white and black officers commit these types of acts against 
citizens. The reader may wonder why I never reported behavior like this to 
superior officers. Within the first three months of my employment, I learned to 
never cross another officer, because they would always find out and I would 
be the one who would be punished for speaking out against them.

This difference in attitudes toward black versus white callers can be pre
sent, regardless of whether the officer is black or white. It can also be true 
whether the community is primarily black and the police force and chief 
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are white or the police force and chief are black. I learned this firsthand 
when I worked as a police officer for the city of St. Louis, an urban city with 
a substantial African American presence, under the leadership of multiple 
black police chiefs.

When I began patrolling the streets, our chief was black. After his retire-
ment, the next chief was white. Following his retirement, the next chief, 
Dan Isom, was black. He was also the first chief in St. Louis history to have 
earned a Doctor of Philosophy degree in criminology and criminal justice. 
After his retirement from policing, Dr. Isom became a full-time professor 
teaching criminology and criminal justice at a state university. The com-
mon thread between all three chiefs was that during all their tenures, 
St. Louis was ranked as one of the most dangerous cities in our nation. Hav-
ing a black or white chief didn’t improve community relations, and it most 
definitely didn’t make a dent in homicide levels.

For a little under one year, I worked as a public affairs officer within a 
predominantly African American district that had a reputation for being 
financially disadvantaged and extremely violent. Part of my job was to facil-
itate monthly meetings between citizen groups and help them work toward 
solutions to the challenges facing their neighborhood, as well as hear their 
suggestions for how the police department could assist them. Citizens con-
sistently advocated for the department to patrol their black neighborhoods 
the same as white communities, show the same level of respect to them 
when they sought assistance from police as when white citizens did, and 
for police to not assume that because the neighborhood was black that its 
inhabitants were inherently criminal.

Some of the pushback that officers provided against these citizen state-
ments was that black citizens didn’t want anything to change in their com-
munities because they didn’t cooperate with police in the ways that police 
wanted. Because of this lack of cooperation, police believed that most citi-
zens were complicit in the negative things that were occurring in the com-
munity. This assumption by police is grossly incorrect. Anecdotal and 
statistical data shows that blacks are just as concerned about crime as whites. 
One of the primary differences in how they respond to crime that may be 
present in their communities is that they distrust law enforcement more 
than whites based on their personal experiences of how police treat them 
and over-police them.

Third, for citizens who want to actively participate in healing and rebuild-
ing the lines of communication between citizens and officers, I offer the 
following list of suggestions:

•	 Every citizen who is concerned about how officers do their job should 
attend a local police department’s citizen on patrol academy or citizens 
police academy.
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•	 Citizens can volunteer to participate in, or seek to be elected to, their 
local police department’s citizen review board.

•	 It would help everyone if citizens became familiar with the various city 
departments that serve the needs of people in their neighborhoods.

•	 This may sound nitpicky, but citizens have to teach their children and 
grandchildren how to properly interact with law enforcement.
•	 We should teach our children that officers do have a certain level 

of authority at all times. When a policeman gives a person an appro-
priate legal command, that command should be followed, not 
challenged.

•	 Hopefully the reader noticed that I said “appropriate legal com-
mand” and not “appropriate level of force.” I do not advocate or 
defend officers who arrive on the scene and start out by busting 
heads and then asking questions. Officers who do not follow the 
legal and social parameters that are set for them should be held sub-
ject to punishment as any other citizen would.

•	 Community members should also teach their children to always keep 
their hands where an officer can see them.
•	 If someone hides their hands, whether on purpose or accident, an 

officer will immediately think that they are reaching for something 
to cause them bodily harm. Unfortunately, this is the nature of the 
beast. Too many officers have been harmed when a person was able 
to reach into their pockets and retrieve a knife or gun.

•	 We all must acknowledge and deal with the fact that much of the crime 
and killings that are perpetrated on the black community are commit-
ted by black people, not police officers.
•	 Yes, police officers have killed unarmed black people. This is never 

acceptable. Officers must be held accountable and justice must be 
found for victims of police abuse. But we must also recognize that 
it is easier for us to point out the sins and grievances of someone 
else before we acknowledge our own sins or the sins of our children. 
It is easier to point out a white officer who treated me poorly than 
to publicly criticize a young black child from my own neighborhood 
who regularly breaks into cars. (Carter 2015, 35–38)

Fourth, an equally important step in the process to bridge the gap between 
citizens and police is for law enforcement to acknowledge the role they have 
played in creating the tension and mistrust that exist. But what should their 
first step be in this process? I think it is for them to openly acknowledge 
the history of policing and its relationship to minority cultures and some-
how express remorse. It is necessary for citizens to hear that police know 
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that grave misdeeds have been committed in the past and that citizens have 
not always been respected, but law enforcement wants the relationship to 
change for the better. This should be done in tandem by departments that 
have historically negative histories. I know that this suggestion will be sum-
marily dismissed by law enforcement because a person or department 
shouldn’t have to apologize for what someone else did. I understand why 
police officials may feel this way but denying the verifiable history between 
citizens and police doesn’t help anyone. “Whether or not law enforcement 
acknowledges this past role, both the police and the community are cur-
rently inheriting problems associated with it” (Mentel 2012, 3).

Another reason law enforcement may not want to apologize for past 
indiscretions is they may be concerned about potential lawsuits that lead 
to the possibility of having to compensate communities if they admit wrong 
doing. Yet another reason may be the fear of fostering the perception that 
they are giving some of their power away to citizens.

[T]here is rarely any political benefit to officials in “owning” a police brutal-
ity problem. Instead, police often fear that losing control of the brutality issue 
will lead directly or indirectly to decreased police autonomy if the public’s 
“second guessing” becomes institutionalized in more restrictive use-of-force 
policies or in more formal processes for civilian review of allegations of police 
misconduct. Consequently, police often see allegations of brutality as dan-
gerous invitations to the public and political officials to circumscribe police 
authority and discretion. (Lawrence 2000, 23)

But if departments really want to build positive relationships with minor-
ity communities, those communities want—a better word may be need—
to know that police are willing to acknowledge past actions, the pain 
those actions caused in those communities, and that they truly see minor-
ities as fully human and that what they bring to the relationship is just as 
important as what an officer brings. A high-profile example of an officer 
apologizing for past events occurred in 2016. Terrence Cunningham, 
police chief of Wellesley, Massachusetts, offered an apology to communi-
ties of color. Chief Cunningham said the apology was necessary to “[Clear] 
a path that allows us to move beyond our history and identify common 
solutions to better protect our communities” (Craven 2016). Chief Cun-
ningham continues:

For our part, the first step in this process is for law enforcement . . . ​to 
acknowledge and apologize for the actions of the past and the role that our 
profession has played in society’s historical mistreatment of communities of 
color. There have been times when law enforcement officers, because of 
the laws enacted by federal, state and local governments, have been the face 
of oppression for far too many of our fellow citizens. In the past, the 
laws adopted by our society have required police officers to perform many 
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unpalatable tasks, such as ensuring legalized discrimination or even deny-
ing the basic rights of citizenship to many of our fellow Americans. (Craven 
2016)

As you can imagine, Chief Cunningham’s words were met with broad sup-
port but also dissent. I believe that some type of apology or stated recogni-
tion of the past is a necessary first step in bridging the divide because of 
the long-term effects of prior practices, discrimination, and tension. His 
words were a welcome relief from political rhetoric that seems to want to 
keep people divided instead of united. It was reminiscent of other well-
known words offered by leaders seeking to heal and unify people after 
times of turmoil.

Not everyone wanted to hear the apology or believed it was necessary. 
They may have been right. “Admittedly, an apology may not be appropriate 
in every community and in all circumstances and entering into a frank dis-
cussion of race and policing does not necessarily require one” (Mentel 
2012, 17). There may be other ways to mend fences or move more positively 
into the future. Whether or not an apology is offered, law enforcement has 
to figure out a way that lets citizens know their humanity is recognized and 
that they are wanted at the table to develop new strategies for improving 
communication between the two groups.

Another necessary step in the healing process is for departments to 
actively instill a new creed for officers that changes the mind-set that citi-
zens aren’t an enemy that simply needs to be controlled. “Repairing rela-
tionships may start organizationally with the chief, but the legitimacy of the 
department fundamentally depends on how police officers treat people on 
the street” (Mentel 2012, 5). This may mean higher standards need to be 
set for who can and can’t become an officer.

A better way of saying this may be that departments have to take seri-
ously their decisions on who they will hire. Officer Timothy Loehmann is 
an example of what I mean. Officer Loehmann previously worked for an 
Ohio department, but was fired after supervising officers determined that 
he was unfit for the job. He was subsequently hired a short time later by 
the Cleveland Police Department. Shortly after being given his first assign-
ment for the Cleveland Department, he shot and killed Tamir Rice, a teen-
ager who was sitting in a park holding a toy gun. Loehmann was subsequently 
fired in 2014 from the Cleveland department, not for killing Rice, but 
because it was later revealed that he lied on his initial job application. In 
October 2018, he was hired as an officer for another municipality.

I don’t believe that it was wrong for a person to receive a second or third 
chance to provide for themselves and their family, but if that person has 
shown a tendency to be unfit for a job that requires a certain level of matu-
rity, tact, and truthfulness, which, based on his history, Loehmann doesn’t 
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seem to consistently exhibit, that person shouldn’t be given a second or third 
chance in that particular field. Despite the fact that it will likely lead to a 
public relations nightmare, it also puts civilians and that officer in a tenu-
ous situation. The officer likely will feel that they have to defend their honor 
at every turn, and citizens will feel that the department cares more about 
protecting one of their own and not putting the most qualified officers on 
the street.

I’m not a practicing psychologist, and I’m not trying to psychoanalyze 
Loehmann, but one of the ways to combat this is to understand why some-
one wants to become an officer in the first place. In suggesting this, I’m not 
assuming that every officer wants to patrol the streets because they want 
to bust heads and take names. I realize that there are multiple reasons why 
a person chooses law enforcement as a career. I was one of the people who 
chose the career because I simply needed a job. I was 23 years old and about 
to become a new father. I hadn’t graduated from college at the time, and 
the department provided me with a salary that was better than minimum 
wage, as well as multiple other health and education benefits. And because 
of the negative experiences I had with police growing up, I saw it as a chance 
for me to make a difference in how people viewed police.

Being able to identify why a person wants to become an officer may not 
weed out every person who has less-than-pure motives for being an officer, 
but it could help avert putting people who have certain predispositions into 
stressful situations that will lead them to react in harmful ways. I under-
stand that this is easier said than done due to the shortage of qualified people 
wanting to become officers. If efforts are made to weed people out, depart-
ments may not be able to recruit enough qualified people to allow the 
department to effectively perform its duties. At the time of this writing, 
there is a national shortage of qualified candidates.

The following is a brief list outlining some of the leading reasons for this 
shortage:

•	 Attrition, the gradual reduction in numbers of officers working on the 
street, is the primary reason that departments are having a hard time 
keeping adequate numbers of officers on the streets at any given time.

•	 Younger officers may not have the same desire to work at one place for 
their entire career as prior generations may have been willing to do.

•	 Potential officers have more options to consider for employment that 
don’t require them to put their lives on the line.

•	 Some potential officers don’t want to work for the low pay that is asso-
ciated with policing.

•	 Whether an officer feels appreciated or fulfilled within the job also 
affects whether they will remain with a particular department.
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•	 The overall culture of policing and its requirement that officers fit 
into a specific type of mold can also be discouraging to potential 
candidates.

•	 The increased competition from other types of specialized law enforce-
ment agencies also makes it hard to recruit and keep qualified officers.

Although there is a lot of negative information surrounding why officers are 
leaving, there is still a certain amount of hope to be found. For many young 
people who decide to become police officers, they are coming with traits 
that seem to pave the way for departments to look forward to improved rela-
tionships with the public. For some in this new generation of officers, those 
born after the 1970s, they are less likely to have overtly racists views than 
prior generations. They do “not have the same personal, contextual back-
ground that the older generation may have in understanding law enforce-
ment’s historical role in enforcing and reinforcing laws resulting in racial 
inequity” (Mentel 2012, 10).

Even with this good news, some would say that, due to their youth and 
unintentional naivety, they may need to be made aware of the historical rea-
sons for the tension between police and minority communities and how 
that will affect their ability to perform their job functions.

Proper training and messaging is therefore critical, as younger officers, per-
haps lacking both historical context and interpersonal racism, may not con-
nect past wrongs and present-day unintentional bias with (1) institutional 
racism, (2) legitimate grievances that the African-American community may 
hold against policing or the criminal justice system as a whole, (3) the legiti-
macy of their role in navigating the complicated and challenging relation-
ship between the police and citizens of color, and (4) why the community may 
maintain the incorrect but plausible belief that the police are carrying out a 
calculated and racist conspiracy. (Mentel 2012, 10)

An additional challenge to this is that although they may not hold racist 
attitudes like prior generations, they are still operating within an overall sys-
tem that was not designed to treat all people fairly, whether that is because 
of racial or economic considerations. Therefore, they may still interact with 
citizens from a negative standpoint, even though it may not be due to racial 
considerations.

Young officers today are not racists; yet they are behaving in exactly the same 
way, so that people in the community think they are still part of this delib-
erate attack on them. This does not mean that the police are exhibiting the 
same racist behavior and attitudes as those from generations ago; however, 
law enforcement strategies, performance incentives, and tactics have not 
changed to keep pace with changing attitudes about race and reconciliation. 
Enforcement-heavy, arrest-driven policing will continue to reinforce the 
community’s belief in police illegitimacy, regardless of whether the young 
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officer making those arrests considers himself or herself a racist. (Mentel 
2012, 11)

The following are suggestions directly geared to law enforcement:

•	 Departments can invest in a process that seeks to help officers locate 
and take advantage of resources to help them cope with the stresses of 
the job.

•	 Police departments should actively work to counteract the negative stig-
mas that are placed on officers who do eventually feel burned out by all 
that they experience.

•	 Departments must figure out ways for officers to report other officers 
who commit crimes.

•	 Law enforcement agencies can stop only rewarding officers for gaining 
big statistics in certain categories.

•	 Citizen on patrol academy or a citizens police academy should be offered 
on a consistent basis.

•	 Political officials and department commanders should invite regular 
everyday people from the community to serve in community-based 
leadership positions within departments instead of political appointees 
who are being rewarded for supporting politicians during election 
seasons.

•	 Police departments need to take the time to add cultural sensitivity 
training to their requirements for officers on the street and in the acad
emy. (Carter 2015, 31–38)

Fifth, we need to recognize that the relationship between citizens and police 
is not only shaped by the actions and attitudes they hold and display but is 
also affected by those who hold political power and use this relationship as 
a tool to help them gain political office and wield power over everyone’s lives. 
The first thing politicians should do is stop making the process of locking 
people up and keeping them incarcerated so lucrative. Anyone who is famil-
iar with the inner workings of the legal system knows that the system is all 
about business—big business.

As was similar to the days following the end of the Civil War, corpora-
tions need bodies in order to make profits. Bodies making and delivering 
the company product. The goal is to have the cheapest bodies making the 
product in order for the company to reap the highest profits. And like com-
panies after the Civil War, companies have decided that the best bodies for 
this task are primarily incarcerated bodies. Back then it was slaves. Today 
it is prisoners.

Prison labor has its roots in slavery. After the 1861–1865 Civil War, a system 
of “hiring out prisoners” was introduced in order to continue the slavery 
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tradition. Freed slaves were charged with not carrying out their sharecrop-
ping commitments (cultivating someone else’s land in exchange for part of 
the harvest) or petty thievery—which were almost never proven—and were 
then “hired out” for cotton picking, working in mines and building rail-
roads. (Pelaez 2008)

The process didn’t end after the Parchman plantation, a Mississippi state 
prison that was famous for being the place where civil rights activists were 
sent to pick cotton, was forced to desegregate and end forced cotton pick-
ing by inmates. It was able to move into mainstream operation through the 
legal directives of multiple presidents on both sides of the aisle. A political 
desire to not look soft on crime ended up fostering the continuance of a 
plantation process.

The prison privatization boom began in the 1980s, under the governments 
of Ronald Reagan and Bush Sr., but reached its height in the 1990s under Wil-
liam Clinton, when Wall Street stocks were selling like hotcakes. Clinton’s 
program for cutting the federal workforce resulted in the Justice Depart-
ments contracting of private prison corporations for the incarceration of 
undocumented workers and high-security inmates.

After a law signed by Clinton in 1996—ending court supervision and 
decisions—caused overcrowding and violent, unsafe conditions in federal 
prisons, private prison corporations in Texas began to contact other states 
whose prisons were overcrowded, offering “rent-a-cell” services in the CCA 
prisons located in small towns in Texas. The commission for a rent-a-cell 
salesman is $2.50 to $5.50 per day per bed. The county gets $1.50 for each 
prisoner. (Pelaez 2008)

Politicians have even used this process to try to recruit companies to stay 
or relocate to their cities and states in order to take advantage of the cheap 
prison labor costs.

[Former] Oregon State Representative Kevin Mannix recently urged Nike to 
cut its production in Indonesia and bring it to his state, telling the shoe man-
ufacturer that “there won’t be any transportation costs; we’re offering you 
competitive prison labor (here). (Pelaez 2008)

I wonder if Mannix ran on a platform of essentially reinstituting slave labor 
as a way to bolster economic growth within the state!

Although many people have known that this practice has been in effect 
for several years, national attention was brought to this practice through 
popular books and subsequent television shows like Orange Is the New 
Black. This practice is no longer a dirty little secret. Locking people up and 
keeping them confined makes for lucrative business. Unfortunately, it has 
become a cottage industry with franchises regularly welcoming new inves-
tors. The growth of the industry doesn’t seem to be nearing its end anytime 
soon.
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Politicians and little-known companies funded by dark money aren’t the 
only ones benefitting from this practice. Companies that are household 
names have benefited from the process for a long time as well. Microsoft, 
Boeing, Texas Instruments, Hewlett-Packard, Macy’s, Target, Nordstrom’s, 
Whole Foods, and multiple other companies that we depend on for our daily 
necessities depend on cheap prison labor to produce the products we want 
and need.

Because criminals are dehumanized, there really is no incentive for 
people or companies to change their practices. As long as politicians are 
elected for preying on the public’s general concern about crime, such as all 
Mexicans are criminals, and receive mountainous financial contributions 
from lobbyists who work for the prison privatization industry, they will con-
tinue to see the process of criminalizing and imprisoning certain people as 
a valuable plank in the election platforms.

Another suggestion for elected officials is to either end the War on Drugs 
or at least rethink how it is conducted. Although I am making this sugges-
tion, I’m not saying that we shouldn’t seek to try to curb drug use and drug 
sales. I’m not “pro” drugs or drug dealers. I think that, at its core, the War 
on Drugs originally was well intentioned. Although it may have begun with 
the best intentions, in practice, it has had long-term effects that have dis-
proportionately affected minority groups. In practice, it has become yet 
another tool to disadvantage one community by labeling them as criminals, 
while other communities are labeled as victims.

A critical fact often lost in the public debate over the propriety of the nation’s 
“war on drugs” is that the available statistical data suggests that Whites, 
Latina/os, Blacks, and Asian-Americans have roughly similar rates of illicit 
drug use. Nonetheless, the “war on drugs” as it has been enforced has had 
devastating impacts on minority communities across the United States.

Some have labeled the drug war as the “new” Jim Crow, tapping into mem-
ories of a long period in U.S. history when criminal laws buttressed racial 
segregation and served as a bulwark of white supremacy. (Johnson 2010, 
1046)

The War on Drugs has not been conducted in a manner that acknowledges 
the similar rates of drug use and drug sales that occur across all spectrums 
of our nation. Instead, it has been framed in a way that seeks punishment 
for the drug culture that is found in minority communities but then seeks 
understanding and treatment for the drug culture that is found in white 
communities.

In fighting the drug war, federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies 
developed profiles to identify likely offenders. Police in their investiga-
tory activities commonly employed drug courier and gang member pro-
files, which almost invariably directed law enforcement attention toward 
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African-American and Latino youth. Racial profiling of young African-
American and Latino men in traffic stops on the American roads and high-
ways emerged as a central law enforcement tool in the “war on drugs.” Police 
regularly stop and search Blacks and Latina/os in larger numbers than their 
percentage of the general population. (Johnson 2010, 1046–1047)

As I have previously stated, this disparity is evidenced by how penalties for 
similar crimes are different based on whether the crime is considered to be 
a black crime versus a white crime and the pretexts used to identify poten-
tial drug users or dealers. We don’t view drug use the same. Crack addic-
tion, which is typically associated with poor minority communities, is 
labeled despicable and punishable, but heroin and other opioid abuse, which 
is usually associated with white communities, is labeled a public health con-
cern that can only be fixed by providing greater resources for compassion-
ate education and therapy. Drug crimes are not pursued or enforced equally 
either. Drug crimes typically committed by minorities are the ones that 
receive the longest sentences. Almost at a 3:1 percentage, which is similar 
to the disparities found in how minorities are stopped and ticketed for traf-
fic and lower-level violations.

When elected officials focus on the crimes that typically fit the projected 
profile of minority groups, policing and punishing those groups become the 
general focus of the nation. Typically, white citizens then believe that it’s 
not only acceptable but necessary to police those groups in ways that are 
different from how they themselves are policed. This then can lead to unin-
tended consequences.

Once government embraces the use of race-based statistical probabilities as 
a law enforcement tool, the argument logically follows that the probabilities 
justify similar law enforcement techniques across the board—from combat-
ing terrorism to fighting crime on the streets to apprehending undocumented 
immigrants. (Johnson 2010, 1072)

Even if you don’t believe the War on Drugs started as another attempt to 
criminalize minority communities, that is how it has come to be viewed by 
many in those communities. What is needed is a consistently open discus-
sion about what it has gotten wrong, what it has gotten right, and how to 
fix the initiative.

Police and politicians have to take citizen complaints seriously and pro-
vide citizens with a mechanism that allows them to make complaints about 
police actions without fear of reprisal from police, or that their complaint 
won’t simply be ignored because no one wants to do anything about it. 
Although many departments have offices where citizens can file complaints 
about officer actions, citizens generally don’t believe those complaints are 
taken seriously, especially when an officer comes back to a citizen who has 
made a complaint and tells them they will be punished for complaining 
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about them. One thing that could help soothe citizen feelings in this area 
is for a department to consistently collect data surrounding complaints 
related to police actions, including but not limited to deadly-force incidents. 
In order to ensure that information is understood and able to be compared, 
a standard reporting policy should be developed and instituted.

For example, many police departments keep records of the number of people 
shot by police each year, and some track even the number of times police guns 
are discharged. But departments across the country categorize and track 
police-involved shootings in different ways, while other uses of physical coer-
cion, even some that are deadly (such as deliberate ramming of vehicles dur-
ing police chases), may not be tracked at all. Meanwhile, the data on the use 
of deadly force that police departments provide to the Justice Department 
under the Uniform Crime Reporting system is provided voluntarily, and dif-
ferences in reporting procedures across departments seriously limit the com-
parability of the data. (Lawrence 2000, 25)

By doing this, law enforcement and citizens can consistently compare and 
contrast information across multiple years, as well as multiple locations, 
instead of trusting departments will report information that may not always 
portray them in the best light.

A final suggestion for both law enforcement and elected officials is even 
if they don’t think it’s necessary to apologize for past actions committed by 
police against minority groups, at least publicly acknowledge when an inci-
dent does occur that they understand there may be confusion or frustra-
tion on the part of minorities. In addition, if they’re going to make a 
statement about the incident, focus on the actions of the incident, not the 
perceived character of the minority involved, because that makes it seem 
like law enforcement will seek to find any means to discredit minorities and 
exonerate police.

An incident that recently occurred at the time of this writing serves as 
an example. In the early morning hours of September 6, 2018, white Dallas 
police officer Amber Guyer entered an apartment rented by a black male 
named Botham Jean. Guyer stated that she thought it was her apartment, 
and after encountering Botham, she thought he was an intruder. She then 
shot and killed Botham. She then called 911, and other officers and depart-
ment officials responded to the scene. Many people believe that’s when the 
coverup of the incident began.

It began with attempts to besmirch Botham’s character. Botham was edu-
cated, successfully building a career in the finance industry, was a leader 
within his church, and had never had a run-in with law enforcement. Instead 
of acknowledging those traits and accomplishments, the Dallas PD obtained 
a search warrant for Botham’s apartment, which led to them finding a small 
amount of marijuana. This information was leaked to the press. The press 
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shared it. The response in minority communities was, “What does that have 
to do with an officer shooting him in his own home?”

The release of this information only corroborated the belief that police 
will go to any lengths to smear a minority instead of acknowledging that 
one of their own did something wrong. It was also telling that police released 
the information about the small amount of marijuana found in Botham’s 
apartment but didn’t release information related to the toxicology report 
completed on Guyer’s blood that fateful day. This type of incident, a police 
officer shooting a minority who lived an upstanding life under cloudy cir-
cumstances, has happened multiple times. And each time, law enforcement 
has tried to damage the minority’s reputation by releasing peripheral infor-
mation about them. This reinforces the idea that even when a minority is 
the victim of a police action, that police action should be viewed in a more 
forgiving light because the minority still had the potential to be a criminal, 
even on a small level.

A final suggestion that is geared to white readers who generally view offi-
cers as heroes, regardless of the circumstances they are involved in, is to 
actively attempt to diversify the interactions you have with minorities. You 
may be thinking, “This is 2019. I know people from every race. I work with 
minorities every day. I go to church with people who don’t look like me every 
week. I’m not a Neanderthal.” I appreciate that the world is different, and 
we all have more opportunities to interact with people who are different 
from us. My response to this is that just because we have more opportuni-
ties to interact with people who are different from us doesn’t mean we actu-
ally understand, appreciate, or trust them, because many of our beliefs 
about other people are influenced by what we see on TV or receive through 
social media.

Even though you work and worship with minorities, do you live in close 
proximity to them? Do you have a relationship with them that is more than 
simply formal or professional? Do you interact with them in ways that allows 
you to learn about them, their concerns, their hopes and dreams, their fears, 
and what they have experienced with law enforcement? Or does your rela-
tionship with them primarily occur from a position of power, or a position 
of you having and delivering resources, or in spaces that primarily make sure 
you are comfortable with the interaction? Simply living in a community that 
may have two or three black families is not the same as having minorities 
as personal friends.

I write this because of a troubling trend that seemed to start in 2018. 
There were a series of events that gained national attention when police were 
regularly being called on blacks because a white person didn’t think that 
black person belonged in that public space. Whether it was at institutions 
of higher education, Starbucks, or a golf course, the problem seemed to be 
that the black people involved were exhibiting a behavior that the white 
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person had a problem with. Whether it was taking a nap in the public 
area of a dorm room, sitting down before buying coffee, playing golf too 
slowly, staying at an Airbnb and other residents thinking a black guest 
couldn’t afford to stay there, or students shopping for prom outfits and a 
store clerk not thinking they could afford to buy anything in the store.

For whites, the actions of the callers may not seem like a big deal. But to 
blacks, they seem similar to the days when blacks were forced to endure reg-
ular separation from whites, whether it was separate lunch counters, dress-
ing rooms, or bathrooms.

When looking at the incidents that have occurred over the past month, one 
thing that stands out is how minor some of the alleged offenses are—and that 
someone feeling suspicious or uncomfortable is enough to warrant calling 
law enforcement.

These examples show how people of color are subject to arbitrary social 
expectations and heightened scrutiny. And it’s a phenomenon that academ-
ics argue is more likely to happen in places where people of color, especially 
black people, are in the minority. (Lockhart)

The other scary thing about these incidents is the willingness to try to wea-
ponize the police against blacks simply because the callers thought they 
were up to no good. Was it their actions that made them look like they were 
up to no good? Or was it their mere presence that set the callers on edge? 
How many times have the callers observed other white people exhibiting 
the same behavior but not called police to have that person escorted from 
the premises? We will never get the answer, but it makes me wonder if this 
will be a continuing trend.

Historically, whites don’t have to change to make blacks comfortable. It’s 
the other way around. Blacks are very aware of the image many whites have 
about them. In order to make sure whites are comfortable with them and 
that they don’t do anything to accidently verify a preconceived idea about 
them, they often do what they can to adopt the social and professional norms 
of whites. Again, many times this is done so they don’t bring undue atten-
tion and potential negative consequences to themselves.

I did this even when I worked as an officer. When I wasn’t in uniform, I 
always made sure that if I was around white people I didn’t know, I auto-
matically introduced myself as “Officer Carter” so they would know that I 
was “okay” and not a threat to them. I carried my badge on my belt so I could 
quickly show it to them as proof. I didn’t carry it in my back pocket because 
I didn’t want anyone accusing me of reaching for something that could be 
used to hurt them.

Even today, as a professor and pastor in white settings, I’m still aware that 
when people meet me for the first time, I have to quickly make sure they 
know that I’m “okay.” I don’t speak loudly, don’t make quick movements, and 
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try to dress in a way that doesn’t make me look like the typical thug that is 
regularly shown on television. I do this even when I’m playing golf, my favor-
ite activity. I have a white friend from church who I play with on a regular 
basis. His life experience is totally different from mine. After engaging with 
him about my understanding of how many white people may perceive me, 
he acknowledged that he notices that when we walk into the clubhouse to 
pay for our golf game, which is usually primarily occupied by older white 
men, they stare at me like they are wondering why I’m there.

White people also have to realize that the black experience isn’t uni-
form anymore. We live and operate in worlds that were off limits to us just 
25 years ago. (Again, I’m the pastor of a historically white congregation 
and I teach at a historically white religious institution with only two full-
time black faculty members.) But just because blacks have been able to 
accomplish certain things in life doesn’t mean that people, in particular 
law enforcement, still don’t view us from a particular lens or set of experi-
ences. Being upwardly mobile may give us access to new experiences, but 
that doesn’t shield us from old stereotypes that are entrenched in sys-
tems that were designed to keep us in certain places, both physically and 
socially.

A way to help whites and blacks combat this process that’s still in effect 
is to intentionally build relationships across races and social classes. This is 
not always easy and is not primarily the responsibility of whites alone, but 
they hold the power when it comes to questions and conversations of racial 
reconciliation.

Whites do not talk about racism because they do not have to talk about it. 
They have most of the power in the world—economic, political, social, cul-
tural, intellectual, and religious. There is little that blacks and other people 
of color can do to change the power relations in the churches, seminaries, 
and society. Powerful people do not talk, except on their own terms and 
almost never at the behest of others. All the powerless can do is to disrupt—
make life uncomfortable for the ruling elites. (Cone 2012, 344)

Whites not only don’t have to talk about race, they don’t have to talk about 
how the pursuit of criminality affects blacks because it doesn’t primarily 
affect you. My hope is that after reading this book more of you will.

While I do want to acknowledge those who have joined with blacks to 
begin to address the disparities in how justice is or isn’t administered in 
appropriate ways, I still have to acknowledge that things will not change 
until more whites understand the story that has been told about black crim-
inality. I understand that many will push back against what I just stated, 
citing the election of Barack Obama as our nation’s first black president as 
evidence that race relations have improved in America and that my argu-
ment is flawed. Unfortunately, electing a black president didn’t result in the 
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incarceration levels of blacks decreasing. Those numbers didn’t experience 
significant change during Obama’s eight years in office.

Also, since Obama left office and was replaced by Donald Trump, our 
nation has experienced an increase in the boldness of white supremacist 
rhetoric, the building of a substantial physical wall because people agreed 
with Trump’s rhetoric that Mexicans are dangerous and only send their 
criminals to America, and increased incidents like the one that occurred 
in Charlottesville, Virginia. In order for our criminal justice system to 
change, we all have to acknowledge how it has affected vast populations in 
many intended and unintended ways and that it will take our combined 
efforts to change it for the better.

My final suggestion is that we must hold reporters and media entities 
accountable for how they use race to scare others and facilitate some of the 
divisions that exist in our nation. We must also hold ourselves accountable 
for how we allow media to think for us instead of thinking for ourselves. “If 
change is to come about, media outlets need to start facilitating conversa-
tions about race and crime in the 21st century. Perhaps journalists should 
face their own personal biases and/or understand that words have mean-
ing before using racist language in their headlines” (Frisby 2017, 176).

In stating this, I realize that some believe that the media only shows 
images of blacks as criminals, while others believe that the media doesn’t 
tell the truth about how blacks do participate in criminal behavior. If the 
only place you get your information about people who are different from 
you is through the media, you are missing out on what the real world is like. 
You are missing out on experiencing relationships that may cause you to 
have to leave your comfort zone, but the places they will take you and the 
experiences you will have will help contribute to making our nation and 
world a better place.

This idea is not new. The suggestion to learn who people really are and 
not just accept what other people tell you to believe about them is found 
throughout the history of literature. It’s found in the book The Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn, which was written by Mark Twain, and the correspond-
ing musical Big River. The book and musical chronicle the adventures of 
two boys, Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer, and a runaway slave named 
Jim and their adventures along the Mississippi River during the late nine-
teenth century.

In the story, Huck has been adopted by two older women, and they set 
out to civilize him and save his soul. Huck dreams of adventure and love. 
Jim, the slave, dreams of equality, freedom, and opportunity. Although they 
are worlds apart, they have a common hope: to be free. To be free of 
others’ expectations of them. To be free of the physical confines they 
both face. Within the story, Huck and Jim encounter questions, questions 
that are generated from outside parties and questions that come from 
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within themselves. Questions like, “Is life fair?” “Did God create all people 
to be equal?” “If God did, why are some people not treated that way?”

Huck, the boy of adventure, also has to deal with the question of whether 
he’s willing to be made into a civilized young man by his aunts and the 
townspeople. Jim also has to deal with questions: Will he allow himself to 
continue being treated as “other?” Will he allow himself to be sold to yet 
another master, who in all likelihood, will not treat him well? Neither wait 
for someone else to give them the answers to their questions. They both 
escape their circumstances and begin to float down the Mississippi River 
toward freedom. Physical and psychological. Huckleberry Finn and Big River 
deal with questions. Personal and corporate. The most interesting one to 
me is, “Do we have to accept the future that someone else has planned for 
us or others?”

I think another religious text expresses the same idea. Acts 10 deals with 
these types of questions as well. Are we locked into following older tradi-
tions of how we view relationships and interact with people, or with appro-
priate prompting and blessing, are we allowed to make a new path of what 
it means to live in relationship with each other? The central characters of 
the text are forced to address the idea of being worlds apart and with the 
idea of “otherness.” I won’t bore the reader by repeating all the details of the 
text, but I will summarize it as quickly as possible.

In the text we are introduced to Cornelius, a Gentile official within the 
oppressive Roman army. Cornelius wasn’t necessarily a bad man. He actu-
ally seems to be a very good man. He was a “God-fearer,” and so were the 
people in his household. He worshipped at the local Jewish synagogue, 
acknowledged the God of the Jews as the one true God, and complied with 
some Jewish customs. Although he followed many of the Jewish customs, 
he likely was not circumcised and would have been considered a good per-
son, but just not good enough. Jewish tradition said he wasn’t good enough 
because he was not a Jew. He was “other.”

Cornelius is visited by an angel who tells him that God has recognized 
his heart and sacrifice. His prayers to God have not been ignored. His gifts 
on behalf of other people have not been ignored. God recognized and appre-
ciated his actions. He was pleasing to God. The angel then directs Corne-
lius to send men to Joppa to find a man named Simon Peter. He isn’t told 
why. He’s just told to do it. And he complied. The next day, Simon Peter, 
one of Jesus’ former disciples, was sitting on a roof trying to figure out what 
he wanted for lunch. He suddenly had a vision in which he saw the heavens 
open and something like a big sheet descend from the sky. On the sheet were 
all kinds of animals. Birds and reptiles. Big and small.

A voice from heaven commanded Peter to rise, kill, and eat. This was a 
no-no for Peter, the devout Jew. Throughout his life, he was taught to read 
the right books, go to the right places, avoid the wrong people, and not eat 
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certain food. To Peter, these animals were not right. They were unclean, 
defiled, and “other.” Before it was all done, the voice told Peter multiple 
times, “What God has made clean, do not call common.” Don’t call it defiled 
or “other.” As you can imagine, Peter was mystified and stunned. Why would 
God ask him to do something that he understood to be sin? Why would God 
ask him to do something “other?” Something uncomfortable? Before he 
could come up with an answer, the Spirit of God told him that Gentiles 
would come looking for him and he should go with them. Shortly thereaf-
ter, Cornelius’ men arrived looking for Peter and he went with them.

I don’t want to gloss over this important series of events. This is a sig-
nificant development in the life of this devout Jew named Peter and the 
Roman official named Cornelius. Jews didn’t fraternize with Gentiles and 
vice versa. Cornelius represented Rome’s military power and control over 
Peter’s people. Positive casual interaction between Peter and Cornelius 
would have been unlikely under most circumstances. A devout Jew, in 
general, would have has very little to do with a Gentile. Having fellow-
ship with a Gentile was like eating unclean meat that came down on a 
sheet from heaven. Yet there Peter was. In a Gentile’s home, doing the 
unthinkable.

At that meeting, Peter shares his particular faith with all who were gath-
ered, and they were all converted. People who were once considered 
unclean were found to be acceptable to the same God Peter followed. People 
who were once considered to be “other” were now part of the same spiri-
tual family. Those whom Peter once called outsiders are now called children 
of God. This happened not because Peter wanted it to. It happened because 
Peter’s God said that they were acceptable. It was Peter’s job to get in line 
with God’s thinking.

People who, at the beginning of the day, were worlds apart became spiri-
tual brothers and sisters. Those who, like Jim and Huck Finn, saw the same 
stars through different eyes and experiences, those that were worlds apart, 
were now seeing life the same. Jim and Huck Finn and Peter and Cornelius 
aren’t the only ones who have to deal with this issue of differing worlds or 
clean versus unclean. We do as well—we just call it something else. Although 
you may not disregard someone due to their skin color, you likely disregard 
people for other reasons.

A pastor friend of mine once said that people everywhere call somebody 
unclean. St. Louis calls Kansas City unclean because of the Royals. St. Louis 
calls Chicago unclean because of the Cubs and the Blackhawks. We all look 
for people who we can cast to the outside so we can feel comfortable resid-
ing on the inside. My question for the reader is, who helps you feel like an 
insider? What person or group of people do you stand against in order to 
help you find your identity? Unfortunately, America has made a history of 
doing this to black and brown people. What will it take for this to end?
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Brief Concluding Thoughts

“If your theology allows you to exclude people in the afterlife, it makes 
it easier to do the same in the here and now.”

—Holy Heretics Podcast, 2018

A story is being told that needs to be addressed. The truth is that black 
people commit crimes. Black people in Chicago and St. Louis shoot each 
other on a regular basis. Black people in New York break into cars, steal 
them, and go on joy rides. Black people in Baltimore sell and smoke crack. 
White people all over our country do the same thing. But that’s not the story 
that’s being told. The story that we’re regularly being told is that only, or 
primarily, blacks are criminals.

When a police officer is accused or found guilty of breaking the law or 
mistreating black and brown citizens, the media and white citizens say that 
officer was a bad officer or an outlier, implying that the officer was acting 
in a way that wasn’t normal for the culture of policing. But when an Afri-
can American is accused or convicted of wrongdoing, the assumptions and 
statements are that person represents all black people. We never hear that 
they are a bad singular person. Instead, they represent all people like them.

I know that black people shoot and rob each other, steal cars, and use 
drugs. It’s a fact that can’t be denied. Criminal behavior is a part of black 
life. But that’s not the only experience of black people. The story that’s being 
told implies that this type of behavior forms the foundation for much of 
black life. That isn’t true. Black people who participate in this type of behav
ior are in the minority. Just as in white, Asian, Latino, or any other culture. 
The story implies that black criminality is much worse and more pervasive 
than the criminality of any other group of people. We can no longer believe 
this story.

The formation and sharing of this story weren’t by accident. It was done 
intentionally by a small group of people who hoped that people in our 
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country wouldn’t be savvy enough to decipher bad information or were not 
inclined to ask more questions when they heard the story told. Unfortu-
nately, in many ways their plan was successful. In our nation, we have an 
image in our minds of who black people are and how they act that has been 
passed down from generation to generation. We allow a few incidents to rep-
resent an entire group of people and their existence.

The story may show that black criminality is real, but it doesn’t show that 
black criminality doesn’t exist solely because black people hold a disposi-
tion toward crime. Data may show that some blacks do have extensive crim-
inal histories and serve longer prison terms due to those histories, but 
their initial introduction to the criminal justice system may have been due 
to the attitudes, misconceptions, and illegal and immoral actions of those 
who are charged with protecting and serving them. The story may show that 
whites’ views of blacks have improved over the years, but long-held beliefs 
about black culture and the need for white culture to be protected from its 
growth and intrusion into their daily lives insulates whites from under-
standing or acknowledging their participation in furthering the story.

As I understand it, law enforcement, the main antagonist in this story, 
in and of itself, isn’t the only problem. The systems that continue to make 
unnecessary distinctions between people of different skin colors and socio-
economic statuses are responsible culprits as well. Until we can figure out 
ways to see the common value we all intrinsically hold and see police as the 
servants of our common good, including good that equally incorporates 
black and brown people, we will continue to live within a nation that will 
go to any means to keep certain people within their designated places. We 
all must understand and acknowledge our part in the system and the story 
that is being told if we hope to change it for the better.

A final religious text will help me clarify this idea. In the biblical book of 
Jonah, God calls a prophet to participate in the process of redeeming a cer-
tain group of people. The problem was this group was the mortal enemy of 
Jonah’s tribe. The last thing he wanted was to do anything nice for them. 
He would have preferred to witness their city burning to the ground with 
all of them in it. Jonah was fighting mad that God would want something 
good to happen for them. He was even madder that his God was asking him 
to do it.

I understand Jonah’s frustration. In the neighborhood where I grew up 
with my twin brother, enemies were commonplace and fighting was an 
expected part of life. Not a pleasantly expected part of life, but a part, none-
theless. Knowing that physical altercations were going to be a part of life, 
my grandparents tried to mentally prepare us for the days that we would 
find ourselves in the unfortunate position of having to physically defend 
ourselves. Part of that preparation was to instill in us the mind-set that we 
were to never start a fight, but we sure were supposed to try to end it by 
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beating the other person—and if we couldn’t beat them, that person should 
at least walk away knowing that they had been in a fight.

My grandparents were both faithful, loving Christians who took us to 
church twice a week. As much as they taught us the value of memorizing 
and living out Christian principles, they also taught us to value our own 
safety and to protect ourselves from unnecessary physical harm. For them, 
it was one of the realities they knew we would face, and they wanted us to 
have a plan for handling the tough parts of life. They knew that although 
we were Christians, we didn’t live in a vacuum. Just because they were teach-
ing us to live in a certain way didn’t mean that other parents were teaching 
their children the same thing.

This idea of not living in a vacuum is still true today. Just because I believe 
certain things about life doesn’t mean anyone else in the world respects or 
agrees with my beliefs and values. I believe in unconditional love, the inher-
ent value of all life, and that all people were created in the image of a com-
mon Creator and therefore hold certain intrinsic values. The truth is that 
not everyone sees value in all lives. Unfortunately, some people see just the 
opposite. They see value not in recognizing and respecting life, but in tak-
ing it and hurting it. We are reminded of this every time we hear about a 
mass shooting, or terrorist act, or some other senseless act of violence that 
changes people’s lives unnecessarily.

In Jonah 4, our antihero is angry at God because God sent him to preach 
repentance to the people of Nineveh who, in the not-so-distant past, had 
conducted terrorist strikes against Jonah’s people, the Israelites, and defeated 
them. Nineveh was the sworn enemy of Jonah’s people, and God had the 
nerve to send him to those people so they could be saved. Think about that 
for a moment. It would be like a person who lost a loved one in a terrorist 
attack being sent by God to a terrorist training camp and having that per-
son say to everyone at the camp, “Repent because God wants you to be for-
given and reconciled to Him.” Can you imagine how much pain and 
confusion that person would be facing?

Jonah’s faith and theology didn’t exist within a vacuum. Neither did his 
pain or his frustration with God or the people of Nineveh. Jonah expressed 
this anger toward God. He told God that he didn’t want to see the Ninevites 
repent because he knew that God would forgive them if they did. The last 
thing Jonah wanted to see was them receiving the same thing from God that 
he and Israel had received, which was forgiveness. He knew that there 
would be consequences to preaching to the people of Nineveh. Either they 
would disregard him and die, or they would believe him and continue to 
live.

God’s response to Jonah’s protest was a simple question: “Don’t you think 
I should be concerned about those people?” I leave the reader with the same 
type of question. Shouldn’t we be concerned about all people? Not just those 
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who look like us, or have similar life experiences as we do, or who occupy 
the same economic strata as us? You don’t have to be a person who holds to 
any religious faith to understand the importance of this. Unless we begin 
to not only understand this but also live it out, we will continue to be a 
divided nation sliding down a slippery slope.
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Postscripts

Instead of continuing with a lengthy conclusion, I want to end this book by 
sharing a multipart postscript that I think will help readers better under-
stand the intricacies of how the story that has been told affects even police 
officers, in particular black officers. The first postscript is a list of articles 
that have been published in the past few years that share data and informa-
tion in an accessible way and reinforces the thoughts in this book. Under-
standing that most readers don’t want to have paragraphs of data shoved at 
them, I share these links in the hopes that they are an easy way for readers 
to become even more familiar with how police patrol different communi-
ties differently, the efforts officers and departments go to to justify or cover 
up those practices, efforts to besmirch an African American victim’s repu-
tation, and the public’s defense of officers, even when it has been proven that 
they have acted wrongly.

The second postscript is an interview I conducted with Detective Ser-
geant Heather Taylor who is, at the time of this writing, assigned to the 
Homicide Division for the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department. She 
is also the president of the Ethical Society of Police, a primarily African 
American police officers association with branches serving officers for the 
St. Louis city and St. Louis County police departments.

The third postscript is a document that outlines the recent work of the 
Alliance for Interracial Dignity, a volunteer-led group of residents, primar-
ily from Webster Groves, Missouri, who have been intentional in calling 
local police departments into account for how they spend public funds as 
it relates to policing local communities. I believe Sgt. Taylor and the lead-
ers of the Alliance for Racial Dignity can serve as models for how the story 
of black criminality intersects with the system that is policing and eventu-
ally bring about positive change.

The final postscript is a spiritual exploration of the idea of Christian 
responsibility to recognize the inherent value held by those who may be 
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different from us. As you read this, you may wonder why I have decided to 
include something like this in a nonreligious book that deals with the legal 
and sociological realities of policing in America. The answer is simple: before 
I served as a police officer, I served the church. While I was an officer, I 
served as interim pastor of a congregation located in one of the districts 
I actively patrolled. After I left the department, I accepted a call to return 
to that district to serve as lead pastor of a different congregation. While 
serving there, people who previously only knew me as Officer Carter vis-
ited the church. I eventually began to build relationships with people I had 
previously arrested in ways I had never imagined. Those relationships were 
built on a common foundation of faith.

I am a person of faith. I am unashamed about that fact. But I also respect 
that not everyone believes what I believe or agrees with the idea of maintain-
ing religious beliefs. With that being said, I can’t get away from my faith. It is 
what causes me to believe that all people are created equal and deserve to be 
treated with value. Unfortunately, those of us who claim to have particular 
faith practices as a shared background spend an awful lot of time looking like 
our faith has been influenced by the world and politics, instead of the other 
way around. Whether you’re a person of faith or not, I invite you to read those 
words and consider them. If they don’t hold any meaning for you, I hope you 
will consider sharing them with someone for whom they may hold meaning.

Postscript #1

A Brief History of Slavery and the Origins of American Policing
https://plsonline​.eku​.edu​/insidelook​/brief​-history​-slavery​-and​-origins​
-american​-policing

A short academic article that relates the connection between the birth 
of policing in the United States and its connection to maintaining slavery’s 
presence in certain geographic areas.

United States Department of Justice Civil Rights Division. 2015. Inves-
tigation of the Ferguson Police Department
https://www​.justice​.gov​/sites​/default​/files​/opa​/press​-releases​/attachments​
/2015​/03​/04​/ferguson​_police​_department​_report​.pdf

The report from the Department of Justice concerning the investigation 
into illegal behaviors utilized by police officers and the legal system in Fergu-
son, Missouri, against African American and poor community members.

African American Male Police Officers’ Perceptions of Being Racially 
Profiled by Fellow Police Officers
https://scholarworks​.waldenu​.edu​/dissertations​/3434/
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This accessible 2017 doctoral dissertation explored the experiences of 
black police officers who were racially profiled during traffic stops by their 
white co-workers.

Race and the Tragedy of Quota-Based Policing
http://prospect​.org​/article​/race​-and​-tragedy​-quota​-based​-policing​-0 
(The article originally appeared in The American Prospect magazine.)

Extensive 2016 article exploring the pervasiveness of police arrest and 
citation quotas that are still in practice and how they primarily affect black 
and brown and poorer citizens.

4 St. Louis Police Officers Indicted, Accused of Beating an Undercover 
Colleague During Stockley Protests
https://www​.stltoday​.com​/news​/local​/crime​-and​-courts​/st​-louis​-police​
-officers​-indicted​-accused​-of​-beating​-an​-undercover​/article​_4a82d209​
-b3cd​-565e​-9a97​-309cf1c2a5af​.html

In 2017, four St. Louis police officers working a detail related to public 
protests of the exoneration of a white officer who had been filmed pursu-
ing and killing a black suspected drug dealer beat multiple protestors, one 
of which turned out to be a black undercover St. Louis officer.

For Framing Innocent Black Men, a Florida Police Chief Gets 3 Years 
in Prison
https://www​.miamiherald​.com​/news​/local​/community​/miami​-dade​
/article222205540​.html

In 2018, the police chief of Biscayne Park, Florida, was convicted of direct-
ing his officers to arrest black men who didn’t look like they belonged in 
the area and to charge them with burglary so the department could keep 
its burglary clearance rate at 100 percent. One of the ironies in this case is 
the chief ’s prison sentence was shorter than the sentence given to some 
of the men who were falsely accused of burglary and other crimes.

Why Did Dallas Police Search a Man’s Home for ‘Narcotics’ after One 
of Their Own Killed Him?
https://reason​.com​/blog​/2018​/09​/12​/frfrfr

As previously shared, in 2018, a white female officer in Dallas, Texas, 
assuming it was her residence, entered the wrong apartment and killed the 
occupant. Instead of acting and communicating transparently about what 
occurred, the Dallas department obtained a search warrant in the hopes of 
finding illegal contraband. They found a small amount of marijuana and 
leaked this information to reporters in the hopes that it would help them 
frame the victim in a negative way, all the while never answering the ques-
tion of why the officer was still employed by them after she killed someone 
who was in their own home.

—-1
—0
—+1

Carter_1st pass.indd   91 3/19/19   8:47 PM



92	 Postscripts

New Jersey Sheriff Resigns after Racist Remarks Captured on Tape 
https://thehill​.com​/blogs​/blog​-briefing​-room​/news​/407831​-nj​-sheriff​
-resigns​-after​-racist​-remarks​-captured​-on​-tape

In 2018, a New Jersey sheriff and multiple deputies resigned after tape 
surfaced of the sheriff making disparaging comments in line with his belief 
that there is a propensity for criminal behavior in African American com-
munities and the lack of adequate criminal prosecution in his community.

Rioting Eagles Fans Prove White Privilege Is Alive and Well
http://faithfullymagazine​.com​/philly​-riots​-eagles​-fans​-white​-privilege/

In 2018, the Philadelphia Eagles won the Super Bowl. Primarily white 
fans responded by participating in public riots and mass destruction of 
public property. The article reflects on how these actions were framed in a 
positive way due to whites being the primary perpetrators versus how the 
actions would have been perceived had the groups been primarily African 
American.

Postscript #2

WHY DOES THE ETHICAL SOCIETY OF POLICE EXIST?

Interview for the Communities Forward podcast, recorded September 3, 
2016.

Terrell Carter (TC): Good afternoon, this is Terrell Carter and I am your 
host for Communities Forward. Communities Forward is a program that 
seeks to move communities forward through conversations with commu-
nity leaders, and to figure out ways to help improve our communities, help 
improve our neighborhoods, and to help improve our region. Today we have 
a special guest with us. Her name is Sergeant Heather Taylor, and she is the 
president of the Ethical Society of Police. The Ethical Society of Police is 
the African American Police Officers’ Association for the city of St. Louis, 
and in a moment of transparency, or a moment of clarity, I just have to 
remind everyone that I am a former St. Louis city police officer. I was a police 
officer for five years. I did not have the pleasure of working with Sergeant 
Taylor, but I’m very familiar with some of the concerns, or some of the things 
that she sees on a daily basis, and I hope this will be an interesting conver-
sation. Sergeant Taylor, thank you for joining us today.

Sergeant Taylor (HT): Thank you for having me.

Terrell Carter: So, I always like to begin the program by asking our guests 
just to tell our listeners about themselves, so they can understand who you 
are and some of your life experience. Are you from St. Louis? Did you grow 
up in St. Louis?
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Sergeant Taylor: Yes, born and raised here.

Terrell Carter: Is there a particular neighborhood that you grew up in?

Sergeant Taylor: The Greater Ville and Ville neighborhoods.

Terrell Carter: For our listeners who may not be familiar with the Greater 
Ville and the Ville neighborhood, which is where I grew up as well, right 
behind Sumner High School, would you explain what the Ville is, and as I 
ask that question, I have a big smile on my face. Explain to our listeners what 
the Ville is.

Sergeant Taylor: The Ville is in north St. Louis, a predominantly African 
American neighborhood. It’s the corridors, I want to say, and hopefully I 
get them right because they did the redistricting thing that was a nightmare, 
it’s going to be, I believe, Cook to Vandeventer, Vandeventer no—Vandeventer 
to Kingshighway north and south streets, Cook east and west to . . .

Terrell Carter: The big thing is, it’s in north St. Louis.

Sergeant Taylor: Yes, it’s in north St. Louis.

Terrell Carter: And physically, economically, what is the Ville like? The 
Greater Ville?

Sergeant Taylor: It’s doing a come-up. They’re building and trying to revi-
talize the area, and it’s looking good. But it’s predominantly African Amer-
ican, lower income, you know the one school there of course is going to be 
Sumner High School.

Terrell Carter: And they’ve tried to close Sumner how many times?

Sergeant Taylor: Oh, numerous!

Terrell Carter: They’re both neighborhoods, or both communities, that 
need help . . . ​I’m sorry. “Help” is not the word. Attention.

Sergeant Taylor: Resources.

Terrell Carter: Resources, right. And this interview is not about the dis-
tribution of resources in the city of St. Louis. I’m waiting for a different con-
versation, or different day for that, but it’s a challenge I can imagine, it was 
a challenge growing up in that area. It was a joy for us. I say us because I 
have a twin brother. It was a joy for us because we didn’t know any better. 
Do you still live in north St. Louis? I’m not asking for your address. But do 
you still live in the city of St. Louis?

Sergeant Taylor: I did when I first became a police officer. For about four 
years, I stayed in the Ville area. I moved to Central Patrol, and I live south 
now.
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Terrell Carter: Okay. So, why did you become a police officer?

Sergeant Taylor: You know, I’ve always loved uniform. I actually wanted 
to be a Marine. That was like one of my very first goals in life was to join 
the Marine Corps. And I had a cousin who joined the police department, 
she was a Marine, and she also was a St. Louis City police officer and detec-
tive. We were always taught to respect the police and to obey the law and 
to do right, and we had a brother who didn’t do those things, and so we saw 
the interactions that happened with my . . . ​I’m the youngest, but my brother, 
who’s the second youngest . . . ​got in trouble a lot. There were good cops and 
then there were some bad ones. The good cops showed me how things should 
be, and I always respected that. I was just in awe of it. And I wanted to 
become a police officer from that standpoint. But in 1992, my aunt was shot 
and killed by a St. Louis city sheriff’s deputy, and he received . . . ​which was 
my cousin, my cousin was a police officer who was still on the department 
at the time, and he was arrested, and he received a very light sentence. And 
from that day forward, I knew that I would ultimately become a police offi-
cer. It’s all I wanted to do. I went away to school on a basketball scholarship 
to Southern Illinois University, but I only wanted to be a police officer. I 
wanted to go into it to change it and to be like those officers who were nice 
to my brother despite, even though he was pretty bad, despite him being 
bad, they treated him nice. They treated my family nice despite his actions 
which were very wrong.

Terrell Carter: For me, that’s not unique. In our neighborhood, and again 
I didn’t ask what specific street you lived on, we lived behind Sumner. And 
again, Sumner is the oldest black high school in the city of St. Louis, and 
not just the city of St. Louis but in the region if I’m not mistaken.

Sergeant Taylor: I think so.

Terrell Carter: Okay. There was a lot of action that occurred around there, 
and our experiences with police were not necessarily positive at all. We did 
have one, no we had two, positive police influences in our lives when we were 
younger. One, a lieutenant named Glenn Williams. I don’t know if you ever 
had the chance to work with him?

Sergeant Taylor: No.

Terrell Carter: Okay, so, we met Glenn through his son. When we were 
kids, we went to Marshall Elementary, and then we went to Simmons Middle 
School. But the point is we grew up with his son, and then the captain of 
the 8th District, that’s the district it was at the time, was a black man and I 
forget his name right now, but he coached my uncles. But the other police 
officers that we knew, that we met, we did not have such positive relation-
ships with. I find it interesting, and thankful on your behalf, that you had 
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those positive interactions with police when you were young. How long have 
you been on the department now?

Sergeant Taylor: Sixteen years.

Terrell Carter: If I was still there, I would be two years away from retiring.

Sergeant Taylor: Four years away.

Terrell Carter: In your 16 years . . . ​well, let me back up and ask this ques-
tion: What did you expect when you became a police officer, or did you have 
any expectations?

Sergeant Taylor: I was very naïve. My expectations were that I was going 
to just meet people, and I was going to change their lives and I was going to 
save everyone’s life and kumbaya and hug and it was going to be great. And 
you know, a lot of times it really has been that way. But that was my expec-
tation. Even though we lived in north St. Louis in an area where crack 
cocaine use and crime just exploded, we were still very sheltered. I’d never 
seen things and coming from college and being so green . . . ​you know, I just 
had different expectations. And actually, I still kind of do believe that some 
of those things, they will happen.

Terrell Carter: You still believe that what things will happen?

Sergeant Taylor: That I will continue to change policing and continue to 
be a positive influence with police work.

Terrell Carter: Over the 16 years, how has the department changed? I know 
that’s a very broad question. What I’m trying to get people to understand, 
is that policing obviously is . . . ​I think everyone knows that policing is not 
an easy job, to say the least. But policing is not just about putting on your 
uniform and going outside and interacting with citizens. Fortunately, or 
unfortunately, there are a lot of things that go on behind the scene that influ-
ence how you can do your job . . . ​that affect your ability to do certain 
things. In general, or in specifics, how has your department changed in 
16 years?

Sergeant Taylor: I think our department has changed in the sense that we 
are so much about enforcement, and you know enforcement . . . ​if you look 
at crime, crime is out of control. Enforcement is . . . ​yeah, there’s a great need 
for enforcement. But that community-oriented policing aspect, police ath-
letically (referring to the Police Athletic Leagues) . . . ​it’s here, but it’s not 
like it was when I first started. When I first started, I coached basketball. 
So, I was very involved. There were a lot of coaches, different sports. We all 
had these teams. We were able to connect with kids and just follow their 
progress. And now? It’s different. I haven’t coached in eight years, maybe, 
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or somewhere around there. And police athletically, things like that are the 
community-oriented aspects of policing. You had the officers in schools. You 
had officers in just about every other school, and now you don’t have that. 
There are less officers, of course, but the connections with people and con-
necting to people is gone. People have to trust you to tell you about crime. 
They really just have to. There’s a lack of trust, and a lot of it came about 
because of the actions of bad officers. There’s a huge disconnect now com-
pared to the way it was when I first started. I’m not saying that things were 
great when I first came on in 2000, but now things are just . . . ​there’s a huge 
divide, you know?

Terrell Carter: There’s a huge divide between citizens and police?

Sergeant Taylor: Absolutely. There’s a huge divide between citizens and 
police. The trust factor is much less. Not that it was some outstanding factor 
anyway, but it’s much less than it was when I first started. Gone are the days 
of chasing someone with a gun and running through (a neighborhood) and 
people telling you, “Hey! There he is! He went that way! He went that way!” 
Those days are very few. Those things don’t happen a lot, compared to when 
I first started. The things that you see. . . . ​Some of it, no, a lot of it, is in the 
hands of officers because of a lack of trust.

Terrell Carter: What are some of the most crucial things facing St. Louis 
from a law enforcement perspective?

Sergeant Taylor: Just . . . ​the stuff we just spoke about. The disconnect 
between the community, our ability to have people trust us . . . ​to tell us 
what’s happening in communities to solve crimes. We are so much about 
enforcement. I’m not trying to say that enforcement isn’t critical. It IS. But 
there are times where you have an opportunity to connect with someone. 
Every day, any of us driving or doing anything, we’re probably committing 
a crime. But what crimes are worth arresting for? Some crimes just aren’t 
worth arresting. When you have the opportunity to change the landscape 
of someone’s life. If you put them in jail, is it really going to solve the issue 
for some crime that’s victimless? There has to be more of a . . . ​there is a need 
for, the community-oriented policing cop philosophy more so. I believe now, 
more than ever, because we’re so disconnected.

Terrell Carter: How do commanders respond to that kind of thinking? 
The reason why I ask is. . . . ​So, I left the police department because I testi-
fied against my partner. Now, I’ll never say that I was a perfect police offi-
cer. I am a Christian. I am a pastor. The point is, even within the faith 
system that I have, it was hard for me to walk according to that system 
and do the daily job of being a police officer. I’m not making excuses. I’m 
just saying that’s a reality. And I imagine that’s some of the struggle that 
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you may go through, and other officers go through. In my heart and in 
my mind, I wanted to do the things that you just talked about. Most 
people, as you said, don’t know, or don’t realize that, from the time they 
start their car and the time they drive to the first stop sign in their neigh-
borhood, they’ve probably committed a couple violations and could get 
tickets for that. But what’s the point of making somebody’s life harder 
when you can take a few moments to educate them? And you don’t know 
what’s going on or what has happened to them since they woke up that 
morning. My sergeants, my lieutenants did not care about that particular 
kind of thinking. It was, “You need to make statistics.” Well it really wasn’t 
“I” needing to make statistics. THEY were being told that their men 
needed to make statistics to make whatever lieutenant happy, to make 
whatever captain happy, to make whatever major happy . . . ​whatever. And 
I understand that because, in a sense, it’s somewhat of a business; you have 
to be able to show why you are employed and that you’re doing things in 
the community, all those things. My point is my philosophy as an officer 
was closer to yours, and I met a lot of pushback from my superiors. How 
do you, are you able to, interact with other commanders, because you 
work in what department?

Sergeant Taylor: Homicide.

Terrell Carter: And what does homicide do?

Sergeant Taylor: We investigate murders.

Terrell Carter: And St. Louis is one of the highest, statistically, cities for 
which crime?

Sergeant Taylor: We are rated number one per capita for homicide 
victims.

Terrell Carter: So, your job is not to go out and make people feel good. Your 
job is to go find out who killed someone.

Sergeant Taylor: It IS to make people feel good in a sense, because we want 
to give validation. We want our families to feel that, to know that, we are 
working hard to put somebody in jail that took the life of someone else. That 
nobody has the right to do that.

Terrell Carter: How do you reconcile . . . ​no, how do you combine . . . ​
reconcile is not the right word . . . ​how do you combine . . . ​how do you get 
your philosophy to work within the system where you’re detailed right now? 
And when we use the word “detail,” that word means where you are sta-
tioned. And that detail can change tomorrow. It can change two years from 
now and you may be in traffic, or you may be back in a regular uniform in 
the district.
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Sergeant Taylor: It’s very different for me because I’m in homicide. It’s dif
ferent from being in a specialized unit where you’re focused on guns and 
drugs and things of that nature; where it’s stat driven. Homicide is also stat 
driven, because, of course, you want to solve homicides. At the end of the 
day, you are giving families some sense of justice. And that’s our goal. In 
that it’s different from a victimless crime like dope and drugs, or anything 
like that. For us, it is driven. You are driven. My crew? I’m a sergeant. I want 
them ABSOLUTELY driven to solve these crimes because 90 percent of the 
people who are murdered, they look just like me, and they come from the 
same backgrounds that I came from: poor, impoverished, a lot of struggles 
financially, just systemic factors. So yes, we are driven. I’m not driven to put 
a case on someone (falsely charge someone with a crime in order to pad 
arrest statistics) that didn’t commit murder. No! But we are driven in the 
sense that we have to help people understand that we can have a homicide 
victim who could have been on paper (on probation or recently paroled) or 
have an arrest history a mile long. But, at the end of the day, someone took 
his or her life and they didn’t have a right to do that. That person has a family, 
they may have kids, there may be that “one” family member that’s concerned 
about us solving that crime . . . ​that’s who we work for. But as far as units 
where statistics are driven, I’ve been in specialized units my whole career, 
where you were focused on violent crime; getting robberies, guns, dope . . . ​
things of that nature that historically are problems within our communi-
ties. Am I statistic driven? In a sense yes. I was in those types of units as 
well. The push, as far as I think when I came on (to the police department), 
you had the issues where officers were trying to make stats and it was a big, 
big push with that. But for me? I can tell you I’ve, even when I started the 
police academy, run-ins with commanders where I spoke my mind. I’ve 
never really ever gotten away from that. Maybe, for me it hasn’t hurt (my 
career) as much as others, but just being able to stand up and speak your 
mind and tell it like you thought it was and what was right morally and what 
wasn’t (has been important). I’ve been transferred for speaking my mind. 
I’ve been that I would work in prisoner processing for the rest of my career. 
You name it. I have not been given jobs because “You’re not one of us, really.” 
And sometimes it is about corruption and it is about what you’re willing to 
do and what you’re not willing to do as a cop. And that’s where a LOT of 
cops run into problems. At the end of the day, you have to remember those 
oaths that you take to be just and fair. You can’t buy into the philosophy of 
the codes of silence that says, “Oh I’m going to make this arrest” for statis-
tics and things like that. We have certain people we’re arresting. This per-
son is probably addicted to crack cocaine. And maybe they have crack on 
them. But do we really need to tow their car? What is that really resolving? 
All that’s doing is making people hate us. We are towing their car. We’re 
going to lock you up because the drugs are yours. But if you’re towing their 
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cars, and you’re doing those extra things that aren’t necessary? That’s when 
we become disconnected as officers. And that’s a huge part of the problem. 
You’re already taking away someone’s freedom. And then towing their cars, 
and when they try to get their car out . . . ​guess what? It’s going to cost you 
a WHOLE lot of cash to get your car out. We’re doing all of these things 
and what’s the purpose? The purpose is to make money. It’s about statis-
tics. It’s about making money and driving revenue for a lot of areas. Even in 
the city of St. Louis, we had the towing scandal (that occurred in a special-
ized unit: Asset Forfeiture). After that, officers don’t tow cars now. Well, we 
shouldn’t have been towing cars before because if you think about it, what’s 
the purpose of it? We’re taking someone’s car. They may have a wife or kid, 
or whoever, who can use that car to continue to live some form of a normal 
lifestyle to get to and from work, but we’re doing all those things that aren’t 
really necessary. And people can say that, “Oh, it’s liberal. It’s soft.” But 
really, morally, it’s just RIGHT.

Terrell Carter: These people that are being arrested are still human, as well.

Sergeant Taylor: Right. Exactly.

Terrell Carter: One of the challenges that I experienced early on, and this . . . ​
I got over it pretty quickly, or was able to transfer away from that idea, that 
feeling . . . ​was that of me being separate from the citizens I was patrolling or 
from the world that I was working in. You know, seeing people as “other.” And 
you’re living it on a daily basis, so I’m not playing the world’s smallest violin 
for myself. . . . ​The point is that, I recognize that idea. I want to continue to 
explore this vein of your thinking in a more positive light, I guess. What have 
been the greatest opportunities to make a difference in people’s lives as a 
police officer? You just talked about the fact that you’re in homicide. My 
mother was killed when I was seven years old. One of the ironies of my tenure 
as a police officer is that the young police officer who found my mother, I 
eventually met him never knowing he was the one . . . ​you know, this is 20 
some odd years later, Lieutenant Scego, who is no longer on the police depart-
ment, but Lieutenant Scego was a patrolman who was the first responder to 
my mother being killed. I waited until three weeks before I finally quit the 
department to finally look up her report, and found . . . ​I was like, “Wow, I 
worked with the man that showed up to my mother’s . . . ​and you know, went 
to the hospital and talked with my grandparents . . . ​all those things.” And I 
wish I could have said thank you to him, if I would have known. And then I 
had the opportunity to work with his son as well, which is a unique story into 
itself, but we’ll leave that alone. The point is that in the big scheme of things 
you have such an important position in homicide. But what have been some 
of the other ways that you’ve made differences in people’s lives just [as] a 
patrolman or as a sergeant, you know, out in the street?
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Sergeant Taylor: Some of those things . . . ​you just DO THEM. It just is 
what it is. Somebody’s hungry, or somebody needs transportation to get 
somewhere, you just kind of . . . ​if you’re half a human being, you just do 
them. Those things are the things that you remember about this job at the 
end of the day. Victims I’ve had that have written letters to me. Suspects 
I’ve had that have written letters to me thanking me. Those are the things 
you remember the most about this job. It just stays with you. The push that 
keeps you going, you know? When you have bad days, or when you are deal-
ing with a command staff that just doesn’t get it. Those are the things you 
remember. Or even more so now, with us, it’s like . . . ​if it wasn’t for the 
community? * deep breath * Man, this struggle . . . ​this fight right now 
would be a thousand times worse if we didn’t have the community behind 
us pushing us to be transparent, REALLY transparent, not just saying the 
word but actually being transparent and standing up against corruption 
and speaking out against bad officers and bad things that are happening 
around the country. Those experiences, things people have thanked you for, 
and the community . . . ​yeah, without their support I think most of us 
would be zombies in this place.

Terrell Carter: A few weeks ago, almost a month ago, I saw an article in 
the primary Chicago newspaper that talked about being a police officer, 
being a black police officer, and the challenges that go along with that. Do 
you see, and this is a general question . . . ​I know you cannot speak for all 
black police officers. Is that something that is experienced by police offi-
cers in the city of St. Louis? And [as] I ask that question, in the back of my 
mind I think about how, statistically, St. Louis is one of most racially divided 
cities. The political division that we have, the economic division, the north 
side versus south side and how all of that plays into effect. . . . ​Is that a factor 
as well for police officers? For African American police officers? Or is it just 
when they put on the uniform, it’s all about being blue?

Sergeant Taylor: It’s a definite divide. You live it every time, you know, I go 
out and I’m exposed as a police officer and I show up on scenes. I’m African 
American first. That’s the first thing that I am. And I’m proud to be African 
American. I love African American people. I love PEOPLE, period, but you 
know I am an African American female, so when I go to scenes in north 
St. Louis, these are people. These are people that could have been me, could 
have been my family, you know it is a difference. And secondly, I’m a police 
officer. And it’s difficult at times because we get the negative, and we get 
the pushback from our own community, as well, because they don’t trust 
us . . . ​because so many of us have not stood up. We have, right now, an Afri-
can American (female) commander, a major, suing the department for gen-
der discrimination. But MAN, we’re looking at it like, “Do you not 
understand? This is about YOU. Do you not understand what’s happening 
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with policing right now in this country? In this world? What about the 
people in the community as an African American major on our police 
department?” One of the second highest-ranked commander[s] on the 
police department, and . . .

Terrell Carter: To be a woman?

Sergeant Taylor: Yeah, to be a woman. And this is what you’re standing up 
for? I understand that gender discrimination is huge, just as equally as being 
oppressed and being African American, those things are huge as well. But 
as an African American here, you’re not speaking on the oppression and the 
things that are happening in this city and the things that are happening all 
around the world. We’re making . . . ​we’re going out . . . ​the major is going 
out and she’s speaking about THAT, but what [about] this? What about the 
blue code of silence? What about that? That’s a huge issue. Being African 
American and a police officer, you feel, especially in our position, unethi-
cal. We feel like we have a huge responsibility to stand up, to speak out about 
oppression for everyone, whether you’re white, black, Asian, no matter what 
your sexual orientation is, your religion; all those things are important. Any 
form of oppression or maltreatment of someone is huge, especially for law 
enforcement officers, because we are held to a higher standard. And some-
times it’s very difficult when we are going out and policing. I mean, you’re 
called a sellout just because you’re a cop. And you have people who don’t 
know you individually, don’t know your struggle and probably don’t know 
that you’re one of the most (vocal) people on the department (related to) 
standing up for what’s right. And you get it, just because they see (what 
occurs on the streets and think) “Oh, you’re a cop.” A lot of people, even 
those in our communities, have the misconception in thinking that Afri-
can American communities, and everyone in them, don’t support the police. 
That’s far from the truth. I’m on the phone on a regular basis with people 
from the community, from African American communities, that want to 
resolve the issues and the problems and get us past this whole “blue code of 
silence.” And it’s very difficult at times because you get it, there is a need. 
But there are times when officers are wholeheartedly targeted and where 
they’re shot at. We just had something the other day where we had officers 
who were doing their job legitimately and had been targeted. I mean, I’ve 
lost friends on the department who have been killed in the line of duty for 
just doing their jobs and being good officers. There is a need across the coun-
try for better understanding on both sides. But it’s very difficult as an Afri-
can American because you see what’s happening with the Black Lives Matter 
movement and you understand the need for it. It was a long time coming. 
But you also see the need where there has to be peaceful ways for us to go 
about protesting. And everyone is angry for a legitimate reason, because 
anytime someone is killed and it’s not a justified incident, yeah . . . ​people 
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should be angry. They should want to hold police officers accountable. It’s 
understood. When officers and police departments aren’t being transpar-
ent with these incidents, and things are happening where it looks like there’s 
corruption, people have the right to protest us. That’s in your First Amend-
ment; you have the right to speak out about what’s happening.

So, you see it as an African American officer You support it to a point 
where it’s peaceful and we’re not doing the same things that some cops 
around the country have done to us, such as Walter Scott and Laquan 
McDonald. You have all these people . . . ​even the recent incidents in Baton 
Rouge . . . ​you have so many things happening where officers have taken 
someone’s life and it’s usually that same narrative. We know that more 
people are killed than just African Americans, but . . . ​that narrative . . . ​
when you see it you are like, “Whoa, they’re unarmed. And you see a video . . . ​
they’re shooting this person . . . ​they’re running . . . ​there in a car . . . ​no one’s 
in the direct line of getting killed . . . ​and cops are shooting at them. It makes 
you angry. As an African American cop, I understand both sides of it. As a 
cop, you know there have been times where I have been shot at. My part-
ners have been shot at. I have friends who have been murdered in the line 
of duty for doing their jobs. You see both sides of it and sometimes you are 
in the middle, but the reality is that if all officers stood up and did things 
the right way, although we know they’re going to make mistakes along the 
way because they’re human. But, if we stood up and did things the right way, 
we would have more support. We would have people trust us more. I’m sorry 
it sounds like I’m rambling.

Terrell Carter: No, no, no. It sounds like you are answering multiple ques-
tions I planned on asking, so you knocked that out. But I did have two more 
questions for you on a personal level. We were going to get into a discus-
sion about the Ethical Society. Your position with the Ethical Society and 
an explanation of that. Let me combine these last two personal questions. 
What do you wish people knew about your job, and what do you wish people 
knew about police officers as human beings?

Sergeant Taylor: I think the good majority of us come into this occupa-
tion with the grand idea of just being about helping and you’re thinking 
about looking at it from the approach of helping people. And when we get 
here, we deal with so much, especially within [the] St. Louis Metropolitan 
Police Department. You get here and day to day, the internal stressors from 
your commanders, the demands of doing this and doing that, the lack of 
promotions, the lack of being able to get transfers when you’re qualified, 
harsher disciplines for a lot of minorities on the department, and you know 
those things happen every day to someone you know. Not so much every 
day, but it happens so often . . . ​so frequently, and on top of that, you’re going 
from call to call to call. One day you might get a call for a victim who has 
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been raped and that victim may be eight years old. A week later you may 
get a call for a homicide and the victim may be an elderly female. You 
may get another call like something that just happened recently, and it was 
horrific, as well. A girl decided she wanted to stab a dog. You get all of 
these things happening, but during the course of your career, at the very 
beginning of your career is the only time you get that mental health assess-
ment. That’s where it’s mandatory. It’s when you start. It’s not continuous 
over the course of your career unless someone like a commander forces 
you or another supervisor forces you. If people understood the lack of 
mental health screening and mental health welfare checks on officers . . . ​
that’s part of the problem with officers doing the things they shouldn’t. 
It’s not an excuse for bad behavior, but it’s part of the problem. The lack 
of mental health, making it mandatory to receive screening, because some-
times you’re [looked] upon as, “Awww, man, this officer just snapped.” Really, 
most police departments can probably identify people, you know this, that 
you look at and think, “Man, I think that guy is going to snap one day.” Most 
of the time they don’t. All it takes is one officer with 16 rounds and two extra 
magazines to snap. And with the stresses of everyday work . . . ​you know.

Terrell Carter: Or with a baton or mace.

Sergeant Taylor: Mace . . . ​exactly. Everything you can name.

Terrell Carter: I have an acquaintance on the department who shot and 
killed someone. He got into a chase with a suspect and chased him into an 
area. It ended up the guy was much bigger than him. The guy went after his 
gun. He shot him. After the shooting he was sent downtown to headquar-
ters for several week . . . ​months. . . . ​and I finally saw him at headquarters 
and I said, “Hey man. How are you doing?” He was like “fine.” I was like, 
“Man, you shot and killed somebody. What do you mean you’re doing fine?”

Sergeant Taylor: Exactly.

TC: I asked, “What has the department done for you?” He said, “They gave 
me another bullet.” That answers the question about what the depart-
ment thinks. They didn’t send him . . . ​they didn’t mandate . . . ​they didn’t 
require . . . ​They just said, “You . . . ​get off the street. You don’t get to wear 
our uniform for a while.”

Sergeant Taylor: A very little while.

Terrell Carter: Right. And we’re going to give you a bullet to replace the 
one you used to kill someone else. So, obviously I agree wholeheartedly with 
what you just said. I’m going to say a couple of things to lead into the dis-
cussion on the Ethical Society. I am still acquaintances with multiple people 
on the department. And just a few moments ago you talked about the 
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internal stressors on the department. About African Americans, minori-
ties in general, because there are more minorities than just African Ameri-
cans on the department, and them getting prized promotions or being 
transferred, or things like that. I ran into an officer who actually retired 
from the police department. He’s a white gentleman and he did 25 years, 
or he worked 25 years. And I was like, “Hey, man. How are you doing? How 
is everything going on [in] the department? He said, “I had to retire. I had 
to get out of there.” I asked him what was going on? What was wrong? He 
felt comfortable enough to say this to me, literally. “I wasn’t going to get 
promoted. I wasn’t black. I wasn’t a woman. So, there was no way that I 
was going to have a real career on the department.” I was like, “Wow, so 
what are you saying to me?” He said no one gets promoted on the police 
department unless they’re black, a woman, or unless they’re gay. I was 
like, “Well, that’s not my experience, so I don’t understand.” He went on to 
say that there is a lot of tension from white officers, and again, this is 
a white man telling me this. He said that there was a lot of tension from 
white officers toward black officers . . . ​the same people that they worked 
with . . . ​because they felt like they were being left behind as second-class 
citizens (in order to promote blacks). But this occurred when we had our 
last (black) chief (Dan Isom), as well. And I’m not saying that it was true, or 
false, or whatever. Again, this was the narrative that was coming from 
him. Are you able to, I don’t want to put you into a negative position, but 
can you address that? Is there tension between white officers and black 
officers . . . ​or is it. . . . ​There’s a word that most people don’t know about. 
It’s called people with “steam.” People with “steam” means that you are a 
person that works within the department that is connected to someone 
else who has some type of political capital or someone who can help you 
throughout your political. . . . ​Your career as a police officer. Whether it 
means that, if you’re about to get into trouble, they can make a phone call 
and you don’t get in trouble. If you want to get a prized transfer, as you 
talked about, you can get the transfer. If you want a promotion, you can get 
the promotion. Is it black against white? Is it people with steam versus 
people without steam? Is there a division on the department, or am I just 
hearing a story from just a grumpy old man?

Sergeant Taylor: Partly a grumpy old man, but you’re absolutely right when 
it comes to any race. If you have anyone that’s going to make a phone call 
for you, be it alderman, senator, judge, U.S. congressman/woman, anyone 
that’s going to make a call on your behalf to someone high ranking within 
the police department, chances are you are going to have less discipline, but 
you’re probably going to get promoted faster. The system is the cronyism, 
the biases, racism, sexism, all of those things exist. You know we’re talking 
about human beings within the police department. Just as it happens 
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everywhere else, we should hold ourselves to a higher standard. We don’t 
in every situation. There is tension between African American officers 
and white officers. It exists. It does. You know, it’s historically existed, but 
now, more so than ever, things are much worse. As far as African Ameri-
cans go, I can speak directly from our perspective because I am African 
American, and over an association that’s 97  percent African American. 
From our perspective, he’s talking about who will not get promoted under 
Isom, but did you know that under Isom there were 13 sergeants, actually 
was it 15, who were eligible to be promoted. They were all white. So, if he’s 
saying that happened under Chief Isom. . . . ​These officers were promoted 
under Dotson (a white chief who followed Isom). There are 16 (officers) 
eligible for promotion. He’s (Dotson) promoted 14 of them. Correction. Fif-
teen of them. Fourteen white, one African American. When we talk about 
what he says, that unless you’re black, that’s absolutely far from the truth. 
You talk about, even under Isom who’s African American, you had num-
bers like that. When you have a department [that is] 63  percent white, 
a mostly white male department, the jobs go to those that make up the 
majority. And we have 33.4 percent which are African American, yet the 
promotion numbers don’t mirror those. It doesn’t mirror that. From 
the rank of colonel, major, captain, and definitely not a lieutenant, where 
there are some outrageous number of lieutenants who are younger. There 
is going to be white, and mostly white male. So, when he says that, he’s 
definitely misguided. It’s unfortunate that he felt that way, but it’s defi-
nitely not justified in his thinking. But we see things that are happening 
now with lawsuits, such as reverse discrimination lawsuits.

Terrell Carter: Like the lawsuit from (David) Bonenberger (a sergeant who 
won a lawsuit against the SLMPD for reverse discrimination when he was 
able to prove he was passed over for promotion due to his skin color).

Sergeant Taylor: Or like the lawsuit with Major Caruso which made the 
news. With Major Caruso, you have the things going on . . . ​I remember 
when I was an officer in South Patrol and he was over [at] the South Patrol 
(Detective) Bureau. There was already an African American female there, 
but they were trying to push me into the bureau. I had very little time on, 
so I shouldn’t have been considered for the position. I didn’t know what I 
was doing. When I asked him about me potentially being transferred back 
there when we already had an African American female, he essentially 
said, “You’re not going to get back there.” Not because I didn’t have enough 
time on, which would have made more sense, but because I was black. You 
have people filing those kinds of lawsuits. There are all these stories that 
people don’t get, and it’s unfortunate because, if you think about the city 
and the (racial) division. . . . (For instance) we have two papers. We have a 
black paper (St. Louis American) and a predominantly white newspaper 
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(Post-Dispatch). Ninety-seven percent of the Post-Dispatch staff is white 
and at the St. Louis American there’s a mixture (of races).

Terrell Carter: And the editor-in-chief of the black newspaper is a white 
male.

Sergeant Taylor: Exactly. And he’s on top of it.

Terrell Carter: And he’s a friend of mine, so I’m not saying it negatively.

Sergeant Taylor: He’s a nice guy. But you know we have that, and then we 
have a black police officers union and a white police officers union. Correc-
tion. A black police officers association and a white police officers associa-
tion within the police department. We are so divided, and everyone with 
their own opinions about what’s going on, but the one thing that people can’t 
get away from are the statistics. The statistics tell a different story.

Terrell Carter: Let’s get into the statistics. But as we do that, tell everyone, 
tell our listeners what the Ethical Society of Police is. It’s the African Amer-
ican society but explain a little more about it.

Sergeant Taylor: We’re an African American police association that was 
founded in the 1960s by African Americans because racial discrimination 
came about. The focus and the goals are to bridge the gap between the com-
munity and the police department. That is our goal now. It has been our 
goal since I’ve become president. It was the goal when Eddie Simmons was 
president as well.

Terrell Carter: How long have you been president?

Sergeant Taylor: Since February of 2015.

Terrell Carter: Was this something you wanted to do? Was this something 
that you were the best person to . . . ?

Sergeant Taylor: I thought about it. I did it. I knew that I would probably 
be, and I’m not trying to be arrogant, probably be the best person for it. The 
former president, who we were so grateful for, has been indicted for steal-
ing from the organization. He’s a police officer. We wholeheartedly wanted 
him held accountable. We initiated the prosecution of the former president, 
Sergeant Darren Wilson. People have been. . . . ​We’ve received a little back-
lash from African Americans. “Well, you’re putting another black man 
in jail.” Well let me tell you.

Terrell Carter: He never should have done anything wrong. Period.

Sergeant Taylor: He committed a crime. Who cares if he’s a police officer 
or not? He committed a crime. He needs to be held accountable. Just kind 
of forced . . . ​well sort of.
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Terrell Carter: Why . . . ​you mention statistics . . . ​just a little background 
for our listeners, again. Recently, the Ethical Society conducted a study . . . ​
released a study, and it was picked up by the New York Times. Would you 
mind talking about that because it talks about statistics, which you men-
tioned just a moment ago.

Sergeant Taylor: We felt the need to show the disparities, to show the cro-
nyism, to show just . . . ​the issues within our police department as far as 
promotions . . . ​as far as transfers. You know about knowing someone (hav-
ing steam) and having someone like you, and to get a job within the police 
department and in a specialized unit. And we have divisions within our 
police department that are about enforcement. These are the divisions that 
are about going out there and getting those crimes that are guns and dope 
and things like that and about that division being 80 percent white and 
mostly white male. You have over a 120-day time frame, 80 percent of people 
they arrested were African American, and we’re not saying that a good 
majority of the people that they arrested didn’t commit a crime because it’s 
highly likely that they did. But when you add that into the racial profiling 
numbers for the last three years for this city of St Louis that show that Afri-
can Americans are more likely to be stopped more but less likely to be 
found with contraband. That is for three years running that we stopped at. 
We did 2015, 2014, and 2013. I think we may have even done 2012 and it 
showed the same thing. So, you have these racial profiling numbers that tell 
a different story with contraband. Then you have these statistics within our 
police department that shows that . . . ​man . . . ​over 120 days, this unit that 
has mostly (mostly white males) . . . ​out of what, I think 11, one African 
American supervisor. You have these things that . . . ​on the surface they 
show that there is a problem. Or, if you think about how homicide . . . ​I 
believe right now, we’re probably at 81 percent white for homicide (detec-
tives). Ninety percent of the victims of homicides are African American. 
And this is traditionally, I think for the last four or five years. . . . ​So, you 
have this, and I’m not saying that these detectives and these division aren’t 
capable of being just and fair; however, with solving crime, we go right back 
to the Department of Justice where it says that having diversity is critical 
to solving crime because you have people who can identify with people who 
are investigating their crimes. Or they feel comfortable with talking because 
you usually feel comfortable with people kind of like you. It’s just a natural 
thing that happens. And we have this issue with outrageous crime, but 
we  have some divisions that don’t mirror . . . ​even slightly mirror that 
33.4 percent demographic of African Americans within the police depart-
ment. That’s a problem. Other minorities are even worse. It’s like 3 percent . . . ​
3 percent of our police department is Asian, Latino, and Hispanic. There is 
a lack of diversity, definitely.
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Terrell Carter: Not that I’m going to stick to the report . . . ​there’s the big-
ger question of how you get diversity on the police department . . . ​but let’s 
finish talking about the report. The report was picked up obviously by mul-
tiple news stations in the St. Louis Metropolitan area. It made it all the way 
to New York, and it was a hot blip on the screen for just a second, and then 
something else occurred. What has been . . . ​how has this report, the stance 
of the Ethical Society doing that publicly . . . ​how has that [affected] the 
organization’s ability to help its members . . . ​has it affected officers on an 
individual basis? Because, again, I know personally that when you stand up 
for something, and especially when you stand up for something that goes 
very high up or stand up against something that goes very high up, then 
you are going to have some type of retaliation. I’m not asking you to give 
specifics. Just in general, how has that affected the organization, and has it 
affected individual officers?

Sergeant Taylor: I can tell you we’ve had . . . ​one thing is that we have had 
tremendous support from the community and that’s been our backbone. 
The community has been our rock, and they’ve held us accountable and 
wants us to stand up and do right. But internally, a good majority of our 
commanders are distant from us. You know there is that issue. When we 
bring up new issues that were in the report that have come to light, people 
are more forthcoming with us. They’ve reached out to us about different 
divisions in our police department where they’re experiencing problems. At 
the airport . . . ​problems with the airport police. We have taken over (that 
force) with local control. Now we have these divisions where the airport . . . ​
they have a major, a lieutenant, and a sergeant . . . ​they’re all white. The air-
port (workforce) is probably about 60 percent African American. Then we 
have the deputy marshals. There you have mainly black and white officers 
with a white sergeant. We (Homicide) had a white sergeant, but now they’re 
going to replace him because he’s retired . . . ​and a white lieutenant. You’re 
talking about seven people. One African American supervisor. Deputy mar-
shals are mostly African American, so you have less taking over (leader-
ship) of these divisions. Now, for the first time ever in the history of the 
city of St. Louis, there are a whole lot of issues that are coming to light. 
Mostly, we believe, because most of the time people cannot identify with 
people who are not like them, so it’s just like the Department of Justice says 
when it comes to crime, it’s important for those things to balance out. And 
to put qualified . . . ​we’re not talking about putting unqualified African 
Americans in jobs. That’s not what we want. But there needs to be a bal-
ance. So, problems are coming up. When we wrote the report, we didn’t 
know about these issues. People now come forward. They feel comfortable. 
They’re not going to stand for it. They’re going to speak out, whether it’s -1—
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good, bad, or ugly. You know, we had to speak out about our former presi-
dent. We want him to go to jail. So, we need to speak out about good things 
that are happening, and bad things, and people see that there’s a balance. 
We have to also stand up for officers and police who have been targeted. 
Who have been killed in the line of duty. But we also have to speak out for 
people who have been targeted by police officers. Who have been murdered. 
Who have been unjustly charged with crimes, and things like that. People 
have begun to feel comfortable coming to us. A lot of people, on a daily basis, 
reach out to us to connect with us since then.

Terrell Carter: We’ve been talking for a while, and out of respect for your 
time, I want to ask you one last question. If you were given the opportunity 
to become a part of the leadership structure for the police department, what 
would be some of the first . . . ​or what would be some of the most crucial 
things that you would do . . . ​changes that you would make . . . ​things that 
you would implement?

Sergeant Taylor: The first thing that I would do would be . . . ​I know that 
in 2014 when Mike Brown was shot and killed by Darren Wilson, our 
police department came out, and we had some incidents as well here in 
the city where young men were shot and killed. But our chief and our com-
mand staff came out and said, “We are all about community engagement. 
This is what we’re about, and this is how we’re going to prove it. This is a 
priority.” Well, you fast-forward two plus years later, there are three 
people assigned to community engagement. And the enforcement aspect 
of the police department, which is critical too, had a unit with 60 people. 
So, what is a priority? We’re enforcing, and guess where it’s getting us? We 
still have high crime. We’re still not able to connect to get people to 
become informants. They don’t feel comfortable enough with us to sign 
up to become informants. What I would do if I was in a command rank 
position? I would change our focus to community engagement because it 
will solve crimes. It will lower crimes, and on top of that, it will help you 
to connect. Another thing we do now is, we (Ethical Society) have a 
minority recruitment program. Actually, the recruitment program really 
isn’t just for minorities. It’s like everyone you know. We have Bosnian 
Americans. We have Russian Americans. We have Mexican Americans in 
our class. We have African Americans. We have whites. We have every 
race you can name. They have gone through our minority recruitment 
program. Essentially, what it does is, it’s a pre-academy where we’re more 
focused on morals and ethics. It’s about bringing people in from the Black 
Lives Matter movement. People like the former chief of Ferguson, Mis-
souri, Chief Dotson (the chief of St. Louis PD at the time of this record-
ing). People that people may not like. People they may like. They tell them —-1
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everything up-front. The good, the bad, and the ugly. That’s what we focus 
on. It’s about ethics. How to patrol. How to interact with people and talk 
to people. Positive things. Giving community service. It’s that community 
engagement part again. That’s what our class does. But, internally, guess 
what we face with that? Backlash from our chief, who now says that he’s 
not really happy with the program despite the fact that, since October of 
2015, we’ve had 30 people go through our minority recruitment program 
who have now become recruits in training as police officers. So, you know 
we have African American commanders, too, who are high-ranking cap-
tains and majors, but they’re not really pleased with the program. But 
that’s what I would do. I would focus on improving recruitment and build-
ing a new type of officer that’s morally focused. That’s about community 
engagement. I would make those things a priority. And it’s not so much 
about having minorities as it is about having good people. You’re going to 
get minorities that are great. You’re going to get nonminorities that are 
great. If you make it more so focused on that and the mental health aspect 
of being a good officer, having a holistic approach, that’s what our recruit-
ment program is about. Those are the things I would focus on.

Postscript #3

WHAT CAN COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION LOOK LIKE?  
A CASE STUDY

The Alliance for Interracial Dignity was founded in 2012 by leaders in 
the greater Webster Groves, Missouri, area. The hopes and dreams of the 
organization are stated in the following:

Mission Statement: We, the Alliance, are bringing the community together 
by learning from our collective past, challenging the racial status quo, and 
building a stronger community.

Vision: The Alliance for Interracial Dignity is committed to building a socially 
just community. The Alliance addresses issues of racial equity with the belief 
that making progress in this critical area will open the door to ending other 
forms of oppression.

Core Belief: Equity requires that everyone has a voice and that diverse voices 
inform what our community looks and feels like across all aspects of life. This 
is particularly true of opportunities for civic leadership, employment, edu-
cation, housing, entertainment, and recreation. (Dignity 2018)

The following is a document titled Prop P: Community Conversation Report 
that the alliance produced as a part of the process to negotiate with the city -1—
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of Webster Groves, Missouri, how a recently approved tax increase would 
be best utilized by the city for improved relationships between citizens and 
law enforcement.

Public Safety: A Community Conversation

Background

On January 24, 2018, the Alliance for Interracial Dignity partnered with 
the City of Webster Groves to host a “Community Conversation” about pub-
lic safety. The impetus for the meeting was the recent passage of Proposi-
tion P, a St. Louis County ballot measure which, to quote the measure, 
“impose[s] a one-half of one percent sales tax for the purpose of providing 
funds to improve police and public safety in St. Louis County and each of 
the municipalities within St. Louis County.” Webster Groves now receives 
about $1.15 million annually in Prop P funds.

The ballot language is very broad, and several media sources reported 
confusion in various areas of the county about how Prop P money is to be 
used. To respond to that confusion and ensure spending would be in keep-
ing with the intent of the Prop P campaign promises, the St. Louis County 
Council issued a resolution asking elected officials in municipalities to use 
the money in a manner consistent with voters’ intent. A portion of that 
reads: “Cognizant that each municipality receiving Prop P tax revenue will 
have to make its own decisions within the meaning of the Prop P ballot lan-
guage, the County Council urges all elected municipal officials to approach 
the issue mindful of the will of the people whose money will be used, as 
expressed by the vote on Prop P, and to join with St. Louis County in making 
their decisions transparently, openly, and with the meaningful involvement 
of the people they represent.”

It is the mission of the Alliance to bring people together to learn from 
our collective past, challenge the racial status quo, and build a stronger com-
munity. The Alliance saw this as an important opportunity to bring the 
community together to build our collective muscle and ability to dialogue 
constructively and openly about policing and public safety—including bud
get priorities—in coming years.

The Community Conversation

Over 50 people participated in the Community Conversation, includ-
ing numerous community members, Mayor Gerry Welch, Chief of Police 
Dale Curtis, Captain Stephen Spear, several members of City Council —-1
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and the School Board, and several candidates in the upcoming local 
election. Although the Alliance organized this forum with city officials 
from Webster Groves, neighboring municipalities were informed of our 
hope to ultimately involve them in a regional conversation. Commu-
nity members participated from Webster, Shrewsbury, Rock Hill, and 
beyond.

Much of the meeting was spent in eight small groups of six to eight mem-
bers each, with the guiding questions: What expectations do you have for 
greater public safety and stronger police-community support for one another? 
How might you expect to see these values expressed in our city budget? Each 
group kept notes and reported out three main ideas to the meeting at-large. 
(See addendum for complete notes.) Chief Curtis and Captain Spear then 
had an opportunity to respond and report current police department ini-
tiatives. Meeting participants also stayed for an impromptu question and 
answer session with Chief Curtis that went almost half an hour past the 
allotted time.

Participants at the meeting had an opportunity to complete a paper 
survey indicating their spending priorities for Proposition P funds. This 
same survey was also circulated online and at several community meet-
ings, including a sampling of PTO meetings, the North Webster Neigh-
borhood Coalition monthly meeting, and the school district’s Equity in 
Education Committee meeting. This resulted in a total of 102 responses to 
the survey.

This report compiles and synthesizes the results of the survey with the 
notes from the Community Conversation and makes recommendations for 
next steps as suggested by the process results.

Community Response

Participants demonstrated an active interest in learning about, and con-
tributing to, the strategic planning process of the police department. The 
overarching priorities identified from this community conversation include: 
training, police/citizen interaction, accountability, and transparency.

Overwhelmingly, conversation participants expressed a strong desire to 
see funds dedicated to ongoing, high quality anti-bias and de-escalation 
training. Additionally, they want more information about what that train-
ing includes, as well as to see metrics that measure officers’ progress in the 
areas of anti-bias and de-escalation training. One group would like to see 
progress tied to an Annual Performance Review, and also shared particular 
interest and concern about training for school resource officers working 
with children. Overall, citizens wanted to know specifically what training -1—

0—
+1—

Carter_1st pass.indd   112 3/19/19   8:47 PM



	 Postscripts	 113

is being implemented and to be able to see the measure of its effectiveness. 
Some expressed interest in local officers’ training with other departments 
to exchange best practices regionally.

Frequently discussed was the desire for more interaction and commu-
nity engagement. Participants would like to see a robust budget for mean-
ingful community engagement that builds trust, and two groups specifically 
mentioned adding a community liaison position. Participants noted that 
even though the department publishes information and makes officers avail-
able at community events, more outreach is needed to understand why 
citizen participation with these efforts is often very low. Also, key in sev-
eral groups’ commentaries was a desire to see more evidence of a commu-
nity policing model. Four groups noted hopes to enhance programming and 
services that reach youth. Two groups requested a substation in North Web-
ster, noting the desire to enhance the community policing model along 
with that proposed substation. Some participants expressed concern about 
racial bias and how that bias manifests in the experiences of police and 
citizens.

Accountability and transparency were heartfelt sentiments amongst all 
groups. Four groups requested a civilian advisory board, and two groups 
specifically requested body cameras. There were also suggestions to make 
a specific line in the city budget for Prop P monies.

Citizens expressed support for the police department, and perception of 
the department among participants appears to be generally positive. None-
theless, participants requested more accessible touch points that would 
allow citizens to measure and quantify the efficacy of their public invest-
ment in the department.

Survey Response

The survey is based on a combination of suggestions raised at prior Alli-
ance meetings, Prop P surveys used in other municipalities, and the police 
reform “Calls to Action” in the Forward Through Ferguson report. Respon-
dents could indicate a preference to defer to the priorities of police and fire 
officials, and there was also room for respondents to write in their own 
suggestions.

The Alliance received 102 completed surveys. It is interesting to note 
that the group discussions mirrored almost exactly what community 
members expressed on the survey. (See addendum for survey and com-
plete results.) While 27 surveys were completed by individuals on the 
night of the community conversation, 75 came from citizens outside of 
that event. —-1
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Table 1  Summary of Survey Responses

De-escalation training 77
Anti-bias training 72
Wellness services 59
Youth programming 57
Body and dash cams 49
Civilian Review Board 48
Protest response plan 30
Raise salaries 22
Establish substation(s) 16
Hire additional officers 14
Defer to police priorities 9

“Please check the uses you think are most 
important for Prop P funds.”

Next Steps

These are the recommendations for next steps as suggested by the results 
and outcomes of this specific process.

1.	 The city council, police department, and citizens should work together 
to create sustainable parameters to develop a Citizen Advisory Board. 
The nomination and selection process for the citizen advisors should 
be completely transparent and benefit from the guidance of those par
ameters created. Once established, that Citizen Advisory Board could 
provide feedback for the development of community engagement pro-
gramming, mechanisms for citizen input, and increased measures of 
accountability and transparency.

2.	 Provide a detailed report of Prop P expenditures on a yearly basis.
3.	 Conduct a review of the anti-bias and de-escalation training currently 

in place; search for other evidence based, research informed programs 
for purposes of comparison; seek professional feedback on the program-
ming; and determine a metric to show departmental growth as a result 
of that training.

4.	 Consider hiring a community liaison or community engagement offi-
cer, and also increasing the budget for meaningful and robust commu-
nity engagement programs.

5.	 Consider the development of a substation in North Webster.
6.	 Allocate resources to the study of effective community policing pro-

grams nationwide and implement those best practices in Webster 
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Groves. The term “community policing” was widely and regularly used 
by many citizens during this conversation. Further information is 
needed regarding citizens’ perceptions and expectations surrounding 
the idea of what the term “community policing” encompasses.

7.	 Plan continuations of the community conversation about public safety 
at regular intervals.

8.	 Interface with Rock Hill and Shrewsbury to share this process and the 
results. Consider a joint effort for a multi-community conversation in 
the future.

Support from the Alliance for Interracial Dignity

The Alliance for Interracial Dignity is committed to assisting the city of 
Webster Groves with the steps listed above, including but not limited to the 
establishment of a Citizens Advisory Board (or similar organization) and 
assistance with the organization and facilitation of future community con-
versations and community engagement opportunities. The Alliance sees the 
results of this forum and partnership with the city of Webster Groves as an 
opportunity to collaborate to bring citizens together to build a stronger com-
munity in which each and every person feels emotionally and physically safe, 
experiences a strong sense of belonging, and feels valued in their community.

Addendum

Pages 7–14 are the verbatim written notes collected from the various 
small groups at the community conversation. Each small group recorded 
general notes of their discussion, then created a poster highlighting three 
main goals to present to the large group of all participants.

Pages 15–17 show the survey circulated at community meetings and 
online via the Alliance for Interracial Dignity, Webster Groves Community 
Connect, and Webster Groves Alternative Community Facebook forums; 
provide exact survey results; and list the verbatim verbiage of the individ-
ual surveys’ “other” response lines.

The Community Conversation: Group Discussion Notes

Group 1

Poster

•	 De-escalation training
•	 Repeated periodically
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•	 Civilian Review Board
•	 Systematic review of responsibilities of police policy
•	 Respond to individual complaints

•	 2nd Police Substation
•	 In North Webster (Douglass Manor?)

Table Notes

•	 Police Issues:
•	 Break-ins to unlocked cars
•	 Car-jacking
•	 North Webster/Ivory Crockett Park: “Drug activity, hanging 

out”
•	 People dressed like utility workers/rumors of break-ins

•	 Statistics on police stops reflect that more black people are getting 
stopped
•	 People tell their pastor they feel bias exists against people of 

color
•	 Police: profiling-by-proxy: neighbors report things based on bias

•	 Ideas:
•	 De-escalation training
•	 Data collection on police stops (publicly available)
•	 Civilian review board: systemic as well as individual response
•	 Defer to priorities of police/fire
•	 2nd police substation in North Webster

Group 2

Poster

•	 Training
•	 Anti-bias training
•	 Call center response
•	 De-escalation training

•	 Community Policing:
•	 Interacting with the neighborhood
•	 Building trust
•	 Youth programming

-1—
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•	 Body cameras/benefit from body cameras
•	 Increased self-consciousness
•	 Police behave better
•	 Difficulties are reduced

Table Notes

•	 Training
•	 Anti-bias training

•	 Reasonable pay—we are attracting workers
•	 Community policing

•	 Interacting with the community, in the part, around, not in their 
cars

•	 “The more you get to know people, the more connections they can 
establish to move Information out of people”

•	 Developing a trust with the neighborhood
•	 Body Cameras

•	 Difficulties are reduced
•	 Police behave better

•	 Centralized call center, improve dispatch service

Group 3

Poster

•	 Substation in North Webster with the focus on community policing
•	 Mandate annual training

•	 anti-bias and de-escalation/mental health services for first 
responders

•	 Police Advisory/Review Board

Table Notes

•	 Community policing/foot patrols is an area of need
•	 Perhaps with emphasis in warmer months when people congregate

•	 Substations in areas of need (North Webster?)
•	 These substations should have a focus on community policing 

policies
•	 Mandatory annual training for anti-bias and de-escalating situations
•	 Possibly a police advisory board to share experiences and concerns
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•	 Evaluate the need for mental health services for first responders (access 
for services)
•	 Postcards for citizens that might need services for different 

afflictions

Group 4

Poster

•	 Information Sharing
•	 Prior to crimes/patterns—where is the info?
•	 What happens post-crime/investigation?
•	 How many crimes solved/unsolved?
•	 Public safety concerns of officers?
•	 Why do people want to be cops in Webster?

•	 Community Policing—Beat Cops
•	 De-escalation

•	 Best techniques
•	 Anti-bias training (covered in hiring process?)
•	 Mental health training/assessment

Table Notes

•	 Attempted robbery of Dewey’s delivery at 2am
•	 Worried about repetition
•	 Is this a real depiction of Webster?

•	 Hear from police more often; not just coffee with a cop
•	 See statistics
•	 What’s the follow up?

•	 Why do cops come to Webster to work?
•	 We don’t have much crime

•	 North Webster
•	 More feedback from North Webster is desired
•	 How do police address issues?
•	 Racial profiling in Webster

•	 De-escalation and Anti-bias training; dashboard/cameras
•	 Do body cameras actually produce results?
•	 Mental health screening?-1—
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Group 5

Poster

•	 Prop P earmarked for specified field?
•	 i.e. police, fire?

•	 Racial bias training
•	 We want it to be cutting edge

•	 Mental health checks/services for officer care
•	 Building trust between officers/kids/community
•	 Traffic and Pedestrian Safety

•	 Designated crosswalks and sidewalks for walking to school

Table Notes

•	 Will Prop P funds be earmarked for any certain fields?
•	 Racial bias training that is cutting edge
•	 Mental health checks for officers and counseling
•	 Building trust with officers and increased training
•	 Traffic safety: adding stop signs and crosswalks

Group 6

Poster

•	 Enable residents to get to know their neighbors (better)
•	 A stronger police and community relationship

•	 Community Liaison?
•	 Elementary school engagement

•	 Investing in Public/Community Spaces
•	 access/ownership
•	 Youth
•	 Sidewalks

Table Notes

•	 People get to know their neighbors better
•	 A police relationship with the community

•	 Sharing viewpoints and understanding —-1
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•	 Hear and see more of the community members
•	 Community liaison

•	 Investing in public/community spaces

Group 7

Poster

•	 More Knowledge
•	 What are public safety concerns to officers?
•	 How are funds spent now?
•	 What/how are services coordinated?

•	 Strategic Planning Process
•	 Long term 3, 5-year plans
•	 Community input on what is “safety” and fund allocation in 

response
•	 Transparent/Collaborative

•	 Line Item for Prop P
•	 Public approval/allow time for comments

•	 Specify how services are collaborative and saving us money while 
making us safer

Table Notes

•	 What are the department’s safety issues?
•	 Retention of police force—initial reason for Prop P
•	 Greater collaboration between departments, more public-facing inter-

action/cooperation
•	 Break down silos, share best practices, public-facing collaboration 

is a crime deterrent
•	 Transparent, public-accounting of total Prop P $1.15 million
•	 Who determines expenditure?

•	 Police bring budget to committee for approval?
•	 Defining public safety: roads, school routes:

•	 3-year goal? 5-year goal?
•	 Not a clear definition or understanding of what issues we face re: police 

department
•	 We need program design information, knowing basic info; what are the 

department’s main issues?
-1—
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•	 Broad community based strategic planning process
•	 Comment period on budget
•	 Shared professional development between sister departments

Group 8

Poster

•	 Transparency
•	 Body cameras
•	 Who reviews complaints? What is that process?
•	 Tools for public to see and measure effects of anti-bias training

•	 Citizen Review Board or Advisory Board
•	 A way to be transparent
•	 Would knowing there is public oversight and involvement in com-

plaint and resolution process affect who feels comfortable making 
a complaint?

•	 Community Engagement
•	 Dedicate more of the budget for this
•	 Have a top down model of community engagement that builds trust
•	 Measure and report out officer community engagement hours that 

are non-confrontational interaction hours

Table Notes

•	 Transparency
•	 Body cameras and dash cameras can help but we have to have good 

policy that goes along with that to support police officer profes-
sionalism and professional discretion in how they choose to inter-
act and make decisions/whether or not to arrest

•	 Training should be ongoing/part of publicly available Annual Per
formance Review

•	 Community Engagement that has a robust budget
•	 Top down model of community engagement that builds trust
•	 Require, and also require transparent-reporting-out of officer 

community engagement hours that are non-confrontational 
interaction

•	 Transparent tools to see and measure the progress the police depart-
ment is making in anti-bias training, de-escalation training, lessening 
of racial profiling (data supported)
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•	 Question about use of force policy: how is it rated? Where is the trans-
parency in that? Would a citizen review board or citizen advisory board 
be a good idea? Who currently hears and reviews complaints? How does 
that affect whether or not people feel safe making complaints?

•	 SCHOOL RESOURCE OFFICERS:
•	 Are they under the control of the police department or school 

district? Who pays them?
•	 What is the training for being a school resource officer? Do they 

get special training on how to work with teenagers?
•	 Do they get special training to work with kids who might have 

special needs or behavioral issues?

After the table sessions, the Alliance conducted a survey among commu-
nity members (the Webster Groves Proposition P Survey, Winter 2017–18) 
to see how they thought that the funds should be allocated. While the sur-
vey itself suggested some potential responses (such as “purchase body and 
dashboard cameras” and “hire additional officers”) it also included an “other” 
section where community meeting participants could write in their own 
suggestions. Many community members utilized the “other” option, sug-
gesting that the funds be used to “create a civilian partnership board with 
the police,” “invest in public spaces and infrastructure,” and staff increased 
patrols around local neighborhoods, among other initiatives. Due to the 
buy-in of the community, the collaborative and inclusive nature of the pro
cess, and the willingness of city leaders to actively engage in the process, a 
final plan is being developed from the accumulated data with plans for 
future implementation.

Postscript #4

DO THEY BELONG HERE?

Galatians 3:21–29
(Unpublished Sermon: June 19, 2016)

One of the most iconic human characters from the children’s television 
show Sesame Street is Susan Robinson. Susan is a nurse who lives in the 
Sesame Street neighborhood and is married to Gordon Robinson, a school 
teacher. Quick trivia fact: Susan is one of the four longest-running original 
characters from the Sesame Street series. The other three longest-running 
characters are Bob, Big Bird, and Oscar the Grouch, who are both voiced 
by the same person. The other longest-running character is Kermit the Frog, 
originally voiced by Sesame Street and Muppet Show creator Jim Henson.
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The actress who plays Susan is Loretta Mae Long, who got her first big 
break in acting during the 1960s through Sesame Street. One of the reasons 
that Mrs. Long continues to act on Sesame Street is because she is a staunch 
believer in education. So much so that she actually earned a PhD during 
the early years of Sesame Street. Her dissertation was titled “Sesame Street: 
A Space Age Approach to Education for Space Age Kids.” It examined the 
educational model used on Sesame Street and its effects on children.

One of my favorite skits of the show was the song “One of These Things 
Is Not Like the Others.” I really enjoyed watching her and Kermit perform 
it together. It involved two characters looking at a screen that contained 
three to four objects. Two or three of the objects would be similar, while 
one would be wholly different. The words of the song reflected this. In its 
original incarnation, the words were, “One of these things is not like the 
others. One of these things just doesn’t belong. Can you tell which thing is 
not like the others by the time I finish my song?” The other character(s) 
would then follow up by saying, “Did you guess which thing was not like 
the others? Did you guess which thing just doesn’t belong? If you guessed 
this one is not like the others, then you’re absolutely . . . ​right!”

Another version of the song went, “Three of these things belong together. 
Three of these things are kind of the same. Can you guess which one of these 
doesn’t belong here? Now it’s time to play our game.” In the 1980s, the lyr
ics changed to, “Three of these kids belong together. Three of these kids are 
kind of the same. But one of these kids is doing his (her) own thing. Now 
it’s time to play our game. It’s time to play our game.”

What was the purpose of the song and video segment? It was to help 
children get into the habit of understanding and identifying what made 
something in a group different from the other things in that group. Whether 
it was differences based on shape, color, material, or even its intended use/
purpose. Shoes would be grouped together versus a lone shirt. Circles would 
be grouped together contrasted against a single square. Items that were red 
would be grouped together against a single blue item. The “One of These 
Things” segments started out with simple examples like this, but over the 
years, the segments became more complicated in order to challenge children 
to identify more complex patterns, such as understanding which tools could 
be used to drive a nail or turn a screw into wood.

Like many kids that watched Sesame Street religiously, I learned how to 
recognize similar patterns based on a wide variety of criteria. These kinds 
of skills aren’t just good for kids to learn so they can put toys in the correct 
boxes or know which blocks go together. Learning how to do this, recog-
nize patterns of similarity, can become something valuable that we are all 
able to use in life. For example, I used the skills that I learned in recogniz-
ing patterns and similarities when I worked as a carpenter’s apprentice and 
carpenter. I was able to read blueprints and recognize patterns for how a 
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wall, or entire floor, was designed and to be laid out. The ability to see simi-
lar things and recognize patterns became a good skill to have.

On the flip side, I think that children and grownups learn how to do 
something else through these types of Sesame Street exercises. I think the 
skills that are learned through exercises like the “One of These Things” idea 
also teach people how to quickly identify things that are different. It teaches 
children how to quickly identify something that’s out of place. Something 
that may not belong where it is because of what makes it different from the 
other items being examined. Instead of seeing what looks alike first, you 
learn how to see what’s different first. You are able to identify what sticks 
out as unique. That skill can also be very valuable in life.

When I was a police officer patrolling the streets of St. Louis, I learned 
how to use the skill of identifying something that was different, something 
that was out of place, something that didn’t belong where it was, in order 
to help fight crime and to try to make other people’s lives better.

Whether a person is a police officer or simply a mother who’s examining 
a child after a day playing at the park, there is great value in being able to 
see something and quickly tell if it’s in the right place or not.

You may now be thinking, “Okay, Terrell. Thanks for the trip down mem-
ory lane. Thanks for making sure that goofy song is now stuck in our 
minds. Please tell us what any of this has to do with the Bible passage from 
Galatians 3:21–29. Being able to identify the things that belong together in 
a certain setting or context is a valuable skill that we all can, and probably 
already have, cultivated. But, let me ask this question. Is there ever a time 
when that skill can become a not-so-good thing? Is there ever a time when 
it can become detrimental? My answer to this goofy question is “yes.”

I say “yes” because at its simplest level, the Book of Galatians is dealing 
with the ideas of similarity and uniqueness and how we can respond to 
them. It is dealing with how the early church worked through the idea of 
“one of these things doesn’t belong here.” One of Paul’s goals in writing this 
letter is to deal with the question of “Which of these things doesn’t belong 
here and which of these things does” and, ultimately, what the Church’s 
response to it should be.

As I have pointed out over the past few Sundays, the main question that 
Paul was dealing with in the letter was whether non-Jews, with all of their 
uniqueness and differences from people that followed traditional Judaism 
like Jesus and the 12 disciples, whether these Gentiles could and should be 
counted as equal members in the family of God. Could a group of people 
who were different from Jesus’ lineage and the lineage of the people that 
were closest to him, who didn’t follow the same rules as Jesus and the people 
that followed him while he was alive, could these types of people be fully 
incorporated into God’s family, just as they were?-1—
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From the passages that we’ve explored over the past few weeks, we learned 
that Paul thought that the answer was “yes,” but some of the disciples that 
previously walked with Jesus weren’t fully convinced of this. In prior verses, 
Paul reflected on how Peter, one of Jesus’ original followers, was okay with 
non-Jews being seen as equals, as long as his more conservative friends from 
Jerusalem weren’t around. As long as it was just him and Paul spending time 
with non-Jews, Peter was okay with eating with them and spending quality 
time with them. But as soon as more conservative Jewish people came 
around, he stopped spending time with the non-Jews and stopped eating 
with them.

Paul called Peter on the carpet for this. Paul told Peter that, essentially, 
he was being two-faced because he let his fear of what someone else thought 
cause him to change his actions toward people that simply wanted to be 
included in God’s family. In Galatians 3:21–29, Paul stressed to his readers 
that they don’t have to try to be like the disciples, or anyone else, who has 
the same racial or cultural lineage as Jesus in order to be pleasing to God. 
Following the law shouldn’t be their focus, because following the law couldn’t 
make a person acceptable before God.

Today, instead of quoting a bunch of people who are smarter than me in 
order to make my point, I want to simply read Paul’s words and interact with 
them in order to let them stand for themselves. I will read Paul’s words from 
The Message version of the Bible.

In verses 21 and 22, Paul suggests that the law was a tool that God used 
in order for people to be drawn closer to the “Holy.” Paul says, “Is the law, 
then, an anti-promise, a negation of God’s will for us? Not at all. Its pur-
pose was to make obvious to everyone that we are, in ourselves, out of 
right relationship with God, and therefore to show us the futility of devis-
ing some religious system for getting by our own efforts what we can only 
get by waiting in faith for God to complete his promise. For if any kind of 
rule-keeping had power to create life in us, we would certainly have gotten 
it by this time.”

Through these words, Paul suggests that if rules could’ve made us right 
with God, then those who had made it their life’s mission to follow those 
rules would have already been perfect. There wouldn’t have been a need for 
a Savior to come and die in the first place. But that wasn’t the case. Follow-
ing rules didn’t justify anyone.

He says in verses 23–24 that the law was a tool to help people focus on 
God until they could understand what was available to them through 
faith. He says, “Until the time when we were mature enough to respond 
freely in faith to the living God, we were carefully surrounded and pro-
tected by the Mosaic Law. The law was like those Greek tutors, with which 
you are familiar, who escort children to school and protect them from —-1
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danger or distraction, making sure the children will really get to the place 
they set out for.”

Paul implies that the law was only a temporary tool that had a specific 
place in life [or] a specific purpose. It was to be like a guide that directed 
people as they walked through [or] journeyed through the process of learn-
ing more about God and God’s desires. The word that Paul uses is “peda-
gogue” or custodian. A pedagogue wasn’t a teacher. He or she was a slave 
that led children to and from school during the time period that Paul lived. 
Their job was to make sure that the master’s children made it to and from 
school every day.

The law was with them, protecting and guiding them until they could 
comprehend God’s bigger plan and purpose of restoration and relationship 
for all as found in Christ. And now that the bigger purpose and plan had 
been revealed, they no longer had to depend on the law. Paul says, “But now 
you have arrived at your destination: By faith in Christ you are in direct rela-
tionship with God. Your baptism in Christ was not just washing you up for 
a fresh start. It also involved dressing you in an adult faith wardrobe—
Christ’s life, the fulfillment of God’s original promise.”

If I’m understanding Paul’s words correctly, he’s saying that following the 
law is not what changes a person. Following the law only shows you what 
you can’t do, or what you can’t get right on your own. Following the law 
shows you where you are weak and what you are incapable of accomplish-
ing on your own. Following God is what changes you. Making Christ your 
focus, following his life example and teachings, is what changes you. That 
is what causes you to become a new person that is acceptable to God. This 
was God’s intent from the very beginning. Not to follow rules, but to fol-
low God’s Son. God doesn’t require a person to follow a set of rules or to 
adopt a restrictive lifestyle in order to be happy with you. Christ’s imprint 
on your life is what pleases God.

I know that I said that I wouldn’t quote multiple authors today, but I do 
want to share the words of Dr. Robert A. Bryant because I believe they are 
a relevant clarification of Paul’s thoughts. Dr. Bryant says, “What, then, shall 
one make of Paul’s curious critique of the law? According to Paul, God gave 
the law ‘because of transgressions.’ The law exposed selfishness and self-
righteousness—sin and idolatry of every sort. It uncovered rebelliousness 
against God’s will. The law did not have the power, however, to make people 
holy. It was not a remedy for sin; its work was diagnostic. It could be obeyed, 
but it did not seal within hearts a love for God and neighbor. Thus, Paul says 
that the law served as a tutor, a gift from God to guide the people of Israel 
until they came of age to receive their full inheritance when Christ came. 
The law was given to prepare Israel for Christ’s coming.”

Paul goes on to say, “In Christ’s family there can be no division into Jew 
and non-Jew, slave and free, male and female. Among us you are all equal. 
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That is, we are all in a common relationship with Jesus Christ. Also, since 
you are Christ’s family, then you are Abraham’s famous ‘descendant,’ heirs 
according to the covenant promises.”

Dr. Bryant adds to Paul’s words by saying, “The true heirs of Abraham, 
then, are not those who keep the law but those who follow Christ, the ‘seed’ 
of Abraham. Moreover, Paul insists that the promise of God to Abraham 
and Abraham’s trust in God preceded the law and are, therefore, better than 
trust in the law. If one belongs to Christ, then, one must be a ‘seed’ of Abra-
ham whose life and relationships will be governed by the Lord’s Spirit, 
which is available in this new era to Gentiles and Jews alike. All of God’s 
children may now relate to God directly through the Spirit of (God’s) Son 
rather than through the tutor called ‘law.’ God has ended the law’s work as 
a tutor, because the age of faith has now come.”

In Christ, they were all free to be themselves and to still be confident 
that God was with them, regardless of external criteria. God didn’t restrict 
God’s love for people to one racial or cultural group or only to people that 
followed a set of rules or who viewed life in one particular way. Access to 
God and God’s love was open to everyone who was willing to accept it. I 
wish that everyone saw things this way.

Okay, Terrell. Are you saying that God doesn’t have a standard that we 
are held to? No, I’m not saying that. There is clearly a standard that 
we all are held to. That standard isn’t a set of rules that simply show us how 
bad we are and how we all fail to measure up to God’s best wishes. Our 
standard is Jesus, who was the fulfillment of the law and all of the rules 
that were given in the first place. Okay, Terrell, that’s nice. We’ve heard you 
say that before. But wasn’t the law and the 10 Commandments the standard 
that Jesus lived by? Yes, but he also transcended those things when he was 
asked by someone what the most important law there was that needed to 
be followed.

You all remember his response, don’t you? He said that all of the laws 
and the commandments were summed up in two rules. Love God. Love 
others. That is how you fulfill the law. Let me also continue to clarify that 
Paul wasn’t against the law. We just read his words saying that the law 
served a purpose. But I think that Paul was concerned about how the law 
and its application were being used to keep people at odds with each 
other.

Like Paul, I’m not against rules or traditions. But I do have concerns that 
are similar to Paul’s. I’m concerned about our human tendencies to use laws 
and rules as a way to make sure that people are the same, or as similar to us 
as possible. I’m concerned about our human tendencies to use laws and rules 
as a way to keep things from changing and losing our personal power or 
influence. I’m concerned about our human tendencies to use rules and regu-
lations to keep the focus on fulfilling our personal desires and preferences. 
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I’m concerned about our human tendency to use law and rules to punish 
people who may be different from us or have different life experiences.

We see this play out in so many arenas of our country and culture. 
Whether it’s during an election cycle where we see people attempting to 
control the rules in order to serve their own self-interests and keep things 
the same as they have been. Or whether we see this take place in churches 
where people try to categorize people so they can be pigeonholed into a par
ticular group.

Dr.  Elisabeth Johnson, pastor of a prominent Lutheran church, tells 
the story of overhearing one of her female congregation members being 
doggedly questioned by another member on a particular issue. The per-
son was trying to find out whether this woman was “conservative” or 
“liberal,” so they could know how to classify her in the future. The female 
member, who refused to accept either label, finally answered, “I am a 
child of God and that’s what matters.” The person asking all the ques-
tions left in a huff.

Dr. Johnson said that this made her realize something. “Our continued 
attempts to categorize and label one another in the church, and to (divide 
ourselves and to) diminish one another on the basis of those categories and 
labels, are signs of our spiritual immaturity. Paul reminds us that since 
Christ has come, we are no longer enslaved to old divisions. All are justi-
fied solely by what God has done for us by one we believe is more powerful 
than us. Through baptism into Christ, we belong to him and to one another. 
All share fully and equally in the inheritance of God’s promises and in the 
mission to which God has called us.”

For this assurance, we can give God praise. Amen.

Studies for Further Consideration

The following are summaries of quantitative studies that have been pro-
duced within the past eight years by academics, community groups, and 
governmental agencies, as well as court cases that have identified grossly 
unjust police practices. These studies, on their own and combined, show a 
consistent experience for blacks as it relates to experiencing unnecessary 
levels of force from police even though they were not exhibiting actions that 
necessarily warranted that police force.

•	 A study by a University of California, Davis, professor found “evidence 
of a significant bias in the killing of unarmed black Americans relative 
to unarmed white Americans, in that the probability of being black, 
unarmed, and shot by police is about 3.49 times the probability of being 
white, unarmed, and shot by police on average.”-1—
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•	 An independent analysis of Washington Post data on police killings 
found that “when factoring in threat level, black Americans who are 
fatally shot by police are, in fact, less likely to be posing an imminent 
lethal threat to the officers at the moment they are killed than white 
Americans fatally shot by police.”

•	 An analysis of the use of lethal force by police in 2015 found no corre-
lation between the level of violent crime in an area and that area’s police 
killing rates. That finding, by the Black Lives Matter–affiliated group 
Mapping Police Violence, disputes the idea that police only kill people 
when operating under intense conditions in high-crime areas. Mapping 
Police Violence found that fewer than one in three black people killed 
by police in 2016 were suspected of a violent crime or armed.

•	 The Department of Justice’s investigation into the behavior of police in 
Ferguson, Missouri, found “a pattern or practice of unlawful conduct 
within the Ferguson Police Department that violates the First, Fourth, 
and Fourteenth Amendments to the United States Constitution, and 
federal statutory law.” The scathing report found that the department 
was targeting black residents and treating them as revenue streams for 
the city by striving to continually increase the money brought in 
through fees and fines. “Officers expect and demand compliance even 
when they lack legal authority,” the report’s authors wrote. “They are 
inclined to interpret the exercise of free-speech rights as unlawful dis-
obedience, innocent movements as physical threats, indications of 
mental or physical illness as belligerence.” (Makarechi 2016)

These summaries also show the disparity between how often blacks are 
stopped by police, whether they are walking or driving, because police think 
they are good prospects for a drug or contraband arrest.

•	 A 2014 analysis of Illinois Department of Transportation data by the 
American Civil Liberties Union found the following: “African Ameri-
can and Latino drivers are nearly twice as likely as white drivers to be 
asked during a routine traffic stop for ‘consent’ to have their car 
searched. Yet white motorists are 49% more likely than African Amer-
ican motorists to have contraband discovered during a consent search 
by law enforcement, and 56% more likely when compared to Latinos.”

•	 A 2013 ruling by a New York Federal District Court judge found that 
the New York Police Department’s “stop and frisk” practices violated 
the constitutional rights of minority citizens of the city. Between 
January  2004 and June  2012, the city conducted 4.4 million stops. 
Eighty-eight percent of those stops resulted in no further action, and 
83 percent of the stopped population were black or Hispanic, despite —-1
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the fact that those minority groups, together, made up just over half 
of the city’s overall population. (Makarechi 2016)

Finally, these summaries evidence the fact that being black is associated 
with being a criminal, even when that black person is actually a law enforce-
ment official.

•	 A 2016 study by a team of professors from UCLA, Harvard, Portland 
State University, and Boston University analyzed suspects’ booking 
photographs for phenotypical signs of whiteness to test the following 
hypothesis: “the Whiter one appears, the more the suspect will be pro-
tected from police force.” Their findings: “police used less force with 
highly stereotypical Whites, and this protective effect was stronger than 
the effect for non-Whites.”

•	 A 2010 governor’s task force examining police-on-police shootings 
found even black and Latino police officers face a greater risk of being 
killed by police. In cases of mistaken identity, 9 out of the 10 off-duty 
officers killed by other officers in the United States since 1982 were black 
or Latino. (Makarechi 2016)
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