






1

Table of Contents 

About the Authors  ...........................................................................2

Framework & Introduction  ..............................................................3

Section 1: Overview of White supremacy, Black pathology, 

Dehumanization, and Violence  .....................................................10

Section 2: Policy Debates about Crime and Violence in Baltimore  33

Section 3: Black Sovereignty as a Framework for Violence 

Prevention  ....................................................................................42

Section 4: Policy Demands & Recommendations  ..........................63

Work Cited ...................................................................................67

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City



2

About the Authors 

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City

Dayvon Love 
Director of Public Policy 

Dayvon Love is a Baltimore-based political organizer and 
the Director of Public Policy for Leaders of a Beautiful 
Struggle (LBS), a grassroots think-tank that advances the 
public policy interests of Black people. In 2010, Love co-
founded Leaders of a Beautiful Struggle (LBS), one of many 
organizations that successfully pressured the state of 
Maryland to disband its plans to build a juvenile jail 
downtown.  

LBS has also led legislative efforts and advocacy efforts 
regarding criminal justice reform, youth and community 
empowerment. Dayvon is also the author of “Worse than 
Trump: The American Plantation”, a book that offers an 
important critique of the American political left and a 
political alternative to the exploitative relationship that 
Black people have to white institutions. Dayvon is also the 
author of “When Baltimore Awakes” which is a 
comprehensive critique of the way the white supremacy is 
embedded in the Human/Social Service Sector in Baltimore.

Lawrence Grandpre 
Director of Research 

Lawrence Grandpre is Director of Research 
for Leaders of a Beautiful Struggle. His 
focuses include drug policy, criminal justice, 
police accountability, and community-based 
economic/educational development.  

He is the co-author of “The Black Book” and 
his work has been featured in The Guardian, 
The Baltimore Sun, Time Magazine and 
Black Agenda Report. He is also the co-host 
of the In Search of Black Power Podcast.



3

Framework & Introduction 
  
Leaders of a Beautiful Struggle’s (LBS) work is rooted in a revolutionary Pan-African 
nationalist worldview that recognizes that America is a settler colony beyond reform. We 
believe that the American polity will never fully recognize the humanity of people of 
African descent. This position differs from many advocacy organizations that operate from 
a social justice framework and purport to make America a multiracial democracy. We 
assert that America is incapable of being a multiracial democracy.  

 Derrick Bell’s work and concept of the permanence of racism in America provides 
one of the best explanations of this perspective. Bell writes in his essay “The Racism Is 
Permanent Thesis”: 

Based on a review of three hundred years of American history, I found a pattern 
of racial subordination that led me to conclude in Faces at the Bottom of the Well 
that racism is not going to go away. Rather, racism is an integral, permanent, and 
indestructible component of this society…. I have worked my whole professional 
life in the struggle against racism. My challenge is now to tell the truth about 
racism without causing disabling despair. For some of us who bear the burdens of 
racial subordination, any truth—no matter how dire—is uplifting. For others, it 
may be reassuring to remember Paulo Freire’s words: “Freedom is acquired by 
conquest, not by gift. It must be pursued constantly and responsibly. Freedom is 
not an ideal located outside of… (the individual); nor is it an idea which 
becomes myth.  It is rather the indispensable condition for the quest for human 
completion…” (Bell, 1993) 

 In W.E.B. Du Bois’ book Black Reconstruction, the chapter titled “Back Toward 
Slavery” explains how Reconstruction provided America with its greatest opportunity to 
become a multiracial democracy. However, due to the cultural machinery of whiteness, 
the white working class proved incapable of establishing a true democracy. He writes: 

The slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again 
toward slavery. The whole weight of America was thrown to color caste…. A new 
slavery arose. The upward moving of white labor was betrayed into wars for profit 
based on color caste….The resulting color caste founded and retained by 
capitalism was adopted, forwarded and approved by white labor, and resulted in 
subordination of colored labor to white profits the world over. Thus, the majority 
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of the world’s laborers, by the insistence of white labor, became the basis of a 
system of industry which ruined democracy and showed its perfect fruit in World 
War and Depression. (DuBois, 2017) 
   

America is a society established and structured on the system of white supremacy.  It is a 
sociological fact, supported by overwhelming evidence. Many credible theories explain 
why Europeans and their descendants have spent the last 500 years pursuing and 
maintaining their project of world domination. Dr. Frances Cress Welsing presents one 
such theory: 

The ultimate purpose of the system is to prevent white genetic annihilation on 
Earth—a planet in which the overwhelming majority of people are classified as 
non-white (black, brown, red, and yellow) by white-skinned people. All of the 
non-white people are genetically dominant (in terms of skin coloration) 
compared to the genetically recessive white-skinned people. (Cress-Welsing, 
1991) 

  
Whether one agrees with Welsing, it is clear that this society fears both the emergence and 
very existence of Black sovereignty—in essence, a fear of a Black planet. 

 The revolutionary Pan-African nationalist worldview and work of LBS seek to build 
an ecosystem of independent Black formations and organizations prepared to protect and 
advance the collective interest of people of African descent, despite the white supremacist, 
colonial forces arrayed against us. We are looking to change not the hearts and minds of 
the white masses but rather the American power arrangement. We endeavor to operate 
from a position of power and sovereignty in the social/political environment, which 
directly opposes relying on the benevolence of so-called allies.  

 The intra-racial violence that exists in US communities is rooted in the societal 
dehumanization of people of African descent. True material improvement in the quality of 
life of working-class Black people is required to fully address the violence in our 
communities. Without this, the recommendations and arguments presented here will be 
unable to achieve maximum effectiveness. This paper will not focus on the broader efforts 
to change the colonial power arrangement of this society because we discuss that issue 
elsewhere. Instead, we want to shift to the societal dehumanization of Black people. This 
paper will explore how we address issues of violence that is independent of ongoing work 
to improve the material conditions of Black people. 
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 One shortcoming of many contemporary Black social movements is that not 
enough attention is paid to addressing gun violence and homicide amongst Black people 
in our community. LBS highlights the issue of gun violence and homicide in Baltimore 
(and urban communities around the country) because it is a major concern for working-
class Black people. Failure to address this concern makes them susceptible to a right-wing 
agenda that claims to address violence in our communities but does so in ways that 
promote policies and narratives that further dehumanizes Black people.  Organizations 
with revolutionary politics that are looking to build a base of working-class Black people 
cannot legitimately claim to represent the aspirations of the community if there is not 
attention, support, and effort put into addressing violence in our communities. 

 Furthermore, we are clear that the police and prison regime of the US is a modern 
societal invention that is often characterized as a natural aspect of advanced human 
civilization. Historically, many highly advanced societies did not have the enormous and 
oppressive police and prison regime that the US has but were safer than America has ever 
been, particularly for Black people. One significant impact of the system of white 
supremacy on the collective American consciousness is that we are socialized to believe 
that contemporary Western civilization is the most advanced society to ever 
exist. However, those that study world history beyond the white gaze discover advanced 
forms of human organization and scientific achievement, some irreplicable by modern 
science. As we look to build alternative systems of human organization, we should study 
those societies because the truth is that the systems of so-called “public safety” and 
“corrections” are instruments of social control for maintaining the social 
order. Contemporary social movements have unfortunately not given enough attention or 
effort to building alternative systems of well-being and safety apart from the societal 
instruments of public safety. While we work to build some of those alternatives, we would 
be naive to suggest a total disengagement from the existing systems as we address our 
immediate needs.  

 LBS is clear that ultimately prisons and police should be abolished and replaced 
with liberatory and humane systems of community safety and accountability. 
Nevertheless, we must also navigate the existing systems in ways that meet our 
communities’ most immediate needs. It is important that we address those needs and 
navigate these systems in a way that negates the reformation of these systems. Advocacy of 
any reforms should be aligned with the objective of eventual abolition. For instance, LBS 
has for many years advocated community oversight and control of law enforcement as the 
primary policy objective of police accountability advocacy. The policy that provides the 
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greatest deterrent to police brutality is one impacting the livelihood of police officers and 
the functioning of police departments that abuse our communities.   

 While we believe that law enforcement should be abolished and replaced with a 
system that our community creates, these systems continue to exist and exert power over 
us. Consequently, we need to have instruments of power within the existing system to 
reduce the harm that is done to people in our community. This paper will discuss policy 
recommendations for where the community might collaborate with law enforcement in 
the narrow areas of apprehending people in our community who commit violent acts and 
are beyond any reconciliation.  To be clear, LBS is neither endorsing the systems of 
policing and prisons nor stating they can be reformed. We want to be clear that this is not 
an endorsement of the systems of policing and prisons, nor is it a statement that they are 
able to be reformed. Rather, it is an acknowledgement that, given the lack of alternative 
systems to address gun violence and homicide in our community, working-class Black 
people in communities that suffer from the direct impacts of violence should have policies 
that address their immediate concerns. 

 John Henrik Clarke proclaims that history is a compass that we use to find ourselves 
on the map of human geography. This paper will use history as the compass to provide 
greater levels of clarity about the dynamics that contribute to crime, violence, and the 
criminal justice system, particularly in Baltimore. This paper will end with a series of 
policy recommendations and programmatic thrust that address the issues mentioned. 
A look at late 19th century/early 20th century discourse on Black people and crime: 

Several years ago, a colored man of glib rhetorical facility wrote a book entitled 
‘The American Negro’, which received the imprint of a leading publishing 
house. The Negro author excoriated his race in the most merciless manner. He 
held it up to the scorn of mankind as a breed of moral vipers.  

These scathing denunciations were supported by no data and upheld by no 
verifiable reference, but rested solely upon the pessimistic utterances of a 
defamer of his own race. Indeed, the innuendoes were indignantly denied by 
white and Black alike, who had opportunity for knowledge and judgment for 
generalization. These statements gained plausibility and credence from the fact 
that the author was of the same color as the class which is reprobated; and the 
book has been widely appealed to as a buttress to blacken the moral reputation 
of the Negro race and to damn a struggling people to everlasting infamy. 
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Damaging charges against the Negro’s social character are usually based upon 
the following facts and assumptions: 

1. That the Negro shows an overwhelming criminal record as compared with 
the white race. 

2. That the percentage of crime has increased under freedom and education. 
3. That the Negro of the North shows a much higher criminal average than his 

more benighted brother in the South. 
4. That the colored man is especially addicted to crime of an execrable and 

nameless character. 

According to the census of 1890, the Negro constituted only 12 percent of the 
population of the United States and contributed 30 percent of the criminals.  In 
Mississippi there were 1,425 colored and 219 white prisoners out of each million 
of the respective races; while in Massachusetts the numbers were 6864 colored 
and 2262 whites.  Such are the facts which, uninterpreted, can be quoted in 
support of any damaging doctrine that might be advanced. No person of 
knowledge and candor will deny that the Negro in the South is more readily 
apprehended and convicted on any charge than the white offender. The Negro 
constitutes the lower stratum of society, where the bulk of actionable crime is 
committed the world over. Social degradation is the great contributing factor to 
his high criminal record.  If the lower element of the white race should be 
segregated and brought under the microscope of sociological investigation, the 
proscribed class would doubtless reveal criminal weakness. The foreign element 
of our population shows a higher criminal average than the native whites, as they 
occupy a decidedly lower social status. 

  
While the Negro’s criminal record exceeds that of the whites, it does not appear 
that his presence in any community increases its criminal quality.  In 1890 the 
Western division of States had 1300 prisoners out of every million inhabitants; the 
North Atlantic States, 833.1 and the South Atlantic States, with their heavy Negro 
element, had only 831.7; Mississippi had 1177, against 5227 for 
Massachusetts. If the Negroes of the South were replaced by a white population, 
there is no statistical indication that the moral character of the section would be 
improved by the interchange. There is nowhere any traceable casual connection 
between crime and race, the relation being between crime and condition.  
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It should not occasion surprise that the free Negro shows a higher criminal record 
than did his slave progenitor. Under the surveillance of slavery, there was little 
opportunity to commit crime, and punishment for offenses was personally 
inflicted by the master without any public record.  Slavery suppressed 
wrongdoing, but did not implant corrective principle, so that when the physical 
restraint was removed there was no moral restraint to take its place. The increase 
in the criminal rate for the United States from 1880 to 1890 was 12.49 
percent. The parallel growth of education and crime is a noticeable phenomenon 
of the American people as a whole, and cannot be justly urged to the discredit of 
the Negro alone. 

  
But, says the objector, in the North, where legal processes are acknowledged to 
be fair, and where the Negro has the fullest educational opportunity, he shows a 
criminal rate three to four times as great as his ignorant and oppressed brother in 
the South. And the conclusion is hastily reached that education makes the Negro 
a criminal. Referring to the above-cited statistics, it will be seen that while the 
Negro in Massachusetts seems to be five times as criminal as the Negro in 
Mississippi, it appears at the same time that the white man in Massachusetts is 
ten times as criminal as the white man in Mississippi. Shall we discount the 
superior education of the white man in the Bay State because he seems to be 
only one-tenth as saintly as his less enlightened white brother on the banks of the 
Mississippi? Or shall we foster the bliss of ignorance only when it is found under 
black skin? Ordinarily, one would explain the high criminal rate of the Northern 
States on the ground of congested population and more stringent enforcement of 
law; but logical processes seem to be of no avail against sweeping assertions to 
the detriment of the discredited Negro. (Miller, 1909) 

In this excerpt from the 1909 book Race Adjustments: Essays on the Negro in America, 
Kelly Miller engages in a late-19th century debate about the surge in Black criminal 
activity. After the end of the Civil War, there were about 12 years of substantial Black 
social and political progress (i.e., Black elected and appointed officials and the emergence 
of public education). This progress was followed by a new coalition between the American 
North and South where the rights of Black people were curtailed and white backlash 
ensued. One of the political discourses used to justify violence and dehumanization 
against Black people was, and still is, the notion of their inherent criminality. This notion 
was deployed by Jim Crow supporters who argued that emancipation had produced more 
criminal activity and that Black people were less criminal when subject to enslavement. 
Today, this argument would strike most people as ridiculous, but it came at a time when 
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the idea of Black people being subject to white domination was a viable political and 
social stance to publicly take. Miller’s argument against proponents of the idea that Black 
people in the 1890’s were prone to criminality demonstrates the way that crime data was 
used as pretext for advancing white supremacist political objectives.   

 Despite the place that one occupies on the political/ideological spectrum, many 
people would agree that issues of crime and violence are highly political and, in policy 
making spaces, highly politicized. The disagreement, however, lies most often around who 
is doing the politicizing. In the late 19th century, Miller was dealing with a politicization of 
crime and violence in a way that had an overall negative impact on Black 
people.  Exploited as sharecroppers, many Black people were forced to work on 
plantations as punishment for “crimes” that they did not commit. Vagrancy laws swept 
them up for wandering around and then put them to work, without compensation. The 
important point here is that notions of Black people as inherently violent and criminal 
were used to advance political objectives that would result in their continued 
subordination and dehumanization. Miller provides an example of a robust intellectual 
and political refutation of this dynamic. In a similar endeavor, this paper attempts to refute 
the racism imbued in the discourses regarding violence and crime in Baltimore and cities 
like it.  

 Any effective means to address the very real problem of violence in places like 
Baltimore should first identify the ways in which the underlying notions of white 
supremacy render Black people as inherently criminal. White supremacy impairs the 
ability of mainstream approaches to public safety and criminal justice to effectively 
address the issue of intra-community violence and safety. We must understand how these 
systems were designed to dehumanize Black people.  Additionally, the contemporary 
systems, as currently constituted, are agents of social control and domination. They are not 
agents of empowerment.  This runs counter to the narrative of police having the job to 
“protect and serve” and of prisons deterring violence and crime that is central to the social 
contract that we are, in theory, signatories of. This issue of violence and crime in Baltimore 
has been politicized as a proxy for political contestation around issues like gentrification, 
public sector spending, civil rights protections, and Black political representation.  The 
politicization of crime and violence is weaponized in a political context that is deeply 
implicated by issues of race. As a result, they have inhibited the development of policy 
that substantively deals with these issues.  This paper will provide commentary that is 
aimed at re-imagining public safety and criminal justice in a way that can meaningfully 
address recurring and systemic issues of violence, crime, and safety. 
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Section 1: Overview of White supremacy, Black pathology, 
Dehumanization, and Violence 

The central flaw in contemporary mainstream conversations about violence and public 
safety is the lack of discussion about how white supremacy impacts the dynamics that 
produce violence in places like Baltimore.  One of the ways that white supremacy is 
perpetuated is by rendering itself invisible. Because people tend to think of white 
supremacy as bigotry—rather than as a set of institutional arrangements that produces 
collective benefits for white people and the institutions they control—discussions of white 
supremacy in conversations about public safety seem out of place. One of the key aspects 
to the system of white supremacy is the ubiquitous notion of Black pathology, particularly 
the notions that Black people have an inherent predisposition to violence and criminality.  
In his book The Falsification of Afrikan Consciousness, Amos Wilson writes: 

Classifying and labeling the consciousness and behavior of the oppressed by their 
oppressors provide the means by which the abnormality and pathology 
generated by oppression are “normalized” in the oppressed, i.e., made to appear 
to follow the natural order of the universe. The normalization of pathology is 
exquisitely functional for oppressive regimes. It is for this productive reason that 
oppressive white supremacy always attempts to rationalize its oppression of 
Blacks by normalizing their reactionary, pathological, Eurocentric consciousness 
and behavior and simultaneously abnormalizing both the reactionary and 
proactionary, non-pathological and pathological Afrocentric consciousness and 
behavior with regard to their political-economic functionality for maintaining 
White dominance. (Wilson, 1993) 

In this excerpt, Wilson is highlighting the fact that for those whose discourse on crime and 
violence in places like Baltimore are rooted in rhetoric that renders Black people 
inherently pathological, this perspective serves to justify the existing oppressive social 
order. Logically, if the problem is Black people’s collective misbehavior, then policies that 
are harmful to Black people (i.e., war on drugs) is a favor to them. Thus, a Black person 
who is abused by law enforcement is probably a criminal in need of correction. This logic 
robs Black people of our humanity and makes us vulnerable to societal dehumanization. 

 This is not to say that actual violence and crime do not exist in our communities. 
Nor does it discount the fact that there are harmful behaviors of people in our community 
that we should address. We should be clear that, while addressing these behaviors, we 
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also offer a perspective of understanding that pathological behaviors in our community are 
encouraged and cultivated by American civil society. Structured on the system of white 
supremacy and combined with the societal propaganda of notions of Black inferiority, the 
material conditions of Black people in this society produce an environment that lends 
itself to the behaviors that cause crime and violence in our community. In his book The 
Psychopathic Racial Personality, Bobby Wright says: 
  

For political reasons, Blacks are being programmed for self-destruction and 
“Black suicide” is one of the results…. The author has classified this process as 
“menticide,” (Wright 1976) which is defined as the “deliberate and systematic 
destruction of a group’s minds with the ultimate objective being the extirpation of 
the group.” For example, Blacks’ acceptance of the concept of “free will” 
absolves Whites of any responsibility for their victims’ condition. In fact, Whites 
have developed an effective defense mechanism, “the guilt of the victim.” It is so 
effective that their victims accept their plight as being “God’s will.” 

  
To remove any element of doubt, what is termed Black suicide is really deliberate 
Black race murder committed by the Whites in the United States. Whites in the 
United States have achieved their “special environment” as postulated by Watson 
and Skinner. Therefore, they must be held accountable for the behavior of its 
inhabitants. Most behavioral scientists attest to the fact that situations can be 
contrived in a manner that will influence people to engage in self-destructive 
behavior.  Further, once it is determined that such a condition caused the 
behavior, the focus of attention shifts from the victim to the perpetrator-except 
where Black people are involved…. 

  
“Menticide” is a worldwide phenomenon being implemented against the entire 
Black race.  Therefore, Blacks in Africa will begin to manifest the behavior of 
Blacks in the United States.  Also, it is clear that there is a direct correlation 
between the level of White involvement and control of Black institutions, and 
Black self-destruction. 

  
This analysis should not be surprising to anyone who has studied European 
history and is familiar with the European objective of world domination. 
Menticide was developed to combat the rising level of consciousness and Black 
nationalism which threaten the process of European world domination.  
(Wright, 1974) 

  

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City



12

Later, we will discuss the unique way that suicide applies to an analysis of the intersection 
between crime and violence in urban cities and the system of white supremacy. In Dr. 
Wright’s analysis, the environment created in the US by the system of white supremacy 
contributes to a psychological denigration of Black people that lends itself to the 
pathological behaviors in our community. This line of reasoning is only controversial in a 
context that address the issues of Black people, as Dr. Wright asserts in the excerpt. For 
instance, when white people are engaged in mass shootings, the mainstream media 
usually focuses on the dynamics that may have caused them to commit such heinous 
acts.  Video games, the alt-right, hip-hop, and mental health are prioritized areas of 
discussion when these tragedies happen. The thought that these shootings are an 
indication that there is something inherently wrong with white people or their culture is 
never seriously considered.  Again, there is often an analysis of the environments that 
produce violent behaviors for white people. However, when Black people are involved, 
crime and violence are often dealt with and narrated as evidence of our inherent 
pathology. This robs Black people of our collective humanity and impacts the nature of the 
interventions and policies that are developed to address crime and violence.  

 One of the mistakes that progressives make is to reduce the problem of violence to 
solely an issue of socio-economics—this is not to dismiss the role that socio-economics 
plays in producing violent crime. Property crimes (crimes that usually involve people 
illegally obtaining items that don’t belong to them, e.g., burglary) are committed 5.5 times 
more than violent crime in the US according to a November 2020 Pew research report 
titled “What the Data Says (and Doesn’t Say) about Crime in the United States.” This data 
helps to substantiate the claim that much of the crime involves people trying to address 
their immediate material needs. Since Black people experience higher levels of poverty, 
particularly in Baltimore, it makes sense that more crime and violence exists in 
Baltimore. Anyone who is serious about addressing violence and crime in Baltimore and 
cities like it must commit to addressing the material inequalities that Black people face. 
The political effort needed to do the intermediate and long-term work of radically 
redistributing resources into the hands of Black people is beyond the scope of this 
paper. While LBS and many other organizations are engaged in this redistribution effort, 
this paper focuses on addressing what can be done in the short term. We need to consider 
solutions that address the aspects of violence in our communities and that are not limited 
in social inequality.  

 Most of the perpetrators of homicide in Baltimore are Black men, and most of the 
victims are Black men. So, the question that needs to be asked is this: why are Black men 
so willing to use deadly violence against other Black men? Unfortunately, some people 
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respond by rendering Black people as having inherent pathologies that need to be 
fixed. There are people who believe Black people need to learn the value of family as a 
remedy for our inherent pathology. Others say that a strain of criminality is inherent in 
Black youth culture. Such answers are devoid of an understanding of the system of white 
supremacy and how the forms of anti-social behavior that exist in Baltimore 
neighborhoods are not indicative of any inherent pathology. 

 Amos Wilson once described the thesis of his book Black on Black Violence by 
saying that “Black on Black violence is the externalization of a suicidal impulse.”  This 
statement is the most concise description of the psycho-social dynamics that produce high 
rates of homicide in Baltimore. It describes the way in which Black people have absorbed 
the societal messages of Black inferiority that produces behavior that demonstrates a 
devaluation of our own lives. Given the mis-education about white supremacy that lies at 
the core of American civil society, people tend not to appreciate the depth and magnitude 
of the assault on Black people’s humanity, which too lies at the core of the collective 
American consciousness. Here are a few examples of how American civil society has 
engaged in projecting cultural stigmas that dehumanize Black people: 

 Black people’s activity of destroying and overthrowing the institution of slavery 
during chattel slavery was criminalized.  Joanne Grant, in her anthology Black Protest, 
describes the laws that were established to criminalize Black people fighting their 
oppressors: 

Many of the laws were designed to provide safeguards against 
insurrections. Slaves were forbidden to gather even for religious services except in 
the presence of a white person; they were forbidden to have Negro 
preachers. They could not possess arms and were forbidden to receive, transmit 
or possess “incendiary” literature designed to incite insurrections.  They were 
forbidden to leave the plantation without written permission and they could not 
strike a white person even in self-defense. (Grant, 1970) 

  
Nat Turner is often described in mainstream white historiography as a violent man, if he is 
discussed at all.  He led an armed rebellion against plantation owners in 1831 in 
Southampton, Virginia. Some people have described his actions as immoral. In a New York 
Times article, Felicia Lee provides an example of this perspective: 

Ever since, it has inspired debates about Turner himself. As viewed by many 19th-
century Southern whites, he was a misguided fanatic. Some blacks in the 1960's 
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claimed him as the ultimate symbol of black resistance to white supremacy. Some 
white descendants of those killed maintain his actions were immoral and 
indefensible. 
  
These conflicting interpretations are now themselves the subject of debate in a 
new film that is to be broadcast on PBS on Tuesday night, as well as in some 
recent books. 
  
''Nat Turner is a classic example of an iconic figure who is deeply heroic on one 
side and deeply villainous on the other,'' said David W. Blight, a history professor 
at Yale and who this summer will become director of the Gilder Lehrman Center 
for the Study of Slavery, Resistance and Abolition there. ''For those who need a 
slave rebel, he serves that purpose. For those who need to see him as a deranged 
revolutionary who likes slaughtering people, they can see that, too. He's forever 
our own invention in some ways,'' given the paucity of evidence about him. (Lee, 
2004) 

  
Additionally, a look at how the Virginia press described the rebellion provides insight into 
how Americans are taught to perceive the 1831 rebellion.  On August 30, 1831, the 
Richmond Enquirer published the following: 

So much curiosity has been excited in the state, and so much exaggeration will go 
abroad, that we have determined to devote a great portion of this day's paper to 
the strange events in the county of Southampton…. What strikes us as the most 
remarkable thing in this matter is the horrible ferocity of these monsters. They 
remind one of a parcel of blood-thirsty wolves rushing down from the Alps; or 
rather like a former incursion of the Indians upon the white settlements. Nothing 
is spared; neither age nor sex is respected—the helplessness of women and 
children pleads in vain for mercy. The danger is thought to be over, but prudence 
still demands precaution. The lower country should be on the alert. The case of 
Nat Turner warns us. No black man ought to be permitted to turn a Preacher 
through the country. The law must be enforced, or the tragedy of Southampton 
appeals to us in vain.  
  
Extract of a letter from Jerusalem, Va., 24th August, 3 o'clock -  
The oldest inhabitants of our county have never experienced such a distressing 
time, as we have had since Sunday night last. The negroes, about fifteen miles 
from this place, have massacred from 50 to 75 women and children, and some 8 
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or 10 men. Every house, room and corner in this place is full of women and 
children, driven from home, who had to take the woods, until they could get to 
this place. We are worn out with fatigue.  
  
A fanatic preacher by the name of Nat Turner (Gen. Nat Turner) who had been 
taught to read and write, and permitted to go about preaching in the country, 
was at the bottom of this infernal brigandage. He was artful, impudent and 
vindictive, without any cause or provocation, that could be assigned. He was the 
slave of Mr. Travis. He and another slave of Mr. T. a young fellow, by the name of 
Moore, were two of the leaders. Three or four others were first concerned and 
most active. 
  
They had 15 others to join them. And by importunity or threats, they prevailed 
upon about 20 others to cooperate in the scheme of massacre. We cannot say 
how long they were organizing themselves, but they turned out on last Monday 
early (the 22d) upon their nefarious expedition…. They were mounted to the 
number of 40 or 50; and with knives and axes-knocking on the head, or cutting 
the throats of their victims. They had few firearms among them—and scarcely 
one, if one, was fit for use…. But as they went from house to house, they drank 
ardent spirits, and it is supposed, that in consequence of their being intoxicated, 
or from mere fatigue, they paused in their murderous career about 12 o'clock on 
Monday. (Tragle, 1971) 

  
Black people’s rising to overthrow their oppressor is not violent. After all, the American 
Revolution is generally not described as violent because the American colonists were 
fighting against tyranny. Nat Turner was doing what the American colonists described 
themselves as doing: fighting for their freedom. In her New York Times article, Lee quotes a 
professor who describes the legitimacy of viewing Nat Turner as a “deranged 
revolutionary.” Legitimizing this perspective is a fundamental disregard for Black people’s 
humanity. Why is it that white people can engage in armed warfare against their 
oppressors and be called heroes, but when Black people do it, we are potentially 
“deranged revolutionaries?” 

 Additionally, the Richmond Enquirer article describes the rebellion participants as 
animals, as if armed warfare against one’s oppressor is an expression of some primitive 
animalistic impulse. Even more astonishing is the article labels Turner and the rebellion as 
“impudent and vindictive, without any cause or provocation, that could be assigned.” It is 
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as if Black people’s humanity was so disregarded that the condition of enslavement itself 
was not enough of a provocation to understand the motive behind the rebellion. 

 The criminalization of this activity is not just an interesting academic inquiry. It 
helps to illustrate the ways in which Americans are socialized so that they have difficulty 
in seeing criminality as inherent in white people but difficulty in not seeing criminality as 
inherent in Black people.  In other words, those who view Nat Turner as a deranged 
revolutionary but George Washington as a hero are more likely to assign criminal 
characteristics to Black people’s behavior than white people’s. This lens, which is endemic 
to the American societal mainstream, projects distortions upon the behavior of Black 
people. For example, policies that focus on criminalizing Black people with firearms 
illustrates this contradiction.  Regardless of where someone stands on the gun control 
debate, someone in a community with high incidents of gun violence would be making a 
rational decision to carry a firearm for protection. This is not an endorsement of people 
carrying illegal firearms as the primary approach for addressing gun violence. However, 
the narratives projected onto urban communities suggest that anyone with an illegal 
firearm is part of the problem. In mainstream policy conversations about gun violence, the 
idea of a Black person arming themselves primarily for protection is not even 
considered.  Instead, the policies treat any Black person possessing a firearm as someone 
who is inherently committed to violence, drawing people into the criminal justice system 
who are not the primary perpetrators of violence. Additionally, addressing the psycho-
social dynamics that create many of these violence-producing conflicts is an approach that 
recognizes the humanity of Black people. We will discuss the policy impacts of this 
approach later. But the point is that criminalizing Black people’s historical behaviors of 
arming themselves against those committing violence upon them mitigates our ability to 
recognize when they are engaged in rational acts of violence. To characterize all forms of 
violence in urban contexts as irrational and inherently criminal is to render Black people 
as inherently pathological and produce policy responses that further dehumanize Black 
people. 

 The 1980’s was a period of time when the war on drugs (which was really a war on 
Black and Brown people) had been ratcheted up tremendously. Violence and drug use/
trafficking were often rendered in mainstream discourse as examples of the inherent 
pathology in Black “inner-city” communities, as seen in First Lady Hillary Clinton’s 
description of young Black people engaged in crime as “super-predators.” Another way 
that notions of inherent Black pathology have been propagated in American society is the 
term “crack baby,” which carries with it historiographical and political baggage that has 
harmed the collective image of Black people.  In her book Medical Apartheid, Harriet 
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Washington gives a comprehensive analysis of how the term was used to pathologize 
Black people. She says: 

In September 1985, The New England Journal of Medicine published research by 
Dr. Ira Chasnoff, an associate professor of pediatrics and psychiatry at the 
University of Illinois, that described his findings that babies born to cocaine-using 
mothers remained smaller, sicker, moodier, and less social than other infants. His 
investigation, however, was tentative and profoundly flawed: It had no control 
group and he had studied the children of merely twenty-three women, far too 
few to infer anything about prenatal cocaine exposure in general…. 
  
The putative harms done to crack babies were first popularized in graphic detail 
in 1989 by Washington Post columnist Charles Krauthammer, who warned, “The 
inner-city crack epidemic is now giving birth to the newest horror: a bio-
underclass, a generation of physically damaged crack babies whose biological 
inferiority is stamped at birth.” 
  
Douglas Besharov of the American Enterprise Institute, who coined the phrase 
“bio-underclass,” did not shy from the racial label: “This is no stuff that Head 
Start can fix. This is permanent brain damage.  Whether it is 5 percent or 15 
percent of the black community, it is there.” 
  
Krauthammer’s column triggered a cascade of national headlines describing these 
infants as born addicted to crack and neurologically damaged to the point where 
they constituted a permanent army of inferiority-miniature Golems who could 
never be human. USA Today bewailed “Crack Babies Born to Life of Suffering.” In 
its piece “Crack’s Toll Among Babies: A Joyless View, Even of Toys,” the New York 
Times detailed how “maternity wards around the country ring with the high 
pitched ‘cat cries’ of neurologically impaired crack babies.” 
  
None of this had been demonstrated by research and none of this was 
true. Although exposure to cocaine in the uterus can damage a fetus, a baby 
cannot be born addicted to cocaine, as children are sometimes born addicted to 
other narcotic drugs. Neither is there any difference between prenatal exposure 
to cocaine and crack cocaine.  Moreover, the “diagnosis” of “crack baby” is 
based upon a woman’s positive drug test, not upon the baby’s clinical picture, so 
it makes no distinction between mothers who smoked crack habitually and those 
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who did so rarely. There is no such medical entity as a crack baby. (Washington, 
2006) 

  
Crack baby is a caricature of Black inferiority that during the 1980s and 1990s has 
perpetuated notions that Black people are inherently pathological. It speaks volumes that a 
term with no medical basis became such a prominent term to describe inner-city (Black, 
poor, working class) neighborhoods.  It would be foolhardy to believe that this caricature 
does not have a lingering effect on the collective American consciousness. In fact, a 2014 
study provides important evidence that these pathologized notions of Black people remain 
with us today. 

 In this study, Phillip Goff et al. produce important findings that are relevant to this 
discussion about how Black people are rendered as inherently violent and 
pathological.  Based on their research, they conclude that Black males ages 14-17 are 
understood to be as culpable for their actions as non-Black males ages 18-21. Essentially, 
Black males are understood to be less innocent than non-Black males. One of the most 
stunning findings was that participants who were primed with dehumanizing associations 
for Black people, like with animals such as apes, showed a reduced belief in the essential 
distinction between Black children and Black adults.  This loss of essentialism led to 
decreased perceptions of the innocence of Black boys. In policing contexts, this loss of 
protections may result in violent outcomes. 

 In mainstream American culture, we are bombarded with dehumanizing images of 
Black people that would result in perceiving Black people as inherently pathological. The 
basis of Goff et al.’s study can be extrapolated to describe the general public’s 
unwillingness to acknowledge the Black people’s humanity the midst of the oppressive 
conditions that they face. The societal messages of Black inferiority that are ubiquitous in 
American society have an effect on the psyche of Black people and facilitate the kinds of 
violence that happen in Baltimore. An acknowledgement of our collective humanity when 
discussing and formulating solutions to violence is often missing in public policy 
discussions regarding public safety. 

 In his study, Tony Weaver, Jr., provides contemporary perspective on how pervasive 
these notions of inherent Black pathology are in American popular culture. In the literature 
review, Weaver’s analysis connects the historical and contemporary representations of 
Black people. He writes: 
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African Americans have a relationship to American history that cannot be 
replicated by any other minority groups. The reality of slavery and the Jim Crow 
Era that followed placed the African American community subject to 
misrepresentation in mainstream American culture even before the modern idea 
of media started. 
  
For decades, African Americans have been depicted negatively in popular media 
(Drummond, 1990). African American men have been stereotyped as violent and 
impulsive sexual predators (Watson, 2009). African Americans were portrayed 
negatively not only in reality TV and scripted television shows, but in news outlets 
as well. They were more consistently shown as being poorly dressed and being 
restrained by figures of authority (Entman, 1992). Overall, media outlets created 
a narrative that portrayed African Americans as lazy, violent individuals who were 
prone to crime (Entman, 1990). Despite the inaccuracies of these stereotypes, 
prolonged exposure to them can create an environment that perpetuates them 
(Entman & Gross, 2008). Media misrepresentation has been shown to cause 
cultural stigma, and capable of causing members of stereotyped groups to model 
behavior that did not originally exist (Dong & Murrillo, 2007). These beliefs are 
even more significant in areas where direct interaction with African Americans is 
lacking (Fujioka, 1999). 
  
Negative representations of African Americans have been used as the foundation 
for a variety of stereotypes about African American people…. 
  
The Mandingo stereotype is based on rhetoric used during slavery asserting that 
Black men were primitive and hypersexual. The rhetoric that characterized Black 
men as brute was used even after the emancipation of slaves to further separate 
Blacks from Whites, and to discourage mixed race relationships. Positioning Black 
men as sex-crazed fiends made it easier to enforce accusations of rape and 
murder, contributing to a rise in lynchings. The Mandingo stereotype exists in 
modern day media in the form of thugs, gangsters, or other Black male characters 
who lack empathy, and only show a penchant for violence and sexual activity…. 
  
Research shows that the distorted portrayals of African Americans found in the 
media cause general antagonism toward African American males, lack of 
identification, or sympathy with African Americans, and exaggerated views 
related to criminality and violence in the African American community (Kang, 
2005; Ramasubramanian, 2011; Entman & Gross, 2008). Phelps et al. (2000) 
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found, regardless of conscious reports about racial attitudes, Whites were shown 
to have increased activity in the regions of their brain associated with 
experiencing fear when they saw unfamiliar African Americans. One study found 
that United States citizens support harsher laws if those laws are designed to 
imprison more African Americans (Hetey & Eberhardt, 2014). 

These negative effects translate into institutional consequences (Dong & Murrillo, 
2007). Media misrepresentation has been linked to African Americans receiving 
less attention from doctors, harsher sentencing by judges (Rachlinski, Johnson, 
Wistrich, & Guthrie, 2009), lower likelihood of being hired for a job or admitted 
to school, shorter life expectancy (Entman, 2006), lower odds of getting loans, 
and higher likelihood of being shot by police (Greenwald, Oakes, & Hoffman, 
2003). 
  
These portrayals also cause African Americans to have reduced self-esteem (Tan 
& Tan, 1979), low expectations for themselves (Martin, 2008), and implicit bias 
against members of their own race (Schmader, Johns, & Forbes, 2008). It has also 
been proven to increase domestic abuse rates of African American women, and 
cause African American men to underachieve on standardized tests and in job 
interviews (Schmader et al., 2008). 
  
Communications researchers Mastro and Greenberg (2000) suggested that 
immediate work be undertaken in order to address representation issues. 
However, according to a replication of that study performed 10 years later, 
African Americans are still being misrepresented and negatively stereotyped in 
the same ways (Turner, et.al, 2010). 
(Weaver, 2016) 

While the excerpts from Weaver’s study are insightful, particularly relevant to our 
discussion are his references to studies that show Americans favoring harsher penalties if 
they are more likely to be imposed on Black people.  Weaver references studies that 
substantiate the fact that there is historical continuity between the caricatures of Black 
people’s inherent violence and how they are rendered in popular culture. Similarly, Goff et 
al. also found that police officers view Black males as inherently less innocent than white 
males and that anti-Black dehumanization (having internalized negative association with 
Black people) predicts the disparate treatment of Black males.  
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 Weaver’s study examines the nature of media representations of Black people on 
streaming services Hulu, Netflix, and Amazon Prime. The aim of his study was to identify 
the frequency of racialized stereotypes of Black people that are present in the most 
commonly streamed programs on these platforms. Weaver found that 58.5% of the Black 
characters who were included in the studied programming were capitulating to popular 
racialized stereotypes. 

 Given the extensive nature of Black dehumanization in mainstream American 
culture, it should be no surprise that the lack of regard for Black people’s humanity would 
show up in policy making and institutional spaces. One of the most powerful examples of 
this is contained in a letter that Professor Sylvia Wynter wrote to her colleagues in May 
1992. The letter followed the Los Angeles uprising caused by the acquittal of the officers 
who were recorded beating a man named Rodney King. She writes: 

You may have heard a radio news report which aired briefly during the days after 
the jury’s acquittal of the policemen in the Rodney King beating case. The report 
stated that public officials of the judicial system of Los Angeles routinely used the 
acronym N.H.I. to refer to any case involving a breach of the rights of young 
Black males who belong to the jobless category of the inner city ghettoes. 
N.H.I. means “no humans involved.” (Wynter, 1995) 
  

“No humans involved” perfectly explains how the lack of regard for Black people’s 
humanity becomes a part of law enforcement’s institutional culture, as demonstrated in the 
2016 Department of Justice report on Baltimore City’s police department’s “pattern and 
practice” of violating the rights of Black people. 

 These are just a few examples of the dehumanizing images, narratives, social 
policies, and representations that are normal aspects of American mainstream culture. An 
important next step after establishing this dynamic as a sociological fact is examining its 
impact on Black people, particularly Black youth. At the core of examination is whether 
beliefs held by dominant society can impact the behavior of a group that it 
subordinates. Stereotype threat seems a logical place to start. 

 Many studies have explored the phenomenon referred to as stereotype 
threat. According to Claude Steele in Young, Gifted, and Black, it is “the threat of being 
viewed through the lens of a negative stereotype, fear of doing something that would 
inadvertently confirm that stereotype.”  This concept has been widely examined, 
particularly in addressing barriers to Black people’s academic achievement. Studies have 
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shown that Black people perform lower on standardized tests, even when socio-economic 
factors are controlled.  Scholars, like Steele, have discovered that stereotype threat 
contributes greatly to this dynamic:  

When strong Black students sit down to take a difficult standardized test, the 
extra apprehension they feel in comparison with whites is less about their own 
ability than it is about having to perform on a test in a situation that may be 
primed to treat them stereotypically. We discovered the extent of this 
apprehension when we tried to develop procedures that would make our Black 
participants see the test as “race fair.” (Steele, 2004) 
  

 Thus, dominant beliefs in notions of Black inferiority impact our behaviors in ways 
that have been tested by scientific studies. Some may say that stereotype threat impacts 
only weak-minded people, but Steele explains that “in all our research the most 
achievement-oriented students, who were the most skilled, motivated, and confident, were 
the most impaired by stereotype threat.” Let us look at how this manifests in the context of 
violence and homicide. 

 In his book Papers in African Psychology, Na’im Akbar describes major categories 
of mental disorders that afflict the Black community as a result of the oppressive forces of 
white supremacy in American society. One of those categories is called “self-destructive 
disorder.” Akbar writes: 

Victims of the self-destructive disorders are the most direct victims of 
oppression. These disorders represent the self-defeating attempts to survive in a 
society that systematically frustrates normal efforts for human growth. The pimps, 
pushers, prostitutes, addicts, alcoholics and psychotics and an entire array of 
conditions that are personally destructive to the individual and equally 
detrimental to the African American community, typify this group.  These are 
individuals who have usually found the doors to legitimate self-determination 
blocked and out of urgency for survival have chosen personally and socially 
destructive means to alleviate immediate wants such as pimping, pushing drugs 
or prostitution. Black on black homicide and crime is an acting-out of the self-
destructive disorder…. The deadliness of human degradation in the American 
system of human oppression is reflected in the kind of self-destructive minds that 
are produced. (Akbar, 2003) 
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 In this excerpt, Akbar describes how the dehumanization that Black people 
experience creates an environment that normalizes self and community destructive 
behavior. Amos Wilson takes this analysis a step further. He uses suicide to make sense of 
the phenomenon of violence in the Black community: 

Suicide is the pre-eminent expression of Black-on-Black violence. It is the other 
side of Black of Black homicide. Both homicide and suicide are different forms of 
the collective self-destruction of a race by death. Both actualize a death-wish 
instigated externally, and executed internally. Both are assassinations by proxy: 
victim murdering victim. Both involve the killing of someone considered 
expendable, someone lodged between the assailant and some form of settlement 
or satisfaction….Both are attempts to palliate some unbearable hurt or pain, 
some sickness of the soul. (Akbar, 2003) 
  

Black people’s collective exposure to dehumanizing projections from mainstream 
American society has produced a tremendous barrier to the self-love needed to combat 
the self-destructive impulses afflicting our communities. The “sickness of the soul,” to 
which Wilson refers, cannot be adequately addressed by punishing those who commit 
violence. That is merely managing disaster. What is necessary is an aggressive program of 
instilling self-love.  

 Let us combine the societal stigmas that dehumanize Black people with the socio-
economic dynamics of the post-Civil Rights era that perpetuated societal disadvantages to 
Black people. The result is the most coherent explanation for the contemporary condition 
of the masses of Black people in Baltimore and throughout the country. These dynamics 
include redlining, where federal government policy was used to support giving out 
mortgages where white neighborhoods had more access to homeownership than in Black 
neighborhoods. This practice boosted white wealth accumulation at the expense of Black 
people. Additionally, dynamics like deindustrialization, in which there was a massive 
exodus of manufacturing jobs from the US, disproportionately impacted Black working-
class people’s ability to make a living. This is the very population that is most impacted by 
arguably the most devastating post-Civil Rights era policy, the War on Drugs (also known 
as “tough on crime”). 

 Inspired by the Southern Strategy of the Republican Party, the War on Drugs was a 
political move to take advantage of the growing resentment of white people’s belief that 
Black people were getting too much out of the gains of the Civil Rights Movement. The 
basis of the Southern Strategy was to associate Black people with drugs and to criminalize 
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drugs in order to evoke the societal notions of inherent Black criminality. This caused a 
massive increase in the prison population in America, where Black and Brown people 
became the majority of the incarcerated even though they represent only 25% of the 
American population. This was accelerated by the 1994 Crime Bill, signed by former 
President Bill Clinton. 

 In her book The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander provides a history of the 
emergence of mass incarceration as a feature of post-Civil Rights America. She links the 
notions of Black inferiority and inherent criminality with the trajectory of the political 
mainstream’s policy advocacy, which resulted in the unprecedented expansion of the 
prison system. She writes:  

For more than a decade—from the mid-1950s until the late 1960s—conservatives 
systematically and strategically linked opposition to civil rights legislation to calls 
for law and order, arguing that Martin Luther King, Jr.’s philosophy of civil 
disobedience was a leading cause of crime. Civil rights protests were frequently 
depicted as criminal rather than political in nature, and federal courts were 
accused of excessive “lenience” toward lawlessness, thereby contributing to the 
spread of crime. In the words of then-Vice President Richard Nixon, the 
increasing crime rate “can be traced directly to the spread of the corrosive 
doctrine that every citizen possesses an inherent right to decide for himself which 
laws to obey and when to disobey them.” Some segregationists went further, 
insisting that integration causes crime, citing lower crime rates in Southern states 
as evidence that segregation was necessary. In the words of Representative John 
Bell Williams, “This exodus of Negroes from the South, and their influx into the 
great metropolitan centers of other areas of the Nation, has been accompanied 
by a wave of crime…. What has civil rights accomplished for these areas?…. 
Segregation is the only answer as most Americans—not the politicians—have 
realized for hundreds of years.” 

Barry Goldwater, in his 1964 presidential campaign, aggressively exploited the 
riots and fears of black crime, laying the foundation for the “get tough on crime” 
movement that would emerge years later. In a widely quoted speech, Goldwater 
warned voters, “Choose the way of [the Johnson] Administration and you have 
the way of mobs in the street.” Civil rights activists who argued that the uprisings 
were directly related to widespread police harassment and abuse were dismissed 
by conservatives out of hand. “If [blacks] conduct themselves in an orderly way, 
they will not have to worry about police brutality,” argued West Virginia Senator 
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Robert Byrd. 

Early on, little effort was made to disguise the racial motivations behind the law 
and order rhetoric and the harsh criminal justice legislation proposed in 
Congress. The most ardent opponents of civil rights legislation and desegregation 
were the most active on the emerging crime issue. Well-known segregationist 
George Wallace, for example, argued that “the same Supreme Court that ordered 
integration and encouraged civil rights legislation” was now “bending over 
backwards to help criminals.” Three other prominent segregationists—Senators 
McClellan, Erwin, and Thurmond—led the legislative battle to curb the rights of 
criminal defendants. 

After the passage of the Civil Rights Act, the public debate shifted focus from 
segregation to crime. The battle lines, however, remained largely the same. 
Positions taken on crime policies typically cohered along lines of racial ideology. 
Political scientist Vesla Weaver explains: “Votes cast in opposition to open 
housing, busing, the Civil Rights Act, and other measures time and again showed 
the same divisions as votes for amendments to crime bills…. Members of 
Congress who voted against civil rights measures proactively designed crime 
legislation and actively fought for their proposals.” 
  
The Democratic New Deal coalition evolved into an alliance of urban ethnic 
groups and the white South that dominated electoral politics from 1932 to the 
early 1960s. That dominance came to an abrupt end with the creation and 
implementation of what has come to be known as the Southern Strategy. The 
success of law and order rhetoric among working-class whites and the intense 
resentment of racial reforms, particularly in the South, led conservative 
Republican analysts to believe that a “new majority” could be created by the 
Republican Party, one that included the traditional Republican base, the white 
South, and half the Catholic, blue-collar vote of the big cities. Some conservative 
political strategists admitted that appealing to racial fears and antagonisms was 
central to this strategy, though it had to be done surreptitiously. H.R. Haldeman, 
one of Nixon’s key advisers, recalls that Nixon himself deliberately pursued a 
southern, racial strategy: “He [President Nixon] emphasized that you have to face 
the fact that the whole problem is really the blacks. The key is to devise a system 
that recognizes this while not appearing to.” Similarly, John Ehrlichman, special 
counsel to the president, explained the Nixon administration’s campaign strategy 
of 1968 in this way: “We’ll go after the racists.” In Ehrlichman’s view, “that 
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subliminal appeal to the anti-black voter was always present in Nixon’s 
statements and speeches.” 

In his campaign for the presidency, Reagan mastered the “excision of the 
language of race from conservative public discourse” and thus built on the 
success of earlier conservatives who developed a strategy of exploiting racial 
hostility or resentment for political gain without making explicit reference to race. 
Condemning “welfare queens” and criminal “predators,” he rode into office with 
the strong support of disaffected whites, poor and working-class whites who felt 
betrayed by the Democratic Party’s embrace of the civil rights agenda. As one 
political insider explained, Reagan’s appeal derived primarily from the ideological 
fervor of the right wing of the Republican Party and “the emotional distress of 
those who fear or resent the Negro, and who expect Reagan somehow to keep 
him ‘in his place’ or at least echo their own anger and frustration.” To great effect, 
Reagan echoed white frustration in race-neutral terms through implicit racial 
appeals. His “colorblind” rhetoric on crime, welfare, taxes, and states’ rights was 
clearly understood by white (and black) voters as having a racial dimension, 
though claims to that effect were impossible to prove. The absence of explicitly 
racist rhetoric afforded the racial nature of his coded appeals a certain plausible 
deniability. For example, when Reagan kicked off his presidential campaign at the 
annual Neshoba County Fair near Philadelphia, Mississippi—the town where 
three civil rights activists were murdered in 1964—he assured the crowd “I 
believe in states’ rights,” and promised to restore to states and local governments 
the power that properly belonged to them. His critics promptly alleged that he 
was signaling a racial message to his audience, suggesting allegiance with those 
who resisted desegregation, but Reagan firmly denied it, forcing liberals into a 
position that would soon become familiar—arguing that something is racist but 
finding it impossible to prove in the absence of explicitly racist language. Crime 
and welfare were the major themes of Reagan’s campaign rhetoric. According to 
the Edsalls, one of Reagan’s favorite and most-often-repeated anecdotes was the 
story of a Chicago “welfare queen” with “80 names, 30 addresses, 12 Social 
Security cards,” whose “tax-free income alone is over $150,000.” The term 
“welfare queen” became a not-so-subtle code for “lazy, greedy, black ghetto 
mother.” The food stamp program, in turn, was a vehicle to let “some fellow 
ahead of you buy a T-bone steak,” while “you were standing in a checkout line 
with your package of hamburger.” These highly racialized appeals, targeted to 
poor and working-class whites, were nearly always accompanied by vehement 
promises to be tougher on crime and to enhance the federal government’s role in 

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City



27

combating it. Reagan portrayed the criminal as “a staring face—a face that 
belongs to a frightening reality of our time: the face of the human predator.” 
Reagan’s racially coded rhetoric and strategy proved extraordinarily effective, as 
22 percent of all Democrats defected from the party to vote for Reagan. The 
defection rate shot up to 34 percent among those Democrats who believed civil 
rights leaders were pushing “too fast.” 

In October 1982, President Reagan officially announced his administration’s War 
on Drugs. At the time he declared this new war, less than 2 percent of the 
American public viewed drugs as the most important issue facing the nation. This 
fact was no deterrent to Reagan, for the drug war from the outset had little to do 
with public concern about drugs, and much to do with public concern about 
race. By waging a war on drug users and dealers, Reagan made good on his 
promise to crack down on the racially defined “others”— the underserving.” 

…in 1992, presidential candidate Bill Clinton vowed that he would never permit 
any Republican to be perceived as tougher on crime than he. True to his word, 
just weeks before the critical New Hampshire primary, Clinton chose to fly home 
to Arkansas to oversee the execution of Ricky Ray Rector, a mentally impaired 
black man who had so little conception of what was about to happen to him that 
he asked for the dessert from his last meal to be saved for him until the morning. 
After the execution, Clinton remarked, “I can be nicked a lot, but no one can say 
I’m soft on crime.” 
  
Once elected, Clinton endorsed the idea of a federal “three strikes and you’re 
out” law, which he advocated in his 1994 State of the Union address to 
enthusiastic applause on both sides of the aisle. The $30 billion crime bill sent to 
President Clinton in August 1994 was hailed as a victory for the Democrats, who 
“were able to wrest the crime issue from the Republicans and make it their own.” 
The bill created dozens of new federal capital crimes, mandated life sentences for 
some three-time offenders, and authorized more than $16 billion for state prison 
grants and expansion of state and local police forces. Far from resisting the 
emergence of the new caste system, Clinton escalated the drug war beyond what 
conservatives had imagined possible a decade earlier. As the Justice Policy 
Institute has observed, “the Clinton Administration’s ‘tough on crime’ policies 
resulted in the largest increases in federal and state prison inmates of any 
president in American history.” (Alexander, 2010) 
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These excerpts connect the politicization of societal notions of anti-blackness and inherent 
Black criminality with the emergence of tough-on-crime legislation and mass 
incarceration. Clearly, the purpose of the policies that led to mass incarceration was not to 
address crime and violence but to fight back against challenges to the American social 
order, specifically those challenges led by Black people. This is not to say that there was 
no need to address the emerging violence, particularly in urban cities. Later, we will 
address many of the community-based efforts to address violence that will serve as 
alternatives to the tough-on-crime approach. What is important to note is that the 
architects of tough-on-crime approaches to violence have typically been people who have 
been either complicit with or advocates of Black people’s subordination in American 
society—whether as a matter of the politics of racial resentment or of personal disregard 
for Black people’s humanity. 

 The modern carceral state is one of the most barbaric aspects of Western 
Civilization and is unparalleled in human history. One of the mistakes that is often made is 
to characterize the current criminal justice apparatus as a natural feature of heavily 
populated, “developed” societies. In his essay “A Reign of Penal Terror,” Dylan Rodriquez 
writes: 

I have argued elsewhere for a conception of the United States prison regime that 
focuses on the processes, mediating structures and vernaculars that compose the 
United States state’s self-articulation and “rule” across variable scales of 
jurisdiction, cultural production and global hegemony (Rodriguez 2006). Here, I 
expand on the notion that the United States prison is best understood as a 
dynamic arrangement (regime) of intersecting and generally symbiotic 
trajectories of violence that radically exceed the physical and juridical parameters 
of “The Prison” as a self-contained “total institution,” criminological datum or 
social scientific problematic. To centre such a notion of the prison regime is to 
critically reframe common sense conceptions. It is to think of the prison as a 
popularly reified American juridical structure and cultural production that is 
inseparable from the mystified (White) national imagination of societal well-being 
for (or “law and order”) in the nominal post-slavery era. In using the concept of 
reification, I mean to invoke the mystification of “The Prison” in a manner that 
obscures the material relations of power and normalized racist bodily violence 
that render the carceral site as a central presence in social and racial formation of 
the United States. 
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Reification, in this case, describes the set of political and conceptual labors that 
make prisons appear as a naturalized, inevitable, and indispensable feature of a 
functioning and coherent society. (Rodriguez, 2008) 

  
Rodriquez is describing the centrality of prison and law and order as fundamental to 
American civil society. These mainstream societal discourses have characterized the 
current regime of prison and the criminal justice apparatus as “naturalized, inevitable, and 
indispensable” to the normal functioning of society. The centrality of prison and law and 
order to American society is a concept necessary for understanding the structure of society. 
Michelle Alexander’s history of the public policy trajectory in the post-Civil Rights era 
regarding race, crime, and violence substantiates the sociological and historical claim that 
the law and order apparatus of the US is an instrument of white supremacist social control. 
The alignment between the anti-desegregation forces and those most ardently advocating 
for “crime bills” is too consistent to argue the contrary. Rodriquez provides the macro-
political explanation for this phenomenon. He lays out a theory that explains the racist 
public policy thrust that Alexander documents as the result of the collective societal belief 
that prison is the primary mechanism for maintaining the white supremacist American 
social order. In his book Blood in My Eye, George Jackson explains this dynamic more 
bluntly. He writes: 

The men who placed themselves above the rest of society through guile, 
fortuitous outcome of circumstance and sheer brutality have developed two 
principle institutions to deal with any and all serious disobedience— the prison 
and institutionalized racism. There are more prisons of all categories in the United 
States than in all other countries of the world combined. At all times there are 
two thirds of a million people or more confined to these prisons. Hundreds are 
destined to be legally executed; thousands more quasi-legally. Thousands will 
never again have any freedom of movement barring a revolutionary change in all 
the institutions that combine to make up the order of things. One third of a 
million people may not seem like a great number compared with the total 
population of two hundred million. However compared with the one million who 
are responsible for all the affairs of men within the extended state, it constitutes a 
striking contrast... 
  
Prisons were not institutionalized on such a massive scale by the people. Most 
people realize that crime is simply the result of a grossly disproportionate 
distribution of wealth and privilege... 
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Throughout its history, the United States has used its prisons to suppress any 
organized effort to challenge its legitimacy… 
(Jackson, 1990) 

What we can draw from Kelly Miller, Michelle Alexander, Dylan Rodriquez, and George 
Jackson is that the issue of crime and violence has been politicized in American history in 
ways that seek to maintain the white supremacist social order, in which Black 
dehumanization is inherent. As it is currently constituted, the criminal justice system—and 
all its organs—was designed not to address issues of public safety but rather to enforce the 
mechanisms of social control that are essential to maintaining a society rooted in white 
supremacy. 

 When we look throughout history and around the world, it is clear that societies 
without high levels of social inequality are less violent and more humane. One problem 
with American/Western social science and public policy is that there is often a lack of 
serious study of non-Western societies and how they have addressed human problems. 
Non-Western societies provide much useful information that should be used to address 
violence. In his book African Life and Customs, Edward Wilmot Blyden contrasts 
traditional African societies and Western societies while criticizing the tendency to see 
Western society as inherently superior in all aspects. He writes: 

There are today hundreds of so-called civilized Africans who are coming back to 
themselves. They have grasped the principles underlying the European social and 
economic order and making adequate provision for the normal needs of all 
members of society both present and future—from birth all through life to death. 
They have discovered all the waste places, all the nakedness of the European 
system both by reading and by travel. The great wealth can no longer dazzle 
them, and conceal from their view the vast masses of the population living under 
what they supposed to be the ideal system, who are of no earthly use to either 
themselves or to others, and the great number of human beings from whom these 
“waste products” are recruited generation after generation. And these so-called 
civilized Africans are resolved, as far as they can, to save Africa from such a fate. 
They observe that in the social structure of Europe there are three permanent 
elements— Poverty, Criminality, Insanity— people who live in workhouses, 
prisons, and lunatic asylums... 
  
Now under the African system of communal property and co-operative effort, 
every member of a community has a home and a sufficiency of food and clothing 
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and other necessaries of life and for life; and his children after him have the same 
advantages. In this system there is no workhouse and no necessity for such an 
arrangement. Although according to European ideals the people live on a lower 
level, still there is neither waste nor want, but always enough to spare… 
  
These are people that imaginative Europeans denounce as “lazy”; but all over the 
continent, where they are not disturbed by the moral depredations of the 
unappreciative foreigners, they realize and have in daily practice the reform 
which Mrs. Bosanquet tells us is much needed in England. (Blyden, 1994) 

  
Blyden makes clear that the capitalistic, individualistic, and competitive nature of 
European society makes “poverty, criminality, and insanity” inevitable aspects of it. The 
cooperative, socialistic nature of traditional African societies (Blyden is studying west 
African societies in particular) prevents the dynamics that produce crime and violence. 
These societies are often characterized as primitive, but Western Civilization is in no moral 
position to comment on other societies being primitive given the barbarism of the regimes 
of enslavement, Jim Crow, and mass incarceration. To be clear, evoking the social 
structures of non-Western societies is not to romanticize them or claim them as pure and 
just societies. Instead, it is to offer them as cultural and intellectual resources for 
developing workable alternative social arrangements to the status quo. Extensively 
examining the political economies of non-Western, pre-colonial societies in this article 
would require a tremendous amount of scholarly investigation, which should be pursued 
in order to address this and other issues. Blyden’s comments suggest the existence of 
alternative social arrangements that are more equitable and that in these non-Western 
arrangements, violence and crime are significantly less common. 

 Looking at contemporary societies around the world reveals that the places with 
high levels of social inequality and poverty are generally the places with the highest levels 
of violence. The United Nation’s Global Study on Homicide 2019 says that the Americas 
and Africa have much higher rates of homicide than Europe. The study does not conflate 
violence that is the result of regional conflicts with homicide, which is important because 
many may assume that this is the source of most of the violence provided in this study. This 
distinction makes the findings more applicable to the US conversation about homicide 
that exists in many urban settings. The report states clearly the role of social inequality: 

Countries with large gaps between rich and poor are likely to have higher 
homicide rates than those with less pronounced income inequality. This 
relationship explains almost 40 percent of the variation between countries. The 
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link holds over time, meaning that increased levels of violence correlate with 
increased levels of inequality, and provides a potential explanation for the fact 
that economic growth in the Americas and Africa has been accompanied by 
rising homicide rates. (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2019)  

  
The report also states that gangs and organized crime in the Americas play a large role in 
the existence of violence, which should be understood in part as a consequence of social 
inequality and not a separate phenomenon. Later we will discuss the added layer of socio-
cultural violence that has been exerted against non-white people, but the UN study 
provides a basis for the fact that social inequality explains at least 40% of high homicide 
rates in places in the world with high levels of social inequality. In places in the US with 
high levels of social inequality, it should no coincidence that violence is a significant 
problem. In fact, based on the data, it would be a sociological anomaly to have cities with 
high levels of income inequality and low levels of violence. 

 Right-wingers have often attributed violence in cities like Baltimore to the “culture 
of poverty.” The idea is that a cultural flaw exists in working-class Black communities. If 
the pathology of the culture is addressed, then this will change the behaviors that 
contribute to violence. This position is often taken as a contrast to the oppression that 
exists in working-class Black communities and is often taken to avoid challenges to the 
status quo. In other words, the right wing makes culture-of-poverty arguments to push 
against demands for radical redistribution of wealth and critiques of major institutions, like 
law enforcement. To explain our condition in this society, it is important that we reject the 
notion that any inherent pathology exists amongst Black people. There is a fine line to 
walk when distinguishing that argument from the argument made here that the societal 
attacks on Black people’s humanity produce spiritual and psychological pain that yields 
anti-social behavior. The argument here is that the dehumanization of Black people 
produces environments that are painful for them and that any people under these 
circumstances would produce anti-social behavior. Put another way, addressing the 
spiritual and psychological damage done to Black people by the societal propaganda of 
anti-Blackness must be accompanied by challenges to the white supremacist status quo in 
order to be truly liberatory. In section 3, we will deal more with the psycho-social aspects 
of violence in major Black communities. 
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Section 2: Policy Debates about Crime and Violence in 
Baltimore 

Whenever violent crime spikes, particularly in majority Black communities, elected 
officials and social elites often have a decreased appetite for policies that seek to 
challenge the oppressive policies of the criminal justice system and an increased appetite 
for policies that further criminalize Black people. After Baltimore homicides spiked in 
2015, former state senator and chair of the Judicial Proceedings Committee Bobby Zirkin, 
representing the 11th legislative district of Maryland, began to convene hearings and 
discuss more broadly an approach that was rooted in the tough-on-crime, law-and-order 
paradigm. At the same time, Larry Hogan, a Republican and the governor of Maryland, 
was also proposing a tough-on-crime legislative package. Interestingly, Sen. Zirkin was a 
part of a 2015 legislative effort called the Justice Reinvestment Act that was supposed to 
look at ways to decrease the prison population by eliminating some of the policies that 
criminalize Black people. In advocating for his 2018 crime bill (which was largely a 
tough-on-crime measure), Zirkin used his participation in the Justice Reinvestment Act, 
with its focus on non-violent drug offenders, to shield himself from criticism. This non-
violent drug offender trope allowed liberals and even conservatives to posture as reformers 
who care about racial justice, while simultaneously pathologizing Black people charged 
with violent crimes. Let us take a moment to address the mechanics of how tough-on-
crime policies oppress Black people before we return to the politics of Zirkin’s advocacy. 

 As was stated earlier, the prison and police apparatus in the United States is 
unparalleled in human history. These systems have been designed as instruments of social 
control to maintain the status quo. But given that we are operating in this current system, 
we must consider the best use of the existing systems in the short term. While engaging in 
praxis that recognizes the long-term goal of dismantling the current system of public safety 
and reimagining something more human and effective at keeping people safe, we can also 
address the immediate needs of safety in our community. With this in mind, the best thing 
that the police and prison can do as it relates to public safety is to remove people from the 
community who are not amenable to any other form of intervention to curb their violent 
behavior. The people who occupy this category are very few but are the drivers of the 
kinds of violence that law enforcement can address. The process is fairly simple: A violent 
act occurs. Police investigate the incident and work with community members to figure 
out who committed the act. The police give this information to a prosecutor. The 
prosecutor gets a conviction in front of a jury of the defendant’s peers. The person is sent 
to jail, removing them from the community and thereby eliminating their ability to cause 
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any direct harm to it. Ideally, the violent acts that would be prosecuted are those that 
could not be addressed by any other kind of intervention.  

 The challenge is that the war on drugs criminalized a wide range of activities 
amongst Black people: fighting (which is normal for people to do), self-medicating with 
drugs (because of the pain and “sickness of the soul”), carrying a gun (for protection from 
those who are truly drivers of violence), and selling drugs (with no intention to engage in 
violence). The criminalization of these activities impaired law enforcement’s capacity to 
solve murders and violent crime because they were socialized to see drug dealing as an 
inherent proxy for violent crime. Trying to incarcerate people for drug charges cast a wide 
net and hurled thousands of people dealing drugs, who themselves were not responsible 
for committing murder or violence, into prison. This is not to say that there is never any 
overlap. However, if police focused on building relationships with community members 
whom they otherwise might see as criminal, they could be more effective at solving 
murders and violent crimes that denigrate the entire community. Selling drugs in poor 
working-class Black communities is a rational decision to make. For many people in our 
communities, it has been one of the most available routes to capital and real economic 
opportunities. There are many successful people today, not just Black people, who used 
drug money as the basis for attaining their current wealth. We should not pathologize 
people who make this decision but understand the conditions that caused them to pursue 
that path and find viable alternatives that render participating in dangerous, business-like 
drug trafficking irrational. Also, those who decide to use drugs to self-medicate are making 
a rational decision. Many people use some form of drug (e.g., cannabis, alcohol, nicotine) 
to manage the stress of their lives. Given the tremendous trauma that we may have 
experienced, Black people in the oppressive conditions we are subjected might seek 
extreme forms of self-medication. If we do not want people to become addicted to drugs, 
we need to address the oppressive conditions that cause people to seek out self-
medication. Some readers, perhaps those who tend to support tough-on-crime policies, 
may think, “We need to stop making excuses for bad behavior.” But if we are serious 
about getting people to change the behaviors that are detrimental to our community, then 
we have to craft interventions that address the problem.  

 Additionally, many of the criminalized activities that Black people engage in are 
not characterized as “non-violent offenders.” Even though drug possession is technically a 
non-violent drug offense, law enforcement often uses the presence of drugs to get to a 
drug trafficking charge, which is considered violent, regardless of the circumstances. This 
is substantiated by the fact that when the Maryland State Legislature decriminalized 14 
grams or less of cannabis, drug possession charges went down, but distribution of drugs 
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with intent to distribute went up. This demonstrates that law enforcement will bypass 
charging people for non-violent drug offenses if doing so will get them a more 
consequential charge. A Maryland Matters op-ed piece explains this tendency amongst 
law enforcement to chase drugs as a proxy to violent crime: 

The war on drugs taught a generation of law enforcement how to not do the job. 
This statement comes from a comment that was made to Lawrence Grandpre, 
director of research for Leaders of a Beautiful Struggle, by his late father, who was 
an undercover narcotics officer for 20 years. 
  
Lawrence says his father told him that when the war on drugs took off, law 
enforcement ceased knowing how to address violence and only learned how to 
chase drugs. Even though law enforcement agencies acknowledge some need to 
change, they have not unlearned this approach to public safety. 
  

Because of the war of drugs, law enforcement is not learning the investigative methods 
that lead to a good case for a prosecutor to get a conviction. Instead, with the support of 
political leadership, it has focused on criminalizing certain behaviors as proxies for violent 
crime. It is also important to note that law enforcement strategies are so over determined 
by combatting drug trafficking that the strategies for non-drug-related violence are 
underdeveloped, if developed at all. While more data on this would be helpful, current 
data strongly points to the fact that a majority of violent crime is not related to drug 
trafficking. On January 17, 2023, the director of Baltimore’s Mayor’s Office of 
Neighborhood Safety and Engagement presented data to the Senate Judicial Proceedings 
Committee regarding violent crime in Baltimore’s western district. The district has 
historically been one of the most violent in Baltimore. The data indicates that only 14.5% 
of homicides in 2020 and 2021 were related to drug trafficking, 20.3% were related to on-
going personal disputes, 18.8% were related to internal group disputes, and 11.6% were 
sudden personal disputes. This means that a majority of homicides in the western district 
were not related to drug trafficking.  

 Thus, if the goal is to address violence in the community, the focus on drug 
trafficking is a scientifically ineffective strategy. Additionally, on March 30, 2023, Prince 
George’s County State Attorney Aisha Braveboy testified to the Senate Judicial Proceedings 
Committee that drug-related homicides usually account for about a quarter to a third of 
the overall homicide rate in her county. Again, a majority of the homicides in Prince 
George’s County are not related to drug trafficking. Making that a central focus of law 
enforcement would be misaligned with addressing the problem of violence. This further 
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supports the claim that the war on drugs taught a generation of law enforcement agents 
how to chase drugs, rendering them ineffective at addressing violence. This dynamic is 
also evident in the debate during the 2023 Maryland General Assembly on legislation that 
would prohibit law enforcement from being able to rely solely on the odor of cannabis to 
justify stops and searches. In an April 6, 2023 op-ed piece in the Afro American 
Newspaper, LBS provided the following commentary about this legislation: 

During the 2023 Maryland General Assembly, LBS focused mostly on dealing 
with the criminal justice elements of cannabis legalization. We have been 
working to prohibit the use of odor as the basis for searches from law 
enforcement and to remove criminal penalties for possession of cannabis about 
the 2.5 oz civil amount. This should be low-hanging fruit in the context of the fact 
that Maryland is going to legalize the recreational use of cannabis. This is 
particularly important given the fact that law enforcement has used cannabis 
prohibition policies as a central component of their public safety strategy. Law 
enforcement has testified against both of these policies and has testified that the 
smell of cannabis and its criminalization have been key tools for law 
enforcement. This begs the question, what is the connection between cannabis 
(and drug trafficking more broadly) and violence in Maryland? 
  
I know I am not the first person to make the observation of this mismatch 
regarding how law enforcement functions from the perspective of drug trafficking 
being central to addressing violence in spite of what the actual reality is on the 
ground. The fact that this society is structured on the system of white supremacy 
becomes particularly relevant because of the racialized notions of criminality and 
pathology that are projected onto the working class and poor Black people. The 
caricature of the dangerous Black drug dealer that flows from the Black brute 
stereotype makes those who are most harmed by the criminal justice system at 
best invisible and at worst acceptable collateral damage.  
  
Drug dealers come in many forms. White college students, doctors that get 
kickbacks for prescribing certain drugs, and police officers who rob other drug 
dealers and sell those drugs. But the ones we tend to focus on are Black drug 
dealers in majority Black working-class communities. If law enforcement and 
prosecutors (and many people in general for that matter) were honest, they 
would say that these drug dealers are more dangerous than the others. And they 
would point to data regarding violent crime committed by Black drug dealers 
compared to the other drug dealers I mentioned earlier. This would be used to 
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justify the caricature of the inherently violent Black drug dealer and why the 
focus on the war on drugs is so important. But there are a few observations that 
make this line of thought fall apart. People working in cash industries and 
carrying a lot of cash have more incentive to have guns to protect themselves. 
Whether it’s drugs or any other cash industry, a person is vulnerable to being 
robbed in ways that people who don’t work in cash industries are not.  
  
Because selling drugs is illegal, there is no ability to rely on law enforcement to 
protect them against people trying to rob them. So, in order to sell drugs, it 
requires having to use violence to deter being robbed in the same way that law 
enforcement uses violence when deemed necessary to deter robberies or any 
other kinds of crimes. In other words, drug dealers in places like Baltimore, for 
the most part, are not these inherently violent people who don’t have regard for 
their communities. These are folks who are involved in an inherently violent and 
illegal business and must take protecting themselves into their own hands. It is 
easier to conjure up this notion of these inherently violent Black people who are 
destroying the community as the source of a majority of the problems Black 
people face. It makes it easier to ignore the fact that the reason Black people in 
working-class communities engage in drug trafficking is because too many 
middle- and upper-class Black people have abandoned any meaningful obligation 
to the Black masses and leave our communities with very few other credible 
access to economic opportunities. We should look for ways to end drug 
trafficking so that people have safer ways to make money, which means we need 
to bring economic opportunity to communities impacted by the war on drugs. 
Criminalizing cannabis in a state that is about to legalize recreational use is a 
setup for weaponizing the criminal justice system against Black people in 
Maryland. (Love, 2023) 

  
In 2023, Maryland legalized the recreational use of cannabis.  Naturally, given its 
legalization, LBS and our partners in legislative advocacy thought it was important to 
prohibit law enforcement from basing stops and searches on solely the odor of cannabis, 
which law enforcement has used to justify its disproportionate contact with Black 
people. LBS was clear that, without prohibiting this practice, legalization could exacerbate 
the criminalization of Black people. This policy was extremely difficult to pass out of the 
Maryland State Legislature. Prosecutors and law enforcement testified against it. Law 
enforcement argued that prohibiting the use of odor would be detrimental to their ability 
to address gun violence, preventing them from getting illegal guns off the street.  LBS 
countered that no substantial link exists between the smell of cannabis and gun 
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violence. Also, the mere presence of a gun does not indicate that the person is a threat to 
public safety, and the mere presence of cannabis does not indicate that a gun is present. 
On its face, law enforcement’s argument is quite silly. The only way that their position 
makes any sense is through the violent Black drug dealer trope. The unsaid logic is that 
going after Black drug dealers is made more difficult by removing odor as a reason to stop 
and search (Black) people. Again, this assumes that the most effective approach to deal 
with violence is to focus on chasing drugs, instead of building relationships with Black 
people in the community, pursuing people who are truly causing havoc, and addressing 
the other issues that lead to violence. 

 This has absorbed into prisons thousands of Black people, who would have been 
better served with an alternative to incarceration. The unwillingness of liberals and 
conservatives alike to meaningfully address the corruption and incompetence of law 
enforcement—combined with the lack of regard for the humanity of working-class Black 
people—has led to people like Sen. Zirkin advocating enhancing jail sentences for the 
possession of a firearm in the commission of a violent crime, even though some people 
carry firearms for protection from others who may cause them harm. It is detrimental to 
our community to treat these people the same way we treat those intending to wreak 
havoc in the community. Yet, the policies of the tough-on-crime agenda do just that, 
ruining the lives of so many working-class Black people. Additionally, the corruption and 
incompetence of law enforcement have been well documented. Can we trust that police 
officers, who carry societal stigmas that pathologize and dehumanize Black people, are 
only charging and arresting people who are a threat to the community? Someone might 
ask, “Why have sympathy for someone who is charged with having a gun in the 
commission of a violent crime? These are charges, not convictions. A charge simply means 
that an officer is alleging wrongdoing. But let's look at why we should at least be skeptical 
of what law enforcement does. 

 In 2016, the activities of the Baltimore Police Department’s Gun Trace Task Force 
were disclosed to the public. A quote from the Steptoe investigative team’s 2022 report 
says the following: 

The arrests and the indictment of these officers stunned BPD and the entire city 
of Baltimore. Immediately referred to as “the GTTF scandal,” it was characterized 
as the most extensive and damaging corruption scandal in the history of BPD. It 
was particularly damaging because it came to light at a time when the 
relationship between BPD and the residents of Baltimore—particularly 
communities of color—was especially fragile and strained. Several dimensions of 

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City



39

the corruption scandal made it one without precedent in BPD’s history: the 
depravity of the behavior, the range of crimes committed, the number of officers 
involved, and the duration of the corruption. And it turned out that the initial 
arrests and charges were just the beginning. (Steptoe, 2022) 

  
People in the communities who experienced police brutality could raise concerns about 
the activities in the quote above. However, because of the societal valorization of law 
enforcement and denigration of working-class Black people, it took a federal investigation 
for people to believe what Black folks had been saying for years. How many working-class 
Black people were charged for possession of a firearm in commission of a crime by these 
crooked officers? Black people, who are living their life in communities that struggle with 
violence, have very little recourse for being victimized by this kind of 
corruption.  Additionally, if law enforcement is trying to solve murders, they need to 
collaborate with the community. A 2018 report commissioned by the Maryland State 
Legislature cites a 2020 report from Morgan State University’s Institute of Urban Research: 
in their study on the community’s thoughts and attitudes about Baltimore City Police, over 
half of the respondents said they had observed police engage in what they thought was 
excessive force. Eighty percent of them reported not observing law enforcement officers 
doing anything to get to know the community members. The same 2018 report cites a 
2020 study from the John Hopkins Center for Gun Policy and Research: fifty-two percent 
of respondents observed police being disrespectful to community members.  Given the 
pervasive negative attitudes, law enforcement is currently in no condition to characterize 
itself as having the capacity to genuinely partner with community members to address 
violence.  

 Passing laws that increase penalties for crimes does not address the corruption and 
incompetence of law enforcement or the community’s pervasive distrust of them. Instead, 
people who get swept into the criminal justice become subjected to harsher sentences. In 
2016, the National Institute for Justice reported that the length of a sentence does not 
meaningfully deter criminal activity. The largest deterrent is the certainty that they will get 
caught. Quality investigations increase the certainty that someone will get caught. But 
again, because of the societal valorization of law enforcement, police accountability 
policies are often framed as weakening law enforcements’ ability to get violent criminals 
off the streets.  Ironically, in the 2020 John Hopkins study, 64.5% of the participants said 
that if the community were more involved in overseeing law enforcement, they would be 
more willing to trust and work with law enforcement.  Yet again, police accountability 
work is demonized as being soft on crime. 
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  What is clear is that many of the constituencies that are politically energized by 
tough-on-crime policies are not interested in protecting the humanity of working-class 
Black people in communities struggling with violence. They have internalized the notion 
of inherent Black pathology and believe that harsher punishments are needed to curb the 
actions of Black people engaged in bad behavior. In a 2022 Maryland Matters op-ed titled 
“The Maryland Democratic Party in 2022,” I write: 
  

Efforts that are perceived to help Black people specifically trigger these deeply 
held racist attitudes. A study done in 2014 by Rebecca Hetey and Jennifer 
Eberhardt observed that, “Rather than treating racial disparities as an outcome to 
be measured, we exposed people to real and extreme racial disparities and 
observed how this drove their support for harsh criminal-justice policies.” 
  
Additionally, they “examined the relationship between racial disparities in 
incarceration and people’s acceptance of punitive policies. For decades, social 
psychologists have demonstrated an association between race and crime (e.g., 
Allport & Postman, 1947; Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002; Duncan, 
1976; Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies, 2004; Payne, 2001). Not only are 
Blacks strongly associated with violent crime, but also the more stereotypically 
Black a person’s physical features are perceived to be, the more that person is 
perceived as criminal (Eberhardt et al, 2004). Even in death-penalty cases, the 
perceived Blackness of a defendant is related to sentencing: the more Black, the 
more “death-worthy.” 
  
The electoral impact of this dynamic is that among a whiter and more suburban 
base, there are political benefits to co-signing these societal notions of inherent 
Black pathology and a disadvantage to policies that would seek to truly empower 
working-class Black people. (Love, 2022) 

  
This excerpt takes us back to where we began. The beneficiaries of the existing social 
order are the same ones who advocate for tough-on-crime policies. LBS and our allies who 
advocate against these policies are working to protect Black people from such oppressive 
policies that have proven to be ineffective at making people safe. The point is that the 
policies that have been advocated by those politically aligned with law enforcement, 
prosecutors, and the political establishment have, in the name of making our communities 
safer, operationalized an oppressive regime that is fueled by notions of inherent Black 
pathology and dehumanization. These are folks who would be devastated by confronting 
the system of white supremacy that they ignorantly and willfully perpetuate. It is easier to 
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demonize working-class Black people than to confront the global system of white 
supremacy. 
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Section 3: Black Sovereignty as a Framework for Violence 
Prevention 

One of the mistakes that is often made in conversations seeking a progressive approach to 
violence is focusing on getting white society to recognize its role in perpetuating 
oppressive conditions and to do right by our community. While those goals are important, 
the foundation of our solution to violence must be based on a comprehensive effort to 
instill a deep sense of racial pride and self-determination in our community. We must 
produce the self-love (the genuine love of being a person of African descent) needed to 
combat the societal degradation that we are bombarded with constantly. 

 This section will explore how anti-blackness and notions of black criminality and 
inherent violence within black/African peoples permeate well-meaning, liberal, and leftist 
approaches to public health approaches to violence prevention. This analysis seeks to 
reveal the impact of anxieties around Black people having sovereignty and control over 
the institutions that govern the community and their lives. These anxieties not only allow 
liberal nonprofit interventions in the black community to become yet another vector of 
anti-black racism but also frame out an analysis of culture and history that is a necessary 
starting point for social service and political interventions that decrease violence and 
fundamentally change the conditions for black people. 
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The Eurocentric Foundation of Epidemiology and the Racial Politics of 
Public Health—A Pan African Overview 

 While isolating the one point in history where “public health” began is impossible, 
the contemporary public health industry isolates specific stories to explain its origins. 
Exploring one of the most prominent of these stories is thus a useful starting point for 
understanding the intellectual foundations and cultural assumptions behind contemporary 
public health. An analysis of so-called “father of epidemiology” John Snow has been 
central to contemporary public health discourses and thus is a logical place to begin.  
Theodore Tulchinsky provides an overview of historical recounting of John Snow’s work in 
England, which is credited as the starting point for modern epidemiology: 

By 1849, about 53,000 cholera deaths were registered for England and Wales. 
Snow was skeptical of the predominant Miasma Theory, and theorized that the 
cause of cholera was due to contaminated water as the main form of transmission… 

The prevailing Miasma Theory was that cholera was caused by airborne 
transmission of poisonous vapors from foul smells due to poor sanitation. At the 
same time, the competing Germ Theory that inspired Snow was still an unproven 
minority opinion in medical circles… 

When the next cholera epidemic struck London from August to September,1854, 
primarily in the Soho area adjacent to Broad Street, Snow investigated it and traced 
some 600 cholera deaths occurring in a 10-day period. He was struck by the 
observation that the cases either lived close to or were using the Broad Street pump 
for drinking water. He also determined that brewery workers and poorhouse 
residents in the area, both of whom relied on local wells, escaped the epidemic. 
Snow concluded that access to uncontaminated water prevented them from 
cholera infection, while users of the Broad Street pump became infected. He 
persuaded the doubtful civic authorities to remove the handle from the Broad Street 
pump, and the already subsiding epidemic disappeared within a few days… 

The result of the inquiry then was that there has been no particular outbreak or 
increase of cholera, in this part of London, except among the persons who were in 
the habit of drinking water of the above-mentioned pump-well. I had an interview 
with the Board of Guardians of St. James parish, … the handle of the pump was 
removed the following day.” 
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The cholera epidemic, which was already declining, fell off and disappeared once 
the pump usage stopped. As a result of this episode, Benjamin Disraeli, together 
with other members of Parliament, adopted the plan of the Thames Authority and 
passed legislation forcing the overhaul of London’s water and sewage systems, 
which after completion, contributed to the nonreturn of cholera…. 

Snow’s brilliant, game-changing studies of cholera in 1854 earned him the title “the 
father of modern epidemiology.” His work led directly to steps taken to improve 
water safety in London, setting new standards for other urban centers across the 
industrialized world, resulting in cholera, typhoid, and other enteric infectious 
diseases largely disappearing in many countries and saving millions of lives over the 
years. Yet cholera, along with many other waterborne diseases, remains a serious 
challenge to public health with severe health, economic, and social effects globally 
particularly on the poorest populations, especially those in developing countries or 
in disaster situations in the 21st century. (Tulchinshy, 2018) 

This moment of triumph of the germ theory serves as a critical point to understanding why 
the version of public health prevalent in the Western world became dominant. Societies 
all over the world have promoted healthy diet, sanitation, and quarantine as means to 
control disease and promote health (Tulchinshy & Varavikova, 2014). It would seem that a 
variety of health interventions, preventative measures, and social infrastructure (e.g., diet 
and exercise, universal access to healthy food, and universal healthcare, respectively) 
would be under the purview of “public health.” Even the CDC’s (2021) official definition 
of public health—“the science and art of preventing disease, prolonging life, and 
promoting health through the organized efforts and informed choices of society, 
organizations, public and private communities, and individuals”—would support that a 
proper understanding of public health goes far beyond epidemiology and germ theory. Yet, 
until recently, with discussions of “social determinants of health,” the social conditions 
that lead to diseases had not been the center of public health conversations, has 
specifically focused on managing the spread of communicable/vector-based diseases.  
 
 This point is useful for making a fundamental distinction between public health as a 
concept and public health as a profession/industry. This paper is not critiquing public 
health as a concept. In a world of white supremacy and global capitalism, oppressed 
peoples all over the world have used the concept of public health as a rallying cry to 
demand redistribution of power and resources to improve their material conditions. 
Rather, this paper contends that the profession of public health—as an appendage of a 
larger system of white supremacy, anti-blackness and capitalism—has often served, 
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paradoxically, as an impediment to improving the health of the public. This tension has 
also been framed as the difference between horizontal public health, which represents a 
broader redistribution of power amongst people, and vertical public health, which locks in 
hierarchical controls based upon national and social hierarchies. It is also sometimes 
framed by this author as the distinction between lowercase p, lowercase h public health 
(i.e., the actual health of the public) and capital P, Capital H Public Health™ (i.e., the 
professional public health industry/institutions).  
 
 This confusion is often mobilized by defenders of the Public Health™ 
establishment to justify any and all Public Health™ ventures as inherently progressive and 
anti-racist because “the people demand public health” and oppressed people of color 
have the worst health outcomes. Therefore, the logic goes that anything we do that claims 
to try to address these health disparities is inherently good. Conflating these two concepts 
will make it hard to understand that public health, like all professions and industries, is 
subject to the limitations of its institutions; the interests and desires of its funders; and 
critically, the cultural, psychological, epistemological and spiritual worldview of its 
practitioners. There are two explanations for why the Public Health™ industry has a more 
vertical, epidemiological approach rather than a more horizontal, preventative one. Both 
are essential to understanding the limitations of “public health” approaches to violence 
prevention.  
 
 First, it is necessary to examine the political economy within which modern Public 
Health™ institutions have been forged. Howard Waitzkin and Rebeca Jasso-Aguilar write 
that the rise of public health as an infectious disease management entity, not a broader 
public health facilitation entity, is tied to the rise of global imperialism and a desire to 
manage the impacts of diseases to prevent them from harming economic growth and 
capital accumulation. They write:  

With the rise of export economies and the expansion of international trade during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, conventional maritime public 
health went into decline. Instead, concerns about infectious diseases as detrimental 
to trade in the expanding reach of capitalist enterprise became a motivation for 
international cooperation in public health. An incentive for redesigning international 
public health emerged from a need to protect ports, investments, and land holdings 
such as plantations from infectious diseases… 

During the 1990s, the pendulum swung back from the horizontal orientation 
toward the preference for vertical interventions. This renewed stance emphasized 
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“macroeconomic” policies that involved national and international economic 
relationships (rather than the “microeconomic” policies pertinent to markets for 
specific goods and services), as well as the roles of public health and health 
services in these broad economic relationships. The orientation emerged largely 
from the efforts of the World Bank and affiliated international financial institutions, 
as well as key private foundations. Again attention turned to vaccines and 
medications as technological solutions to the health problems of the global South. 
This orientation further facilitated the financial operations of multinational 
corporations in these countries. 

The Report of the Commission on Macroeconomics and Health: Investing in Health 
for Economic Development (hereafter, Report), published by WHO … 

…emphasized its central theme at the beginning: “Improving the health and 
longevity of the poor is, in one sense, an end in itself, a fundamental goal of 
economic development. But it is also a means to achieving the other development 
goals relating to poverty reduction.” Therefore the goal of improving health 
conditions of the poor became a key element of economic development strategies. 
From this viewpoint, reducing the burden of the endemic infections that plagued 
the poorest countries—AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria—would increase workforce 
productivity and facilitate investment. 

A policy emphasis on “investing in health” (the Report‘s subtitle) echoed the 
influential and controversial World Development Report, Investing in Health, 
published in 1993 by the World Bank. The terminology of the title conveyed a 
double meaning—investing in health to improve health and productivity; and 
investing capital as a route to private profit in the health sector. These two meanings 
of investment, complementary but distinct, pervaded the macroeconomic Report. 
As Jeffrey Sachs, the Commission’s chair (an economist previously known for 
“shock therapy” in the implementation of neoliberal policies of public-sector 
cutbacks in Bolivia and Poland), stated in an address about the Report‘s public 
health implications at the American Public Health Association’s annual meeting in 
2001, “What investor would invest his capital in a malarial country?” (Wairzkin & 
Jesso-Aguilar, 2017).  

The statement “who would invest in a malarial country” is important when relating this 
analysis to the contemporary push towards Public Health™ approaches to prevent urban 
violence. Finally, a preference for technocratic, top-down, silver-bullet approaches to the 
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excess of disease—rather than addressing root causes—reflects the managerial desire 
within Public Health™ institutions.  
 
 Moreover, it reflects a perverse reality prevalent within the world of Public 
Health™. While the word public in public health suggests that the community impacted 
by these decisions would be engaged in and leading the approaches to address the 
disease, bottom-up community solutions are perversely excluded by the focus on 
medications, vaccines, and other highly technical interventions. In reality, Public Health™ 
has been a tool to manage global capitalism and white supremacy. In addition to the 
political economy around public health, it is important to understand the power of culture 
in determining how macro-level, political economic systems, such as capitalism, express 
themselves. The story of John Snow and the so-called discovery of epidemiology is 
important, as it speaks to a particular cultural ideal of how science and progress should 
work.  
 
 This historical story of John Snow should be seen within the context of the racial 
politics of enlightenment and the role of the scientific inquiry in justifying European 
colonial control. Marimba Ani explains that, despite claiming universalism, the scientific 
methodologies formed during the enlightenment were endowed with a cultural story of 
individuality and linear thought, which excludes seemingly primitive notions of spirituality 
and set the stage for European colonial and imperial control. She writes:  

What should be method only becomes ideology, which rests on the following 
myths, according to Carl Spight: (1) that science is fundamentally, culturally 
independent and universal; (2) that the only reliable and completely objective 
language is scientific knowledge; (3) that science is dispassionate, unemotional, 
and anti-religious; (4) that logic is the fundamental tool of science; and (5) that the 
scientific method leads systematically and progressively toward the truth. 

The function of science in European culture becomes that of establishing an 
invulnerable source of authority that cannot be challenged. In relation to other 
cultures it has the role of establishing European givens as “universal” truths, 
European culture as somehow the most rational, and the rational model of the 
universe as the only accurate view. This has led to what De Lubicz calls ”a research 
without illumination.” For him the basis of all scientific knowledge or universal 
knowledge is intuition. Intellectual analysis is secondary and will always be, at best, 
inconclusive. The African worldview: Spirit is primary! 
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The European definition of science is not the only way of defining what science 
should be. For Hunter Adams, science is. the ”search for unity or wholeness within 
or without all human experience” [Adams’s italics] and for Wade Nobles, “science 
is the formal reconstruction or representation of a people’s shared set of systematic 
and cumulative ideas, beliefs, and knowledges (i.e., common sense) stemming from 
their culture….” The definition of European science reflects the European 
consciousness, and the style of thought generated by that consciousness has 
become ideological. In this role it is identified as “scientism.” Nobles warns us: ”
Thus the danger when one adopts uncritically the science and paradigms of another 
people’s reality is that one adopts their consciousness and also limits the arena of 
one’s own awareness.” 

“Purpose” is an essential ingredient of the progress mythology and the technical 
obsession that would develop subsequently in European culture. It is impossible to 
worship ”efficiency” without a prior emphasis on mechanical causation and 
materialistic purpose. All of these conceptions require a lineal modality. The 
regenerative and renewing cycle interferes with and cannot be tolerated by this 
view. (De Lubicz talks about the “closed, self-renewing Osirian cycle” of ancient- 
Kemet.) 

Dixon characterizes European (Aristotelian) logic as “either/or logic," which is 
based on the laws of contradiction, the excluded middle, and laws of identity. He 
says that “either/or logic has become so ingrained in Western thought that it is felt 
to be natural and self-evident." He contrasts European logic with what he calls the 
“diunital logic“ of the African worldview, in which things can be “apart and united 
at the same time.“ According to this logic, something is both "in one category and 
not in that category at the same times.” This circumstance is unthinkable given the 
European world view. 

This is because Europeans needed to be able to say that there was only “one road 
to reality,“ and that road could then be controlled by one culture, one civilization, 
one type of person—yes, even one race. And what unfolds in these pages is the 
way in which that control, that power, was achieved: the necessity of the monolith! 
The unit of European development allows us to understand these 
“eidological“ (Bateson) developments as preparation for the putting in place of the 
powerful monolithic state culture that has become Europe. (Ani, 1994, 66-68) 

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City



49

This quote sets the stage for this section’s critique of Eurocentric epistemology, which turns 
scientific methodology into the ideology of scientism, an ideology that creates a 
hierarchical value of people and practices perceived to skew more closely to ideal 
scientific principles. Notably, what this quote does not say is that all empirical, scientific 
inquiry is Eurocentric or wrong. Indeed, to state as much would not only ignore the 
obvious benefits of some public health practices, like sanitation, but also violate the 
African-centered epistemological process of di-unital analysis that Ani presents. One can 
(and indeed must) simultaneously note the importance of the scientific methodology but 
be critical of how the ideology of scientism has been deployed to justify unjust allocations 
of power and resources.  
 
 Within Ani’s analysis, the story of John Snow is not simply a historical tale of how a 
cholera epidemic was addressed. It is a morality tale around how enlightenment rationality 
creates progress. It fulfills nearly all the criteria Ani cites from Speight around how 
scientific methodology turns into the ideology of scientism. Despite larger cultural support 
for the Miasma theory, Snow identifies dispassionately that a discrete, singular, identifiable 
entity (germ) causes the disease. This fits within Eurocentric notions that non-emotional 
individuals advance society through scientific inquiry. Snow uses these empirical 
observations to discern that many of the sick patients drink water from a particular pump, 
and he devises a discrete, falsifiable experiment to test his hypothesis. This fits within a 
Eurocentric concept that any knowledge must be subject to randomized controlled trials 
and that the goal is to put two competing theories against one another (Miasma and germ 
theories) to produce a clear winner. By observing that people didn’t get sick once the 
pump was shut down, the city then sets a precedent to change practices in the case of 
future cholera outbreaks. Critically, sources like Tulchinshy claim this was the result of 
individual “brilliance” that has been universalizable, saving lives all over the world.  
 
 Snow becomes a figure of rugged scientific individualism who, through sheer 
individual effort, progresses society. This matches the Eurocentric assumption that societal 
progress comes through the rational actions of “great men” and their heroic interventions. 
It is an assumption that would embed itself in the form of colonial and neocolonial 
epidemiology, which would be exported throughout the developing world. A full analysis 
of all the critiques of the West’s public health interventions in the African world is far 
beyond the scope of this paper, but analyzing the limitations of these interventions has 
illuminated two core types of criticism. 
 
 First, public health interventions in the African diaspora have tended to focus on 
heroic interventions to manage the burden of disease. They have failed to invest in the 
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indigenous infrastructure needed to comprehensively address the core condition that 
produces this disproportionate burden: a lack of economic and political power in the 
hands of oppressed African people. For example, economist Dambisa Moyo (2011) notes 
that, despite being seen as a cost-efficient best practice to manage disease burden, the 
global and philanthropic practice of providing bed nets to protect people from malaria-
causing mosquitos ignores the need for economic development and economic sovereignty 
of these nations. They themselves could be producing the bed nets and providing jobs, 
which would improve their overall conditions. This shows again a critique of dichotomous 
rather than di-unital thinking. One can imagine a world where NGOs provide foreign-
made bed nets while also fostering indigenous manufacturing capacity so that these 
countries can eventually produce their own. This process would create jobs for locals, 
likely increasing nutrition levels and resilience in the face of malaria. 
 
 Instead of building indigenous economic capacity to address malaria, much of the 
discourse has focused on an experimental malaria vaccine. Given the issues with the 
developing world getting access to foreign COVID vaccines, often delayed due to 
concerns over patent and intellectual property, developing indigenous public health 
capacity would seem to be a core need. However, the focus on vaccination as a “silver 
bullet” glosses over the fact that creating the infrastructure to deploy this vaccine would 
cost billions of dollars. Much of those dollars would go into the pockets of the intellectual 
property right holders, not into creating a lasting health infrastructure to manage the bevy 
of diseases remaining after the malaria vaccinations (Tichenor, 2011).  
 
 Often left outside the frame of public health investment is recognizing that many 
states’ lack the local capacity to create a larger community health infrastructure. Justified 
under the guise of “economic efficiency” and “giving the people with the scientific 
expertise to freedom to use best practices” and “public-private partnerships,” Public 
Health ™   interventions in Africa have often denied the right of African states to exercise 
sovereignty over their health infrastructure, instead allocating resources to Western non-
governmental organizations (Ahen, 2021). Whether presented through the frame of 
efficiency or “anti-corruption,” Western anxieties around the democratic control of 
resources create an assumption: the more decision-making power over resources and 
health operations is centered in the hands of Western (or at least Western-educated) 
technocrats, the better the health outcomes. 
 
 This need for Western scientific practice to be at the heart of medical interventions 
is evident in Western anxieties around incorporating traditional healers into health 
infrastructure. Again, the example of malaria holds insights into the role that Western 
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epistemology plays in framing public health practice in a way that excludes the value of 
indigenous knowledge. The anti-malaria drug quinine, synthesized from the compound 
discovered in the bark of the South American Cinchona tree, has by some accounts saved 
more lives than any other drug in human history. Yet, its overuse has led to resistant strains 
of the malaria-causing plasmodium to being found in some parts of South East Asia (Graz 
et al., 2011). Now derivatives of artemisinin are used to treat resistant cases of malaria, but 
the specter of resistance to this treatment looms.  
 
 Traditional healers do not always link malaria to mosquitos, seeing the illness as a 
result of overexertion and sun exposure. They provide recommendations of palliative 
treatment, as well as a variety of indigenous herbs, for fever and dehydration (ibid). While 
this is deemed a failure of Western scientific treatment, the reality is that as deadly as 
malaria is, some in malarial areas have a degree of immunity through repeated exposure. 
Additionally, young healthy folks may not need as much anti-malaria drugs as pregnant 
women, for whom exposure to malaria can lead to birth defects. Effective engagement 
with traditional healers, who far outnumber Western-trained medical practitioners in many 
developing countries, could get traditional healers’ resources to address the majority of 
less serious malaria cases. The traditional healers could then refer the most acute cases 
(involving the young, the elderly, and pregnant women) to Western medical care. 
Additionally, cooperation with traditional healers could test the herbs and plant 
compounds they use, not only for potential toxicity to prevent inadvertent use of harmful 
plants but also for compounds with antiplasmodial properties. Securing the host nations’ 
indigenous intellectual property rights for these discoveries could serve as a source of 
much-needed revenue for indigenous health infrastructures. This sort of symbiotic (or 
diunital) conception of health infrastructure would recognize the value of Western and 
traditional medicine and objectively lead to better health outcomes for both traditional 
and Western health practitioners. 
 
 It is important to note that not only do traditional healers have different 
methodologies of treating disease, but also people of African descent and their traditional 
healers often have fundamentally different conceptions of disease than those held in 
traditional Western science. Former Morehouse University professor Charles Finch notes:  

Like all African medicine, Egyptian medicine has baffled scholars because of the 
complete interpenetration of “magico-spiritual” and “rational” elements. Mostly, 
this magico- spiritual aspect has been downplayed or belittled. However, at least 
one researcher concedes that healing, being a complicated psychic as well as 
physical process, may be amenable to an approach that touches that hidden area of 
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the psyche beyond the reach of rational therapy. Even modern medicine concedes 
that as much as 60%of illness has a psychic base and indeed, the well-known 
“placebo" effect of modern pharmaco-medicine arises from this. We moderns like 
to deride this magico-spiritual medicine but it can and docs produce startling results 
that we do not understand… 

Like ancient Egypt, all traditional African cultures had a magico-spiritual conception 
of disease. Thus in this setting, moral, social, or spiritual transgressions are likely to 
lead to 

illness because they create both individual and communal disharmony. Without the 
psycho-spiritual cure—without reestablishing this sensitive harmony—the medicinal 
cure is considered useless. The traditional practitioner is intimately acquainted with 
the psychic, social, and cultural nuances of his people and more than one 
commentator has acknowledged that the traditional donor is often an expert 
psychotherapist, achieving results with his patients that conventional Western 
psychotherapy cannot.  

Though there is no single paradigm of medical practice that applies to all of Africa, 
many of the essential features of the various traditional systems are comparable and 
even identical….In some societies, where the doctor is credited with paranormal 
insight, the physician may arrive at a diagnosis and prescribe treatment without 
questioning or examining the patient since he is supposed to know what is wrong 
by virtue of his special powers. However, other traditional donors affect an 
approach toward physical diagnosis closer to our own… 

In some parts of Africa, it would seem that the traditional doctor had a firm grasp of 
some fundamental public health principles. In Liberia, The Mano developed an 
admirable quarantine system for smallpox. They were well aware of its 
contagiousness and set aside a "sick bush” for affected patients. This was situated 
well away from the village and the patient was attended by only one person; no 
one else was allowed to approach the area. The patient was put on a careful diet 
and was rubbed with topical anesthetic medications to prevent scratching which 
could lead to superinfection. When the illness ran its course, the area was burned. 
The “sick-bush” approach would do a modern epidemiologist proud. Of further 
interest is the centuries-old practice of smallpox variolation which is carried out all 
over Africa. During an epidemic, material from the pustule of a sick person is 
scratched into the skin of unaffected persons with a thorn. In the majority of 
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instances, there is no reaction and the persons inoculated are protected against 
smallpox. In some cases, the inoculation will produce a mild, non-fatal form of the 
disease which will also confer permanent immunity. Before Jenner, Africans had 
devised an effective vaccination method against smallpox. (Finch, 1990) 

Despite Finch’s claim that a “magico-spiritual” conception of disease is a unifying 
construct among distinct African people, he recognizes the great variation among health 
practices by traditional healers throughout the African world. This is important because 
many critics of African-centered analysis often accuse scholars of adopting an essentialist 
vision of African culture, assuming that noticing unifying concepts is the same as creating 
forced homogeneity amongst diverse people. 
 
 Indeed, the magical spiritual notion of disease that Finch presents is supported by 
historical analysis of a variety of distinct African cultures, ranging from Ghana and South 
Africa to even African-descended people in the United States (White, 2015; Siler et al., 
2021). Of particular importance in analysis of cross-cultural African conceptions of 
disease are notions of witchcraft/curses being central to understanding causes of disease. 
Similarly, notions of ancestral veneration/appeasement and the violations of social/cultural 
taboos, have been central to both notions of diseases and healing practices around issues 
of mental health, as well as such factors noted by Western physicians as mental health, 
family history, and drug use (Shange & Ross, 2022). While a full examination is beyond 
the scope of this paper, these notions of spiritual/social diseases also set the path to 
holistic notions of what a healer is, reasserting social norms, the veneration of ancestors, 
and productive engagement and reintegration with community as paths to address the 
magico-spiritual notions of disease.  
 
 Haiti’s contemporary political and civic environment provides another example of 
how Public Health ™ and humanitarian rhetoric are used to undermine indigenous 
institutions under the guise of scientific efficiency. The country of Haiti—home to one of 
the most important and successful, modern rebellions against European powers in the 
western hemisphere—has a long history of Western non-governmental organizations in the 
U.S. government intervening in its affairs, often using public health language as 
justification. In the 1980s, the United States federal government pushed excess American 
rice into Haiti under the guise of addressing food security (Marto, 2022). This undermined 
the economic viability of domestic rice production, making the island dependent upon 
foreign aid and eliminating its domestic sustenance agricultural base.  
 In a Western technical scientific mindset, important cheap calories are seen as 
more efficient. However, in moments of higher food costs and moments of natural 
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disasters and international crisis, this lack of domestic food production risks exacerbating 
food insecurity seen in Haiti many times over the past decades. Similarly, neoliberal 
economic policy may have been justified under the mantra of improving the lives and the 
health of Haitians. Western influence, including that of President Bill Clinton himself, has 
been critical in undermining attempts to raise the minimum wage in Haiti. Defenders of 
this policy have argued that because Haiti relies upon imported food (which must be 
purchased with cash) and because its primary economic engine is trade with the United 
States, keeping minimum wage low will prevent capital flight and secure access to jobs, 
which Haitians need to buy the food to keep themselves healthy (Katz, 2013). That this 
dependence on foreign aid and non-governmental organizations led to an outbreak of 
cholera on the island directly tied to United Nations relief staff, shows that the promise of 
rational scientific progress under Euro-Centric Public Health™ methodologies is often 
found to be a false hope when applied to the material conditions facing African people. 
 
 An analysis of attempts in Baltimore to adopt a “public health” approach to gun 
violence reveals the limitations of depending on abstract notions of objective/scientific 
“best practices.” The anti-violence program Roca, the Spanish word for rock, was brought 
to Baltimore in 2017 with the support of 6.5 million dollars from the business community 
(Duncan, 2017). Its model applies the life-coaching and job-training components of the 
violence prevention strategy outlined by Gary Slutkin, one of the founders of Cure 
Violence. Its interventions focused on promoting cognitive behavioral therapy, the so-
called gold standard for “evidence-based” behavioral change.  
 
 Despite having a variety of indigenous violence prevention groups in Baltimore, the 
city looked outside to find institutions with more academic support, powerful donors, and 
a track record of being “cost-efficient.” This mirrors Dambisa Moya’s analysis of 
international NGOs importing bed nets and thus making homegrown bed net makers 
unemployed and forestalling nations from being able to produce indigenous solutions to 
those problems. Indeed, after Roca’s arrival, there were stories of individuals from other 
violence prevention efforts being “poached” by the program. Roca’s ability to fundraise 
from affluent outside institutions allowed it to pay better than other groups. Also, because 
many groups were competing for the same pool of foundation and government grants, 
notions of competition among violence prevention groups furthered. Within the 
Eurocentric neoliberal framework, this competition is deemed positive, breeding efficiency 
and forcing a rigorous focus on only “what works” getting funded. In reality, the nature of 
Eurocentric scientific frameworks means that programs like Roca have a leg up over other 
violence prevention programs. Moreover, there is the “efficiency” framework for funding 
because the criteria of the institutions granting the funding mirror the individualistic, 
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Eurocentric notions of scientism that align with Roca’s programmatic cultures, as the 
author has noted elsewhere:  

While the recent federal gun safety bill allocated $250 million for CVI initiatives, the 
bill says organizations must apply for “competitive” federal grants, meaning they 
will have to compete against proposals that include more politically palatable CVI 
measures such as surveillance cameras. 

They also will probably have to compete against each other, creating a dynamic in 
which organizations with more political and academic clout are likely to 
outcompete more grassroots nonprofits. Take the example of Roca, a CVI nonprofit 
well known for its work in the Boston area that is now working in Baltimore. The 
organization’s approaches include cognitive behavioral therapy to target individuals 
at the highest risk of being victimized by violence or committing violent crimes, 
using an explicitly clinical health services approach. This approach is distinct from 
that of the Baltimore Peace Movement or We Our Us, which have taken a more 
communal and spiritual approach to their work, addressing the entire community 
through events such as community walks instead of targeting the highest-risk 
individuals. 

There should not be an “either/or” choice between these two approaches, but one 
need only look at guidelines for CVI grantmaking to see that more health services/
high-risk individual approaches are preferred in grantmaking. Even “trauma 
informed care,” a practice programs such as the Baltimore Peace Movement and 
We Our Us would seem to excel in, are often explicitly defined through the lens of 
providing clinical health services. This means their experience in addressing 
community trauma in a spiritual manner would not count as highly on their grant 
applications. Roca has achieved a kind of stamp of approval from the business 
community and Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government. So, while programs 
such as the Baltimore Peace Movement have evidence proving they are successful 
at decreasing violence, they are likely to miss out in a funding battle against 
organizations like Roca. Roca programs in this region being awarded millions in 
state and federal funds reflects this dynamic. (Grandpre, 2022) 

In the competitive Eurocentric worldview, any money that is not given to the “best 
practices” is wasted, forcing competition between different types of programming. This 
also reflects a disaster management worldview that dominates the triage approach to 
public health during epidemics, seeking to get the disease under control rather than 
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building comprehensive infrastructure to help the community control or eliminate the 
disease in the long term.  
 
 A look at the definitions of what qualifies for community violence intervention 
(CVI) also reveals an important reality. While the softer approaches like conflict mediation 
and service provision receive a majority of media attention, CVI does not preclude 
investments in technologies and systems that are consistent with the sorts of criminalizing 
and punishment mentalities, of which many declare themselves the opposite of “public 
health.” Investments in security cameras and increased spending on bulletproof glass and 
increasing fines for businesses lacking covering for doors and windows have all been 
labeled “community violence interventions” (HUD, 2021). While these efforts are 
understandable responses to high rates of crime, they are not the sorts of bottom-up, 
human-centered investments many people envision when they think CVI. Instead, they 
reflect a focus on surveillance and deterrence more in line with the “broken windows,” 
“tough on crime” policies CVI advocates often seem to oppose.  
 
 Indeed, Roca’s work fits neatly into an analysis of how the nonprofit industrial 
complex co-opts grassroots violence prevention work. Tio Hardiman, CEO of Violence 
Interrupters, a violence prevention organization in Chicago, noted in an interview that 
because the police department was unhappy with his degree of reporting and cooperation, 
they were threatening to shut down his peace summit. To that threat, Hardiman (2022) 
responded, “I never worked on no plantation.” This reflects the tension of the so-called 
professionalization of violence intervention work and bringing it into the Public Health™, 
non-profit industrial complex. People like Hardiman, who had been working for years 
before the recent interest of nonprofits and governments to fund violence intervention, are 
forced to potentially compromise their fidelity to the methodologies to access funding. 
Hardiman also points out that CVI is becoming an area of work that people use to make 
money, essentially turning Black death into a commodity:  

Black death has become a big hustle. Black death was a hustle even in the failed 
War on Drugs, the prison industrial conflict complex and now a lot of people are 
trying to organize and carve off territories for the areas they work in in Chicago so 
they can receive funding….The moral of the story. I want you all to hear this clearly 
here. It's hard to stop a killing anyway. A lot of people are coming behind the fact 
when somebody's already shot and killed a lot of people come after the killing.… 
They do provide some good services out there, and that's okay, but the reality is 
that…it’s becoming territorial. Right now because everybody wants to get the dollar 
bill to try to make an appear like they're really doing something…I know the people 
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that run…ceasefire they're my good friends as well so the reality is. I just hate that 
everything's become kind of territory.…I'm glad that we're finally getting to the 
dollars. It's curious to me that the various organizations, the interrupters, and 
ceasefire and the anti-violence anti-gang organizations talk about stopping the 
killing but can't we acknowledge that the killing is the currency. The violence and 
the death is what brings the money.…How is it really a strong incentive to really 
correct the violence in our community when there are people literally making 
money? We can't say it’s profit, because it’s not for profit, but people are pocketing 
money and accumulating money and status and wealth. (Hardiman, 2022) 

There is a saying that if a nonprofit ever actually solved the problem it set out to address, it 
would go out of business. Hardiman’s analysis reflects the deadly serious ramifications of 
an analysis often stated as a joke. Providing services for violence prevention becomes 
profitable not only for those doing the services but also for the larger business community, 
who argue these sorts of investments are essential for economic development. This 
essentially updates the Waitzkin and Jasso-Aguilar’s analysis from “who would invest in a 
malaria country” to “who would invest in a city plagued with the disease of violence.” In 
both cases, the investment, rather the lives of the people in the ground, become of primary 
concern.  
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The Power of Indigenous Medicine: An Analysis of The 
Success of Newark’s Anti-Violence Work 

The Black community has been engaging in urban violence prevention work since at least 
the northern migration, ranging from informal mediation by faith leaders and formal truces 
between gangs to mentorship programs and everyday people intervening in the lives of 
their loved ones to protect them from violence. These interventions have proven to have 
some efficacy in the limited instances in which they have been studied. For example, a 
gang truce brokered in the 1990s in Los Angeles between the Bloods and the Crips was 
seen to show a measurable, if only temporary, decrease in interpersonal street violence 
(Ordog et al., 1993). Similarly, security work done in public housing projects by 
organizations affiliated with the Nation of Islam were shown to decreased violence, even 
compared to other similar interventions led by other groups (Popkin et al., 1999). African-
centered mentoring and youth programming have also been shown to have positive effects 
on youth delinquency and violence years after the intervention has ended (Flay et al., 
2004).  
 
 The Baltimore Peace Movement, formally known as Baltimore Ceasefire, a bottom-
up grassroots community-led effort, has proven to decrease shootings on the weekends 
declared “ceasefire weekends” in Baltimore City (Bridgeford et al., 2020). While Baltimore 
Peace Movement sometimes uses public health language, these interventions were not led 
by the institutional Public Health™ establishment. So, if a community can produce 
violence prevention results without Public Health™, what is Public Health ™   adding to 
these efforts? And is it possible that the interventions labeled public health interventions 
are succeeding not because of the leadership and guidance of Public Health™ 
professionals but despite it?  
 
 After 50 years of having a murder rate over the national per capita average, 
Newark, New Jersey has recorded a decline in its murder rate nearly every year since 
2015. The city has now cut its murder rate in half. These declines have withstood as 
nationwide violence increased after 2020 lockdowns and the protests around the death of 
George Floyd. With nationwide violence leveling off in 2021, Newark saw its lowest 
murder rate in 60 years in 2022 (Levy, 2023).  
 
 The political and intellectual genealogy depicted in Newark's narration of its public 
health approaches to violence prevention does not start with a heroic individual but 
instead with the oppression done to Black people and their resistance to it. A report done 
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by Safety Newark reflects the crime decline as an extension of organizing reflected by the 
spirit of the Newark’s 1967 “rebellion.” The community rose up to protest not only the 
beating of a Black man by the cops, but also larger oppressive conditions:  

In its own way, the city of Newark has gone through a similar transformation. The 
arc of reported crimes going up and down — from 90 homicides in 2010 to as high 
as 112 in 2013 and as low as 51 in 2019 — and other forms of violence, including 
police violence, has galvanized local community efforts to reclaim a leadership role 
for residents and advocates 
. 
But amid this kinetic energy, it is crucial to acknowledge that the people of Newark 
have experienced a trauma that is chronic and historic.6 A sense of collective 
abandonment haunted the city after the depopulation — “white flight” — that 
began in the late 1950s and accelerated in the 1960s. Another signpost: the 
unquestionable moment of collective grief in the summer of 1967, when white 
police officers stopped a Black taxi driver, John Smith, allegedly for tailgating and 
speeding. They beat and then arrested Mr. Smith in a familiar picture of bias and 
arbitrariness. People living in Hayes Homes observed the scene from across the 
street. The news spread quickly, awakening an enraged city that was already coping 
with a host of structural issues: racism, unemployment, discrimination, political 
disenfranchisement and voter suppression, deteriorated housing, poor health 
conditions, and precarious schooling conditions, 
 
That summer, people took to the streets to air their grievances. They marched 
against police mistreatment and to denounce a separate-and-unequal regime that 
kept them trapped and isolated from each other and from the golden years of 
American prosperity. They reacted to political power structures that excluded them, 
denouncing economic disadvantage, educational precarity, and the absence of 
government action. 
 
The police response was brutal: During six days of protests, 26 people were killed, 
and many community members were injured, most of them Black. Some historical 
and media portrayals of this episode describe crossfire and police destruction of 
social hubs in the Black community. 
 
However, what some called a rageful summer, others, like poet Jasmine Mans, 
consider a moment that triggered Newark’s ravishing. This frame, unlike others 
depicting acts of rebellion, is one way the artists and people of Newark reclaim the 
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strength of their ancestors’ struggle. The heart of the community stayed put, 
organized, and built a story of resilience transmitted by artists, advocates, and 
grassroots organizations (Newark Safety, 2022).  

The lack of emphasis that mainstream violence prevention advocates demonstrate 
regarding structural violence reflects a failure to center peace, which is more than just the 
absence of conflict but an equitable distribution of power. 
 
 The work being done in Newark seems to reflect a political theory of change very 
different from the technocratic, top-down theory applied by institutional Public Health™. 
It focuses instead on bottom-up solutions and holistic approaches to addressing the 
conditions that produce violence in the Black community. The Newark Community Street 
Team, one of the primary public health anti-violence entities in the city, has been involved 
in conflict mediation. It is also taking political stances that advocate reinvesting the tax 
revenue that is produced by cannabis legalization into the community and away from 
police budgets. Moreover, they has also led the way on policy seeking to decriminalize 
opioids and other drugs in New Jersey (ACLU, 2022; NCST, 2023).  
 
 During a Newark Community Street Team webinar for drug decriminalization, one 
of the central talking points was how we needed to invest in community-based alternatives 
to incarceration and mainstream, for-profit drug treatment institutions. Both advocates and 
attendees pointed out how treatment for addiction had become an industry, with many 
(including former governor Chris Christie) profiting by sending folks to forced treatment. 
Advocates noted that the “disease” of addiction stemmed from the roots of poverty and 
internalized self-hatred and that powerful forces were using this “disease” to profit off of 
our community. This mirrored how advocates discussed the “disease” of violence. While 
some advocates talked about violence as a disease, they discussed it outside the medical 
context, explaining that white racist institutions injected self-hatred into Black people, 
thereby creating the conditions for the disease of violence to spread. This has more in 
common with the “magico-spiritual” conception of diseases used by traditional healers of 
African descent worldwide. Within this context, being people who practice self-love 
through advocacy for their community serves as a tool to expunge the internalized self-
hatred injected by white supremacy. If the work being done in Newark is successful, 
perhaps the success comes from utilizing indigenous healing technology used over 
centuries.  
 
 This could not be more distinct from what is happening in Baltimore. Roca has 
employees of record stating they tell the police to locate individuals who are not coming 
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to their programming and pick them up for minor offenses to return them to their treatment 
ecosystem (Judd, 2021). Also, Life Bridge Health, one of the two nonprofit incubators in 
Baltimore, is on record for supporting legislation that increases mandatory minimums for 
gun possession (Center for Hope, 2023).  
 
 In contrast, Newark Community Street Team has a membership component where 
individuals from the community can pay a relatively small amount of money to gain 
membership in the organization and have meaningful say over how the institution is 
governed. The city has a variety of institutions designed to foster collaboration between 
violence prevention entities. The Brick City Peace Collaborative, for instance, is a space 
where institutions from the different cross-sections of the community that do work related 
to violence prevention (e.g., faith-based organizations, more traditional Public Health™ 
institutions that are associated with the city, and grassroots organizations) can coordinate 
and discuss strategy. Brick City Peace Collaborative was a central point of conversation on 
a visit that LBS took to Newark in 2023. In conversation with grassroots violence 
prevention workers, it was clear that grassroots organizations were empowered to 
spearhead critical issues related to violence prevention in Newark. With the support of 
Mayor Ras Baraka, the mainstream institutions followed their lead. In this, Newark has 
done what international Public Health™ institutions have struggled to do: 1) integrate 
traditional healers into the public health ecosystem while allowing them to retain the 
unique effectiveness of their treatment methodologies and 2) strengthen the indigenous 
infrastructure for public health, rather than become reliant on outside non-governmental 
organizations.  
 
 Not only does the mainstream Public Health ™    violence prevention industry not 
seem to talk about Newark, but also the successes of Newark have been downplayed. In a 
recent report card, End Community Violence ranked the city, despite its unprecedented 
rate of success and decreased murder rate, 18th for violence prevention work, behind less 
heralded violence prevention cities such as Phoenix and Nashville. The report is simply a 
checklist of best practices. The more checks, the higher the score.  
 
 Particular methodologies within this report card reveal interesting and essential 
nuggets to understand why Newark may have received lower marks. In the report card, 
having violence prevention work housed within the executive branch is deemed best 
practice. However, the Newark Community Street Team and Brick City Peace 
Collaborative are key hubs of Newark violence prevention work that are not under direct 
executive control. While Newark has an office of violence prevention, its work is not 
centralized there, which is downgraded on the report card. Moreover, because the report 
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card says that having the office of violence prevention perform evaluations and provide 
technical support to grassroots violence prevention initiatives is best practice, Newark is 
again downgraded compared to other cities. From LBS’s visit to Newark, it appears that the 
city is having success doing the exact opposite of the report card’s best practices. The 
expertise from the bottom influences the practices of the city and mainstream institutional 
nonprofit and academic institutions. Newark is actually downgraded compared to more 
hierarchical cities that have a traditional centralized violence prevention ecosystem. 
Nowhere in the report are there any added points for successfully decreasing the violence 
in the city. Moreover, nowhere in the report are there added points for reducing a 
percentage of the police budget and reallocating it to the violence prevention office 
(Kiefer, 2020). This holistic conception of dealing with the structural violence of over-
funding police while funding alternatives to policing is devalued within the logic of this 
report. Rather, appealing to the federal government and foundations to fund violence 
prevention work is deemed the best practice. 
 
 According to Hardiman and others, it is in these appeals to foundations and federal 
government that Eurocentric, academic scientific criteria around best practices are 
weaponized against grassroots violence prevention service providers. By centering local 
control over its violence prevention work, Newark has had some of the best results of any 
city in the country but is deemed inferior to other cities with a more hierarchical approach 
and worse results. This should be seen as a reflection of anxiety around Black sovereignty 
that can be traced as far back as the Haitian revolution.  
 
 The clear effort by the white-dominated, Eurocentric, non-profit mainstream to 
ignore, obscure, and de-legitimatize approaches that would produce Black sovereignty 
and community control has robbed Baltimore of being able to implement policies and 
support interventions that would meaningfully address the city’s violence.  

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City



63

Section 4: Policy Demands & Recommendations 
 
This section will provide policy recommendations and interventions that will best address 
the issue of homicide and violence in Baltimore. This list is not exhaustive but is a strong 
set of recommendations that are central to meaningfully addressing the issues outlined in 
this paper. This section is split into three parts. The first includes a set of recommendations 
for philanthropy and government institutions involved in and fund violence prevention 
work in Baltimore. The second part addresses governmental policies that are important to 
address violence. The third part provides particular efforts that should be supported by the 
public at large that should form the basis of a grassroots-led violence prevention strategy. 

Philanthropy and Government Agencies 

Invest in building collective infrastructure for community-based violence prevention 
organizations to have space to collaborate and share information about their work. So 
many violence prevention organizations often must operate with limited resources. As a 
result, they often lack the space to do the imaginative work needed to scale up and 
expand the scope of their work. Too often, grassroots organizations are under extremely 
high-pressure engagements, where they are not allowed the space to innovate and develop 
their own bodies of work of best practice. This allows the mainstream institutions to 
dominate this space, forcing grassroots organizations to follow the lead of the big 
corporate non-profits and defying the bottom-up approach that is necessary for a truly 
impactful violence prevention strategy. 
 
 Seek out programs that center Black cultural identity in their methodology. The 
affirmation of Black cultural identity is an essential ingredient to providing the tools 
needed, particularly by young people, to rebut the societal propaganda of inherent Black 
inferiority and criminality. Many of the interventions discussed in Section 3 have centered 
cultural identity and are operated by people with deep knowledge and expertise in the 
bodies of knowledge that are often marginalized by the Public Health mainstream. 
 
 Demand that the mainstream institutions that are engaged in violence prevention 
work participate in a process of ceding power away from themselves and into the 
community. In other words, white institutions and their institutional underlings cannot 
continue to serve leadership roles in violence prevention work in Baltimore. They must 
work with Black-led, grassroots formations that are engaged in violence prevention and 
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work to figure out how to diminish their institutional and thought leadership in order to be 
beholden to Black grassroots leadership. 

Government Policy and Legislative Action  
 
Reject any legislative attempts to expand penalties as a violence prevention strategy. As 
mentioned in this paper, these efforts are merely dog-whistle attempts to stir up political 
sentiments that are rooted in notions of inherent Black pathology. There are already 
enough criminal penalties on the books to address people engaged in violent crime. 
Expanding criminal penalties will only make those who are largely bystanders of violence 
and crime susceptible to increased exposure to the criminal justice system. 
 
 Invest in community-based, anti-violence programs. This policy recommendation is 
fairly simple. While there is increased resources that have been put to community-based 
organizations over the past few years, there is a need to ensure that the policies that 
allocate these resources are targeted to grassroots organizations. Doing so may require 
legislators to allocate resources to community-based entities that traditionally don’t receive 
access to public dollars and to support those entities to make them more equipped to 
receive public dollars. 
 
 Resist totalizing probes and investigations into corruption regarding resources 
allocated to community-based organizations. People who have worked in the non-profit 
industry will tell you that organizations that are led by white people, or by non-white 
people who are deemed safe by white institutions, are not scrutinized at the same level 
that Black-led organizations are scrutinized. There forms of corruption are informally 
sanctioned because of the way that white organizations are given grace by government 
and corporations. White organizations are typically held to lower standards of 
accountability and outcomes. Policy makers must be careful not to use the notion of 
corruption as a broad frame to assess Black organizations. This is not to say that corruption 
should not be addressed when identified but that grassroots organizations need more 
grace, patience, and room for flexibility. The political weaponization of notions of 
corruption often make it difficult for grassroots organizations to access public funds. 
 
 Community oversight of law enforcement is necessary for the community to 
collaborate with law enforcement to get people off of the street who are truly a danger to 
the community. This means creating mechanisms for independent investigation of law 
enforcement so that the community can engage in direct oversight. Additionally, this 
oversight also includes directing police departments to comply with Anton’s Law, which 

 
Fear of a Black Planet: An analysis of Violence Prevention in Baltimore City



65

allows for more public disclosure of police investigatory records needed to identify 
patterns of corruption. Furthermore, this includes policies that will allow the Attorney 
General to do pattern-and-practice investigations of law enforcement agencies throughout 
the state. 

  

Prosecutors should create structures within their office for community review and 
oversight of what to prosecute. This will allow prosecutors to have an independent voice 
to combat the influence of law enforcement. This will also provide a basis for creating 
more opportunities to refer people to alternatives to incarceration. 
 
 There needs to be an all-out political attack on the Fraternal Order of Police (FOP). 
The FOP should be decertified as a union, and allies of Black Liberation should pressure 
government officials to cease engaging the FOP as a union. The FOP has been the public 
policy arm of the agenda to dehumanize Black people. While there may be individual 
people in the FOP who may be good people, the institution is beyond reform. It must be 
completely dismantled in order to create a political landscape where elected officials are 
not pressured to expand the existing systems of social control that is called the criminal 
justice system. 

Community-Based Violence Prevention Efforts in Baltimore 

• We Our Us - This organization is comprised of grassroots community leaders with a 
commitment and track record of engaging people involved in intra-community 
violence. People in this organization are very close to the social networks that are most 
proximate to the communities most impacted by gun violence and homicide. Many of 
the violence prevention practitioners in this organization have an approach that is 
deeply rooted in instilling the self-love needed to move people to a transformative 
place of practicing less self-destructive behavior.   

• Baltimore Peace Movement, formerly Baltimore Ceasefire 365 - Led by people in the 
community with a long commitment to violence prevention, this organization is 
connected to networks that are heavily influenced by the use of culture as a tool for 
creating and designing life-affirming events. The Baltimore Peace Challenge is a call to 
have weekends of life-affirming events throughout Baltimore in an attempt to have no 
murders committed during these weekends.  
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• Baltimore Rites of Passage Initiative - African-Centered Rites of Passage is the practice 
of taking people from one stage of life to the next, using traditional African cultural 
practices as the basis for it. Particularly for youth, Rites is about helping to transition 
young people into adulthood, with the cultural tools needed to engage in forming an 
identity that combats the detrimental, societal propaganda of Black inferiority. Rites 
programming has existed for many years in Baltimore. The Baltimore Rites of Passage 
Initiative is a project to reinvigorate and expand the availability of Rites Programming 
in Baltimore. 
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