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The American Voices Project (AVP) relies on immersive
interviews to deliver a comprehensive portrait of life
across the country. The interview protocol blends
qualitative, survey, administrative, and experimental
approaches to collecting data on such topics as family,
living situations, community, health, emotional well-
being, living costs, and income. The AVP is a nationally
representative sample of hundreds of communities

in the United States. Within each of these sites, a
representative sample of addresses is selected. In
March 2020, recruitment and interviewing began to

be carried out remotely (instead of face-to-face), and
questions were added on the pandemic, health and
health care, race and systemic racism, employment
and earnings, schooling and childcare, and safety net
usage (including new stimulus programs).

The “Monitoring the Crisis” series uses AVP interviews
to provide timely reports on what’s happening
throughout the country as the pandemic and recession
play out. This report is sponsored by the Stanford Center
on Poverty and Inequality. To protect respondents’
anonymity, quotations have been altered slightly by
changing inconsequential details. To learn more about
the American Voices Project and its methodology,
please visit inequality.stanford.edu/avp/methodology.
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There are anumber of words with the syntactic capacity to accurately represent the

» «

feel of the rebellions of 2020: “intense,

furious,” “eruptive,

” o«

explosive,” and “transformative.” To

describe the uprisings as “spontaneous,” though, would be disingenuous. There is a genealogy to

the massive protests of 2020 that can be traced back to historical forms of structural and racialized

violence that endure today. Mark Twain once said, “history doesn’t repeat itself, but it rhymes.” The

continued police violence against Black people and other racialized people living in the United States

suggests that history has been “rhyming” for quite some time. Does history really need to repeat

itself or even rhyme, when the soundtrack of racialized violence has never skipped a beat?

The purpose of this report is to show how this
“genealogy” of long-standing racialized violence
has led to two very different conversations about
race and the massive protests of 2020. For most
white people, these protests were seen as a “call
to awareness,” an opportunity to reflect on white
privilege. By contrast, the very same protests were
seen by most Black people as a “call to action,” an
opportunity to convert talk into concrete reform.
Although the ways in which Black and white peo-
ple talk about race has long differed, the protests
of 2020 may accordingly be seen as a wedge event
that sharpened this conversational divide. To
understand why it became a wedge event, it is use-
ful to lay out this historical backdrop, a backdrop
of long-standing systemic racism in the United
States. We will first rehearse this backdrop and
then turn to the key question of how it bred two
very different conversations about the protests.

The backdrop and its effects

From slavery to its “afterlife,” Black people in

the United States are continuously assailed by

a “history that hurts.” Chattel slavery, the Black
Codes, and Jim Crow are not relics of the past, but
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KEY FINDIN G S 1

There are profound differences by race in attitudes
about recent protests against police violence. For white
respondents, the protests were a call to awareness,
whereas nonwhite respondents saw the protests as a
call to action. The “call to awareness” entails talking
about privilege and achieving understanding, whereas
the “call to action” entails concrete reform rather than
mere talk.

When asked about their views of the police,

white respondents often resort to very abstract
characterizations of police, typically referring to them as
a benign force. By contrast, nonwhite respondents turn
immediately to concrete examples of their interactions,
most of which were anything but benign.

The differences by race in attitudes about protest

may reflect the differences by race in experiences

with police. The concrete “call to action” comes from
respondents with concrete negative experiences with
police, whereas the abstract “call to awareness” is
associated with respondents who typically have limited,
abstract, and benign experiences with police.



timeless forms of anti-Black violence whose logics
survive in the form of impoverishment, residential
segregation, political disenfranchisement, voter
suppression, racialized medicine, truncated life
expectancies, arrest, incarceration, and foreclosed
life chances.

According to U.S. Census Bureau data, Black peo-
ple represent only 13 percent of the U.S. population,
yet make up nearly 40 percent of the nation’s prison
population.? Black men are incarcerated in state or
federal prison at a rate five times that of white men.
During their lifetime, 1 in 3 Black men can expect
to face imprisonment compared with 1 in 17 white
males.4 Black males ages 18 to 19 were 12 times as
likely to be imprisoned as white males of the same
ages, the highest black-to-white racial disparity of
any age group in 2019.5 State and federal prisons
held more than 1 percent of black male U.S. resi-
dents ages 20 to 64 at the end of 2019, and more
than 1 percent of Hispanic male U.S. residents ages
20 to 54. Indigenous men are also incarcerated at
4.2 times the rate of white men.° It would be mis-
leading, though, to describe such stark differences
as “disparities.” As Dylan Rodriguez notes,

“Disparity” is a bullshit concept, when we already
know that the inception of criminal justice is the
de-criminalization of white people, particularly
propertied white citizens and those willing to
bear arms to defend the white world. “Mass
Incarceration” is worse than meaningless, when
it’s not the “masses” who are being criminalized
and locked up. So there is some furtive and fatal
white entitlement involved in this discursive
political structure.”

In other words, terms like “disparity” presup-
poses the idea of “parity” when no such equivalence
is possible because the legal system, police, and the
prison industrial complex remain intent on target-
ing Black and other racialized persons for arrest,
incarceration, and even death. The question is not
whether Black and Indigenous people commit
more crime than their white counterparts. Rather,
we must consider how the law itself is designed to
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make “crime” and “criminals” synonymous with
blackness. As Michelle Alexander writes,

The term white crime is nonsensical in the era
of mass incarceration, unless one is referring

to white-collar crime.... In the era of mass
incarceration, what it means to be a criminal in
our collective consciousness has become conflated
with what it means to be black, so the term
white criminal is confounding, while the term
black criminal is nearly redundant.®

Existing laws, policies, and policing strategies
further ensnare Black, Indigenous and people of
color in the web of the legal system. “Stand your
ground” laws, the “war on drugs,” “quality of
life” campaigns, and law enforcement strategies
such as “stop and frisk,” “broken windows,” and
“predictive policing,” work to construct not just
“crime,” but “criminals.” On August 12, 2013, U.S.
District Court Judge Shira Scheindlin’s ruling in
Floyd v. City of New York deemed stop-and-frisk
unconstitutional. According to a 2019 report from
the ACLU of New York, “Between 2014 and 2017,
young black and Latino males between the ages of
14 and 24 account for only five percent of the city’s
population, compared with 38 percent of reported
stops. Young Black and Latino males were innocent
8o percent of the time.”® The strength of these
laws, policies, and strategies increases as civilians
assume the role of law enforcement in order to
maintain “clean streets” and “protect” their com-
munity. “If you see something, say something” is a
familiar phrase that invokes the spirit of neoliberal-
ism to give everyday people the opportunity to play
citizen and cop, while ignoring how one group’s
safety requires the unsafety of others.

Beyond the threat of arrest and incarceration,
encounters between police and Black, Indigenous,
and other people of color are also more likely to
Dbe fatal than encounters between police and white
people. In their research on differences in the risk
of being killed by police, Frank Edwards, Hedwig
Lee, and Michael Esposito find that “African
American men and women, American Indian/



Alaska Native men and women, and Latino men
face higher lifetime risk of being killed by police
than do their white peers.” They also find that
“Latina women and Asian/Pacific Islander men
and women face lower risk of being killed by police
than do their white peers.” Black men faced the
highest risk (1 in 1,000 chance) of being killed by
police. According to the authors, “For young men
of color, police use of force is among the leading
causes of death.”™

Those who participated in the uprisings of 2020
sent a clear message to systems of power and dom-
ination: No longer will they give consent to allow
this hegemonic order comprising racist police and
white vigilantes to kill Black people with impunity.
The endurance of the protests signaled a refusal to
suffer in silence. In the wake of ongoing anti-Black
and racial-colonial violence, Black and other racial-
ized persons refused to “take a number,” “hold for
the next representative,” or “wait their turn.” In the
words of James Baldwin, “There is never time in
the future, in which we will work out our salvation.
The challenge is in the moment; the time is always
now.”"

As protests against racialized violence by police
peaked in the spring and summer of 2020, a great
deal of media attention focused on how police and
politicians reacted. Pundits weighed in on how
the protests might inform voter preferences in
the presidential election, yet there was limited
exploration of how the protests informed public
perceptions of race, racism and police violence.

In our examination of interviews with people
from across the country, we find that the protests
figured prominently into respondents’ categories
of relevant and significant social issues. Like the
Covid-19 pandemic, the protests were on most
people’s radar. However, similar to the pandemic,
even when a wide range of people were watching
the same events unfold, the lived experience of the
protests (and police relations more generally) var-
ied significantly by race and ethnicity. We analyzed
conversations with 135 people of different races and
ethnicities to understand their experiences during
the summer of 2020. The purpose of this report is
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to describe reactions to the protests and to under-
stand the public response.

We find that race and ethnicity are critical in
shaping the very different ways that Americans
viewed protests against police violence, as well as
how Americans view the issue of racial justice in
general. The interviews suggest that many white
people talk about issues related to police violence
and racial inequality from a remove, with their
thinking about racial inequalities primarily focused
on abstract implications for discourse and conver-
sation. By “abstract implications,” we are referring
to the way in which white respondents disconnect
race from the material conditions and conse-
quences of racism. Minority respondents offered
up a diametrically opposed perspective. For non-
white respondents, particularly Black respondents,
thoughts around racialized violence by police and
racial injustice are grounded in closely lived expe-
riences of inequality and discrimination. These
respondents focused on actions, not conversation.

The key point here: The same shocks to the
social order are not necessarily experienced equally
by everyone. One way to think about this is the dif-
ference between “talking about it” and” being about
it.” White respondents were content to talk about
racial inequality. For them, this conversation itself
is considered a real, material achievement. But
minority respondents want more. They wanted to
see actions aimed at reducing racial inequality and
police mistreatment. Responses to the summer
protests are a vivid illustration of this difference.
For white respondents the protests were a call to
awareness, but Black respondents saw the protests
as a call to action.

Data and analysis strategy

The American Voices Project (AVP) interviews
members of U.S. households aged 18 and older.
This report uses a subset of those interviews

to examine how different racial and ethnic

groups talked about their experiences. We have a
two-pronged sampling strategy. First, we use tran-
scripts from interviews conducted between May 1
and August 31, 2020. Second, we selected all the



interviews with nonwhite respondents from this
period and drew a random sample of interviews
with white respondents. This decision ensured a
robust representation of Black, Latino/a, Asian,
and multiracial respondents.

The final sample for this report includes 136
interviews. Our respondents are racially, socioeco-
nomically, and geographically diverse (see Table 1),
but the relatively small sample size means that it
is more difficult to identify systematic differences
across social groups. While the racial and ethnic
differences identified here are informative, readers
should exercise the usual cautions given that our
sample is small.

Table 1. Distribution of sociodemographic
characteristics’

COUNTS PERCENTAGE

Female 49 36.0
Male 83 61.0
Non-Hispanic white 77 56.6
Non-Hispanic Black 22 16.2

Hispanic, Latino, or
Spanish (of any race)®

Non-Hispanic

other race? 11 8.1
Low (<$30,000) 29 21.3
Middle

($30,000-$85,000) 24 1.7
High (>$85,000) 20 14.7
18-39 42 30.9
40-64 58 42.7
65 and older 27 19.9

1/ N=136. Counts of missing responses do not appear separately in the table.

2/ Respondents reporting a race not specified above or reporting more than one race.

3/ Category counts of less than 10 respondents are suppressed for confidentiality
purposes.
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We then identified our themes for analysis.

We were broadly interested in how respondents
from communities of color were talking about
the events of spring and summer 2020. We were
also interested in how the experience of nonwhite
respondents differed from their white counter-
parts. We examined respondents’ thoughts about
Black Lives Matter protests, and their general
attitudes and experiences with law enforcement.
Additionally, we coded interview transcripts to
ascertain respondents’ attitudes about U.S. race
relations more generally.

It is worth noting that although AVP respon-
dents across all racial and ethnic categories were
talking about police protests and racial injustice,
these issues were more present in the interviews
with white and Black respondents, both in terms
of frequency of the topic and depth of engagement.
However, these issues were not exclusively relevant
only to Black and white respondents. Respondents
of all races and ethnicities were exposed to the
issue of racial justice in spring and summer 2020,
but not everyone processed it the same way. This
report focuses, primarily, on responses from Black
and white respondents. Responses from interview-
ees of Latino or Asian descent closely echoed those
of Black respondents, a similarity that showed up
both in their experiences with the police and in
their responses to the protests of police violence.
Although the tone and content of their responses
were similar to those of Black respondents, the
frequency and intensity was lower among Latino
and Asian interviewees. Additionally, discussion of
the police and related protests was more frequent
among male respondents.

In the discussion below, we describe only those
themes that were common to a set of transcripts.
Throughout the analysis, we were attuned to vari-
ation across racial and ethnic groups. We were
particularly interested in variation in how respon-
dents talked about their experiences of the protests.
Again, given the relatively small sample size, we
counsel the usual caution. However, in our anal-
ysis of AVP interviews, we will show such stark
differences between racial and ethnic groups in



Emmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmommaiy Pollicing and protests

their discussions of police violence that one can be
reasonably confident that there’s indeed substantial
variation.

Awareness versus action

In the spring and summer of 2020, Americans
were already grappling with how to handle the
uncertainty of a global pandemic. Then police
killings of unarmed Black people sparked large
protests. Once again, Americans struggled with
anxiety and fear, this time in response to actions by
agents of the state.

When it comes to racial justice,
white respondents existona
continuum of denial, in which
questions about race and
racism are articulated through
abstraction.

Certainly, racialized police violence and
responses to it are not new phenomena. There
have long been protests and complaints about
police misconduct, and there have been regular
protests about it since the mid-2000s. However,
the level and intensity of the protests in the sum-
mer of 2020 were noteworthy. Additionally, the
issue garnered a high level of media attention. As a
result, AVP respondents frequently discussed race
and racial justice, though it is worth noting that
across all racial and ethnic groups, talk of Covid-
19 dwarfed conversations about racism and police
violence against people of color (see forthcoming
report on racial disparities and Covid-19).

When it comes to racial justice, white respon-
dents exist on a continuum of denial, in which
questions about race and racism are articulated
through abstraction. At one end of that contin-
uum, there’s a denial that racial inequality is a real
problem. At the other end, the summer protests
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are frequently cited as a point of awakening to
concerns about racial inequality. But across this
continuum, engagement with issues of racial
justice operates at a remove for whites. Racial
inequality is treated as an abstract idea to be
debated, something to talk about and understand.

I guess the Black Lives Matter protests have
made me that much more sensitive to the ways in
which Black people and people of color in general
having get left behind.

—White man

At the same time, I feel like there are really
important conversations happening regarding
law enforcement and police brutality and
especially, you know, sort of fairness, injustice
based on race and ethnicity.

—White woman

Well, I've got several Black friends and, you know,
we'd sit around and talk about things and they'd
always tell me about their experiences and I just
didn’t ever really take it to heart until the George
Floyd incident and that really, really, made me
realize just how prevalent the problem is.

—White man

This contrasts sharply with the way Black, Asian,
and Latino/a respondents talk about racial inequal-
ity. For our minority respondents, particularly
Black interviewees, the conversations around racial
injustice are grounded in actions, both in terms
of what happened to them and in regard to what
they want to see done. Our nonwhite respondents
don't just talk vaguely about racial “problems” or
race “issues.” They speak to specific things that
happened to them because of their race. They talk
about things like discrimination in employment
and unfairly aggressive police behavior that dam-
ages their property.

I'was tired of all these doors closing in my face.
“You're overqualified.” ‘No, I can’t pay you because
it’s against the law,” like that. Until I already



figured it out: Yeah, it’s a white neighborhood.
They don't want me in these neighborhoods.

—Black woman

For example, it’s fine for them to kill a person
during the process [of executing a search warrant]
because they have the right to do so. I said to the
judge, ‘This isw't right. They came to my place for
no proper reason and damaged my house.” They
said they needed to search the place.

—DMan of color*

These were just two of many instances of specific
discrimination or unfair treatment that minority
AVP respondents linked to their race. Furthermore,
when they talked about what needs to happen in
regard to racial injustice, they don’t just want a
conversation. They want to see change. They want
the people they perceive to be perpetrators of racial
injustice to be punished, and they want to see
changes in the organizational practices and individ-
ual behaviors that perpetuate inequality.

I'm happy that the movement is happening and
things are hoping to change, and that police
brutality gets handled and that people get charged
for their wrongdoings, especially when they have a
badge that was supposed to come help us.

—Black woman

Like when they lock you up, I don't care what you
did, you are getting a beating...I'm just so glad
that young people is doing what they do because
they is really helping with this thing that we have
to deal with.

—Black man

The stories our respondents told reveal a real
tension embedded in calls for conversations about
race. For white respondents, the conversation itself
is considered an achievement in and of itself. But
minority respondents want more. The summer
protests are a vivid illustration of this. For white
respondents the protests were a call to awareness,
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but Black respondents saw the protests as a call to
action.

The AVP interviews raise a profound question
about race and racial justice in the United States:
How, in the midst of so many seemingly “uni-
versal” crises, is it possible for white respondents
to see things so differently from their nonwhite
counterparts? Talk of racial justice shows a clear
divergence in how people from different racial and
ethnic groups experience life in the United States.
Although these perspectives are distinct, they are
not unconnected. The distanced stance of white
Americans is possible because the negative effects
of racial injustices are abstractions that happen to
others. For Black and other nonwhite respondents,
it was impossible to process the issues at a remove
because life was structured by racial injustice.
When respondents talked about the specific issue
of police violence against people of color, these
divergent perspectives were even more stark.

Divergent perceptions of and interactions
with police

Black AVP respondents, along with other nonwhite
respondents, have very different experiences with
police than white interviewees. These experiences
differ in two main ways. First, we find that non-
white respondents can often turn directly and
immediately to describing concrete interactions
with police, whereas white respondents tend to talk
about police in vaguer and more abstract terms,
not as frequently grounded in direct experience.
Nonwhite people are much more likely to have
concrete experiences with police, and these experi-
ences lead to preferences for concrete reforms and
action.

The second point of difference pertains to the
content of these experiences rather than the mere
frequency of them. Nonwhite respondents tend
to have very negative interactions with police,
whereas white respondents tend to have more
benign ones (when they have interactions at all).
This difference is hardly surprising, but it does
help us understand differences by race in reac-
tions to the current wave of protests. When there’s



a long history of negative interactions with the
police, what comes to matter most isn't talking yet
more about race but instead the need for concrete
reforms that address the problem.

Although there is much research on disparate
policing practices, the AVP interviews make it
starkly clear that such practices shape everyday
lives in powerful ways. Even during a pandemic,
the conversation among nonwhite respondents
would turn quickly to policing. For many of the
nonwhite respondents who talked about the police,
the threat of police misconduct had been in their
lives long before the coronavirus, and would likely
remain well beyond the time the virus was erad-
icated. In contrast, the police barely registered to
white respondents, indeed they often expressed
surprise that anyone would feel threatened by

police. Because racial minorities lived with constant

police misconduct, they were quick to relate their
negative experiences with the police and to express
deep skepticism over their function and legitimacy.

There is no safety here. The cops don't do shit,
sorry again. Cops don't do anything.

—Black man

I feel — I mean, rather bluntly, I feel that the way
that things are set up and the folks are socialized,
it’s not a system that I am particularly interested
in interacting with...there is a very noticeable
difference in terms of how I've seen some of these
communities interact with, say...[my] basketball
team when [ was a kid and a lot of the kids are
darker and I am watching how the authorities
chose to interact with those kids and to treat
them based on that which was very obvious...I
just never felt a large sense of trust...Yeah, I've
been lucky enough to not have to interact with
the justice system too much or the representatives
of that and I don’t have any super particular
desire to, as a general rule.

—Woman of color'+
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Distrust of the police was very common among
nonwhite respondents, and almost universal
among Black AVP interviewees. Hearing these
respondents talk about the police, one gets the
impression that the police do not keep people safe.
Instead, they induce an overwhelming sense of
vulnerability and violability. And, nonwhite respon-
dents also recognize that their view of police is
not universal among all Americans. The distrust
towards law enforcement emanated from percep-
tions of disparate treatment between white and
nonwhite groups. For nonwhite respondents, racial
bias in policing was not thought of as anomalous,
but part of the “way things are set up,” and thus
foundational to the practice of police work.

Distrust of the police was
very common among
nonwhite respondents, and
almost universal among
Black AVP interviewees.

In contrast to nonwhite people who questioned
the function and overall motivation of police, many
white respondents naturalized and legitimated the
existence of law enforcement. They thought of the
police as a vital institution empowered to serve
and protect them. There was little consideration
of whether or not they would be treated fairly by
police. They did not see themselves at odds with
the police in any meaningful way. In fact, most had
not considered the police much at all.

The law enforcement around here is adequate.
I've got nothing bad to say about it.

—White man



The foregoing nicely illustrates the typical
generic, abstract response to police offered by
white respondents. Describing law enforcement in
terms of “adequacy” or “inadequacy” reduces the
issue of police violence against people of color to a
matter of quantity, while foreclosing any conversa-
tions about the potential of police to be a source of
racialized violence and occupying force. Consider
the following remarks from Steve Martinot and
Jared Sexton about the function of police.

There are two possibilities: first, police violence
is a deviation from the rules governing police
procedures in general. Second, these various
forms of violence (e.g., racial profiling, street
murders, terrorism) are the rule itself as
standard operating procedure.’s

White people took solace in knowing that they
did not need to worry about being racially profiled,
harassed, or harmed by police because of their
lifestyles.

I'm not exactly afraid of the police because
they’re not going to really arrest me for the things
that I do. I have so much safety in our society, so
much privilege.

—White man

I'm a generally law-abiding white guy. So, you
know, mostly I don't have interactions with law
enforcement...I would say for me personally that
my interactions have all been positive. I know —
at least a couple of guys who were on the ... police
force and, you know, good guys. And, you know,
they're trying to do their best.

—White man

Describing himself as a “law-abiding white
guy,” this respondent reinforces Alexander’s claim
that “white crime” and thus, the “white criminal”
sound absurd. The respondent seems largely
unaware that “law-abiding” is already implied in
“white guy.” Using the terms together then seems
redundant. The law always already abides by this
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respondent, so being “law-abiding” requires little
effort. Both white and nonwhite people’s percep-
tions of the police were largely informed by lived
realities. Overall, when asked about their interac-
tions with law enforcement, white people described
their relationships with law enforcement in mostly
amiable terms. More than one white respondent
talked about friendships with law enforcement
officers. Because many white people believe that
they were well served and protected by police,
they had little reason to question the legitimacy of
law enforcement. Encounters with police did not
require white people to question their own mor-
tality. Instead, most white people tended to treat
encounters with law enforcement as banal and
predictable. Even when those interactions involved
them getting arrested, white peoples’ accounts
were indexed by what Cheryl Harris describes as
the “settled expectations™ linked to “whiteness as
property.”

I got a DUI, so I was smoking weed when I was

19 and driving too fast and just, you get pulled

over, they find weed, you get a DUI. That’s

the way it works. That’s the way the laws are

written.

—White man

Anyway, my buddies come walking down the
street and they're yelling, ‘Give him a break. He’s
from Wisconsin.” I still had the Wisconsin plates
on the car. I explained to him, ‘Yeah, I'm just
trying to get to the bar. Yes. Those are my jackass
friends yelling over there.” He’s perfectly fine with
it. He gave me directions to the bar, a warning,
wished me a good night. That’s the majority

of my experience with cops. At least right up
there’s never been anything but positive really or
nothing too negative.

—White man

For many white people, this sort of convivial
exchange appears to be the rule, rather than the
exception. Disclosing plans to go to a bar after
being stopped by a police officer signals a level of



comfort and privilege (i.e. “settled expectations”)
that many nonwhite respondents not only lacked,
but their lived experience prohibited them from
having. Using their own experiences with police
as reference points meant that many white people
had little reason to consider how seemingly benign
encounters with law enforcement might prove per-
ilous for nonwhite groups. This lack of reflexivity
or “white solipsism”7 prevents white respondents
from seeing things from the perspective of people
of color, particularly Black people.

I've never heard any Black person [here] say they
feel profiled...I asked some of my neighbors about
what was going on and the answers I got was
like, that stuff doesn’t happen here.

—White woman

This respondent seems to dismiss concerns of
racial profiling because she “has never heard any
Black person say they feel profiled.” When they
are not directly harmed by racial profiling or racist
police, it is easier for white respondents to dismiss
the concerns of protesters.

Not all white respondents assumed policing
was a benign, protective force. Indeed, in the
wake of the protests of George Floyd's killing, they
began considering the possibility of unfair police
treatment. Some white respondents also demon-
strated greater awareness that their own benign
experiences with police were affected by their race.
Sensitivity to this reality was particularly strong
among white respondents with social connections
to nonwhite people.

I think, partly because I'm a white male, I don’t
get as much as negative interaction with police...
For some people, like if yow're been learning, if
you are a Black, maybe it’s harder, even if you
are deferential can still get in big trouble and my
boyfriend who's half Black, he’s told me stories of
being followed by police because he used to live
in a nicer and hipper area of Minneapolis....
Back in the gos they were following him and ask
him why he was walking in that neighborhood
and he tried to tell them he lived there. And
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they still followed him and waited outside of his
apartment building. Nothing happened, but it
still seemed rather intimidating for him.

—White man

This person acknowledges that Black and white
people’s encounters with police will inevitably
result in distinct and perhaps incommensurable
outcomes. Other white respondents shared some
awareness of the role whiteness plays in affecting
their interactions with police.

My husband is a white male, so he’s never
had any sort of issues at all with anything.
And you know, as a white female I can’t say
I have either...So, we — our run-ins with law
enforcement are few and far between.

—White woman

In a very matter-of-fact way, this respondent
notes that she and her husband have had few “run-
ins with law enforcement” because they are both
white. For these respondents, there is an acknowl-
edgement that being white shields them from the
worst excesses of racialized violence. This theme
ran through other interviews when white respon-
dents talked about policing. It certainly emerged
when nonwhite respondents talked about racialized
violence by police. However, even when reflecting
on the possibility of police engaging in unfair treat-
ment, most white respondents could not draw on
personal experiences with unfair treatment. They
instead drew on what they heard.

Just as positive experiences structured the per-
ception of police for white respondents, the inverse
was true for racial and ethnic minorities. For many,
Black, Asian, Latino/a, and Indigenous respon-
dents, negative perceptions of the police derived
from some direct experience with harassment,
racial profiling, violability and brutality.

Oh, I've only been arrested one time, but it was
on probable cause. Meaning I wasn't guilty, but
they had to make sure...You know what probable
cause is. Like “maybe you did, maybe you
didn't.” So that’s the only time I've ever been in



trouble. Never did time for it or nothing. And I
never got in trouble again. I don't do the police.
I wasw't a troubled kid. So, me going to jail one
time was just devastating because I always said
I don't want to have a record. So that one time
was enough. It was too much the one time....I've
seen loved ones get arrested right in front of me.
It’s kind of irritating. It’s bad. It does kind of
stress you out a little bit because you don't really
want none of your family members behind bars.
So, it can be a little stressful.

—Black woman

Despite this respondent maintaining that
she was not guilty, she was still arrested. While
adverse encounters with police were rare among
white people, they frequently shaped the attitudes
that nonwhite respondents (and especially Black
respondents) had towards police. For many of
these respondents, the issue is not whether they
should abide by the law, but rather whether the law
will abide by them.

But — and you know, I got put in the system at

a young age and stuff like that...You know, what
— yeah, it’s pretty bad. Been harassed by the
police officers before. They got the wrong person...
You know, that was really — that was kind of
traumatizing to me because the way they were
like frisking me and stuff, and I guess that — it
was like a gang strike force, I guess...I was like I
was gonna shit my pants cause he had his pistol
pointed right at me...And he was like — he’s going
to the other side of his car ducking, and I'm like,
I had my hands up, and I'm wearing my T-shirt
and stuff, and I am like, I'm just sitting here. [
have nothing to do with. And they had me out
there for like half an hour at first, and they took
a picture of — with me holding a sign...I'm like,
thinking like if this is what people that live in
there like young people have to deal with all the
time, cause it’s very — yeah, it’s pretty bad. The
cops out here, they like to intimidate people cause
of the power they have...it’s ridiculous.

—DMan of color
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Facing a police officer with their gun drawn and
aimed at you is more likely to produce overwhelm-
ing fear, rather than anything remotely related to a
sense of protection. Not only was this respondent
confronted by the threat of his own mortality, but
he also assumed residents in the building must feel
similarly if police treated them in a similar way.
Intimidation proved to be one of many tactics police
have at their disposal to assert their power over
civilians. Encounters with police left respondents
not only feeling violated, but inherently violable.

The experiences of minority respondents stand
in stark contrast to white interviewees, even those
who admit to criminal behavior. In stark contrast
to the experiences of nonwhite people, a white AVP
respondent discussed his numerous speeding tick-
ets in young adulthood—speeding tickets that never
resulted in jail or even arrest.

Okay, well minor stuff. Growing up and learning
how to drive, I got a crap load of speeding tickets
like a lot of people do. So, sometimes you got to go
to court, take care of that, sometimes you don’t as
far as anything illegal stuff, whatever I may have
done illegal back 30 years ago, I never got caught.
I can’t remember exactly what those things were,
I dow’t do them now, but never been arrested,
almost a couple times, never been put in jail,
obviously, I've been to court for various different
things, traffic tickets, legal stuff with my ma,
stuff like that, but technically, no, I don’t have a
record, as far as that goes... Never been charged
with anything, not like that, just mainly over the
years traffic stuff, until I got older, back in the 8os
and gos and learned how to control them things,
typical teenage stuff.

—White man

In “Whiteness as Property,” Harris describes
whiteness as a “consolation prize”™® that white peo-
ple can redeem in the event that their social, racial,
gender, and/or economic status is ever threatened.
This respondent seemed to recognize that regard-
less of how many times he was pulled over or cited
for reckless driving, he would be granted a “get out
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of jail free card” and maintain a clean arrest record.
No such consolation prizes existed, though, when
Black, Indigenous, Asian, and Latino/a respon-
dents talked about their interactions with police.
Instead, many nonwhite people, particularly Black
respondents, were presumed guilty before proven
otherwise.

It is clear that discourse shapes action. Still, it
is worth thinking about how experience shapes
discourse. For example, how do such divergent
experiences with police shape discourse around
broader issues of racial justice? How might white
people’s more amicable encounters with police
lead them to diminish or completely ignore more
antagonistic views held by nonwhite respondents?

Conclusions

When it comes to issues of racial justice and racial-
ized violence by police, AVP interviews do not only
suggest a very fractured public. The data indicate
that, at least on this issue, there is no meaningful
unified American “public” to speak of. The very
distinctive experiences of racial discrimination
and policing fundamentally separate Black people
in America from their white counterparts. It is
easy for Black and other nonwhite respondents

to retrieve concrete and very negative experiences
with police (in addition to many other experiences
of racial discrimination in other domains). These
experiences drive a desire for concrete reform. The
goal is tangible change rather than having another
abstract conversation about inequality.

For the white public, experiences with police are
less frequent and typically benign, and the need
for reform is seen as less pressing. Because reform
isn't a front and center concern, the recent protests
have, at best, evoked an interest in having more
conversations about race. This is engagement with
race and racial inequality at a remove and thus
focused on abstract implications for discourse and
conversation. The conversation itself becomes the
goal and the achievement. Still, there is a serious
risk of equating conversation with conversion,
specifically transformative change.
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These are striking differences and suggest that
the very same event—ongoing protests against
police violence—is being interpreted in starkly
different ways. These differences may make mean-
ingful progress more difficult to achieve.

There is a seriousrisk of
equating conversation with
conversion, specifically
transformative change.

The more abstract point here, when put tech-
nically, is that discourse is a dependent variable
as well as an independent variable. We often treat
discourse as a precursor to action, defaulting to
a model where we start by “talking it through”
and then settle, via that conversation, on some
well-considered action. We have suggested instead
that experience also shapes discourse and makes it
more complicated: If you're in the thick of experi-
encing inequality, there’s much less interest in talk
and much more interest in action. The disparate
experience of police means that the conversation
about policing (and racial inequity more generally)
starts at a different point for Americans based on
their race and ethnicity. These different conversa-
tions make it difficult to conceive of actions and
responses to policing that can speak to divergent
experiences.
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