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​INTRODUCTION
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Are We Crazy, or Is the Game Rigged?

The first time I remember hearing that Black people were “just playing the victim,” I was still a kid.

I remember grown folks talking like:

“Black people always blaming the system.”
 “Cops wouldn’t bother you if you just followed the law.”
 “Everybody has the same chance. Just work harder.”

And sitting there as a Black kid in American classrooms, staring at American textbooks, I didn’t have much to argue back with.

The books taught me:

●  white “founding fathers” built the country,
 

●  white inventors made the big breakthroughs,
 

●  white explorers “discovered” places where people already lived,
 

●  Black people were mostly slaves, then a short section on the Civil Rights Movement, and then—boom—Martin Luther King had a dream and we were done.
 

Nobody had to say, “White people are better” out loud.
 The pattern in the pages did it for them.

The message underneath all of that felt like:

“White people built the world.
 Black people were either the problem or the background.”

So when people said stuff like:

●  “Stop playing the victim,”
 

●  “Stop blaming the system,”
 

a part of me wondered:

“Maybe they’re right.
 Maybe something really is wrong with us.”

Because what else did I have?
 I didn’t see us in those books as builders, scientists, strategists, landowners. I saw us as:

●  slaves,
 

●  rare “first Black” token examples,
 

●  or trouble.
 

At the same time, in real life, I was seeing a different story:

●  How often police showed up in our neighborhoods compared to others.
 

●  How people got tense around us and relaxed around them.
 

●  How I was called “African-American” even though I’ve never been to Africa, my father never went to Africa, his father never went to Africa—like I’m African first and American second.
 

●  How jokes, stereotypes, and “little comments” all pointed in the same direction:
 

“You are less.
 You are dangerous.
 You are not really part of this house.”

As I got older, more pieces started dropping in:

●  Stories about Black towns burned to the ground or flooded out on purpose.
 

●  Stories about the Green Book, a travel guide just so we wouldn’t get killed on the road.
 

●  Stories about the FBI trying to break Martin Luther King, nudge him toward suicide, and destroy the Panthers.
 

●  Stories about Black inventors and creators who had their ideas stolen and their names erased.
 

●  Stories about land stolen, homes lowballed, loans denied, prisons filled.
 

Then came camera phones and social media.

Suddenly, the things Black people had been saying for decades were playing on everybody’s screens:

●  Traffic stops gone deadly fast.
 

●  Knees on necks.
 

●  No-knock raids.
 

●  “I can’t breathe.”
 

And it hit me:

We were never crazy.
 We were being gaslit.

We weren’t “playing the victim.”
 We were living in a country with a long, careful record of setting us up to fail—and then calling us lazy when we didn’t magically win.
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​Why Bootstraps and Bombs exists
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I’ve written about the numbers before—about loss, about tallies, about how many people, lives, and dollars went missing. Those are my Where Are Our Numbers books.

This book is doing something different.

Bootstraps and Bombs is about the moves.

It’s about the pattern:

●  Every time Black people tried to stand up and pull ourselves forward,
 

●  the system reached for either:
 

○  a bootstrap story (“just work harder, it’s your fault”), or
 

○  a bomb (sometimes literal, sometimes legal, sometimes financial) to knock us back down.
 

This book asks:

●  Why were they so determined to slow, stop, or destroy Black progress at every point?
 

●  Why, whenever we build something—towns, schools, businesses, movements—does America suddenly discover a “problem” that needs “law and order,” “urban renewal,” “new zoning,” “surveillance,” or straight-up violence?
 

●  Why does this country act like we were never supposed to be anything more than tools?
 

And I’m not taking:

●  “It’s just a few bad apples,”
 

●  or “That was a long time ago,”
 

●  or “Everybody has problems,”
 

as real answers.
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​What this book is (and isn’t)
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This book is:

●  a record of sabotage, not just suffering,
 

●  a pattern map: the same playbook used with different names in different eras,
 

●  a “Bootstraps Ledger” of the times we tried to rise and what hit us,
 

●  a “Wealth Ledger” of where money, land, and chances got blocked,
 

●  a conversation straight to Black readers who grew up thinking we were the problem,
 

●  a conversation straight to non-Black readers who grew up thinking racism is mostly just slurs and bad attitudes.
 

This book is not:

●  a pity party,
 

●  a claim that Black people have zero responsibility or agency,
 

●  a perfect academic model with every number locked to the penny,
 

●  a “hate white people” project.
 

I’m not saying Black folks never hurt each other or that all our problems come from outside. We have our own internal damage, our own healing, our own accountability to deal with.

But you cannot fix internal wounds while you’re still lying about the knife and who swung it.

You can’t keep telling Black people to “pull themselves up by their bootstraps” when the record shows:

every time we laced those boots and started climbing,
 somebody cut the rope—or dropped something from the sky.
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​How this book moves
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Here’s how Bootstraps and Bombs walks:

●  We start with the questions I had as a kid:
 “Why do they hate us this much? Why are we always the problem?”
 

●  We go back to when Black people were turned into tools—slave trades, plantations, and slave patrols.
 

●  We move through:
 

○  Black Codes, Jim Crow, and lynching as policy,
 

○  Black towns like Greenwood, Rosewood, and others that were burned, flooded, or bulldozed,
 

○  “Urban renewal” and highways slicing through Black neighborhoods,
 

○  federal programs that lifted white families into the middle class and left us on the ground,
 

○  COINTELPRO and the war on Black organizing,
 

○  the War on Drugs and mass incarceration as the new chains.
 

●  We talk about right now:
 

○  camera phones,
 

○  appraisal bias,
 

○  algorithmic “neutrality,”
 

○  school fights over “what history we’re allowed to teach,”
 

○  the “post-racial” lie after a Black president.
 

Along the way, we start building two big ledgers:

1.  The Bootstraps Ledger – a running list of Black projects—towns, unions, businesses, movements, schools—and how they were sabotaged.
 

2.  The Generational Wealth Ledger – the main buckets where wealth and opportunity were stolen or blocked: unpaid labor, stolen land, redlining, wage gaps, prison, stolen culture, health gaps, education.
 

Then we turn and talk directly to:

●  the Black reader who grew up thinking, “Maybe we really are just behind,”
 

●  the non-Black reader who grew up thinking, “Racism was bad back then, but it’s not that deep now.”
 

We ask:

●  What do you do once you see the pattern?
 

●  What does this book actually ask from you?
 

●  How do you live with your eyes open without being crushed?
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​Why this title: Bootstraps and Bombs
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I named this book Bootstraps and Bombs because those are the two big lies and tools we keep running into:

●  The bootstrap lie:
 “If you’re not doing well, it’s just because you didn’t work hard enough.”
 

●  The bomb (literal or not):
 “If you do manage to work hard, organize, and build something powerful, we will find a way to blow it up—financially, legally, physically, or politically—and then blame you for the ashes.”
 

This title is my way of saying:

“Let’s talk about both.
 Let’s name the sabotage and stop pretending it didn’t happen.”
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​How I want you to read this
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I’m not asking you to worship every sentence.

I am asking you to:

●  sit with the discomfort,
 

●  notice the patterns,
 

●  check your own story against the ledgers,
 

●  be honest about what makes you nod your head and what makes you want to argue.
 

If you’re Black, I hope this book takes some of the weight off your chest—the weight of thinking the scoreboard is all on us.

If you’re not Black, I hope this book breaks the “I didn’t know” shield and forces you to decide what you’re going to do now that you see more than you were ever meant to.

Either way, once you turn the page, we’re going all the way in.

No sugarcoating.
 No “both-sides” gymnastics.
 No pretending the bombs were accidents.

Just the web.
 The ledgers.
 The truth.

And the fact that somehow—after ships, chains, codes, bombs, cells, and lies—
 we are still here.

Still breathing.
 Still building.
 Still asking the question underneath all of this:

​“If you say it’s all about bootstraps...
 why do you keep dropping bombs when we start to climb?”

​

​
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​CHAPTER 1
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​Growing Up in a Rigged Story

I didn’t grow up in a courtroom or a think tank or a protest line.
I grew up in a classroom with cinderblock walls, buzzing fluorescent lights, and those same maps and posters you’d probably recognize from your own childhood.
If you had walked in and looked at me sitting there, I would’ve just looked like another Black kid in an American school. But inside my head, there was already a war going on that I didn’t have words for yet.

​The timeline on the wall

One of the first things that stuck with me was the timeline.

You know the one: that long strip of history running along the wall near the ceiling. It started somewhere around Columbus “discovering” America, slid through the pilgrims and the Revolution, then marched through the years like everything was neat and orderly.

Little pictures. Little dates. Little captions.

●  Columbus: brave explorer.
●  Founding Fathers: wise and heroic.
●  The Constitution: freedom for all (eventually).
●  The Civil War: tragic but necessary.
●  The Civil Rights Movement: injustice confronted and defeated.
And then, according to that line, we landed in “modern America,” where everybody was supposedly equal and racism was mostly a bad memory.

Slavery was on that wall, but it lived in a tiny slice between nicer-looking events. It felt like a short commercial break in an otherwise inspiring movie.

We didn’t sit with it long.

We didn’t sit with what it means to build an entire country on stolen land and stolen bodies. We didn’t sit with the fact that some of the same men in powdered wigs talking about liberty and freedom went home to plantations and slave quarters.

We pointed at the picture, nodded, and moved on.

The timeline made it look like whatever happened to my ancestors was just a bump in the road that America bravely “got past.”

​The heroes and the background characters

Most of the people we studied in those classes looked nothing like me.

●  The explorers, presidents, scientists, “great men of industry,” generals, and founding thinkers were almost all white and male.
●  When Black people did show up, it was mostly as slaves, sharecroppers, or protesters.
●  A Black person could be one of three things:

○  someone suffering,


○  someone being saved by a white hero,


○  someone who was allowed to join the story in a “historic first.”




We would spend weeks on the founding fathers.
We would spend days on presidents and wars.
We would spend maybe a class period on slavery, maybe a week on civil rights in February, and then that was that.
Nobody said out loud, “Black people are less than.” They didn’t have to. The way the story was told did the job.

If you keep telling a child:

“Here are the great builders of the nation,”

and none of them look like that child, the message is already delivered.

If every time you see someone who looks like you in the book, they’re in chains, in trouble, or being beaten on a bridge, the message is delivered.

​The quiet lesson underneath the lesson

On the surface, the lessons were about dates and names, wars and laws.

Underneath that, there was a different lesson being taught, one I didn’t have language for at the time:

●  White people build, lead, and invent.
●  Black people suffer, protest, and occasionally get helped.
That’s it. That was the script.

We never talked about Black inventors unless it was some quick fun fact for Black History Month.
We never talked about Black towns that had their own businesses and banks.
We never talked about how much money was made off of free labor.
We never talked about how slavery didn’t just stop one day and vanish into thin air.
So when I heard people say things like:

“Black people never built anything.”
“If they just worked harder, they’d be fine.”
I didn’t have a full toolbox to argue with them. The school system didn’t give me one.

And after a while, if you keep hearing the same thing and your own textbooks don’t contradict it, something dangerous starts to happen:

You start to wonder if maybe they’re right.

​The outside chorus

It wasn’t just school.

Outside those walls, there was a whole chorus singing that same song. It sounded like:

●  talk radio hosts complaining about “welfare queens” and “thugs,”
●  news anchors calling neighborhoods “high crime areas” but never talking about why,
●  people in church talking about forgiveness and grace for everybody—except when the topic was Black anger, then suddenly “we should move on,”
●  folks at work or in the grocery store saying, “I’m just tired of hearing about racism, it’s 20–whatever.”
It showed up in jokes, too:

●  jokes about watermelon and fried chicken,
●  jokes about Black fathers,
●  jokes about “ghetto” names,
●  jokes about Black people always being late, always being loud, always being on some drama.
You hear enough of that, and if you’re not careful, you start laughing along just so you don’t feel like the uptight one every time.

At the same time, you hear the other side.

You hear older Black folks telling you what it’s like to get pulled over and have your heart sink, not because you did anything wrong, but because you know what might happen if the wrong officer walks up to your car.

You hear people talk about getting denied loans with no real explanation, or watching appraisals come in strangely low when their skin is dark and strangely high when the buyer is white.

You hear about a cousin who gets the book thrown at him for something a white kid down the street gets probation for.

So you’re caught between two choirs:

One choir says, “Y’all just play the victim.”
The other choir says, “Baby, this system is no joke.”
And you’re standing in the middle, trying to decide who to believe.

​Internalizing the lie

Kids don’t come into this world hating themselves. Somebody has to teach them.

Looking back, I can see how the story I was given about this country tried to teach me a few “lessons” under the table:

●  If Black people are struggling, it’s mostly our fault.
●  If Black people complain about racism, they’re exaggerating.
●  If Black people were truly excellent, truly brilliant, truly capable—we’d be all over these textbooks, and we’re not. So draw your own conclusions.
I didn’t sit there and say, “I think Black people are inferior.” That’s not how it works.

It was more subtle:

●  me thinking other people’s neighborhoods were better because they were cleaner and whiter,
●  me thinking “professional” meant “not sounding like my people,”
●  me seeing a white person in a suit and almost automatically trusting them more than a Black person in the same suit,
●  me seeing a white face on a product or a commercial and thinking, “That must be the standard.”
Part of me knew something was off. Part of me still swallowed it.

That’s the thing about a rigged story: even when you feel the lie, you don’t always have names for it, so the lie still gets in your bloodstream.

​Little cracks in the wall

Even with all of that propaganda, reality kept leaking through the cracks.

Sometimes it was a teacher who slipped and told a little more than the curriculum allowed.
Sometimes it was a book or documentary that somehow got past the usual filters.
Sometimes it was my own life.
I saw Black people around me who were smart, creative, and hardworking—but stuck.

I saw families that did everything they were “supposed” to do and still got roadblocked:

●  they went to school,
●  they stayed out of trouble,
●  they went to church,
●  they saved up for homes,
●  they tried to play by the rules.
And still:

●  they got denied,
●  they got laid off first,
●  their kids got disciplined differently at school,
●  their neighborhoods were over-policed and under-resourced.
It didn’t line up with the neat story about personal responsibility and the land of opportunity.

Then the cameras started telling on everybody.

Videos popped up that matched what the older folks had been saying all along. Stories that used to be “he said, she said” were now digital files you could replay.

The first few times, people tried to explain them away. But deep down, you could feel it: this isn’t new. This is confirmation.

The timeline on the wall started to look like a cover-up to me. All those gaps and skipped details stopped feeling like innocent forgetfulness and started feeling like a choice.

​The two Americas in my head

So on one side of my brain, I had:

●  the official America:

○  the land of the free,

○  a place where anyone willing to work can climb,

○  a nation that made some “mistakes” but corrected them because good people stood up.


And on the other side of my brain, I had:

●  the lived America:

○  the land where my people were property,


○  then criminals by default,


○  then “problems” to be managed,


○  then “voters” when it was convenient,


○  then “thugs” again when the system needed a new enemy.




I didn’t know what to call that split yet. I just knew it was there.

Some days, I leaned into the official America because it was easier and less exhausting.
Other days, something in me refused to keep pretending and started asking hard questions.
The biggest question, the one this whole book is really about, started forming like this:

“If the story is true—if this country is fair now—then why does it feel like every time Black people start to get somewhere, something shows up to knock us back down?”

That’s when I started to understand that the issue wasn’t just individual racist people here and there.

It was the structure.

​A rigged story serves a rigged system

It took me a while to see it clearly, but once I did, I couldn’t unsee it.

The way they told the story and the way they built the system matched up.

The story said:

●  “Slavery was bad, but it was long ago.”
●  “Jim Crow was bad, but we fixed it.”
●  “If you’re still struggling now, it’s basically on you.”
The system said:

●  “We’re going to keep Black folks at the bottom of the wealth ladder.”
●  “We’re going to keep their neighborhoods under surveillance.”
●  “We’re going to keep their political power chopped up and scattered.”
●  “We’re going to keep borrowing their culture, but not sharing the profit.”
When people kept repeating “bootstraps, bootstraps, bootstraps,” what they never mentioned was how many times somebody came over and cut the straps off our boots.

That’s what this book is about.

This first chapter is just me standing in that classroom again, looking at that timeline, feeling that confusion in my chest.

The rest of this book is what happens when you finally say:

“Alright, enough. Let’s go back and fill in the parts they skipped. Let’s look at what really happened when we tried to rise. And let’s count what it cost us.”

In the next chapter, we’re going to do something school almost never did:

We’re going to slow down.

We’re going to walk from the ships to Jim Crow without hitting fast-forward. We’re going to look at how the game was set up before somebody told us to “just play it better.”

Because you can’t understand why the scoreboard looks the way it does if you never look at how the court was built.

That’s where we go next.

​

​CHAPTER 2

​From Ships to Jim Crow: How the Game Was Set Up

When people talk about racism in America, they usually start the story way too late.

They start at “the ghetto.”
They start at welfare.
They start at gangs.
They start at the crack era.
If they’re trying to be generous, maybe they start at the Civil Rights Movement.
Almost nobody starts at the beginning of the game.

If you walk into a movie halfway through, you might think the main character is just “unlucky” or “always in trouble.” But if you saw the first hour, where the bad guy framed them, stole their money, and chased them out of town, you’d understand the situation differently.

It’s the same with us.

You can’t look at Black people in America today and talk about “bootstraps” if you never look at how we got here. Not the school version. The real version.

So in this chapter, we’re going to slow down and walk through it.

Not every detail—this isn’t meant to be a textbook—but enough to see the shape of the thing.

I’m not going to go deep into fancy dates and names. I want you to feel the logic of the system, the way it moved and evolved to keep us in the same position.

​It didn’t start with “bad neighborhoods”

The story does not begin with broken homes or rough schools or gang violence.

The story begins with ships.

It begins with somebody deciding:

“If we want to get rich, we’re going to need land and labor. And we’re not going to pay for either one.”

Land: take it from Native people.
Labor: steal it from Africans.
That’s the core of the “American dream” nobody likes to say out loud.

You can dress it up with flags and anthems later, but underneath all that, it was business:

●  people put on nice clothes,
●  sat in offices and counting houses,
●  and calculated how many bodies they could move, how much labor they could squeeze out, and how much profit they could make.
We weren’t immigrants. We were inventory.

​The ships and the sales

Imagine being taken from your home, chained up, forced onto a ship for weeks or months, surrounded by death and disease. Imagine not knowing if you’ll live, where you’re going, who you’ll ever see again.

Then imagine stepping out on land, not as a person starting over, but as property.

Stripped. Inspected. Priced.

You’re not “John” or “Amina” anymore. You’re a line on some ledger:

●  Male, about 18–25,
●  “strong,”
●  “no visible defects.”
You’re bought like a mule and sent to a place you can’t leave, under laws you had no say in, on land that was already stolen from somebody else.

This is how the game board gets set up: on one side, you have people with legal rights and ownership. On the other side, you have people who are owned.

And once you build a country this way, you can’t just say “my bad” and think the damage disappears.

​Why they made Blackness permanent

At first, the rules about who could be enslaved weren’t always clean. Some early systems had white indentured servants, some had Native people enslaved, some had Africans. There was a mix.

But over time, they made a decision: Blackness equals slavery.

Not “wrong place, wrong time.”
Not “only if you committed a crime.”
Not “only until your contract is up.”
Forever.
You. Your children. Their children. Down the line.
They passed laws that said:

●  if your mother is enslaved, you are enslaved—forever,
●  if you’re Black, you can’t own certain things, go certain places, learn certain skills, testify against white people in court.
They weren’t just using us as tools. They were rewriting reality to say:

“This group of humans was born to be owned.”

That’s not a misunderstanding. That’s not a “difference of opinion.” That’s a full system being built to keep us at the bottom, no matter what we did.

​Breeding a workforce, not building a family

One of the ugliest truths they never taught us in school is how intentional they were about growing the slave population.

It wasn’t just:

“We have slaves.”

It was:

“We need more.”

Black women’s bodies became factories for more property.

●  Enslaved women could be raped by owners and overseers with no consequences.
●  Children from those rapes were often enslaved too, adding to the owner’s “assets.”
●  Families could be split up and sold off at any time if it made financial sense.
So when we talk about “family breakdown” in Black communities, we can’t just start the story in the 1960s. The blueprint for breaking us apart was drawn in the plantation era.

How are you supposed to build generational wealth or even generational memory when your children, your spouse, your parents can be shipped to a different state tomorrow for a better price?

You’re not meant to build. You’re meant to serve and obey until you die.

​The end of slavery was not the end of the game

This is where a lot of school stories pull their favorite trick.

Slavery → Abraham Lincoln → Emancipation → “And then everybody was free, the end.”

We might get a short mention of the Civil War and a heroic moment where Lincoln signs something, but we never stay long enough in the next chapters: Reconstruction and what came after.

Emancipation did one big thing:

It made it illegal to own us as property.

What it did not do was:

●  hand us land,
●  hand us money,
●  hand us education,
●  erase the hatred people had been taught,
●  or erase the laws and habits that treated us as less than human.
The slave system ended on paper. The need to keep us under control did not.

So the game adjusted.

​Black freedom scared them more than Black slavery

Think about it from their point of view.

You’ve kept a whole group of people in chains for centuries. You’ve:

●  worked them to death,
●  whipped them,
●  raped them,
●  sold their children,
●  denied them education,
●  treated them like livestock.
Now imagine you’re told:

“You can’t own them anymore.”

If you had a guilty conscience, maybe you’d say:

“We should make this right. Give them land, money, and space to rebuild.”

But that’s not what the country did.

The country said:

“We need to make sure these people never get close to real power. Because if they do, they might do to us what we did to them.”

So right after emancipation, you saw two things happening at the same time:

1.  Black people trying to build a free life.

○  starting churches, schools, and businesses,


○  looking for lost family,


○  running for office, voting, organizing.




2.  White backlash trying to put us back “in our place.”

○  laws,


○  violence,


○  scams,


○  and a new set of tricks to keep the same old result.




This is where the names start to change, but the core stays the same.

​Black Codes and vagrancy: a new way to cage us

After emancipation, many Southern states passed Black Codes.

These were laws that:

●  restricted where Black people could live and work,
●  required them to sign labor contracts,
●  made “vagrancy” (basically not having a job or papers) a crime.
But here’s the catch: white employers and officials were the ones deciding what counted as “acceptable work” and “good behavior.”

If a Black person didn’t accept the kind of job a white planter wanted them to take, they could be arrested for “vagrancy” or some other made-up violation.

Once you’re arrested, the next step kicks in:

Convict leasing.

​Convict leasing and chain gangs: slavery with extra paperwork

Convict leasing was a system where states rented out prisoners—many of them Black men arrested under those same Black Codes—to private companies and plantations.

It looked like this:

●  Police arrest Black people for things like “vagrancy,” “loitering,” or “not having proof of employment.”
●  Courts hand out harsh sentences for minor or fake crimes.
●  States lease those prisoners to businesses that need cheap labor.
●  Those businesses work them like slaves, with almost no oversight.
●  If a prisoner dies, they just get another body from the system.
Chain gangs were another version, where prisoners—again, mostly Black—were forced to work on roads and other projects, chained together, often in brutal conditions.

So when someone says:

“Slavery ended in 1865.”

I hear:

“One version of slavery ended. Then they created another version with a courtroom in the middle.”

It’s important to see that:

●  Enslaved → “freed” → arrested → leased back out.
The faces changed. The titles changed. The core did not.

​Sharecropping: freedom on a leash

Not everybody got arrested. Most of us had to find some way to survive in a world that had been built for our labor but not our success.

Enter sharecropping.

On paper, sharecropping looks like a business deal:

●  a landowner provides land, seeds, and tools,
●  a Black family works the land,
●  at harvest time, they split the crop.
In reality, it was rigged:

●  the landowner controlled the store they had to buy from—on credit,
●  the landowner did the “bookkeeping,”
●  year after year, Black families were told they owed more than they earned.
So you could work yourself half to death and still be in debt, trapped on someone else’s land, just with a different label on your back.

You weren’t a slave anymore. But you weren’t free in any meaningful way either.

You were locked into a cycle designed to keep you broke and dependent.

​Jim Crow: the operating system for everyday life

While all this was going on with farming, labor, and prisons, another layer was being built: Jim Crow.

Jim Crow wasn’t just some funny character from an old cartoon. It was the name given to a whole set of laws, customs, and terror tactics that controlled Black life in the South, and in plenty of places outside the South too.

Under Jim Crow, everything was organized around one message:

“Know your place.”

This showed up as:

●  separate schools, bathrooms, water fountains, buses, and sections of town,
●  rules about where Black people could sit, stand, eat, or even look,
●  restrictions on voting: literacy tests, poll taxes, and violent intimidation,
●  unspoken lines you couldn’t cross without risking your life.
If a Black person “forgot their place,” there were consequences:

●  beatings,
●  lynchings,
●  homes burned,
●  jobs lost,
●  whole families run out of town.
And this wasn’t just random rednecks acting wild. Sheriffs, judges, politicians, business owners—many of them were part of the same machinery or looked the other way.

When you hear “separate but equal,” don’t let that phrase fool you.

It wasn’t equal.

The white side got:

●  better schools,
●  better hospitals,
●  better neighborhoods,
●  better funding,
●  better treatment.
The Black side got:

●  leftovers,
●  hand-me-downs,
●  broken equipment,
●  the message that we should be grateful for crumbs.
​Why this matters for everything that comes next

I know this is a lot. I also know that some of this you may have heard in pieces before.

But here’s what I want you to see:

At every step, when they had a choice between:

●  sharing power and resources, or
●  keeping us at the bottom,
they chose keeping us at the bottom.

●  When slavery ended, they could’ve said: “We owe you land.” They chose Black Codes and convict leasing instead.
●  When we tried to work and save, they chose sharecropping and debt traps.
●  When we tried to vote and go to school, they chose poll taxes, lynch mobs, and separate everything.
●  When we tried to build our own spaces, as we’ll see in the next chapters, they chose bombs, fires, and bulldozers.
This wasn’t confusion. This wasn’t an accident. This was policy and practice over generations.

So when somebody today looks at the state of Black America and says:

“Why can’t you people just get over it and get your act together?”

you can look back at this history and understand:

There’s a difference between falling on your own...
and getting pushed down every time you stand up.
The first is your fault.
The second is a setup.
We’re not done with the setup yet. We still haven’t talked about:

●  why they needed us at the bottom so bad,
●  why the fear of us is so deep,
●  and how they explained all of this to themselves so they could sleep at night.
That’s what the next chapter is for.

We’ve walked from ships to Jim Crow to show how the game board was built.

Now we’re going to talk about why they needed the board tilted like that in the first place.

Why we were never meant to be equal players.

Why, even today, you can feel that resistance when you step into certain rooms, certain offices, certain neighborhoods.

If Chapter 2 was about the structure, Chapter 3 is about the motive.

Let’s talk about why they needed us at the bottom.

​
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