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            Introduction
Behind the Photograph

         
         Oftentimes, I find myself staring down at an image of seven young Black men wearing trench coats; the black-and-white photograph
            is particularly special to me, considering the recent passing of one of the men in the photo, the legendary actor Harry Belafonte.
            Also included in the picture are future congressman John Lewis; Bill Hall; my father, Cleve Sellers; Willie Ricks; James Forman;
            and Sidney Poitier. Apart from the two entertainment celebrities, all the men were part of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
            Committee (SNCC) during the civil rights era. The picture was taken just after Harry Belafonte and Sidney Poitier posted $250
            bond for the men to be released from jail.
         

         
         Earlier that day, on March 21, 1966, decades before the launch of an international anti-apartheid movement, Daddy, John Lewis, and the other SNCC men had walked into the South African consulate’s office in New York to protest the barbaric racial segregation system in that country. Days prior to their arrest, they had marched into the South African embassy in Washington, DC, demanding to speak to the ambassador to protest South African atrocities, including the violent attack on demonstrators in 1960 known as the Sharpeville massacre, during which 249 protesters—50 of which were women and children—were shot, wounded, or killed by white South African police. 

         
         Back in New York City, Daddy recalled, the men “demanded to speak to the South African consulate general, but the police were
            called and arrested all of us.” As the police began to transport them to Rikers Island, John Lewis called Belafonte, a New
            York native, and that’s when Belafonte and Sidney Poitier rushed over to bail them out. Lewis and Forman, both top SNCC officials,
            would often call on a prominent Black man like Belafonte to help. Why? Because there was nobody else to call. African Americans
            were mostly in this battle alone, and my father believes we’re still in it alone.
         

         
         I once asked him how he feels about our present times, when so much of what he fought for in the 1960s is being ripped away.
            “We are back to the starting point,” Dad said. “We are at about 1954. We thought everything was becoming so good for us, that
            we were flying along thinking we were doing all kinds of good things, romanticizing our plight. But there’s nothing romantic
            about our plight, about our situation, and we must get back to the drawing board because nobody is going to fight and win
            victories for the African American community but the African American community.”
         

         
         And that’s the reason this picture sticks out to me. And it is also why I wrote this book. The photo is the embodiment of the movement, the embodiment of SNCC, the embodiment of Black people fighting for change and against injustices. It’s also a cross section of Black people coming together, similar to what we saw during the Obama campaign, of entertainment people meeting popular culture—the proverbial rubber meeting the road. During the civil rights period, as in this photograph, you’d often see esteemed entertainers with average folk like my dad, all joined together for a common cause: to raise awareness and to fight for what they believed was right. 

         
         My father often observes that with one fell swoop, Black celebrities today with great wealth, like Kanye West, could have
            helped fix so many Black issues, but they squandered the opportunity. However, I say there are a lot of individuals who are
            meeting this moment, and most of what they do you’ve never even heard about. You don’t know the work that Will Smith is doing
            because he doesn’t talk about it, or what Charles Barkley does, or Shaquille O’Neal or Beyoncé and Jay-Z. There are a lot
            of celebrities putting their shoulders into this moment, but I am one who doesn’t believe people with money are obligated
            to help. The way I look at it, if you want to be rich and have a Ferrari, a Porsche, and a Tesla and live in a gated community
            and not contribute, that’s fine with me—literally, it is. Because if you don’t want to be a part of the movement, if you don’t
            feel like that’s your place, I’m not going to knock you. Believe me, I know there are a lot of individuals who are narrow-minded
            about the “fact” that they pulled themselves up by the so-called bootstraps, which is just a bullshit concept. The same people
            believe they got theirs, and now you must get your own.
         

         
         I am going to respect their decisions. Why? Because we must love our neighbors even when they don’t love us—yes, even in our highly commodified era. We must cultivate an unabridged type of love. We must resist feeling resentful, despite all the stress and pressure to do just that. I admit I don’t have the same set of expectations my father has, but I have hope. If you want to be part of the movement, then welcome. If you don’t, then we will just step around or march right over you. 

         
         *  *  *

         The cherished photograph reminds me that there are always pockets of hope: millennial brothers like me joining hands with
            celebrities who have new venture capital funds or have established new entities to help squash injustice. There is a reemergence
            of Black people coming together. The burden of change today is happening for a reason. In this very moment, in ways we haven’t
            seen in more than a generation, Black people’s humanity is being attacked. We can’t allow that to happen. As Dr. Martin Luther
            King once said, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         There’s no greater example of our African culture, specifically our southern Black heritage, than South Carolina’s Gullah Geechee community. These Black Americans, descendants of West Africans enslaved on the Sea Island plantations, maintained their African heritage, their religion, and some of their ancestral language. Since slavery, they’ve maintained not only their cuisine but also their broad ways of life. Even with the advent of technology, even as people tried to rip away their culture, they’ve resisted. The problem they’re having now, though, is that they still own something very valuable in this country. And you see the forces trying to take that away from them. That thing is land—valuable land that’s been theirs for as long as we’ve been free in this country. 

         
         There’s a direct line between Josephine Wright, a ninety-four-year-old great-grandmother  who lived in the Lowcountry of South
            Carolina until her death earlier this year, and the Africans who were brought to this same land in chains to live a life of
            servitude. And that’s why her story shows us how far we have yet to go.
         

         
         The land Josephine Wright lived on had been in her family since the end of slavery, but 150 years later developers tried to
            take the land away by filing lawsuits against her and constructing unwelcome intrusions, including a road only feet from her
            modest home.
         

         
         The case of Josephine Wright, who was barely five feet tall, is emblematic of the plight of Black folk today. There’s always
            some group, some entity, trying to take what is most valuable to us, ultimately threatening our collective strength to hold
            on to our freedoms, rights, and humanity.
         

         
         Josephine’s land was passed down to her late husband, who was Gullah Geechee but lived in New York City until he retired as a lawyer thirty years ago and built the modest home in which she lived until her death. The home became a place for their extended family to gather, to celebrate birthdays, and even to say goodbye to a loved one. It’s the place in which her forty grandchildren, fifty-four great-grandchildren, and sixteen great-great-grandchildren come together, but now a company has come to try to take the land—even though it’s not theirs to take. And instead of treating Josephine with dignity, the company tried to bully and dehumanize her—like many of these outfits that come in to steal ancestral land from Black people in the South. The company bought up 1.8 acres all around Josephine’s home and has started to develop a large subdivision. Meanwhile, she had publicly said unwelcome and unexplained things started happening: trees were cut down on her property, and a snake was found hanging over her window. 

         
         To understand that what happened to Josephine is not unusual, we must go back in time. After the Civil War ended, some slave
            owners in South Carolina gave their former slaves land, while other Black people worked hard to purchase their lands, which
            they have since passed down from one generation to the next. The beautiful marsh-filled waterside properties represent a powerful
            source of pride for residents because these are the most valuable assets they will ever own. Meanwhile, as Hilton Head Island
            transformed into a hot vacation spot, unsavory developers began to take advantage of legal loopholes to steal millions of
            acres of land that Black families have owned for 150 years.
         

         
         As developers discovered, Josephine was the last person you should mess with. When the company filed a lawsuit against her,
            claiming the land, Josephine collected herself and went straight to the local media. I read about her story one day on X,
            formerly known as Twitter (a platform that’s turned to trash since Elon Musk bought it). When I read Josephine’s story, I
            was reminded of my own grandmother. I put out a simple tweet that said “If anybody has any contact information, please give
            it to me.” A reporter from The Post and Courier, out of Charleston, sent me a note connecting me with Josephine and her grandchildren.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Hilton Head has what I call two-or-three-shirt weather. The humidity and heat are so strong you’re bound to change shirts
            a few times a day because you’ll sweat right through whatever you’re wearing. After my first meeting with Josephine, I told
            her we would organize a press conference to raise awareness. I didn’t need to be Josephine’s lawyer, she had already found
            a capable lawyer, but as an influencer I could spread the word about what was happening to her and shine a light on something
            that had been going on in the Lowcountry for a very long time.
         

         
         The Associated Press news service came to our press conference and picked up the story. We had drummers, we had experts on
            estate law and inheritances, but even more importantly, we had Josephine.
         

         
         *  *  *

         There are images of us in newspapers that make me laugh to this day. Because my six-foot-five build is too large to fit in
            a frame with her, my head is cut off in each photograph. But I’m not claiming this is a David and Goliath story, because this
            isn’t really a mismatch.
         

         
         Josephine might have been ninety-four, and she might have been small, but she was strong as hell. She didn’t need assistance. She drove. Her thoughts were her own. “God got her,” as we say. She was very faith-driven, like many individuals in the Lowcountry. And that shouldn’t be surprising when you think about it because when you’re stripped of everything you have, when you’re deprived of your culture, your dignity, and your humanity, many times the only thing you have left, particularly for Black folk, is faith. 

         
         And so, whenever we get punched in the mouth, we as a people never give in because we’ve always had that faith that we’ll
            get through. And Josephine is a perfect example of that. She spoke with great clarity when she said she wants her great-grandbaby
            to live on the land one day with her future children and her children’s future children.
         

         
         Josephine reminds me of my grandmother. When I’m around her, I don’t even think of cursing; I just find myself saying, “Yes,
            ma’am” and “No, ma’am.” I open doors for her, I want to fight for her, I want to live for her, and I just want to do right
            by her.
         

         
         Not only did we get Josephine’s GoFundMe started, which provided her with tens of thousands of dollars for legal help, but
            I was also able to connect her to Tyler Perry, Kyrie Irving, and Snoop Dogg, who all came to her aid. In other words, a community
            of Black folk empathized with her struggle, and we all came together for her. And this is the only way that we can overcome.
            It’s the only way that any of our brothers or sisters who are going through this level of segregation and degradation can
            overcome this: by fighting together.
         

         
         If Josephine stood for anything, it’s perseverance, which is exactly what we must do in this moment of time as well. We must
            fight by utilizing the mediums available. Although X has few redeeming qualities these days, I still noticed a glimmer of
            what it used to be, small bastions of hope. After all, I was able to connect with Josephine through that medium.
         

         
         We’ve got to examine the tools that we have, we must be extremely vigilant, and we must be selfless to some extent—we have to be willing to give more of ourselves. And we must take these moments where we can put our shoulder to the wheel for our loved ones and help. If Josephine Wright’s family can keep her land, it’s going to mean something very important to entire generations of her family. Years from now, they can take a loan out against it, but even more importantly, it’s going to give them a sense of self that they own something. You know, many people don’t own anything; they may own their car but nothing of significance. But if Josephine Wright’s family can hold on to a little piece of something, that’s going to build confidence, and it will give them a leg up on something that many Black people still don’t have: a fair chance to build wealth. 

         
         *  *  *

         My father, who nearly died in a racial massacre in 1968 and was in the middle of so much of our history, was an organizer
            during the dangerous Freedom Summer in Mississippi. I’m concerned that he believes we are truly going backward. He points
            to the targeted killings of Black people in Jacksonville, Buffalo, and Charleston and says we’re seeing a new system of violence
            in America. “We’ve just been through that period in which the police were the ones killing us, and now it’s turned to something
            else.” Groups like the Proud Boys, he says, are multiplying and entrenched, and that’s where we are going to start seeing
            more violence.
         

         
         Dad is soft-spoken and kind, but he doesn’t mince words regarding how bad things are, how backward things have gotten. “We
            have to persevere,” he says.
         

         
         And he’s right. The opportunities that we won through the hard work my father and so many Black people did during the civil rights era are no longer available to the African American community. My father’s generation accomplished the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the Fair Housing Act of 1968, and they achieved all of this with their blood in the streets, but now we see an erosion of those policies and of our civil liberties. Now we see the Supreme Court striking down affirmative action, and states banning Black history books and persecuting Black scholars and authors. We live in a world now where a writer like the great James Baldwin would have to fight to exist. Can you imagine Baldwin debating Ron DeSantis? 

         
         So, like the old folk used to say a long time ago, “We need to put on our boots and blue jeans” and get back to developing
            a social and moral consciousness within the African American community.
         

         
         We are the ones who will determine our destiny. We must go back and begin to talk about organizing like those seven men in
            the photograph had done throughout the civil rights era. And there’s one thing I’m damn sure about: the unique element and
            the tie that binds us all is our resilience, which is found in our faith, our togetherness, and our shared history of struggle,
            like Josephine and the Gullah people in the Lowcountry.
         

         
         *  *  *

         When I look at that black-and-white photograph, I see seven Black men of strong bearing, standing toes down (as we say in the South) for what they believe in. Everyone in the photograph is looking in different directions. John Lewis is looking down, while, of course, Sidney Poitier is staring directly into the camera. My father is looking into an abyss, probably wondering how mad his parents were going to be. But those young Black men back then—maybe it wasn’t every single Black man on every single corner, but it was a few of them—joined together arm in arm for a common good, for a higher purpose, to fight injustice. 

         
         *  *  *

         We’re living during a moment in time when the system still does not allow the right to vote. Someone will always say, “Wait,
            we can still vote. We just don’t have the same freedom to vote as when the Voting Rights Act was passed.”
         

         
         But my response is that voting is a right. That’s what people miss. It is a right, and no one should be able to take it away
            by making it difficult to vote because of your location, because of some document, or because there’s a pandemic. It is your
            fundamental right just for merely existing.
         

         
         So, what I am saying is that this country does not allow the democracy that was promised. America is not living up to its
            constitutional vision. I wrote this book because we have to find ways in which we can empower the African American community
            so that we can be a part of creating a democracy in its truest form and creating a world where my children not only can live
            in a better America for African Americans and other disfranchised people but also will be equipped to help develop a world
            where human existence is equitable—forever.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
The Moment

         
         The morning I broke down emotionally on national television, I recalled a quote from Ella Baker, the behind-the-scenes mastermind
            of the civil rights movement. Over five decades, she worked with W. E. B. Du Bois, Thurgood Marshall, and Martin Luther King
            and counseled young activists like Bob Moses, Diane Nash, Stokely Carmichael, and my father, Cleveland Sellers.
         

         
         Ella died in 1986 when I was only two, but I lived at my father’s knee as a child, meaning I inhaled all of the wisdom, trials,
            and triumphs of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, which my father had been a part of since the 1960s. Miss Baker
            was truly a “shero” of my dad’s. She poured a great amount into young men like him who would become heroes and legends themselves.
         

         
         I tried to remember some of her famous words, believing they would be appropriate to recite on television for a live segment I was about to do for CNN. I’m certain that Miss Baker’s heart would have ached not only for George Floyd but for all the events that were happening at that moment in spring 2020. The nation was on fire, and we were isolated in a global pandemic. There was trouble in the land: protests and unrest were erupting all over the country and all around the world. 

         
         We couldn’t avoid the truth: America had to change.

         
         *  *  *

         By the time George Floyd was murdered by a Minneapolis police officer on May 25, 2020, we were almost sixty days into the
            pandemic. Our routines were disrupted. The country had stopped, everybody was watching the news, but the news had changed
            because the people reporting and commenting on the news were now doing so from their kitchens or basements; journalists and
            anchors had studio setups in their homes. Very few people were in the studios at CNN. I was doing a lot of television at the
            time because of the election—I’m a political analyst for CNN—but I was also on a virtual tour for my first book.
         

         
         My makeshift studio was set up in our home, which was tough because I had toddlers running around the house. Like most Black
            folk, our dining room was used only on Easter and Thanksgiving, but it had a big round table and a side table, which were
            perfect for me to set up “my studio.” I’d sit in front of my computer with a dress shirt, tie, jacket, and pajama pants.
         

         
         Three days after Floyd’s death, I headed to my makeshift studio for a CNN broadcast. I was up that morning around 6 a.m. to get ready. It was not an unusual routine: When our twins, Stokely and Sadie, wake up, we put them in our bed. That morning, they stayed in the bed with my wife, Ellen. Kai, our oldest daughter, was in virtual school and would be up by 8:15. The childcare worker was usually at the house by 8. 

         
         As I stepped over the baby gate and into my makeshift studio, I turned on my studio light and connected to CNN with my laptop.
            CNN never tells you what questions they’ll ask; they just tell you the topic, and I knew I was going to be talking about George
            Floyd. For me, Floyd’s killing was a buildup because we had recently seen the video of Ahmaud Arbery. We had already known
            the name of Breonna Taylor, and we knew that a lot of poor people, and particularly Black folk, were suffering and dying in
            disproportionate numbers during the pandemic.
         

         
         I’ll say it simply: I believed George Floyd’s death, for a lot of us, was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back.

         
         As I was sitting down waiting, Ella Baker’s quote came to me, but I couldn’t remember all of it. I knew I wanted to talk about
            1964. One of the issues I wanted people to understand is that George Floyd’s death may be un-American; it may be unbelievable,
            heartbreaking, tragic—it may be every adjective that you can think of—but it’s not new. I always try to draw on some historical
            reference, and for this conversation, the historical figure I knew would provide wisdom was Ella Baker.
         

         
         What was it that Ella Baker said?

         
         Like so many who had the privilege of knowing her, my father remembered Ella Baker as a brilliant sage who always dressed proper and was kind and extremely eloquent. She was also a shrewd and strategic grassroots organizer who advised my father and the other activists like “Uncle” Stokely Carmichael, who traveled to Mississippi to register Black people to vote, on how not to get killed. She warned them to avoid interracial dating and to keep their middle-class ways to themselves. They needed to look and act like the locals. “You should have seen Stokely pushing a plow,” my father often said with a laugh. 

         
         *  *  *

         What was it that Ella said?

         
         Because I was logged on to CNN, I could hear and watch the segment on the air before me: George Floyd’s brother Philonise
            was talking to Alisyn Camerota, then coanchor of CNN’s flagship morning show, New Day.
         

         
         “Joining us now is Philonise Floyd, the brother of George Floyd, and their family’s attorney, Benjamin Crump,” Camerota said.
            “Philonise, thank you very much for taking the time to be with us this morning. We’re really sorry for your family’s loss.
            We know that you are all deeply grieving right now. But when you see what has happened overnight in Minneapolis because of
            the anger and outrage about your brother’s death, what are your thoughts this morning?”
         

         
         Wearing a purple button-down shirt, Philonise Floyd looked like George Floyd, his older brother. He was especially polite to the anchor and spoke passionately and from the heart about his brother’s recent death. “Well, I want everybody to understand that it’s just like a child searching for attention. [The protesters] have been doing everything positive, and nobody is listening. And all of a sudden, they start acting out. So, I want everybody to be peaceful right now, but people are torn and hurt because they’re tired of seeing Black men die constantly over and over again,” he said. “You know, I spoke to Eric Garner’s mom and Rev. Al Sharpton, and her son couldn’t breathe. He kept saying he couldn’t breathe. And my brother said the same thing, that he couldn’t breathe. And nobody cared. And these officers, they need to be arrested right now. They need to be arrested and held accountable about everything. Because these people [the protesters] want justice right now.” 

         
         The anchor asked, “And what is justice for your family? What does that look like?”

         
         At that very moment, Philonise Floyd lowered his head and shook it. “Justice is these guys need to be arrested, convicted
            of murder, and given the death penalty. They need to, because they took my brother’s life. He will never get that back. I
            will never see him again. My family will never see him again. His kids will never see him again.”
         

         
         “Have you watched that video of your brother’s arrest?” Camerota asked.

         
         “I watched the video. It was hard,” Floyd replied. “But I had to watch the video. And as I watched the video, those four officers,
            they executed my brother. The paramedics, they drug my brother across the ground without administering CPR. They showed no
            empathy, no compassion. Nobody out there showed it. Nobody.”
         

         
         He told her that every time he looks up, he sees on television the video of his brother dying as a police officer kneels on
            his neck. As Ben Crump, Floyd’s attorney, started to describe his brother’s gruesome death, Floyd lowered his head again,
            rubbed his tearful eyes, and sobbed.
         

         
         As I watched Floyd break down, I was like, Man, I’m not going to be able to make it. I knew how emotional I was.
         

         
         I told myself, Bakari, just remain steadfast, remain true, and you’ll be okay.
         

         
         I don’t like crying because people tell me I cry too much. I also hate it because my voice gets so high-pitched and I can
            never bring it down, no matter how much I try, and the pitch drives me insane. But I don’t stop the crying because I don’t
            care what people think. I’d cried once before on CNN, back when I was with Don Lemon and they kind of surprised me when they
            played the clip of the Reverend Clementa Pinckney’s funeral. Clementa, a friend, was one of the nine people killed by a self-described
            white supremacist in 2015 at the Mother Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina.
         

         
         *  *  *

         What did Ella say?

         
         At last, as I was about to go on air, I remembered the Ella Baker quote.

         
         CNN anchor John Berman introduced me and former NFL
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