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            Epigraph

         
         
            “The poor, of whatever color, do not trust the law

            and certainly have no reason to, and God knows we didn’t.

            ‘If you must call a cop,’ we said in those days,
            

            ‘for God’s sake, make sure it’s a white one.’

            We did not feel that the cops were protecting us,

            for we knew too much about the reasons for

            the kinds of crimes committed in the ghetto;

            but we feared black cops even more than white cops,

            because the black cop had to work so much harder—on your head—to prove to himself and his colleagues
            

            that he was not like all the other niggers.”

            James Baldwin, 19671

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            “I tell my students, ‘When you get these jobs that you have been so brilliantly trained for, just remember that your real
               job is that if you are free, you need to free somebody else. If you have some power, then your job is to empower somebody
               else. This is not just a grab-bag candy game.’”
            

            Toni Morrison, 20031

             

            “Many of us have made a life of hoping to get chosen

            for jobs, chosen for awards, chosen for acceptance

            from people, structures and corporations bred on white supremacy.

            We’re hoping to get chosen by people who

            cannot see us. Knowing that they hate and terrorize us

            doesn’t stop us from wanting to get chosen.”

            Kiese Laymon, 20152
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            Introduction
Flat-Footed in Two Worlds

         
         Judging from its most high-profile news stories, the year 2023 began and ended in the United States steeped in racist violence.

         
         Of course, this has been true for most years in the history of America.

         
         But 2023 was bookended with a twist.

         
         On January 7, five police officers in Memphis, Tennessee, beat and kicked Tyre Nichols so badly that he died from his injuries
            within a few days. The insidiously named branch of the Memphis Police Department to administer the lethal beating was called
            the S.C.O.R.P.I.O.N. Unit—an acronym for Street Crimes Operation to Restore Peace in Our Neighborhoods1—which was quite an irony, given they beat a man to death on an otherwise quiet suburban street.
         

         
         Nichols was a 29-year-old father, skateboarder, and photographer. He was driving home from his job at Federal Express and without so much as charges, an arraignment, a trial, or a formal death sentence, he was executed by state agents. In the span of only thirteen minutes, the S.C.O.R.P.I.O.N. cops acted as arresting officers, district attorney, prosecutor, judge, jury, and executioners. A grim “snuff film” video emerged showing many of the last moments Nichols spent on this earth. During that time, he was given at least 71 different dizzying commands, many of them contradictory:2 the officers screamed at him to show his hands while he was showing his hands and barked at him to get on the ground while he was on the ground. No matter how confused and compliant he seemed to be, the gang of cops hollered at him to do conflicting things
            simultaneously.
         

         
         In terror and rightfully fearing for his life, Nichols got away and ran as fast as he could toward his mother’s house, a short
            distance away.
         

         
         But he never made it. Five of the cops caught up with him and beat, kicked, and tasered him until his body went limp. When
            paramedics arrived, they reportedly did not begin to work on him for sixteen minutes.3 This was three minutes longer than he had been initially tortured by the public servants of the city of Memphis—a majority
            Black city on the banks of the rolling Mississippi River named for the Egyptian city of the same name located on the banks
            of the mighty Nile.
         

         
         Complaining of shortness of breath, Nichols was taken by ambulance to St. Francis Hospital in critical condition. He died
            three days later from his injuries.
         

         
         To almost no one’s surprise in the United States, Nichols was a Black man. After all, they—or rather, I should say, we—are more than three times more likely to be killed by cops than our white peers.4 The story of Black men being beaten by cops is an established genre of American journalism.
         

         
         But many observers were surprised that the cops were fired almost immediately and charged with aggravated assault, kidnapping,
            and even murder—a highly unusual occurrence when anyone is killed by cops.
         

         
         And even though Memphis is well known as a “chocolate city,” a huge number of Americans were outright shocked when the mug shots were released of the cops charged with murder. 

         
         To a man, all five—Tadarrius Bean, Demetrius Haley, Emmitt Martin III, Desmond Mills Jr., and Justin Smith—were Black.5

         
         This was quite a diversion from the stories many of us often tell ourselves as Americans—from what we typically see in police
            snuff films or hear in reports about Black men being killed by cops. For decades, Americans have seen or heard about Black
            men severely beaten (Rodney King in Los Angeles) or killed (Walter Scott in South Carolina, Michael Brown in Ferguson, Eric
            Garner in New York, George Floyd in Minneapolis, Botham Jean in Dallas, and on, and on, and on) at the hands of white cops. The commonly accepted narrative is that armed with a gun, a badge, and a license to kill by the state, a white cop’s
            racism may well explode in a murderous rage one day toward a Black man.
         

         
         How, many wondered, could Black male cops do this to another Black man?

         
         It was a quandary I had largely internalized. As a child who grew up around Los Angeles, I had seen my Black father harassed
            by white police officers. The city we lived in, Oxnard, was majority populated by Mexican migrant farmworkers and Mexican
            Americans. But, during those years, it had a majority white police force. And like the rest of the world, when I was in middle
            school, I watched the first-ever videotaped police beating: George Holliday’s 1991 black-and-white footage, which captured
            Rodney King being beaten by four white cops of the Los Angeles Police Department.6

         
         The video was just 81 seconds long, but documented a brutality so vile, it paradoxically made many Black Americans hopeful;
            while they had long experienced such violence from police, the criminal justice system and white America didn’t generally
            believe them.
         

         
         But suddenly, there was proof—in moving images.

         
         Then, the trial against the officers who beat King was moved from Los Angeles to largely white Simi Valley, and the majority-white
            jury contained no Black jurors.7

         
         The subsequent acquittal of LAPD Sergeant Stacey Koon and Officers Laurence Powell, Theodore Briseno, and Timothy Wind the
            next year8 triggered the Los Angeles riots of 1992.
         

         
         The perception that the primary social dynamic of police beatings was a matter of white cops versus Black civilians from the Rodney King affair was strong. I saw the same dynamic in other cases, and carried this perception with me for two
            decades, until I worked as a reporter for The Guardian in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014. I traveled there in August, when Black teenager Michael Brown was killed by Darren Wilson,
            a white member of the Ferguson Police Department. Ferguson was a two-thirds majority Black city with a 94 percent white police
            force.9 It was difficult for Black people to even have the possibility of joining the FPD because the force had arrested nearly every Black person at some point or another, churning them into the criminal
            justice system and rendering them ineligible to become police officers for life.
         

         
         If only the Ferguson Police Department were more “diverse,” I found myself thinking, maybe it wouldn’t be so blatantly racist—and maybe Mike Brown might still be alive.
         

         
         But in the coming years—and certainly long before Tyre Nichols was killed in 2023—I realized how misguided all of this thinking
            was: the idea of changing cop culture from inside of it, that Black cops would be less harsh on Black people, and especially
            that Black people in positions of carceral power would necessarily fight for justice.
         

         
         Indeed, returning to 2023, the American news cycle was dominated in the first week of that year with the state-executed lynching of Black Tyre Nichols at the hands of five Black police officers. And, in the last days of that year, the news cycle was often dominated with a powerful message of state-approved genocide of an indigenous people—and that lethal message was largely delivered by Black Americans. 

         
         On October 7, 2023, certain elements of the Hamas government of Gaza, Palestine, and other militant groups enacted Operation
            Al-Aqsa Flood, breaking out of the open-air prison that had confined them for nearly two decades. They attacked Israeli soldiers,
            police officers, and civilians. Nearly 1,200 people were killed by Hamas fighters and also by Israeli forces; the Israeli
            newspaper Haaretz reported that likely hundreds of Israel’s own citizens were killed by the Zionist military under its controversial “Hannibal
            Directive.” The policy had prioritized killing Zionist soldiers who were kidnapped, or about to be kidnapped, so that Israel
            could not be extorted for their return, but was also used en masse on civilians that day.
         

         
         Hamas and the other groups still kidnapped around 250 hostages. When this happened, people in Gaza had been locked behind
            a wall for a generation, and Palestine had been occupied for some 75 years. Israel had several thousand Palestinian prisoners
            it had been holding as well, many without formal charges, in its notoriously dangerous prisons, where they reportedly experienced10 torture11 and sexual violence.12 But to a certain degree, all 2.2 million people in the Gaza strip were being held hostage. So were the nearly 3 million Palestinians
            in the West Bank, given their lifelong confinement within very few square miles and the extreme limitations on their lives
            and movements.
         

         
         Many people predicted the response from Israel would be merciless and extend far beyond the attacking fighters to be borne by the population of Gaza, half of whom were children. It took less than a week for this fear to become an obvious reality. In just six days, and with the full backing of the United States, Israel dropped more bombs (mostly made in the United States) on the densely populated 140 square miles of Gaza than the US military had dropped on all 252,071 square
            miles of Afghanistan over 20 years13 of the so-called “War on Terror.”
         

         
         The people of the world were horrified. The mouthpieces for the carnage were a colorful, multicultural crew of propaganda
            mongers, like State Department spokesman Vedant Patel, Department of Defense spokeswoman Sabrina Singh, and White House Press
            Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre. By October 18, the United Nations Security Council heard a resolution calling for an immediate
            ceasefire and a release of the Israeli hostages. Twelve of the fifteen member states of the Security Council voted for it,
            with two—Russia and the United Kingdom—abstaining and not getting in the way.
         

         
         But one single member of the permanent Security Council exercised its veto and stopped it: the United States of America.

         
         And the American face that delivered the lethal vote that would mean genocidal death for tens of thousands of Palestinians
            was a Black one, belonging to Ambassador Linda Thomas-Greenfield.14

         
         Thomas-Greenfield was the latest person in a two-decade long line of American ambassadors who were largely not white men.
            Ever since Secretary of State Colin Powell delivered15 his catastrophically incorrect assessment of Iraq having “weapons of mass destruction” in 2003—a lie which helped destroy
            some of the hundreds of thousands of Iraqis16 killed in the coming years—many of those selected as ambassadors to publicly represent America in the world have been white
            women and people of color. Under Democratic and Republican presidents alike, people such as Secretaries of State Condoleezza
            Rice and Hillary Clinton, as well as United Nations Ambassadors Susan Rice, Nikki Haley, Samantha Power, Thomas-Greenfield,
            and her deputy, Robert Wood, have presented “diverse” faces of American diplomatic power.
         

         
         But their presence has not benefitted women globally, nor has it helped the overwhelming non-white population of the world. Quite the opposite: as far as American diplomacy goes, representation does not equal liberation. Rather, representation exists as a cynically enacted form of repression. 

         
         And this brings us back to those final, waning workdays of 2023. After two months of bombing and thousands killed, the genocidal
            nature of Israel’s US-backed assault on Gaza was obvious. Millions of people were marching in cities across the globe in protest,
            week after week. The people of the Global South (who are the global majority), the governments of the Global South, many (if
            not most) people of the Global North—and even many governments of the Global North—were opposed to the slaughter.
         

         
         In December, in a “dramatic constitutional move” only used twice before in United Nations history, Secretary General António
            Guterres evoked Article 99,17 which allowed him to “bring to the attention of the Security Council any matter which in his opinion may threaten the maintenance
            of international peace and security”18 by calling for a humanitarian ceasefire in Gaza.
         

         
         This time, thirteen members voted for it, and only the United Kingdom abstained. But the same lone holdout vetoed the life-saving
            measure: the United States of America. And the optics were just as bad even though Thomas-Greenfield wasn’t the one dealing
            the death card; it was her deputy, Robert Wood.
         

         
         Seeing Wood, a lone Black man, casting the singular vote to continue an operation so lethal to the Black and brown people
            of Gaza was devastating. Though the scale was much larger than that of any municipal police department, America was acting
            as the world’s police force to consolidate power in the hands of a few—and Wood was acting as a kind of global Black cop for
            the ruling class.
         

         
         Wood reminded me of a warning James Baldwin issued in 1967 about the police: “The poor, of whatever color, do not trust the law and certainly have no reason to, and God knows we didn’t,” Baldwin wrote. “ ‘If you must call a cop,’ we said in those days, ‘for God’s sake, make sure it’s a white one.’ We did not feel that the cops were protecting us, for we knew too much about the reasons for the kinds of crimes committed in the ghetto; but we feared Black cops even more than white cops, because the Black cop had to work so much harder—on your head—to prove to himself and his colleagues that he was not like all the other niggers.”19

         
         Indeed. Like those Memphis police who murdered Tyre Nichols, seeing Wood raising his hand, alone—just days before the UN general
            assembly would overwhelmingly vote for a ceasefire20 and mere weeks before the International Court of Justice would find claims of genocide being carried out in Gaza by Israel
            to be “plausible”21—clearly exemplified for me a phenomenon I have come to identify as that of the overseer class.
         

         
         I theorize an overseer class as a phenomenon in which people from marginalized populations amass power not by uplifting people
            from the communities they come from, but by collectively cracking the skulls of their own. The effect is one of class stratification,
            in which overseers are dispatched to help hoard wealth and power amongst the (mostly white, male, cisgender, American) ruling
            class, so that they can wage class war upon the (mostly Black, brown, queer, trans, disabled, colonized) working class.
         

         
         In this book, I will try to refer to the overseer class more often than to individual overseers. There are overseers who specifically have ill intent—and yes, I will be naming names of some of them whom I have personally encountered
            trying to quell righteous rebellion. Still, we will focus on class more because, to some degree, personal intent is beside
            the point. When it comes to how racial capitalism is maintained, the systemic, economic dynamics of an overseer class of people are indispensable to upholding hierarchies of patriarchy, race, and cis-heterosexism. And even though there are people who go into jobs traditionally held by overseers, and who do so originally trying to protect others like themselves, social forces usually turn such jobs into overseer positions. 

         
         The overseer class exists on scales from micro to macro. Much as Eric Adams the NYPD patrolman and Eric Adams the mayor of
            New York City have operated with different levels of power, the beat cops of Memphis and America’s ambassadors on the floor
            of the United Nations were working in 2023 on different scales of killing. Many people from minoritized backgrounds amass
            power with an overseer dynamic. Consider that when Kamala Harris, herself the child of immigrants from Jamaica and India,
            flew on her first-ever foreign trip as Vice President in 2021,22 she went to Guatemala to tell would-be migrants “do not come” to the United States to exercise any legal right to political
            asylum under international humanitarian law. The S.C.O.R.P.I.O.N. cops (who bear an acronym so absurd it would fit into the Naked Gun or Get Smart franchises), Mayor Adams, Vice President Harris, the White House spokeswoman spinning a genocide to the press, warmongering
            veteran-turned-journalists like Bernie Shaw (one of CNN’s original “Boys of Baghdad”), and Ambassadors Thomas-Greenfield and
            Wood were all Black faces in high places who upheld the imperial status quo by (figuratively and sometimes literally) cracking
            the skulls of people who looked like them.
         

         
         They were all working as a kind of overseer.

         
         
            Policing as a Way of American Life

            Policing, as we will see more of in Chapter 1, is a core element of creating an overseer class in the United States, with
               deep roots which are entangled with another very-American institution: slavery.
            

            
            In antebellum times, overseers were usually poor, landless white men, who were employed by wealthy plantation owners to help keep Black people enslaved. Overseers were brutal to their fellow humans, working them as hard as possible just shy of killing them. They did so to maximize profit for the master and to absorb the brunt of the conflict which developed between enslaved workers and the person who owned them. A crudely violent prototype of what middle-management positions would become centuries later, overseers made sure enslaved farmers picked as much cotton and harvested as much tobacco as was humanly possible without killing them (not out of mercy, but out of a fear of not being able to work them again for the next year’s harvest). 

            
            Yet despite sharing white skin and a brutal antipathy toward people in Black skin, plantation overseers and masters shared
               little else in common. The plantation master held near-total power over the lives of his enslaved Black workers. He also held
               a lot of power over his white overseers too, at least economically. But in exchange for torturing the enslaved Black folks
               on the plantation, the white overseer got a few more crumbs from the master.
            

            
            Sometimes, white overseers were aided in their work by Black drivers. A “slave driver” was a kind of overseer assistant, who helped to quell unrest and suppress uprisings by his fellow enslaved
               Black folks on behalf of the white overseer. Drivers were known to rat out people trying to flee the plantation, or to leak
               plots of potential uprisings. In exchange for being something like a native informant, a term coined many years after legal slavery ended by post-colonial scholar Gayatri Spivak,23 a driver might escape the lash of the overseer’s whip for a spell.
            

            
            (It is worth noting that, unlike white overseers, it’s not like antebellum Black drivers were making a choice to do their
               job with free will. They, too, were chattel, trying to survive—and some worked as drivers specifically to practice harm reduction, in an attempt to take blows in their own bodies as a buffer between white violence and their Black siblings. But this is a different archetype we will explore shortly. Besides, personal intent is superfluous; the structure of being a driver created more intimate violence.)
            

            
            Once in a while, very rarely, a Black enslaved person would themselves be selected to be a plantation’s overseer. “Different circumstances surrounded fieldwork. Laboring together in task groups,
               enslaved blacks might develop a sense of united welfare,” scholar Nicholas Boston wrote in the companion guide to the 2004
               PBS documentary Slavery and the Making of America. “Yet, they might also be supervised by a black driver or overseer responsible for representing the master’s interests, a
               position which could prove divisive within the slave community particularly because the driver would be obliged to mete out
               punishments on other blacks.”24

            
            Being a driver or overseer might have gotten a Black enslaved person freedom from some forms of violence, more food, or even
               a “seat at the table”—to use a phrase used so often in conversations about Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) in the 2020s.
               (That was, before such efforts were largely banned by the second Trump administration, anyway.) But it was dependent upon
               keeping other Black people from getting freedom from violence, more food, or a seat inside the Big House. It also alienated the overseer
               personally from nearly everyone; the master would never love them or see them as an equal, and the master’s promotion of the enslaved overseer separated
               them from everyone who had loved them.
            

            
            Further, Black overseers had to do—as Black workers of all kinds usually do—even more to prove to the master that they were worthy of their scraps than a white person would have had to do in the same position.
               Not having white skin, they had to prove that they would not betray their legal owners. They had to be more cruel. They had to whip their fellow Negro charges even harder than a white man would. Not only could they not shed a tear when they separated a mother from her infant, they might need
               to laugh as they did so to prove their loyalty. (Think of the character Stephen, played by Samuel L. Jackson, in the 2012 film Django Unchained, who we will hear more from later.)
            

            
            Being a Black overseer or driver was a very important job on the plantation. It confused and diffused what racial boundaries
               meant. And it provided enormous cover for the master. Because structurally, it was integral to upholding, maintaining, and—sometimes—to even expanding the institution of slavery. (Something similar happened in apartheid South Africa. In Johannesburg’s notorious Old Fort Prison,
               also known as “Number Four,” the apartheid-era guards holding guns high above the prison yard on the fortress walls were always
               white. But, Number Four often employed Black or “coloured” guards to do the more intimately dangerous work of patrolling the
               yard itself. As a guide told me on a tour, these guards were often chosen from rural villages, under the belief they were
               more compliant than Black people from nearby townships like Soweto might be—and thus would do whatever evil thing they were
               ordered to do.)
            

            
            It was not unusual for Black people in these kinds of roles to expose would-be escapees from the plantation or those plotting
               rebellions against slavery. For instance, the great uprising planned by Denmark Vesey—who worshipped at Mother Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina—was thwarted when two enslaved men leaked
               his plan before it could be executed.25 Vesey was hanged; two centuries later, a white man walked into that church and killed nine Black people.26 Barack Obama, the first Black president of the United States, eulogized the slaughtered by singing “Amazing Grace,”27 a song written by a slave-trader-turned-abolitionist. A few years after that, President Joe Biden held a 2024 campaign event at that same church. But he was interrupted by three people protesting the
               genocide he was funding and enacting against people in Gaza. They were roundly denounced by modern overseers like Symone Sanders-Townsend,28 a Black woman, former Biden spokesperson, and Democratic party propagandist on the MSNBC cable network. (Just a few weeks
               later, the Council of Bishops of the American Methodist Episcopal Church, of which Mother Emanuel is a member, called for
               an end to all US aid to Israel.)29

            
            The historic ratting out of enslaved people—by free white and enslaved Black people alike—helped formalize the foundations
               of slave patrols in antebellum America and paved the roads for modern-day police departments. This especially happened by
               way of the 1863 “ordinance organizing and establishing patrols for the police of slaves in the parish of St. Landry” in Louisiana.30 As we will see in the next chapter, the policing of Black people flowing from this ordinance played a prominent role in how
               policing is now a facet of everyday life in the United States—for Black people, poor people, queer people, gender nonconforming
               people, pacifists, migrants, and political dissidents of all races.
            

            
            For the poor across lines of race and gender, there is a structural incentive to try to become a driver—say, a police officer—or
               an outright overseer, like a police chief, a high-ranking manager in a corporation, a mayor of a city, a presidential cabinet
               secretary, or even an occupant of the Oval Office. But just as the ruling class benefits from the labor of the minimum-wage
               clerk, the middle-class middle manager, and the politician in their pocket alike, members of the overseer class may earn different
               salaries and wield different amounts of power. However, whatever their job may be, they serve as members of a class which
               dispatches members from historically disadvantaged groups to uphold—not to undo—the group’s overall disadvantages, while benefitting personally in material (if not spiritual) ways.
            

            
            Contemporary entry into the overseer class can be a very seductive offer. For some would-be members, the possible benefits
               might seem greedy; for others, the draw might just be a shot at a steady job and attaining basic necessities for survival.
            

            
            I can attest to how this seduction tempted my family (and to how I have even felt its pull myself).

            
            My father, William “Bill” Thrasher, the very Black man I had seen harassed by police, had once been a military police officer
               in the United States Air Force. That is where he was first harassed by police officers himself. While in the Air Force, he went to night school to earn a college degree. But nearly every day when he would drive off base,
               he would be stopped by civilian police as he drove to San Fernando Valley State College (what is now California State University,
               Northridge). These cops knew him; the military and civilian cops trained together. But they would stop and search him because,
               as he told me, “They didn’t want a nigger getting a college degree.” Strangely, prior to that, he himself had wanted their
               job. However, in the 1960s, police departments in Southern California were still largely segregated when my dad was being
               discharged, and he couldn’t see a pathway to even entering a civilian police force (let alone building a career in one).
            

            
            Ironically, it was only because he wasn’t allowed to have a job like theirs that my dad was pushed by his white English teacher mother-in-law to become a teacher—something the white cops would think
               meant he was trying to be “better than us.”
            

            
            And it was a further irony that until his final breath (he died while he was in the middle of teaching a class), my dad went
               on to teach US history and “Afro American” studies, which radicalized him to become highly critical of police and the military.
            

            
            It is very hard for me to imagine Bill Thrasher ever wanted to be a cop.

            
            But it’s even more bizarre to me that I personally once wanted to be a police officer—or, at least, thought I had no other choice.
            

            
            Unlike my father, I did not have to go to a public college at night school while enlisted in the military. I got to attend
               film school at a private university and got to move to New York City as a teenager. But shortly after I finished, the twin
               crises of film production moving to Canada (as part of a union-busting effort) and the September 11 attacks of 2001 wiped
               out many of my work prospects. By the time my dad died in 2003, I was desperate for any type of work, was sometimes going
               hungry, and was unable to afford my own housing.
            

            
            While living with my recently widowed mother, I applied to be a New York City Police Officer to try to get back on my feet.

            
            From research I have conducted long after that time, I have learned that I did it for many of the same reasons others do:
               as a last-ditch chance at stable employment when I couldn’t afford to pay for food, rent, or my student loans.
            

            
            Plus, I told myself, as a Black gay person, I could be a good cop: maybe I could change the system from the inside! It was the early 2000s, and legal rights for gay Americans were on
               the upswing. Maybe I could be a part of that, I tried to convince myself, and of tamping down not just racism and homophobia, but the rising Islamophobia caused by the War on Terror.

            
            Mercifully, the NYPD did not hire me. (When I passed the written test, they wanted my high school transcript. When I told them my high school had had a fire and couldn’t provide it by the deadline and sent them my college transcript, which officially included my high school transcript in it, they told me they didn’t care if I had gone to college and only wanted my original high school transcript—and that was that.) I went on with my life, went hungry a bit longer, got a full-time job as a secretary and part-time job as a janitor for a few years, and eventually fell into journalism. 

            
            But it wouldn’t be until I was working as a reporter in Ferguson, for The Guardian a decade later in 2014—and what I began to notice in the years after that—when I would begin to realize what a folly it had
               been to think that a more diverse police force would lead to less violent policing.
            

            
            Economic desperation is one way of manufacturing overseers, which had almost pulled me into the ranks of the whip crackers.

            
            But economics is not the only way of establishing an overseer mindset.

            
            The overseer class is groomed into existence by multiple methods—especially through propaganda, its subspecialty, copaganda, and its subspeciality (which we will explore in Chapter 1), copablanda.
            

            
         
         
            Manufacturing Overseers

            The Black Lives Matter movement, in name, had begun in 2012, with the creation of the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, as three
               protesters responded to the murder of Black child Trayvon Martin at the hands of vigilante neighborhood patrolman George Zimmerman.31

            
            But the movement’s reach expanded greatly in 2014, after Michael Brown was killed in Ferguson. America’s interest in questioning
               the structural nature of police violence also expanded exponentially that year.
            

            
            After I reported from Missouri that fall, I began to gradually notice something—though it took me a while to stitch together
               what it was that I was seeing.
            

            
            As America reckoned with the systemic racism of policing beyond the scope of “a few bad apples,” I started seeing Black cops everywhere—especially in film and on TV.
            

            
            The Black cop was usually positioned as a man or a woman with “a foot in two worlds.” They were depicted as a person torn
               between two dueling loyalties: one to the disorderly Black community they came from, and one to the orderly—but racist—police
               force that wanted to straighten out everyday Black chaos. The Black cop was often portrayed as emotionally tormented. But
               their loyalty ultimately fell on the side of the police department on which they served and, thus, upheld the existing class
               structure of the diegetic world in which they starred—no matter how racist, sexist, or homophobic it may have been.
            

            
            And after reporting on Americans questioning police in Ferguson, Baltimore, Oakland, and New York in 2014 and 2015, I noticed
               the Black cop everywhere I looked. Jeffrey Wright as Commissioner Gordon in The Batman. Angela Bassett as LAPD Sergeant Athena Grant on 9–1–1. Brian Tyre Henry as the voice of Miles Morales’s dad in Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse (who, weirdly, has the same name as the president of the Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis). Lena Waithe voicing
               “a Cyclops cop by the name of Officer Specter” in Onward, Disney’s “first ever animated LGBTQ character.”32 Naomi Harris and Tyrese Gibson as New Orleans cops in Black and Blue. Lil Rel Howery as a T.S.A. agent in Get Out. Shemar Moore on S.W.A.T. Jesse Martin on The Flash. Mahershala Ali following up his Oscar winning turn in Moonlight—a film I read to be highly critical of incarceration—as an investigative star of True Detective. Ice Cube (the N.W.A. rapper of “Fuck the Police” fame) in Ride Along and Ice-T (who wrote the lyrics to the song “Cop Killer”) on Law and Order: Special Victims Unit and, many years earlier, as a police detective in New Jack City.

            
            The dynamic wasn’t limited to the United States. There was a French movie called Les Misérables with a Black cop and a Canadian movie simply called Black Cop.
            

            
            When I went to the movies in these years, at least two trailers would feature Black cops. And then I started noticing the
               same actors playing cops in different movies and shows: Chadwick Boseman as the Black Panther (who was a CIA goon) and as an NYPD officer in 21 Bridges; John David Washington playing an undercover agent in BlacKkKlansman, a cop who gets harassed by cops in Monsters and Men, and a spy in Tenet. Regina King as an LAPD detective on Southland and as a Tulsa police detective on Watchmen. Andre Braugher in the drama Homicide: Life on the Street and the sitcom Brooklyn Nine-Nine.
            

            
            And, as some Black actors told me personally (and as a report from the group Color of Change showed) the cop-of-color trope
               was a labor issue; it was almost impossible for Black, Latino, or Native American actors of any level to survive in Hollywood without playing cops.33

            
            I started noticing that Black cops were all over the nonfiction political landscape as well, at all levels of US governance.
               Republican clowns like Sheriff David Clarke of Ohio, known for being ruthless to Black people, was a surrogate for Donald
               Trump during his 2016 presidential campaign, and was even rumored to be a contender on his vice-presidential short list. Lori
               Lightfoot, who became the mayor of Chicago in 2019, had worked for the Police Accountability Task Force and was very close
               to the Chicago Police Department. (She would be replaced by a Black man, Brandon Johnson, whose campaign centered on reigning
               police in, but who expanded the CPD budget to a record-breaking $2 billion once he came into office.)34 Eric Adams, a two-decade veteran of the NYPD, became New York City’s mayor in 2022. And when he became the Democratic party’s presidential nominee in 2019, Joe Biden had not one but two cop-prosecutor Black women on his short list: Florida Congresswoman Val Demings, the former chief of the Orlando Police Department, and Senator Kamala Harris, the former-San-Francisco-District-Attorney-turned-California-Attorney-General (and, of course, eventually the first woman, first Black person, and first South Asian person elected vice president of the United States). 

            
            As we will see in the next chapter, the Black cop dynamic wasn’t new, exactly, and I do not mean to suggest it only began
               when I noticed it. But as I began to study this cultural history, I noticed that the depictions of police by Black rappers-turned-actors
               were far more positive than hip-hop depictions of police decades ago. For instance, in the 1993 song “Black Cop,” rapper KRS-One
               does not portray Black cops sympathetically (“Thirty years, there were no black cops / You couldn’t even run, drive round
               the block / Recently police trained black cop / To stand on the corner, and take gunshot”). Rather, he portrays them as engaging
               in a pathetic form of “black-on-black crime,” and of doing so for a tiny payout (“Black cop!! Black cop black cop black cop
               / Stop shootin black people we all gonna drop / You don’t even get paid a whole lot / So take your M 60 and put it ’pon lock!”).35 KRS-One is even more damning in his 1993 song “Sound of da Police,” in which he has straight up contempt for the Black cop
               (“I know this for a fact / you don’t like how I act / You claim I’m selling crack / But you be doin’ that”) and calls him
               a “wicked overseer.”36

            
            In looking at decades of the Black cop trope, it is obvious its positive depiction went into overdrive and came into a sharper
               focus in the 2010s in response to the Black Lives Matter movement.
            

            
            Over these same years, more Black “security experts” than I had ever noticed before were popping up as talking heads on cable news, too. It seemed to me that as policing found itself on the ropes in the public consciousness, the Black cop was being dispatched to help not only earn sympathy for and to redeem the legitimacy of policing as an institution, but to expand its scope. The Black cop did not just bear the police officer’s indignity of walking until they had flat feet (though it’s a misnomer that cops walk so much, as most police spend so much of their time in cars that they’re more likely to be killed from vehicular crashes than in any other way on the job).37 If a Black cop could survive the torment of being flat-footed in two worlds and still believe that Yes, policing is not just necessary but ultimately, it’s good—well, anyone could and should come to the same conclusion. (As someone who suffers from flat feet myself, I am using this ableist slang mindfully.)
            

            
            In May 2018, I wrote a thread on the social media platform Twitter in which I called the comedy TV show Brooklyn Nine-Nine “copaganda.” It was not well received (at the time).
            

            
            To be honest, I was being provocative, and what I actually wrote was “I’m really disappointed in how many of y’all are so uncritical of seeing
               Brooklyn Nine-Nine for what it is: an interracial police buddy comedy meant to make white & Black cops seem like your friendly
               neighborhood jokesters (& to culturally gentrify ‘Brooklyn’ as sitcom fodder).”38

            
            It wasn’t as dangerous as, say, criticizing Beyoncé online. But I knew I was stirring up trouble. Brooklyn Nine-Nine had a wide fan base, had just been canceled by Fox, and then had been picked up by NBC for a final season the next day.39 When I tweeted about it, I was annoyed at how many people were cheering the renewal of what, to me, seemed to be an effectively
               comic—albeit sinister—form of copaganda (or cop propaganda). But I couldn’t just let people enjoy the renewal without saying
               anything, for when I read The New York Times story about the show being renewed, every single news article in the sidebar next to it described some horrible story about racism involving the police: “Nordstrom Rack Apologizes to Black Teenagers Falsely Accused of Stealing.” “A Woman Said She Saw Burglars. They Were Just Black AirBnB Guests.” “Native American Brothers Pulled From Campus Tour After Nervous Parent Calls Police.” “2 Black Men Settle With Starbucks and Philadelphia Over Arrest.” “5 Black Women Were Told to Golf Faster. Then the Club Called the Police.” 

            
            All of those stories had happened just within the prior two weeks.

            
            For dunking on Brooklyn Nine-Nine, I was savaged online for trying to ruin something that was “just a show.” But seeing how defensive many people were about
               Brooklyn Nine-Nine reinforced my belief that passively accepting police narratives was a major problem in American media. When I would point
               to the ubiquity of Black cops everywhere in fiction and nonfiction media, I often felt very lonely. Not many others seemed
               to notice, and my journalism colleagues often thought I was a crank or a killjoy when I brought it up.
            

            
            Then, the Covid-19 pandemic came, and George Floyd was killed. By the summer of 2020, policing seemed to be on everyone’s mind.
            

            
            With so many workers in jobs not deemed “essential” and ordered not to go to work, a huge swath of America’s workforce was
               suddenly at home way more than it ever had been in the modern industrialized age. Governments enforced curfews and mandates
               to wear masks and socially distance. At the same time on social media, people could see the cops getting increasingly violent
               in more routine matters, such as dangerously yanking people off buses and beating the shit out of people for not wearing masks.40

            
            We sometimes witnessed police harassing workers who were very essential—like hospital workers just trying to get home after pulling long shifts taking care of Covid patients—punching
               them until they bled.41

            
            Of course, the images that circulated and the records of police encounters showed that the cops were not bothering white people nearly as much. When they accused people of not wearing masks, being too close to others, or being out past curfew, it was Black people who were an outright majority of the folks who cops were harassing.42

            
            These kinds of racial disparities were not new. But locked at home with little else to do, in an era of significantly decentralized
               image production, white people got to see police violence more often. Sometimes it happened to people they knew personally.
               And even though the boot wasn’t on their neck nearly as hard, many white people witnessed this at home while they, too, were
               living under a kind of policed state control.
            

            
            And then came the boot of Minneapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin onto the neck of George Floyd, for 8 minutes and 46 seconds.
               On May 25, 2020, a white policeman (aided and abetted by one officer who was white, one who was Asian, and one who was mixed-race)
               snuffed the life out of George Floyd.
            

            
            By then, restless Americans had grown very weary of being stuck at home. Many were angry at the images of police violence
               they saw on TV, or were angry at the government’s response to the pandemic, or were mad at how they correctly perceived how
               their governments’ over-funding of police departments left few resources for dealing with public health (Minneapolis was spending
               about 36 cents of every tax dollar on cops).43 In what The New York Times estimated may have been the largest mass movement in US history, tens of millions of people masked up and went outside to
               protest during the summer of 2020. And when they did, American police were there to beat the shit out of them, blind them
               with rubber-coated bullets, break their legs, maim their arms, and gas their lungs with chemical weapons in more than 100
               cities.44

            
            Police soon had good reason to be scared. The prison abolition movement, which encourages people not to ask, Don’t we need prisons for really bad people? but rather to ask, What would it take to create a world where prisons were never necessary in the first place? was getting a much larger audience. Across the country, more people were learning that cops only respond to violent threats
               about 3 percent of the time,45 and they began vocally demanding that cities “defund the police” and to redirect tax dollars to mental health, housing, and
               education. Even The New York Times published an essay by the prison abolitionist Mariame Kaba entitled “Yes, We Literally Mean Abolish the Police.”46

            
            All summer long, thousands of protesters in New York rode bikes, marched, and gathered in the name of Black lives mattering.
               But outside the Barclay Center in downtown Brooklyn, the protests were often dangerous—not because of anything the protesters
               were doing, but because the cops went hog wild. Viral videos circulated of Brooklyn cops (notably, many of them Black cops) in ways that were not-at-all funny.
            

            
            Seeing white shirt-wearing commanders with batons and riot-gear-clad officers beating the shit out of people in Brooklyn night
               after night got more of the world to see Brooklyn Nine-Nine (which had not yet aired its final season) as copaganda, as I had long said it was. I had covered police murders for so long
               that the idea of police being sympathetic or funny was obscene to me. Anything that humanized or gave cover to their violence
               work felt to me like trying to find the humanity in Nazis or to laugh with, and feel sympathy for, serial killers. (I will
               admit that I have a contradiction and am as capable of hypocrisy as anyone, which I’ll tell you about later: I love The Naked Gun movies, although I do not think they make the cops very likable.) When I’d written my thread about Brooklyn Nine-Nine two years earlier, no publication would bite when I pitched an essay on the Black cop in American society.
            

            
            Then, in June 2020, New York magazine television critic Kathryn VanArendonk wrote about my thread in her article “On TV, Cops Are Always the Main Characters.”47 Then NPR called. Then lots of podcasts called. Suddenly, other journalists were seeing what I had in Brooklyn Nine-Nine. Dozens of times that summer, I was interviewed and asked questions like What is copaganda? Does it have a relationship to the police violence we are seeing in real life? And Why do you think diversifying police forces, on TV shows or in real life, won’t help?

            
            In the days after Michael Brown was killed, I once was—I will admit—one of those people who thought that diversifying police
               forces would help.
            

            
            But the more I worked as a reporter, and the more I studied policing, the more I learned that policing itself produces racist outcomes and upholds racism no matter who is walking the beat (or doing the beating). I grew to believe that the more diverse a police force is—whether it is a literal
               municipal police force, a TV police force, a class of people policing culture, or American troops policing the world—the more
               diverse tactics they will have to repress a diverse population.
            

            
            And I grew to believe that a major way individuals not only break into the overseer class but are set up for success to thrive
               within it is to create a narrative of being the first person from a historically excluded group to desegregate a space or
               a rank.
            

            
         
         
            History-Making “Firsts”

            A core way of creating an overseer class is the establishment of high-profile overseers—and this is done by the laudatory
               creation of “history-making first narratives,” the first X to do X!

            
            Consider, for example, celebration in the news media in 2021 of Alejandro Mayorkas being confirmed as the first Latino and the first immigrant to lead the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), which has jurisdiction over Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). Positively framing Secretary Mayorkas’s leadership implied that, due to his identity and life experiences, he would be more understanding and compassionate to people trying to cross the southern United States border—especially after the family separations, sterilizations,48 and cruelty enacted by DHS and ICE under his white predecessor, Trump appointee Kirstjen Nielsen.
            

            
            After all, Mayorkas himself was an immigrant.

            
            And yet, during Mayorkas’s tenure, more immigrants were captured and deported than under his white-woman predecessor; family separations continued; there was lethal
               razor wire in the Rio Grande River; torture-base Guantanamo Bay was prepared to incarcerate asylum seekers; the Biden administration
               took to limiting immigration in very similar ways as the first Trump administration did; and horrific images emerged of Haitian
               refugees seemingly being whipped by ICE agents on horseback.
            

            
            The border around the United States (or any nation, really) is deadly regardless of who is in charge of overseeing its central
               function: to let capital circulate freely while forcibly (and even lethally) controlling which humans may or may not cross
               it.
            

            
            The danger on the border, as the saying goes, is the border. While the military and the capitalists allow for the United States to extract resources from around the world, the border
               allows the capitalists to keep people out of the United States—people who are the laborers whose value has already been extracted
               to the US and whose countries of origin have been destabilized by the US. As I wrote about in my first book, The Viral Underclass, borders play a huge role in not just defining the borders of a nation, but in dangerously defining borders of health, disease,
               gender, sexuality, and even claims of the right to life itself.49

            
            Choosing the right kind of imperial overseer to police the border can obscure the amount of chaos and violence the border
               inherently creates.
            

            
            To that end, Secretary Mayorkas did not help Latinx immigrants or represent progress for Latinx people, despite being a Latinx immigrant himself. But, his compelling
               personal story helped mask in the mainstream media how many immigrants died, were detained, and were deported on his watch
               in ways as barbaric as they ever had been in the United States. And that violence was well supervised by Secretary Mayorkas,
               a most effective overseer, who was placed in a position of power to repress other Latinx people (and immigrants of all backgrounds).
               During Trump’s first administration, the crisis of cruelty against migrants was covered in liberal media with great scrutiny.
               But as soon as Biden came in and installed a Latino DHS chief, the news coverage dissipated. (As I completed this book during
               the first month of Trump’s second term, coverage in mainstream media picked up significantly due to Trump’s high-profile spectacles
               of deportation, even though Trump was actually removing far fewer people than Biden had.)50

            
            Notably, despite the rather on-the-nose optics of Black refugees being chased down on horses by men in cowboy hats, and despite
               how people who are incarcerated are still legally enslaved under the Thirteenth Amendment (“Neither slavery nor involuntary
               servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United
               States”), most institutions in the modern United States do not approach the level of all-consuming dehumanization of chattel slavery. Not even ICE. Plantation life was its own distinct
               circle of multi-generational hell; the transatlantic slave trade was a unique form of torture.
            

            
            And so, similarly to how I offered a theory of a viral underclass in my last book as an analytic to understand how and why
               very different viruses affected the same populations, I offer in these pages a theory of the overseer class as an analytic
               to understand who has power and who they’re wielding it to protect or to repress.
            

            
            You will see some stories from my own life within these pages, but this is intentionally a book of ideas more than it is a work of narrative nonfiction. It is my hope that as you experiment with the concepts in this book, you can test them and engage with their possibilities and limits by adding in stories from your own life—that you will consider your experiences in dialogue with my provocations. While much of the writing in this book is polemical and represents a manifesto of how I think about the world, my goal is not necessarily to try to make you think what I think. Rather, my hope is that by sharing my theory of an overseer class along with my research, this book may give you
               space to think about the world around you, and that it may help you to have nuanced conversations—with yourself, with your
               communities, and with the world.
            

            
            I hope this theory can help us to see how modern-day overseers play a role within contemporary institutions, which have structural
               similarities to the role of the overseer in plantation life. Sometimes, this role can still cause great suffering, or even
               excuse and justify the kind of lethal structural racism which Ruth Wilson Gilmore describes as “the state-sanctioned or extralegal
               production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death.”51

            
            For instance, think about how in 2021, then-NYC-Mayor-Elect Adams announced he was appointing Keechant Sewell to become the
               first woman (and a Black woman at that) to become commissioner of his old employer, the NYPD. (In a farce of a scene, the
               press conference was held in front of a mural of Nat Turner, Malcolm X, Angela Davis, and Huey P. Newton.) Adams chose Sewell
               after he’d subjected her to a mock press conference, in which she had to spin why a white cop had killed a Black man.52 Adams reportedly “said the goal of the mock press conference was to see if the media could shake her and rattle her,” that “he found her to be very composed,” and he wanted “the people of the City of New York to feel secure under her leadership.” I interpreted this to mean he wanted to make sure New Yorkers wouldn’t rise up when, he inevitably predicted, a white cop would kill a Black man—and who better to deliver that message and smooth over premeditated, state-sanctioned “vulnerability to premature death” than a Black woman commish? (Commissioner Sewell resigned just eighteen months into her job.53 She was replaced by Edward Caban who, in July 2023, made history as the first Latino commissioner of the NYPD54 and who resigned a year later, right after federal agents raided his home under allegations he and his twin brother were
               engaged in criminal corruption.55 He was replaced by Jessica Tisch in 2024, scion of a wealthy real estate family, who also made history . . . as the first
               white woman to lead the NYPD.)56

            
            First narratives help us to look at, celebrate, and even to be subservient to individuals who break through. They are seductive,
               and I have used them to narrate some of my own accomplishments. A story like Sewell’s upholds the very system that has kept
               so many people like them out—while not destroying those discriminatory systems in favor of more just and humane ways of being in community with one another.
               Social scientists refer to this process as “providing legitimacy” or, as sociologist Eric O. Swoon puts it, “operationalizing
               legitimacy.”57

            
            This book is about the kinds of compromises a small but influential group of people from minoritized groups in the United
               States have made as they entered segregated institutions within this country in highly visible positions. But, my analysis
               is an intervention in thinking about identity in organizations that is markedly different from an analysis of tokenism—and the role of the overseer can help us to better see how power differences operate within repressive institutions.
            

            
            People from minoritized backgrounds who are tokens are figureheads who do not actually wield much power. People in the overseer class do wield enormous institutional power—even necropolitical power over who lives and who dies.58 It’s just that their power is predicated upon repressing other people who look (or speak/have sex/come from places) like
               them. We will explore what I have observed to be the four major archetypes of historically marginalized people within institutional
               hierarchies in more detail in the coming pages.
            

            
            In his eponymous book about the phenomena of “elite capture,” philosopher Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò wrote, as the book’s subtitle
               says, about “how the powerful took over identity politics (and everything else).” The term “identity politics” comes from
               the Combahee River Collective, a group of Black, queer, socialist women who met in the 1970s and who drafted a statement at
               a retreat in 1977. In their manifesto, they wrote about why they focused upon how their “own oppression is embodied in the
               concept of identity politics. We believe that the most profound and potentially most radical politics come directly out of
               our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppression.” This was, in part, due to the “fact that individual
               Black feminists are living in isolation all over the country; that our own numbers are small; and that we have some skills
               in writing, printing, and publishing [which] makes us want to carry out these kinds of projects as a means of organizing Black
               feminists as we continue to do political work in coalition with other groups.”59 But the coalitional work was not side work meant to only aid liberation just for them; rather, they saw identity politics as a potential leading benefit for
               everyone, because “If Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have to be free since our freedom would necessitate
               the destruction of all the systems of oppression” such as capitalism, racism, and authoritarianism.
            

            
            Or, as Táíwò put it, “The collective’s principled stance on identity politics functioned as a principle of unity rather than division.”60 It was not a matter of I got mine, fuck the rest of y’all.

            
            If elite capture describes how the ruling class usurped identity politics for its own ends, and dispatched corporate policies
               like Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion to increase capital accumulation for that top class, then a theory of an overseer class
               can help us to clearly see the class which is actually managing and executing this deception. As we will learn more about
               in Chapter 4, while many people doing DEI work are well-meaning, the point of many if not most corporate DEI programs (until
               Trump destroyed them, anyway) was to act as union-busting scams to keep unjust structures in place. So, wittingly or unwittingly,
               a member of an oppressed group can very efficiently help to steal value from oppressed groups of laborers in order to transfer the wealth they generate upwards to the capitalists.
            

            
            Understanding the seduction to join, the power within, and the techniques used as a member of this overseer class might help
               many people who might be drawn into it to avoid it. For seeing overseers not as individual strivers who set an example of
               how anyone can succeed if they just try hard enough—but rather, to understand that these individuals make up a class category
               meant to preserve existing class hierarchies—may let us know how to resist them, fight them, and how to avoid the manufactured consent to worship them which, in turn,
               maintains the status quo.
            

            
            As my friend the sociologist Victor Ray has written, critical race theory helps understand the conundrum of “racism without
               racists.”61 Just as there are racists maintaining racism—it’s just that systematic racism helps them evade such a label—a theory of the
               overseer class can help us to see that there are classist people from minoritized and historically disadvantaged backgrounds who are, in fact, using a very cynical manipulation of
               identity politics to maintain class exploitation in America.
            

            
         
         
            In Defense of Uncle Tom

            As an undergraduate film student, I took a class with cinema scholar Donald Bogle, whose seminal 1973 book Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in American Films had an enormous impact on me. It has helped me to develop a framework about how there are, broadly speaking, four types of
               marginalized people who advance into positions of power in government, business, media, and various workplaces: “Uncle Toms,”
               “Tokens,” “Overseers,” and “Tonis.”
            

            
            Each category is distinct, and it is helpful to understand the particular characteristics of each in order to understand how
               an overseer class is established, why it is the most dangerous class for marginalized folx in society, and how there are other
               ways of being which promote wellbeing for everyone moving, as bell hooks put it, from margin to center.62

            
            Overseers are often conflated with or confused for Toms, which is unfair to the original Uncle Tom—literally named “Uncle
               Tom” in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1851–1852 novel named for his cabin.
            

            
            That Tom was nothing like the literal overseers of his time, nor did he share almost any traits with modern members of the overseer
               class.
            

            
            It is hard to overstate the influence of Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly on politics and culture in the United States. As Alfred Kazin writes in the introduction to the 2006 Everyman’s Library edition,
               the book, “a central event in American history,” was “the biggest best-seller of the nineteenth century after the Bible.”63 Despite how it now reads crudely and often cartoonishly, it is widely credited as informing white readers about the horrors of slavery and a catalyst of the eventual state emancipation of Black people who were enslaved. Upon meeting Beecher Stowe, a staunch abolitionist, in 1862, Abraham Lincoln is reported to have said to her, “So you’re the little woman who wrote the book that made this great war!”64

            
            Perhaps more importantly, Beecher Stowe gave the American people the language to describe an archetype: an “Uncle Tom” quickly
               came to mean an enslaved man who is dedicated to his white master and sells out other enslaved people to prove his loyalty.
               This has become a shorthand for describing Black or other marginalized people who will sell out their own to prove their loyalty
               to their employers or other power brokers in their life who are white, male, straight, and cisgender. (Think about how Clarence
               Thomas rules on the Supreme Court; how Don Lemon demonized Black people on CNN but wanted their support when he was fired;
               or how some wealthy people who are members of L.G.B.T.Q. communities, like Peter Thiel or Caitlin Jenner, suck up to Donald
               Trump.)
            

            
            But this stereotype of an “Uncle Tom” is unfair to Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom, who has been slandered by history.

            
            Her Tom was no overseer on the plantation owned by Simon Legree, but an enslaved martyr whose power came from his attempt to protect other people even at the cost of his own suffering and life. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Simon Legree compels Tom to divulge the whereabouts of enslaved Black people who have escaped the plantation. When Tom refuses, Simon whips him to death. Though the term “Uncle Tom” has come to stand in for institutional servility, there is a strength in Tom’s ability to protect his fellow enslaved Black people. He was not loyal to Simon Legree, or even to his own fate, but to his fellow kin living in enslaved Black skin—and, as a man of faith, Tom was faithful to Jesus Christ. As Kazin wrote, “No one in history had ever suffered as Jesus had suffered for trying to do absolute good—except the black slave, who suffering under our indifferent and even hostile eyes, had no one to appeal to but Jesus. And Stowe’s Uncle Tom so loved and impersonated Him that, robbed of his wife and children, fated to be beaten to death for refusing to become ‘hard’ toward Simon Legree’s five other slaves, he became a figure of absolute good. Like Jesus.”65

            
            There is a lot to critique about Beecher Stowe’s depiction of Uncle Tom (not to mention Kazin’s use of the word “our” in “our
               indifferent and even hostile eyes”), including making him so docile in the mold of Christianity. This colonial religion was
               forced upon Black Africans and their descendants in the transatlantic slave trade, robbed them of their indigenous religions,
               and was used as a kind of justification for the suffering of Black people in itself. Regardless, it is wrong to say Tom sought
               to become an overseer, or that he sold out his kin to amass power, when he did quite the opposite. In Chapter 40 of Uncle Tom’s Cabin entitled “The Martyr,” Beecher Stowe wrote about two enslaved people, Cassy and Emmeline, who had escaped the Legree Plantation.
               The overseer, Sambo (who was white, even though that has become a derogatory name for Black people in the decades since),
               led a group of enslaved Black people to catch them. Tom was among those who refused to go; “Tom, therefore, remained behind,
               and with a few who had learned of him [to pray], and offered up prayers for the escape of the fugitives.”66

            
            To move the analogy of an Uncle Tom into, say, a modern workplace, an Uncle Tom would have more in common with Aaron Bushnell, a white United States Air Force serviceman who self-immolated to try to stop the genocide in Gaza, than he would have in common with an overseer like the African American four-star-general-corporatist-turned-Secretary-of-Defense-turned-consultant Lloyd Austin. If one of his co-workers did something that would get them in trouble, and Human Resources asked Tom about it, he’d take the blame to cover for his co-worker. (This is a highly unusual archetype in modern institutions and, thus, should be invoked very infrequently.) 

            
            A token (which derives from a theory of tokenism developed by sociologist Rosabeth Moss Kanter,67 which we will explore more in Chapter 4) is a more common archetype in contemporary organizations, but is distinct from an
               Uncle Tom. A token is someone who is placed in a figurehead position for public relations (and little else), and who has no
               real power. They may even rise to their position unwittingly. They often lack the power to punish, support, or help anyone
               else in their organization (and possibly even lack the power to help themselves). The position they hold—be that Secretary
               of the Interior, assistant principal, the head of a DEI committee which has no budget, or even the president of a nonprofit
               where the board calls the shots—is often set up structurally to have little power and to only be for show. Sometimes a token
               is given their job as a testing ground to see if they will be allowed to advance to being an overseer.
            

            
            An overseer might be a historic first—the first of their group to hold such a position, such as Charles Whitaker, the first
               Black dean of the Medill School of Journalism—but they are unwilling, and sometimes unable, to expand the number of people
               like them in their organization.
            

            
            An overseer is also not an Uncle Tom, as they have no interest in self-sacrifice, nor are they a token, because they do have some material power, even if it is limited. If an Uncle Tom asserts power by sacrificing themselves to save others,
               an overseer asserts power by sacrificing others in order to benefit themselves. For instance, to refer back to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, an overseer is like Sambo or the enslaved Black people who chased down those who dared to escape. In exchange for taking others’ freedom, Sambo and crew got a few more crumbs and the privilege of carrying a whip to harm others; but, white or Black, they will never have the power of Simon Legree, let alone the power to dismantle the plantation or be free from it. (As we will explore in Chapter 3, the most annoying overseers in my life have been Phillip Brian Harper, my professor and former dean of the Graduate School at New York University; Bruce A. Lewis, “Associate Vice President” and chief of police at Northwestern University; and Charles Whitaker, dean of the Medill School of Journalism—three Black men whom I witnessed execute the white power of their primarily white institutions.) 

            
            In addition to beating people on behalf of their master, another major power an overseer has is a right of refusal or to say
               “no.” This is akin to the power of Uncle Tom, who refused to rat out his friends. Alas, the Sambo overseers of the world rarely
               say “no, I will not do that” when they are asked to whip, kidnap, or even kill their friends. And like Sambo, any overseer
               will have to live with the opprobrium and lack of respect of the people they oversee.
            

            
            Finally, there’s my personal favorite model for how to be as a person from a marginalized background in almost any institution:
               a Toni, which I have named for Toni Morrison.
            

            
            In 2003, the Nobel laureate told Oprah magazine, “I tell my students, ‘When you get these jobs that you have been so brilliantly trained for, just remember that
               your real job is that if you are free, you need to free somebody else. If you have some power, then your job is to empower
               somebody else. This is not just a grab-bag candy game.’ ”68

            
            A Toni can be a historic first, but—unlike many tokens and most overseers—a Toni does not want to be the “first and only,” and works their ass off to push open the door for other people who have not been welcomed inside. (They may also work to
               make a world where there isn’t a door keeping people out in the first place.)
            

            
            A Toni can make sacrifices but—unlike an Uncle Tom—they
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