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Abstract: A growing body of literature examines how direct or vicarious contact with
forms of state surveillance affects political behavior and perceptions of government
legitimacy. We develop a new method, Portals, to collect conversations between
black residents from highly policed areas in five different U.S. cities between
2016 and 2018. While existing research emphasizes how interactions with the car-
ceral state are alienating and demobilizing, our analysis of these conversations iden-
tifies productive ways in which citizens respond to oppressive encounters with
police. The political discourses used by Portals participants, we argue, are centered
on a logic of “collective autonomy” —given police ignorance, abuses of police
authority, and the little political power that residents of highly policed communities
have to demand change, many conclude that power is best achieved by strategically
distancing from state institutions in the short term while building community
power in the long term. Crucially, articulations of collective autonomy transcend
the ideological positions of participants and track closely with an ideological trad-
ition in black politics that persists across generations and contexts of state oppression.

Keywords: Policing, criminal justice, black politics, race, political participation,
qualitative methods, collective autonomy.

They rode through streets and alleyways in cars with “To Protect and
Observe” emblazoned on the side. They visibly shadowed local
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2 Weaver et al.

authorities. And when police surveillance departed from the Constitution
or local regulations, they flashed red lights, blared sirens, and documented
police behavior with tape recorders and notepads. These participants in a
“community alert patrol” in the Watts area of South Los Angeles were
joined by similar efforts for communal self-protection against brutal
police practices and illegal force that were organized across the nation
during the 1960s, with local patrols that sought to “police the police” crop-
ping up in Seattle, Detroit, West Oakland, and in urban areas in the
South. Such “community alert patrols,” “freedom patrols,” and “self-
defense patrols,” as they were variously called, assiduously monitored
police stops of local black citizens, standing at a safe distance and in
some cases reciting the law and Bill of Rights, often following an arrested
person to jail and posting bail on their behalf. They took and filed com-
plaints on behalf of the community, held street-corner rallies, initiated
community based efforts to curb crime, and trained youth in patrolling
(Bloom et al. 2016; Felker-Kantor 2018; Malloy 2017; Murch 2010).

This movement five decades ago ought to remind political scientists that
the people and communities targeted by police violence often resist it,
sometimes by attempting to assert community authority over the criminal
justice system and public safety. And yet, a careful reader of much contem-
porary political science research might come away with the impression
that adversarial encounters with police have exclusively alienating conse-
quences. In the midst of renewed attention to policing and criminal
justice expansion, the most prominent storyline has been, in a word, an
anti-politics, as scholars document ways in which coercive, involuntary
interactions with carceral institutions lead to political withdrawal at the
individual and community levels (e.g., Burch 2013; Lerman and
Weaver 2014a; Manza and Uggen 2008; White 2019a).

This attention to demobilization and alienation was important and
necessary for unearthing the consequences of state surveillance and pun-
ishment on democratic publics. But as Soss and Weaver (2016) observe, in
its focus on marginalization, political science research has had little to say
about how communities experiencing the punitive face of the state “exer-
cise agency in relation to it” (11). In this paper, we join a small number of
scholars in political science (e.g., Owens and Walker 2018; Walker forth-
coming) in identifying responses to police encounters that are constructive
of political thought and action.

Our study explores unmediated political discussion using 293 conversa-
tions between black residents of highly policed communities in five cities
(Baltimore, Chicago, Los Angeles, Milwaukee, and Newark) using a
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Withdrawing and Drawing In 3

technology and civic infrastructure called “Portals” and a methodological
approach that listens to political ideas, aspirations, commitments, and
ideologies in order to build a ground-up conception of political life.
This approach is not only novel, it is necessary; as Michael Dawson
(2001) argues, subaltern discourses in the black counterpublic are often
“partly hidden from view,” leading scholars to underappreciate the range
of political ideas among this group, and particularly their non-liberal fea-
tures. Similarly, Melissa Harris-Lacewell’s examination of the discourse of
black counterpublics argues that “one important element in understand-
ing how black people interpret and make sense of the political world is
to listen in on their everyday talk” (2004, 5). Informed by the research
of these scholars, we use this Portals technology to create immersive envi-
ronments for discourse and we examine how black participants in poor
and working-class neighborhoods co-construct meaning around state
authority in conversation with one another, given their unique experience
with state violence, surveillance, and discipline, and police as enforcers of
racial order. We listen to how people theorize the state and argue for and
against particular courses of action.

We find that discourse around policing and state authority more gener-
ally revolves around two adjoined themes. First, and consistent with exist-
ing research, involuntary police interventions incentivize strategic retreat
from engagement with the state, broadly speaking (Bell 2016a; Brayne
2014; Goffman 2009; Lerman and Weaver 2014a; Stuart 2016). This is
because people tend to engage the state only when they have a basic
trust that it will not dominate them, humiliate them, or physically
assault them. “Warrior style” policing tactics that criminalize routine
behaviors and result in arbitrary stops of residents as they move through
public space do the opposite—they deter citizen engagement with
police and with the local government. Critically, this response is not
solely a passive withdrawal or reluctance to engage, as some literature sug-
gests, but an “ethics of aversion,” in which “nonengagement, as opposed
to direct confrontation or submission, is utilized as a means to limit and
reduce the range of interactions with members and institutions of the
dominant group” (Hanchard 2006, 110; see also Cohen 2010 and the
“politics of invisibility”).

Second, aversion is consistently accompanied by another political
stance —a drawing in toward community. Specifically, we find prominent
evidence of a discourse of collective autonomy, in which people respond to
oppression in the criminal justice system through temporary, strategic with-
drawal from formal political institutions while simultaneously advocating
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4 Weaver et al.

for deep community engagement, consciousness, and power-building, not
only to seek immediate relief from police incursions but also to improve
opportunities for future collective struggle against police occupation.
This expression of communalism, autonomy, and unity is a prevalent
current that flows within and across different ideological outlooks and is
consistent with an ideological tradition in black politics that spans gener-
ations and contexts of unfreedom (Barkley-Brown 1994; Cruse 1967;
Dawson 2001; Price 2009).% In her accounting of black civic life in post-
emancipation Richmond, VA, for example, historian Elsa Barkley-Brown
(1994) describes the Richmond community’s practice of collective auton-
omy as a set of communal repertoires used to pursue and practice freedom:

“An understanding of collective autonomy was the basis on which African
Americans reconstructed families, developed communal institutions, con-
structed schools and engaged in formal politics after emancipation. The par-
ticipation of women and children in the external and internal political
arenas was part of a larger political worldview of ex-slaves and free men
and women, a worldview fundamentally shaped by an understanding that
freedom, in reality, would accrue to each of them individually only when it
was acquired by all of them collectively” (125).

In his study of black thought traditions, Michael Dawson (2001) describes
a related concept—black autonomy—as both an “institutional principle
and ideological orientation” born out of the institutional exclusion of
blacks throughout American history and formalized by black political the-
orists like Martin Delaney, Marcus Garvey, and Maulana Karenga. “Since
Reconstruction, African Americans’ notions of autonomy have included
not only personal autonomy and liberty (which often led to clashes
with white managers on how work was organized), but a community-
based concept of autonomy. ... Black discourse since the Civil War has
emphasized both the building of autonomous political, economic, and
social institutions within the black community and the demand for full
citizenship rights. ..” (27). In this paper, we use the term collective auton-
omy rather than terms such as “community control,” “communal nation-
alism,” or “self-determination” (though they are related conceptually and
sometimes discussed interchangeably) because of its ability to capture the
more quotidian, affective features of political life that may not always be
packaged into explicit policies or demands.

In the next section, after briefly discussing the prevailing focus of con-
temporary political science research on the politically demobilizing
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Withdrawing and Drawing In 5

effects of the criminal justice system, we lay out the theoretical foundation
for our study, with an emphasis on historical cases of black communal
resistance to police violence. We then introduce the Portals infrastructure
through which the conversations were conducted, as well as our analytical
approach, and then map the contours of collective autonomy discourse in
two stages. First, we take a bird’s-eye view, discussing collective autonomy
and its central features as it appears in the Portals conversations analyzed
here as a whole. Second, we closely analyze three conversations that illus-
trate how collective autonomy is expressed in full conversational complex-
ity and how it is voiced amid differing belief systems and participant
pairings. Despite a variety of distinct experiences, outlooks, and individual
positions among Portals participants, a core narrative of collective auton-
omy emerges: withdrawal from engagement with police and governing
authority more broadly coupled with community building, collective
responsibility, and self-determination as a solution to immediate police
activity and the broader oppression of the carceral state.

A STRATEGY OF COMMUNITY CONTROL IN THE FACE OF
POLICE OPPRESSION

A large body of research in political science has documented that involun-
tary interactions with criminal justice institutions are politically demobil-
izing and dramatic moments of negative political socialization. For
example, the finding that arrest and incarceration decreases voting
among individuals, family members connected to the justice-involved,
and communities where they reside has appeared across a range of
studies, including those that measure changes in voting behavior after
an arrest or conviction across multiple waves, in non-parametric analyses
that match those who had been incarcerated with those who would be
in the future, and in studies that use random assignment to less and
more punitive judges to estimate causal effects of brief jail confinement
(Burch 2013; Gerber et al. 2017; Lerman and Weaver 2014a; Manza
and Uggen 2008; Weaver and Lerman 2010; White 2019a; 2019b; c.f.
Anoll and Israel-Trummel 2019; Walker 2014).

Outside of political science, policing’s negative consequences for
citizen participation has long been a topic among legal theorists and soci-
ologists concerned with “legal cynicism,” the belief that legal institutions
are capricious, unjust, and unfair. In places where policing is concen-
trated, adversarial, and violent, residents are much more reticent to call
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6 Weaver et al.

police for help, to report crimes, pass guilty verdicts on juries, or to report
neighborhood problems (Butler 1995; Desmond, Papachristos and Kirk
2016). Some may not just close themselves off to cooperation with
police and legal authorities, but also to seeking out local institutions
more broadly. Sociologists have termed this “system avoidance,” whereby
custodial populations engage in a wider evasion of medical, labor
market, and educational institutions (Brayne 2014; Goffman 2009; Rios
2011) or emergency rooms when police are present (Lara-Milldn 2014).
New York City residents who lived in areas of aggressive stop and frisk
tactics were less willing to invite government attention even when in
need and recent evidence indicates stop and frisk negatively affected
their voting habits (Kang and Dawes 2017; Lerman and Weaver 2014b).
In short, research ably demonstrates that one way to register one’s oppos-
ition to or unwillingness to risk state mistreatment is to forgo engagement
with the state altogether, practicing strategic distancing and the politics of
invisibility in the face of surveillance, targeting, and violence (Cohen
2010; see also Bell 2016a; Miller and Stuart 2017; Rios 2011).

However, in its nearly exclusive focus on the ways that the carceral state
“cleaves citizens from the democratic polity” (Lerman and Weaver 2014a,
111), our field has tacitly embraced the claim that policed populations
withdraw from political life. Ironically, such an emphasis in political
science took off just as a pitched political mobilization against police vio-
lence took hold across the nation. In response to the police killings of Eric
Garner, Lacquan McDonald, Korryn Gaines, Walter Scott, Rekia Boyd,
Akai Gurley, and too many others to name, collective protests took place
across the nation (Williamson, Trump, and Einstein 2018) and an array
of groups formed, including We Charge Genocide, Million Hoodies
for Justice, Dream Defenders, Malcolm X Grassroots Movement,
BYP100, LetUsBreathe Collective, and Black Lives Matter. But the exist-
ing literature, because of its focus on demobilization, does little to theor-
ize and illuminate the forms of political expression that do exist within
policed communities at both the activit and everyday level (c.f.
Schneider 2014; see also Anoll & Israel-Trummel 2019; Owens and
Walker 2018; Walker forthcoming). Crudely, if unwittingly, many polit-
ical scientists in recent years have constructed custodial citizens’ politics
as an anti-politics—a unilateral withdrawal from political activity—even
as communities across the nation have told us otherwise.

Moreover, these subaltern activist groups are eschewing traditional fram-
ings and bipartisan rhetoric about being “smart on crime,” “risk assess-
ments,” calls for improvements in training and technology like body
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Withdrawing and Drawing In 7

cameras, and the like. Instead they are pursuing abolitionist agendas, chal-
lenging the criminal justice system itself as one of state predation, racial
caste, and neoliberal extraction. In doing so, they often place discourses
and strategies of community control on center stage: instead of financial
incentives for diversion programs, they have authored “freedom budgets”
that would repurpose bounties received by institutions tied to the criminal
justice system to investing and spending on better schools and jobs and
community infrastructure. Instead of mere representation through add-
itional police of color, they have called for community authority over
police in their neighborhoods and elected local officials committed to
this goal.” From Chicago to Suffolk County, MA to Birmingham and
Corpus Christi, and in between, stalwart tough-on-crime prosecutors have
been ousted through their grassroots mobilization. These campaigns fre-
quently accompany efforts to center community knowledge in the court-
room through initiatives like participatory defense and to heal community
trauma in creative spaces like the #BreathingRoom in Chicago’s South Side.
While there is much that is novel about contemporary police resistance
efforts, their emphasis on community control of policing has a long
history and foundation in black thought and politics. For example, during
the 1960s and 1970s, a brief but insistent movement for community
control extended the boundaries of the black and brown political agenda
beyond rights and representation and toward self-determination (Weaver
and Decker 2014; Beltran 2010). These groups challenged police authority,
undermined the police monopoly on surveillance by patrolling the police,
tracked and investigated claims of brutality, educated disillusioned youth,
and challenged the failures of the civil rights movement to end police
killing and terror (Balto 2019; Felker-Kantor 2018; Hamilton and Ture
1967; Murch 2010; Pope and Flanigan 2013; Waskow 1969). One such
group in Los Angeles, the Coalition Against Police Abuse (CAPA), organ-
ized “defense and justice committees” to help people victimized by
police in a context of a vastly inadequate grievance process. Far from an anti-
politics or “awkward silence” (Alexander 2012, 223), CAPA championed
“alternative visions of urban power relations” and in particular “community
control, external oversight, and decision-making over urban police strat-
egies” (Felker-Kantor 2018, 12). Long after CAPA’s demise, a local black
nationalist-inspired group, Los Angeles Community Action Network
works today to “reverse police the police” in LA’s Skid Row community,
focusing on collective community defense and protection (Stuart 2016).
In many of these local cases, participants in these efforts went beyond
police resistance to found communal institutions to protect blacks and
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8 Weaver et al.

promote wellbeing.* For example, they pioneered referral services and
community hotlines to act as a hub for reporting both police abuse
and slow responsiveness (Balto 2019; Felker-Kantor 2018). They also
developed alternatives to surveillant and punitive responses to safety depriv-
ation that centered the community’s know-how. For example, angered by
the resolute indifference of officials to the community’s demands for treat-
ment for addiction, the Young Lords and Black Panthers stormed a wing
of Lincoln Hospital in the South Bronx and began running The People’s
Drug Program, giving treatment to an estimated 35,000 people over the
initial years of its operation. As Matuozzi (2016) recounts, “The
People’s Drug Program encouraged patients to participate in community
organizing work like advocating for welfare rights, helping evictees find
housing, and founding trade organizations” (94). Though unsuccessful,
campaigns to decentralize police forces and put them under the demo-
cratic control of neighborhood councils took place in many cities across
the nation, constituting an open challenge to police authority but also
a demand for communal power. Many of the campaigns modeled what
true community voice meant by holding public hearings in the commu-
nity to both hear the residents’ stories of police abuse and to take stock of
their needs and priorities.

We cannot adequately represent the dense urban history of these local
efforts and their broader ideological moorings, but they shared several fea-
tures. First, they paired steps to control police and make claims on the state
with community building efforts (even without access to mainstream
resources), such as the Panthers’ survival programs to provide social serv-
ices and sustenance and emergency provision to residents (Murch 2010;
Nelson 2011; Pope and Flanigan 2013). Such efforts positioned the com-
munity as both a provider and a protective force, a guardian standing in the
void left by official authorities and agencies.

Second, almost all of these campaigns asserted some level of authority
over crime in their borders and demanded democratic control over the
police force, whether they were the more radical adherents of Black
Power or the vigilante citizen patrols Michael Fortner (2015) describes.
Indeed, discourses of self-determination and collective protection ran
the gamut from the most radical to the most conservative groups that
tended to place emphasis on ridding the community of vice. Most import-
antly, a prominent ideological thread underpinning these groups and
campaigns—despite their diversity—was self-determination. Their
imperative was to shift power and authority to communities, whether
through the more radical (and unrealized) demands for “community
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Withdrawing and Drawing In 9

control of the police” and elected councils to oversee the police force in
each neighborhood, to attempts to pass ordinances mandating that police
live where they police, through communities themselves taking up the
responsibility to ensure safety, or through the creation of more procedural
civilian review boards.

Third, they articulated the limits of the liberal embrace of representation
without power, voice, or community knowledge. For example, as one writer
in the Amsterdam News argued: “The cry should not only be for Black
policemen, for some Black policemen are worse than their white counter-
parts. They, too are part of the oppressive system. The cry should be for
control and accountability, and this accountability must be to the people
of the local community. The court system, I believe, should also be decen-
tralized and people should be tried by their peers, not by outsiders—eco-
nomic, ethnic, or geographic....Yes, control of institutions within the
Black community is a must if we are to survive” (Russell 1972, A5).

As this brief description of contemporary and historical police resistance
efforts shows, highly policed communities have often responded to police
oppression not merely by withdrawing from politics, as some literature
would suggest, but by engaging in political mobilization, and in particular
by building power in order to achieve community authority over the police.
While these groups have encompassed distinct strategies, priorities, and
actors, a shared tenet has been the idea that black communities themselves
should have more control over the policing of their neighborhoods and
that it is only by democratizing and decentralizing the police that black
communities can be protected and survive. In the next section, we
describe how we approach our investigation of the ways in which residents
of highly policed communities theorize, critique, and respond to involun-
tary encounters with the carceral state.

METHODOLOGY

Portals are gold shipping containers with immersive audio-visual technol-
ogy that allow people in disparate places to connect intimately, as if
sharing the same room. The Portals technology has two main virtues for
facilitating organic conversations, and for underscoring the community’s
(rather than the researcher’s) authority over their narmatives. First, the
Portal does not require a facilitator or researcher, allowing participants to
converse freely and with minimized oversight. Second, Portals are
staffed by members of the community— curators—who, in addition to
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10 Weaver et al.

doing outreach and describing the study, also use Portals to host commu-
nity initiatives like creating murals with youth, town hall discussions,
global art and music exchanges, and activism. Thus, Portals provide an
intentional place for every day, unscripted political dialogue and inter-
action that is participant-directed (allowing them to define what topics/
concepts/language is meaningful ) in a community driven setting charac-
terized by “equality, reciprocity, and unity of purpose” (Taylor 1997, 49),
run and informed by the goals and needs of communities themselves.
Because we are linking people across cities who would not otherwise
encounter one another, the stakes of the exchanges are lowered and do
not hinge on past interactions or future expectations (Small 2013) but a
shared position provides a foundation for deep, yet casual, engagement.

We placed Portals in eleven neighborhoods of concentrated police—
citizen encounters located in five U.S. cities— Baltimore, Chicago, Los
Angeles, Milwaukee, and Newark. Portals participants typically entered
the chamber after walking by (64% of participants) or after hearing
about the project through word of mouth (29% of participants), or from
a public advertisement (7%)(Newark participants were not queried
about this). After the Portals curators administered a brief iPad survey to
acquire basic background information, a participant in one city would
speak with participants in another for approximately 20 minutes about
their perceptions and experiences with police. Each Portal dialogue was
video recorded, transcribed, and then coded for analysis. Between
March 2016 and March 2018, approximately 866 Portals conversations
were collected, amounting to 430 hours of dialogue. For the purpose of
this paper, we focus on the 293 conversations between black participants.
This strategy allows us, like other scholars of black political discourse,
to hone in on people who share a group position and identity.
Furthermore, our reading of the Portals conversations makes clear that
the conversational dynamics are substantially different when black
Portals participants engage in conversations with non-blacks. As Harris-
Lacewell observes, there are “discursive restrictions of the racial mask
that African Americans must don when they venture beyond the veil”
(2004, xxit).

The median age of a black Portals participant was 36 years old, they had
extensive, early, and recent experiences with police (48% had been
stopped over seven times and the median age of their first stop was 11,
though this varies considerably by gender), 55% had a high school educa-
tion or less, and 59% reported that they rarely or never trusted police.
Readers should refer to the online appendix for more details on the
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Portals method, background characteristics of participants, and our
approach to coding and analysis.

A Listening Method

In our analysis, we followed the constitutive and “active listening”
approaches of scholars such as Katherine Cramer (2016) by identifying
and coding themes within each conversation, mapping the structure
and pattern of whole dialogues, identifying meta-themes across them,
and iterating between them. Our approach was an interpretive exercise,
in which we attended to how Portals participants use “everyday talk” to
describe their civic responses to police encounters (Harris-Lacewell
2004). We began by coding excerpts’ within those Portals dialogues in
which participants express a response to their experiences with policing,
heeding Cathy Cohen’s (2004) call to consider “the possibility of oppos-
itional politics rooted outside of traditional or formal institutions,” and
allowing subjects to define political agency on their own terms (32).
Thus, whereas most surveys identify political responses as those that are
actively responding to institutions through voting, protest, petitions, or
public meetings, we considered a civic response to be any form of engage-
ment, adaptation, recommendation, or aspiration that flows from experien-
ces with the criminal justice system. One example of a political response
captured in the Portals transcripts but not captured in traditional measures
of engagement is when participants describe “cop watching,” publicly
observing police officers engaging with civilians to stave off or document
officer wrongdoing.

After coding the full corpus of the Portals dialogues for responses and
characterizing them accordingly, we looked for patterns across the
dialogues (Cramer 2016; Miles and Huberman 1994) and logged these
meta-themes, noting especially divergent patterns—similar ideas that sur-
faced within dialogues that were housed in both more conservative and
more tadical theories of the state. Calls for unity, for instance, have
many different faces, a finding consistent with other analyses of discourse,
in which the same phrase (i.e., “coming together”) may take on different
meanings across different contexts; we also find that different phrases may
take on similar meanings (Soss 2002). We elaborate on this in the subse-
quent section.

Some responses read as what we might describe as agentic, or
action-oriented, while others read as aspirational, or suggestive of an
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12 Weaver et al.

action. Agentic responses take two forms in the dialogues: engagement,
which looks like traditional measures of civic and political engagement
(e.g., voting, protest, community service, sustained activism), and adapta-
tion, where participants change their behavior to increase their level of
power, safety, or dignity. Adaptations comprise actions such as staying
indoors or out of groups, modifying dress or self-presentation, changing
routes and routines, engaging with the police in a particular way, or
calling neighbors or family members instead of police. These responses
are more reflective of what Robin D.G. Kelley calls “the politics from
below,” or what James Scott terms the “weapons of the weak” (Kelley
1994; Scott 1990). An aspirational response is a proposal for what might
change the status quo without taking any particular action. Aspirational
responses may include proposals for increasing police efficacy or legitim-
acy (e.g., better training, accountability, descriptive representation) or for
addressing the underlying conditions of violence, including poverty and
education reforms. Aspirational responses may seem more amorphous,
suggestive, and affective. Participants may express an urgent desire to
“come together,” “to know our history,” to rebuild from the ground up,
or “police ourselves.”

This coding process revealed that when two black participants are speak-
ing to one another, their responses often focused on aspirational visions of
unity, specific ideas of coming together as a racial group or community, or
concrete ways they labored to protect, uplift, or empower their community.
We also took notice of what expressions were not present, observing that
for black participants responses that hinged on assimilation, integration,
or moral suasion had less abiding hold. And perhaps ironically, the
most common response where participants expressed agency was not col-
lective action or any active form of engagement; instead they strategically
distanced themselves from public life. These responses, taken together,
constitute what we call a logic of collective autonomy. We also began
to notice certain recurrent phrases that we systematically tracked (i.e.,
“come together,” “as a community,” “we need to,” “as a people,” “stick
together,” etc.); these phrases tended to cluster together with expressions
of collective autonomy.

To better understand distinctions and resonance in the dialogues, we
mapped their structure. We examined how participants connected and
clashed along various thematic lines, considering who listens and who
leads, and at what points (Hollway and Jefferson 2000; Mishler 1991).
For example, a participant may disavow the police upon sharing a personal
or vicarious encounter with them. Two female participants may waffle
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between a desire for protection and an antipathy for police treatment of
their sons after connecting on experiences as mothers. Their dejection
about reform may arise in moments after reflecting on failed measures
of the past—or reflections on the past may give rise to suggested antidotes
to anti-black violence. These pivot points, which we illustrate later in our
conversation analysis section, are central for understanding how civic dis-
course and responses flow directly from treatment by the criminal justice
system.

COLLECTIVE AUTONOMY

In this section, we describe the contours of collective autonomy as it
emerged in the Portals conversations. Without imposing too much of a
central tendency on a discourse that transcends a variety of ideological per-
spectives, we see four important features. The first feature is the action of
strategically withdrawing or distancing from the state, while the next three
are articulated as aspirations: coming together as a community, acknow-
ledging structural barriers to doing so, and honing a collective
consciousness.

Strategic Distancing

Across the body of conversations, we observe a generally confirmed
wisdom that the way to deal with the gravitational pull into police oversight
is to distance oneself immediately in order to preserve individual auton-
omy. In order to avoid police incursions and the possibility of state
assault, the immediate imperative is to unburden oneself from the
police. Such expressions were often contained in a specific message to
avoid enlisting the help of police. For example, a woman from
Baltimore who teaches her own children to have a favorable view of
police explains why she and her neighbors are nonetheless reluctant to
use their services: “Like I'd rather just deal with this than have the
police come and shoot my son for acting a donkey or whatever. . .if 1
can avoid calling them. . .because I'm going to tell you, you call them
and it gets worse, you know what [ mean?. .. and it happens so fast, like
they show up angry.” Another Baltimorean, this time a 35-year-old man,
expresses a similar sentiment: “I avoid them [cops] because I know I
ain’t got a chance going up against them.”
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In addition, conversations also described a more general aversion, not
only from interaction with police but also from public life. Often, these
were passing references to non-confrontation and disassociation: “I try to
stay to myself and mind my business because things can go left at any
moment”; “Right now, what I'm doing out here in the streets of
Chicago, little bro, is staying to myself, minding my own business, and
doing what I gotta do to survive in these streets as a black man”; “keep
your head low.” Staying to oneself and avoiding ordinary association
with friends and neighbors followed directly on the heels of experience
with and expectations of police; as a woman in Chicago put it: “The
police. . .they got badges, they can do what they want. And it don’t
make no sense. And they can harass you for no reason. I don’t have my
ID on me right now, but I'm not doing anything. [ parroting police| ‘I
don’t want you standing in this spot. You gotta move.” That’s why I
don’t even hang out no more. There’s no point in hanging out. I stay
in my house every day.”

But there is something else of significance in the brief voicing of
strategic withdrawal. Such expressions rarely linger there. They travel
rapidly from immediate individual autonomy to a more expansive vision
of long-term community power and protection. Thus, this withdrawal
response is not passive retreat but an active political stance—one that pri-
oritizes investing in community autonomy and collective responsibility. As
one 25-year-old male participant in Chicago put it: “Until we all wake up
and come together and start pushing this black agenda. . .We are trying to
police ourselves. No more call the police. Stay out of their way. Stop trying
to look to them for protection. Stop getting in trouble with other people
on the street. Trying to use their services to come lock niggas up. . .. Stop
believing in their paperwork. All together. Yeah, we definitely need to do
that.” The clarion call to avoid police interaction or service —aversion—is
also part of the search for collective autonomy.

Coming Together: Black Self-Determination

The reason why salvation from police depends on the black community
banding together, as articulated in the dialogues, is as follows: because
we cannot depend on the police, or the country more broadly, to treat
us reasonably (“America has never loved you, bro”), we must come
together to improve the health of our families, communities, and institu-
tions. Calls to stop depending on others were followed by discussions of
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the need to strengthen ourselves, to “come together,” “stand tall together,”
and “harvest our own.” As a 57-year-old female participant in Chicago
said, “if you just said, fuck them, get up, and do it for yourselves, then
we wouldn’t need them. And we can show them like, hey, we don’t
need y’all. They scared of us, like, for real, for real.” Across the conversa-
tions, there was a shared idea that if the community “got on one accord,”
police would no longer have the upper hand. Police power would deflate
as the power of the community increased. As we searched these conversa-
tions, it was not entirely clear how coming together would happen, what it
would look like, or how exactly it would deliver them from police occupa-
tion. Narrow policy prescription wasn’t the prize; aspiration for a different
future was.

There was a more conservative variant of this aspiration to come
together and a more radical one, though they are closer than they first
appear. The more conservative expression usually occurred within a
“clean our house first” vocabulary. These conversations voiced an impa-
tience with criminal offending over and above police actions and a
demand to snuff out gangs and vice (occasionally with threats of street
justice). How can we expect them to take our community seriously, they
opined, when we flaunt disrespect for our own? These conversations pri-
oritized the responsibility of the community to correct its own people,
and sometimes this was seen as preceding united opposition to the
police (“we got a hell of a lot more on the whole community—black
people, before we can even begin to think about what the fuck somebody
else could do for us”).

The promotion of community reliance was also voiced more radically,
through the explicit pursuit of power to “govern ourselves.” These conver-
sations argued for self-determination, which was two-pronged: actual com-
munity control of police, and authority to resolve intra-community
conflict. Many conversations proposed the idea that policed communities
should patrol (and govern) their own neighborhoods rather than ceding
power to those who do not understand the community or care very
much about its wellbeing or have shown a failure to act justly on its
behalf. These conversations often saw little role for existing police;
indeed, police reform was perceived as akin to improving slavery. “We
need to police ourselves” or “we can protect ourselves” was a fairly
common phrase, often coming directly out of the idea that police had
shown that they could not handle the job and had no sense of the com-
munities they were charged to police or were unnecessary: “Um, just leave
black people alone. Just leave us alone. We don’t need you to come in and
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tell us how to act. We don’t need you to police us. We don’t need that.
You have no idea. You think you have a idea because you studied us.
But you don’t know us. You know what I'm saying? Um, what I... they
just need to ... we need to police ourselves. Stop coming in our commu-
nity with preconceived ideas and notions based upon your study of how
you should respond to a particular situation” (62-year-old female partici-
pant in Los Angeles).

There was a common belief that communities themselves could fix
things going wrong without police as they had done in years past, and
here again the strategy of distancing is bound up with the ideal of commu-
nal responsibility: “Rule number one; no cops ever. Don’t ever call them.
We'll settle it ourselves. Like men. That’s the way we did it and we didn’t
have the problems that we do now. We didn’t have people rolling up on us
just jumping out. They lock you up, theyll find anything” (50-year-old
male participant in Baltimore). Very few people indicated that they had
actualized this vision for formal community patrols, with the exception
of a woman in Los Angeles who called the Nation of Islam’s peaceful
security force to mediate a conflict, but more informal workarounds did
occur like mediating their own conflicts or relying on friends for help
in emergency situations.

Disunity Begets Vulnerability

Across the conversations, many Portals participants expressed that being
divided limits blacks’ power, holds them back as a collectivity, and
opens the way for state violence. For example, a young woman in
Baltimore said:

I feel like they target a lot of youth, because the lack of togetherness. Ouryouth is
so against each other. They always shooting each other and killing each other, so
we so divided it’s easy to attack them. . . if wewas as . . . wewould be stronger . . .
It’s easy to ... with somebody that stand alone. Our people not standing
together. We're not being strong to what make us any easy target for the
police. Yeah, they play a big role, the police are 90% of the problem, but the

other 10% fall back on our people because we don’t come together.

From this perspective, it is not just that coming together is a positive aspir-
ation with intrinsic value; not coming together exacerbates police oppres-
sion. Consistently, Portals participants argued that interpersonal violence
was an open invitation for police raining down on them. When police
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see evidence of us not sticking together, the argument went, they know
they have a free pass to kill us: “If we do not get together and show
these people that we can love each other, they are going to keep on
doing what they are doing.”

Many participants viewed their neighborhood as culpable, therefore, by
putting themselves in the predicament to have police come in in the first
place. Collective exhaustion with interpersonal violence and with the
police response to that violence were adjoined. Many wistfully recalled
an earlier time when their own communities were united before
coming apart, decimated by drugs, the police, or both; they yearned for
“strong leaders” like MLK and Malcolm X who were nowhere around;
they shook their heads at the community’s tendency to set its own busi-
nesses and streets alight when protesting police killing.

But unity would not come easily. Portals parti