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The contemporary  B lack l iberat ion movement  of ten referred to  as  the Movement
for  B lack L ives (M4BL)  or  B lack L ives Matter  (BLM) movement  f i rst  arose in
ear ly  2013 in  react ion to  the murder  of  Trayvon Mart in  and took on increasing
momentum dur ing the Ferguson upr is ing in  2014 after  the  pol ice  k i l l ing  of
Michael  Brown.  Whi le  the movement  galvanized around these p ivota l  organiz ing
moments regarding state-sanct ioned v io lence and bruta l i ty  – i t  has become a
broad movement  grounded in  a  v is ion for  B lack l iberat ion.  This  is  ref lected in
the M4BL p latform and pol icy  demands that  range f rom reparat ions to  pol i t ica l
power  and inc lude pol icy  demands such as ending money in  pol i t ics  and e lect ion
protect ion.  

Going forward ,  I ’ l l  use M4BL or  “B lack movement  organiz ing”  to  descr ibe the
contemporary  B lack f reedom movement  to  avoid  confusing the broader
movement  wi th  the BLM Global  Network ,  which is  a  speci f ic  organizat ion.  BLM
Global  Network  is  an organizat ion among many others  that  is  part  of  the  broader
M4BL movement .

We can look at  the  most  recent  president ia l  e lect ion and see the impact  of  the
M4BL on our  pol i t ics .  I t  is  impossib le  to  imagine major  party  candidates
authent ica l ly  debat ing the mer i ts  of  reparat ions wi thout  the work  of  B lack
movement  organiz ing over  the past  s ix  years.  We see many of  these issues that
pr imar i ly  young Black organizers  have ra ised being incorporated into  the
nat ional  e lectora l  narrat ive  in  2016,  2018 and again  in  the 2020 e lect ion cyc le .  

In  2016,  the  d i rect  ro le  of  movement  in  e lect ions was less c lear  and had not
been inst i tut ional ized in  any  way by  the M4BL.  Indiv idual  leaders  and
organizat ions took vary ing posi t ions and had d i f ferent  leve ls  of  egagement  in
the 2016 president ia l  e lect ions.  This  is  not  to  suggest  the movement  was
inv is ib le ;  there  were cr i t ica l  moments of  d isrupt ion that  pushed candidates to
the lef t  that  were  led by  Black organizers ,  such as protests  of  Senator  Bern ie
Sanders  at  Netroots  Nat ion conference in  2015 to  protests  at  a  pr ivate
fundraiser  against  Hi l lary  Cl inton for  her  record on dr iv ing mass incarcerat ion
and cr iminal iz ing Black communit ies.   Between 2013 and now,  we a lso saw a
move to  engage in  important  local  e lect ions ,  such as the powerfu l  #ByeAnita
campaign that  removed long- t ime-serv ing Cook County  Attorney Ani ta  Alverez  in
I l l ino is  and the more recent  oust ing of  Bob McCul lough in  St .  Louis  County ,
Missour i  –  the prosecutor  who oversaw the case on the k i l l ing  of  Michael  Brown.
However ,  co l lect ive  and a l igned e lectora l  programs across M4BL d id  not  ex ist
pr ior  to  2016.

INTRODUCTION

   Fandos, Nicholas. July 18, 2015. “Protestors Confront Candidates on Race at Netroots Nation Conference.”
The New York Times. Last accessed Oct. 30, 2019. Zorthian, Julia. Feb. 26, 2016. “Black Lives Matter Activist
Confront Clinton at Fundraiser.” Time. Last accessed October 30, 2019.
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We saw a dramat ic  sh i f t  when the M4BL created the  E lectora l  
Just ice  Pro ject  (EJP)  wi th  the  leadership  of  Jessica Byrd ,  Rukia  
Lumumba,  Kay la  Reed and others .  In  2017,  EJP was created wi th in  the  M4BL
structure  to  br ing an intent ional  connect ion between movement  organiz ing and
pol i t ica l  power  bui ld ing ,  speci f ica l ly  to  bui ld  a  pol i t ica l  home for  B lack people .
We a lso see the  r ise  of  s imi lar  movement -or iented organizat ions ,  such as  B lack
Voters  Matter  (BVM) and Woke Vote ,  which has pr imar i ly  focused on Black
electora l  organiz ing in  the  South.  Whi le  organizat ions such as  EJP and BVM
have a  c lear  e lectora l  focus ,  they  both  a lso see vot ing as  one tool  in  a  much
broader  f ight .  BVM Execut ive  Di rector  and Co-Founder  LaTosha Brown said  at  an
event ,  “Vot ing is  one tool  used to  t ransform our  country ,  but  vot ing a lone is  not
going to  l iberate  our  people . ”  In  other  words ,  vot ing is  a  st rategy  that  should  not
be lef t  on the  table ,  but  for  rea l  t ransformat ion ,  i t  is  a  st rategy  that  must  be
combined wi th  other  forms of  engagement .  

We a lso see the  development  of  cross-movement  organiz ing wi th  the  creat ion of
The Front l ine  -  a  B lack- led mult i rac ia l  coal i t ion  that  launched in  September  
 2020 to  harness the  energy  f rom the pol i t ica l  upr is ings of  summer 2020 in  both
electora l  and nonelectora l  forms.  The Front l ine  inc ludes partners  such as  Uni ted
We Dream Act ion -  the  largest  immigrant  youth- led organizat ion in  the  country  -
a long wi th  M4BL and the Work ing Fami l ies  Party .  The coal i t ion  organized
coordinated act ions to  defend the democracy and e lect ion resul ts  in  November
2020 and cont inue to  organize  around cr i t ica l  issues to  i ts  communit ies .  

Whi le  the  impact  of  M4BL on macro- leve l  U.S.  pol i t ics  is  qui te  v is ib le  as
descr ibed above ,  we know very  l i t t le  about  the  impact  on indiv idual - leve l  c iv ic
behavior .  When we began th is  pro ject ,  we were  interested in  beginning to  unpack
the impact  of  movement  organiz ing – part icu lar ly  M4BL – has on indiv idual - leve l
c iv ic  behavior .  Are  those engaged in  movement  organiz ing more or  less  l ike ly  to
see e lect ions and vot ing as  a  tool  for  change? What  does th is  concept  of
pol i t ica l  home mean for  B lack movement  organizers ,  and how does i t  or  does i t
not  inform thei r  perspect ive  of  e lect ions and vot ing?  

What  we found is  that  the  quest ions are  much more compl icated than we
or ig inal ly  f ramed them.  To understand the intersect ion of  movement  and
elect ions ,  we have to  analyze i t  wi th in  a  broader  and more h istor ica l  pol i t ica l
context  of  how Black people  have and cont inue to  re late  to  pol i t ica l  inst i tut ions
in  the  Uni ted States.  We were  able  to  unearth  th is  nuance because we star ted
our  research wi th  a  qual i tat ive  approach.  We took a  step back to  f i rst  l is ten to
organizers  and act iv ists  on the  ground – to  a l low them to  share  in  the i r  own
voices and thoughts  on what  they  see as  the  ro le  of  movement  in  pol i t ica l  power
bui ld ing and what  intersect ing the  movement  wi th  e lectora l  pol i t ics  actual ly
means for  movement  part ic ipants .  
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PAGE 3We found that  the  h istor ic  d isenfranchisement ,  suppression and 
inv is ib i l izat ion of  the  Black vote  is  cr i t ica l  to  understanding the 
connect ion between movement  and e lect ions.  The long h istory  of  voter
suppression ,  as  wel l  as  pol i t ica l  d is i l lus ionment  among Blacks ,  informs how
indiv iduals  see e lect ions and vot ing ,  as  wel l  as  shapes the ro le  of  movements.
Whi le  we often th ink  of  socia l  movements as a  form of  col lect ive  act ion ,  what
we have a lso learned is  that  many Black people  a lso th ink  about  vot ing as a
col lect ive  act ion that  is  of ten done in  community .  Therefore ,  we have spent
some t ime explor ing how pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion and rac ia l  ident i ty  impacts  Black
pol i t ica l  part ic ipat ion.  How do Black Amer icans make sense of  the i r  p lace wi th in
the pol i t ica l  system,  especia l ly  dur ing the years  of  the  Trump Administ rat ion and
increasing d isplays of  whi te  supremacy and v io lence.  The l ine  between what  is
often descr ibed as “ formal  pol i t ica l  part ic ipat ion”  and “ informal  pol i t ica l
part ic ipat ion”  become more b lurred as movements thread together  var ious forms
of  c iv ic  act ion ,  inc luding vot ing to  make progress on a  shared st ruggle .  

Moreover ,  in  a  year  wi th  a  massive ,  g lobal  pandemic d isproport ionate ly  harming
Black people ;  an  economic cr is is  that  has only  widened rac ia l  economic
dispar i t ies ;  and one of  the  largest  pol i t ica l  upr is ings in  U.S.  h istory  over  the
pol ice  k i l l ings of  George F loyd ,  Breonna Taylor  and a  number  other  v ict ims,  the
urgency to  better  understand the cross-currents  of  movement  and pol i t ica l
behavior  seems even more re levant .  

The under ly ing takeaway f rom our  research is  that  the  Black leaders  we spoke to
both wi th in  focus groups and one on one are  very  skept ica l  of  ex ist ing pol i t ica l
inst i tut ions a lone as vehic les  for  change for  the  Black community .  They c i te
exper iences of  the i r  vo ices and votes being taken for  granted and thei r
communit ies  only  be ing tapped for  outreach in  a  t ransact ional  way around
elect ion t ime and then ignored unt i l  the  next  e lect ion.  Despi te  th is
dis i l lus ionment ,  i t  was a lso c lear  that  they  see e lect ions and vot ing as a  power
center  that  can not  be ceded – that  to  create  change and bui ld  toward l iberat ion ,
B lack movement  organizers  and leaders  have to  f ight  on the e lectora l  f ie ld .
However ,  what  d ist inguishes the e lectora l  engagement  that  movement
organizers  are  bui ld ing and nurtur ing f rom t radi t ional  e lectora l  work  is  the  ways
in  which movement  leaders  engage in  the work  and the importance of  the i r
grounding pr inc ip les  and the intent ion to  bui ld  an inc lus ive  col lect ive  pol i t ica l
home for  B lack people .  



As one Chicago organizer  sa id :  
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“ I  th ink  i t ’s  he lp fu l  to  use  vot ing  and  e lec t ions  as  a  veh ic le  to  br ing
people  in to  movement ,  and  we  can  also  use  movement  to  br ing  people  [ to ]

the  e lec t ions  and  vot ing  space  as  wel l .  But  i f  we ’ re  rea l l y  doing  our  jobs ,

we ’ re  moving  towards  soc ia l  t rans format ion  –  that  requ i res  bui ld ing
peop le ’s  pol i t i ca l  consc iousness  to  unders tand  that ,  yes ,  cer ta in  sys tems
are  r igged  agains t  us  and  ul t imate ly  we  want  to  see  a  t rans format ion  of
those  sys tems .  So ,  we  have  to  f igure  out  how  to  br ing  people  in to  tak ing
act ion  in  re la t ion  to  those  sys tems  without  temper ing  the  cr i t ique  of  those
sys tems .  I t  rea l l y  requ i res  us  to  show  people  unique  models  of  engaging
wi th  e lec t ions  that  don ’ t  look  l i ke  you  vote  and  that ’s  the  only  way  you  get
a  say  in  the  sys tem .  Because  people  haven ’ t  seen  i t  play  out  that  way ,

people  have  exper ienced  voter  suppress ion ,  people  have  exper ienced
corrupt ion  in  e lec t ions  and  people  have  exper ienced  be ing  to ld  to  “shut
up  and  vote”  and  that  i s  rea l l y  rea l  –  and  there  i s  a  va luat ion  of  what  are
acceptab le  forms  of  res i s tance  and  what  are  not .”

There is  th is  balance of  organiz ing people  to  move to  act ion in  a  system that
they  know is  f lawed and needs to  be t ransformed whi le  not  becoming
complacent  in  accept ing the system as i t  is .  To f ight  to  t ransform a system in
which you are  current ly  work ing in ,  the  work  has to  be grounded in  part icu lar
values ,  pol i t ica l  educat ion and a  sense of  pol i t ica l  autonomy.

I t  is  th is  sense of  connect ion and community  that  he lps to  susta in  
e lectora l  and pol i t ica l  part ic ipat ion of  movement  leaders.  There  is  a  
c lear  understanding that  whi le  e lect ions are  important ,  they  cannot  be the only
way fo lks  col lect ive ly  organize to  impact  change.  In  other  words ,  knowing that
e lect ions are  just  one tool  and st rategy being used to  impact  change in  a  much
more hol ist ica l  power -bui ld ing st rategy enables people  to  weather  losses and
chal lenges ,  as  wel l  as  tap into  other  points  of  col lect ive  power  when e lect ions
and e lected off ic ia ls  fa i l .  

In  our  interv iews,  severa l  leaders  – when asked whether  they  thought  movement
organiz ing was a  way to  br ing indiv iduals  into  vot ing and formal  pol i t ica l
part ic ipat ion – said  that  we were asking the quest ion the wrong way.  For  many
Black Amer icans ,  vot ing is  an easy entry  into  c iv ic  part ic ipat ion ,   but  connect ing
that  vote  to  a  movement  pol i t ica l  home helps susta in  part ic ipat ion that  may
otherwise be depressed f rom dis i l lus ionment  f rom nonresponsive  government ,
e lected off ic ia ls  and pol i t ica l  inst i tut ion.

In  a  nat ional  survey  of  young Black people ,  we f ind s imi lar  t rends.  Despi te  a  h igh
level  of  pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion ,  young Black people  remain c iv ica l ly  engaged.  Our
research suggests  that  is  due ,  in  part ,  to  a  sense of  socia l  responsib i l i ty  to  the
Black community  and hopefulness in  the future .  

  Ray, Rashawn and Mark Whitlock. Sept. 12, 2019. “Setting the Record Straight on Black Voter Turnout.”
Brookings. Last accessed October 31, 2019.
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For  th is  pro ject ,  we interv iewed indiv iduals  who are  leaders  in  M4BL
organizat ions and/or  EJP Fel lows.  We interv iewed e ight  indiv iduals  in  seven
dif ferent  c i t ies  – Bal t imore ,  Phoenix ,  Miami ,  St .  Louis ,  Chicago and At lanta.  The
interv iews were open ended and semi  st ructured.  We a lso conducted focus
groups in  four  c i t ies  – Oakland ,  Cal i forn ia ;  Detro i t ,  Michigan;  Miami ,  F lor ida ;  and
Birmingham,  Alabama.  

We chose these geographies to  capture  regional  d ivers i ty ,  and we a lso wanted to
speak to  indiv iduals  in  c i t ies  wi th  d i f ferent  leve ls  of  movement  inf rastructure.
For  example ,  Oakland is  a  c i ty  wi th  a  long h istory  of  pol i t ica l  movement
engagement  and is  the home of  many movement  and organiz ing groups.  Detro i t
is  a  c i ty  that  is  of ten v iewed through a  very  t ransact ional  e lectora l  lens in
nat ional  pol i t ics  because Michigan is  f requent ly  deemed a  swing state .  

The focus group part ic ipants  were a  mix  of  indiv iduals  who are  e i ther  members
or  staff  of  movement  and/or  community  organiz ing groups ,  as  wel l  as
indiv iduals  who have engaged in  some level  of  movement  act iv i ty  but  d id  not
necessar i ly  have an organizat ional  pol i t ica l  home or  aff i l ia t ion.  Focus group
part ic ipants  were act iv ists ,  organizers  and advocates who reported being
engaged in  socia l  movements dedicated to  the condi t ions of  B lack l ives.  With
the except ion of  one part ic ipant  (a  Nat ive  Amer ican f rom Detro i t ) ,  a l l
part ic ipants  se l f - ident i f ied as Black.  Organizat ions to  which part ic ipants  belong
include Mother ing Just ice ,  Michigan Uni ted ,  Detro i t  Parent  Network ,  Uni ted Auto
Workers ,  Woke Vote ,  Dream Defenders ,  New Flor ida Major i ty ,  B lack L ives Matter
Al l iance Broward ,  Urban Peace Movement  and BYP 100.
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METHODOLOGY

Bui ld ing off  of  the  qual i tat ive  research ,  we a lso f ie lded a  nat ional  
survey  of  young Black people  aged 18 to  35 wi th  1 ,065 respondents.  The sample
roughly  approximated the nat ional  leve l  of  voter  reg ist rat ion ,  wi th  just  over  60%
of  respondents  indicat ing that  they  had registered to  vote  for  the 2020 e lect ion ,
and about  43.8% said  they  def in i te ly  p lanned to  vote  in  the November  2020
elect ions.3 

   In 2016, approximately 42-44 percent of young people voted.3 

https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#youth-voter-turnout-increased-in-2020
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/election-week-2020#youth-voter-turnout-increased-in-2020
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Figure 1:
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Figure 2:  
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Definitely will not vote
12.3%

Probably will not vote
8.8%



DEFINING MOVEMENT AND POLITICAL
POWER
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Socia l  movements ,  broadly  def ined ,  are  indiv iduals  engaged in  some form of
col lect ive  act ion to  create  socia l  and/or  pol i t ica l  change.  For  research
part ic ipants ,  we found they  descr ibed three core  qual i t ies  of  movements :  radical
d isrupt ion ,  shared st ruggle  and col lect ive  act ion.

Radical  Disrupt ion:  
They descr ibed movement  as  something that  chal lenges the status quo – i t  is  a
disrupt ion to  the current  pol i t ica l  system and inst i tut ions.  This  point  is
part icu lar ly  important  when th ink ing about  the re lat ionship  between movement
and vot ing.  Vot ing is  an act ion taken wi th in  the system in  which movement
organizers  are  work ing to  d isrupt  or  t ransform.  For  example ,  one organizer  when
asked to  descr ibe what  movements mean to  h im said :  

“Movements ,  r ight  . . .  are  when  hundreds  of  thousands ,  tens  of  thousands ,  i f
not  hundreds  of  thousands  of  people  are  act i ve ly  demonstrat ing ,  act i ve ly
organ iz ing  in  a  v i s ib le  and  very  publ i c  way  around  pol i t i ca l  and  soc ia l
i s sues  that  impact  them  but  in  a  way  that  sh i f t s  or  at tempts  to  sh i f t  the
po l i t i ca l  dynamics  of  the  s ta tus  quo .”

For  the organizer  quoted above ,  movements are  about  scale ,  they  are  about
act ion ,  but  u l t imate ly  they  are  about  sh i f t ing the status quo.  I f  d isrupt ion is  an
under ly ing purpose of  movements ,  i t  must  require  some push and pul l  for
movement  actors  to  organize and engage in  more t radi t ional  forms of  c iv ic
act ion,  such as  vot ing.



Shared struggle:  
When descr ib ing socia l  movements ,  ind iv iduals  used terms such as  
a  “cul ture  of  sol idar i ty , ”  “shared st ruggle”  and “community . ”  Movement  
actors  have a  shared goal .  Interest ingly ,  at  least  two part ic ipants  descr ibed
movement  as  connected across t ime per iods – meaning the contemporary  B lack
freedom movement  is  a  cont inuat ion of  past  B lack c iv i l  r ights  and l iberat ion
movements.  They see themselves as part  of  movements focused on l iberat ion ,
f reedom,  env i ronmental  just ice ,  pushing back against  state-sanct ioned v io lence
and other  issues.  Across the focus groups and indiv idual  interv iews,  part ic ipants
descr ibed movements as a  community  in  which indiv iduals  are  work ing toward a
shared t ransformat ive  goal .

The Black movement  part ic ipants  we interv iewed see movement ’s  purpose as   a
push on broad t ransformat ive  change – l iberat ion ,  f reedom,  abol i t ion.  I f  you ’ re
focused on major  t ransformat ive  outcomes,  i t  would  make sense that  t radi t ional
t ransact ional  approaches to  vot ing would  be met  wi th  skept ic ism.  However ,  what
we have learned is  that  many of  these organizers  see e lect ions and vot ing as a
way to  set  the f ie ld ,  i f  done in  a  way that  centers  community  and can be used to
upl i f t  and set  a  radical  agenda.  I t  is  less about  any  part icu lar  candidate  and
more about  us ing i t  as  a  power -bui ld ing tool  to  move t ransformat ive  p latforms.
As Char lene Carutthers ,  former  nat ional  d i rector  of  BYP 100,  wr i tes ,  “E lect ions
al low marginal ized groups of  people  to  shape the ter ra in  of  pol i t ica l  st ruggle  by
elect ing candidates who champion our  issues and oust ing those who act  against
our  col lect ive  interests . ”    This  does not  mean e lect ions are  seen as
 unimportant ,  but  i t  does mean they necessar i ly  must  be  s i tuated in  a  much more
comprehensive  pol i t ica l  st rategy that  does not  l imit  pol i t ica l  part ic ipat ion to
simply  the  act  of  vot ing.
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“ I  t h i n k  o f  m o vem en t  a s  s o r t  o f  t h i s  g r o up  o f  p eo p l e  –  s m a l l  o r  l a r g e  –
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h a p p en i n g  n o w  a s  a n  ex t en s i o n  o f  f r eed o m  w o r k  f r o m  d ec a d es  p a s t .  P eo p l e
c o m i n g  t o g et h er  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  c l o s er  t o  f r eed o m . ”
– St .  Lou is  Organ izer
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Col lect ive Act ion:  
Centra l  to  movements is  th is  idea of  col lect ive  act ion – indiv iduals  
tak ing act ions to  push for  change with in  ex ist ing systems and inst i tut ions.  That
does not  mean a l l  movement  actors  are  engaged in  the same forms of  act iv i ty ,
but  those indiv idual  act ions feed into  a  col lect ive  whole .  As one focus group
respondent  f rom Oakland stated ,  “ Ideal ly  everybody has a  ro le .  I  don ’ t  th ink  i t ’s  a
movement  when everybody gotta  shut  the h ighway down . . .  [we should  be]  l ike
radical  chess p layers . ”  Or  as  a  leader  in  St .  Louis  descr ibed her  work :  “ I  th ink  my
role  is  a  just  gett ing- th ings-done k ind of  ro le .  I t ’s  easier  to  see work  that  needs
to happen and make i t  happen.”  Col lect ive  act ion is  a lso about  the scale  and
momentum behind movements.

We saw the importance of  bui ld ing community  come up in  other  parts  of  the
interv iews and focus groups.  People  see themselves as a  part  of  something
larger  than themselves ,  and they  see bui ld ing a  broad base and act ing
col lect ive ly  as  fundamental  to  shi f t ing power  st ructures and d isrupt ing the
status quo.  Vot ing is  an indiv idual  act ,  but  when done as part  of  movement
organiz ing,  i t  is  done in  the serv ice of  a  col lect ive strategy.

Another  centra l  concept  that  runs through th is  research pro ject  is  pol i t ica l
power .  Often when analyz ing e lect ions and vot ing ,  obta in ing pol i t ica l  power  is
seen as the u l t imate desi red outcome.  In  the movement-organiz ing context ,
pol i t ica l  power  is  about  much more than e lectora l  outcomes.  We asked
organizers  and community  members what  pol i t ica l  power  means to  them.  We
also asked what  i t  would  look l ike  for  B lacks to  have pol i t ica l  power .  What  we
found is  that  part ic ipants  v iew pol i t ica l  power  in  two ways:  both  at  the  macro
and micro level .  They descr ibed pol i t ica l  power  as  the abi l i ty  to  impact  society ,
inf luence and change systems,  and effect  decis ions that  affect  B lack
communit ies ,  fami l ies  and l ives.

They a lso descr ibed pol i t ica l  power  as  the abi l i ty  to  have basic  human r ights
met .  For  example ,  one part ic ipant  in  the Miami  focus groups said ,  “On the
ground level ,  rea l  leve l ,  access to  food.  You can ’ t  have pol i t ica l  power  i f  you ’ re
hungry ,  i f  your  k ids  can ’ t  go to  school ,  i f  I ’m an immigrant  and I ’m looking over
my back.”  Or  as  an organizer  in  Phoenix  sa id ,  “ I t  looks l ike  our  fo lks  actual ly
thr iv ing and being wel l .  I t  looks l ike  the Black infant  morta l i ty  rates s igni f icant ly
decreasing i f  not  be ing e l iminated . . .  i t  means our  fo lks  have opt ions for  work
that  are  honored;  i t  looks l ike  access to  heal th  care.  I t  looks l ike  Black joy . ”  
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“ I t  h a s  s o m et h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  t h e  a m o un t  o f  en er g y  a r o un d  a  p a r t i c u l a r
s t r ug g l e  –  t h e  a m o un t  o f  p eo p l e  w h o  a r e  i n vo l ved  –  a n d  i t  i s  s o m et h i n g  t h a t
d es c r i b es  a  l eve l  o f  en g a g em en t  t h a t  w e  c o u l d  n ever  r ea c h  t h r o ug h  o n e - o n -
o n e  c o n ver s a t i o n s  o r  j us t  t h r o ug h  d o o r  kn o c k i n g .  I t  i s  s o m et h i n g  t h a t  h a s
s p i r a l ed  b ey o n d  w h er e  a c t i o n s  h a ve  b ec o m e r ep l i c a b l e ,  a n d  t h e r e  i s  a n
a m o un t  o f  en er g y  a n d  m o m en t um  t h a t  g o es  b ey o n d  w h a t  w e ’ r e  a b l e  t o
c u l t i va t e  i n  l es s - en er g i z ed  m o m en t s  a r o un d  t h e  s t r ug g l es  t h a t  w e  w o r k  o n . ”
– C h i c a g o  o r g a n i z e r



On the other  end ,  they  def ined pol i t ica l  power  as  the abi l i ty  to  shape  
and make decis ions that  impact  how society  is  st ructured ,  the  abi l i ty  
to  change pol i t ica l  inst i tut ions and having autonomy over  our  communit ies.  No
one descr ibed pol i t ica l  power  as  s imply  e lect ing more people  into  off ice.  Some
part ic ipants  ment ioned e lected off ic ia ls  but  d id  so as having people  in  off ice
“who are  accountable  to  us and pr ior i t ize  us and our  needs.”  

I f  one a im of  e lect ions and vot ing is  to  bui ld  pol i t ica l  power  that  fundamental ly
means having enough power  to  change the immediate  l iv ing condi t ions of  B lack
people ,  i t  a lso means having enough inf luence to  shi f t  and change systems that
have a  long h istory  of  inf l ic t ing harm on Black people .  That  u l t imate ly  means
that  vot ing is  not  about  e lect ing any one indiv idual  but ,  again ,  about  moving the
needle  on th is  broader  l iberat ion f ight .  One organizer  descr ibed i t  th is  way:
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“ My  a n c es t o r s  d i d n ’ t  d i e  f o r  m e  t o  vo t e ;  m y  f o l ks  d i ed  f o r  m y  l i b e r a t i o n  a n d
t h e  c o n t i n ued  l i b e r a t i o n  o f  o ur  p eo p l e ,  a n d  t h e  vo t e  i s  p a r t  o f  i t  b u t  a l s o
m uc h  m o r e .  W h en  w e ’ r e  t a l k i n g  a b o ut  p eo p l e  w h o  d o n ’ t  h a ve  t h e i r  r i g h t  [ t o
vo t e ] ,  d o  t h ey  g e t  t o  en g a g e  c i v i c a l l y ?  N o ,  t h ey  d o n ’ t .  B u t  w h en  w e ’ r e  t a l k i n g
a b o ut  e l ec t o r a l  j us t i c e ,  y es ,  t h ey  d o .  A n d  a c t ua l l y  [ t h e i r ]  vo i c e  i s  c en t e r ed ,
a n d  i t  i s  a b o ut  w h a t  d o es  i t  l o o k  l i ke  t o  m o ve  a n d  s h a p e  a n d  s h i f t  p o l i t i c a l
c o n ver s a t i o n s . ”

I n t h i s c on t e x t , e v e n t ho s e who a r e no t ab l e t o v o t e o r c hoo s e no t t o v o t e s t i l l h 
a v e a r o l e a nd a v o i c e i n bu i l d i ng a nd mo v i ng po l i t i c a l powe r . Ano t h e r c on c r e t e 
e x amp l e f r om Ch i c ago wo r t h e l e v a t i ng :

“ In  C h i c a g o ,  w e  w o n  s i x  o f  t h e  c i t y  c o un c i l  s ea t s  –  s o c i a l i s t ,  l e f t i s t ,
p r o g r es s i ves  –  b ut  w e  l o s t  t h e  m a y o r a l  r a c e .  P eo p l e  w er e  b ea t  up  a b o ut  t h a t
– b ut  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  w e  w o n  t h es e  s ea t s  i s  a n  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  o ur  p o w er .  B e i n g
a b l e  t o  s ee  t h e  g a i n s  f o r  w h a t  t h ey  a r e .  U s  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  us e  o ur  m i g h t  i n  a
w a y  t h a t  g e t s  us  t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  w e  w a n t  f eed s  i n t o  o ur  p o w er  b u i l d i n g .  I f
w e  g e t  a  m o r a t o r i um  o n  r en t  h i kes ,  t h a t  f eed s  i n t o  o ur  a b i l i t y  t o  s t a y  i n  o n e
p l a c e  a n d  c o n t i n ue  t o  b u i l d  p o w er . ”

With these two concepts  def ined ,  the  next  sect ion shi f ts  the d iscussion to  how
indiv idual  part ic ipants  v iew vot ing and what  the i r  ind iv idual  leve l  of  c iv ic
engagement  looks l ike .



PAGE 11ATTITUDES ON VOTING AND
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
We found both in  the focus groups and the survey  that  there  is  a  h igh level  of
pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion among young Black people  -  57% of  respondents  bel ieve that
the pol i t ica l  system is  r igged against  people  l ike  them.  There  is  a  h igh level  of
cynic ism toward pol i t ica l  inst i tut ions ,  especia l ly  in  terms of  de l iver ing on
substant ive  improvements  that  impact  the dai ly  l ived exper iences of  most  B lack
people .  The focus groups revealed that  there  is  an under ly ing bel ief  that  the
mater ia l  condi t ions ,  especia l ly  for  the  most  marginal ized Black people ,  have not
improved.  Furthermore ,  more than 79% of  survey  respondents  reported
exper iencing d iscr iminat ion due to  the i r  race.  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Strongly disagree 

Somewhat disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree 

Somewhat agree 

Strongly agree 

6%

11%

26%

26%

31%

Figure 5:
How much do you agree or  d isagree with  the fo l lowing statement?

"The pol i t ical  system is  r igged against  people  l ike  me."  

Despi te  a  h igh level  of  pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion and personal  exper ience wi th  rac ia l
d iscr iminat ion ,  more than 50% of  survey  respondents  reported a  sense of
opt imism about  the i r  personal  future ,  and 50% bel ieve that  i t  is  l ike ly  that  B lack
people  wi l l  have equal  r ights  in  the Uni ted States in  the future .  Even more
str ik ing ,  when asked what  emot ion most  c losely  descr ibes how they fee l  about
the 2020 president ia l  e lect ion ,  hopeful  received the h ighest  response.  Twenty-
e ight  percent  of  respondents  said  they  fe l t  hopeful  about  the 2020 e lect ions.  I t
is  important  to  remember  that  th is  survey  was conducted in  September  2020
r ight  af ter  a  summer of  massive  pol i t ica l  upr is ings and in  the midst  of  a  g lobal
pandemic -  yet  even in  that  moment  some young Black people  fe l t  hopeful  about
the e lect ion.  



PAGE 12  These f indings a l ign wi th  recent  research by  Davin  Phoenix  where we
f ind that  anger  does not  serve to  pr ime Black people  to  h igher  leve ls  
of  what  we might  ca l l  convent ional  pol i t ica l  part ic ipat ion such as vot ing.
Furthermore ,  B lack people  are  more l ike ly  to  part ic ipate  when they  see pol icy
opportuni t ies  or  expressions of  hope and pr ide.  We see s imi lar  f indings.  Of
those who said  they  would  def in i te ly  vote ,  43.5% reported fee l ing hopeful  about
the e lect ion.  And of  those who said  they  def in i te ly  would  not  vote ,  the  h ighest
response was “Don’ t  know,”  indicat ing e i ther  ambivalence or  lack of  knowledge.
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Other 

Figure 6:
Regarding the 2020 president ia l  e lect ion in  November ,  what  emotion

most  c losely  descr ibes how you feel  most  of  the t ime? 
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14%
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Phoenix, Davin. 2020. "The Anger Gap: How Race Shapes Emotion in Politics." Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.
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Table  1

Interest ingly ,  B lack people  seem to  hold  both deep d ist rust  in  Amer ican pol i t ics
as wel l  as  an abid ing bel ief  in  i ts  u l t imate adherence to  ideals  of  c iv ic
responsib i l i ty  and equal i ty  -  or  at  least  the  potent ia l  of  the  U.S.  l iv ing up to
those ideals .  Even as young people  face h igh levels  of  pol i t ica l  cynic ism,  that
a l ienat ion st i l l  corre lates wi th  h igher  leve ls  of  part ic ipat ion ,  not  less.  Of  those
who said  they  def in i te ly  would  vote  in  the 2020 e lect ions ,  74.6% bel ieved the
system was r igged against  people  l ike  them.  Comparat ive ly ,  of  those who said
they def in i te ly  would  not  vote ,  just  over  40% thought  the system was r igged.  
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10.7%

Regarding the 2020 president ia l  e lect ion in  November ,  what
emotion most  c losely  descr ibes how you feel  most  of  the t ime? 

DEFINITELY
WILL NOT

VOTE

PROBABLY
WILL NOT

VOTE

UNCERTAIN
ABOUT

WHETHER I
WILL VOTE
OR NOT 

PROBABLY
WILL VOTE

DEFINITELY
WILL VOTE

SAD DEM
OR

ALI
ZED

CY
NIC

AL

12.5% 7.1% 4.5%
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7.1% 13.4%
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5.4% 2.7%
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DO
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32.1%

OTH
ER

4.5%

7.1%

14.7%

12.8%

11.0% 3.8%

2.6%

3.5%

2.7% 17.0% 9.8% 8.9% 8.0% 20.5% 4.5% 16.1% 5.4%

8.2% 5.9% 4.7% 16.5% 11.8% 10.6% 20.0% 4.1%

13.5% 6.4% 11.5% 17.3% 12.8% 9.0% 10.9% 3.2%

4.6% 3.8% 3.6% 43.5% 10.4% 8.4% 8.2% 2.8%
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This  a lso t racked with  other  forms of  c iv ic  part ic ipat ion.  We created two
part ic ipat ion scales :  (1)  a  scale  that  measured whether  respondents  engaged in
more formal  pol i t ica l  part ic ipat ion in  the last  12 months ,  such as contacted a
publ ic  off ic ia l  or  donated to  a  candidate ;  and (2)  a  scale  that  measured what  we
cal l  more community  engagement  such as volunteered with  a  community
organizat ion or  donated to  a  community  organizat ion.  

For  those who strongly  agreed the system was r igged,  the  mean formal
part ic ipat ion score  was 2.30 ,  and community  part ic ipat ion score  was 2.64 ,
compared to  1 .75 and 1.62 ,  respect ive ly ,  for  those who strongly  d isagree that
the system is  r igged.  That  is  a  d i f ference of  0 .55 and 1.02.  The takeaway is  that
those with  a  h igh level  of  pol i t ical  a l ienat ion are  more l ikely  to  engage in
formal  and informal  c iv ic  act ion.  

Table  2

See Figures A3 and A4 in appendix for more details on these scales. 6
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STRONGLY
DISAGREE

22.5%

How much do you agree or  d isagree with  the fo l lowing statement?  
"The pol i t ical  system is  r igged against  people  l ike  me."

DEFINITELY
WILL NOT

VOTE

PROBABLY
WILL NOT

VOTE

UNCERTAIN
ABOUT

WHETHER I
WILL VOTE
OR NOT 

PROBABLY
WILL VOTE

DEFINITELY
WILL VOTE

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

9.0% 27.9% 18.0% 22.5%

5.3% 29.2% 34.5% 8.8% 22.1%

2.4% 18.2% 42.4% 22.9% 14.1%

3.9% 15.5% 29.0% 32.9% 18.7%

4.8% 4.0% 16.6% 29.9% 44.7%



PAGE 15Also ,  when asking survey  respondents  about  the va lue of  vot ing ,  
the  sent iments  that  resonated most  were  the ones that  ta lked about  
vot ing in  terms of  improving th ings for  the  Black community ,  and thei r  fami l ies
or  as  a  tool  that  can be used to  create  change but  a lone is  not  t ransformat ive.
Table  3  shows that  young Black people  see vot ing as a  way to  create  change,  but
they  don’ t  necessar i ly  associate  i t  a lone as a  way to  bui ld  power  or  as  a
t ransformat ive  tool .  

Table  3  

Next  are  a  few statements on how some people  th ink about  vot ing.  
Please share whether  you agree or  d isagree with  each statement.  

"VOTING IS A WAY I CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE ON
ISSUES THAT MATTER TO ME AND MY FAMILY."

"VOTING IS A WAY TO BUILD POLITICAL POWER FOR
MY COMMUNITY."

"VOTING IS A CIVIC DUTY, AND WE SHOULD ALWAYS
VOTE NO MATTER WHAT."

"VOTING DOESN'T CHANGE THINGS." 

"VOTING IS AN IMPORTANT TOOL THAT CAN BE USED
TO CREATE CHANGE, BUT VOTING ALONE WILL NOT

TRANSFORM THINGS." 

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

24% 35%

27% 28%

20% 31%

19% 18%

27% 35%

"VOTING IS A WAY I CAN IMPROVE THINGS FOR THE
BLACK COMMUNITY." 26% 32%

TOTAL

59%

55%

51%

37%

62%

58%
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Dawson, Michael. 1994. "Behind the Mule: Race and Class in African-American Politics." Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

7

“ P o l i t i c a l  ed uc a t i o n  n o t  o n l y  h e l p s  us  g e t  t h e  w i n  l i ke  g e t t i n g  Mc C u l l o g h
un s ea t ed  o r  g e t t i n g  s o ,  s o  c l o s e  t o  e l ec t i n g  t h e  f i r s t  B l a c k  m a y o r  i n  S t .
L o u i s .  O r  a l l  t h e  c r i m i n a l  j us t i c e  r e f o r m  w o r k  p o s t - F e r g us o n  t h a t  h a s  g o t t en
d o n e .  T h e  s t r a t eg y  i s  a l w a y s  a b o ut  h o w  c a n  w e  en g a g e  B l a c k  p eo p l e  i n  t h i s
m o vem en t  w o r k  a n d  d em y s t i f y  p o l i t i c s .  T h a t  i s  w h a t  g e t s  a  l o t  o f  t h e  w o r k
d o n e .  E n g a g i n g  t h e  p eo p l e  t h a t  h a ve  b een  o ver l o o ked  f o r  s o  l o n g .  T h e  w o r k
w e ’ r e  d o i n g  i n  S t .  L o u i s / N o r t h  S t .  L o u i s  C o un t y .  Go i n g  t o  t h e  c o m m un i t i es
t h a t  n ever  g e t  c a n va s s ed  o r  en g a g ed  o r  a s ked  w h a t ’ s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  t h em .
O ur  m a i n  f o c a l  p o i n t  i s  t o  en g a g e  B l a c k  p eo p l e  –  i t  i s  m o s t l y  y o un g er  B l a c k
f o l ks .  W e  d e l i ve r  t h e  W o ke  V o t e r  Gu i d e ,  b r un c h es ,  t a l k i n g  t o  t h em  a b o ut
w h a t ’ s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  t h em  –  a l l  o f  t h o s e  t h i n g s  w o r k  i n  c o n c er t  t o  m a ke  s ur e
p eo p l e  f ee l  en o ug h  s e l f - w o r t h  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e . ”
- S t .  L o u i s  O r g a n i z e r

When we conducted focus groups and qual i tat ive  interv iews,  we found 
that  movement  organizers  of ten ta lked about  vot ing as important  but  not
necessar i ly  an effect ive  st rategy on i ts  own.  For  example :

Vot ing is  an important  tact ic  to  create  change i f  i t  is  integrated with  other
movement  and organiz ing work.  Our  survey  data  suggests  that  the young Black
respondents  th ink  about  vot ing in  s imi lar  ways.  

The other  rea l ly  interest ing f inding is  that  there  was s igni f icant  corre lat ion
between vot ing and l inked fate .  L inked fate  is  a  term that  pol i t ica l  sc ient ist
Michael  Dawson coined ,  descr ib ing the sense that  what  happens to  other  B lack
people  affects  the i r  ind iv idual  l ives.   We found that  55% of  respondents  have
high levels  of  l inked fate .  And of  the voters  who said  they  would  def in i te ly  vote
in  the 2020 e lect ion ,  53.3% said  that  what  happens to  other  B lack people  affects
thei r  own l ives a  great  deal .  We see a  s imi lar  corre lat ion between vot ing and
those who th ink  Blacks should  work  more col lect ive ly  -  54.8% of  those who said
they would  def in i te ly  vote  thought  that  B lack people  work ing col lect ive ly  could
create  pol i t ica l  change.  

7

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aqryA2
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Put  together ,  in  the  context  of  the  massive  voter  turnout  seen in  the 2020
elect ion ,  our  resul ts  suggest  that  so much of  the  part ic ipat ion that  we saw take
place has to  do wi th  both a  deep awareness of  the  systemic in just ices that  B lack
people  and communit ies  of  color  face and a  sense of  c iv ic  eff icacy and bel ief
that  the  work  of  vot ing has i ts  p lace wi th in  the context  of  B lack l i fe .  And we see
th is  when we invert  the  resul ts  as  wel l :  The emot ion that  had the largest
negat ive  impact  on voter  turnout  was not  posi t ive  or  negat ive  but  “ I  don ’ t  know,”
suggest ing that  a  lot  of  our  resul ts  are  l ike ly  dr iven by  the awareness of  the
context  that  people  l ive  in ,  wi thout  a  st rong ,  unid imensional  sense of  how that
makes people  fee l .  

Figure 7:  
How much,  i f  at  a l l ,  do you th ink what  happens to  Black people  in  th is

country  overal l  affects  what  happens in  your  own l i fe?  

10%

9%

26%

19%

36%
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NOT AT ALL 

38.9%

How l ikely ,  i f  at  a l l ,  do you th ink what  happens to  Black people  in
this  country  overal l  affects  what  happens in  your  own l i fe?

DEFINITELY
WILL NOT

VOTE

PROBABLY
WILL NOT

VOTE

UNCERTAIN
ABOUT

WHETHER I
WILL VOTE
OR NOT 

PROBABLY
WILL VOTE

DEFINITELY
WILL VOTE

A LITTLE A MODERATE
AMOUNT A LOT A GREAT DEAL

11.5% 17.7% 16.8% 15.0%

9.6% 15.8% 43.0% 15.8% 15.8%

10.5% 7.6% 46.5% 11.0% 24.4%

9.0% 16.8% 26.5% 25.2% 22.6%

3.2% 5.4% 17.0% 21.2% 53.3%
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NOT AT ALL
IMPORTANT

23.2%

How important  is  being Black to  how you th ink about  yourself?

DEFINITELY
WILL NOT

VOTE

PROBABLY
WILL NOT

VOTE

UNCERTAIN
ABOUT

WHETHER I
WILL VOTE
OR NOT 

PROBABLY
WILL VOTE

DEFINITELY
WILL VOTE

ONLY A LITTLE
IMPORTANT

MODERATELY
IMPORTANT

VERY
IMPORTANT

EXTREMELY
IMPORTANT

15.2% 19.6% 16.1% 25.9%

2.7% 19.5% 23.9% 24.8% 29.2%

19.3% 8.2% 36.3% 15.2% 21.1%

3.9% 9.7% 33.8% 27.9% 24.7%

2.4% 3.8% 10.8% 19.5% 63.5%
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The thread that  is  forming f rom th is  research is  that  a  st rong rac ia l  ident i ty  and
civ ic  act ion that  is  seen as benef i t ing one 's  community  or  the  broader  B lack
community  are  s igni f icant  mot ivators  for  young Black people .  The recent
e lectora l  organiz ing we’ve  seen recent ly  by  organizat ions such as Black Voters
Matter  and E lectora l  Just ice  pro ject  are  h ighly  effect ive  at  engaging young Black
people  in  part ,  our  research suggests ,  because they  t reat  vot ing as a  community
act  and center  the  Black rac ia l  ident i ty .  The chal lenge is  how do we susta in  th is
sense of  c iv ic  responsib i l i ty  and hopefulness in  the face of  increasing and
cont inued at tacks on Black people  and h igh levels  of  cynic ism.
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STRONGLY
DISAGREE

17.9%

Some people  say that  Blacks would have more pol i t ical  impact  i f
they worked in  coal i t ion together .  Do you th ink that  Black people

working col lect ively  can create  pol i t ical  change? 

DEFINITELY
WILL NOT

VOTE

PROBABLY
WILL NOT

VOTE

UNCERTAIN
ABOUT

WHETHER I
WILL VOTE
OR NOT 

PROBABLY
WILL VOTE

DEFINITELY
WILL VOTE

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

13.4% 32.1% 15.2% 21.4%

6.2% 9.7% 29.2% 29.2% 25.7%

2.9% 9.4% 44.7% 21.8% 21.2%

5.8% 9.1% 16.9% 36.4% 31.8%

0.8% 4.6% 14.3% 25.5% 54.8%



THE POWER OF MOVEMENT 
AND POLITICS
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In  2020,  a  year  marked not  only  by  a  g lobal  pandemic but  by  h istor ic  socia l
protests  in  response to  cont inued pol ice  v io lence ,  we see th is  ref lected in  our
survey  s imply  in  terms of  sheer  numbers of  people  going out  to  protest .
According to  The New York  T imes,  the  protests  tak ing p lace around the country
(and the wor ld)  in  the af termath of  the George F loyd murder  had anywhere
between 15 mi l l ion to  26 mi l l ion part ic ipants.   Asking our  respondents  whether
they  part ic ipated in  a  protest ,  demonstrat ion ,  or  ra l ly  in  the last  12 months ,  a
fu l l  41% of  respondents  stated that  they  had.  In  the context  of  cost ly
part ic ipat ion that  most  genera l  pol ls  f ind very  low levels  of  part ic ipat ion ,  we
bel ieve th is  number  is  ref lect ive  of  the broader  spike and energy  around protests
tak ing p lace in  honor  of  and sol idar i ty  wi th  B lack l i fe .  With  th is  dramat ic  level  of
protest  part ic ipat ion ,  how do we understand what  drove people  to  the st reets?  

Buchanan, Larry, Quoctrung Bui, and Jugal K. Patel. 2020. “Black Lives Matter May Be the Largest Movement in
U.S. History.” The New York Times. Last accessed December 9, 2020.

8

8

No
59%

Yes
41%

Figure 8:  
Thinking about  the last  12 months,  have you taken any of  the fo l lowing

act ions:  at tended a  protest ,  march or  ra l ly?  

The f i rst  th ing to  note  is  that  protest ing and vot ing are  far  more t ied together
than seen as separate  mechanisms for  change.  With in  the survey ,  we asked
part ic ipants  a  battery  of  quest ions about  the i r  thoughts  on the effect iveness of
a  number  of  pol i t ica l  act iv i t ies  inc luding but  not  l imited to  vot ing ,  campaign
contr ibut ions ,  ne ighborhood work  and protests .  Interest ingly ,  we found that  the
more forms of  part ic ipat ion indiv iduals  do ,  the  more l ike ly  they  are  to  vote ,
demonstrat ing that ,  at  least  for  our  sample ,  part ic ipat ion is  not  something that
is  s i loed but  mutual ly  empower ing and predict ive .  

In  that  ve in ,  the  f i rst  th ing to  note  about  what  dr ives protest  is  that ,  in  our
sample ,  i t  is  predicted most  through exper ience.  Whi le  there  was no s i lver  bul let
that  predicted protest  and i t  is  hard to  say  the part icu lar  impact  that  th is  year
had on indiv iduals '  propensi ty  to  part ic ipate  in  demonstrat ions ,  we can show
that  our  measure of  exper iences with  rac ism was posi t ive ly  corre lated wi th
l ike l ihood of  protest ing ,  ind icat ing that  as  people  had more regular  exposure to
racism,  the i r  l ike l ihood of  stat ing that  they  part ic ipated in  a  protest  in  the last
12 months consistent ly  went  up.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aqryA2
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aqryA2
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Relatedly ,  we a lso found a  posi t ive  yet  weaker  re lat ionship  between 
protest ing and our  l inked fate  measure (see F igure  A4) .  Put  another  way ,  
our  sample  shows that  seeing rac ism in  one ’s  day- to-day l i fe  was the most
predict ive  of  protest ing out  of  our  measures that  look at  eff icacy and exper ience
with in  the Amer ican pol i t ica l  system for  B lack fo lks ,  suggest ing that  one ’s
personal  prox imity  to  the pain  and damage of  pol ice  bruta l i ty  seemed to  have
led them to  the decis ion to  protest  for  B lack l ives ,  wi th  socia l  responsib i l i ty  to
other  B lack people  being an important  but  less sal ient  factor .  We found that
pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion or  a  bel ief  in  the  system being r igged had a  weak negat ive
re lat ionship  to  protest .  
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Table  8:  

Thinking
about  the last
12 months,
have you
taken any of
the fo l lowing
act ions:
attended a
protest ,
march or
ra l ly?

NOT AT ALL 

12.8%

How much,  i f  at  a l l ,  do you th ink what  happens to  Black people  in
this  country  overal l  affects  what  happens in  your  own l i fe?

NO

YES

A LITTLE A MODERATE
AMOUNT A LOT A GREAT DEAL

9.9% 27.4% 22.0% 27.9%

5.1% 8.3% 24.4% 14.7% 47.5%

Thinking
about  the last
12 months,
have you
taken any of
the fo l lowing
act ions:
attended a
protest ,
march or
ra l ly?

Thinking about  your  own exper ience,
have you ever  personal ly  exper ienced

discr iminat ion or  been t reated unfair ly
because of  your  race or  ethnic i ty?  

NO

YES

NO YES, FROM TIME
TO TIME

YES,
REGULARLY

31.1% 48.6% 20.3%

6.2% 38.0% 55.8%
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Cur iously ,  however ,  the  var iat ion in  terms of  whether  one does vote  is  wide ,
owing largely  to  the fact  that  when people  respond no to  the quest ion of  whether
they  have exper ienced rac ism,  our  data  shows that  there  is  roughly  equal
suggest ion that  people  wi l l  or  wi l l  not  vote .  This  means that  exper iencing racism
is  something that  dr ives people  to  both  protest ing and vot ing,  but  not
exper iencing racism is  strongly  re lated to  not  protest ing.  Or ,  in  other  words,
exper iencing racism leads to  a l l  forms of  act ion,  whi le  not  exper iencing i t  might
st i l l  lead to  awareness of  racism but  only  compel  act ion that  might  be seen as
more a l igned with  formal  inst i tut ions,  such as  vot ing.  

Put  together ,  the  d ist inct ion between vot ing and protest  in  our  sample  says less
about  a  ranking between the two in  terms of  importance and far  more about  how
Black people  make sense of  how to  part ic ipate  in  a  system when confronted wi th
the real i t ies  of  rac ism and oppression and how they th ink  about  that  rac ism as
focused on the se l f  or  on the i r  communit ies  and beyond.  Personal  exper ience
with  rac ism combined with  st rong rac ia l  ident i ty  seem to  lead to  increased
protest ,  whereas those who have not  exper ienced rac ism are  less l ike ly  to
engage in  protest .  G iven that  protest  is  seen outs ide formal  inst i tut ions and
upending the status quo,  i t  may requi re  a  greater  leve l  of  personal  connect ion to
marginal izat ion.  However ,  another  important  factor  to  l i f t  up is  that  those who
part ic ipated in  protest  are  more l ike ly  to  st rongly  agree that  B lack people  should
work col lect ive ly  to  create  change -  51.3% of  those who part ic ipated in  protest
st rongly  agreed that  B lack people  should  work  col lect ive ly  to  create  change
compared to  just  31% of  those who d id  not  part ic ipate  in  protest .  Whi le  personal
exper ience may be an under ly ing mot ivator  for  young Black people  to  part ic ipate
in  protest ,  i t  a lso does st i l l  seem to  dr ive  interest  in  col lect ive  act ion.  
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Thinking
about  the last
12 months,
have you
taken any of
the fo l lowing
act ions:
attended a
protest ,
march or
ra l ly?

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

7.9%

How much do you agree or  d isagree with  the fo l lowing statement? 
"The pol i t ical  system is  r igged against  people  l ike  me."

NO

YES

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

8.9% 27.7% 28.0% 24.7%

3.7% 14.7% 22.5% 22.5% 36.6%
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Thinking
about  the last
12 months,
have you
taken any of
the fo l lowing
act ions:
attended a
protest ,
march or
ra l ly?

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

5.2%

Some people  say that  Blacks would have more pol i t ical  impact  i f
they worked in  coal i t ion together .  Do you th ink that  Black people

working col lect ively  can create  pol i t ical  change? 

NO

YES

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

7.5% 28.2% 28.2% 31.0%

3.2% 7.6% 15.7% 22.2% 51.3%



BUILDING A BLACK 
POLITICAL HOME
Bui ld ing a  B lack pol i t ica l  home for  a l l  B lack people  is  one of  EJP’s  centra l
missions.  EJP leaders  descr ibe i t  as  a  way to  d isrupt  the current  system that
puts  up st ructura l  barr iers  that  prevent  B lack people  f rom engaging in  pol i t ica l
processes and prevents  Black people  f rom bui ld ing the power  needed to
transform the system.  I t  is  about  bui ld ing a  home that  pushes back on barr iers
to  vot ing ,  voter  suppression ,  and e lect ing leaders  who value the importance of
Black l i fe .  The focus is  to  bui ld  e lectora l  just ice  by  bui ld ing Black c iv ic  power
led by  Black movement  organizat ions and in  B lack communit ies  across the
country .  I t  acknowledges that  the  current  system is  problemat ic  and that  the
way forward is  to  organize Black people  in  a  way that  centers  community  and is
focused on Black l iberat ion.  

We wanted to  understand what  part ic ipants  thought  about  th is  idea of  a  B lack
pol i t ica l  home and what  i t  looked l ike  and whether  i t  was needed to  bui ld  B lack
pol i t ica l  power .  Both movement  leaders  whom we interv iewed and focus group
respondents  expressed an urgent  need for  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home.  Folks
descr ibed a  need for  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home for  severa l  reasons.  F i rst ,  severa l
respondents  descr ibed the need for  a  space where Black people  can show up as
thei r  whole  se lves.  “A p lace where people  fee l  aff i rmed and where people ’s
abi l i ty  to  sort  of  just  ex ist  isn ’ t  quest ioned, ”  sa id  one organizer .  “ I t  is  a  home
where I  get  to  be whole  . . .  a  parent ,  queer ,  s t ra ight ,  in  student  debt ,  work ing
class ,  whatever  i t  is ,  I  get  to  br ing my whole  se l f . ”

Given the marginal izat ion that  B lacks fee l  wi th in  the ex ist ing pol i t ica l  system,  i t
is  not  surpr is ing to  see such value being put  on bui ld ing a  B lack pol i t ica l  home.
The values of  the  pol i t ica l  home a l ign wi th  how people  th ink  about  movements.
I t  is  a  p lace for  d isrupt ion ;  i t  is  a  space to  bui ld  community ;  i t  is  a  space dream
and v is ion beyond the status quo;  and i t  is  a  space to  act  col lect ive ly  to  bui ld
pol i t ica l  power  and shi f t  ex ist ing st ructures.  

We wanted to  explore  how th is  concept  of  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home resonated wi th
young Black people  who were less d i rect ly  connected to  movement ,  so we
included quest ions in  our  nat ional  survey.  We expl ic i t ly  used the M4BL EJP
def in i t ion of  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home.  A Black pol i t ica l  home is  def ined as “an
organizat ion for  B lack people  to  exerc ise  and bui ld  e lectora l  power ,  as  wel l  as
harness the power  of  socia l  movement  act ion to  bui ld  B lack pol i t ica l  power . ”  

Near ly  60% of  respondents  agreed that  B lack people  need thei r  own pol i t ica l
home,  and only  10% of  the sample  d isagreed with  the idea of  a  B lack pol i t ica l
home,  suggest ing that  there  is  a  leg i t imate appet i te  and need for  a  type of  space
that  a l lows for  the  speci f ic  needs of  B lack pol i t ica l  act ion ,  both  e lectora l  and
nonelectora l .  
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Bel iev ing in  the need for  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home is  a  st rong and posi t ive
predictor  of  both  vot ing and part ic ipat ion in  protest .  The desi re  for  a  B lack
pol i t ica l  home suggests  a  sense of  c iv ic  duty  and part ic ipat ion in  ways both
convent ional  and movement  or iented.  

Figure 9:

Some people  say that  Black people  need their  own pol i t ical  home.  A
Black pol i t ical  home would be an organizat ion for  Black people  to

exercise and bui ld  e lectoral  power ,  as  wel l  as  harness the power  of
socia l  movement  act ion to  bui ld  Black pol i t ical  power.  What  do you

think? Do you agree or  d isagree that  Black people  need their  own
pol i t ical  home or  organizat ion? 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Strongly disagree 

Somewhat disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree 

Somewhat agree 

Strongly agree 

NA 

6%

4%

29%

25%

34%

3%



PAGE 27
Table  11:

H
o

w
 l

ik
el

y 
ar

e 
yo

u
 t

o
 v

o
te

 i
n

 t
h

e 
N

o
ve

m
b

er
 2

0
2

0
p

re
si

d
en

ti
al

 e
le

ct
io

n
?

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

6.0%

Some people  say that  Black people  need their  own pol i t ical  home.
A Black pol i t ical  home would be an organizat ion for  Black people

to exercise and bui ld  e lectoral  power ,  as  wel l  as  harness the
power  of  socia l  movement  act ion to  bui ld  Black pol i t ical  power.
What  do you th ink? Do you agree or  d isagree that  Black people

need their  own pol i t ical  home or  organizat ion?

DEFINITELY
WILL NOT

VOTE

PROBABLY
WILL NOT

VOTE

UNCERTAIN
ABOUT

WHETHER I
WILL VOTE
OR NOT 

PROBABLY
WILL VOTE

DEFINITELY
WILL VOTE

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

11.0% 37.0% 26.0% 20.0%

9.9% 3.6% 33.3% 25.2% 27.9%

0.0% 8.3% 58.0% 14.8% 18.9%

2.7% 3.4% 37.2% 35.8% 20.9%

3.9% 4.9% 16.8% 25.6% 48.9%
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What  th is  a lso te l ls  us  is  that  the  desi re  for  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home is  one that  is
int imate ly  t ied to  one ’s  percept ion of  the  Black exper ience.  And we do see
evidence for  th is  in  re lat ionships between our  pol i t ica l  home measure and our
i tems measur ing respondents ’  rac ia l  ident i ty .  Respondents  wi th  a  h igh sense of
l inked fate  and rac ia l  ident i ty  were  more l ike ly  to  agree that  B lack people  needed
a pol i t ica l  home.  For  example ,  of  those who st rongly  agreed that  B lack people
need a  pol i t ica l  home,  66% saw being Black as extremely  important  to  who they
were.  S imi lar ly ,  more than 50% of  respondents  who st rongly  agreed that  the
Black people  need a  pol i t ica l  home a lso st rongly  agree that  the  system is  r igged
against  people  l ike  them,  meaning that  a  h igh level  of  pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion a lso
al igns wi th  a  bel ief  that  B lack people  need a  pol i t ica l  home.

Thinking
about  the last
12 months,
have you
taken any of
the fo l lowing
act ions:
attended a
protest ,
march or
ra l ly?

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

5.2%

Some people  say that  Black people  need their  own pol i t ical  home.
A Black pol i t ical  home would be an organizat ion for  Black people

to exercise and bui ld  e lectoral  power ,  as  wel l  as  harness the
power  of  socia l  movement  act ion to  bui ld  Black pol i t ical  power.
What  do you th ink? Do you agree or  d isagree that  Black people

need their  own pol i t ical  home or  organizat ion? 

NO

YES

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE 

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

4.2% 37.1% 25.5% 27.9%

2.1% 7.7% 20.8% 25.1% 44.3%
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Some people  say
that  Black people

need their  own
pol i t ical  home.  A

Black pol i t ical
home would be an
organizat ion for
Black people  to

exercise and bui ld
electoral  power ,  as
wel l  as  harness the

power  of  socia l
movement  act ion

to bui ld  Black
pol i t ical  power.

What  do you th ink?
Do you agree or

disagree that  Black
people  need their

own pol i t ical  home
or  organizat ion? 

NOT AT ALL 

10.0%

How much,  i f  at  a l l ,  do you th ink what  happens
to Black people  in  th is  country  overal l  affects

what  happens in  your  own l i fe?  

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER
AGREE 

NOR
DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

A LITTLE A MODERATE
AMOUNT A LOT A GREAT DEAL

22.5% 10.0% 27.5% 30.0%

27.6%15.5% 17.2% 17.2% 22.4%

36.8%16.5% 12.9% 17.1% 16.8%

3.5% 7.3% 30.5% 22.8% 35.9%

4.5% 3.9% 16.0% 18.0% 57.6%

Some people  say
that  Black people

need their  own
pol i t ical  home.  A

Black pol i t ical
home would be an
organizat ion for
Black people  to

exercise and bui ld
electoral  power ,  as
wel l  as  harness the

power  of  socia l
movement  act ion

to bui ld  Black
pol i t ical  power.

What  do you th ink?
Do you agree or

disagree that  Black
people  need their

own pol i t ical  home
or  organizat ion? 

NOT AT ALL
IMPORTANT

15.4%

How important  is  being Black to  how you th ink
about  yourself?

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER
AGREE 

NOR
DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

ONLY A
LITTLE

IMPORTANT
MODERATELY
IMPORTANT

VERY
IMPORTANT

EXTREMELY
IMPORTANT

10.3% 15.4% 15.4% 43.6%

17.2%15.5% 22.4% 17.2% 27.6%

35.5%14.2% 12.6% 15.5% 22.3%

2.3% 5.8% 21.2% 29.0% 41.7%

2.0% 3.1% 9.3% 19.5% 66.1%
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These both make sense in  that  be l iev ing in  the system being r igged,  condi t ional
on i t  hav ing to  do wi th  being Black ,  would  l ike ly  lead to  someone bel iev ing that
an independent  B lack pol i t ica l  home would  be worthwhi le .  And th is  re lat ionship
is  corroborated in  another  way:  When we asked a  set  of  quest ions about  what
dr ives people  to  vote ,  the  one that  had the st rongest  re lat ionship  to  the desi re
for  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home was the measure for  vot ing being a  way to  help  the
Black community  (see F igure  10) .  Whi le  th is  is  not  d i rect ly  analogous to  support
for  the  BLM movement ,  a l l  three measures are  focused on the speci f ic i t ies  of
being Black ,  which te l ls  us  that  the  intu i t ion of  seeing a  re lat ionship  between the
desi re  for  a  B lack pol i t ica l  home and support  for  the  movement  is  l ike ly  va l id .

Table  15:
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Some people  say
that  Black people

need their  own
pol i t ical  home.  A

Black pol i t ical
home would be an
organizat ion for
Black people  to

exercise and bui ld
electoral  power ,  as
wel l  as  harness the

power  of  socia l
movement  act ion

to bui ld  Black
pol i t ical  power.

What  do you th ink?
Do you agree or

disagree that  Black
people  need their

own pol i t ical  home
or  organizat ion? 

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

7.5%

How much do you agree or  d isagree with  the
fol lowing statement?

"The pol i t ical  system is  r igged against  
people  l ike  me."  

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE

NEITHER
AGREE 

NOR
DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

SOMEWHAT
DISAGREE 

NEITHER AGREE
NOR DISAGREE

SOMEWHAT
AGREE

STRONGLY
AGREE

17.5% 30.0% 10.0% 35.0%

17.5%12.3% 21.1% 33.3% 15.8%

41.1%7.1% 19.4% 18.8% 13.6%

4.2% 8.9% 25.5% 36.3% 25.1%

4.8% 3.7% 13.2% 25.4% 53.0%
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The major  thread running through the pro ject  is  that  B lack organizers  and
movement  actors  are  cr i t ica l  of  the  ex ist ing e lectora l  system and d is i l lus ioned
by how i t  has h istor ica l ly  and contemporar i ly  fa i led Black people .  Yet ,  wi th  that
deep cr i t ique ,  they  a lso understand that  pol i t ics ,  e lect ions and vot ing are  tools
that  they  must  use in  a  broader  st rategy to  d isrupt  the system.  How they do that
is  by  creat ing spaces that  center  community ,  celebrate  and aff i rm Blackness,
and understand and are  responsive to  the issues plaguing Black communit ies.
These spaces are  premised on the idea that  col lect ive  act ion taken wi th  shared
values creates Black pol i t ica l  power .  The e lectora l  work  does not  look l ike
t radi t ional  t ransact ional  e lectora l  engagement  – Black people  are  seen as more
than votes.  When enter ing communit ies  that  have long exper ienced st ructura l
in just ice  and harm,  the e lectora l  just ice  st rategy must  center  love ,  joy  and
seeing people  for  the i r  whole  se lves.

A pol i t ica l  home for  B lack people  was very  popular  among the young 
Black people  surveyed ,  and i t  was t ied to  a  st rong sense of  rac ia l  
ident i ty  and bel ief  in  B lack col lect ive  power .  A lso ,  the  most  important
character ist ics  desi red in  a  pol i t ica l  home were inc lus ive  of  a l l  B lack people ,  the
abi l i ty  to  inf luence e lected off ic ia ls  in  power ,  and deep engagement  wi th
community  members.  

Figure 10:  
What  character ist ics  do you th ink are  important  for  the creat ion of  a

Black pol i t ical  organizat ion/home?

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

 

 

 

Deep engagement with community members 

Inclusive of all Black people 

Joyful 

Promotes unity 

Transparency and trust 

NA 

Other (specify) 
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17%

12%

12%

10%

1%

4%

A democratic process for decision-making and
leadership

Ability to influence elected officials and
those in power

Ability to transform political leadership at
the local and national levels 



CONCLUSION AND
OPPORTUNITIES
Black people 's  v iews,  as  a lways ,  are  compl icated and mult i faceted ,  and knowing
how to  make sense of  the  nuance and intersect ional i ty  wi th in  the Black
community  is  as  important  as  ever .  2020 was a  year  of  d isrupt ions that  had
disproport ionate  impact  on Black people  -  f rom the economic impact  of  the
COVID-19 pandemic to  the cont inued and increased pol ice  v io lence target ing
Black people .  Yet ,  in  a  year  of  d isrupt ions Black people  st i l l  turned out  to  vote  in
record numbers and in  ways that  were  decis ive  to  the e lectora l  outcomes in
many states.  This  report  begins to  unpack th is  d ichotomy of  B lack pol i t ica l
d is i l lus ionment  and cont inued c iv ic  part ic ipat ion.  
 
Here ,  we f ind that  the  pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion is  as  a l ive  as  ever ,  wi th  a  number  of
Black people  fee l ing that  the  system is  set  up for  them to  fa i l .  That  sa id ,  th is
awareness of  the  st ructura l  features cannot  be reduced to  a  dour  sensib i l i ty  of
learned help lessness.  Rather ,  our  respondents  were st i l l  by  and large posi t ive
about  the e lect ion ,  pol i t ics  more genera l ly ,  and thei r  sense that  th ings wi l l  get
better  and ,  u l t imate ly ,  lead to  equal i ty  for  B lack people  in  the country .  In
addi t ion ,  we see that  rac ism remains a  st rong and stubborn predictor  of  people ’s
pol i t ica l  part ic ipat ion ,  leading to  a  dramat ical ly  h igh number  of  people  to  vote
and protest .  

We a lso found that  l inked fate  and a  st rong sense of  rac ia l  ident i ty  and sense of
socia l  responsib i l i ty  to  the Black community  increased a l l  forms of  pol i t ica l
part ic ipat ion.  Both in  terms of  vot ing and protest ,  a l though to  d i f ferent  degrees ,
young Black people  were  moved to  act ion by  a  sense of  t ry ing to  create  change
for  the i r  community  and Black people  more broadly .  These f indings seem to
suggest  that  young Black people  are  l ike ly  to  be persuaded to  act ion when they
perceive  those act ions as a  way to  bui ld  col lect ive  power .  We were not  able  to
explore  th is  in  the survey  data ,  but  the  qual i tat ive  research suggests  that  power
in  th is  sense is  less connected to  e lectora l  outcomes and more about
measurable  outcomes that  benef i t  or  reduce harm to  the Black community .
Power  is  ref lected in  the abi l i ty  to  del iver  immediate  short - term pol icy  wins ,  as
wel l  as  more long- term systems change.  

There  is  st i l l  much to  be done ,  but  th is  study has shown the power  of  hope ,
rac ia l  ident i ty  and community  to  understand Black pol i t ica l  engagement .  A lso ,
the d i f ferences that  moved indiv iduals  to  vote  and part ic ipate  in  protest  were
smal l .  Movement  organiz ing and e lectora l  organiz ing are  very  much connected ,
where  protest  and socia l  movements can create  a  connectedness that  increases
eff icacy in  the face of  pol i t ica l  cynic ism.  
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The under ly ing lesson,  especia l ly  f rom qual i tat ive  research ,  is  that  
movement  organiz ing a l lows indiv iduals  access to  other  tools  of  
engagement  beyond vot ing on a  path  toward pol i t ica l  power .  Movement  spaces
acknowledge that  the  ex ist ing systems have not  been work ing and must  be
disrupted ,  which is  important  g iven the h igh level  of  pol i t ica l  a l ienat ion that
ex ists  among young Black people  -  sk ipping over  th is  point  would  l ike ly  seem
inauthent ic  and d is ingenuous.  Rather  than sk ipping over  the harm and exclus ion
that  B lack voters  have h istor ica l ly  exper ienced with in  the pol i t ica l  system,
movement  organizers  should  acknowledge the t ruth  and offer  people  a  col lect ive
space to  change i t .  In  fact ,  in  our  survey  of  young Black people ,  when we asked
respondents  whether  hear ing about  pol ice  k i l l ings of  B lack people  change thei r
interest  in  vot ing in  any  way ,  approximately  60% said  i t  d id  changed thei r  v iews
on vot ing.  Of  those respondents ,  61% said  that  hear ing about  pol ice  k i l l ings of
Black people  s igni f icant ly  or  somewhat  increased thei r  interest  in  vot ing.  In
other  words ,  young Black people  are  acute ly  aware of  the  harms and
marginal izat ion of  B lack people ,  which certa in ly  feeds into  a  sense of  a l ienat ion ,
but  knowledge does not  necessar i ly  lead to  d isengagement  f rom the pol i t ica l
system.  In  fact ,  we f ind qui te  the opposi te  -  that  a  sense of  col lect ive  socia l
responsib i l i ty  may actual ly  lead to  increased pol i t ica l  engagement  in  an effor t  to
improve th ings for  one 's  community .  Movement  organizat ions need not  cede the
pol i t ica l  and e lectora l  space but  rather  enable  B lack voters  to  create  the i r  own
f ie ld  of  engagement .  E lectora l  just ice  is  not  just  about  the act  of  vot ing ;  i t
means that  there  is  organiz ing ,  mobi l izat ion and st rategies  to  push for  B lack
pol i t ica l  power  before ,  dur ing and after  e lect ions.  

F inal ly ,  the  research suggests  that  creat ing a  B lack pol i t ica l  movement  that
works at  the  intersect ion of  movement  and e lectora l  pol i t ics  is  not  only  popular
but  can be a  powerfu l  tool .  Young b lack people  are  looking for  spaces that
empower  them to  push for  wins that  prov ide immediate  re l ief  f rom harm for
Black people  whi le  a lso work ing to  t ransform the current  pol i t ica l  st ructure .  The
growth of  e lectora l  movement  organizat ions and coal i t ions ,  such as The
Front l ine ,  Work ing Fami l ies  Party ,  B lack Voters  Matter ,  and M4BL E lectora l
Just ice  pro ject  can be powerfu l  spaces to  increase young Black people ’s  sense
of  eff icacy and u l t imate ly  the i r  pol i t ica l  engagement  in  var ious ways through
vot ing ,  protest  and other  forms of  c iv ic  act ion.  
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Figure A1:  
Thinking about  the last  12 months,  have you done any of  the fo l lowing?
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party
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about  a
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party  or
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a pol i t ica l
group



Figure A2:
Thinking about  the last  12 months,  have you done any of  the fo l lowing?
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Worked with
people  in
your
neighborhood
on a  pol i t ica l
issue or
problem

Volunteered
for  a
community
organizat ion 

Part ic ipated
in  a  boycott

S igned a
pet i t ion for  a
pol l i t ica l
issue or
problem

Given money
to a
community
organizat ion

Attended a
protest ,
march or  
ra l ly  

Yes No
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General ly  speaking ,
how opt imist ic  are
you about  your
personal  future?

How Racia l  Exper iences Predict  Voter  Turnout

The pol i t ica l  system
is r igged against
me.

How much,  i f  at  a l l ,
do you th ink  what
happens to  B lack
people  in  th is
country  overa l l
af fects  what
happens in  your  own
l i fe?   

How much of  the
t ime do you t rust
the government  to
do what 's  r ight?  

0 0.40.20.1 0.3
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Have you ever
exper ienced racia l
d iscr iminat ion?

Racia l  Exper iences '  Impact  on Protest  Part ic ipat ion

Do you agree wi th  the
fol lowing statement?
"The pol i t ica l  system
is r igged against  me."

How much,  i f  at  a l l ,  do
you th ink  what
happens to  Black
people  in  th is  country
overa l l  af fects  what
happens in  your  own
l i fe?   

How much of  the t ime
do you t rust  the
government  to  do
what 's  r ight?  

-0 .1 0.10 0.2
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Table  A1:  Focus Group Respondents '  Pol i t ical  Home Qual i t ies  and
Strategies

QUALITIES OF A BLACK POLITICAL HOME

STRATEGIES TOWARD A BLACK POLITICAL HOME

WHY BLACK A POLITICAL HOME IS URGENT

Inclusive of all Black identities
Basic survival guaranteed
Politics important, but social needs and
overall well-being also equally prioritized
Collective healing of trauma
Militant
Robust community engagement and
participation
Ability to be heard by those in power
All Black people have access to political
knowledge

Reconciling of political ideologies among
Black people to determine who is
welcome in this political home
Emphasis on historical analysis and
making information on policy and politics
accessible to all
Members of the Black community,
outside of the election cycle
Elimination of class structures and
respectability politics
Storytelling long-term organizing efforts 
Technology as a tool 
Procurement of space/land and funding

Transformed political leadership (effective
and informed) and institutions
Takes the form of an organization, a
political party, land or a separate country
Marginalized communities within Black
people possessing equal power, e.g., Black
transwomen 
Joy
Unity, consistency and transparency

Deliberate “what is the dream?” “what is the
vision?”
Community agreements on how to treat
each other 
Demoratic participatory process to
determine what the ideology is, if any 
Providing everyone therapy to address deep-
rooted and ongoing oppression, including a
trauma therapist and a sex therapist 
Infiltrating the current system and getting
rid of the current people in power

A need for Black people to have spaces where they can “conspire to dream” and ask
questions that push forward the conversation
A need for self-sustainability, safety and rest
A literal matter of life and death
Governance that is not dependent upon white supremacy, capitalism, patriarchy or
misogyny
Currently, no “black space” that focuses on all aspects of repairing impact of oppression
“What does it look like to have Black children in different spaces ... and not programming
them for prison?” – Oakland FG respondent
Space to dream with other Black people and push the conversation forward; hard to dream
and heal when still in systems of oppression




