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I dedicate this book to Carey James Williams, Sr., and Gloria J. Williams. My grandfather and mother were the first two people to show me the power of what happens when you Bet on Black.


I also dedicate this book to the Black people in America. We have always bet on ourselves… and we always will.
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“I find, in being black, a thing of beauty, a joy, a strength, a secret cup of gladness.”


—OSSIE DAVIS



















I AM IN A DEEP LOVE AFFAIR with my Blackness.


I carry my Blackness with me everywhere I go, boldly, proudly, audaciously… unapologetically. Whether I’m on The Real Housewives of New York, on The View, or on my podcast Holding Court, I’m Blackity-Black Black, pro-Black, perennially centering Blackness, whatever you want to call it. I can talk about Blackness through any angle or lens, whether as a court-appointed legal adviser or on the couch with my girls in some chic Walker Wear sweats talking shit. I can talk about being Black all day, every day, however way. I carry my Blackness with me into every room I enter, whether serving as a public defender, private defense lawyer, television journalist, executive producer, event host, or reality TV show cast member. My mode of Blackness has been informed by Southern sensibilities, academic achievement, and the oft-intense glare of media. My Blackness has nurtured my spirit, and I wrote Bet on Black to feed yours as well.


We’ve long been aware that Blackness has been perceived by some as a threat, as an unacceptable breach of an American social contract that, for centuries, has proclaimed brown skin to be an inferior marker of identity. As seen with slavery and Jim Crow laws, this dehumanizing contract proclaims that our heritage should be downplayed and subcategorized, permanently positioned as an afterthought in the collective consciousness. Some might argue that we’ve moved past these notions of inferiority and become an egalitarian society, but as Black people we know that’s ridiculously naive and dishonest. We know that a racist social contract still exists in the minds of many and continues to shape our society’s institutions. Regardless of these realities, I wrote this book to unite us so that we can collectively refuse to have our futures dictated by anti-Black nonsense.


Since the early seventeenth century, when Africans were first brought to American colonial shores, ideas of Blackness have been associated with a subordinate, undesirable experience codified in law for centuries. This is a lie maintained by a white power structure invested in maintaining supremacy at all costs. We now know how utterly arbitrary and mind-numbing this bottom-tier human assignment always was. There have been countless books celebrating the traditional American social order, which requires the dominance of whiteness, heterosexuality, Christianity, and maleness. Whiteness is inherently inflated in this rather tired mix, and if we start to do the work of telling the truth about ourselves as Black people, then we can build an environment for ourselves where we can truly live and thrive. We don’t need to depend on anyone else to give us freedom. We never have. We can ensure our full liberation by starting with a basic truth—that everything we’ve been taught, told, and force-fed about white positioning in this nation and beyond is completely arbitrary.


Yes, it’s made up. And once certain folks have stopped clutching their pearls at this assertion, we can go about the great work of figuring out what this means for Blackness. Whiteness has been inflated, placed high on a pedestal, and positioned as superior, which means that what we’ve been told all of our lives about the positioning of Blackness as inferior and subordinate is just as arbitrary.


It’s why, as we cellularly move through life and handle our day-to-day, we should no longer buy into subordinate positions based on our skin color. It’s a very American notion to say that Black people have a place in every space they occupy and that this space is always secondary to that of whiteness. We need to be extremely hostile to that assignment. This subordinate ranking is as false and made up as the tooth fairy, and we have to start treating it as such for the sake of our individual freedoms and collective well-being.


The good news about being Black today is that we can place our history, self-awareness, and understanding of who we are in this world front and center. We can let others contend with their comfort or discomfort with our choices as we refuse to succumb to projections of inferiority or second-class citizenship. These projections have nothing to do with who we are. Let’s blow up the bullshit. Let’s stop placating others or being silently complicit with racist lies and tell the truth: Blackness is and always has been deserving of a first-class, mainstream, fully liberated experience. Let’s spread the good news about being Black in America with a fresh, unfettered celebration of self.


For years the prevailing narrative was that Blackness was something to manage, downplay, quiet, suppress, distract from, even erase. With Bet on Black, I’m flipping that paradigm on its head by maintaining that Blackness is a treasure to lead with. Blackness deserves to be centered. Black folks today need to bring their Blackness with them into every space they enter and occupy. Despite the racist fearmongers, a push to create space for Blackness isn’t about mass white displacement. It’s about allowing Black bodies and brains to occupy spaces with confidence, with an informed, well-thought-out process through which we readily wield power. It’s about recognizing that we have every right to access resources, professional opportunities, wealth, and the full emotional spectrum of the human condition in the same way that our white counterparts have done for eons.


I wrote this book because history shows it’s common for Black folks to contend with manifestations of white insecurity that would have us become caricatures of who we really are or be removed from the playing field altogether. I want us to celebrate the expansiveness of our experiences, to honor this precious thing popularly known as Black excellence, to abjectly refuse subordinate positioning in everything that we do and in whatever way we define Blackness. Bet on Black is ultimately about reframing and reimagining our possibilities as a people. When we open and alter our own states of mind as they relate to racial identity, we embrace processes that will create a different reality for what it is to be Black in America.


I penned Bet on Black to help others in my community avoid the trap of white judgment and the limiting of our potential. I want Black folks to divorce ourselves from white comfort and white expectations and be concerned only with the preservation of our divine authentic selves. Whatever feels good to you is what you need to be in exclusive relationship with. And listen, I know a lot of us are out here trying to get chosen by somebody, so here’s your opportunity… to choose your own damn self. Figure out how you want to carry your Blackness with you in whatever room you occupy, whether it’s an office, a classroom, a café, a courtroom, or a TV show set. Let others reconcile their comfort with your choice… they’re working through whatever they’re working through, and it’s not on you. Your job is to figure out who you are in this world while letting people simply deal with it.


Over the course of this book, I’ll present key ideas that I believe are essential to embodying Blackness while sharing aspects of my personal experience that are relevant to whatever we’re exploring. Think of what’s to come as a meditation on interconnected concepts that I’m sure will produce a range of emotions. I’m going to flow and do my best to guide y’all along. I’ll also provide occasional key takeaways—aka Bet on Black Moves—that I hope will inspire readers to walk an exceptional walk. Readers can expect shout-outs to specific historical events and contemporary figures who exemplify a Bet on Black consciousness, who’ve unabashedly occupied rooms and expectations with panache and flair. These public luminaries had the vision to pave a way for themselves with trailblazing work that exemplifies what we’re capable of even when faced with oppression. And along the way, I’ll give glimpses into my own life, providing anecdotes that I hope will be of service to readers and offering some insight into the trials and tribulations of your beloved Auntie E. I’m going to make myself vulnerable on the page because I believe that’s the only way to grow, to share honestly and forthrightly and encourage others to do the same.


On top of all of this, I’ve provided a literary reference guide at the back of the book for readers who want to do more research on the topics I’ll be exploring. But for those who just want to read Bet on Black and be done, never fear, I’ve got you. I’ve done the work so you don’t have to.


I want Bet on Black to get people talking. You don’t have to agree with me, as I’m aware that some of my opinions might feel controversial and against the grain. It’s okay if you don’t see eye to eye with me about everything. I just want you to think about the issues I raise, ask yourself questions, ask your friends and family questions, and start looking at how we see ourselves as Black folks in this nation with a fresh lens. If my words can help accomplish that, I’m happy.


I’m confident that the more we can recognize and embrace the power of our identities and history, prioritizing the authenticity of Blackness, the more readily we can create the paths that will allow us to walk contently in our joy and happiness.


So, are you ready for some good news?

















CHAPTER 1



ACCURACY



















“The South believed an educated Negro to be a dangerous Negro. And the South was not wholly wrong; for education among all kinds of men always has had, and always will have, an element of danger and revolution, of dissatisfaction and discontent.”


—W. E. B. DU BOIS, The Souls of Black Folk



















I’M THE COMPLETE AND TOTAL SHIT because the blood of Harriet Tubman runs through my veins.


The spirit of Tubman informs the lives of all Black people in America, of all our ancestors who survived soul-deadening subjugation. Her blood runs through the veins of all of us who stand on this land and dare to proclaim, “I’m here, so y’all need to make way.”


When I walk into a space and people witness my audacity, when I insist on taking up space and saying what I think and feel and know, it’s because I’m decidedly pushing against a narrative that tells me I’m less than. I’m refusing to accept a narrative that says I’m inferior, with a worthless, subordinate history. I’m not staying in an arbitrarily assigned “place” of lower or less. I know the truth, that my history—our history—is rich, layered, whether I choose to focus on the Black American experience or trace our roots back to Africa or explore the global diaspora. And this is a truth that I was fortunate to have known since childhood. Once I sit with the glorious expanse of my history, of our history, I have to pinch myself, because it’s remarkable, even with the pain and tragedy, for it’s also resilient, brilliant, and complex. And once again I have to say to myself with a smile, I’m the complete and total shit.


I’m making these statements to be provocative, yes, and to hopefully make you smile, but I’m also very serious about what I believe here: knowing our actual story is an essential part of having an advanced, fully liberated Black American experience. We’ve seen far too much evidence over the years of how we’ve internalized notions of inferiority that were created by a white supremacist society.


Perhaps the most famous symbol of this internalization is the doll test of the 1940s. For those of you who don’t know, this was an experiment conducted by the wife-and-husband team of Mamie Phipps Clark and Kenneth Clark, two trailblazing Black intellectuals who were the first Black Americans to receive their PhDs from Columbia University, after having attended Howard University. In their study, a large group of Black children between the ages of three and seven in both Arkansas and Massachusetts were given the choice of four dolls to play with: two Black dolls with brown hair, two white dolls with blond hair. Most of the kids chose the white doll, seeing the white doll as having preferable characteristics. To make matters even worse, when the Black participants in the study were asked to identify with the Black dolls in some way—makes sense, right?—some of the kids lost it, breaking out into tears, not being comfortable with the association. To be clear, this means that Black children couldn’t bear the thought of self-identifying with the toys that directly represented who they are.


We should all be outraged at this element of our history and the ideas of subordination that have been ingrained in us. The doll test was later used as a key component by the NAACP as they litigated the Brown v. Board of Education case that reached the Supreme Court. Brown v. Board ended the notion of “separate but equal” and declared school segregation illegal throughout the United States. The case relied on words from one of Dr. Kenneth Clark’s papers based on the doll test: “To separate [Black American children] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.”


Okay, so some of y’all may be wondering, Why is Eboni bringing this up? This is bullshit that went down more than seventy years ago and we’ve come a long way. After all we’ve accomplished with the civil rights, Black Power, and Black Lives Matter movements, with all of the TV shows and films and theatrical productions we’ve pushed to create and be a part of, surely Black people know their worth at this point, right?


Not necessarily.


From my own observations, I believe many of us would still pick the white doll with blond hair today. Sure enough, another brilliant sister, the scholar Toni Sturdivant, took the time to update the study. Soon after Sturdivant’s daughter started to attend a predominantly white preschool, the little girl came home and said she didn’t want to have brown skin, yearning to have blue eyes like her classmates. (Now for those of y’all in the know, this statement hearkens back of course to The Bluest Eye, the 1970 debut novel from future Nobel Prize–winning author Toni Morrison. In the book, she groundbreakingly deconstructed racism and self-hatred via an eleven-year-old Black girl with an all-consuming desire to look white.)


Inspired by her daughter’s pain and her own personal horror, Sturdivant wanted to better understand how Black kids see their identity. She revisited the Clarks’ doll test but addressed some of the methodologies of the original study. She was concerned that the Black kids in the Clarks’ study were being interviewed in unnatural, potentially stressful conditions that could distort their responses. So she ended up observing Black girls for a year in a racially diverse preschool setting with no direct interaction from an adult clinician. She later published her findings in the peer-reviewed academic journal Early Childhood Education in 2020.


The girls in her study had the option of playing with a darker-skinned Black doll, a lighter-skinned Black doll, a white doll, and a doll positioned as Latinx. Sturdivant observed that the Black girls routinely favored the Latinx and white dolls, choosing not to play with the Black dolls or do the Black dolls’ hair. Sometimes the Black children in fact stepped on or over the Black dolls to get to other toys. Keep in mind they didn’t treat the white and Latinx girls so disdainfully. And when they did choose the Black dolls, the girls tended to treat them in abusive ways, again differing from how they treated the lighter-skinned dolls. One girl even placed one of the Black dolls in a toy pot and pretended to cook it.


I mean, do I really need to say more? Are you outraged? Embarrassed? Undone? Wondering how the hell this could be our reality in the 2020s? After all the Black Girl Magic memes, Black Girls Rock telecasts, and My Black Is Beautiful hashtags, I’ve occasionally found myself legitimately shocked that we are still here. But I shouldn’t be, and neither should you. Five to one. That’s the ratio of how many positive comments are needed to cancel or outweigh a negative comment. Social science researchers Emily Heaphy and Marcial Losada identified this five-to-one ratio, and it stands. So of course a relative handful of social media posts and newly created messages of Black girl awesomeness are not going to undo the hundreds of years of narrative around Black girls as ugly, undesirable, nappy headed, (sexually) fast, angry, and bad. I’ll tell you why this madness is still happening with our kids, but also so often within ourselves as adults. It comes from a lack of centering Blackness in our history, from a lack of understanding where we come from, what we’ve survived, how fuckin’ dope we are to have survived such bullshit, and what we’re truly able to do when we seize opportunities.


Take a minute to think about the implications of Sturdivant’s work: What do her observations mean for the future of the kids profiled in the study if this is how they treat self-representations? As they get older, will these girls continue to see Blackness as occupying a subordinate position in America? How will this affect their prospects in the world, their decisions around career and relationships? What type of work will they have to do later in life to overcome this distortion of their identity as inferior, as someone fit to be discarded? What will they have to do to see themselves as beautiful and grand, skilled and talented, deserving to be chosen for a variety of opportunities in their fine Black skin?


I think these questions point to why there were so many videos posted on social media of Black children losing their mind over the sight of Disney’s trailer for the 2023 film The Little Mermaid. As most of y’all probably know by now, the title character is played by Black singer and performer Halle Bailey. I think our kids were shocked to see a Black Ariel because they just didn’t think that occupying that sort of exalted role in a fantasy setting is supposed to be for them, based on generations of conditioning in America. A Black mermaid should be one of the most normal things we see in a mass entertainment context, greeted with a certain degree of excitement but also nonchalance. Why shouldn’t we be spotlighted in this way? At disturbingly young ages, our kids have absorbed this idea that they’re still supposed to occupy a lower caste in America. The messages are loud, consistent, and pervasive. Our media (and yes, that includes the news) tells us that Black girls “fight,” that we are fast in the pants and no boy or man actually will want us unless we lower ourselves by resorting to desperate seduction, and we’re told that our appearance will always be measured against, and inevitably fall short of, the universal holy grail of the global beauty standard: the white, Eurocentric, female aesthetic. We’re all supposed to be blond, thin, white skinned, straight haired, and blue eyed—or damn close to it. And that’s completely unacceptable.


I don’t want to oversimplify things by stating that knowing our history is the only thing to consider when constructing a path toward Black self-empowerment and self-esteem. And I know some of y’all might be rolling your eyes thinking about your more militant sisters and brothers who’ve been spouting the “know your history” talk for years. But they’re absolutely right in their assertion that Black history is an essential component of positioning ourselves and future generations for success. An accurate and complete understanding of the Black experience, particularly our historical narrative, is inextricably linked to an actualized Black identity in today’s America. And as someone who knows her history, I just don’t trust that American schools are going to ever systematically do right by us. We have to do the work collectively on our own, for our kids but also for ourselves. We have to keep in mind that so much of our work as adults is about overcoming these notions of subordination that we internalized as kids, bestowed upon us by an anti-Black way of life.


I actually attribute much of my ability to not be subordinate later in life to being brought up in a household with Ms. Gloria and Ms. Katie, my mother and grandmother. They taught me that I should never perceive my skin color as being a deficiency. At the same time, I had access to books that centered our history… our truth.


All right, y’all, I’m going to move away from the subject of our collective history to spill some tea about my own personal history. Let me give a little snapshot of where and how I was raised: I grew up on the west side of Charlotte, North Carolina, a historically Black working-class part of town, in the Ponderosa apartments complex, which consisted of rows of subsidized duplex homes. This was during the 1980s, a time of peak government project experiments when municipal funds were being allocated to lower-middle-class neighborhoods. Even though I didn’t have a full understanding of what it meant to live in what would be called subsidized housing, I did have an awareness that there had to be a reason why all of Ponderosa looked the same. The reddish-brown sameness of the homes signaled something that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. All I had to do was gaze across the street to look upon what I would one day understand to be private houses with manicured façades and beautiful floral gardens. These homes were occupied by members of the Black community who were educators, government employees, or factory workers. Ponderosa, though certainly clean and pristine in its own way, just wasn’t pretty in the way the homes across the street were. In our gardens, you had green hedges, some grass… and, well, that was it. And we were supposed to be happy we had even that. We lived off of West Boulevard, and farther down this street were the actual projects, Boulevard Homes and Little Rock Homes. These were the rougher, stereotypical urban housing development towers you might think of from films like New Jack City or Candyman or the television show Good Times. At Ponderosa, we were squarely in the middle.


(Please don’t get it twisted, though: I have no problem with a red-brick, sky-high, “project-looking” building. I lived in one for five years when I first moved to NYC… and this was with a six-figure salary. Yes, ma’am! No shame in my game. I lived in the Riverton in Harlem. While beautiful on the inside and attached to a $2,000-plus monthly fee for a one-bedroom unit, it definitely shouted “the projects” with its exterior. But hey, if it was good enough for James Baldwin, former NYC mayor David Dinkins, legendary jazz pianist Billy Taylor, and countless World War II veterans, then it was absolutely good enough for my Black ass. But back to the Ponderosa.)


Growing up, I lived in a two-bedroom apartment with my mother, Gloria, my grandmother, Katie, and at various times my two aunts, Sherry and Barbara. These four women were my pillars, having all participated in raising me in some way. My mother, born in 1960, was a highly ambitious woman who nonetheless was reared in the Jim Crow South. As a child she saw how structural racism killed dreams and stifled hope in her community. Her own mother, my grandmother, had spent much of her life centering the demands of white families, having worked as a domestic. My mother wanted something different for herself, regularly centering her ambition and drive over the desires of white people. And she certainly wanted something different for me.


This was why, when I started kindergarten at four years old, she decided that I would be bused over from my neighborhood to Sharon Elementary. This school was located in southeast Charlotte, which is moneyed and predominantly white, and my mother knew that I could benefit from the district’s wealth and resources. Being bused to a highly resourced educational institution set me up for opportunities that many of my other peers who attended schools in my town didn’t have access to. At the same time, I began to experience a sense of otherness I’d never known.


I became one of the few Black girls in a classroom full of mostly white students, contending with racial realities whether I wanted to or not. Tears flooded my eyes one afternoon when I realized that I hadn’t been invited to a classmate’s birthday party, as the other girls had been, simply because of the color of my skin, a dynamic explained to me by my aunt Sherry. She was always crazy forthright with me when discussing race, believing that her niece needed to be prepared for the fucked-up ways of the world even as a kindergartner. Like my aunt, my mother also keenly understood all the horrific false narratives associated with Blackness. She made it her job—on top of the several other jobs she worked—to counter these narratives at every turn, creating strategies that she believed would signal to educators that I was there for a specific purpose: to learn, by hell or high water. And yes, Gloria was the hell and the high water.


By the time I was in first grade, Gloria had a whole uniform planned for me even though no one at Sharon Elementary wore uniforms. She would take whatever small amount of money she had left over after handling the bills and we would go to Kmart, Marshalls, or TJ Maxx. She would buy six different polo shirts in six different colors, six different pairs of khaki shorts, and Birkenstocks, along with some oxfords and penny loafers. It was an intentionally preppy uniform that served as a visual cue to my teachers, saying, This student is here to learn. Invest in her so that she can elevate to the highest level throughout her life.


One day she heard through the grapevine that some of the students were getting half days because they had their academic and gifted testing time. She asked me if I’d completed the testing, but I had no clue what she was talking about. But because my mother knew how the world worked, having grown up under legally sanctioned segregation, she had a hunch that Black and brown students were being overlooked. (I told you she was the hell and the high water.) When she approached the school administrators, they promised to make a note for me to take the test the next year. But Gloria wasn’t having it. As a result of my mother’s intervention, I was eventually pulled out of class and given a Scantron test. The results came back days later, and Gloria was right: I tested off the charts, and thus I was able to enter Sharon Elementary’s academically gifted program that year, just as some of my peers were doing. It was my first memory of feeling seen in a school setting, of my academic potential being recognized. Getting into the program began a new personal chapter for me, where I started to associate Blackness with achievement. No one could tell me that my experience, that what I would later deem to be my Blackness, was inherently associated with mediocrity or underperformance.


Now, Gloria shouldn’t have had to do any of that shit. We all know that many white and Asian kids can show up wearing ripped jeans and flip-flops and still receive maximum classroom attention and the presumption of academic readiness. Therefore, my mother having to literally dress me in a euro-white-mimicking uniform in order to better my chances for a full academic opportunity wasn’t just a damn shame, it was literally anti-Black.


Autumn A. Arnett wrote a brilliant piece for the Grio entitled “Black Brilliance Is Still Being Overlooked Because White Systems of Education Don’t Want to Change.” She is the executive director of the Brilliance, Excellence and Equity Project, a national nonprofit organization that works to achieve equity in gifted education through culturally responsive teacher training. In her article, Arnett rightly argues that while her children are enrolled in academically gifted classes because she possesses the luxury of time, unique advocacy skills, and an unusual awareness of the nuances of gifted systems and programs, most Black parents don’t share her positioning. She acknowledges that she is an outlier. Arnett goes on to say that the systems and individuals who benefit from gifted programs don’t actually want to change, and that putting the burden on Black parents to advocate on behalf of their children is immoral and in fact perpetuates the inequities some people claim they want to fix.


I agree with Arnett—full stop. And I agree with the disappointing yet unsurprising truth that she readily identifies—that education systems at gifted and talented programs in particular are anti-Black and will stay that way for the foreseeable future because the would-be change makers have no incentive to change these systems to properly include Black brilliance. So what do we do? We work around these assholes. And yes, in this context the system is an asshole. I unequivocally agree that what Gloria chose to do in order to ensure my academic access, just like what Arnett did for her children’s academic opportunities, is what all Black parents must do in the current climate. And right now, all we have is the current climate. Yes, we should continue to fight for change within and around the system. We should demand that teachers do better by Black students and recognize our brilliance and academic potential for the gift that it is instead of condemning it as a disciplinary problem in need of punishment. But in the meantime, I’m not willing to sacrifice the brilliant Black babies who will be sidelined and silenced while we wait for centuries-old systems to change, particularly because we’ve seen little to zero evidence of the willingness of those who’ve benefited from these systems to do the work, endure the work, or make the space for past-due change. Therefore, I reiterate, in the meantime, when it comes to advocating for our children’s education, let’s all act like Gloria.


Even with my mother’s strategies for accessing opportunity, she also knew that I would face prejudice at the school I was being bused to and that education in Black history there would be practically nonexistent. And so Gloria took it upon herself to supply me with a well-stocked library at home for the purpose of supplementing my school lessons. In our personal library, Black folks were placed front and center. In these narratives, I could lose myself in the stories of people who looked like me, who had experiences that helped shape or reflect my own experiences. From history books I got to learn about Black women trailblazers like writer Phyllis Wheatley and political leaders Barbara Jordan and Shirley Chisholm—pillars of excellence who’re finally starting to make their way into the mainstream consciousness and who showcased to me what my future womanhood could look like. I also read novels by Mildred D. Taylor, whose writing is geared toward children, and as I got older books by Bebe Moore Campbell and Maya Angelou, whose writing is positioned toward adults.


It was also through my at-home library that I first learned about Frederick Douglass, an iconic figure in the American consciousness for generations and the famed orator, writer, and government official tremendously pivotal in ending legal chattel slavery in the United States. As the most photographed person of the nineteenth century, his life has been widely deconstructed and chronicled. But as a kid, I was mostly fascinated by his intelligence and savviness, how he’d figured out that the key to emancipation was in education. As a youngster, he noticed enslaved people were forbidden to read and put two and two together, making it his mission to learn how to read through trickery and subterfuge. In my child’s brain, I heard his genius conclusion as though he were whispering it to me directly: Hmm, now if they don’t want us to know how to read, there must be some deep power in reading. In knowing.




BET ON BLACK MOVE


ALWAYS, I MEAN ALWAYS EXPAND YOUR CONSCIOUSNESS


For the sake of your own self-enlightenment and the sake of the young people in your life, you need to always be reading, whether it’s historical works or self-help titles or fact-rich biographies or frothy commercial fiction or slim, serious sci-fi… really, whatever excites you. (I’m well aware that I might be preaching to the choir here considering you’re holding this book in your hands, but still, let me have my moment, especially for those of y’all who only read occasionally.) Study after study shows that reading sharpens your mind, broadens your imagination, and gives you access to language in a way that can’t be mimicked by most other forms of entertainment. I believe this is why books—which are a pretty ancient form of media, if you think about it—remain a steadfast part of our culture. As I mentioned with Douglass, it’s no coincidence that one of the most forbidden things an enslaved person could do was read. All sorts of horrible punishments could ensue from cruel enslavers for the daring act of expanding one’s consciousness. A knowledgeable Black American is a deep threat to white supremacy.


As I craft this passage, I’m rereading The 48 Laws of Power by Robert Greene and W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk, a quote from which graces the beginning of this chapter. And I recently reread James Baldwin’s acclaimed essay collection Notes of a Native Son. In my mind, Baldwin is just absolutely essential to understanding how racism in America works, and his insights are offered via language that’s invigorating and sublime.


All that to say, on the regular, sit your ass down and pick up a book.





Being placed in advanced public school classes with a steady flow of Black history at home served me well, allowing me to fully inhabit the idea that being an excellent student was part of my racial identity. After Sharon Elementary, I attended Northwest School of Visual and Performing Arts during my middle school and high school years. It was far from being a cool school. There were no sports, no jocks or cheerleaders—a blasphemous, almost unthinkable setup considering Northwest was located in the South. We were just a bunch of geeky, artistic types trying to follow our passions and figure out who we were while doing the things that teens do. I became the free lunch kid who earned straight As, talked too much in class, and maintained a diverse group of friends. I was also into music, developing an abiding love for the individual careers of the two biggest Jackson siblings, Michael and Janet. In fact, “The Knowledge,” the third song from Janet’s classic 1989 album, Rhythm Nation 1814, proclaims over an industrial beat the importance of Black educational achievement.


Northwest, along with its emphasis on the arts, had high academic standards, and that was a good fit for me. Academics brought me joy. I loved my history and civics classes, reading about government and the Emancipation Proclamation and Reconstruction and the civil rights movement and the women’s rights movement. Learning about revolution and change imparted by the will of the people was the single most gratifying experience I had as a teenager, along with immersing myself in a variety of narratives. My favorite books from high school were Elie Wiesel’s Holocaust memoir Night along with the novels Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe and Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison.


When I read a text, no matter what it was, I felt like the pages contained an implicit invitation for my own commentary, prompting me to think about what I would do if I were in the shoes of the protagonist or narrator. But what was most thrilling to me was that I was seeing the experiences of Black people centered, and that I was able to discuss these texts with other students.


It was also in high school that I read what’s considered the definitive book on Douglass’s life, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. I was thus able to gain a deeper understanding of Douglass’s radicalness, how courageous he was in daring to be defiant in myriad ways. He created space for himself in a world that had widely sanctioned his oppression. Though the circumstances of my upbringing were far less dire, it’s the same spirit of defiance that informed my drive to seek opportunity after opportunity, to declare that my potential as a thinker and learner must be acknowledged and nurtured.


I graduated early from Northwest at sixteen, brimming with ideas, and soon left Charlotte to attend the University of North Carolina. There, I would continue down a path of centering Blackness. Though I knew I wanted to be an attorney, I also knew that I could major in whatever I wanted as an undergraduate as long as I eventually did well on my LSATs. And so I became a Black studies major. Learning about the richness of our community, something I’d done for years by this point, was far too compelling to give up.




BET ON BLACK MOVE


CENTER BLACKNESS FROM THE BEGINNING


Play around here. Make centering your history fun, eclectic, full of unexpected twists and turns. Using pop culture as a window into other aspects of life is always compelling and can serve as a sometimes subtle way of expanding your consciousness. Let’s say you create a STEM-oriented weekend for the fam or friends, showcasing our contributions to the fields of science and technology. I know what you’re thinking, but stay with me… Maybe you could watch an episode of the 1960s sci-fi series Star Trek with the late, great Nichelle Nichols as communications officer Lieutenant Nyota Uhura. You could then use that as a launching pad to discuss why her role as a supporting character was so groundbreaking for the time, going into the history of discrimination and how the civil rights movement arose in response. You could look into what Nichols achieved outside of the show, showcasing how she later worked as a spokesperson for NASA to recruit astronauts of color, and then you could jump into some intel on the first Black astronaut to fly into space, Guion S. Bluford. And then you could backtrack a bit and talk about the large group of Black women mathematicians who were integral participants in NASA’s earlier programs starting in the 1940s, with Jim Crow still in effect, looking at the film Hidden Figures, which spotlighted the stories of Katherine G. Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson. Or you can read the actual book Hidden Figures by Margot Lee Shetterly as a family, which would give a more accurate representation of the story of these women than the movie. Shetterly has written both a young readers’ edition and picture-book version. Whichever version they read, your kids will still be learning about the broader culture while seeing themselves and those who came before them front and center in American history as opposed to being an afterthought in a narrative in which subordination and diminished possibility are expected.


Another suggestion: sit down and watch one of the screen adaptations of A Raisin in the Sun, the 1959 theatrical work by playwright Lorraine Hansberry. Maybe the 2008 Phylicia Rashad and Sean Combs version would be the one to view, as it has a more contemporary sheen than its predecessors. Even if your kids think this is going to be some dry-ass old people’s shit from the last century, I suspect they’ll get into the story once the drama picks up. Use the basic premise of the play, which centers on a family trying to move into an all-white neighborhood that doesn’t want them there, to highlight how in the real world there were all sorts of discriminatory real estate policies that barred Black folks from moving into certain neighborhoods. In fact, Hansberry’s father took this issue of restrictive real estate covenants to the Supreme Court and eventually won, though the process was arduous. Maybe show an article to your kids about this milestone. And none of this has to feel like homework with written assignments, even though research will be required for you as an adult in preparation; it just requires intention and an openness to discussion.


Dare to think outside the box in terms of how to center Black history. But whatever you do, take the time.





A lot of my later academic and professional achievements were based on the fact that, with my mother’s insistence, I had bypassed a school system that didn’t center Blackness. I mean, let’s face it, Sharon Elementary didn’t have my back. Okay, that’s fucked up that I wasn’t being fully supported in my development, but fine. At home, I was centered, as were the experiences of my people, and so the good news was that I was set up to thrive despite the white-centered curriculum I was force-fed at school. And trust me, most teachers and school administrators are not thinking they’re delivering a white-centered curriculum to their students. They likely legitimately believe they’re teaching our nation’s history and experience as it happened… and that actually just happens to be white. See, on some level the erasure of Black American history and experience from our schools is unconscionable, but most often our marginalization is a happenstantial by-product of basic white self-centeredness. Think about it: if you were in charge of telling a story or presenting an experience, wouldn’t it likely reflect the experience of you and yours? Exactly. So we’re not giving out passes to white educators for Black erasure in academic spaces.


Malcolm X once famously stated, “Only a fool would let his oppressor teach his children.” This is proof that brother Malcolm understood. He understood that when you fully delegate the responsibility of educating and framing your child’s identity to white institutions, you play yourself. I know you might cringe or be downright sad when I say this. You might think, Well damn, when am I supposed to create and implement this supplemental Black-centered curriculum for my kids? I have a damn job! But to keep it a buck, and to borrow the sentiments of Malcolm, you better make time. Your own, your child’s, and the culture’s well-being depends on it.


To further highlight the dangers of allowing white-created school systems to educate our kids, let me break down a bit of recent history for y’all. The United States has been experiencing an unprecedented attack on the rights of public school students to have a comprehensive education. This attack is directly linked to the centuries-long subordination of Blackness that’s existed in the country. According to the literary organization PEN America, between July 1, 2021, and March 31, 2022, more than 1,500 books were banned in dozens of school districts across twenty-six states. Organized by white Republican political leaders, conservative parents, and far-right agitators, these bans focused mostly on books that feature the LGBTQ+ community and Blackness.


It’s galling to take note of some of the books that have been censored. The ban includes works like the acclaimed All Boys Aren’t Blue by George M. Johnson, a captivating memoir focusing on the life of a Black queer boy, and the aforementioned Bluest Eye, by Toni Morrison. (In my resource guide at the end of Bet on Black, I have a full list of Black-oriented books that have been banned. Be sure to check it out.) Yes, the work of a Nobel Prize recipient who’s considered one of the best writers to ever grace this planet has been banned in some school districts, which means that kids of all backgrounds, but most gallingly Black kids, may never experience her work if parents solely rely on school systems to control what their kids read. The idea that Black kids can readily feel like they have a place in this world, that their dreams and hopes and ancestral traumas can be recognized in the classroom, has become an even more endangered concept.


Though literary censorship has a long, sordid history in the states, PEN America has said that this assault on the First Amendment rights of students is particularly disturbing in terms of the swiftness and comprehensiveness with which the bans were implemented. Our high priestess of sound, Nina Simone, was known for her song “Backlash Blues,” which she cowrote with Langston Hughes. In this groundbreaking song, she called out white people who pushed back against Black advancements made during the civil rights era. And that’s exactly what these book bans are—a backlash against the embrace of the Black humanity, thought, and creativity we saw in the wake of the spring 2020 murder of George Floyd. Brother Floyd was an unarmed, nonhostile Black man who pleaded for his life as a white officer held his knee against Floyd’s neck for almost ten minutes in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Everything was caught on video, available soon after to a national, captive audience, as so many of the distractions of modern life had been removed due to COVID-19 pandemic shutdowns. Folks were forced to be still, having no choice but to witness an unconscionable crime that symbolized the violence Black citizens have long endured in America.


Floyd’s murder inspired a summer of unprecedented global protests that dramatically changed the discourse over race. We also witnessed a flowering of Black expression in various media outlets, with the powers that be striving to atone for years of Black dehumanization. To be clear, badass creativity has been a mainstay of the Black community for eons. The difference now was that the gatekeepers provided far more platforms for different types of Blackness. These gatekeepers wanted to place themselves on the right side of history and, in many cases, appeal to consumers who needed to believe they lived in an enlightened America. This embrace of our creativity sure enough extended to the world of literature. The New York Times best-seller lists were dominated by Black fiction and nonfiction titles for months, with folks of all backgrounds looking to understand racism more deeply or support Black and brown authors, who were now being pushed and pursued by publishers. And schools and libraries nationwide went out of their way to make sure the Black experience was prominently included on shelves and in curricula for their students.
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