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For Amora and Jacari.

And anyone who has lost themselves in stories to find out who they are.







“There are the stories that made America, and the stories that America made up…”










PROLOGUE


EVERY FEBRUARY, I THINK BACK on my “Black History Month” education, when time-strapped teachers hurried to add Black stories to the curriculum, usually settling on Martin Luther King Jr., Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, and George Washington Carver as the honorable representatives of all things great, Black, and historical. I have to imagine, if you sat in a public-school classroom, you learned about Rosa Parks, who ignored the demand to surrender her seat to a white passenger on a crowded bus, because the forty-two-year-old seamstress was tired. As the story goes, an incredulous driver stopped the bus and swiftly called the police, who promptly arrested Parks for violating the racial segregation law. That evening, she spent a couple of uncomfortable hours in a bleak little jail cell, before local civil rights leaders posted her bail. Which was taught to us as though this singular event shifted the moral universe and catalyzed the Civil Rights Movement.

To this and similarly narrow stories, I attached my concept of Black history in America. There it was. An unassuming, bespectacled woman named Rosa Parks stumbled onto a city bus after a long day at her department store job and into the towering arc of American history. A red, white, and blue curve eternally bending toward moral progress. Sensing more to the story, I went to the most logical place—the library. Keep in mind I grew up in the nineties, so my generation was the last group of kids without Wikipedia and Google searches at our fingertips. Library catalogs weren’t even online yet. To find a book, we sifted through thousands of oatmeal-colored cards lined up in file draws, each alphabetically separated by author, title, and subject. I loved it. The library was like an intellectual smorgasbord. And, yes! I sampled it all. I paced between shelves, ran my fingertips across book spines, peered into forgotten lives, and forged camaraderie with authors dearly departed. Rules are made to be broken; I even folded page corners for bookmarks. The library was clean, warm, and friendly; a welcomed escape from the confrontational, poverty-ridden streets on which I was raised. Oh, yeah, I almost forgot, the genre was biography, the author—N, O, P, Parks. There it is. I grabbed the card out of the drawer and went searching for the book, Rosa Parks: My Story.

Well before her legendary bus face-off, Rosa Louise McCauley Parks was a curious child growing up in in Tuskegee, Alabama, which was brimming in Black history, including that of the Tuskegee Institute (now Tuskegee University). The town was, at the time, the wicked underbelly of sweet-tea-sipping Southern racism. At six years old, Parks watched her grandfather, loaded shotgun in hand, vowing to contest death itself as Klansmen terrorized the Black community. “I wanted to see him kill a Ku-Kluxer,” she recalled. Far from her reputation as a modest bus passenger, Parks grew up in a deep tradition of self-defense, progressive racial politics, and activism. Her family was connected to the Black nationalist struggle of Marcus Garvey, and she considered Malcolm X a personal hero, marrying a like-minded activist.

“I talked and talked of everything I know about the white man’s inhuman treatment of the negro,” she once said. By 1943, she worked as branch secretary for the Montgomery chapter of the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People). Despite her radical leaning politics, she always seemed so centered. Maybe that’s why later in life she enjoyed the restorative power of yoga. From there, she spent more than a decade registering voters, counseling youth, fighting fire-breathing segregationists, and investigating racial violence. Some stories haunt, like her interviews with lynching witnesses and sexual assault victims. Recy Taylor and Gertrude Perkins were two of them, both young women abducted and raped by white men. Despite threats of violence if they did not remain silent, they courageously told the story of their traumas. The sworn officers of the judicial system refused to believe them. Side note, or rather a question: Is speaking about these heinous acts too nerve-shattering and too terrible for an adolescent brain? I think not. Isn’t it strange that most American children are exposed to violence in their daily lives, yet we seldom give voice to its victims? What’s more, this renders violence meaningless, silence acting like a moral sanction for its continuance.

Parks went to the scene of the crimes. She consoled the victims. She sought out elusive justice. Back in 1963, she descended on Washington with a human tidal wave of more than two hundred thousand civil rights soldiers of all creeds, religions, and colors, who, together, stood under the colossal shadow of the Lincoln Memorial to demand that the nation expand its ideal of “the people.” Parks almost didn’t make it to the National Mall that day. The male-dominated Southern Christian Leadership Conference was progressive on civil rights, but deeply conservative in its treatment of women. The leaders planned to march them in a separate, segregated procession and disallow them to speak to the masses at the podium. Parks would have none of it. She protested, only joining the march when the leadership reversed its decision.

Far from a singular moment, Parks’s life embodied a journey made for a great cause. To oversimplify that life estranges her from a civil rights movement beginning in the mid-1700s. It severs her ties to a prolonged Black history of dissent. It cuts her off from a continuum of confrontation and cleaves her from a legacy of heroes who fought the juggernaut of legalized segregation. She was but one in a steady line of Black people to use civil disobedience on public transportation as an act of freedom. Freedom! Elizabeth Jennings Graham. Ida B. Wells-Barnett. Freedom! Barbara E. Pope. Ellen Harris. Sarah Louise Keys. Claudette Colvin. Aurelia S. Browder. Freedom! Their names read like poetry. A rhythmic meter against injustice. They rebelled on streetcars, objected on trains, and opposed on buses. They broke criminal laws, abiding instead by moral ones. For Black people, the lives of our grandfathers and great-great-grandmothers and those before them were shaded by segregated experiences. We’ll never know exactly how most of them fought for equality, but when they did, they became part of an extraordinary tradition. “I wasn’t tired,” Parks once recalled. “No, the only tired I was, was tired of giving in.”

In a perfect world, Black history would be told with textured nuance. Instead, it is reduced to a panorama of caricatures and marketing slogans aimed at a consumer niche hungry for Black culture. Black History Month sits in the bargain bin of education, the place a thing goes after losing its value—its essence, its very soul. We should not be surprised, then, that it’s been unable to move us beyond a pseudo-celebration. But did you know it was never supposed to last this long?

When Carter G. Woodson founded Negro History Week in 1926, the precursor of Black History Month, he dreamed of a day when the observance would no longer be necessary. There is a photo of him, taken in 1915, where he’s gazing stoically outward, clean shaven, and dapper in a well-cut suit with a polka-dot tie that belies his upbringing. Despite being a brilliant historian, it’s a miracle he earned the title. He grew up desperately poor, only one generation removed from chattel slavery. He almost lost his education to the hard labor of dusky Virginian coal mines. He worked breathlessly to supplement his parents’ meager income, but somehow mustered the time to teach himself reading and math, finally graduating high school at twenty, then earning a bachelor of literature. Like a plant refusing to surrender to concrete, he grew through his rigid circumstances. His ambition landed him at the prestigious Harvard University, and he walked out as one of the first Black minds to earn a PhD. He was a man determined, it seemed, to turn the traditional telling of American history on its head. That is because the word American was synonymous with Anglo-Saxon, Caucasian, and white.

Woodson rewrote Black history, combating the lies in thousands of Eurocentric textbooks. Imagine the heroic effort to upend the towering myth of Black inferiority, liberating Black history from a prison of racist fantasies constructed to alienate Black existence as an inconvenient fact. Woodson must have gone into those lonely archives like a grizzled old detective intent on solving a mystery with inadequate evidence. Undeterred, he threw himself into the investigation. His every thought, every journal, every book written acting in service to uplift Black contributions to America. But here is the shocker: The venerated father of Black history said we should not study Black history. Rather, he said we should study Black people in history. Therein lies a subtle distinction, one that America has failed to grasp, because it requires a simple but, at the same time, radical revisioning of a shared past.

In this future, we would study our collective humanity year-round. Not solely based on race, we would not have to, because our national narrative would be free from the venomous drip of nationalism and bigotry. Woodson cast his history in the best ideals of democracy, where every voice might be heard in our history books. Carter G. Woodson was one of the first Black historians I ever read. The first time I picked up his book The Mis-Education of the Negro (1933), I painted it yellow with a highlighter. In that little book, I learned one of life’s greatest lessons: Education is to freedom what the sun is to life. To learn is to survive, and without a knowledge of history, a part of you is effectively dead. A good thing to know.

And so, on we go. In this book, I’ve recovered a few of the millions of stories from Black history to frame the contours of our humanity. But first, let me tell you my own story. Conventionally speaking, I’m no one’s historian. I’ve defended no dissertations, have no PhD to proudly display, no real academic bona fides. I poked around the university for a while as a nomad drifting from architecture courses to mechanical engineering courses, then to marketing courses before jumping ship with an undergraduate degree. The only thing better than hindsight is foresight, much better to anticipate future problems than agonize over how you could’ve avoided them. Back then I had neither. I can now say with certainty my passions lie in scholarship and teaching. However, staring down the double barrel of student loans and monthly rent, a PhD in history looked very much like financial suicide. Then, the Great Recession of 2007 gutted anything left of my higher education dreams, yet my love of learning remained undiminished.

Curiosity is, and has been, my highest credential. I’m an intellectual adventurer, always trying to experience the high of discovering a dose of wisdom, a measure of history, a capsule of humanity. The library is my alma mater. Books are my professors. For what it’s worth, my nickname as a kid was the professor, because I was always reading and sharing stuff I learned. An adolescent history buff, I remember picking up an old, dusty hardcover copy of a book in the library by Joel Augustus Rogers, written in 1934, called, 100 Amazing Facts About the Negro: With Complete Proof: A Short Cut to the World History of the Negro. I read about how he traveled the globe to find the undocumented lives of African-descended people. From that point on, I wanted to read as much as I could about the Black people who impacted the globe. If I psychoanalyze my younger self, some of my study was an act of vindication, because somewhere along the line, I’d swallowed that bitter pill of self-loathing, and debunking America’s pathological lie of Black inferiority through history books was a curative. I needed to prove I existed, that we deserved to exist, as much as anyone else. I know, a shaky substitute for cognitive behavioral therapy, but in those moments, history books were all I had.

I’ll never forget the time a librarian led me back into the shelves and showed me every Black history book in the library’s collection. It’s funny how the smallest gestures can have the biggest impact on your life. I spent whole summers reading my way out of that library. I helped enslaved carpenters cut and frame America’s colonies and statehouses from timber—artisans constructing porticoes, balustrades, and ornate columns—then, joiners detailing windows, mantles, sashes, and doors. In another book, I created the tools of humanity with Black inventors. Then, I learned business with unsung Black entrepreneurs like Sara Spencer Washington, who founded the start-up Apex, an international empire of beauty schools and products.

I felt a kindred spirit with Arthur Alfonso Schomburg—his life was a manifesto of research and dedication to forgotten history. Without an advanced degree in the subject, he became one of the most meticulous curators and scholars who ever lived, so much so that his home resembled a packed elevator, stuffed with thousands of books and miscellaneous collections. He often joked that his wife gave an ultimatum: The stuff goes, or I go. Eventually his prolific collection laid the foundation for what is now The Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, currently incorporated into the New York Public Library.

I appreciated the poets, able to structure life’s truths in verse. To this day I remember sitting on the carpet in between the four-tiered wooden shelves flipping through Gwendolyn Brooks and Amiri Baraka. I then helped Josiah Henson shuttle fugitives along the Underground Railroad and joined Elizabeth Freeman in the courtroom to sue for freedom before rebelling against slavery with Nat Turner. I remember learning about Paul R. Williams, the Black architect who shaped the environment of Southern California, where more than 2,500 buildings stand as a testament to his impeccable design skill. His story inspired me to study the discipline of architecture and how the built environment leaves its signature on human behavior. I read about the Black men who fought in the 24th Infantry Regiment during the Korean War, which ravaged the peninsula with artillery fire and death, leaving hundreds of thousands dead. I learned about Rebecca Lee Crumpler, the first Black woman to become a doctor in 1864, who immediately put those skills to use helping poor, underprivileged children and the formerly enslaved. I was determined to find the marginalized and underemphasized. I planned the Civil Rights Movement with Ella Baker and Bayard Rustin. Rustin, along with Audre Lorde, inspired me to take a stance against heterosexism. Every book had been like a conversation between me and the writer. Some confirmed my opinion, and others taunted me to change my mind.

Meanwhile, I was frustrated by the dramatic contradictions. I can only assume my school thought its history lessons were colorblind, but the more I learned, the clearer it became that Black history was just a cursory scribble. Europe stood as the sole measure of human achievement. Even Black heroes were presented in whiteface: Toussaint Louverture, the astounding general who expelled the French forces from Haiti, was called “the Black Napoleon”; famed scientist George Washington Carver, “the Black Leonardo”; Granville Woods was “the Black Edison”; Alain Locke, “the Black Plato”; and the classic beauty of Dorothy Dandridge got her dubbed “the Black Marilyn Monroe.” In everything from civilization to culture, white history was the yardstick of progression. I realized then what I’d internalized after swallowing anti-Black stereotypes. They went down like unaged corn whiskey—cheap, raw, and unpalatable. I couldn’t believe I’d unwittingly bought into the idea that white was the only color of possibility, and that Europe was inherently better than the rest of the world. So, I began my own journey out of the gloomy, dank cave of ignorance.

In my indignation, I dove headfirst into Afrocentrism. I took a narrow view of Western civilization, mocking racist Europeans, who, in a bid for geopolitical domination, set up a pernicious racial hierarchy that continued to exploit Black people. Back then, I thought, To hell with those Enlightenment thinkers like Voltaire, David Hume, and Immanuel Kant. Who were they to sit there in their goofy wigs theorizing that the white race is the greatest perfection of humanity? Afrocentrism was my sword, shield, and body armor.

I fought to clear my mind of the lies degrading all things African. The lies that debased the intelligence, beauty, possibility, and capability of African-descended people. The lies that said Europeans founded everything. In response, my whole worldview became Black, and that made me gullible to all sorts of conspiracies, half-truths, and questionable facts. Ancient Egyptians, all Black Africans. Human civilization, yep, that sprang exclusively from Black Africa. Black Africans not only had a presence in ancient America, they founded its civilizations. Jesus was Black. Ludwig van Beethoven was Black. I discarded any evidence that didn’t support my beliefs. If anyone disagreed or challenged me, I conveniently told them that European scholars hid the evidence.

I even trolled my intellectual adversaries with insignificant truths. Yes, polar bears look white, but underneath their plush transparent undercoat—the skin, black. Everything black, not just a little, no, like Vantablack, the scientific, lab-created coating that absorbs 99.965 percent of visible light.

I even stopped celebrating Christmas because it was a European holiday. I thought, if white Europeans think Black Africa is not worthy of consideration and only condemnation, then white Europe is not worthy of consideration and only condemnation. All of this was rooted in pain. It rested on pessimism. An eye for an eye makes the world blind.

An African-centered worldview provided me with counterclaims against the myth of Black inferiority. It opened a window for me to see how people of African descent made unique contributions to human civilization, pursuing their own values and ways of life. It deepened my understanding of the psychological, social, spiritual, and cultural destruction of African civilization. But I began to realize my deference to a set of assumptions that I never questioned. In a sense, with an all-Black worldview, I’d baptized myself in ink. And yet, I found no salvation.

In fact, the worst of Afrocentrism was xenophobic, inward looking, and uncritical of its own limitations, not unlike Eurocentrism. Afrocentrism reduced another race to its worst qualities—white supremacist pathology, colonialism, and imperialism. There was a certain madness in it, too, watching people indict Europe using the critical theories and psychoanalysis crafted by her native-born philosophers, psychologists, and social scientists—the Marxes, the Freuds, the Gramscis, and de Beauvoirs of the West.

So, I moved beyond the sanctified myths of history to see the interlocking truths that connect all seven billion of us dwelling on Earth. I loved Africa no less. Only then, when I followed the river of Black history, I could detour down the tributaries, inlets, creeks, and channels of all races. On my new journey, no matter what cultural stream I drifted on, they all fed back into the great ocean of humanity.

Compared with a typical American-authored history book, which tends to sway toward uncritical celebration or museum of atrocity, this book is a little different. We will not shy from our ever-present power struggles, the spectrum of inequality, nor the deeply flawed history from which they stem, but my aim is to underscore our inextricably linked humanness. No easy thing. Not when media, government, academia, and algorithms exploit our divisions in service to their respective power bases. The dangerous undercurrents of history always pull at us—one million differences divide us, and misunderstandings separate us, but we need a sort of double vision, so that we still see in common. The fact that any of us were born is a miracle we all share, then we live strange and unique lives until meeting our expiration date.

Yet, we’d be foolish not to acknowledge that American history has sacrificed Black humanity to its whitewashing and elisions. The stories are either triumphs or cautionary tales, but Black history is too complex for simple binaries and Manichaean interpretations. So, just like the history of Rosa Parks, we connect on the surface, but seldom in the deep. Black history becomes like a bus tour of Mt. Rushmore with big Black faces. A few figures like Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and Martin Luther King Jr. loom so large it’s difficult to see them as human beings. Without self-study or at-home education, most of us would leave school remembering nothing more than the promise of King’s dream, and how Harriet Tubman traveled the Underground Railroad after tying off her headwrap. Beyond these central historical figures, millions of other dark human bodies are defined by a simplistic tale of slavery in a strange land somewhere south. They were nameless masses in the pages of the past, lacking depth—breath—action—emotion.

I don’t think it’s unfair to say that history books are still made of ink, wood pulp, and ignorance. In 2021, a Portland, Oregon, mother found her fifth grader reading dehumanizing passages from her school textbook, A History of US: War, Terrible War: 1855–1865 by author Joy Hakim, which teaches children the following stories about Harriet Tubman: “She could lift great weights, withstand cold and heat, chop down big trees, and go without food when necessary. She had been trained, in childhood, to take abuse. That was part of what it meant to be a slave.”

Far from isolated incidents, these news stories act as flag posts across the landscape of racial prejudice. One of the worst examples I remember is from 2017, when teachers at a high school near Los Angeles decided to reenact the “experience” of slavery by taping students’ wrists together and making them lie in the dark before watching a clip from the movie Roots. At universities across the nation, Black intellectuals who theorize about race are prime targets of far-right conservatives. State legislators pass sweeping education bills limiting the teaching of Black pain to protect white students who might feel upset about it. These concerns operate from an assumption that racial tensions come from discussion, rather than the conditions these discussions arise in response to. Instead of telling the truth about the foundations of racial power and how it exists in the present, young minds are taught a comforting narrative of national innocence.

In bookstores, I always find myself in the US history section. Then, somewhere else. Trying to locate anyone who isn’t white, male, a president, a sports icon, a descendant of royalty, or a model minority who “made it.” Often, African American history is segregated into another section. Situated next to all the other hyphenated Americans: Chicano-American, Asian-American, Native-American, women, and otherwise. Black history is an elective in high school, deemed optional if offered at all. It is a separate Africana studies department on college campuses. It is set aside 337 days out of the year. These gestures may seem insignificant, but they stand as claims that Black history is not part of the American story. The stubborn insistence on the separation of Black people, their history, and experiences, or anyone else’s—is a denial of their humanity.

When I think of all this, it reminds me why I started The Humanity Archive in the first place. After all of my life’s twists and detours, I remembered myself as a kid in the library. The one frustrated by the omissions in my school lessons. The kid who could talk about how, in fourteen hundred and ninety-two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue, quote Shakespeare, tell you about Homer’s Odyssey, the innermost thoughts of Emily Dickinson, the exceptionalism of the Constitution, and the apocryphal kite flown by Benjamin Franklin in a thunderstorm, but who knew little to nothing about Black history. We tamed the wilderness with an adventurous Daniel Boone, and even learned to empathize with the internal struggle of the founding fathers as they held the wolf of slavery by the ears, as Jefferson said, unable to safely hold it or let it go. We even felt the pain of rural white farmers, their poverty and hopelessness frozen forever in the harrowing photos of the Great Depression.

When painting the delicate brushstrokes of humanity, white was the primary color. I don’t know if you’ve ever felt compelled to do something, like a deep, inaudible voice is beckoning you to some purpose. I did, and it was calling on me to share my curiosity, as well as my love of knowledge and history, with the world. So, I bought a cheap microphone and started narrating the stories on my podcast. In one episode, I told the story of Benjamin Banneker, a free Black man in the 1700s who wrote to Thomas Jefferson, asking him to end slavery. I told the story of Katsushika Hokusai, a Japanese ukiyo-e artist who once dipped the feet of a chicken in red paint, then chased it to produce fall leaves for an art competition. He won. Then another on Pocahontas, but from the perspective of her people. Socrates, Fred Hampton, Queen Nzinga (more on her in chapter nine), Juneteenth, and one on “The History of Police in America.” I just kept telling the stories of humanity. The stories of the historically unheard. It all led me here, to writing this book. When you turn the final page, I hope you understand three things:


	
1. How Black history has been whitewashed.

	
2. How to make connections between past, present, and future.

	
3. The important role Black people have played in human history.



This is not a textbook. And it is not a book with any groundbreaking original research. This is not a Herculean attempt to cover all Black history in a few hundred pages, nor is it a neat, little, linear timeline of history. This is a book that follows the pendulum of history as it swings back and forth. This is a book where we’ll jump into the mess of history and sort our way out of it. I offer few prescriptions, and I have more questions than answers. What I am offering is an outline of Black humanity stitched from images stretching into a far-reaching past. Think of this as a reconnaissance mission. We’ll scout the routes of knowledge, map the obstacles of whitewashing, and survey the Black historical landscape. We’ll probe, seek, and sometimes stumble into the stuff that makes us human.

I’ve broken this book into four parts to guide us. First, we will explore how the truth has been hidden from us. And how our history shapes not only our identity, but our concepts of truth.

Second, we will build the foundation. Looking back, way back, millions of years into time to show how Black people have been essential to the development of our entire species and to the world, to America, to the flowering of our humanity. Only then will we see that Western culture is not the sole proprietor of freedom, wisdom, and virtue. Nor is it the sole source of exploitation, greed, and tribal indifference.

Then, we take a closer look at the walk from slavery to freedom. Or what we might call anti-Black history, but also we will show its resistance. Stories of oppression are highly visible in this book, because they feature heavily in the Black American experience. This history still ripples through our institutions, and I’m far from the first to point out how it is still evident in our justice, health, education, housing, and environmental inequalities. Individual racism as a pathology refuses to die and, like most deep-seated prejudices, it’ll likely never be fully eradicated, springing up like a weed year after year through fear-based myths and stereotypes. We choose to rewrite that history in our own hearts and minds, or not, to our personal liberation or peril.

Finally, we will chart possibilities. And look at how modes of thinking, belief, and action have helped people transcend mere circumstance to live lives of meaning and transform the world. You’ll likely notice that I don’t have a chapter on the 1954–1968 Civil Rights Movement. I tell a lot of stories from that era throughout the book, but those years get enough attention. Likely, because they fit neatly into the national narrative of American progress.

Together we will reimagine history. We will question. Who are we? And what has America become by denying Black experiences? We will see that the soul of Black folk is infused into American music, food, art, language, literature, science, thought, politics, values, and encoded into the double helix of our collective being. We will confront the atrocities of American history, because there are still Black descendants of Thomas figuring out what it means to be in the lineage of Jefferson. And because the past still lingers into the present with its consequences.

Then, most importantly, we will move beyond dark truths and briny tears. I wrote this not only as a confrontation with the past, but out of love for it. When I look back, I also see endless human possibility. I see life, laughter, and the eternal sunrise in the faces of those who’ve come before us. History is the autobiography of the universe. It holds our shared memories, transporting our lived experiences across space and time. We need our history. Charles C. Seifert said a people without a history is like a tree without roots. We are the branches, forever reaching upward. But it is human nature to long for our origins. It’s no wonder genealogy and ancestry tests are so popular, because without our identity, we are rendered inhuman. Black people were rendered inhuman. We still are in many ways, which is why this book is dedicated to rendering Black humanity as a visible part of the whole. My favorite quote, and the ethos of this book, comes from a second-century African-Roman playwright named Terence, and in Latin it goes: “Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto,” which can be translated as, or, “I am human, and I think nothing human is alien to me.”

As I write this, there are 331 million people living in America. We have centuries-old divisions that have yet to be mended and scars that have yet to heal, but the only way this American experiment continues is by finding some uniting principle. Something that can resonate beyond race, religion, politics, ethnic background, gender, sexual orientation, or culture. That thing will be and always has been our humanity. That’s all I was searching for as I wandered through those libraries, Black humanity. And I hope, whoever you are, as you flip through these pages, as you read these stories, you see yourself and find your own.






PART 1 Buried Truth



Herein lie buried many things….

—W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk








1 Whitewashing American History



whitewash /'waıtwa∫/ Verb: deliberately attempt to conceal unpleasant or incriminating facts about (someone or something) to make it seem better than it is.

—Oxford English Dictionary



CHARLESTON, South Carolina—Squinting against the rays of a lumbering sun, I walked down a cobblestone path to the memorial for Robert Smalls. There, partially covered by bushes, sat a simple bronzed plaque barely raised from the ground and littered with bits of trash and cigarette butts. What a small pittance for an extraordinary life, I thought. Especially in a city of outsized beauty. The coastal town streets were lined with palmetto trees, waterfront restaurants, and stately Georgian architecture. The city hugs you with serene Southern charm, but Smalls’s life stood in stark contradiction. He lived through the darkest decades of American history. An estimated 40 percent of enslaved people were funneled through Charleston Harbor. Human horrors echo through the hallways of homes now magnetizing global tourists with their antebellum elegance.

Born in 1839 on Beaufort, a South Carolina island, into the fierce protectiveness of his mother, Lydia Polite, the young Robert lived a life apart from the worst brutalities of chattel slavery. No slavery was idyllic, but not all was deliberately cruel, so to prepare him for the racial injustice he’d surely face, Lydia took her son to the auction block to witness the trafficking of human flesh. The skin-tearing beatings. The muted tears. The wasted pleas. It was a harsh and real-world-oriented kind of love.

In her book about Smalls’s life, author Dorothy Sterling teases out a conversation young Robert may have had with his mother: “When I’m a man, I’m going to be just like Master. Going to have a house like his and a boat like his and a plantation like his.”

Lydia responded, “You ain’t never going to be a man. You’re a boy now, and it’ll be boy till you’re sixty. When you’re stooped and limping along with a cane, you’ll grow up to be uncle.”

Perhaps her tough-love approach was to prepare Robert for the degrading social realities he’d surely face. Later, Smalls found himself at Charleston Harbor as hired labor on the bustling docks of that Southern town. He found hope on the water’s edge. And love.

Smalls was allowed to marry his sweetheart, an enslaved hotel maid named Hannah Jones, who likewise was given permission to marry. Deemed property, consent was required to seal the bonds of love in holy matrimony. Likely, you’d have had no ceremony, save the ritual of jumping over a broomstick. There was no white muslin wedding gown. No bride’s ring. No officiant. No reception. Yet, love is a power unmatched and, despite everything, many said they felt no less married.

Robert and Hannah etched out a life together and a growing family. They welcomed two daughters, Elizabeth and Sarah, into the world. They suffered through the devastating grief of losing a third child, Robert Jr., to the ravages of smallpox. But while supporting his family on those long days as a lamplighter, stevedore foreman, sailmaker, rigger, and finally, a sailor, Smalls longed for liberty. Miraculously, in 1862, after the start of the Civil War, the water provided him the opening to make one of the most daring escapes in all history. Entrusted to steer the CSS Planter, a lightly armored Confederate Navy vessel, Smalls began laying his escape plan. He’d steal the ship and navigate to freedom. To fail was to die. One evening, the white officers disembarked from the ship to spend the night ashore, creating just the right opportunity for Smalls and seven other enslaved crew members to execute a lively escape. It was time to take the ship. If caught, they’d shoot its guns to the last round of ammunition in a death-defying fight for freedom. If that didn’t work, suicide. They’d sink the ship and go down with it.

I’ve often wondered who those other seven men were, and though Smalls was exceptional, his extraordinary actions lay rooted in the courage of Black community, a community that, even within the struggles of the world as it was, spared no effort in getting free. Most of us desire self-determination or at least some control over our own destiny. We want to believe that our actions will close the distance to our dreams. So, Smalls and the others would row, quite literally, toward freedom.

Buttoning his white naval jacket and donning a straw hat, in the darkness Smalls resembled the ship’s captain just enough to pass by five Confederate harbor ports. And it didn’t hurt that he’d mentally mapped the waterways and memorized the proper hand signals to make it past those checkpoints. At the risk of his life, and that of seven other crew members, his wife and children, and eight others who boarded along the way, he deftly maneuvered a heavily guarded harbor. They prayed. They trembled. They cried. They despaired. Nonetheless, Smalls was steadfast. After passing the Confederate fortifications, he barreled toward the US Navy’s South Atlantic Blockading Squadron, lowering the South Carolina and Confederate flags, hoisting a white bedsheet signifying surrender. “I am delivering this war material including these cannons and I think Uncle Abraham Lincoln can put them to good use,” he said to the Union officers, who were surely shocked. He’d crossed the line of freedom, but his story doesn’t end there.

Having enough courage and naval intelligence to help shape the Civil War, Smalls then served with the Union Navy and Army. He spied for the Union, recruited some five thousand Black soldiers, and took part in seventeen military engagements as one of the first Black Navy pilots in the northern effort. After the war, he purchased his former enslaver’s house in Beaufort with money paid to him by the US government for half the appraised value of the CSS Planter, a ship originally used by those whose interest was to keep him enslaved.

During the Reconstruction period, he served in the South Carolina state assembly, went to Washington as a congressman, and served five terms in the US House of Representatives. Robert Smalls’s statesmanship saw restrictive Black codes abolished, public schools constructed, salaries for teachers and laborers increased, and the Charleston harbor improved. Sidelining resentment, he even pushed a relief bill for former Confederate farmers.

His was one of the most inspiring stories in American history. Smalls died in 1915, but it took a century for the city of Charleston to resuscitate his legacy.

In recent years, the city has erected a statue of Denmark Vesey, a marker to the slave-led Stono Rebellion, and the International African American Museum. But as internal conflicts became public in 2021, the museum’s reputation was put in jeopardy. A well-respected museum director of operations quit, accusing the museum board of allowing it to become a “racist and misogynistic organization,” and a local retired history professor said the museum should have been committed to a racial truth and reconciliation process. That makes me wonder, are we naïve to expect any museum whose primary funding comes from state and corporate dollars to infuse the reconciliation between past and present into its core values? The city of Charleston, like the rest of America, is stuck between those who want to reckon with its dark history and those who do not. Our nation stands at the uneasy intersection between whitewashing and recovery, while Black history and the legacies of those like Robert Smalls hang in the balance.

A Ritual of Forgetting

As I stood on the short, bright-green grass of the waterfront, I couldn’t help but think about how Black history is crushed under the weight of reductions and simplifications. Only minutes away stood a statue honoring “The Confederate Defenders of Charleston,” a towering monument commissioned by the United Daughters of the Confederacy. The UDC is a group of Southern socialites who, with their textbook committees, influenced school boards to ban books deemed disparaging of the South. The group has had historic affiliations with white supremacist groups, feeding the public a strict diet of Anglo-Saxonism and mobilizing against desegregation under the guise of honoring their ancestors. In their theory of race, Black inferiority was the natural hierarchy of human existence. The UDC still exists, and while no one is naïve enough to think it still exerts control over school curriculum, its ideas wield stubbornly persistent staying power.

“It was not that the textbooks had to preach black inferiority and white supremacy,” said historian Elizabeth Gillespie McRae. “They just had to erase African Americans from American history in all but the most decorative moments, and in those moments, they became inferior historical subjects not worthy of individual attention. Jim Crow politics relied on the stories it told and the symbols it created, which were replicated decade after decade in public schools.”

These ideas were etched in stone as thousands of Confederate monuments were scattered across America. In fact, the one in Charleston stands almost twenty-five feet tall. So, as my six-foot-two-inch frame hovered over the Robert Smalls plaque, I thought about how history is the biography of power. Those who hold it shape history like sculptor’s wax, molding public opinion in their favor. Think of all the atrocities formed into denial, even in the face of indisputable evidence. Until relatively recently, the Turkish government denied the Armenian genocide of 1915. Japan long refused to acknowledge its colossal war crimes, including the Nanjing Massacre in which hundreds of thousands of Chinese were killed. The United States has been slow to call the slaughter of indigenous people genocide, and has censored the voices of the enslaved. Denialism pollutes history, minimalizes acts of inhumanity, and stalls acts of reconciliation. Denialism weaves itself into US history, censoring the voices of the enslaved.

Modern historians use the concept of damnatio memoriae—a Latin phrase meaning “condemnation of memory”—to describe society’s efforts to erase official histories. Ancient Romans used memory sanctions to expunge public figures considered tyrants, traitors, and enemies of the state from the public record. Faces on statues were chiseled to bits, written records deleted, books burned, inscriptions effaced, visual depictions scratched from currency, and paintings buffered beyond recognition. It was a ban on remembrance, a fate considered worse than death. This orchestrated forgetting was, as it is now, a deliberate act. A choice. The Romans knew that public history feeds our cultural identity, nourishes power, and sustains political authority.

The omissions of Black history have been used in service of white power. They said slavery was humane. They blamed the victims. They justified the unjustifiable. This helped keep a legalized caste system in place in America some one hundred years after the Emancipation Proclamation. It doesn’t stop there. The whole world has witnessed how they set fire to our memories; what was lost will never be fully recovered.

But we do the work. We move through the dust and soot trying to restore our treasured heirlooms. We reexamine the legacies. We seek—and we find—exemplary figures like Robert Smalls, and we accent their brilliance. In this way, we keep in contact with the best of our American past. And we can apply his vision, self-determination, and courage to our own struggles. But we cannot stop there. We are obliged to remember that his heroism came at a cost. The melancholy reality of life, especially political life, is that it is a constant battle. So, it seems to me that we dishonor the legacy of those like Smalls by overlooking the biggest battle he fought, the war against white supremacy. While awaiting repairs on the Planter in 1864, a year when Philadelphia enforced explicitly racist segregation laws, Smalls was ejected from an all-white streetcar. He presents an early example of celebrity activism: As a famed Civil War hero, he led a mass boycott of segregated public transportation. The constitutional right to boycott remains a powerful countermeasure to remedy injustice.

Even the most qualified Black people have their credentials, qualifications, and birth certificates placed under the microscope. Smalls himself was jailed on baseless accusations of bribery as an elected official. All during a time when white politicians organized the intimidation and murder of Black voters. He, too, faced death threats from white supremacists and was effectively removed from office through the terror tactics of organized racists. And while the extremes may be different, Black politicians still face more scrutiny. Like Smalls, how many Black people have followed the advice of their parents to work twice as hard and be twice as smart, talented, and dependable? When we only examine the upper stratum of history, we miss the deep layers that allow us to define the structure of the present.

Some important questions simply aren’t asked enough. Whose monuments ascend toward the heavens? Whose stories are told with dignity? Whose lives are appreciated? Whose dead deserve our tears? On a trip to Washington, DC, I cast a skeptical eye on another monument. When looking at the Emancipation Memorial, the goal to juxtapose slavery and freedom is clear, but it is bereft of truth. President Abraham Lincoln’s tall frame towers over a half-naked Black freedman kneeling at his feet. Lincoln clutches the Emancipation Proclamation in one hand. The other is waving over the man’s head, as if to say, abracadabra, you’re free. I get the temptation to mythologize heroes, and it would be absurd to think that a whole history could be captured in a single monument. But one cast in truth would have, at least, had them standing side by side.

We’ve grown accustomed to the idea that Lincoln “freed the slaves.” To be fair, the mild and moderate approach Lincoln took to end the institution of chattel slavery was likely the only way to obliterate the institution. At its best, Lincoln’s story is that of a unifier, a man who underwent a long evolution. However, such narrow generalizations of history render the 186,000 Black people who buttoned up their Union Army blues and grabbed muskets to fight for Black liberty obsolete. And they wipe out the almost three hundred years Black people had already spent trying to get free. Even more, these generalizations aim to conceal Lincoln’s blemishes.

Contrary to his hatred of slavery, for much of his political career, Lincoln was ambivalent about emancipation. Most of us are familiar with the lines of his 1862 letter, in which he wrote: “If I could save the union without freeing any slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that.” But less highlighted is how, in 1861, he supported the Corwin Amendment, which, if passed, would have maintained US slavery indefinitely. It is well known that he didn’t like slavery, which makes it more glaring that he was, for a moment, willing to sacrifice millions of Black lives to hold the Union together.

We hear much about his evolution, but I have thought a lot about the Black people in his orbit. In Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, the famed abolitionist gives us a glimpse into his complicated relationship with the president. And historians say that Lincoln’s barber, his associate for more than two decades, the free Black entrepreneur William Florville, advised him on racial matters while lining up that Amish-style beard. But in US history, Black people have been a footnote under Lincoln’s heel. And speaking of that, the name of the man kneeling in the Emancipation Memorial? It was Archer Alexander. He was the model for the freedman kneeling under Lincoln. Alexander became a fugitive in 1863, and courageously alerted Union authorities about a plan by his enslaver to demolish a bridge used by the Union Army. A dashing man with a friendly smile, his great-great-great-grandson would grow up to become the quick-jabbing, fast-talking civil rights activist and heavyweight champion of the world, Muhammad Ali. I’m always amazed to see dots connecting like this.

It was formerly enslaved Black people like Alexander who donated every penny to fund the Emancipation Memorial, yet white people had control over its design and commission. A formerly enslaved woman named Charlotte Scott gave the first donation—five dollars—to the construction of the statue. In all, $20,000 was raised by Black people for its construction. But the monument was immediately seen for what it was. “The negro here, though rising,” wrote Frederick Douglass a few days after at the dedication ceremony, “is still on his knees and nude. What I want to see before I die is a monument representing the negro, not couchant on his knees like a four-footed animal, but erect on his feet like a man.”

These aren’t details people just overlooked. Those who erected these statues knew full well they were degrading Black people, as do those who continue to whitewash history.

Written Out

One of America’s first historians was Chief Justice John Marshall. Legend has it, when he died in 1835, the Liberty Bell cracked at his funeral, never to be heard again. He is lionized as America’s great chief justice, a mover, shaker, and shaper of constitutional law. So much so that legal decisions from the Marshall Court are routinely used as precedent, like Marbury v. Madison, which set the Supreme Court as the final interpreter of the Constitution and legalized its ability to overrule the president, Congress, and state governments. Marshall also bought and sold humans with amoral intensity, keeping more than 250 people in perpetual bondage during his lifetime.

Modern biographers rarely mention it. One said that he was the “owner of a modest number of slaves.” Who were they? Edey, Harry. Kate. Moses. Ben. Dick. “A negro woman.” “Woman,” that is how he recorded them as property. We give more thought to naming cats and dogs. In cases like these, the enslaved are like cutouts from an American portrait—the gaping hole and outline reminds us they were there, but we’ll never see the details. When Marshall wrote one of the first books on the American story, a massive work on George Washington and America’s founding, he said little of those he considered “pests” and “criminals.”

Early writers and historians viewed history as a way of explaining statecraft and politics, whose main characters were elite white males, thereby ignoring everyone else. In this same era, George Bancroft, known as “the father of American history,” oriented his massive, ten-volume, History of the United States of America: From the Discovery of the Continent (1848) around the same principles of exceptionalism and unimpeded progress that animate many American histories today. His romantic historical drama centered on a story of Anglo-Saxon zeal and heroism. Black people were written as a soulless labor force extracting bounties of rice, cotton, and tobacco. I searched hundreds of pages of his books, trying to find Black humanity, and came up empty. There was a similar denial of indigenous genocide. They were but “a few scattered tribes of feeble barbarians, destitute of commerce and of political connection.” Millions of people accepted this as truth. Deep down, millions still do. That is because the building blocks of American memory—citizenship, liberty, patriotism, and elite white American power—have always depended on it.

Deep into the twentieth century, professional historians, poets and intellectuals, politicians, teachers, military personnel, lawyers, journalists, and others wrote glaringly racist histories without raising many eyebrows. They were unafraid to say—on the record, out loud, into microphones, in books and other publications—that Black people were inferior. Johns Hopkins University–educated Thomas F. Dixon Jr., a Baptist minister and politician who thought that Black people did nothing to affect the world, reflected the dominant ideas of his era:


Since the dawn of history, the negro has owned the continent of Africa—rich beyond the dream of poet’s fancy, crunching acres of diamonds beneath his bare black feet. Yet he never picked one up from the dust until a white man showed to him its glittering light. His land swarmed with powerful and docile animals, yet he never dreamed a harness, cart, or sled. A hunter by necessity, he never made an axe, spear, or arrowhead worth preserving beyond the moment of its use. He lived as an ox, content to graze for an hour. In a land of stone and timber he never sawed a foot of lumber, carved a block, or built a house save of broken sticks and mud.



Racism is more guarded these days, but I’m stating the obvious to say it still exists. Cultural illiteracy feeds it, and there yet remains a shortage of in-depth and nuanced reporting about the African continent from outside of it. Often, it is presented as a no-man’s-land, or a giant game preserve, or chimpanzee sanctuary, or hotbed of terrorists, or massive, disease-infested continent with a few isolated cities and beachfront hotels. As I’m writing this book, in 2022, Vladimir Putin has ordered an invasion into Ukraine, there is war, the death toll widens, the threat of nuclear catastrophe has the world on edge. I flip through a news story about how civilians outside Kyiv are being executed—hands bound, necrotized bodies lying curled next to trash littering the streets. The world weeps. At the same time, in the Tigray Region of Ethiopia, famine is being used as a weapon of war, up to half a million dead. Northern Tigrayan civilians are sandwiched into mass executions by the Ethiopian government and Eritrean militias, atrocities on all sides. I flip through the news to see a young child with a horrifyingly distended belly. He is starving to death. I compared the outpouring of cash and empathy for the Ukrainian civilians, whose death toll is no less important, but pales in comparison.

I have never seen anything like this for a Black or Brown nation. In comparison to Ukraine’s hourly and daily coverage, Tigray barely registers. Journalists around the world dropped their oath to be unbiased, because, as one Ukrainian official said, there were “European people with blue eyes and blonde hair being killed.” Only the buzzards count the dead in Africa. An overstatement, of course, but let your attention rest on the fact that the dehumanizing ideas of a whitewashed history still exist. After centuries, they have hardened into dangerous assumptions, laws, social norms, and government policies against Black people all over the globe. These are the attitudes that, if left unchecked, are used to justify orgies of atrocity—mass graves, the blocking of humanitarian aid, torture, and genocide. The past connects to the present.

Uncovering history can be like walking up to a log in the woods that looks usable on the surface until you kick it over and find the underside rotten. We can trace much of today’s ideological decay to a seemingly benign US history that was in fact used to deny reparative justice and justify the segregation of Black people. Remember earlier I mentioned the United Daughters of the Confederacy? Well, their influence extended much further than a single statue. In 1915, Mildred Rutherford, a Southern educator with an axe to grind, boldly said that “patriotic men and women of the north as well as the south, are demanding a new history.” As the national historian of the group, she promoted the Confederacy as the true spirit of America. If you want to know the origins of the whitewashed slavery lessons in public schools, you don’t have to look much further than Rutherford. Looking back, this is probably why we read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1855) instead of The Confessions of Nat Turner (1967). Rutherford was a foremother of the book ban. Groups like hers denied schoolchildren access to accurate knowledge of the past.

In the early twentieth century, a wave of Southern historians graduated from Columbia University under the ideas of renowned historian William A. Dunning. In the so-called Dunning School, Reconstruction was a failure. As historian Eric Foner writes in his book The Second Founding: How the Civil War and Reconstruction Remade the Constitution (2019), those early historians believed that “blacks lacked the capacity to participate intelligently in political democracy.” In addition, Dunning believed that Black and white were so distinct in characteristics that coexistence was impossible without a system that accounted for the so-called fact of Black inferiority. Thus, the failure of Reconstruction, which gave and protected the voting rights of Black people, was considered a necessary evil.

These historians were no stand-in for all white historical scholarship, but their ideas lived on in public memory. You have to remember the pro-Confederate book of love, loss, and propaganda, Gone with the Wind (1936), was the cultural zeitgeist of its era. That author described newly freed Black people “like monkeys or small children turned loose among treasured objects whose value is beyond their comprehension.” This was a book that has made lists alongside the Holy Bible for top worldwide sellers. I haven’t been to church in years, but sometimes nothing captures an idea like a bit of biblical prose. “There is no remembrance of former things, Nor will there be any remembrance of things that are to come by those who will come after,” says a passage from the book of Ecclesiastes 1:11. Just think, less than a hundred years after our deaths, our descendants will no longer drop tears on our headstones. But when it comes to US history, Black people have been forgotten much quicker. On purpose. And that is how the past has been whitewashed.

To Tell Our Own Stories

In October 1833, a young Black abolitionist named William C. Nell stood to speak in front of the Juvenile Garrison Independent Society at the African Meeting House in Boston. As a boy, he’d peeked into the window to see an antislavery meeting being held by abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. Sometimes gentle influences are the most powerful, as soon after, Nell became Garrison’s antislavery apprentice. His parents were equally committed to the antislavery cause, so it’s no surprise to find him, at only sixteen years old, intensely focused on uniting Black people to fight slavery and anti-Black prejudice. But aside from his storied life as an abolitionist and desegregationist, it is worth remembering that Nell was part of a largely overlooked canon of Black historians and scholars. This group took on the burden of reframing Black history, correcting errors, and reshaping the Black image. The white publishing establishment seldom took their work seriously, but they self-published, covering facts and depictions of Black life, ever on a mission to set the record straight.

In 1841 James W. C. Pennington wrote A Textbook of the Origin and History of the Colored People, which sought to “unembarrass” the origin of Black people in history. In his 1855 book, The Colored Patriots of the American Revolution, William C. Nell gives a brisk accounting of Black existence during the British North American war. William Wells Brown published his book in 1863, telling about The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements with a knife-edge sharpness. To sketch the biographies of Black people as slaves, soldiers, and citizens, George Washington Williams published the two-volume History of the Negro Race in America from 1619 to 1880, in 1887. Anna J. Cooper, “the mother of Black feminism,” earned a PhD in history in 1925, and stands as a towering figure in Black American scholarship.

Evading prejudicial degree programs, nonacademic scholars breathed life into history. Those like Leila Amos Pendleton, Elizabeth Lindsay Davis, and Laura Eliza Wilkes are all worthy of the title historian, even with only a high school diploma. Of almost two thousand history doctorates awarded by 1935, only six were given to Black people. But as they trickled into the profession, not a second was wasted debunking the lies. Compiling thousands of papers, books, and articles, they began the difficult work of clearing out the racist historical sewage. In the cold isolation of segregated libraries, and within the walls of historically Black colleges, they infused the peculiarities of the Black experience into the American one. Each generation built on the other to create an interconnected Black historical universe. Sometimes they wrote to replace psychological anguish with self-respect, sometimes for redemption. Some wrote from biblical inspiration and others from political awakening. Black voices became louder.

In sheer intellectual output, W. E. B. Du Bois was unparalleled in the scholarly universe. The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade: Trade to the United States of America, 1638–1870 (1892), The Negro Church (1903), and Black Reconstruction in America: Toward a History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860–1880 (1935) are but a few fantastic titles he cranked out over his decades-long career. Dorothy Porter Wesley revolutionized how we learn about Black history in America. In her long and prolific career (1930–1995), she transformed the library from her desk at Howard University. When Black history was organized into only two categories, slavery and colonization, the enterprising librarian highlighted Black people in every subject: literature, health and medicine, music, philosophy, mathematics, history, biology, religion, and other specific subject areas. With a shoestring budget and student staff, she amassed a collection of eighteen thousand items; when she began, there were only three thousand. A genius curator with an eye for the important, she saved irreplaceable history from the trash bin.

It was the 1962 book Before the Mayflower: A History of Black America, by Lerone Bennett Jr., that mainstreamed 1619 as the most important date in Black American history. Bennett graduated from Morehouse the same year as Martin Luther King Jr., and died in 2018. It makes me wonder, What if King had lived that long? In 1966, John Hope Franklin put forth his meticulously researched and massive book, From Slavery to Freedom, which appealed to Black and white audiences alike.

And like Du Bois incarnate, a bookshelf would groan under the weight of Henry Louis Gates Jr. texts. His body of work includes hundreds of books written and coauthored, documentaries, articles, and TV series. I referenced his work The Annotated African American Folktales (2017) in the writing of this book.

Others drifted far off the radar, like John Henrik Clarke, John Wesley Blassingame, Helen Grey Edmonds, Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, Rayford W. Logan, Charles H. Wesley. The list goes on. Not to leave anyone out, but I could take up twenty more pages listing all the scholars who laid the foundations for my work and all the other contemporary, Black-authored history books you see on the shelf. More and more Black historians came forward who refused to sugarcoat their narratives. Hundreds of book clubs and writers groups have supported them. But I still wrestle with some of the same issues as my predecessors. Race, class, gender, freedom, redemption, identity, and the absurdity of American life. Black scholars producing history today continue to scrub the whitewash, helping to shape a collective memory.

Whose History Now

America is a young nation, too immature to deal with the trauma of our national childhood. In every decade the question is argued—how do we teach American history? In the 1990s the architects of multiculturalism, a political theory of tolerance and diversity, found themselves embroiled in a culture war—a straw man target of the political right, which saw it as political correctness and excessive tolerance. They railed against multicultural content in textbooks and saw the framework as a threat to social cohesion, an invitation for unrestricted mass immigration, and an attack on Western liberalism.

If this sounds a bit familiar, it may be because it shares some similarities with the debates surrounding critical race theory. There is nothing new under the sun, but in the war over history, people are still dug into the same trenches. As a multinational movement, the American flavor of multiculturalism sought to fill the void of tolerance with a multiethnic chorus of voices in American literature and history. The sociological metaphor of a salad bowl became common and diametrically opposed to the long-used idea of the melting pot. It was the idea that the historically un-meltable—Black people, Hispanics, women, Asians, indigenous, disabled folk and beyond—could retain their unique identities, integrating with, but not disappearing into, the whole.

A Black professor, C. James Trotman, stated in his 2002 book, Multiculturalism: Roots and Realities, that it “uses several disciplines to highlight neglected aspects of our social history, particularly the histories of women and minorities [and] promotes respect for the dignity of the lives and voices of the forgotten.” Well intentioned as that definition stands, its critics accused it of disguising uniculturalism, where people can disparage any culture but their own, especially if it is “white” and “oppressive.” There is some validity to this. When we adhere uncritically to any ideology, it can become like looking through a keyhole, but when I read books like Ronald Takaki’s Different Mirror: A History of Multicultural America (2012), a collage history in which he sketches a multiethnic history ranging from Native Americans, Black, Irish, Mexicans, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Afghan, and Jewish, I see it as a worthy effort. But the soul of Black history is lost in such sweeping narratives, which fail to adequately delve into the history of anti-Blackness. I’m totally for discovering everyone’s history; I just don’t think we can do it from one textbook. We need the tools to dig for historical truth on our own, along with a critique on our flawed approaches to teaching history.

In 2020, when the brutal killings of Black Americans at the hands of police became a horrific staple on cell phones and television screens, a mélange of citizens and corporations opened up to the forbidden truths of American history that many Black people already knew. Culturally, history has occupied a formidable space in Black homes. US Black history was always a part of who we were. It was the intersection of history and the televised denial of Black humanity that caused the wider interest in Black stories, and in some cases the acknowledgment of whitewashing.

In 2021, the American Historical Association, the oldest professional association of historians, formally acknowledged its role in “generating, disseminating, legitimating, and promoting histories that have helped contribute to the evolution and institutionalization of racist ideas, racial discrimination, and racist violence in the United States.” Coming to the realization that, throughout American history, this pattern of anti-Blackness has been a major determinant not only of Black social, economic, and political life, but in the writing of it. There was an outpouring of effort to learn marginal histories for about six months, but that amount of high-octane interest was bound to run low on fuel. Change happens in fits, starts, outrages, and atrocities. So much changed, and so much stayed the same.

When I first began this book, I stumbled upon Ralph Ellison’s 1953 classic, Invisible Man. In his surreal masterpiece, Ellison introduces us to an unidentified Black narrator high-wiring across the abyss of our racial divide. Later, we find him working at a paint manufacturing company called Liberty Paints. The building was unmistakable because of the brightly lit advertising sign that read, “Keep America Pure with Liberty Paints.” Liberty is a cut above the competition because of a very special pigment, a proprietary blend that produces a brilliant white marketed as “Optic White.” Then the mystery is revealed. Only after ten drops of a black chemical are squirted into the mixture does it reach perfection. Undetectable in the finished product, the contribution of the black chemical makes the dazzling white paint possible. Unlike that paint, it is easy to detect Ellison’s symbolism. The author sought to show the desire to keep America white.

The tragedy is that generations have grown up knowing little about their own history. In classic vampire lore, the undead blood sipper is unable to see his or her own reflection, because mirrors don’t reflect soulless creatures. When Black history is whitewashed, American history becomes soulless, unable to see itself, its moral depths, and its true identity. Black brilliance has been the unseen ingredient in the history of the United States.

And yet, from the beginning, Black people have been told that they have created nothing of consequence. As a result, our dreams have been kept secret from us. Many were never told that they were capable of great things, so they never tried. Progress has been made to update our narratives, but our history remains segregated. An afterthought. Like the story of Robert Smalls, a national hero, covered by the foliage of exclusion. But more people are reexamining the past with all its complexities and contradictions. They know, as I do, it is up to each generation to rewrite the past with new vision. Because if we don’t, if the attempts to whitewash Black stories succeed, our history will be as someone once said, a set of lies agreed upon.






2 Who Are You?



In America, the traditional routes to Black identity have hardly been normal.

—June Jordan, Civil War

As a human being, I cannot allow myself to be fragmented into Negro at one time, woman at another or worker at another, I must find a unifying principle in all these movements to which I can adhere.

—Pauli Murray, 1967



He was a thin, jet-black man with sharp features. His silver goatee complemented his hair, which was receding into baldness as he proceeded in age. He looked weary. Deep-set wrinkles protruded from his forehead, but his eyes still gazed out with the same bright, piercing focus we might imagine they had when he was nineteen years old and soon to be married. But raiders from the West African kingdom of Dahomey (present-day Benin) had other plans. Embroiled in intertribal warfare, he found himself on the losing side. In 1860, Oluale Kossola was kidnapped. Wrenched from home and stripped of clothing, Kossola was shoved into a barracoon (a temporary prison enclosure) to await a new fate.

The kingdom of Dahomey had grown rich through such raids, and Kossola was now captive to a major supplier of the US slave addiction. The United States banned the importation of enslaved people in 1808, with New Jersey becoming the last Northern state to abolish the practice altogether only four years earlier. The seedy flow of human cargo continued south of the Mason-Dixon. Kossola, along with 110 others, were packed into a schooner named the Clotilda, destined for Mobile, Alabama. All was done on a bet by plantation owner Timothy Meaher, who told friends he could pull it off. It was the last known ship to bring enslaved Africans to the United States.

By the time Oluale Kossola met Zora Neale Hurston, who captures his story in the book Barracoon, completed in 1931, he was called Cudjo Lewis. Nearing a century in age, he looked out from deep-set eyes, gripping his smoking pipe with knotty fingers, and told his story. Staying true to his linguistic humanity, Hurston captured his words in dialect, just as he spoke them. Lewis recounted in detail the detestable cruelty of his ordeal, but it was these words that really moved me: “When I think ’bout dat time I try not to cry no mo,” he said, presumably in pain. “My eyes dey stop cryin’ but de tears runnee down inside me all de time. I no see none my family.”

Lewis helps us fulfill our relentless need to recover what was lost on the unimaginable journey from Africa to America. It is impossible to survey the annihilation—of family, of gods, and cultural practices—completely, but his story helps us understand the identities lost to all Black Americans who are descendants of the enslaved. Freed in 1865, after the conclusion of the Civil War, Lewis stood at the crossroads of Africa and America, longing for what he called “de Affica soil.”

Sensing he would never return, his group resolved to appeal for compensation. Lewis approached his former enslaver, Timothy Meaher, who was sitting on a felled tree. “Cap’n Tim, you brought us from our country where we had lan’,” Lewis asserted. “Why doan you give us piece dis land so we kin buildee ourself a home?”

His words had the effect of fire to the log Meaher was sitting on. “Cap’n jump on his feet,” Lewis recalled, embittered and angry. “Fool do you think I goin’ give you property on top of property? I tookee good keer my slaves and derefo’ I doan owe dem nothin.”

This might have smothered the dreams of the most hopeful, but the budding community reckoned with reality took nothing and made something. They ate bread and molasses, saved pennies, pooled resources, and acted as a unit. They were bound, not by blood kinship, but traumatic experience. Through mutual aid, they founded Africatown, a community that still exists in Alabama, albeit under industrial and economic threat. But the collective effort of the original enslaved people allowed them to buy the land refused to them as payment for their purloined labor. There was Jinnie/Jenny and Cuffy/Cuffee (a variation of the Akan name Kofi), also husband and wife, and most likely Clotilda survivors. And there was Matilda McCrear a woman said to wear her hair in inventive Yoruban hairstyles until the day she died. Another one of the original African born was named Redoshi, who lived there with her husband, “William” or “Billy” whom she was forced to marry at twelve years old, until becoming a widow in the 1920s. It is all too bad Hurston did not capture her story. Firsthand accounts of women who survived the Middle Passage are scant.

Most of their stories lie buried under the seabed. Even what we know about an Africatown resident named Redoshi comes from a white journalist projecting exotic fantasies. His description of her belies virtue and accuracy. In his eyes, she was a “dark, supple princess… imbued with the love of life in the jungles.” Contrary to the dismal accounts of other Clotilda survivors, the interviewer attested to a jovial interview in which Redoshi said she was treated and fed well. But this reinforced pre–Civil War histories of benevolent slavery, and we might also wonder, with white oversight, how many stories of true injustice were withheld.

But those in Africatown went on. They self-governed under and retained what African traditions they could. In her yard, Redoshi kept flowers “painted in circles surrounded by half-buried bottles in geometrical formation,” a common practice among Black people in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as it was thought to ward off evil spirits. They blended their languages and customs with aspects of their new home in America. Clotilda survivors are the only descendants of slavery in the United States who can trace their African ancestry to an exact location. And it is stories like theirs that offer the only verifiable beginning of who we are. Psychologists have identified what is called a cognitive need for closure. Or the desire for an absolute answer to a question, trying to fill that hole, that longing, for a time before—the time when we knew, without a shadow of a doubt, our exact lineage and heritage, the place from which we came.

Lost Origin

If you are Black, a descendant of the enslaved, and turn your eye to the past, you will likely never know your true origin. You might descend from the Yoruba, Fula, Akan, Mande, Woloof, Angola, Whydah, Igbo, or any other one of three thousand ethnic groups on the continent. Not just bodies, but identities were stolen. Our ethnicities were fragmented. But out of the memory shards of a forgone motherland, a Black identity was constructed, acting as a global home for those who trace their roots to Africa.

Colonists didn’t just export slavery across the globe, they exported Africa, creating a culture that lives on forever, despite the many millions who perished. In America, they remembered Africa. The tongue spoke its language. The body moved to its rhythms. The mind recounted its wisdom. The soul reanimated its religions. But the American doctrine of Anglo-conformity forced silence on all things African.

Think about the seemingly innocent task of giving someone a name. Then think of it as an act of destruction. When Ben, Homer, Venus, and Matilde were shuttled from Augusta, Georgia, to Charleston, South Carolina, in 1833, their names held little meaning. Most likely, they were picked at random from a King James Bible or a classical piece of Western literature to register on a slave manifest. “What’s in a name?” Shakespeare has Juliet ask in his most enduring play. “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet” (Romeo and Juliet, Act II, Scene II).

But names have meaning, especially when yours is taken from you. To lose a name is to lose a form of self-expression. It is to sever ties with a social group, your peers, community, and even spirituality. So, the tragedy of renaming enslaved people was not that they ceased to be themselves, it was that they still were. For this reason, the first generations of enslaved people clung to the complex naming traditions of their homeland. Some had the names of beloved relatives; other names bore significance in society. Some names had deep religious meaning. Others used day-names, indicating the day of the week an individual was born. For many, slave names were simply masks, put on when called by enslavers, but in private, they used their original names. They clung to meaningful identifiers rather than tags of property rights. It was also a tactic of psychological survival. We can clearly see the unraveling of identity by reading a fugitive slave ad:


$10 REWARD - Ran away on the 6th inst. the black boy JOHN or JOHN BULL, aged about 30 years, five feet four inches in height, very stout built, round face, badly marked by smallpox, and a scar produced from an attempt to cut his throat. The said boy was bought some nine months since from—Miller, and is supposed to be loitering about the Old Basin or Lake end of the Railroad. The above reward will be paid to any one who will produce him to me or lodge him in any jail so that I may get him.



A thirty-year-old man spoken of as a toddler or child. Imagine going by Quash, Cuffee, Sukey, or Mustapha to be called Boy, Girl, Uncle, Old Man, or Auntie. These names, whether said condescendingly or affectionately, reinforced a subordinate relationship between those using names as control and those forced to answer to them. Accounts vary, but best estimates suggest that thousands, maybe tens of thousands of first-generation Africans in North America were Muslim, forced to renounce their Islamic faith and take on Christianity. In 1774, the name Fatimer was included on an accounting document at Mount Vernon, a person listed by George Washington as part of his tax responsibilities. Fatima, a name meaning “Shining One” in Arabic, offers possibilities of a Muslim connection. If we imagine all those who came over with birthright names imbued with human essence, we can see why they continued to use them in private, disassociating from their dehumanizing English ones. Their names faded away with each passing generation.

Their ethnic backgrounds and nationalities faded, too. Over a long history, and a bit of etymology acrobatics, Americans now considered Black or (b)lack depending on whom you ask, have been called simply African, slave, mulatto, quadroon, octoroon, colored, the n-word, nigger, negro, Afro-American, African American. Let me catch my breath… okay. Some of those labels were chosen and others imposed. Some imbued pride, others denigration. Once upon a time, in a world not long ago, like Europeans, Asians, Mesoamericans, or people anywhere else, African societies didn’t use these racial terms to identify themselves. But that would all change.

As Europe achieved global dominance, its philosophers and scientists began categorizing humans based on geography, skin color, and cranial dimensions. And as slavery progressed in America, Black and white skin classifications quickly followed. Not so simple, though, as people mixed consensually or not, migrated forcefully or not, and America became more colored. At first, white was built on an Anglo-Saxon myth, meaning native to Britain. The national popularity of this idea is well evidenced, but it is interesting to note that the 1889 book Anglo-Saxon Superiority by Edmond Demolins was a cherished possession of US president Theodore Roosevelt. To maintain power in a more colorful America, the rules of whiteness changed. Formerly marginalized groups—like the Irish—who, at one point, forged class solidarity with poor Black people, abandoned their revolutionary roots and collaborated in anti-Black oppression.

In our modern era, the definition of white has shifted again on the US census to include white-identifying Hispanics. By all available evidence, the measuring stick for white becomes more inclusive when it needs to swell numbers and to maintain power. And though non-white groups were also colored and marginalized (Yellow, Red, Brown), they retained the option of anchoring their identity in their ethnicity: Filipino, Chippewa, Chinese, Puerto Rican, Hawaiian, or any other number of groups. And the enduring legacy of race and slavery is that Black is what all other colors are defined by. But it is the formerly enslaved, perhaps more than any other group in America, who will never know their origins beyond the docking of those ships full of human cargo.

Identity and Power

Orlando Patterson was correct to say that few other groups “have contributed more to the culture of the group that dominated and excluded them, than black Americans—in music, dance, theatre, literature, sports and more generally in the style and vibrancy of its dominant culture, America is indelibly blackish.” Few would argue against this, but Black Americans have often found themselves exiles in their new home.

Some, like Marcus Garvey, embraced this fully. A Jamaican, Garvey’s Black nationalist influence extended throughout the Caribbean, North America, and Africa. Pessimistic about US racial progress, he believed that if Black people stayed in the United States, it would lead to their demise. Speaking in the 1920s, he asserted, “Those who… believe that the race problem will be solved in America through higher education, they will walk between now and eternity and never see the problem solved. That day will never happen until Africa is redeemed.”

A deft speaker who would walk around in a Napoleonic hat decorated with brilliant plumage, a brass-buttoned suit laced with golden braids, and a ceremonial sword, Garvey cast an imposing figure. And yet, his message was simple. Black people need to rebuild Black identity through racial pride and unity among Africa’s global descendants. Perhaps Garvey’s most significant message was that Black people should cast off their European overlords, board steamships bound for Africa, and rebuild in the motherland.

For those feeling alienated and pessimistic about America’s commitment to racial justice, Garvey’s message still resonates. Some have called for leaving altogether, and it is here we can see the interplay between identity and power.

As part of a “Back to Africa” movement in 1834, the American Colonization Society, a white-run organization seeking to purge the nation of its “unfortunate and degraded” free Black population, established a colony on the west coast of Africa called the Republic of Maryland, an independent African country that merged into what is now Liberia. By 1867, the group had resettled some thirteen thousand free and formerly enslaved Black people.

American history is full of contradictions. The United States was at once smuggling in enslaved Africans, while at the same time sending them back to Africa. So, when Black people returned to Africa they were called Americo-Liberians and the indigenous Liberians were called Congoes. As a small percentage of the population, the Americo-Liberians became an elite class and oppressed the natives. Though they did stamp out ongoing tribal slavery and bring economic stability, they denied citizenship and then voting rights to indigenous Liberians into the twentieth century, and set up a one-party oligarchic rule for 133 years. I’m certain this is not what Garvey had in mind. What does this tell us about the relationship between identity and power? In this case, a rapid thrust from powerless to powerful obliterated the notion of a collective Black identity.

I suspect that, with the corrupting nature of power, people who are subordinated often reproduce the same asymmetrical relationships they vowed to never repeat. Understandably, we pay a great deal of attention to how the politics of white power represses the Black identity. And yet, we forget how identity filters through power in other ways. Imbalances related to class (middle-/underclass Black people), color (dark/light), and countless other identifiers that cause social conflicts not only between groups but within them. Often, to distance ourselves from powerlessness, we replicate, duplicate, and mimic the same oppressive dynamics exercised against us. We have been made to believe that power can only be constructed as A over B, but power can also work as A through B. Then reciprocal as B through A. The Black colonizers might have chosen to work with the native population instead of over it. It is a painful admission, but when the history of Liberia is overlooked, we miss a valuable discussion on how easy it is to imitate and project the same abuse onto others as has been done to us.

Outlined in Black

We all choose different shores on which to anchor our identity. Many have gone back to the coasts of Africa, not on a ship, but through genealogy, to answer that existential question that comes to us all: Who am I? But genealogical research as a Black American can be painful. As you march along the bridge to the past, there is a hole known as the 1870 Brick Wall. Before that year, no surnames were recorded of African descendants. It is not impossible to find your ancestors beyond it, but you’ll have to rummage through US customs records showing the ships that transported your ancestors, tax records itemizing them as property; wills showing them zigzagging between different family owners, and the bills accounting their sale; all of these things invalidating their existence as humans. All reminders that they were enslaved. Sometimes records will show you where they were sold. So, your search might pulsate with pain as you follow their paths.

Genetic testing has provided new bridges to the past, across which millions of people are walking, hoping to find their African homelands. In her 2016 book, The Social Life of DNA: Race, Reparations, and Reconciliation After the Genome, Professor Alondra Nelson talks about the overwhelming power of tracing our roots. One group who found out their ancestors were from Sierra Leone met for a ceremony of remembrance at a ferry landing known for slave auctions. According to Nelson, it’s “not just about identity in a narcissistic way, but about people trying to reconcile the history of slavery, and scaling up from their ancestry test to what it means for the history of the US.” Yet others see things differently, choosing not to find their identity in DNA. Suspicious of labs that send vials for you to package your genetic makeup, likely to sell it into a study or database. Even more, there are those who don’t associate their identity with Africa at all, giving up on the kente cloth ideas, and dashiki dreams. Instead finding personhood in what we have built here. Perhaps they are skeptical of a monolithic vision of Africa’s past. One that loses the infinite nuances of the earth’s second largest continent.

As people navigated a new culture, the Black identity has not easily blended with an American one. Not for lack of effort. The soul of Black people is tied up in America, though the nation has been slow to recognize it. Black people have been removed from the country, segregated into ghettos, discriminated out of suburbs, thrust into impoverished enclaves, and segmented into housing projects. All leaving us to wonder, can Black people ever transcend race in America? In 1869, while advocating the unpopular position of accepting Chinese immigration, Frederick Douglass said, “We are a country of all extremes—, ends and opposites; the most conspicuous example of composite nationality in the world.”

But courts thought otherwise, forwarding the idea that non-white people could never be integrated into American society. In the 1854 case People v. Hall, the California Supreme Court ruled that Black, mulatto, Chinese, and Native American people were not white, and therefore could not testify against a white man in court. Calling back to this history, Toni Morrison wrote, “American means white, and Africanist people struggle to make the term applicable to themselves with ethnicity and hyphen after hyphen after hyphen.” So, if American means white, and identity is, at least in part, socially negotiated, non-white people are left with few bargaining chips. The one-drop rule, which applies to no other group, effectively bars anyone with a microscopic trace of African ancestry from identifying as white. Dark skin, thick lips, tight curls, and a broad nose have been the identification cards of Blackness. One drop of Blackness has been seen as an indelible stain of inferiority. In a history where sex and race collide, this was enforced to ensure white purity. But genetics continue to prove that most of us are racially ambiguous. We might wonder how many white people have hidden their Black identities in secrecy and shame. We are left to wonder how many fathers abandoned their sons, or how many mothers aborted their daughters, all to uphold the construct of a pure race. It is all absurd, but the idea of racial purity is built on centuries of lies. When the one-drop rule was proposed to become law in 1895, South Carolina politician George D. Tillman railed against it. A reporter from the News and Courier captured his words this way:


It is a scientific fact that there is not one full-blooded Caucasian on the floor of this convention. Every member has in him a certain mixture of… colored blood…. It would be a cruel injustice and the source of endless litigation, of scandal, horror, feud, and bloodshed to undertake to annul or forbid marriage for a remote, perhaps obsolete trace of Negro blood. The doors would be open to scandal, malice, and greed.



But in Virginia, it was made law, passed as the Racial Integrity Act of 1924. White people defined race in America. And they did so to their own whim. For instance, when elite Virginians who claimed descent from Pocahontas and John Rolfe demanded an exception to the law to keep their categorization as white, a Pocahontas exemption was added. They could maintain their white status in the racial order despite their non-white ancestry. But the Black identity adapted, accommodating all phenotypes, just like the continent of Africa itself. From light-skinned people with aquiline noses, to dark people with kinky hair, ever expanding to represent a mosaic of colors. But the effects of racism took a toll on Black personhood. Colorism and “shadeism” share similarly hideous features as racism when we assign value and intelligence to people based on the relative lightness or darkness of their Blackness. One story that has long circulated in the Black community is that, through the twentieth century, dark-skinned people were excluded from churches, sororities, fraternities, and social clubs if they could not pass the infamous “brown paper bag test.” If you were darker than the bag, you were out. Biracial people, light enough, also “passed” as white. Exploiting the loophole and staking a claim in the land of white identity, they attempted to reap the privilege, social, and economic benefits denied darker hues of Black Americans.

But everyone dealt with their identity differently. Actress Fredericka “Fredi” Washington, a fair-skinned, green-eyed Black woman with a smoldering screen presence, was pale enough to “pass,” but refused. Obsessed more with her race than talent, no one could believe her choice: “I can’t for the life of me, find any valid reason why anyone should lie about their origin or anything else for that matter. Frankly, I do not ascribe to the stupid theory of white supremacy and to try to hide the fact that I am a Negro for economic or any other reasons… people can’t believe that I’m proud to be a Negro and not white. To prove I don’t buy white superiority I chose to be a Negro.”

But according to a friend she did pass for white, “when she was traveling in the South with Duke Ellington and his band.” They could not go into ice-cream parlors, he said, so she would go in and buy the ice cream, then go outside and give it to Ellington and the band. Whites screamed at her, “Nigger lover!” Washington was able to live on her own terms, evoking her identity with integrity, acting out her agency through her own self-conception.

Self or Socially Constructed

There is great power in defining yourself. But as social animals, our culture has a profound influence on who we are. How the world perceives us directly influences how we see ourselves and how our brains develop. It impacts how we negotiate and understand our relationships. And when it comes to race, America has fed Black people a diet of lies about their identity. Lie long enough and the lie can become indistinguishable from truth. Black people have been sambo, Aunt Jemima, brutish, lazy, lawn jockey, niggerized, exotic, hackneyed, clichéd, and stereotyped. In 1976, Ronald Reagan mainstreamed the idea of a “welfare queen,” by accusing single Black mothers like Linda Taylor of living large on taxpayers’ hard-earned dollars, collecting government checks while covered in jewels. So, too, did descriptions of welfare recipients using food stamps to buy T-bone steaks, living in New York housing projects with eleven-foot ceilings and swimming pools feature in his rhetoric.

In the 1940s, a husband and wife team of psychologists named Dr. Kenneth and Dr. Mamie Clark designed “doll tests” to gauge the effects of racial segregation on children. They asked Black children their preferences for Black or white dolls. Mostly, they chose white dolls. What could account for this at such a young age? Here you had children as young as three and four years old, who not only recognized racial differences, but who ascribed less value to darker skin. Unwittingly, the children must have thought they were making a simple choice. But underneath, there was a pained reality about internalized inferiority. Black children valued themselves less than whites.

People are not immune to negative messages about their group. From a young age, Black children see the pervasive discrimination of others who look like them. These negative perceptions of Black people—in books, on screens, and from speakers—then shape how they see themselves. Psychologically, how many white dolls have been chosen before and how many have been chosen since?

One of the earliest Black psychoanalysts to explore race and identity was Afro-Caribbean psychiatrist Frantz Fanon, who, while completing his residency in France in 1952, wrote and published his first book, Black Skin, White Masks. At only twenty-seven years old, he was heavily influenced by the brutal colonization of Africa and carried those melancholic visions of terror and violence into his book. He explores the violence of colonization inflicted on the Black body and the endless depths of agony in the sea of the subconscious mind. Fanon then switches perspective to the reciprocal violence of the colonized trying to recover their history, dignity, and sense of self. The book is fascinating for its insights into the psychic hurt that comes along with the social penalties of Black skin. One of my biggest takeaways was how oppression results in a sort of mutually assured spiritual destruction between one who is dominating and the other who is dominated. He warned against the false self-image Black people have adopted from whites. He encouraged Black people to retain a Black identity because, so long as they tried to be a carbon copy of white, they would sink into the quicksand of despair. But he ended his book to the tune of a common humanity saying, “The Negro is not. Any more than the white man. Both must turn their backs on the inhuman voices which were those of their respective ancestors in order that authentic communication be possible. Before it can adopt a positive voice, freedom requires an effort at disalienation.”

For those of us who have struggled to figure out who we are, psychology provides four helpful concepts when thinking about identity: realignment, reflection, retreat, and reconciliation. Realignment is where one identity is chosen over another. This might mean to embrace a Black nationalistic identity in the spirit of Martin Delany, abolitionist, writer, editor, and doctor. He fought his whole life for Black freedom and civil rights, and was a contemporary of and cofounder of The North Star with Frederick Douglass, though he is much less known. Douglass was an assimilationist, a point with which Delany came to disagree as he would become known as the “Father of Black American Nationalism.” Delany fundamentally rejected America as it is. He made two trips to Africa and traveled along the Niger River looking for land to settle, “We are a nation within a nation, we must go from our oppressors,” he once said. He was antagonistic toward a country that so often scoffed at Blackness, relegating it to the status of inferior, excluding it from its schools, rejecting it from its social circles, denying it from its neighborhoods, enslaving it, lynching it, telling it to straighten its hair and disproportionately locking it up in its prisons. In 1857 in the seminal Dred Scott v. Sandford decision, Chief Justice Roger Taney said Blacks were not “acknowledged as part of the people” who had declared independence from Britain and ratified the Constitution, and as such were ineligible citizens of the United States. In the twenty-first century, when Black people have been in America almost five hundred years, people still say, go back to Africa. Yes, this has driven so many into realignment. Unconvinced, and sometimes unwilling, to act toward social integration.

But what of those who chose reflection, which is to “fit” or assimilate in America? In a fit of World War I xenophobia, Theodore Roosevelt said when speaking on immigration in 1907: “It is an outrage to discriminate against any such man because of creed, or birthplace, or origin. But this is predicated upon the person’s becoming in every facet an American, and nothing but an American…. There can be no divided allegiance here. Any man who says he is an American, but something else also, isn’t an American at all.” Black people have tried this. Leaning into the refrain, God, Family, Country. Subordinating their ethnicity and their Blackness. They watched as white immigrants like the Irish, Italians, and Jews were, minus some enduring stereotypes, tepidly accepted into American society. Black people have been the most Christian, most patriotic, most hardworking, and most embracing of America. And still rejected. But assimilation comes at a cost: the acceptance of a dominant group, who also control the criteria. Anyone who doesn’t assimilate is seen as a failure in not doing so. They are socially distanced. We are not wrong to wonder why assimilation has been seen as the only path to ethnic and racial harmony. Is it the best option, or for the most excluded? Is it really an option at all? Some have retreated, what psychologists define as rejecting both identities. Born of a Black American mother and white British father, Guns N’ Roses guitarist Slash had this to say when questioned on race: “When I started doing my own thing, especially playing guitar, it wasn’t so much of a thing. I never really cared to have to identify one way or another.” I can’t speak much to Slash’s motives for erasing his Black identity, but let’s follow him down that path.

The orthodox, scientific opinion has moved beyond The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life, a 1994 book staking out claims about the biological roots of racial IQ gaps, only to be pushed aside by more current evidence that suggests more genetic variations within groups than outside of them. Several plausible scientific theories explain the variations in human skin tone, one being that melanin developed as a protective adaptation to higher UV radiation in certain geographies. The point is, no modernly respected theory of racial difference is based in Black inferiority. So, why should we craft our identity from a cancerous concept that metastasized in sixteenth-century Europe? Race was born from the worst of philosophy, pseudoscience, and religion. It is a social construct.

Not even science, however, which confirmed that any two human beings are 99.9 percent identical, has been enough to tear down these racial structures that seem indestructible. But it may be possible to deconstruct it if we find out why it was created in the first place.

Last in the psychological toolkit is reconciliation, where we integrate our identities. This seems to be the most promising. The more we reconcile, the more whole we can be. Every day we reconcile the different parts of ourselves. But when you must parse out parts of yourself, it is exhausting. Negotiating and renegotiating who you are in varying social situations. A woman around men. An atheist around Christians. A youth around elders. Reconciliation is much easier person to person. Much harder for a whole society. This is especially true for Black people. No matter how hard they try to reconcile their Blackness to America, there is an awareness of difference, often reinforced by social cues. A never-ending balancing act, of staying true to a cultural identity while trying to synchronize with the dominant one, negotiating the difference between who you are and who you are perceived to be.

To Be Human

The Autobiography of Malcom X (1965) had a deep and personal impact on me. The public image of the man once known as “Detroit Red” is usually that of a militant Black extremist who eviscerated “white devils” with acidic eloquence. But in his brief life Malcolm underwent stunning transformations. Malcolm had the courage to speak the truth of his conviction, then, considering new evidence, use that same courage to admit that the conviction he once held as true was false. In this way he began as a ruthlessly opportunistic drug-dealing pimp surviving the harshness of the inner city. Then, during a stint in prison, he became a devout Muslim, rising through the ranks to become the national spokesperson for the Nation of Islam. That’s the short version. The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965) and The Dead Are Arising: The Life of Malcolm X (2020) by Les and Tamara Payne move beyond the legend to capture his flawed, internal struggles. People take from his philosophy what they wish, but what moves me most was his transition from a claustrophobic nationalism into a radical humanism.

Like a snake shedding its skin, after a life-changing trip to Mecca, where he saw all races coming together in the name of God, he abandoned his anti-white rhetoric. He laid a new foundation on the idea of the oneness of humanity: “I’m for truth, no matter who tells it… I’m a human being, first and foremost, and as such I’m for whoever and whatever benefits humanity as a whole.” Malcolm X did not abandon his struggle for racial justice, Black solidarity, or global liberation for the darker race, but he found a unifying principle in humanity. This I learned from him and the danger of “isms.” Whether it’s liberalism, Nazism, capitalism, conservatism, communism, or nationalism—and even skepticism about all these can become its own dogma. In their demands of ideological purity, all chart their own descent into rigidity. Inflexible ideologies demand loyalty to strict principles but the world requires flexibility, and more of it. So, while they can provide important frameworks for thinking and being in the world, they should not compose our sole worldview. No one holds a monopoly on truth. Knowing this is the first step toward freedom. For once you have made that realization, you are forever free of the ideological prison in which so many spend their lives.

It is here that I think I resolved my own inner crisis of the Black intellectual. Able to, as the astute scholar Harold Cruse said, “deal intimately with the white power structure and cultural apparatus, and the inner realities of the black world at one and the same time,” I fell in love with, developed a passion for, and found truth in the human experience. I put my ear to the ground and, in the sands of history, I heard ancestral voices on all seven continents and the islands. I flashed back to the library as the meeting place of all citizens in search of knowledge. I saw myself, not only in Africa, but in Asia, Europe, Australia, and in South America, all while staying rooted in the uniqueness of my own experience as a Black man in America.

What, then, is the solution? Perhaps we need a fifth psychological mechanism: revolutionary acceptance. An embrace of our infinitely changeable identities. Yes, we must understand that our identities rest on pudding. They are malleable, changeable, fluid—like water changing its form in different contexts. No matter how much you embrace or reject any part of yourself is up to you; it is wholly personal. You will be rejected by some, but who is fully embraced? You will be hated by others, but who is universally loved? This is where freedom lies.

As I rested my worldview on a stable affection, commitment, and understanding of people, I saw with new eyes. Like a doctor I could examine the disease, decay, and sickness of humans in history while seeing their endless possibilities for health and life. So, I continued in that library. Plato taught me about the republic, and Alexis de Tocqueville introduced me to democracy. The Egyptians and Aztecs showed me their innovative civilizations.

Then, I sat at the feet of Confucius, Kierkegaard, Aquinas, and Heidegger to learn philosophy. I solved mysteries with Sherlock Holmes, ran through Middle-earth with Hobbits, and looked into the bluest eye with Toni Morrison. I studied Buddhism, flipped the pages of the Koran, and had a Bible so thick it could double as a doorstop. I learned about Cleopatra VII Philopator of Egypt, Elizabeth I of England and Ireland, and Amanikasheto of Kush. I borrowed books in political science, economics, anthropology, archaeology, and geography. If it was a subject, I studied it. I found humanity in the free public library, the most democratic institution in the world.

One thing is clear: We have the tendency to stick with one sole identity at the betrayal of all others. But we are Black, men, women, American, young, elderly, middle age, Christian, Buddhist, Muslim—we have one body that carries multitudes. So, how might we come together with such varying identities? Some say that in the human race, everyone loses. But I think the principle of humanity is our best chance of winning. If the goal is democracy, to be ourselves together, we need to connect not around identity, which in the end is too fickle, but our underlying values and shared interests. In this way, we avoid the homogenization of diverse cultures while also achieving a sense of solidarity. The strongest people have principles, and the strongest nations remember they are indivisible. Some gulfs are unbridgeable but, divisions aside, I see a shared humanity as the moral rallying point for those of us trying to hold it all together. Principled humanity unifies against anti-Black oppression and not only Blackness. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness and not blind patriotism. It forms groups around antipoverty rather than a class war. Not to monopolize power but ensure it stays with the people. One way is exclusive, the other inclusive. Collective American identity will come when we redefine American values, with its foundation resting on the firm bedrock of humanity, recognition, and dignity. Only time might tell if this is practical. But in a nation with such extreme differences in identity, the bedrock of principle is the only way to negotiate inclusion and belonging. To be human first, for the benefit of all humanity.
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