
 

 

   

 



 

 

Background 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
    
HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 
 
At the Center for Humanizing Education Research (C-HER) we believe critical reflection can spur a reimagining and 
transformation of education toward one that is humanizing and healing. The Covid-19 pandemic and 2020 Uprisings 
rapidly uncovered the festering wounds of hyper-capitalism in a society built on the suffering of Black bodies. For 
too long, the designers of our school policies have ensured Black communities are under resourced, rigorously 
tested, and swiftly punished. Without serious interventions toward justice, schools will continue to bloom violence 
through inequity and turn Black babies to bodies to be consumed by capitalism. 
 
We strive to provide tangible interventions by leaning into the discomfort of all of the ways we, as people within 
institutions, perpetuate anti-Blackness. In a world with so much harm, our hope is to atone through research that 
gives practitioners tools to create justice in the everyday moments we are gifted with as we exist within the material 
constraints of schools, organizations, and other institutions that serve young people. And still, we commit to the 
continued uncovering of the wounds of hyper-capitalism, and to building environments where we can reflect on our 
roles, re-learn, re-imagine, and re-create education spaces in the fight for Black lives. We hope this facilitator’s 
guide serves as a tool for you as you deconstruct your own identity and relationship to schooling, and collectively 
reconstruct a dream for Black freedom, justice, and liberation.  
 
Before facilitating with your colleagues, please take the time to carefully read this guide and get a solid 
understanding of anti-Blackness. These materials require deep reflection, and as such, may be difficult. Only you 
and a trusted group of co-conspirators can truly discern the political climate of your school, organization, or other 
institution, and the individual racial identity development of folx on your team. With that in mind, read through the 
recommended texts to ensure you are aware of your own cultural identity, racialized history, and the impact this has 
on your interruption of or participation in anti-Blackness. If your institution is not familiar with restorative or 
transformative justice, we recommend you begin with the elements of circle to establish some community building 
before embarking on this journey. To build of the collective knowledge of our communities, after facilitation, let us 
know what you think. We invite you to surrender to the unknown of this dark portal— maybe darkness is exactly 
what we need in this moment, maybe lightness was only a creation of anti-Black racism, maybe everything we know 
is based on a violent untruth, and maybe the darkness is our only hope.  
 
 
Scope and Sequence. If possible, we recommend you hold these conversations with at least two individuals, ideally, you 
will find ways to compensate a Black staff member to lead and an accomplice to engage in the more difficult one-on-one 
interventions. The suggested circle process creates space for community members to identify shared values and offers 
time for conversation sowers to understand their learners to anticipate conflict areas. When you begin to define anti-
Blackness, always pause to consider the safety of Black and other POC, never allow blatant bigotry to go unspoken for, 
this will harm group dynamics and reinforce anti-Blackness and the prioritizing of white comfort over Black harm. There 
will be mistakes, if you are a non-Black conversation sower, apologize in action, tangible offerings that make our lives 
easier: grocery cards, favorite food orders, real support. Your colleagues might need more time to process the definition 
of anti-Blackness, take time to ensure all non-Black folx are committed to understand what they will never understand. 
We invite you to move from defining to describing and finally dismantling. This is an educator’s meditation on Black 
feminism and afropessimism—an imperfect attempt to bridge theory and practice—an abolitionist vision of a world where 
our youth enjoy the boundlessness of childhood imagination and are celebrated, rather than criminalized for their 
brilliance. A route that does not end in social death and performative policy change. A place where Black children are 
safe enough to live beyond statistics. Where Black people can heal from generational trauma and grow old, sitting in 
rocking chairs, watching the leaves dance to catch the sun.  
 

1) Build in Circle 
2) Define Anti-Blackness 
3) Describe Anti-Blackness 
4) Create Space for Abolition 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSf9McHFsTOaj-KihV86k_mEfimzFmcK5AV_4OeOL7GbMfxjXA/viewform


 

 

Build in Circle 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
OBJECTIVE  
Participants will be able to practice 
the elements of circle to uncover 
values and build relationships.  

CEREMONIAL ELEMENTS 
 
● Centerpiece: The centerpiece 

is for people to focus their eyes 
on as the group engages in 
deep conversation about anti-
Blackness. While the elements 
of a centerpiece are ultimately 
up to the taste and instincts of 
the circle keeper(s), consider 
including pictures of the 
ancestors, victims of state 
violence and/or pictures of 
heroes, respectively. Anytime 
pictures are used, be sure to 
include diverse intersectional 
identities. Participants can also 
contribute to the centerpiece 
and bring items they think are 
appropriate, including quotes, 
books, pictures, artifacts, and 
anything that relates to the 
conversation.  

 
● Talking piece: Traditionally, a 

talking piece gives a group 
permission to talk; in our 
practice, it gives us permission 
to listen. Too often, we wait and 
prepare what we want to say 
when others are talking rather 
than genuinely listening. Circle is 
a space where we engage in the 
uncomfortable practice of sitting 
in our bodies and listening to 
understand — not to be 
understood.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

CIRCLE KEEPER(S) INSTRUCTIONS   
Introduce and explain the talking piece. Remember this is an item of 
importance to the circle keeper(s) and/or an item that relates to the subject of 
the conversation.  
 
If you choose to use a centerpiece, also explain these elements. Even if you 
choose not to use a centerpiece you, always have tissue readily available. 
 
ADDITIONAL PRACTICES TO CONSIDER 

Opening, Introduction & Framing. The circle keeper(s) provide context for the 
circle. This can be done with quotes, poems, passages, a short story of a 
personal connection, etc. Here you create a safe container for future dialogue.  

Icebreaker. The circle keeper(s) offer a reflection question that opens up the 
space and allows everyone to share. Think about the number of times you’ve 
sat in circle together, the amount of time you have, and the energy of the 
space. For example, if the group is new, it is important to choose a check-in 
question that makes people feel comfortable and/or safe (Ex. What did you 
want to be when you were a young person?, If you could have any 
superpower, what would it be?) However, if the group has been together for 
some time and/or is limited for time, a nonverbal or one-word check-in may be 
more helpful. (Ex. Fist of five: How do you feel on a scale of one to five? 
Community shakes out their hand and shares; everyone takes an opportunity 
to observe how folx are feeling.) Follow your intuition. 

Values. Because we live in a violent society, many of our interpersonal conflicts 
are defined by our values and how we move in them. In circle, we begin with 
and return to our values to ensure we are able to gain a deep understanding of 
each other’s individual beliefs—why and how each person walks in their 
values, and more importantly, how are we pushing ourselves to walk more truly 
in these values together. When it is our first time together as a group, we often 
use the sentence stem, “What value do you have in yourself, that you are 
strong in, that you can bring to our village to co-parent our baby?” Then each 
community member says, “I give our baby X because…YZ.” Afterward, 
community members are able to agree or ask open-ended questions about a 
value in order to more clearly define them as a group. 

Dialogue. As people engaged in long-term systems-change work, you motivate 
your audiences and stakeholders to take action and change behavior through 
the stories you share. Stories have the unique ability to help people overcome 
fear, create empathy, and to act upon newfound beliefs. As people of the 
global majority, our families’ histories, values, morals and traditions are passed 
down through story. Unfortunately, this cultural gift is stripped from us in a 
society that values time and technology over genuine human connection. Thus, 
we must practice telling stories in a safe space where vulnerability is 
encouraged, and self-reflection is celebrated….  

 



 

 

 
● Set Norms. Some groups 

decide to set very specific 
norms to reinforce the agreed 
upon shared values (see 
Values).  
 

● Get Creative. Integrate art, 
games, readings etc. into the 
circle process to provide a safe 
container for community 
learning.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: The most difficult role of the circle keeper(s) is to listen to both stories 
and find the language to summarize and connect our stories. Reflect on 
common themes, words used repeatedly, and acknowledge vulnerability, etc. 
Depending on the subject, folx might need a quick shakeout afterwards (see 
Get Creative).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Closing. Ideally, and especially if it’s the group’s first time in circle, the circle 
keeper(s) want to have enough time at the end where everyone can share 
how they feel. As this may be a new process for folx, this allows you to 
understand other people’s experiences with and in the space, note feedback 
and make adjustments for your next time together. Appreciations, 
celebrations, one-word feelings, and quote reflections are all appropriate for 
the closing. Again, follow your instincts, you want something that leaves folx 
feeling complete when you close.  

(Dialogue cont’d)…This allows us to more deeply walk in our values and 
authentically show up as our full selves, as we fight systems and keep the self-
degrading effects of imposter syndrome at bay. As youth workers fighting 
systems, circle provides a space to define our social, personal, and political 
self in a community where we are accountable to ourselves and others. For 
this reason, dialogue often includes two questions, one for each side of an 
inner/inter/intrapersonal conflict. For example: 

1) Tell a story about a time you were harmed…2) Tell a story about a time 
you caused harm…  
1) Tell a story about a time you felt misunderstood…2) Tell a story about a 
time you misunderstood someone… 
1) Tell a story about a time you supported someone…2) Tell a story about a 
time someone supported you… 

 



 

 

Define Anti-Blackness 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
  

OBJECTIVE  

Participants will be able to define 
anti-Blackness.  
 
 
PRE-READING 
o Dumas, M. J. (2016). Against 

the dark: Antiblackness in 
education policy and discourse. 
Theory Into Practice, 55(1), 11-
19. (see appendix) 

o kihana miraya ross, Opinion: 
Call It What It Is: Anti-Blackness, 
when people are killed by the 
police, “racism” isn’t the right 
word. 
 

ADDITIONAL PRACTICES TO 
CONSIDER 
 
Note: It is best to have two 
facilitators because when folx begin 
to push back during norms, the 
second facilitator can pull them aside 
to check-in, have a conversation, 
and explain deeper. Be conscious of 
intersectional dynamics (i.e. your 
school may not have conversations 
on Queerness, misogynoir etc.) in 
the language you use and hold pre-
conversations with any individuals 
who might struggle with concepts 
before going into the learning space. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

INSTRUCTIONS 
 
Icebreaker. Where does discomfort show up in your body?  

o Give individuals a few examples: knot in the throat, heart beats out of your 
chest, then allow 3-5 minutes to process before sharing out. 

o Connect to today’s objective: all meaningful change happens outside of our 
comfort zones, spaces traditionally prioritize the comfort of white bodies, and 
here we must center the safety and comfort of those most impacted. To do 
that, we need to be keenly aware of our comfort levels. What is a stomach pain 
in one person is high blood pressure for a Black person, your commitment to 
discomfort is a commitment to always center the needs and safety of Black folx.  

 
Define Values. Think of a value you are strongest in; how can you bring that forward to 
have a radically honest conversation?  
 

Recommended Values to Surface 
 

• Authenticity: code-switch free zone (individuals are disproportionately impacted 
by state violence, the pressure to perform professionally is exhausting we need 
an authentic space),  

• Compassion: empathy in action, empathy is understanding what you can never 
understand and still striving to understand 

• Accountability: individuals take action to shift behaviors and policies where 
possible.  

 
Set Norms. What norms do we need to move into this learning space?  
 
 

Recommended Norms to Surface 
 

• Move up, move back: if you are a person with more privilege, take the 
opportunity to move back in this conversation  

• Center the voices of Black womxn, Black trans folx, Indigenous voices, QTPOC 
voices.  

• Embrace the discomfort: This will be uncomfortable, and it is necessary for our 
young people. 

 

Individual share. What is anti-Blackness? Pull a quote from the reading that struck you. 
 
Question & Answer as a group: 
 
If all suffering in the Black community is symptomatic of social death and continued 
enslavement, in what ways do we see this in our own personal lives? How are we 
socialized to perpetuate anti-Black racism? 
 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/04/opinion/george-floyd-anti-blackness.html


 

 

HOMEWORK 
 

Non-Black individuals are invited to 
grapple with this definition and 
marinate on the multiple sites of 
violence they’ve witnessed. Black 
individuals are encouraged to take 
space and time to heal and invited to 
communicate their needs.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
Facilitator read a definition of anti-Blackness: 
 

“The foundations and structures of the world we live in are inherently anti-Black; 
it is not only individuals and old-fashioned racists that perpetuate anti-
Blackness. Thus, to maintain and reform the systems around us is to uphold 
whiteness, and to uphold or positively identify with whiteness will always be 
anti-Black.”  
 

—Afropessimism 
Question & Answer as a group: 
 

1. If school as institutions are inherently designed to be anti-Black, how do 
students resist this oppression? In what ways does your school reinforce or 
reimagine these sites as opportunities for just interventions?  

2. At our school anti-Blackness looks like__________________________. 
  



 

 

Describe Anti-Blackness 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 

OBJECTIVE  

 
Participants will be able to describe 
the systemic nature of anti-
Blackness, identify anti-Blackness in 
institutional practices, and locate the 
interpersonal interactions through 
which they interrupt and/or 
participate in and perpetuate anti-
Blackness.  
 
 
PRE-READING 
o National Equity Project: Lens of 

Systemic Oppression (this link is 
not perfect and does not 
encompass the depths of anti-
Blackness, it provides a system 
model to identify the mechanics 
that produce anti-Blackness) 

o Vignettes from “Progressive 
Dystopia”-Savannah Shange 
(see appendix)  

o Humanizing Education in the 
Fight for Black Lives  

 
 
ADDITIONAL PRACTICES TO 
CONSIDER 
 
Note: We suggest taking time to 
meet into affinity groups for non-
Black folx to process and Black folx 
to define needs and safety. Always 
give the option for Black folx to step 
away from space. Allow individuals 
to vote on continuing whole group or 
in affinity groups.  
 
HOMEWORK & NEXT STEPS 
 

o Non-Black individuals should be 
invited to marinate on the 
multiple sites of anti-Black 
violence. Black individuals 
should be encouraged to take 
space and time to heal and 
communicate their needs.  

o Have individuals email 
facilitator(s) a picture of their 
trees.  

o Place all trees in google slides.  

INSTRUCTIONS 
 
Icebreaker. When you were young, what did you say you wanted “to be” 
when you “grew up?”  

Note: Share how understanding anti-Blackness is about allowing our students 
to reach self-actualization. It’s important we remember our dreams from when 
we were younger, our ability to live in those dreams, and our ability to provide 
multiple opportunities for our students to dream beyond society's 
manufactured models.  

Review previously defined values and norms. 
 

• Describe the systemic nature of anti-Blackness, identify anti-
blackness in institutional practices and locate the interpersonal 
interactions through which they perpetuate anti-blackness.  

 
• Review values definitions from the previous sessions. In the opening 

reflection question, have individuals re-share their closing response 
from last week and their thoughts since coming to understand 
schools as sites of institutional harm?  

 
Activity. This exercise was adapted from an activity in preparation to visit the 
National Memorial for Peace and Justice. It is the only memorial dedicated to 
enslaved individuals terrorized by lynching. To deepen our understanding of 
how we benefit from and perpetuate anti-Blackness and social death, we use 
the metaphor of a Slave State’s Forest. We must figure out how to provide the 
existing trees nutrients while prepping the soil with seeds to grow new trees.  
 
Explain the metaphor  
 
Here, the trees that make up a forest are symbolic of the structural and 
systemic violence’s that create the conditions for anti-Blackness to thrive and 
for the continued social death of Black folx. (see Individual Tree Reflection 
Example) 
 

• the roots are the systemic values and beliefs that uphold anti-
Blackness.   

• the trunk signifies the structures – how do these values affect 
behavior, accumulate, and interact across institutions historically 
(NAEP)  

• the limbs are institutions – how do institutions uphold this violence in 
policy and practice?  

• the fruit are the interpersonal interactions and community beliefs. (ex. 
It’s a student’s choice to “participate in their education,” fighting with 
a student over a hoodie, suspending a student with an IEP before 
assessing support systems, calling the police to classrooms over 
disruptive behavior, students “need to know” white canonical texts,” 
following the curriculum, ”they’re too  “traumatized” to learn.}  

 
 
 

https://www.nationalequityproject.org/frameworks/lens-of-systemic-oppression
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bOU5bSMIN6o&feature=youtu.be
h
https://museumandmemorial.eji.org/memorial


 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Note: Share how all of these thoughts, beliefs and individual practices grow the 
strange fruit of anti-Blackness and anti-Black racism and contribute to the 
continuation of slavery in this country and globally. Black death is deeply 
woven into the fabric of our being.   
 

 
Note: Participants will not share out trees today. While this seems slow,  
it’s important for you as a facilitator to protect all individuals from harm and 
discern whether breakout groups are more appropriate for the follow up 
conversation than whole group share. Have individuals email a picture of their 
trees.  
 
Close. This is a heavy activity and a necessary metaphor for our work, every 
time we perpetuate anti-Blackness we contribute to Black death. While 
uncomfortable this is about living in our values. Final Question: What value do 
you want to grow within yourself to do this work?  
  

Individual Tree Reflection (30 min). Folx are prompted to individually create a 
tree. The facilitator provides the option for a breakout room where folx can 
ask follow-up questions as they work toward drawing a tree.  
 



 

 

Individual Tree Reflection: Example 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

 

  



 

 

Create Space for Abolition  
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
OBJECTIVE  

 
Participants will be able to build 
commitments around addressing 
anti-Blackness in their schools, 
organizations or youth serving 
institutions. 
 
Essential Question: How do we 
follow our passions to create justice 
for our Black students and their 
communities within the state, against 
the state, and beyond the state? 
 
 
PRE-READING  
 
o Humanizing Education in the 

Fight for Black Lives: Lessons 
from the Field  

 
ADDITIONAL PRACTICES TO 
CONSIDER 
 
Note:  Choose whether to breakout 
into affinity groups or to remain in the 
whole group for the gallery walk. 
 
When sharing, identifying and 
categorizing needs, be sure to 
prioritize voices that are too-often 
pushed to the margins of society 
first. How we treat our Black 
colleagues is indicative of how we 
see our students. Do we listen and 
make space for their voices? All 
individuals should be striving to 
move back and center new voices.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
INSTRUCTIONS 
Icebreaker. In ten-word story form, why do you do the work that you do?  
 

Note: Share how understanding anti-Blackness is about allowing our students 
to reach self-actualization. It’s important we remember our dreams from when 
we were younger, our ability to live in those dreams, and our ability to provide 
multiple opportunities for our students to dream beyond society's 
manufactured models.  

Review previously defined values and norms. While it might feel redundant to 
review values and norms each session, this ensures the safe space you are 
creating is contained by the collective agreements set. Think of it as a framing 
of the space and reminder that we are stepping into the discomfort of our 
more human selves.  
 

• Describe the systemic nature of anti-Blackness, identify anti-
blackness in institutional practices and locate the interpersonal 
interactions through which they perpetuate anti-blackness.  

 
• Review values definitions from the previous sessions. In the opening 

reflection question, have individuals re-share their closing response 
from last week and their thoughts since coming to understand 
schools as sites of institutional harm?  

 
Gallery Walk. As participants look through Trees on google slides have them 
reflect, what needs to happen at our school to interrupt anti-Blackness? Think 
about practices in the locust of our control, curriculum, classroom 
management, SPED supports, family engagement, how can we use our space 
as a site of organizing?  
 
Individual share and identify needs.  

1. Have participants share out needs and take visual notes through 
jamboard or google slides.  

2. After everyone shares their needs, take a moment to categorize 
needs into the following chart:  
 
What needs require us to work within, against or beyond schools? 

within schools against schools beyond schools 

Ex: create new 
protocols and 
practices to 
support Black 
students 

Ex: build 
momentum to 
disrupt 
inequitable 
District policies 

Ex: develop 
community 
partnerships to 
offer culturally 
sustaining 
pedagogies and 
political 
education for all 

 
 
 
 

Close. Have participants choose commitments based on needs and 
capacity. Share out commitments. Ex: I commit to listening to Black womxn. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-rOzwMllXGQ&feature=youtu.be
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Michael J. Dumas

Against the Dark: Antiblackness in
Education Policy and Discourse

I argue that analyses of racial(ised) discourse

and policy processes in education must grapple

with cultural disregard for and disgust with

blackness. This article explains how a theoriza-

tion of antiblackness allows one to more precisely

identify and respond to racism in education

discourse and in the formation and implemen-

tation of education policy. I contend that deeply

embedded within racialized policy discourses is

not merely a concern about disproportionality or

inequality, but also a concern with the bodies of

Black people, the signification of (their) Black-

ness, and the threat posed by the Black to the

educational well-being of other students. Using

school (de)segregation as an example, I demons-

trate how policy discourse is informed by

antiblackness, and consider what an awareness

of antiblackness means for educational policy

and practice.

ARECENT ISSUE of National Geographic

celebrated “the changing face of America”

in which “race is no longer so Black and white”

(Funderman, 2013). Featuring portraits of men,

women, and children of multiracial heritage, the

story points to the year 2060, when the US

Census Bureau estimates that white people will

no longer be the majority of the nation’s

population. These images, then, represent an

imagined—and ideal(ized)—future, in which

Americans are so mixed that race becomes

meaningless, or at least, more fluid. “If we can’t

slot people into familiar categories,” the accom-

panying article explained, “perhaps we’ll be

forced to reconsider existing definitions of race

and identity, presumptions about who is us and

who is them” (Funderburg, 2013). If these

portraits represent the “us,” then the United

States will be a country completely rid of dark-

skinned Black people: Most of the 25 people

featured are light in complexion and not one is

darker than the proverbial brown paper bag (Kerr,

2006). In this nation that has ostensibly advanced

beyond Black and white, it is the Black that

becomes anachronistic, an impediment to the
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realization of Americans’ national-popular

imagination of who “we” want to be. Even as

the nation (and indeed, the world) embraces a

certain kind of multiculturalism, people strain

against the dark (Gordon, 1997, 2000; Kelley,

2002; Sexton, 2008, 2010; Wilderson, 2010).

In this context, Black youth, families, and

communities struggle to make sense of what are

widely regarded in Black cultural spaces as cases

of (anti-)Black suffering and death: the killings of

Oscar Grant and, more recently, Trayvon Martin,

Eric Garner, John Crawford, Mike Brown, and

Akai Gurley; Marlene Pinnock, the 51-year-old

Black grandmother, punched repeatedly in the

face by a white California Highway Patrol

officer; Jordan Davis, age 17, sitting in the back

seat of a car with a group of friends, shot dead by

a white man who believed they were playing rap

(that is, Black) music too loud; Renisha McBride,

age 19, shot and killed through a locked door by a

white homeowner who said he feared for his life.

In schools across the nation, recent stories attest

to this anti-Black social imagination: A teacher in

Illinois repeatedly referred to two Black students

as “nigger,” even after they asked him not to

(Malm, 2014). In Florida, school officials warned

a young Black girl that she needed to either

straighten or cut off her naturally curly hair, or

face expulsion (Munzenrieder, 2013). And in

New York, a school principal called Black

teachers “gorillas” and derided their “big lips”

and “nappy hair” (Klein, 2013).

Although most educational researchers and

practitioners would acknowledge all of these

stories as lamentable examples of racism or

(multi)cultural insensitivity (or in more critical

scholarship, as the enactment of white supre-

macy), thus far there has been little theorizing in

education on the specificity of anti-Black racism,

or what I contend is the broader terrain of

antiblackness. Intellectual inquiry on antiblack-

ness, which is mostly situated in comparative

literature, philosophy, performance studies, and

cultural studies, insists that Black humanity is, as

Frank Wilderson asserted, “a paradigmatic

impossibility” because to be Black is to be “the

very antithesis of a Human subject” (2010, p. 9).

Antiblackness scholarship, so necessarily motiv-

ated by the question of Black suffering,

interrogates the psychic and material assault

on Black flesh, the constant surveillance

and mutilation and murder of Black people

(Alexander, 1994; Tillet, 2012). It also grapples

with the position of the Black person as socially

dead—that is denied humanity and thus ineligible

for full citizenship and regard within the polity

(Patterson, 1982). And in all the theorizing on

antiblackness, there is a concern with what it

means to have one’s very existence as Black

constructed as problem—for white people, for the

public (good), for the nation-state, and even as a

problem for (the celebration of) racial difference

(Gordon, 1997, 2000; Melamed, 2011).

Inspired by this theoretical work on antiblack-

ness, I argue here that any incisive analyses of

racial(ized) discourse and policy processes in

education must grapple with cultural disregard

for and disgust with blackness. I aim to explain

how a theorization of antiblackness allows one to

more precisely identify and respond to racism in

education discourse and in the formation and

implementation of education policy. Briefly,

I contend that deeply and inextricably embedded

within racialized policy discourses is not merely a

general and generalizable concern about dis-

proportionality or inequality, but also, fundamen-

tally and quite specifically, a concern with the

bodies of Black people, the signification of (their)

blackness, and the threat posed by the Black to

the educational well-being of other students.

I begin with an, albeit brief, discussion of the

scholarship on antiblackness, highlighting a

number of themes and commitments in this

interdisciplinary body ofwork. Then, using school

(de)segregation as an example, I demonstrate how

policy discourse is informed by antiblackness, and

conclude with some brief discussion of what an

awareness of antiblackness means for educational

practice, and for the survival and well-being of the

Black children and communities we serve.

First, a brief explanation: In my work, I have

decided to capitalize Black when referencing

Black people, organizations, and cultural pro-

ducts. Here, Black is understood as a self-

determined name of a racialized social group

that shares a specific set of histories, cultural
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processes, and imagined and performed kinships.

Black is a synonym (however imperfect) of

African American and replaces previous terms

like Negro and Colored, which were also

eventually capitalized, after years of struggle

against media that resisted recognition of Black

people as an actual political group within civil

society (Tharps, 2014, November 18). White is

not capitalized in my work because it is nothing

but a social construct, and does not describe a

group with a sense of common experiences or

kinship outside of acts of colonization and terror.

Thus, white is employed almost solely as a

negation of others—it is, as David Roediger

(1994) insisted, nothing but false and oppressive.

Thus, although European or French are rightly

capitalized, I see no reason to capitalize white.

Similarly, I write blackness and antiblackness in

lower-case, because they refer not to Black

people per se, but to a social construction of racial

meaning, much as whiteness does. Finally,

I sometimes reference the Black, which refers to

the presence of Black bodies, or more precisely,

the imagination of the significance of Black

bodies in a certain place. As such, it could be

written in lower case, to the extent that I am

referring to the social construction of blackness.

However, I choose to use uppercase to signify

that what is being imagined here is the material

Black body.

Theorizing Antiblackness

Antiblackness is the central concern and

proposition within an intellectual project known

as Afro-pessimism.1 Afro-pessimism theorizes

that Black people exist in a structurally

antagonistic relationship with humanity. That is,

the very technologies and imaginations that allow

a social recognition of the humanness of others

systematically exclude this possibility for the

Black. The Black cannot be human, is not simply

an Other but is other than human. Thus,

antiblackness does not signify a mere racial

conflict that might be resolved through organized

political struggle and appeals to the state and to

the citizenry for redress. Instead, antiblackness

marks an irreconcilability between the Black and

any sense of social or cultural regard. The aim of

theorizing antiblackness is not to offer solutions

to racial inequality, but to come to a deeper

understanding of the Black condition within a

context of utter contempt for, and acceptance of

violence against the Black.

Afro-pessimist scholars contend that the Black

is socially and culturally positioned as slave,

dispossessed of human agency, desire, and

freedom. This is not meant to suggest that

Black people are currently enslaved (by whites or

by law), but that slavery marks the ontological

position of Black people. Slavery is how Black

existence is imagined and enacted upon, and how

non-Black people—and particularly whites—

assert their own right to freedom, and right to

the consumption, destruction, and/or simple

dismissal of the Black. “Through chattel slavery,”

Frank Wilderson (2010) argued,

the world gave birth and coherence to both its

joys of domesticity and to its struggles of

political discontent; and with these joys and

struggles the Human was born, but not before it

murdered the Black, forging a symbiosis

between the political ontology of Humanity

and the social death of Blacks. (pp. 20–21)

This “social death” of the slave is introduced

most explicitly in the work of Orlando Patterson

(1982), who detailed how slavery involves a

parasitic relationship between slave owner and

slave, such that the freedom of the slave owner is

only secured and understood in relation to power

over the slave. For Patterson, slavery is “the

permanent, violent domination of natally alie-

nated and generally dishonored persons” (p. 13).

Although slavery involves personal relationships

between groups, it also operates as an institutio-

nalized system, maintained through social pro-

cesses that make it impossible for the Slave to

live, to be regarded as alive for her- or himself in

the social world.

This focus on slavery might seem anachronis-

tic in the current historical moment, some 150

years after the (formal) end of the institution

in the United States. However, Wilderson
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maintained that the relations of power have not

changed. He explained:

Nothing remotely approaching claims

successfully made on the state has come to

pass. In other words, the election of a Black

president aside, police brutality, mass

incarceration, segregated and substandard

schools and housing, astronomical rates of

HIV infection, and the threat of being turned

away en masse at the polls still constitute the

lived experience of Black life. (p. 10)

This lived experience serves as a continual

reinscribing of the nonhumanness of the Black, a

legitimization of the very antiblackness that has

motivated centuries of violence against Black

bodies. In this sense, even as slavery is no longer

official state policy and practice, the slave

endures in the social imagination, and also in

the everyday suffering experienced by Black

people.

As Saidiya Hartman (2007) insisted, Amer-

icans are living in what she described as “the

afterlife of slavery:”

Black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a

racial calculus and a political arithmetic thatwere

entrenched centuries ago. This is the afterlife of

slavery—skewed life chances, limited access to

health and education, premature death,

incarceration, and impoverishment. I, too, am

the afterlife of slavery. (p. 6)

Importantly here, the afterlife of slavery is not

only an historical moment, but deeply impressed

upon Black flesh, in the embodiment of the Black

person as slave. Thus, Hartman maintained, she is

also this afterlife of slavery.

Salamishah Tillet (2012) made clear the

heaviness of the historical memory, the ever-

presence of slavery in Black life:

Because racial exclusion has become part and

parcel of African American political identity

since slavery, it cannot simply be willed or

wished away. This protracted experience of

disillusionment, mourning, and yearning is in

fact the basis of African American civic

estrangement. Its lingering is not just a

haunting of the past but is also a reminder of

the present-day racial inequities that keep

African American citizens in an indeterminate,

unassimilable state as a racialized ‘Other.’

While the affect of racial melancholia was

bred in the dyad of slavery and democracy, it

persists because of the paradox of legal

citizenship and civic estrangement. (p. 9)

To the extent that there is ample evidence of the

civic estrangement of Black people—their

exclusion from the public sphere—one can

theorize that the Black is still socially positioned

as the slave, as difficult as it may be to use this

frame to understand contemporary “race

relations.” Here, “race relations” is necessarily

in quotations because there is really no relation to

be had between master and slave in the way one

might conceptualize human relationships. For

Afro-pessimists, the Black is not only misrecog-

nized, but unrecognizable as human, and there-

fore there is no social or political relationship to

be fostered or restored. As Wilderson argued,

Our analysis cannot be approached through the

rubric of gains or reversals in struggles with

the state and civil society, not unless and until

the interlocutor first explains how the Slave is

of the world. The onus is not on one who posits

the Master/Slave dichotomy but on the one who

argues there is a distinction between Slaveness

and Blackness. How, when, and where did such

a split occur? (p. 11)

And this is the broader challenge posed by a

theory of antiblackness: There is no clear

historical moment in which there was a break

between slavery and acknowledgement of Black

citizenship and Human-ness; nor is there any

indication of a clear disruption of the technol-

ogies of violence—that is, the institutional

structures and social processes—that maintain

Black subjugation. Thus, Afro-pessimists suggest

that one must consider the Black as (still)

incapable of asking for (civil or human) rights.

This does not deny the long legacy of Black racial

struggle, but it positions this struggle as an

impossibility, because the Black is (still)
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imagined outside of the citizenship that allows

claims for redress to be regarded as legitimate, or

even logical.

Part of the challenge in theorizing blackness in

contemporary race discourse is that Americans

are living in an officially antiracist society, in

which, as Jodi Melamed has documented, post-

World War II racial liberalisms and neoliberal-

isms make some space for the participation of

multicultural subjects (Melamed, 2011). That is,

even as race continues to structure capitalism,

which in turn facilitates white accumulation,

the official stance of the state is against racism;

blatantly racist laws and government practices

have been declared illegal, and the market

embraces outreach to a wide multicultural range

of consumers. In this context, there is a rush to

celebrate the social and economic advancement

of select Black individuals and, perhaps more

significantly, the success of other groups of

people of color. In fact, it is the social and cultural

inclusion of non-Black people of color that is

often offered as evidence of the end of racial

animus and racial barriers in the society. There-

fore, the failure of large swaths of the Black

population is purported to be a result of cultural

deficits within the Black. The slave, always

suspected of being lazy and shiftless, now must

bear primary responsibility for not making it in a

society, which—officially, anyway—thrives on

multiracial harmony and civic participation.

Jared Sexton (2008, 2010) contended that in

this era, multiracialism thrives largely at the

expense of, and firmly against, blackness. His

argument rests on the premise that the color line

is more fluid during periods in which Black

freedom is thought to be most contained. Thus,

during slavery in the United States, multiracial

communities could serve as “buffer classes

between whites and blacks” which often “corro-

borated and collaborated with antiblackness”

(Sexton, 2008, p. 12). The current period is

marked by similar dynamics, with little organized

Black political movement, resegregation of

neighborhoods and schools, and, in fact, an easy

deterritorialization and gentrification of historic

Black urban homeplaces. The current Black

Lives Matter movement (Garza, 2014), which has

emerged in the wake of so many cases of anti-

Black violence, may yet shift Americans into a

period of heightened anxiety about Black bodies,

but Sexton’s description of the current period is

valid: There is little fear of Black bodies and,

arguably, an emboldened antipathy to the Black

overall. This, in Sexton’s theorizing, opens up

new spaces for multiracial inclusion. In this

moment, the Black–white divide is seen as less

consequential and not as much the result of white

attitudes and behaviors. In these moments,

Sexton maintained, the more significant boundary

is the one constructed “between blackness and

everything else” (2008, p. 13). And this is a

boundary seemingly constructed and maintained

by recalcitrant Black people against multiracial-

ism, and more to the point, multiracial progress.

Multiracialism, in Sexton’s view, “premises

its contribution to knowledge, culture and politics

upon an evacuation of the historical richness,

intellectual intensity, cultural expansiveness, and

political complexity of Black experience, includ-

ing, perhaps especially, its indelible terrors”

(2008, p. 15). Transcending the Black-white

binary, multiracialism ostensibly moves people

past the narrowness and anachronism of black-

ness and toward a more profitable global

economy and more sophisticated cultural milieu.

Embracing non-Black bodies of color thus

facilitates, and is facilitated by, antiblackness,

and can be justified as antiracist precisely because

it is inclusive of more than white.

“The [B]lack body,” Lewis Gordon con-

tended, “is confronted by the situation of its

absence” (1997, p. 73). This absence—this social

death or afterlife of/as the slave—positions Black

people as the embodiment of problem, a thing

rather than a people suffering from problems

created by antiblackness. Part of the aim of Afro-

pessimist scholarship is to insist on the humanity

of Black people. “Those of us who seek to

understand [B]lack people,” Gordon concluded,

need to “bear in mind that [B]lack people are

human beings” (p. 78). In an anti-Black world,

this is easier said than done. In the end, there may

be, as Wilderson suggested, no “roadmap to

freedom so extensive it would free us from the

epistemic air we breathe” (2010, p. 338). Even so,
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like Gordon, Wilderson suggested that theorizing

antiblackness is important simply as an existen-

tial and political recognition of Black humanity,

as a means “to say we must be free of air, while

admitting to knowing no other source of breath”

(p. 338; italics in original).

Education Policy as a Site of Antiblackness

What does it mean to suggest that education

policy is a site of antiblackness? Fundamentally,

it is an acknowledgment of the long history of

Black struggle for educational opportunity, which

is to say a struggle against what has always been

(and continues to be) a struggle against specific

anti-Black ideologies, discourses, represen-

tations, (mal)distribution of material resources,

and physical and psychic assaults on Black

bodies in schools. During the years of state-

sanctioned slavery, white slaveowners would

often beat their Black property for attempting

to learn to read; for Black people in bondage,

learning to read was understood not only as a

pathway to economic mobility, but, perhaps more

importantly, as assertion of their own humanity,

a resistance to being propertied (Anderson, 1988;

Dumas, 2010). A century later, Black children

faced down snarling, spitting mobs of white

parents and elected officials who were incensed

that their own white children would have to sit

next to Black children, and fearful that their white

education would be sullied by the presence of the

Black. And this, then, is the essence of

antiblackness in education policy: the Black is

constructed as always already problem—as

nonhuman; inherently uneducable, or at very

least, unworthy of education; and, even in

a multiracial society, always a threat to

what Sexton (2008, p. 13) described as “every-

thing else.”

School desegregation is perhaps the most

prominent education policy of the past century in

which Black people have been positioned as

problem. Racial desegregation of schools in the

United States has been made necessary due to

generations of state-supported residential segre-

gation, a form of “American apartheid” (Massey

& Denton, 1993) in which government housing

policies allowed whites to accumulate land (and,

therefore, wealth) at the expense of Black people

(Dumas, 2015; Roithmayr, 2014). Residential

segregation was rationalized as a necessary

means to avoid race mixing—the presence of

Black people particularly, but other people of

color as well, was seen as a detriment to the

quality of life and economic stability to which

white people were entitled as a result of their skin

color. A similar narrative emerged as whites

organized in opposition to school integration;

anti-Black racism was at least one primary cause

of white flight from school districts that were

ordered to desegregate (Kohn, 1996). In many

cities, whites went to great lengths to create

districts or school-assignment plans that concen-

trated whites in the most heavily resourced

schools, and relegated Black children to

underfunded schools with less experienced

teachers and crumbling physical infrastructures

(Dumas, 2011, 2014; Horsford, Sampson &

Forletta, 2013).

In short, school desegregation policy was

precipitated by antiblackness. However, school

desegregation researchers are more likely to

frame their analyses through the lenses of access

and diversity, emphasizing the educational

benefits of cross-cultural interaction and the

importance of providing more equitable allo-

cation of educational resources (Orfield & Eaton,

1996; Orfield & Lee, 2004; Wells, 1995; Wells,

Duran, & White, 2008). In contrast, theorizing

antiblackness in school desegregation policy

shifts the focus to interrogation of policies that

led to the displacement of Black educators and

the destruction of school communities that

affirmed Black humanity (Tillman, 2004).

Antiblackness allows one to capture the depths

of suffering of Black children and educators in

predominantly white schools, and connect this

contemporary trauma to the longue durée of

slavery from bondage to its afterlife in deseg-

regating (and now resegregating) schools. And

taking Sexton’s (2008) analysis of multiracialism

into account leads to a more nuanced and careful

critique of how schools pit the academic success

of (some) Asian American students against and
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above the academic difficulties of Black students.

Here, schools can be celebrated as diverse despite

the absence of Black students in the building and/

or in the higher academic tracks. Ultimately, the

slave has no place in the most privileged and

highly-regarded school spaces; the Black

becomes a kind of educational anachronism, not

quite suited for our idealized multicultural

learning community.

Education Practice and the Possibility of

Black Life

W. E. B. DuBois, writing about integration of

schools in 1935, argued that segregated schools

were still needed due to the “growing animosity

of the whites” (p. 328). White public opinion, he

explained, was overwhelmingly opposed to

establishing racially integrated schools. In such

a context, he believed, it was impossible for

Black children to receive “a proper education,”

which, in his view, included “sympathetic touch

between teacher and pupil” and the teaching of

knowledge about Black history and culture as a

group, as citizens. One can read DuBois as

seeking an education for Black people that

creates spaces to disrupt the exclusion of the

Black from the cultural and political regard

extended to those who are presumed Human.

Most educators would like to believe that

modern Americans live in a different time than

DuBois—that the animosity of whites against

Black people has declined, or is no longer the

norm, especially among well-intentioned educa-

tors who profess to care about all children and

who are likely to have been educated in colleges

of education with expressed commitments to

equity and diversity. The scholarship on anti-

blackness insists that the very imagination of all

children was never intended to include the Black,

and that the Black becomes antagonistically

positioned in relation to diversity visions and

goals. It is the Black that is feared, despised,

(socially) dead.

But how is any of this helpful? First, as

Wilderson (2010) suggested, it is important for

educators to acknowledge that antiblackness

infects educators’ work in schools, and serves

as a form of (everyday) violence against Black

children and their families. This acknowledge-

ment is different from a broad stance against

intolerance or racism, or an admission of the

existence of white privilege. Teachers, adminis-

trators, and district leaders should create oppor-

tunities to engage in honest and very specific

conversations about Black bodies, blackness, and

Black historical memories in and of the school

and local community. They all might explore

together what it means to educate a group of

people who were never meant to be educated and,

in fact, were never meant to be, to exist as

humans.

More systemically, educators might begin to

imagine an education policy discourse and

processes of policy implementation that take

antiblackness for granted. Thus, any racial

disparity in education should be assumed to be

facilitated, or at least exacerbated, by disdain and

disregard for the Black. Differences in academic

achievement; frequency and severity of school

discipline; rate of neighborhood school closures;

fundraising capacity of PTAs; access to arts,

music, and unstructured playtime—these are all

sites of antiblackness. That is to say, these are all

policies in which the Black is positioned on the

bottom, and as much as one might wring one’s

hands about it all, and pursue various interven-

tions, radical improvements are impossible with-

out a broader, radical shift in the racial order. This

is perhaps, however fittingly, a pessimistic view

of education policy. However, its possibility is in

fomenting a new politics, a new practice of

education, committed to Black—and therefore

human—emancipation.

Note

1. Not all scholars who theorize antiblackness or

engage with Afro-pessimist ideas identify as Afro-

pessimists. In this article, I highlight scholars who

identify as Afro-pessimists and scholars whose

work informs Afro-pessimist theorization of

antiblackness. In short, it should be understood

that there is no singular theory of antiblackness

and, as such, no list of tenets or principles that
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might be said to unify all those who intellectually

wrestle with antiblackness.
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Additional Resources

1. Baldwin, J. (1963/1998). A talk to teachers.

Collected essays (pp. 678–686). New York,

NY: Penguin Putnam.

In this classic essay, originally published

in 1963, the acclaimed novelist and human

rights activist James Baldwin explains the

social suffering of Black children in U.S.

society, and how that impacts their experi-

ence of schooling. He advises teachers to be

honest about antiblackness (although he does

not use that word), and to help students

understand the importance of struggling

against the forces that continue to conspire

against Black freedom.

2. The Black/Land Project website (http://www.

blacklandproject.org)

The Black/Land Project is an independent

oral narrative project which collects stories

of Black people’s relationships to land and

place, in the interest not of preserving Black

history (keeping it in the past), but instead,

imagining and enacting Black futurity.

Educators might explore pedagogical possi-

bilities of local oral narrative projects with

Black children and their families, as a way to

push back against the anti-Black impulse of

marginalizing and erasing Black bodies in

schools and communities. Narratives of

school segregation, desegregation and rese-

gregation by race and class might also inform

conversations about school-level policies and

practices that contribute to or aim to resist

antiblackness.

3. The Incognegro website (http://www.

incognegro.com)

The Incognegro website is a collection of

reflections, interviews and other resources

related to Frank Wilderson III’s pioneering

scholarship and thought on Afro-Pessimism,

which posits that blackness exists in an

antagonistic relationship with the social

world. Educators can gain a richer sense of

some of the pedagogical and political

objectives of analysis of antiblackness, and

consider the possibilities and challenges of

acknowledging antiblackness in their own

classrooms and in their advocacy of Black

students and communities.
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