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Acceptance 

repeating patterns 
of insanity 

ricocheting 
in an empty 
20-years long quarantine:

slamming steel gates 

all day:

metal plates bolted 
straight across my face: 

a living isolation the
color and shape of battle--
ship gray 
and dog kennel
straits 

some other kind of straitjacket 
cinches 
lightly 
around my psyche 

it does not squeeze 

it leaves room to breathe 

in that space I am free

But
if I resist 
it constricts 
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This poem I wrote to encourage those who 
have a safe place to shelter in place at and 

who are feeling a little stir-crazy at this time. I 
haven’t had ANY loving human contact in 
20+ years while all along I have dealt with 
the sensory depravation and the chaos of 
daily prison life -- so I think those of you 
sheltering in place can hang in there :) 

P.S. Let me just add, please, that I’m also 
living under a sentence of death in the most 

prolific of executing states in the U.S.A. 



What of this moment? In this moment I feel white 

people losing their moral authority -- their moral 

high horse. I feel a shifting of the balance of the col-

lective national moral composition. 

The words that I write as a Black man sentenced 

to die as a teen in the American south feel, for 

once, weighted with truth. Gone is the ariness with 

which I’ve long felt when I uncertainly spoke words 

from my own Black mouth about my own Black ex-

perience. I know now I am an authority inside of 

and on the subject of Blackness in America. And 

this can no longer be gaslighted away from me. 

When I open my Black mouth and give my voice to 

the world concerning this Black experience, as 

lived from the year 1981 til this year 2020, I know 

that I need only to say it as I know it. As my Black 

skin has felt it, witnessed it, breathed it, choked on 

it, been kicked and brutalized within it. 

I no longer need a white prison psychologist com-

ing to the door of this cell telling me the constant 

sweating and hallucinations are not being triggered 

by prolonged exposure to solitary confinement be-

cause I know. 

I no longer need to discount my feelings through 

out my public school years on eastside of San An-

tonio because I know teachers and school staff tar-

geted me. 

I no longer need to wonder if or how the color of 

my skin had anything to do with my being charged 

with capital murder, because I know the truth when 

I look around me and see reflected to me faces like 

mine. 

I no longer need to question if I’m human enough, 

or, remorseful enough for my shameful actions be-

cause I now know -- without a doubt -- that while I 

have been raked over the coals of this solitary fire, 

the people we look to for leadership and pay the 

bills of with our hard earned cash have been cele-

brating people in history who have mass raped, 

mass murdered and broken the dreams of lineages 

of people. I said lineages of people! Knowingly and 

intentionally. Grown men who I would think would 

have known better from how much the name of 

God was on their lips. These were not psychotic, 

addicted and bumbling 18 year old kids who never 

thought of killing someone. 

I used to be hobbled with fear and insecurity -- and 

I always questioned my perceptions -- but with this 

movement for Black Lives coming on the heels of 

20 years of reading, listening to the radio, and com-

municating with others also seeking answers within 

their solitary cells, I have finally found forgiveness 

for the 18 year old kid I was. Who has lived on 

within me waiting for this day. This day when I 

could say to him that I’m sorry. That you are okay 

and no longer -- not on my watch -- will you be 

treated as less than. 

#DefundTheDeathPenalty 

-Moyo 

MOYO - SWAHILI FOR ‘HEART’
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www.buddhasondeathrow.com
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“Funny how the thing set to kill you is the thing you use to 
heal you. In this cell, I have learned the art of patience, the 
art of silence, and its fruits so sweet. I have learned the art 
of introspection and what it can do to improve one’s sense 
of self. I have learned to wait this cell out with the patience it 
has enforced on me.”

MOYO
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the call. 

Convening in the Ark: Black & Sacred Sites of Revelation 

“From the holding cell, was it possible to see beyond the end of the world and to imagine living and breathing 
again?” -Saidiya Hartman 

This call invites black people to respond to the reflections below: 

In this time of crisis, we are invited to re-member that our ancestors were never allotted a six-foot margin be-
tween bodies to safeguard their wellness. 

Yet no other peoples in the history of our time dreamt more – or more daringly – while chained and stacked 
together spoon-like on large floating coffins. As much a vehicle of capture, the slave ship was also a conven-
ing site for the manifestations of Sankofas: radical envisionings and returns to Black life before and beyond 
numerous world endings (Ani, 1994). On these ships, our ancestors plotted and carried out explosive rebel-
lions and inventive poisonings. Some prophesied their futures as fugitives who would escape overboard to an 
afterlife under the ocean or the swampy outskirts of the plantation. Countless more employed less apparent, 
unarchived, and uncaptured tactics that nonetheless ensured their (and our) survival. 

Over time, Black people consciously and unconsciously stitched the memories of our ancestors’ manifold 
strategies and quilted them together as an apocalyptic compass with instructions for navigating life beyond 
the graveyard, amongst the violent rocking of the ship, and beneath the rubble of endless social and familial 
collapse.  

In 1963, on the hundredth anniversary of the semblance of our emancipation, James Baldwin (re)contextual-
izes the formation of Black life from one [hard]ship with the allegorical framings of another:

 “God gave Noah the rainbow sign, no more water, the fire next time” (p.106).

Baldwin’s reference to Noah’s convening in the Ark reminds us of both the inevitability of social collapse and 
the imperative to reflect, even and especially, when bound to the undesirable confines of apocalypse. Neither 
the slave ship nor our resultant forced familiarity with the Judeo Christian articulation of Noah’s Ark are ideal 
or desirable pieces of our compass. But when have we, as Black people in this world, ever had access to the 
ideal? 

vi
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Baldwin reminds us that the slave ships didn’t disappear upon docking. Instead, they grew roots, settled 
down, and extended their reach across time and borders. They served as the archetype of the still-expanding 
plantation which Mullin (1972) reminds us has sometimes been described as a business enterprise, a type of 
“total” institution (a prisoner-of-war or concentration camp, or maximum security prison), and a school. In our 
miseducation and work as “educators”we are frequently invited to re-member that schools are merely modern 
wood sheds, still violent architectures rendered from the very materials of the ship. 

We desire to distinguish our work within these remnants of the death ships that brought us here from the reve-
latory vessels that will grant us passage through another ending of the world. 

Oh God told Noah (God told Noah)
Told him to build (just to build that arc)
30 cubics high (30 cubics high)
50 cubics wide (50 cubics wide)
Oh it's gonna rain (oh it's gonna rain)
It's gonna rain for 40 days (40 days and 40 nights)
I want it (I want it to stand)
Stand the test of time (stand the test of time)

It is from this space that the call emerges. 

Our ancestors continue to speak and offer us a compass to navigate the collapse. 

Toni Morrison urges: “In times of dread, artists must never remain silent. This is precisely the time when artists 
go to work. There is no time for despair, no place for self-pity, no need for silence, no room for fear. We speak, 
we write, we do language.” 

June Jordan adds:

Some of us did not die. 
We’re still here
I guess it was our destiny to live
So let’s get on with it
 

Root Work Journal, grounded within the Ark, imagines this time of quarantine as a route and portal to convene 
with the sacred postures of our ancestors: to comfort, to dream, to manifest.

We invite those of us who are conscious of our proximities to the ship to convene around rebellion, fugitivity, 
marronage, and other less apparent survival strategies that will sustain our spirits. We are hoping to gather 
pieces that help us re-member how we contend with the ongoing violence of the ship while also transitioning 
into new conceptual and physical worlds. 

vii
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So with expediency, we seek to honor the ancestors' call to action: we invite you to convene with us in the 
Ark. We call for papers, poems, meditations and writings that guide us from societal collapse into new worlds. 
We invite you to think deeply and lovingly in responding to the following paradigms: 

Abolition: Rebelling against the hopium of schooling

Fugitivity: Detaching from the forces that keep us captive 

Marronage: Fugitive Movements from bondage and replications of alternative worldviews (Jamal-Wright, 
2019)

Unknown, Unarchived and Uncaptured: reflections, works of art, and other testimonies about our Ark that 
speak beyond the suggested paradigms

Curators for this special issue include: Cindy Bonaparte, Marcelo Clark, Sheryll Germany, Ernest Hardy, Le-
Shawn Darnell Holcomb, Stephen Jamal Leeper, Leslie Poston, Tonesha Russell, Melanie Tervalon, Jas Wade, 
Deaidre White

viii
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Abolition: Rebelling 
against the hopium of 
schooling

1
  “I no longer need to discount my feelings 
throughout my public school years...because I 
know my teachers and school staff targeted 
me.”

– Moyo



14

Tiffani and Kenjus met because of school. They both examine telomeres (repetitive regions 
of DNA at the ends of chromosomes that shorten as our cells divide) to better understand 
the impact of schooling through antiblack violence on our students. To employ schooling’s 

lingo, Kenjus’ work examines the cumulative biopsychosocial impacts, via telomere shorten-
ing, among a group of young black men who endure daily anti-blackness at their college. 
The study’s findings suggest that their achievements and enrollment at UCLA did little to 

buffer the impacts of their social traumas. Instead, his findings suggest that their schooling 
likely exacerbated their physical health conditions. Tiffani's work examines the pedagogical 

practices that attenuate the harmful impacts of toxic stress in black children. Her study’s 
findings suggest that the practices that promote better health for Black children are antitheti-
cal to the normative practices of schools. Tiffani and Kenjus connected through the intersec-

tions of their work highlighting the physiological impacts of anti-blackness in attempts to 
counter the forces that destabilize black humanity. In this instance, they connect through 

this work on the necessity of school abolition and critical re-membering through revelatory 
education. 

Tiffani Marie & Kenjus Watson
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We write, individually and collectively, as Black educators attempting to survive the ravages of schooling.  
Along with a host of Black people, we too believed our schooling was a means toward liberation – a saving 
grace and way to honor the resilience of our people and their resistance to national investment in their undo-
ing.   We conflated our humanization with matriculation in schools. We now recognize the inextricable link be-
tween our social death and the function of schools.  We have witnessed and experienced the social reproduc-
tion of Black death that schools rely upon for national order. As survivors, we lay to rest the schooling project, 
engaging Christina Sharpe’s (2016) mournful meditation on the Wake to exhume how even critical education 
work can reinforce the very projects it seeks to fight against.    

We hold ceremonial space for prospective and veteran educators across the K-20 continuum to re-
conceptualize their curricular posture and join us in a final farewell to schools. From Shujaa (1993), we distin-
guish schooling from education and propose the Root Work of Apocalyptic Education, a meditation, a posture, 
an epistemological stance rooted in African ancestral ways of knowing (Ani, 1994; Fu- Kiau, 2014) to help us 
make sense of our loss and usher us into new ways of existing and being beyond the afterlife of schooling. 

*Both authors contributed equally to the preparation of this manuscript. Their names are listed alphabetically. This piece was 
crafted in September of 2019. The authors submitted this work, as it was originally rendered, in alignment with the aims of Root 
Work Journal. 

Prelude

Slave life; freed life--every day was a test and a trial. Nothing could be counted on in a world where even when 
you were a solution you were a problem (Morrison, 2004, p. 302).

Not a house in the country ain't packed to its rafters with some dead Negro’s grief. We are lucky this ghost is a 
baby (Morrison, 2004, p. 6).

Processional

Greetings family and welcome to all who have gathered in this space to commemorate the death of schools 
and mourn the passing of our beloved – the last vestiges of our hope in unearthing Black futures through or 
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Remembering an Apocalyptic Education: Revealing Life 
Beneath the Waves of Black Being
Tiffani Marie 	 	 	 	 	 Kenjus Watson
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within the violent regime of schooling. We join together today to reflect on what could have been at this stage 
of life. We also gather as a way to comfort the hearts of those who may be deeply impacted by these deaths. 
It is only natural to be sad today; the realization of loss can be devastating. We hope that you find solace in 
the stories that help us make meaning of our devastation as well as the traditions that undergird our grieving, 
releasing, and meditation process.  This is all that remains.

Hymn 

I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free - Nine Simone

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-sEP0-8VAow

Order of Service

Our service begins with a scripture reading that we hope will orient the attendees. We then offer our respec-
tive testimonies and invocations to inform the community of our connection with schooling and summon our 
collective strength to reflect unflinchingly on the lives that are no more. We will then share relevant rituals of 
Black mourning (theories) we lean on to hold space for our grief (Sharpe, 2016). We utilize these rituals to pro-
vide the audience with an extended obituary, a biography of the exploits and decay of schooling and the com-
mingled aspirations of Black people. After tracing the short life and inevitable death of these two entities, we 
bring the service to a close with a reveal of Apocalyptic Education (AE): a meditation, posture, and epistemo-
logical stance rooted in African ancestral ways of knowing that helps us to make sense of our loss. 

MC Introduction

In the introduction of In the Wake, Christina Sharpe (2016) argues that Black scholars who study slavery (and 
its afterlives) must navigate inherently violent methods to generate acceptable research within the regime of 
schooling institutions:

For Black academics to produce legible work in the academy often means adhering to research methods that 
are, “drafted into the service of a larger, destructive force” (Saunders, 2008a, 67) thereby doing violence to our 
capacities to read, think, and imagine otherwise. Despite knowing otherwise, we are often disciplined into 
thinking through and along lines that reinscribe our own annihilation, reinforcing and reproducing what Sylvia 
Wynter (1994, 70) called our “narratively condemned status” (p. 13).

Sharpe implores us to utilize an "undisciplined” and “unscientific method" in studying Black life to disrupt the 
erasures, half-truths, misnamings, and dis(re)memberings that otherwise contaminate standard empirical ap-
proaches. 

Like Sharpe, we (Tiffani and Kenjus) are too aware of the challenges inherent in attempts to etch out objective 
testimony concerning the predicaments of contemporary Black beingness from an inherently antiblack struc-
ture. We recognize that even our own goodwill endeavor has been preempted by instances of bad faith de-

16

Root Work Journal - Convening in the Ark - Volume 1, Issue 1	 	 	 	 	 	 	          Marie & Watson



fined as a) the symbolic and literal antiblack tools we have at our disposal to carry out such a task, b) the even-
tual location for such an entry, and c) the underlying catalyst for these kinds of projects (Gordan, 1995). Thus, 
in our simultaneous awareness, angst, indignation, and resignation, we are doing our best to unfold this piece 
with an “unscience” and “undisciplinarity” that Sharpe encourages. We pose questions, speak and listen to 
one another (along with a host of interlocutors), and offer space and solace, as well as discordant and synthe-
sized contentions – not as an academic exercise, but as an invocation of educators in rebellious mourning. 
We hope to do as little harm as possible as we employ a "method...of sitting with, a gathering, and a tracking 
of phenomena that disproportionately and devastatingly affect Black people any and everywhere we are" 
(Sharpe, 2016, p. 13). 

We write, individually and collectively, as Black people attempting to survive the ravages of schooling. Along 
with a host of Black people, we too believed our schooling was a means toward liberation, as a saving-grace, 
a way to honor the resilience of our people and their resistance to a national investment in their undoing. At 
one point, we conflated our humanization with matriculation in schools. As survivors, we now recognize the 
inextricable link between our social death and the function of schools. We have witnessed and experienced 
the social reproduction of black death that schools rely upon for national order. Thus, we write to educators, 
both prospective and veteran, those who seek to re-conceptualize their curricular posture, across the span of 
K-20 education to join us in final farewell to schools. Our dialogical approach is inspired by Saidiya Hartman 
and Frank Wilderson’s analysis in The Position of the Unthought and is situated within a history of dialogic 
analysis (Angela Davis & Ice Cube, James Baldwin & Malcolm X and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.) of call and re-
sponse that we must re-member has always ushered us from one world ending toward new ways of thinking, 
being and existing.  Dialogue offers a sacred and collective meaning-making experience. Our freedom cannot 
emerge from individualistic, capitalist endeavors. So, we think, struggle, write and celebrate together in this 
service. 

Reflections 

Tiffani

This is a difficult time for both of us. We both knew schooling and their lifelong partner, hopium. I loved 
school. I begged my mother to start school earlier than mandated simply because I wanted to go to that place 
that held my older brother during the day. Conveniently, I disregarded the memories of him attempting to es-
cape school almost everyday, running down the street after my mother and me, begging us to not leave him 
with “them.” I had come to only remember the commencements, the certificates, the ceremonies when 
throngs of family would gather to celebrate my survival of schooling, showering me with affirmations. Those 
memories held me through other experiences of alienation, imposter syndrome, and social death. Today, I 
have the courage to re-member the isolation, the anti-blackness, and the loss of so many peers as normative 
realities of schooling and the sense of belonging and humanization as conditional. Today, I have the courage 
to let go.

17
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Kenjus 

I suppose like most of those gathered today, I first met school when I was four or five years old. However, I 
must have been almost nine when I really got to know the pair we are laying to rest. I had asked my mom why 
our family had such a hard time getting our most basic needs met. I wanted to know if I could somehow 
change this. She encouraged me to develop a closer relationship with school and introduced me to my birth-
right of hope that through this connection, the people we loved (and other people like us) would have more 
food, less violence, and a better life. Although these twin projects (schooling and hopium) are undeniably 
dead, after nearly 30 years of investment, I still feel their spectres in my work and in what I learn and some-
times share with others. As a function of this very venue in which we are speaking, I feel their hold right now. 

In fact, Tiffani and I met because of school. We both examine telomeres (repetitive regions of DNA at the ends 
of chromosomes that shorten as our cells divide) to better understand the impact of schooling through anti-
black violence on our students. To employ schooling’s lingo, my own work examines the cumulative biopsy-
chosocial impacts, via telomere shortening, among a group of young black men who endure daily anti-
blackness at their college. The study’s findings suggest that their achievements and enrollment at UCLA did 
little to buffer the impacts of their social traumas. Instead, my findings suggest that their schooling likely exac-
erbated their physical health conditions. Tiffani's work examines the pedagogical practices that attenuate the 
harmful impacts of toxic stress in black children. Her study’s findings suggest that the practices that promote 
better health for Black children are antithetical to the normative practices of schools. We connected through 
the intersections of our work highlighting the physiological impacts of anti-blackness in attempts to counter 
the forces that destabilize black humanity. In this instance, we connect through their work on the necessity of 
school abolition and critical re-membering through revelatory education. 

Looking out on those gathered today, we recognize some faces in this space as our colleagues (critical Black 
educators and researchers) who find themselves working in hollowed out husks-dead spaces. We also see 
our co-conspirators across multiple locations (including policy and advocacy groups) as well as countless 
Black people who know and have put their trust in schooling as a vehicle for mobility, uplift, and eventual re-
demption. We understand it may be difficult to accept that this prospect is dead. We will do our best to help 
all of us come to terms with this loss. 

Invocation 

Tiffani:

Within her novel Krik Krak (1995), Haitian writer Edwidge Danticat shares the story of a young, pregnant 
woman, Célianne, who travels the Caribbean seas. Within one of the novel’s short stories, “Children of the 
Sea”, Célianne, though pregnant, remains stoic and immune to nausea caused by the odorous smells and the 
boat’s rocking. Onlookers exchange stories about the baby’s presumed violent conception to distract them-
selves from the noxious odors of the sea and beginnings of sickness. Eventually, the baby is born and named 
Swiss, after the knife used to cut the child’s umbilical cord. As time on the boat progresses, although the child 
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has yet to cry, Célianne remains entranced by the aesthetics of her new baby. She clenches the infant, refus-
ing to allow any further harm to come its way and protects the baby from threats, both intramural and exter-
nal. Eventually, boat dwellers have reason to believe that part of the stench is emanating from Célianne’s 
baby. The infant has died. And instead of confronting the ever-present death, Célianne holds tighter to her de-
caying child (Danticat, 1995).

As an educator of fourteen years, I fear that we have engaged at some point, if not consistently these days, in 
similar institutional and pedagogical practices. While I do suggest that children are dying on our watch, the 
baby that I speak to, the one that has been dead for some time now and whose decay can no longer be ig-
nored, is schools. I suggest that many of schooling’s normative practices are strikingly similar to the infant in 
Célianne’s arms: lifeless and numb. I am saddened to say that at their best, these normative practices have 
produced outliers, mere semblances of success within a rigged system that has been used to normalize and 
justify black suffering.  

I realize this may feel heavy for some of us. To gather ourselves, we want to invite the reflections and medita-
tions of our brother Resmaa Menakem (2017) who offers Black people a way to breathe through our sociohis-
torical triggers.  

Take a moment to ground yourself in your own body. Notice the outline of your skin and the slight pressure of 
the air around it. Experience the firmer pressure of the chair, bed, or couch beneath you--or the ground or floor 
beneath your feet. 

Can you sense hope in your body? Where? How does your body experience that hope? Is it a release or expan-
sion? A tightening born of eagerness or anticipation? 

What specific hopes accompany these sensations? The chance to heal? To be free of the burden of racialized 
trauma? To live a bigger, deeper life? 

Do you experience any fear in your body? If so, where? How does it manifest? As tightness? As a painful radi-
ance? As a dead, hard spot? 

What worries accompany the fear? Are you afraid your life will be different in ways you can’t predict? Are you 
afraid of facing...pain? Do you feel the raw, wordless fear---and, perhaps, excitement--that heralds change? 
What pictures appear in your mind as you experience that fear?

If your body feels both hopeful and afraid, congratulations. You’re just where you need to be for what comes 
next (pg. 24).

Thank you Brother Menakem. We will return to this pause and practice throughout today’s service.
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Kenjus

Thank you for your moving testimony, Tiffani and for inviting Brother Menakem. Whenever I hear you talk 
about us holding on to a dead project, I am reminded of Derrick Bell’s (1992) commonsense observation that 
despite whatever visible “peaks of progress” Black folks might achieve through formal education, the vast ma-
jority of our people will always experience schooling as a vehicle of their undoing (Bell, 2004; Mustaffa, 2017, 
Shujaa, 1993). For example, many of us know the US society uses Black students’ advancements within and 
pushouts from compulsory schooling as the rubric to distinguish their level of value and worth in this society 
(Mustaffa, 2017). Unfortunately, I feel we and other Black critical educators have been coerced to tacitly en-
dorse this sifting process, what Brother Jalil (Mustaffa, 2017) calls educational violence, as we fight protracted 
struggles for more equity, cultural relevance, access, retention, and success in schooling for more of our stu-
dents. Sister Bettina Love (2018) traces our complicity to our aspirations. She reminds us that placing hope in 
the so-called grit of the few or the many Black “achievers” who obtain greater socio-psycho-economic secu-
rity due to their school-derived success is akin to glorifying the traumatized “winners” of the Hunger Games 
and willfully deriding the dead bodies of the other “combatants.”

Moreover, our brother Michael Dumas (2014) reminds us that we are no better off when the narrative gaze is 
adjusted from these survivors to attune the lens towards the prevalence of Black dismemberment in school, 
which also reinforces the logical and logistical arrangements of our suffering (Dumas, 2014; Hartman, 1997). 
As the narratively condemned (Wynter, 1993), "...about whom anything can be said or done" (Sharpe, 2016, p. 
19), Black youth who "fail" at school are indicted in-kind and subsequently rendered more vulnerable to pov-
erty (Harney and Moten, 2013), housing and food insecurity (Edwards, 2018), mental and physical health dis-
parities (Dumas, 2014), a revolving door of incarceration (Laquan, 2017), stunted life chances (Patton, 2015) 
and premature death (Sojoyner, 2017). These young people (the dead and prematurely dying) are then ren-
dered as cautionary antagonists of Horatio Alger-like parables (Blacks would be better off if they were just bet-
ter in school) and repurposed as political cannon fodder for further investment into the never-ending neo-
liberal carousel of innovation, intervention, reform, incorporation, collapse, innovation, intervention, reform, in-
corporation, collapse...ad infinitum. 

This crisis extends beyond foreboding tales of “good and bad negroes” when we take an account of the so-
called Hunger Game “winners.” The lived experiences of the ascendant and conventionally successful Black 
children and adults we obsessively cleave our collective aspirations to prove sobering. I’m sad to say that rela-
tive to other racial groups in the US, Black students who graduate from high school are more likely to: 1) at-
tend community college in perpetuity (Iloh & Toldson, 2013); 2) become entrenched in the predatory, for-profit, 
Lower Education industrial complex (Cottom, 2017), 3) incur higher amounts of debt, borrow at higher rates, 
and default on their student loans regardless of the type of institution they attend(ed) (Jackson & Reynolds, 
2013) 4) encounter daily institutional and structural forms of anti-blackness at purposively white and Hispanic 
serving institutions (Abrica, Garcia-Louis, and Chaddrick, 2019), 5) develop and/or exasperate existing mental 
health crises en route to degree attainment (Solórzano et. al, 2000), 6) develop physiological disruption and 
symptoms of racial battle fatigue (Smith, Allen, Danley, 2007), and 7) experience stress-related telomere-
shortening and biological weathering (Watson, 2019). High-achieving members of our communities are also: 
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8) less likely to graduate from all post-secondary education (Dumas, 2014), 9) less likely to obtain gainful em-
ployment after college (Smith and Stovall, 2008), and 10) tend to lose financial gain obtained by their parents 
(Chetty, Hendren, Jones, and Porter, 2018). 11) are just as likely to experience incarceration as poor whites 
(Chetty et. al, 2018), 12) have a harder time evaluating Black people as positive on the Implicit Attitude Test 
(Dovidio et. al, 2008), and 13) experience increased vulnerability to stress-related diseases and premature 
death (Adelman, 2008; Smedley and Smedley, 2005; Smith, Hung, and Franklin, 2011; Solórzano, Ceja, and 
Yosso, 2000). Indeed, despite the persistent strategy to double-down on efforts to improve Black educational 
achievement as a pathway to social mobility, economic reports predict the median wealth for Blacks in the US 
will fall to $0 by 2053 (Asante-Muhammad, Collins, Hoxie, Nieves, 2017). It is also worth reiterating that Black 
people living here on Turtle Island have not experienced significant increases in educational attainment, 
wealth, or life expectancy over the past 40 years of the rumored end of legal racial apartheid (Allen, McLewis, 
Jones, and Harris, 2018).

This mournful data suggests all Black participants across schooling are potential casualties of the very same 
Hunger Games (Love, 2018). Thus any ritual adherence to narratives (or educational theoretical frameworks) 
that uplift hope through the notion that Black people should fight for better schools, culturally relevant curric-
ula, increased technology, aspirational mottos or resilient postures to access better life opportunities, at best, 
denies the longue durée of inevitable and widespread Black suffering. At worst, our naive hope in the prom-
ises of schooling justifies and necessitates dead and dying Black bodies to serve as bloody, counter-
referential material for the tentative incorporation of a select few into a comprador class. While these well-
worn lessons may feel familiar to some gathered today, we would like to offer a ritual, a way of seeing and 
moving, that might help all of us gain better understanding of these deaths’ true circumstances. 

Guiding Ritual (Theory)

Untethering Death from Life

The mourning process feels least burdensome to us when we lean on the wisdom of others to gain clarity 
about the exploits of the deceased. Our service today is possible in part due to the work of those within our 
most immediate community of Educational co-conspirators (Dumas and ross, 2016) who are unearthing a 
Black Critical Theory (BlackCrit) to decipher and denounce how Black existence has been constructed as a 
problem through de jure and de facto systems and laws designed to restrict and discipline Black life. 

In many ways, BlackCrit weaves together previous knowledge offered through Critical Race Theory 
(Bell,1989), Critical Black Feminisms (Collins, 1990; Hartman, 1997; hooks 2002; Lomax, 2018; Spillers, 1987, 
Wynter, 1979) and Afro-pessimism (Martinot and Sexton, 2003; Sexton, 2010; Wilderson, 2010). These interre-
lated theoretical lenses can help us process how schooling and our belief in its liberatory capacities derive 
from historical antiblack suffering embedded in racial chattel slavery, colonial conquests, gender and sexual 
normativity, and the structuring logics of racial capitalism (Rodriguez, 2020). We are relying on this wisdom to 
meditate intentionally on anti-blackness and, hopefully, untangle the projects of schooling and hopium that 
we’ve gathered to mourn from education. 
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In alignment with our ritual, we uplift the work of Shujaa (1993) to differentiate these dead projects from the 
very alive possibilities of education. Conversely, schooling is an extension of the enslavement and colonial 
processes in service to the preservation of the nation-state (Chomsky, 2014; Tuck and Yang, 2012). Its consti-
tutive mechanisms are subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999) – intent on stripping Africans of our cultural languages, 
histories and ties to indigeneity. More specifically, schooling has functioned as a derivative of the violent “sea-
soning” our ancestors endured throughout the trans-Atlantic slave trade (Bailey, 2009). This violent severing of 
Africans from our lands, languages, and agency was intended to condition our ancestors for life on the planta-
tion (Spillers, 1987). 

We propose education. Shujaa (1933) argues that education involves the knowledge transmission of values, 
esthetics, and spiritual beliefs that give a culture its vitality. Education functions to sustain a group of people, 
rather than US schooling, which prepares black youth to collude in the processes of their own social death. 
Moreover, education is not limited to school structures. We are always thinking, learning and creating. 
Schools, at best, compromise our humanity and relationships with creating and learning because they are 
sites of social death. 

Civil society used the seasoned bodies of our ancestors as the base of the United States economy as well as 
the counter reference point to the very notion of humanity (Hartman & Wilderson, 2003). Blackness remains 
the US’s and the world’s foil even as the expressive mechanisms of anti-blackness (chattel slavery, Jim Crow, 
mass incarceration, premature death) evolved overtime (Dumas and ross, 2016, Fanon, 1967; Hartman, 1997; 
Sexton, 2003; Wilderson, 2010). This anti-blackness:

...is endemic...and...central to how all of us make sense of the social, economic, historical and cultural dimen-
sions of human life…but, anti-blackness is not simply racism against Black people. Rather anti-blackness re-
fers to the broader antagonistic relationship between blackness and (the possibility of) humanity. (Dumas and 
ross, 2016, p. 14). 

These interrelated rituals (theoretical lenses) help us extend Shujaa’s work to highlight how anti-blackness rein-
forces the sociohistorical structure of inequity within schools. In this sense, schooling, and its possibility for 
our liberation, has always been dead. Our corrective interventions on schooling (i.e. multiculturalism, ethnic 
studies projects) are in fact proverbial Band-Aids on the body, applied after rigor mortis has set in. It is difficult 
to come to terms with the reality that in our own work we have attempted to perform life-saving measures on 
a corpse. While these interventions may attempt to respond to the daily terror imposed upon Black people in 
and outside of school, they fail to resolve the glaring reality that resuscitation is impossible. 

There may be some amongst our mourners today who, like us, feel remorse and sometimes lack clarity on 
how best to move through this heavy ritual. We will offer a potential space for us to reflect in a moment. For 
now, let us pause and engage in Brother Menakem’s grounding exercise once more. 

(Please return to page 19 of the program to re-engage Menakem's meditation.)
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Scripture Reading

At this time, we would like to read a passage from Christina Sharpe’s (2016) mournful mediation on Black Be-
ingness: 

What happens when we recognize Black death as predictable ...constitutive ...normative, and for this so-called 
democracy, necessary? It is the ground we walk on. And that it is the ground...how we might begin to live in 
relation to this requirement for our death...what kinds of rupture might be opened up? What happens when we 
proceed as if we know this, anti-blackness, to be the ground on which we stand, the ground from which we 
attempt to speak, for instance, an "I" or a "we" who know, and "I" or a "we" who care" (Sharpe, 2016, p.7)?

We see Sharpe’s (2016) concept as an applied praxis (a theory in action) of the established rituals we’re uplift-
ing in this service. For example, in alignment with BlackCrit, Sharpe understands anti-blackness to be en-
demic to civil society. Sharpe offers the Wake to Black people contending with the violence of this society as 
an acknowledgement of and pathway towards our past, present, and future mournings. She describes this 
mourning process through three analogues of the Wake as: a) the track left on the water’s disturbed surface 
by a ship or large body, b) an aWakening or consciousness, and c) a social gathering for the dead. While 
Sharpe’s theory does not seek out solutions to the problem of blackness’s irresolvable abjection, she offers a 
parallel aim of Wake Work: a praxis of tracking anti-blackness in order to ask, “...what, if anything, survives...” 
our preceding and ongoing abjection from civil society?

Our obituary will draw from Sharpe’s three Wake references to track the lives of school and our commingled 
hopes as inherently antiblack and terrorizing formations. Additionally, in the spirit of Wake Work, we offer a re-
memory (Morrison,1987) of Apocalyptic Education as a synthesis of practices that we believe precede and 
overgrow the death of schools. Let’s turn to page 3 of In the Wake for our first meditation. 

Obituary: The Life of School 

Wake: The track left on the water’s surface by a ship/the disturbance caused by a body swimming, or 
one that is moved in water; the air currents behind a body in flight; a region of disturbed flow. -Sharpe, 
2016, pg. 3. 

Kenjus

There are mysteries surrounding the birth of schools as well as our hopes in their liberatory capacities. How-
ever, it may be helpful to employ our ritual lens and note that the current regime of civil society, 
“...demands...a sovereign right over violence. [Meaning] it can use whatever violence it wants for its own 
needs and have that violence always be understood as legitimate” (Wilderson, 2015). With this goal in mind, 
we can better understand that the “schooling” who lies before us was both the herald and progeny of the 
Western (antiblack) world. It was born into this world as a sustainable and repetitive technology aimed to-
wards innovative strategies of standardization, containment, and above all, rationalization, to ensure that the 
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violence of the developing society, entered our minds as natural and legitimate (Shujaa, 1993; Watkins, 2001; 
Wilderson, 2015). Schooling was incubated in slave dungeons, labored on slave ships, and bred in more ex-
plicit forms on plantations. 

Some of the first reports of the incubation of “schooling” were found in the slave dungeons that proliferated 
along the West African coast between the 15th and 19th centuries. The holding cell introduced our captive Af-
rican ancestors to binary gender, competition, detention, and overcrowding – logics that have been transmit-
ted across generations to contemporary schools (Brand, 2001; Hartman, 1997). Schooling was labored 
through slave ships or labor-atories (Spillers, 1987) in which captured Africans were transfigured into Blacks 
and learned “...which racist social distinctions become immediately recognizable and acceptable as natural 
and thus necessary” and legitimate (Kraehe and Lewis, 2018, p.7).

The gratuitous violence of the Black’s first ontological instance, the Middle Passage, “wiped out metaphysics.” 
Africans went into the ships and came out as Blacks. This violence which turns a body into flesh, ripped apart 
literally and imaginatively, destroys the possibility of ontology because it positions the Black in an infinite and 
horrifying and open vulnerability, an object made available for any subject.” –Wilderson, 2016

Anderson (1988) locates the actual birth of Black schooling in the 16th century when the first African captives 
arrived on the shores of the future United States. Like the cell and ship, the plantation was also a site of peda-
gogy. Two general trends regarding instruction emerged. First, critical scholars have suggested the enslaved 
attained education in service of varied strategies of resistance under the general rubric of Black life-making, 
define as “...the creative spaces of possibility and freedom Black people produce when practicing self-
definition, self-care, and resistance” (Mustaffa, 2017, p. 712). A second line of work considers how mundane 
practices on the plantation further indoctrinated the enslaved into a legitimate regime of quotidian terror (Hart-
man, 1997; Sublette and Sublette, 2013; Watkins, 2001). 

In regards to the first contention, it is undeniable that Blacks struggled daily to attain and exchange vital infor-
mation, skills, and tools (i.e. education), particularly literacy in English (and other colonizing languages) to as-
sist in their varied projects of rebellion, fugitivity, marronage, abolition, and (economic) independence (Dumas, 
2014; Moten, 2013). However, as we shared in the invocation, archives regarding the uprisings and marronage 
of the enslaved are incomplete and distorted (Sharpe, 2016; Gumbs, 2018). Instead, the majority of our under-
standing about Black education efforts towards resistance tend to center an application of gaining and trans-
mitting information for the purposes of abolition and economic independence, or what can broadly be under-
stood as the obtainment of greater civil rights (Wilderson, 2017).

This slave education of captured Africans in the US consisted of assistance from abolitionist-minded Christian 
humanists or charitable entities (Anderson, 1998; Watkins, 2001). Other (relatively favored) slaves were drawn 
into the business practices of the plantation, including as record keeping, purchasing provisions, and so on 
(Watkins, 2001).  Although seemingly less confrontational than violent rebellion or marronage, any material re-
source that provided the enslaved a potential pathway out of bondage represented a viable threat to the struc-
ture of the plantation and the lifeblood of the broader western project (Watkins, 2001). In other words, a poten-
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tial crime was afoot anytime Blacks gathered or shared learning material with each other that might aid future 
efforts to obtain freedom, specifically the conspiracy to steal property (Moten, 2013). Literacy was understood 
as a pathway to (more) freedom and the enslaved were beaten for attempting to read (Dumas, 2014). Others 
risked torture and death in scraping together bits of paper to practice writing. Even when policies allowed for 
more access to education, any orientation towards the freedom of enslaved people was strictly policed and 
disrupted. It seems our collective aspirations in schooling as a pathway for freedom were birthed and social-
ized alongside these relentless pursuits of education because they were often intertwined and conflated with 
the more overtly violent plantation pedagogies. 

The second trend regarding the formal birth of schooling more directly engages the plantation as an instruc-
tive site of terror. A former slave, Harriet Jacobs (1861) provides us with an outline of the crucial tenets of plan-
tation pedagogy:

The slave girl is reared in an atmosphere of licentiousness and fear. The lash and the foul talk of her master 
and his sons are her teachers. When she is fourteen or fifteen, her owner, or his sons, or the overseer, or per-
haps all of them, begin to bribe her with presents. If these fail to accomplish their purpose, she is whipped or 
starved into submission to their will. Resistance is hopeless (p.50). 

According to Jacobs’s account, the plantation functioned as a formal site of schooling that was saturated with 
terror. Its faculty members were licentious and abusive. Its curriculum encompassed torture, beating, and star-
vation. While the plantation’s achievement outcomes were measured by the internalized futility of those in 
bondage. Collectively, these logics of the plantation legitimized the violence endured by the enslaved. In turn, 
every spectacle and mundane act of violence reinforced the Blacks’ position as the unthought (Wilderson, 
2015). The gratuitous, afilial, sexual violence of plantation “schooling” was so normative, legitimized, inevita-
ble, and ubiquitous that it literally led to the increase of the captive population. 

Some of us gathered may recall that the logics of anti-blackness can be tracked back to 652 AD when Arabs 
began abducting Africans explicitly for slavery (Anderson and Holley, 2007). However, in tracing the Trans-
Atlantic trade, we’ve learned that the US colonies and settler-state siphoned Black bodies from across the 
globe from 1619 until members of Congress banned the country’s participation in the flesh-trade in 1808 (Sub-
lette and Sublette, 2013). Within the span of these 189 years, 389,000 (or less than half a million) kidnapped 
Africans were imported to what would become the present-day United States. However, by 1860, 52 years af-
ter the congressional ban:  

African slaves, bred like horses or sheep, became four million enslaved African Americans...How else can 
389,000 people be made to procreate, under pain of torture or death, into 4 million people if they are not incar-
cerated and forced into sex? Slave breeding is a kind of forced sex that makes the words like rape and incar-
ceration puny and inadequate…Slave men were forced to impregnate slave women. And slave women…were 
raised in an atmosphere of licentiousness and fear (Wilderson, 2016).
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According to the 1860 US Census, the combined Black population (4.4 million) accounted for 12.6% of the 
total US population; an identical percentage to the present day. This slave accumulation was spurred on and 
incentivized by the 3/5ths compromise and led to the establishment of the electoral college (Finkelman, 2002). 
This is why anti-blackness can be thought of as “...the genome of electoral politics…[and] the genetic material 
of the organism called the United States” (Wilderson, 2016). As the above timeline suggests, the rationale[ii] of 
Black abjection that legitimized this violence was not eradicated through emancipation or expanded access to 
civil rights (Hartman, 1997). Stated plainly, because civil society owes its coherence and legitimacy to the on-
going Wake or disturbed body of water, of plantation terror, no amount of schooling within or even radical edu-
cation towards increased incorporation into such a place will ultimately undo the project. This problem of and 
for thought (Hartman & Wilderson, 2003) occurs as we consider the Black student body. Who are these stu-
dents? Where did they come from? What might it mean for them to experience renewal through schooling in 
this society? Despite the possibilities of educational endeavors, schools were stillborn in their potential to 
serve as vehicles out of the dungeon, the hold of the ship, or the plantation.

As we continue to provide an obituary of the exploits of schools and our hope in the broader project of school-
ing, we will now consider Sharpe’s second reference to the Wake. 

Wake: The State of Wakefulness; Consciousness- Sharpe, 2016, pg. 4) The consciousness of being in 
the Wake of the unfinished project of emancipation; Being attuned not only to our individual circum-
stances, but also to those circumstances as they are an indication of, and related to, the larger anti-
black world that structured all Black lives--

Although plantation schooling provided the blueprint for antiblack oppression, our brother Jalil Mustaffa 
(2017) reminds us that these locations also served as the foreground for future Black freedom and life-making. 
We can observe this phenomena in the two previously discussed trends of plantation schooling. We also see 
this dynamic emerging throughout our protracted struggle for Black liberation, in which schools have played 
an undeniably, duplicitous role (Stovall, 2018). For example, Phillis Wheatley was a formerly enslaved child 
who learned to read, write, and compose poetry to become  “the first published Black human being in the 
United States” in 1773 (Sharpe, 2016), striking a blow against leading scientific notions of racist limitations on 
“intelligence”. However, as Sharpe (2016) reminds us, Phillis’s captors named her after the slave ship on 
which she arrived. This violence deserves our reflection. It is clear that “schooling” sometimes afforded edu-
cated Black people, the slave aristocracy (Bullock, 1967), opportunities[iii] to cathect or perform towards more 
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nuanced, resistant, and holistic ways of being. Such performances may appear to debunk the logics of our 
captivity and work towards more secure positions within civil society.

However, Sharpe’s meditations in the Wake teach us that such “seasoning” through schooling was intended 
to turn African captives into “docile slaves” (Woodard, 2003; 2014). And although nearly every Black educa-
tional effort has been contested by some or many agents of the state, the harder truth is that schools have al-
ways been Trojan horses designed to preempt and disrupt possible Black rebellions.  “America’s apartheid 
had to be made workable. It needed to appear natural and ordained” (Watkins, 2001, pg.182). In response, hi-
erarchical, compulsory schooling provided a means through which a Black comprador class could emerge to 
buffer and manage Black anger and angst. This Black elite was also intended to serve as inspiration, hope, 
and distraction for a people with a birthright to burn the entire project down. The more we discuss the exploits 
of schools and our aspirations in their possibilities I am encouraged to lift up Sharpe’s (2016) sentiment that 
the past is not past.

So the same set of questions and issues are presenting themselves to us across these historical periods. It [is] 
the same story that is telling itself, but through the different technologies and processes of that particular pe-
riod (Saunders, 2008a, 67 as cited in Sharpe, 2016, p. 5). 

I imagine the Wake as an invitation for all of us to remain conscious that this “unfinished project of emancipa-
tion,” not a lack of our widespread school achievement, is the source for the daily and major precarities mani-
fested as food and housing insecurity, health disruptions, premature death, broken relations, incarceration, 
and stunted purpose we’ve seen wreak havoc in the lives of our students, families, and communities. Such 
awareness should deter our attempts at resuscitating schools or peddling their post-mortem convulsions as 
valuable “hopium” for our people. This, we know, seems far easier said than done.

I am thinking here about my own literal investments in the re-animation of school as a teacher and researcher 
with young nieces and nephews, close family members who teach, and a newborn. I have very present kin in 
the entire game. I am also thinking about the conferences I’ve attended, the hotels and Airbnb spaces I’ve fre-
quented, the clothes and technology I’ve purchased, and the whiskey I’ve consumed alongside colleagues as 
we lament and celebrate our work. Each of these violent delights rest somewhat on the false notion that my 
labor to indict and improve schools will ultimately, structurally improve Black life. Meanwhile, the very com-
puter and phone I use to research and write about premature Black death are only operable thanks to pre-
cious minerals extracted by maimed and prematurely dying Black children in the Congo (Lovejoy, 2019). 

Alongside these difficult reflections, I am invited back to the proverbial hold of the ship to bury any remnant of 
hope I have in schools each time I learn of a Black student being placed in handcuffs (Newman, Guiterrez, 
Hewsom, 2019), thrown about the room by student resource officers (Jarvie, 2015), tortured by peers and/or 
teachers to the point of suicide (Moyer, 2018), having their hair pulled out (Newton, 2019) or marred with per-
manent marker (Avery, 2019), attending schools named after their ancestors’ captors (Mitchell, 2018), vying 
for charter vouchers (Green and Shapiro, 2020), denied food (Layton, 2019), denied bathroom breaks that 
cause wetting (Garcia, 2019) or bleeding through their clothes (Madani, 2018), denied clean water (Riley, 

27

Root Work Journal - Convening in the Ark - Volume 1, Issue 1	 	 	 	 	 	 	          Marie & Watson



2019), tormented by roommates (Moye, 2017), harassed by campus police (Najman-Franks and Xia, 2019), 
sexually assaulted (King, 2018), displayed as a prop in school materials (Jaschik, 2019), taking high stakes 
tests (Heilig, 2018), or breathing poisonous air (Lambert, 2019). For those in the audience who still find it diffi-
cult to accept the death of schools or release remaining hope in their renewal, it is my hope that our account-
ing of schooling’s exploits – these daily antiblack terrors, tortures, and disasters (Pierce, 1995; Solórzano, 
Yosso, Ceja, 2000) – help aWaken you to the necessity of this end. 

Wake: a watch or vigil held beside the body of someone who has died, sometimes accompanied by rit-
ual observances including eating and drinking- Sharpe, 2016, pg. 10.

Tiffani

The Black church embodies an intricate balance between life and death. It is the site of most Wakes, the 
place where we gather to make sense of a loss of life, a fundamental shift in the melodies that once sung us 
into existence. And at this particular gathering, the presence of the body, particularly the black body, provides 
context for how we can make sense of our plunder—if, and only if, we choose to look at it. There are very few 
of us who have not heard about, or experienced for that matter, the reverberation of jubilee, the elevation of 
tambourine calloused hands toward a heaven, a new world so to speak—an embodiment of imagined exis-
tences. I have even come to believe that what it means to catch the holy ghost, as my grandmother called it, 
is to escape the terrors, tortures, and disasters of our current world--the violence and captivity that Wilderson 
(2009) suggests are the “grammar and ghosts of our every gesture” and to experience a simplicity of life, as 
neither pursued nor captured, but merely as being. For Black people, this disposition has only come through 
the imagined, the out of body, the other-worldly. And while the Black church has been a critical space of imag-
ined life and life claimed more abundantly, it has also been a conduit toward death. Hartman (1997) questions 
the significance of the exposed and violated Black body and what its exposure seems to yield. We argue that 
its viewing is less about black salience or the inhumanity of particular institutions. Rather, we suggest that criti-
cal examinations of responses to the dead body provide us with important opportunities for reflection. In 
many Wakes, I have observed congregants, when it is their time to view the body, to confront its existence, 
tense up, and leave the church altogether; alternatively, some walk by the body very quickly, so as to avoid 
seeing its rigor. Others talk to the body, pick it up from the casket, kiss it, hold on to it, refusing to let go, to let 
it be what it is: dead. It seems we all grieve differently.

As a classroom teacher, my colleagues and I have dealt with the everyday presence of death in schools in 
similar ways. The denial exists. The attempts to reposition the body remain. However, we differ from Wakes 
and other religious sites of death because we have not yet pronounced schools dead. Instead, the body, or 
schools rather, have continued to decay. At this point, it is almost impossible to avoid the stench of death 
within our curricula and college matriculation efforts. There are some of us who then ignore the presence of 
death, similar to Celienne, through denial. Others, whose efforts are predicated on a more conscious position, 
acknowledge the stench within academic papers, conferences, professional development, policy, conscious 
paraphernalia, within their curricula; they attempt to access the most sound pedagogical way to usher youth 
through the complexities of social death. However, their eventual collusion with the normative practices of 
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schools (i.e. capitalist assessment models, interminable school hours, confinement of bodies and thought), a 
bargaining with death so to speak, are but the flowers that surround the casket; their presence, despite how 
perfuming or maybe because of how fragrant, often distract us from the death that lay before us. This reflec-
tion is not an attempt to admonish those who are in denial or even those who bargain with schools. Rather, I 
would raise that both processes are components of a larger trajectory toward the acceptance of the death of 
schools. And if we are not yet ready to confront why we mask the smell of decay from schools, we can at 
least begin to confront how.

Denial

Within Krik Krak, Dandicat narrates that the presence of seeping water suggests the boat holding Célianne 
and other Haitian migrants has cracked significantly; as they become tasked with keeping the boat above wa-
ter, they agree to toss their nonessentials to lighten the load.  After parting with their belongings, they notice 
that Célianne is still holding the lifeless body. To them, the decision is simple. The baby prevents their pro-
gress, their ability to access life anew. To Célianne, the decision is much more complex. She questions: Who 
and what will she be without the baby? What will it mean for her to imagine life without it? Through pressure 
from boat dwellers, however, she is convinced to finally part ways with the dead child. She tosses the corpse 
overboard. And in a short amount of time, Célianne jumps into the water to save the dead baby, drowning in 
the process.

To add context, Célianne was raped and impregnated by the Macoutes—those whose portentous regime fur-
thered the imperialist vision of their conquerors—and forced to carry their project within her, the way many 
black girls and women’s wombs have been violently manufactured as slave ships (Sharpe, 2016). I imagine 
that when the baby died, Célianne saw its death as her own failure, instead of the inevitable product of centu-
ries of conquest. She was troubled by parting ways with the shell because she began to see herself within the 
baby; their resemblance became uncanny. Therefore, the decision to throw it overboard, to free herself of its 
history and create new ways of determining her value, new ways of understanding herself outside of a rigid 
model of control, seemed more like she were losing herself rather than ties to her oppressive past. 

In many ways, educators who carry denial about the death of schools continue to force children to develop 
intimate relationships with their violent histories—to embody them—so that even when they see signs of mis-
carriages of promises, when they recognize stillborn rhetoric, they still feel inclined to jump in after lifeless pos-
sibilities, drowning --joining many other black people whose bodies float amidst the tossing waves of neo-
liberal rhetoric (Almond, 1995; Dumas, 2013; Dumas; 2014).  Essentially, the plastering of college admittance 
posters in elementary schools, the presence of respectability-laden school reformers, test score boosting ad-
vocacy efforts, and the jubilant, devastating charter school lotteries, are mere acts to perfume a dead baby. 
They suggest that if we simply (re)dress schooling practices or mask the predictability of school outcomes, 
then maybe we can access life in schooling. 

 Current models of schooling (Raymond, 2002; Woodworth, et. al, 2008) propose that black youth invest in 
schools, embrace its normative practices, and internalize a rhetoric that forces them to embody their inevita-
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ble failure, even when studies show that black people, regardless of their engagement and success within 
schools, still experience a lower quality of life than most others (Williams, 2001; Satcher, 2000; Bager et al, 
2018; Pearson, 2008). Given these circumstances, one could argue that within a framework of schooling, the 
black body is only legible through suffering and death. Efforts to center anything other than the necessity of 
death are reflective of a culture of denial.     

Bargaining 

What then becomes of us who attempt to remain vigilant amidst the conspicuous demise of schools? We bar-
gain. Educational theorists (Akom, 2003; Ginwright, 2015) and educators such as myself, maybe out of some 
sense of hope, have sought to identify sites of life within a very dead project of schooling; we have attempted 
to chart and document the ways in which schools can mimic life. Other scholars (hooks, 1994; Ginwright & 
James, 2002; Love, 2012) have documented how teachers can exist within schools as a way to resist the over-
whelming culture of social death. Evidence of these attempts are present within models of Critical Pedagogy, 
Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR), and, more recently, Ethnic Studies (Akom, 2003; Duncan-
Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Duncan-Andrade, 2009; Tintiangco-Cubales & Sacramento, 2009; Milne, 2013; Cam-
marota, 2014; Ginwright, 2015). These models identify the loss of identity, cultural ties, and humanity that ac-
company our existence within schools, yet still celebrate increased engagement, grade point averages, and 
attendance as desirable outcomes. We bargain—with publishers, school administrators, funders. Most nota-
bly we bargain with our young people’s humanity. This compromise is an imposition upon youth, namely that 
our love of learning must always come in close proximity to violence. Even when we have critiqued the simplic-
ity within multiculturalism, shunned charter school efforts, and completely abandoned banter related to “grit” 
and “delayed gratification”, we leave work fatigued, uncertain really, from the pressing truth that lay before us: 
many of our approaches still center the procedures and frameworks of schooling as redemptive; they embody 
beliefs that these measurements will secure black humanity and are worthy of investment, even when these 
criteria alone have reproduced social death for Black youth (Noguera, 2009; Love, 2019). They disregard the 
tremendous toll that schooling takes on the body, indifferent to the types of weathering that occur due to the 
normative practices and procedures of schools (Geronimus et. al, 2006; Baldridge, 2014; Dumas; 2014; Wun, 
2016).  Models of Critical Pedagogies, YPAR, and Ethnic Studies approaches still urge youth to bargain with 
the very system that causes them harm. This is not to suggest that these pedagogies have not been critical in 
their response to the daily terrors imposed upon Black youth; rather, in doing so, we may have left unchecked 
the daily terror that is schooling. Our greatest efforts to bargain within the rigidity of schools seems equivalent 
to hospicing a dead body.  

Sometimes, out of fear of the unknown, holding on to the dead baby feels more bearable than conceiving its 
total disposal. Yet, just as Célianne was invited to consider the aftermath of a sunken corpse, we too are in-
vited to imagine and maybe even embrace life after schooling. There were others on the boat that looked to 
Célianne and her baby’s parting as part of a much larger and inevitable trajectory. We close today with the ob-
servations and reflections of one who chose to accept the death of Célianne’s baby. It is our hope that their 
response to death may be considered and eventually replicated: 
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I must throw my book out now. It goes down to them, Célianne and her daughter and all those children of the 
sea who might soon be claiming me. I go to them now as though it was always meant to be, as through the 
very day that my mother birthed me, she had chosen me to live life eternal, among the children of the deep 
blue sea, those who have escaped the chains of slavery to form a world beneath the heavens and the blood-
drenched earth where you live. Perhaps I was chosen from the beginning of time to live there with Agwe at the 
bottom of the sea...maybe this was my invitation to go (Dandicat, p. 27-28).

Towards an Apocalyptic Education

Many of us gathered are undoubtedly wondering, where do we go from here? This service has indeed been a 
heavy one; even though it yields release, healing is weighted. However, we are grateful that the Wake has 
served as a crucial ritual to help us make sense of what has died and further our indictment of schools as 
sites of loss, key societal mechanisms that legitimate and sustain anti-blackness, and just that. From these 
distinct encounters with the Wake, we’ve come to understand (re-member) that schools are and have always 
been antithetical to our lives and renewal. In our unfreedom, our attempts to gain freedom through schools, 
we have become complicit in the further harm of Black children, Black bodies, and Black futures. It is impor-
tant that educators release, into the waves, any notion that we may be able to transform parasitic spaces and 
outcomes into more amenable sites of resistance for our communities. 

What are we to do about this relentless wall created and emanating from the Wake? What might we say to 
each other and to our families in Black communities who continue to rely on schooling as a possible way from 
and out of calamity? To the many Black teachers, restorative justice counselors, curriculum leads who end-
lessly attempt to ensure that more life enters than leaves the children with whom they work? The administra-
tors, researchers, policy advocates, activists wrapped up in the struggle of recuperating meaning for Black 
lives through any so-called school site? And if not schools, if not our hope in schools, what else remains? 

As the Wake helps us declare the death of schools, in response, Christina Sharpe (2016) offers us Wake 
Work: seeking out Black life-making that exists (and has always existed) in excess to our suffering. To be clear, 
Wake Work is not intended to serve as a treatment plan for ridding the world of anti-blackness. Instead, Wake 
Work requires an everyday awareness that we are still very much in the echo of the historical disaster of chat-
tel slavery. Armed with this explanatory rationale of our continued suffering, we are better equipped to 
sacredly mourn the scope of terrors visited upon our ancestors, to see each other more fully and honestly, 
and to continue to making space for and with each other to dance at our own funeral (this world constituted 
by our undoing) with collective alignment, rhythm, and soul (Sharpe, 2016). Wake Work traces those modes of 
being (Black fugitivity, marronage, community land trusts, Black Studies, Black Aesthetics, etc.) that perform 
in excess and against the primary project of schooling. While these modes may trouble the necessity of 
school and help mourn the dead, Wake Work suggests they eventually falter under the weight of the totalizing 
structure of anti-blackness.  Still, Wake Work further helps us trouble long standing assumptions and (re)ani-
mate new (ancient) ground from which we might gather our collective footing and “travel to spaces” previ-
ously unimagined or anticipated (Sharpe, 2016). 
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From a previously unimagined (or forgotten) space, we celebrate and encourage our collective Root Work: a 
deep, spiritual and earthed pathway that enables us to access other worlds and inform our understandings of 
what exists outside of this rigid model of control. We now understand that there exist both the waves that de-
stroy and the world beneath the waves. Once we have come to the end of the Wake and buried schools as 
curriculum builders, thinkers, and doers, we look beneath the waves for what’s next.  In the aftermath of this 
analysis and as a function of our Root Work, we uplift African ancestral knowledge systems as recessional, 
meditative even, that leads us toward new worlds through a framework we are naming Apocalyptic Education.

Re-membering Apocalyptic Education

        

Apocalyptic Education (AE) describes a life-alignment process (teaching) that is informed by ongoing, synthe-
sized (bringing together) praxis (theory and action) engaged at the precipice and through the aftermath of the 
ending of world(s). This praxis, or Root Work, is grounded in a revelatory re-membering and transmission of 
African ancestral ways of feeling, knowing, being, and doing (of sacredness) aimed at quickening our return/
renewal/Sankofa to an (outer) space before, beyond, uninhabitable by agents of our undoing. AE is a medita-
tion first, a posture at times, and at others, an epistemological stance that helps us make sense of the loom-
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ing worldly collapse as both necessary and tangential to our efforts toward communal wellness and sustain-
ability.  

For many of us, the term “apocalypse” has come to refer to the complete and final destruction/the end of the 
world. In the preceding pages, we’ve described how Black people have endured countless world-ending 
events that catalyzed the disruptive Wake of anti-blackness in our everyday lives. While we retain this mean-
ing, particularly as it relates to African-descended people (Horne, 2018), we also uplift an alternative transla-
tion of the word as a revelation or an unveiling or unfolding of things not previously known and which could not 
be known apart from the unveiling. The long-standing posture of Afro-pessimism is not one of ambivalence or 
nihilism. It is actually a joy in the currently unthinkable: the undoing/destruction of a world predicated on Black 
undoing. 

Informed by a present consciousness that experiences the Wake of anti-blackness as schooling itself, Apoca-
lyptic Education offers a collaborative synthesis (as opposed to Cartesian analysis) of the underlying logics ani-
mating radical Black movements (i.e. fugitivity, marronage, school abolition) centered on the structural irrecon-
cilability between Black life and efforts to further incorporate Blacks into civil society. Although these projects 
may advocate for the end of the current world in favor of unveiling and revealing something different, we want 
to be clear with you all that Apocalyptic Education is nothing new. Marimba Ani (1999) reminds us that, 

We are people of African ancestry living in denial of who we are. We are losing our children to systems which 
miseducate them. We need to work together as a family who supports its members and who is responsible for 
their welfare. We must use the most valuable asset that we have: That is the spirit of our people. It is that spirit 
that connects us to our Afrikan roots. Slowly, we are aWakening…The term "Sankofa" from Akan tradition in 
Ghana, West Africa tells us to return to the Source so that we can go forward with strength and clarity. Our cul-
tural roots are the most ancient in the world. The spiritual concepts of our Ancestors gave birth to religious 
thought. African people believe in the oneness of the African family through sacred time, which unites the 
past, the present and the future. Our Ancestors live with us. They created the first civilizations thousands of 
years ago and they suffered the pain of the Maafa. And yet, they were able to endure the most disastrous and 
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dehumanizing circumstances ever perpetrated against a group of people, only because of the power of the Af-
rican spirit. This is perhaps our moment of truth. We must do all that we can do to uplift our people. Other-
wise, we are still denying who we are and bringing dishonor to our "family name;" to our Ancestors. The an-
swer to our social dilemma is the resocialization of our people into the cultural value-system that affirms our 
spiritual being. Our Ancestors are calling us "home", back to our cultural selves. We must begin the process of 
Sankofa. -Marimba Ani, 1999

Thus, we advocate entering new worlds by first going back. If you can recall, we leaned on the three meta-
phors of the Wake to help us confirm the death of schools and our commingled aspirations. It is our hope to 
offer three related elements of Apocalyptic Education in constituting the Root Work we hope to do together. 
Each element of Apocalyptic Education engages re-membering, a critical memory and suturing of previously 
severed knowings, as a way to responsibly usher us from one ending world to life anew. 

1. Cultural: 

Rene De Cartes’s philosophy, “I think therefore I am,” serves as the guiding praxis of (ongoing) slavery and 
world conquest. This worldview legitimized the sexual violations that terrorize our DNA as well as the contem-
porary Hunger Games as reasonable formations deployed by sovereign entities in a necessarily competitive 
world. According to these Cartesian assumptions, Blacks are not simply lesser humans on a universal hierar-
chy. We are instead the nonpersons/negations which give coherence to the entire project. Thus, a more accu-
rate framing of the philosophy of the world we inhabit may be: “The Black is Not (Not human, Not sovereign, 
Not good, Not alive, Not anything beyond a Thing), therefore I am (or I am relatively closer to being human, 
sovereign, good, alive, a person)” (Curry, 2017). Wake Work asks how might this foundational episteme be rup-
tured? “How can we think (and rethink and rethink) care laterally, in the register of the intramural, in a different 
relation than that of the violence of the state?” (Sharpe, 2016). In camaraderie with Wake Work, Apocalyptic 
Education uplifts the potential largeness of Black life in order to rupture this ongoing violent episteme of anti-
blackness (Sharpe, 2016).

As previously mentioned, AE engages Root Work help us re-member, through repeated Sankofas, our deeper 
ways of being, knowing, and doing. Prior to, during, and after the ends of Black worlds, African-descended 
people lived according to cosmologies undergirded by principles of the Nguni Bantu philosophy of Ubuntu. 
Ubuntu means, “A person is a person because of other people” or “I am because we are,” and has been prac-
ticed as an organizing spiritual principle amongst Indigenous African groups for more than 3,000 years. The 
broader cosmological principles of Ubuntu are present in various spiritual and cultural practices amongst In-
digenous groups across the African continent and the globe. As an ancient technology, Ubuntu discards the 
immature, illegitimate, and disastrous logics of the world and functions as an edifying language of “we forma-
tions” by which we (will always) survive the apocalypse (Sharpe, 2016). 

We can see the Root Work of Ubuntu and Apocalyptic Education employed in one particular instance of a 
world ending. In 2007, a mid-1800s unbleached cotton seed sack surfaced at a Tennessee flea market. The 
sellers did not know the historical particularities of the repeatedly patched sack. However, sewn on the lower 
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third of the sack was an embroidered 10 lens of text, stitched in three colors of cotton embroidery floss dated 
to 1921 that read: 

My great grandmother Rose 

mother of Ashley gave her this sack when 

she was sold at age 9 in South Carolina 

it held a tattered dress 3 handfulls 

of pecans a braid of Roses hair Told her 

It be filled with my Love always

she never saw her again

Ashley is my grandmother

 -Ruth Middleton, 1921

‘Ashely’s sack’ provides us with numerous examples of the praxis of Apocalyptic Education and is a response 
to the disrupted wave pattern echoing from the dungeon, ship, and licentious terrors of the plantation. The 
world undeniably ended for many of our ancestors, who, like Rose, could and did have their children ripped 
from them at any moment. The force of such violence is indeed totalizing. However, as Sharpe (and this sack) 
remind us, we did not know each other only by that force. Against the force, Rose offered her daughter Ashley 
necessities for the Apocalypse: Clothing, Food, Memory, as well as the never-ending Love carried within a ves-
sel passed down through generations. Ashley experienced the end of the world when she was ripped from her 
mother. And yet, her mother’s Root Work of preparing these items and passing them down through the lan-
guage of Ubuntu buffered some of the amputation, allowing the love to be known four generations later. 

Because our cells endured the Maafa (many endings of many worlds) of the dungeon, ship, and plantation, 
Wake Work reminds us to always be prepared for the eventual arrival of another apocalypse. However, be-
cause our cells emanate from Ubuntu, our deeper Root Work (at least 700 years prior to even the Arab slave 
trade) enables us to re-member the items passed to us from our ancestors (the African-insisted life) within the 
same DNA that was colonized through unspeakable violence. Ubuntu--I am because we are/ I exist because 
you exist/We are people because of our people--is an atemporal epigenetic declaration that the love from and 
of our people will, in the words of Stevie Wonder (1977), transcend the end(s) of the world(s) and always be 
with us. 

35

Root Work Journal - Convening in the Ark - Volume 1, Issue 1	 	 	 	 	 	 	          Marie & Watson



2) Communal:

In her work Black, White and in Color, Hortense Spillers (2003) follows the human cartography of black life to-
ward and in the United States. She vividly details the dynamics of the black captive body, and more specifi-
cally, the realities of black flesh. She suggests that before the body, “...there is the ‘flesh,’ that zero degree of 
social conceptualization that does not escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of 
iconography” (p. 67). She adds that the flesh endures the smacking of the whip, all day long, and that the 
“anatomical specifications of rupture, of altered human tissue, take on the objective description of laboratory 
prose-eyes beaten out, arms, backs, skulls branded, a left jaw, a right ankle, punctured; teeth missing, as the 
calculated work of iron, whips, chains, knives, the canine patrol, the bullet.” Spillers (2003) asks us to consider 
the generational impacts of this phenomenon, as she calls it, of “marking and branding,” questioning whether 
these experiences “transfer” from one generation to the next. 

Another time, Spillers (2014) examines the analogous relationship between the generational effects of enslave-
ment and the amputation of her sister’s leg. She explains, 

My sister had a partial amputation on her right leg. She complained in the end of being in terrific pain. Even 
her leg hurt. But it was the phantom leg, cause half the leg was gone. But it was still hurting. So what I’m say-
ing is that that’s a flesh memory. We were available, in the flesh, to slave masters. In the flesh! Immediate. 
Hands on! I can pluck your little nappy head from wherever it is. Bang! “Don’t care nothing about who your 
momma and daddy is and how many babies you got here.” Bang! -Bang! That’s flesh. Another word to explain 
it is empathy. The flesh gives empathy.” –Spillers, 2014

We engage Spillers’ examination of the memory of our flesh as a critical component of Apocalyptic Education. 
Afropessism has been helpful in developing a body of work that explains the seemingly totalizing impacts of 
captivity and enslavement on the black body. We desire to further these arguments, by looking back, to con-
sider what happens to the flesh when our memory extends beyond the slave trade. 

Apocalyptic Education extends these offerings through a reflection on the migration of Okra. Oft used in 
stews and eaten with fufu, our West African ancestors used Okra as sustenance well before they were forced 
to migrate to the Americas. Faced with the captivity of Maafa, Okra seeds were consumed in order to prepare 
for the life-altering journey ahead. To secure the seeds, African people used their hair as a commodity of dis-
guise; communally, seeds were braided into the hair of many African women, in what we come to recognize 
today as the cornrow hairstyle. As the seed was transplanted, so were memories of a life before enslavement. 

Now, depending on one’s theoretical framework, the presence of the plant in the United States, today, can be 
interpreted in primarily one of two ways. For some, it becomes the proverbial leg cut from the body of enslave-
ment; the presence of the Okra seed represents an outcome of our captivity (i.e. Okra can be found in black 
cuisines like gumbo because enslaved Africans used scraps of food from their captors for their survival), that 
even when we commune to celebrate, to rest, to create sacred space together, we must feel the pain of our 
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captivity. In another way, Okra may be (re)membered as evidence of the relationship between sacred commu-
nity and black sustainability, a communal tool to help transition black people from one world to the next.

Ultimately, it is the extension of our memory that impacts the power of our community and our livelihoods. 
And the Okra, like so many other cultural offerings, provide opportunity for re-membering. It is through such 
fellowship that  we may understand that we are more than mere flesh wounds. We are seeds of abundance, 
prosperity and vitality, braided into the strands of black life. And only through community, are we grounded, 
cultivated, grown, and sustained. The individual black body has and will continue to be sustained through the 
body of black sacred interdependence. We must be armed with the awareness that the Okra is but a reminder 
of the relationship between sacred bond and our own cultural perpetuity. 

3) Consciousness:

Who are the…ancestors? Ancestors are special people that have crossed over. And in our mind, we call them 
“dead.” But coming from a Kongo culture, I would say, the Kongo themselves would not call the ancestors the 
dead ones. Even the word “dead” is not often used when someone is dead. The Ki Kongo would say, “Those 
who are in vacation.” “The dead are not dead…they went into vacation after leaving…their skin empty body. It 
is like a snake shedding their skin and leaving it. The essential part has left. So, the same when a person 
“dies.” It is like leaving a box, that prevented you to truly understand who you are. Because the only way you 
understand yourself and you try to communicate with other people is the box that you see yourself. But you 
are not your box. You are the mold on your box. -Fu Kiau, 2012

The word “apocalypse,” has gained traction throughout the west. At the time of this writing, large portions of 
the Amazon rainforest, the lungs of Mother Earth, have been engulfed in flames for several weeks, sustaining 
incredible damage and drastically increasing planet-wide carbon dioxide and monoxide levels. The fires are a 
product of a recent revving up of vast deforestation, particularly in Brazil, owing its genesis to neoliberal capi-
talist logics of deregulation, resource extraction, and accumulation of goods to sell on the market in the name 
of unadulterated economic growth; essentially, land-clearing for the purposes of capitalist development. 

The firestorm and subsequent damage to the balance of the ecosystem join an expansive compilation of exis-
tential crises (e.g. mass species extinction, a vast economic downfall, unsustainable reliance on fossil fuels, 
extreme global poverty and exploitation) that we are enduring and exacerbating the first “Anthropocene”, or 
an ending of the worlds caused by humans. The usually measured International Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) recently released a damning report suggesting the current extent of ecological disruption is irreparable. 
Even in living toward a post-pandemic reality, all we can hope to do now is delay an inevitable, not-so-distant 
future in which much of the planet will feature climates that are inhabitable for humans and other living per-
sons, fossil energy stores are depleted, and the worldwide economic system is underwater. The web of west-
ern civilization is indeed unraveling due to the weight of its own excesses. 

We do not disagree with this premise or downplay the destruction such collapse has already had in the lives 
of the descendants of captive and displaced Africans on Turtle Island and throughout the globe. However, as 
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a synthesis of projects grounded in the spirit of maroonage, fugitivity, abolition, and rebellion, AE encourages 
us to re-member that the world has already collapsed many times for us. Secondly, our Root Work reminds us 
that, like Mother Earth (whom we are tied to through Ubuntu), our primary enemy is civil society itself because 
it is, “...predicated on our...mutilation and death” (Wilderson, 2017). In this way, the end of the “world,” pro-
vides us with health and a means of dealing with what some are fearing and attempting to cope with as the 
inevitable, but that Black people, in touch with our epigenetic memory, call the already. Thus, the anarchy of 
blackness and the anarchy of the Earth (via global warming) can be understood as palpable, collective protes-
tations against our common foe. 

Here-in lies the silver lining at the end of the mushroom cloud (Tsing, 2016) hovering over our 1,398 years-long 
death-march through the entrails and residue of our captivity, dispersals, abuses and dis-memberings. And, 
having existed outside of civil society, Black people have crafted new ways of being and uplifted collective so-
cial organizations much like the ongoing collapse of the west would require us to do either way. Apocalyptic 
Education offers an extension of this work, centered in the “hope” and “imagination of our ancestors.” It helps 
us come to terms and rejoice in the truth that for us, the end of the world is not a bad thing. 

As previously mentioned, flowers are the symbols of educators’ courageous yet futile efforts towards critical 
education within schools. They function to mask the smell of death and decay, and prolong the denial within 
mourning while veiling the fact that we’re at a funeral. Dancy II, Edwards, and Davis, (2018) remind us, 

The only way to establish Black human agency is to exit the system that insists upon Black dehumanization. 
Black counterintellectual and economic spaces would prioritize the survival and edification of all Black people. 
These spaces would center African ways of knowing and being in the world, as well as an exploration of the 
theoretical and technological legacies of African descended people (p. 190).

Instead of flowers to perfume a dead baby, Apocalyptic Education invites educators to align our methods and 
aims as a sort of moss that grows on top of the many statues of dead colonizers and slavers that dot the land-
scape of the plantation known as the United States. 

When looking at different structures covered in moss, it does not always register that they are in fact alive. 
However, mosses, small flowerless plants found throughout the world, are relevant to our Apocalyptic Educa-
tion efforts in that they retain and dispense water (the lifeblood of the planet).  As indicators of pollution, they 
refuse to build in toxic environments, and they can stop their metabolism almost completely during the hot pe-
riods of the year when water is not available. They provide us with lessons on how to move more deliberately 
through the past and present disasters. Armed with the awareness that, like our ancestors who’ve transi-
tioned, (social) or actual death is never more than a period of dormancy. Although Dionne Brand (2008) found 
ancestors in the tombs of the dungeon, we cannot mistake the map–the Wake of the ship–for the terrain: the 
vast ocean that absorbs and dissipates the Wake into nothingness with time, energy, and friction. Finally, 
moss—and the larger Apocalyptic Education endeavor-—encourages us to, as Anthony Trochez (2019) sug-
gests, to: move with the rhythms of the Earth and overgrow the traps of modernity...to be present in the world 
as it really is, not the world as it has been constructed to be" (Trochez, 2019, p. 3). As we prepare for our col-
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lective Sankofas toward new worlds, we invite others with open hearts to join hands as we lean into the many 
possible pathways of re-membering. While some of us here may find our home beneath the waves with Agwe, 
others will maroon on the peripheries of the end of the world. Still others will clumsily place one foot before 
the other and attempt to fly. To all of these rooted works we say, Ase. 

Recessional

When I began to write something like Song of Solomon, I started out frankly, thinking about a story that I’d al-
ways heard. The one thing you say about a myth is that there’s some truth in there, no matter how bizarre they 
may seem. And the one that I had always heard, that seemed like just a child’s wish, was the one about Black 
people-Black slaves-who came to the US and under certain circumstances they would fly back to Africa. So 
that’s, yeah that’s an escape thing. It’s a little psychological trick. I read a lot of those slave narratives...that 
they published in the (19)30s. And the interviewer would ask certain basic questions. He or she always ask 
that: 'Have you ever heard of flying Africans?' [laughter]. Everybody said one of two things: 'No I never saw 
any. But I heard about it.' Or they said, they had seen it. No one said, 'What are you talking about?!'... They all 
had heard it. So what is there about that? It’s probably escape. It’s also the move away from Earth into things 
that were more spiritual. It has a lot of connotations...So I’m thinking, 'how can I make a contemporary story 
about a Black man - a young Black man- who learns to fly or who makes his escape?' Not geographical es-
cape back to Africa, but another mindset. How does he escape the prison, you know the cultural prison that 
he found himself in? - Toni Morrison

Hymn

I’ll Fly Away 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=abNlbWs1CTU
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[i]Anthony Trochez (2019) suggests, “We live in a world predicated on the need for widespread violence and 
oppression” (p. 16). However, it is important to note the inherent distinction between the concepts of “world” 
and “Earth.” Drawing once more from Trochez, “World and Earth” are not synonyms; the term ‘world’ is a so-
cial construct commonly used to describe…the ideological understandings of where we live and how we 
might want to live in these places (think worldview)… [while] the word ‘Earth’...describe[s] our home which we 
share with all the living, breathing, feeling beings we share place with”(p.16) We uplift Trochez’s distinction 
and utilize the word “world” in a similar way. 

[ii]i.e. that Blacks are outside of civil society, inhabit the domain of the non-person, and have no access to fa-
milial or bodily integrity.

[iii]Opportunity: from the Latin Ob-,meaning "toward," and portu(m),meaning "port": What is opportunity in the 
Wake, and how is opportunity always framed?" (Sharpe, 2016, p. 3)
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I was born and raised in Los Angeles California, and have been a life-long Californian. I 
am the father of four incredible daughters and one fantastic son, and the grandfather of 
four precious granddaughters and two shining grandsons. I have been a faculty mem-

ber of the Santa Monica College English Department since 1999. I co-founded and facili-
tated the Dyamsay Writers’ Workshop with DJ Watson in Santa Monica, CA, 

the Third Root Writers’ Workshop with Lisa Marie Rollins in Pomona, CA, a poetry read- 
ing series at the former Velocity Café with Edgar Montgomery in Santa Monica, CA, 

and produced seasonal readings and performances at the City Market of Los Angeles 
Gallery, all projects of the Ubwenge Artists Collective (co-founded with DJ Watson and 
Lisa Marie Rollins). I currently co-program and co-host Liberation Cinema!, a monthly 
film screening at the AFIBA Center in South Los Angeles, and I am a member of the 
Joko Collective, a grassroots community education project (Check us out on Face- 

book). Through submitting to Root Work Journal, I hope to join a wider circle of cultural 
workers engaged in re-imaging a world that affirms life, re-visioning a world that affirms 
Black life, African humanity. I hope to learn that We are approaching a critical mass of 

consciousnesses, enough to break through the wall between Us and the world We 
want. 

W. Yusef Doucet
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A Negro Substratum: 

1) 
A phrase scholars use
To say that black people
Once peopled a place
When it was a new place 
To people, the first to arrive
And leave their footprints 
Across the land their names
On the hills and rivers
Traces of themselves 
In the curve of the hips
The full lips or curl in the hair 
of the current population.
The older, the curlier, the swarthier
The more submerged 

2) 
Those neighborhoods 
Tourists and visitors 
Are warned to avoid
Except in search 
Of exotic delights 
Readily available at home 
But without the heady taint 
Of danger or the purge
Of authentic adventure.

3)
That aspect of the black bourgeois
Personality that must be repressed
At all costs in public least
One betray oneself
Should an unconjugated 
Verb to be tumble
Inelegantly from one’s
Tied tongue, like cement blocks
Dragging one back to the muck

4) 
That part of the black bourgeois
Personality compelled to feel
Embarrassed by unconjugated 
Verbs to be

5)
The human 
Social floor  

6)
The foundation 

A term from physical (and cultural) anthropology re-purposed
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Sabreen Sudan-Jolley is an Educator, Poet and Author who travels the world to spread the beauty of 
art, knowledge, literacy and visualization.She was born in Pasadena, California and raised in Pine Bluff, 

Arkansas. Before going to college, her family relocated to Houston, TX. She first realized she was a 
poet when she was in high school. She always loved to write and became the President of the poetry 
club at Pine Bluff High school. Her senior year, she ranked the highest in her region in her first oratori-

cal. This was only the beginning of walking into who she is becoming.

Sabreen is a graduate of Clark Atlanta University (class of 2018) with a degree in communications. For 3 
years of her undergraduate experience, Sabreen took classes in creative writing as well. Upon graduat-
ing, Sabreen took a year to travel to various states and countries to perform poetry and develop the grit 

she needs to make a career of speaking and writing. She defines this as one of the most developing 
times of her life because she had no money, but quickly learned the power of the law of attraction and 
that if you want something nothing should be able to stop you. She wrote her first book, Same Sky, Dif-

ferent Light, her senior year of college.

One of her many ventures after college include winning first place and the legendary Apollo Theatre 
Amateur Night in Harlem, NYC and performing at Dis’ Poem Festival in Portland, Jamaica. She teaches 
Kindergarten at Continental Colony Elementary School where she says she has fallen more in love with 

the idea of releasing children’s books and Y.A Novels. Her work and community engagements have 
been featured in the Panther Newspaper, The Pine Bluff Commercial, Voyage Atlanta, WCLK (The local 
take), The HBCU Times, AJC, and the Jamaica Observer. She was recently selected as a residential art-
ist for the Chateau d’Orquevaux French Residency in Orquevaux, France. There she will spend the sum-

mer developing her craft as a writer and editing her next major manuscript.

Sabreen’s favorite quote is, “your gift is the thing you do the best with the least amount of effort.” She 
knows that soon, everything she has ever dreamed will one day be at the palms of her hands. If you can 

think it in your mind, you can hold it in your hand.

Sabreen Sudan-Jolley
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The trees don’t sway the same no mo’ 
They have sort of a lilt in their song, an altar of hip joint swaying in their dance. 
A melancholy hmmmm in their score. 
They kind of creep to move now days. 

But there is an all too familiar reaching of limbs looking to hold tightly enough to wring 
and crush and rinse any form of hue in sight. 
Some things stay the same; some things repeat like hymnals long enough to remember that there just might 
be hope here 

The grass aint green over there no more, but it is here, so I hide in her hopes cause’ I know that there 
is promise here 
Though death lingers in the air, the arrogance of hope still lives in my heart knowing the spirit lives on 

And if I can keep it hopeful and prayerful then maybe I can leave my door without the possibility of 
being swallowed in the crypt of circumstance because shit happens. 

The air don’t pull through my lungs with power no more I gotta breathe quietly now a days (inhaling and exhal-
ing deeply but quietly) 

I have to keep my distance lest I be swallowed in the agenda, but I’m too wise for that, I am too fat back and 
chitins’ for that.  
I’m too whip and castrate for that. I’m too black for that. 
I’m too familiar with overcoming to let something so trivial yet so powerful consume my being like 
that 

We are the salt of the earth and the bearers of hope unborn dying And living 
And dying 
And breathing 
But dying so 
My canal don’t drip the same no mo’
 

This poem explores the depths of the black experience. It expresses the connection between all things and 
how we have ultimate control if we understand the powers we possess; as above, so below. We are inherently 
fighters, warriors and creators. Thee creators. In the same breath it talks, satirically, about the arrogance of 
hope; the hope of possibly changing these things we face without first looking to the source... within.
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She has sort of a drainage from all the crying she has done. 
Watching the world come to a halt and the air turn sour like strange fruit at the tip of an infectious 
agent’s barrel. 

This world aint gone continue the same no more. 
We’ll only be less sensitive to touch... more sensitive to touch... 
screens are going to divide us where we’ll have more face time and less time to face books and 
learn that this world aint the same no more. 

We’ll only be less sensitive to touch... more sensitive to touch... 
screens are going to divide us where we’ll have more face time and less time to face books and learn that this 
world aint the same no more. 

Taste the air... don’t it taste like caution? 

The trees are not going to sway the same any more  
They’re going to have sort of a lilt in their song, a tik-tok in hip joint swaying in their dance. 
A melancholy hmmmm in their score, but there is some hope... some-wear it on their face to see their loved 
ones. 

Don’t’ touch that! Don’t run there! Don’t breathe too hard! You might find yourself eaten by the arrogance of 
hope 
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David Stovall, Ph.D. is Professor of Black Studies and Criminology, Law & 
Justice at the University of Illinois at Chicago. He is deeply interested in the 

journal's commitment to "remember our futures" in a time of turmoil and 
hope.
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On Worries and Joy: School Abolition and the Necessity of 
Ancestral Wisdom  

Our hearts are heavy with grief. The constant re-
minders of the normalization of Black death at the 
hands of the police and from the totality of White su-
premacy brings about feelings of rage, anger, fa-
tigue, despair. Despite the fact that the multitudes 
of Black people have known these for time immemo-
rial, we are witnessing a “moment of clarity” by 
members of the White power structure who are 
forced to reckon with what we’ve known all along: 
White supremacy rests on the fact that Black peo-
ple are understood as deviant before we are consid-
ered human.

For mainstream white society, this is a heavy pill to 
swallow. For those of us who experience marginali-
zation, oppression, and isolation on a daily basis at 
the hands of White supremacy, it allows us to as-
sess the moment and move forward with the under-
standing that this world in its current form is unac-
ceptable. Where some may be worried about 

what the new world will look like, there are some of 
us that understand that building it is an imperative.

By now, many of us have been inundated with so-
cial distancing and shelter-in-place orders related to 
the global health pandemic brought to us by way of 
the novel coronavirus COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2). 
Whether it be family members, friends, essential 
workers, and first responders we have come to 
know, few (if any) in our circles are able to steer free 
of its wrath. As the novel coronavirus violently inter-
rupts life and livelihood across countries and conti-
nents, those who have historically been deemed dis-
posable are exposed to the worst of its fury. Given 
the upside-down moment that we’re all living in, 
COVID-19 comes to us amidst two additional pan-
demics that are never acknowledged by mainstream 
white society for their global reach and subsequent 
devastation: capitalism and White supremacy. De-
spite the fact that many of us are intimately familiar 
with the pandemics of White supremacy and capital-
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The purpose of this account is not to downplay the severity of the moment (uprisings, global health pandemic, 
life under capitalism and White supremacy, etc.). To the contrary, I believe that the more informed we are about 
a situation, the more it pushes us to rethink our resistance. At the same time, I also know it is hard work. More 
importantly, the work is so intense that it is completely impossible to take it on as a solitary endeavor. Because 
it requires our collective will, this unique historical moment allows us to rethink abolition and the necessity of 
collective community care. Both practices allow us to grapple with the intensity of now while building with oth-
ers to claim our humanity.
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ism, there are some who are collectively amazed at 
the fact that they’ve terrorized certain communities 
long before COVID-19. As communities organize to 
resist White supremacy and capitalism, the weight 
on the collective of Black life could appear daunting 
to those who may have just come to consciousness 
about the severity of the moment.

The purpose of this account is not to downplay the 
severity of the moment. To the contrary, I believe 
that the more informed we are about a situation, the 
more it pushes us to rethink our resistance. At the 
same time, I also know it is hard work.  More impor-
tantly, the work is so intense that it is completely im-
possible to take it on as a solitary endeavor. Be-
cause it requires our collective will, this unique his-
torical moment allows us to rethink abolition and the 
necessity of collective community care. Both prac-
tices allow us to grapple with the intensity of now 
while building with others to claim our humanity. In 
this moment we must look beyond cross burnings, 
physical assaults, lynching, the use of racial epi-
thets to perceive the totalizing power of White su-
premacy. In its most insidious and all-
encompassing form, White supremacy operates as 
the assumed views and values of White, Western 
European descended, cis-gender, heterosexual, 
protestant, able-bodied males as normal right and 
good while making everything else strange and/or 
deserving of gratuitous punishment. For those of us 
who see White supremacy and live in its crosshairs 
as targets, it viscerally appears in the form of incar-
ceration rates, inhuman learning conditions, menial 
access to healthcare, housing discrimination, wrong-
ful land appropriation (colonization), lack of employ-
ment, and inaccessibility to healthy food. Its great-
est power, if we are not careful, is its capacity to 
shift our thinking to believe that the aforementioned 
issues are the fault of those harmed by them. A 
clearer view of White supremacy understands the 
previously mentioned issues to be structural instead 

of what is propagated in mainstream media outlets 
as the result of “poor choices”. Luckily, for our 
sakes, history rightly complicates this mode of think-
ing if we dare pay attention to the founding princi-
ples of life in the United States: slavery, genocide, 
and colonization.

Capitalism, as the third contagion, is a totalizing sys-
tem that is based on the exploitation of labor by 
way of control of the means of production. To feed 
itself, capitalism demands economic growth in ways 
that are unsustainable. The current idea of “re-
opening” the economy in the time of a pandemic 
has nothing to do with the plight of workers as 
much as it has to do with states lessening their re-
sponsibilities to its residents. If small businesses 
can’t access loans, then they can’t pay their work-
ers. When they can’t pay their workers, many are 
forced to close. In the same equation, lapses in the 
supply chain disallow health care professionals to 
get personal protective equipment (PPE) they need.  
Essential workers in grocery stores, gig economy 
delivery services, large shipping companies, and the 
postal service (currently the largest employer of 
Black men and in the top five of employers of Black 
people) are forced to work long hours, exposing 
themselves to a potentially deadly pathogen that 
can attach itself to skin and surface, deepening their 
chances of becoming sick. At the same time, the 
ownership class, who still control the means of pro-
duction and distribution, are able to cash in with 
minimal cost to their bottom line. Many of these 
workers are people of color who are perpetually 
dumped on in this cycle. In this way capitalism is 
racialized, in that it structurally determines, by race, 
who will “lose” in a manufactured struggle for su-
premacy in global markets. The scholar Robin D.G. 
Kelley, in his reflections on the political theorist Ce-
dric Robinson, is correct in that “capitalism and ra-
cism…did not break from the old order but rather 
evolved from it to produce a modern world system 
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of “racial capitalism” dependent on slavery, vio-
lence, imperialism, and genocide 
(http://bostonreview.net/race/robin-d-g-kelley-what-
did-cedric-robinson-mean-racial-capitalism). In addi-
tion to COVID-19, capitalism and White supremacy 
are pandemics that punish those who are found to 
be “out of compliance”. Both decide who will rule 
and who will obey. If we understand White suprem-
acy and capitalism as baseline realities, then it be-
comes easier to embrace radical imaginaries that 
push us to work with others to change our condition 
and the conditions of others.

Scholar and activist kihanna ross has challenged us 
to think deeper about the specificity of White su-
premacy in the form of anti-blackness. She argues 
that “anti-blackness covers the fact that society’s 
hatred of blackness, and also its gratuitous violence 
against black people, is complicated by its need for 
our existence” 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/04/opinion/geor
ge-floyd-anti-blackness.html). Because many Black 
people are clear about what this means in their daily 
lives, it is unacceptable to us that our minds, bod-
ies, and souls be the elongated sites of such gratui-
tous punishment.

At the same time, I am pleased that the creators of 
this journal challenge us to “remember our futures.” 
For me, this is the gateway to begin to discuss the 
ways our ancestors prepared us for this moment, 
providing us with the necessary tools to build the 
world to come. They understood that revolutions, in 
their messiness and unevenness, are catalytic 
points that provide foundation for the next set of 
work. Where this might be hard for some to see as 
people are rising up in the streets, it is a moment to 
embrace ancestral wisdom while working with oth-
ers to shift our current conditions to one that are not 
rooted in the racist, paternalistic, jingoistic, misogy-
nist, anti-Black foundations of the State. For these 

reasons, and countless others, now is the time to 
embrace a politic of abolition to permanently think, 
talk and act differently. In the spirit of our ancestors, 
the remaining sections of this account will speak to 
what we have known and can no longer refuse.

The Irredeemable Nature of ‘School’ and the Call for 
‘School’ Abolition

One of the spaces I have come to know with deep 
familiarity over the years is schools. I explicitly sepa-
rate ‘school’ from education given our ancestral wis-
dom about the difference between the two. Where 
the former serves as a system of order, compliance 
and rewards for demonstrating how well we can re-
gurgitate the rules of White supremacy, education is 
the process by which we can ask questions about 
schools and schooling. When those questions are 
answered, the answer may not have ‘school’ as a 
viable option. I place ‘school’ in quotes to indicate it 
as more than a building, but rather a series of ideas 
and concepts that we are compelled to agree with. 
Given the ideological and material realities of 
‘school’ I think it is in sync with questions around 
prison abolition’s challenges to end the systems 
and practices that get people involved in the Prison 
Industrial Complex. If we engage in such a practice, 
then they could very well be a world without pris-
ons. I take the concept and make it applicable to 
schooling because in many spaces identified as 
‘schools’ there is very little education taking place.

Conceptually, the capacity of the State to create a 
place that has as its goal the anesthetization of a 
population through constant acts of dehumanization 
such as isolation rooms for students deemed to be 
“willfully defiant,” constant police presence/
surveillance, metal detectors, lack of soap, dilapi-
dated infrastructure, lack of resources, and perpet-
ual blame of the families that send their children 
there. We must consider such a place to be irre-
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deemable. However, it is important to note that un-
der White supremacy, this school is doing exactly 
what it was intended to do: isolate, marginalize and 
regulate Black bodies in perpetuity. Reforming a 
place that was never meant to work is futile. We 
need something new. In concert with prison aboli-
tionists, we need to consider ‘school’ abolition.

For the multitudes of Black people that have inter-
acted with public education since the early 19th cen-
tury in the Western Hemisphere, we find ourselves 
up against a historical question that has an answer 
that many people don’t like. When we offer up 
whether ‘school’ was intended to educate anyone, 
let alone Black people, the answer is an unequivo-
cal “no”. Before Black people attended public 
schools en masse, there were a series of institutions 
set up by formerly enslaved people to address their 
community concerns, beginning with the needs of 
young people. Public schooling came much later 
when White government structures could instill a 
system of defacto and dejure isolation of Black peo-
ple from the resources needed to provide quality 
education (Anderson, 1988, Watkins 2001, Siddle 
Walker 2018).

Schools, as a reflection of the larger society, are 
steeped in the realities of White supremacy and 
capitalism. In public schooling, there has always 
been an attempt by those in power to control the 
narrative of what should be taught (strange aberra-
tions of the historical record) and what schools 
should produce (an orderly and compliant citizenry). 
The contradictions inherent to the process of school-
ing lay bare the contradiction between ‘school’ and 
education. If school represents order and compli-
ance rooted in anti-Black violence and colonial def-
erence to Whiteness, then education is the process 
by which to refuse these things outright.  

At this moment education has the capacity to abol-
ish the conditions that normalize violence and hostil-
ity towards Black bodies while demonstrating a com-
mitment towards creating something else. The goals 
of the traditional ‘school’ have always been resisted 
by Black communities through strategies such as 
creating autonomous schools, pushing for Black 
teachers entering the workforce, and the use of fa-
milial and community networks to educate young 
people. Now is an opportune moment to revisit the 
resistance of earlier generations.

Despite abject isolation, there were places where 
Black people were able to educate themselves. At 
the same time, for many of us, these schools were 
not idyllic places. Instead, these instances where 
people were willing to educate us were beyond the 
white, mainstream rules and regulations. Because 
they were spaces where teachers dared to love us 
and engage us critically, we have to grapple with 
the fact that these teachers did not educate us be-
cause of a righteous system, but in spite of an evil 
one.  In order to engage a politics of abolition, we 
must interrogate the assumptions we hold about the 
role of schools and disabuse ourselves of the illu-
sions we have about our relationship to them. When 
we move away from the politics of respectability--
the idea that Black success is contingent upon on 
acceptance and performance of the norms of main-
stream white society—we can look at this world and 
at ourselves and see that there is a better way.

At this point, I envision that some Black folks may 
still read this and think, “so what does this mean for 
schools? Why can’t we just have a focused discus-
sion on the impact of the more pressing issues of 
COVID-19 and police violence”? To their pending 
frustrations I would reply “the disparities brought to 
bear by the current moment have been happening 
to us for a very long time—none of it is right or ac-
ceptable—and for these reasons we cannot let the 
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distractions of greed and personal gain steer us 
away from seeing it”. Currently, in Chicago, almost 
70% of deaths from COVID- 19 have been Black 
folks. As schools have been forced to shutter their 
doors, the realities of structural racism and poverty 
are laid bare. Given the shift to remote or online 
learning, the first group of people I think about are 
those who have limited or no access to reliable Wi-
Fi networks, computers, or tablets. Before the 
shelter-in-place orders issued by local and state gov-
ernments, 60% of young people in Chicago Public 
Schools (CPS) accessed the internet via their 
phones.  During the COVID-19 crisis, 60% of CPS 
students had not logged in to their online accounts. 
Coupled with a population loss of almost 300,000 
Black residents, the city of Chicago is in a moment 
where it will either rededicate itself to the issues at 
hand or continue to remind its residents of who is 
valued and who remains disposable.

A Fugitive Path Forward

When enslaved people made a decision to break 
free, they knew the only option was to run. Not to 
run out of a fear of their captors but to run to free-
dom, which is the ability to fully embrace opportuni-
ties outside of captivity. In both instances, the most 
important element is the decision to engage a fugi-
tive way of knowing. We made the decision to run 
because the situation we were in did not work for us 
or the people we cared about.  On the South and 
West sides of Chicago and many other urban cen-
ters around the world, many young people are clear 
that the current schooling system is not working for 
them. Contrary to a market-based ideology that 
says competition will save education, a fugitive 
stance understands that “winners” and “losers” are 
predetermined before the game begins. In this cur-
rent moment, if you are poor, immigrant, Black, 
Brown, (dis)abled, undocumented, queer, trans or 
any combination of these, late stage capitalism has 

scripted your loss, hence the need to rise against. 
Given the pre-existing conditions of white suprem-
acy and capitalism, prison abolitionists remind us of 
the occasional use of “non-reformist reforms” such 
as the elimination of cash bail, decriminalization/
legalization of marijuana, and sex-trafficking legisla-
tion. If these are the projects to pursue “in the mean-
time,” they have the potential to be steppingstones 
that help us to eventually reach abolition. Now is a 
particular moment to act on radical imaginaries that 
provide real, tangible, steps to create a different 
way of living. When we take into account the past, 
present and future struggles of oppressed people 
for self-determination, we quickly understand that 
we’ve been here before. Unique to this moment is 
the reality that there is a very small window of oppor-
tunity to press the reset button on our current condi-
tions. Educators can take a page from the current 
rent strike movement, the struggle to decarcerate 
those affected by the prison industrial complex, es-
sential worker uprisings across the country, and up-
risings by Black youth in order to move towards 
‘school’ abolition. Different from utopian scenarios 
posited by socialists of the 1920s and 30s, the radi-
cal imaginary demands that we take into account 
the world for what it is in the current moment      
while making moves to shift our reality.

In education, the fugitive and radical imaginaries al-
low for insight into doable actions and have even 
been installed as stop-gap measures. To some, they 
may seem impossible. To others, their abolition is 
long overdue. The end of standardized testing: con-
trary to popular belief, no human on the planet has 
died from the inability to take a high-stakes stan-
dardized test. Currently used as the marker for aca-
demic achievement, their origins are deeply embed-
ded in white supremacy and eugenics.

The end of grading and grades: numerous k-12 insti-
tutions, colleges and universities have moved to a 
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pass-fail system of grading, meaning that an arbi-
trary system of rewards will not be provided to 
those who can demonstrate how well they can regur-
gitate the logics of white supremacy in their assign-
ments.

The end of pre-service teacher evaluations rooted in 
capitalism and extortion: numerous states have can-
celed the use of a teaching evaluation mechanism 
known as EdTPA (Education Teacher Performance 
Assessment). In turn, this has saved thousands of 
pre-service teachers paying $300 to have a person 
evaluate their teaching who has no working knowl-
edge of the context that the teacher candidate is 
teaching in.

It is important to note that all of the aforementioned 
strategies have been actualized. They are not uto-
pian, but are rather real-life albeit temporary, imple-
mentations that can and must be made permanent. 
As educators, we should join the ranks of everyday 
folks that are fighting and pushing us to rethink life 
as we know it. If we know schools don’t work for 
Black youth, and actually cause suffering, then we 
must see ourselves as having the capacity to do      
something differently. The question remains: will we 
make it happen?

Black Love in an Anti-Black World

Our yearning for joy in a world that demonstrates its 
hatred for us in perpetuity can make it hard to get 
through the day. At the same time, words like “well-
ness”, “self-care”, and “joy” are often fleeting in a 
world that expresses its commitment to dislodge 
you from yourself. In our grappling and understand-
ings of anti- Blackness and White supremacy, it can 
be tough to claim peace of mind when you take into 
account the seriousness of the situation. At the 
same time, our understandings of anti-Blackness 
and White supremacy should push us to consider 

what it means to live in a world that is founded on 
our exploitation and death. As our elders in the 
Church have said, “the devil stays busy”. I always 
have understood this to be an affirmation that be-
cause we live in a world that justifies its hatred for 
us, it is critical to take every ounce of our being to 
overcommit to the spaces that bring us joy over the 
ones that bring us pain and suffering. It is a monu-
mental task, but the act of us loving us is the only 
option. In the end, leaning on our ancestral wisdom 
is important, as it continues to provide the neces-
sary guideposts to build a new world from the ashes 
of the one that seeks to destroy us.

Before poet, scholar and activist Audre Lourde 
joined the ancestral realm, she reminded us of the 
necessity of the revolutionary act of self-care in any 
struggle to build something new. At the current mo-
ment, self-care is often misconstrued to mean self-
indulgence. Over the years, my sexism and toxic 
masculinity wouldn’t allow me to hear the callings 
for self-care. I embraced the toxic belief that all was 
“for the struggle” and that any form of emoting or 
vulnerability was “weak” and “counterproductive” to 
the needs of the people.

However, the human body will remind you of your 
limitations if you fail to listen. In my early twenties, I 
was able to ignore what my body was telling me 
with some modicum of fitness and an attempt to 
amass power in the gym. I might have briefly felt 
confident that I could “work hard and party harder.” 
However, my body and mind started to give way to 
repeated abuse in the form of unhealthy food, alco-
hol, and other substances I used to self-medicate. It 
was in these moments when I would refuse my feel-
ings of hurt, despair, and uncertainty to try to “push 
through.” What I didn’t recognize is that pushing 
through could have easily sent me on a path to pre-
mature death. Care of one’s self in this instance be-
comes a revolutionary act because, as the ances-
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tors have taught us, if I can’t do right by me, then 
there is no way that I can do right by the struggle. 
Where this may appear to be individualistic on the 
surface, I see the saying as a reminder about the 
need to think about the radical intervention of collec-
tive community care.

I was reminded of this moment in an interaction with 
a collective of Black women under the direction of 
scholar and Dr. Ruth Nicole Brown. Under her lead-
ership, the Saving Our Lives Hearing Our Truth col-
lective (SOLHOT) organized a conference in Chi-
cago in 2019. It included a series of workshops with 
Black girls throughout the city, one of which was a 
panel led by a few alumni of the program discussing 
wellbeing.  As the panelists discussed their various 
projects with Black girls across the city, the Q&A left 
a deep impression on my understanding of collec-
tive community care.  One of the questions from the 
audience was about how to engage in self-care 
from a community perspective. The panelist re-
sponded with an anecdote to challenge us to re-
frame self-care as collective well-being. Once, she 
couldn’t find a member of the collective who was 
scheduled to lead a SOLHOT session. She and her 
other group members worried when they couldn’t 
find her but were relieved when they caught up with 
her after the session ended. The missing member 
told them that she had a bad day and needed to en-
gage in some self-care. Everyone understood but 
reminded her that the responsible thing to would be 
to let folks know that she was unavailable for the 
day. She argued that images of her relaxing com-
fortably on social media, pampering herself while 
the girls were doing the work, could have had a 
negative impact on individuals and the collective. 
“It’s cute that you’ve got lavender on your back—” 
she said to the audience “—but what does it mean 
to have “lavender on our backs collectively”? It was 
a valuable lesson for me given how I had previously 
seen self-care being propped up as a capitalist in-

dustry, missing the ancestral knowledge that collec-
tive, community-based practices are what restore 
us and remind us of the relationship between our 
own care and the care of others. Time to replenish 
the self should never be excluded from our freedom 
dreams. At the same time, we must act with humil-
ity, integrity and accountability with our comrades if 
we are operating in the spirit of eliminating the con-
ditions of perpetual precarity.

The women of SOLHOT taught me that the practice 
of abolition must include a commitment to develop-
ing clarity around our needs in order to maintain our-
selves during our lowest points. As we are in a mo-
ment of reckoning, we must remember that the test 
of our work is best felt in the moments between re-
bellions. It is in these moments that we must con-
tinue to work fugitively when the enemy thinks 
things are “peaceful”.  Our work must be consis-
tent, based in the understanding that we are cur-
rently “in the meantime”. Because complete aboli-
tion remains aspirational, we must engage practices 
that build a path towards it.  Being in the meantime 
means that there is work to do right now.  Non-
reformist reforms are not the panacea, nor will they 
ever be. They are, however, important spaces of en-
gagement as the enemy backpedals and is exposed 
for what he is. Because Black life remains under 
threat, our ancestors remind us that our precarity 
should not be understood as a burden.  Instead, 
abolition allows us to reimagine it as our reminder 
about the imperative to rethink and rebuild a world 
where we are finally free.
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I’m Jacques Pierre Lesure. I’m without a doubt a collection of traumas, circum-
stances, and triumphs. But aside from those, or as product of them, I’m a creator, 
lover, and contributor. I’m the son of a loving mother and a benefactor of relentless 

love and support from many more. I’m a sprinkle in the story of time, a grateful 
holder of breath, and an energy of my own. I aim to reflect one of the most beauti-
ful places I could ever know, the eastside of Atlanta. I strive to tell the truth and 

own all of this bravely as I press forward.

Jacques Lesure
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The significance and educational contributions of Historically Black Colleges and Universities, and subsequent 
support they should receive, was highly contentious during the Obama administration. Rooted in tensions born 
out of liberalism and racialized political economy —the cultural politics reflected in the state’s discussion and 
approach toward reform highlight deeply embedded logics and facets of coloniality that find themselves em-
bedded in projects of progress taken up by a wide range of social and political institutions and actors. This con-
ceptual essay builds a case for deeper inquiry into these paradoxes.

Introduction 

The United States’ social, political, and economic fabric has always engendered demands for significant trans-
formation. However, how Black being is both represented and responded to by the state changes across time. 
This is evidenced in the nearly two-century period of reform that has impacted public and private institutions, 
from corporations, to philanthropic foundations, to the affairs of local municipalities. While these shifts have 
occurred across political spectrums, they are all a part of the U.S nation state’s ongoing reconciliation with the 
tensions and possibilities of emancipation — and the afterlife of slavery. (Hartman, 1997) This generates the 
idea of redress, which can be understood as that which is owed, structurally antagonistic to the nation’s per-
petuity, yet vital to the functions of racial capitalism, liberal multiculturalism, and neoliberalism. Analyzing the 
cultural politics of how the state imagines and enables prescriptive action toward redress generates critiques 
of modernity. These critiques reveal deeply embedded logics and facets of violent coloniality that find them-
selves embedded in projects of progress taken up by social institutions and actors — creating paradoxes and 
ironies worth noting. (Andreotti, V.D., Stein, S., Ahenakew, C., & Hunt, D., 2015)

The underlying interests of governmental policy efforts have long been a topic of discussion in the fields of 
critical policy studies and cultural studies. Traditionally, a critical policy analysis approach that lends itself to-
ward a meditation of the ways that power and knowledge construct “truths” and common-sense has not been 
of much interest to policymaking (technocrat) and policy-taking (practitioner) audiences in the field of Educa-
tion. The most convincing rationale for the field’s reluctance to adopt this methodological turn is that educa-
tional research, by and large, is intended to supply the recommendation realm with solutions and fixes. Even 
critical scholarship within race and education employs framings such as ‘disproportionality’, ‘inequality’, and 
‘inequity’ that ultimately insists there to be a calculus of solvability and redress. (Dumas. M, Dixon. A, May-
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orga. E, 2016) A cultural-political approach helps read these available framings and discourses as by-
products of power and discursive motives, as opposed to viewing them as well-intentioned remedies to other-
wise perfect political and economic systems.

Therefore, the contributions of scholars using an approach to educational policy studies that rely on critical 
notions of policy formation and intention have provoked necessary discussion. A critical policy analysis ap-
proach is increasingly being applied across a range of studies in education, some of which have even incorpo-
rated antiblackness into their conceptual framework to better interrogate the sum of the impact on Black peo-
ple. (Gulson. K, 2010; Gulson. K & Webb. P, 2016; Dumas. M, Dixon. A, Mayorga. E, 2016; Dumas. M, 
ross. kihana miraya, 2016) While these studies are becoming more prominent within the field of educational 
studies, higher education as a setting of interest has not received the bulk of the attention compared to the 
quantity of literature that refers to K-12. Higher education institutions are often explicitly resourced with the 
task of managing varied crises of modernity and are imagined as being able to be forward thinking in solving 
social and economic issues. Yet, these same institutions are subject to similar core dilemmas as other public 
and private institutions tasked with imagining futures.

The combined efforts of the White House Initiative on HBCU’s, the HBCU community, and the Interagency 
Task Force that oversaw My Brother’s Keeper —a collaborative initiative started in February 2014 to address 
the social and economic opportunity gaps for boys and young men of color —  evidence assumptive logics 
and approaches to higher education reform. Milestones were put forth in around post-secondary education 
and training. Thus, assumptions embedded within the Obama administration’s stated intentions and archived 
efforts to alter the educational and economic outcomes of Black men at Historically Black Colleges and Uni-
versities should be interrogated.

This call for deeper inquiry is based off the premise that coloniality is the management of modernity’s unravel-
ing violence and is the central mechanism that drives both My Brother’s Keeper and the White House Initiative 
on HBCUs. This unraveling violence is the “spaciality (expansionist control of lands), ontoepistemic racism 
(elimination and subjugation of difference) and geopolitics of knowledge production (epistemic violence) that 
are constitutive of modernity.” (Andreotti, V.D., Stein, S., Ahenakew, C., & Hunt, D, 2015) The goal of this analy-
sis would be to generate a deeper understanding of how key tensions and solutions that emerge from the 
data are reflective of the state’s “enunciations” of modernity’s violence. These enunciations help clarify the dis-
positions of the state despite notions of liberalism and progressivism that can cloud our collective discern-
ment of research, policy, and action.

Key Literature

The cultural-ideological formations present in higher education reform discourse during Obama’s tenure, situ-
ated from 2008 to 2016, lends themselves to a closer analysis of the discursive and material products of the 
state’s engagement with liberal multiculturalism and racialized political economy. Critical perspectives around 
governmentality could be employed to theorize the role and power of the ‘state’ in structuring the conditions 
that Black men are documented to withstand in higher education and U.S society.
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Defining the contemporary governmental ‘state’

While oftentimes elusive and invisible, the governmental ‘state’ is often contested in its definition and scope 
of power. For the purpose of conceptualization, I define it as “the ensemble formed by the institutions, proce-
dures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit 
complex form of power, what has as its target population, as its principal form of knowledge political econ-
omy.” (Foucault, 1991) Foucault’s reading of political economy as the principal form of knowledge is chal-
lenged by Wilderson’s provocation of Marxism. Wilderson makes clear that the dilemmas in Gramsci’s State 
are explained via a crisis of authority, something that is “ideological and contingent” — as opposed to some-
thing ontological and gratuitous. (Wilderson, 2003, p. 229) Therefore, much like Russell Means stated in his 
infamous speech on indigenous politics in the U.S, Marxism and Leftist critique of the state would not mean 
freedom for all but rather a loss and negotiation of one’s beingness within the project. (Means, 1980)

However, Foucault also cautions us against overvaluing or misnaming the state as a rigorous and individual 
entity with a set of functions that render it essential and requiring occupation and attack. Instead, the state is 
posited as a composite reality and a mythicized abstraction — with its governmentalization being its most 
powerful function. Foucault defined governmentalization as “the tactics of government which make possible 
the continual definition and redefinition of what is within the competence of the state and what is not, the pub-
lic versus the private, and so on.”. (Foucault, 1991, p. 103)

Indeed, the state engages in the labor of ongoing reconciliation and racial definition. So much so that we must 
take seriously Melamed’s (2015) warning that contemporary racial capitalism is associated with more than 
white supremacist capitalist development but that also deploys “liberal and multicultural terms of inclusion to 
value and devalue forms of humanity differently to fit the needs of reigning state-capital orders.”. (p. 77) No 
era or political administration can earn our blind eye. Her work also connects to critiques of modernity, remind-
ing us how deeply centric loss and disposability are to the persistence of our political-economic system. 
(Melamed, 2011)

Various literature has also pointed toward the rise of neoliberal governmentality as a mechanism of racial-
capitalist world order. Neoliberalism has been defined many times across works of literature and applied in 
various disciplines. (Baldridge. B, 2014; Clay. K, 2019; Spence. L, 2015) I interpret it as a political project that 
asserts a “common sense” by utilizing ideological rhetoric, political-economic rationality, and insists that so-
cial institutions and actors be accountable to market principles above all else. This matters to educational re-
search on higher education because these logics aggressively structure not only the aims of colleges and uni-
versities nationwide but also the basis on which their participants can be advocated for. Within neoliberal gov-
ernmentality, higher education is a without a doubt a product that is responsible for being managed by skilled 
workers who produce other skilled workers entering knowledge and market economies. Thus, the neoliberal 
governmental racial-capitalist state engages the topic of higher education reform to improve outputs, increase 
transparency for consumers (and governments and private agencies) to facilitate economically rational activ-
ity. (Jankowski, N., & Provezis, S., 2014)
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This motivation took unique form during the Obama presidency as discourse that explicitly addressed race 
and structural racism was elevated in the cultural and political mainstream. His administration, for many, was 
assumed to be evidence of years of successful racial critique. Beliefs of colorblind ideology began to gain 
prominence as the nation embarked on a journey toward redress. This fantasy was ultimately dampened by 
the emergence of the #BlackLivesMatter movement in response to the insidious murders of Black people, of-
ten on camera for millions to repeatedly view. 

Additionally, Obama’s administration is widely understood as a case study in racial neoliberalism, character-
ized by policies and rhetoric that enabled and encouraged privatization, market competition, and a focus on 
individual behaviors as the locus of corrective possibility. (Singh, M. V, 2018) Goldberg’s (2009) full-length treat-
ment of racial neoliberalism offers an expansive critique of the ideologies and rationality. He writes boldly of 
one of the implications asserting that “devoid of race in the public sphere, racism – as modes of racially 
driven subjection and exclusion, debilitation and humiliation – is freed up to circulate as robustly as individuals 
or non-government (or non-government-funded) institutions should choose in private.” (p. 339) This shift of 
role in terms of how the state engages racial difference is congruent with Foucault’s analyses and also ex-
plains the “neoliberal multicultural imagination” that runs rampant in which Black people’s blackness and the 
material conditions that follow stand in the way of a post-racial America. (Dumas, M. J., & ross, kihana mi-
raya., 2016) HBCU’s and higher education institutions at large are no strangers to these phenomena. This is 
evidenced by decades of transition that has included private partnerships, budget allocations, the creation of 
new academic departments, and shifts in administrative structure.  

However, I hold that much of the intentions of the governmental state of the Obama administration were inter-
preted through a lens of a battle narrative. For many, the warrior figure was a Black man whose best efforts 
should be commended due to the unflinching and complex web of systems and structures that no one could 
alter with efficacy. Wilderson (2010) addressed this in a book written within film studies asserting that “neo-
liberalism with a Black face is neither the index of a revolutionary advance nor the end of anti-Blackness as a 
constituent element of U.S. antagonisms.” This assertion, alongside Sexton’s (2008) book critiquing multicul-
turalism encourages us that scrutiny should remain throughout modernity, no matter the rationalities and lo-
gics that arise. 

This is instructive toward the goals of the proposed research study, by situating the given data within a particu-
lar frame of political skepticism and doubt — clearer analysis can emerge. What was made possible in the 
social-political-economic era that could be unpacked was fixed within the parameters of a liberal state utiliz-
ing both rhetorical and tactical strategies that respond to a particular fixed moment. These parameters laid 
the groundwork for the type of reform efforts that were dreamed by a wide range of stakeholders. 

Empirical and conceptual trends in Black male higher education research 

Works of literature within higher education, masculinities studies, and educational studies can help interrogate 
representations of the problems that Black men and HBCU’s — individually and collectively — are said to en-
dure. HBCUs are without a doubt subject to a capitalist political and economic system, implicating adaptabil-
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ity that dampen ideas of institutional agency or freedom. (Ferguson, R. 2012; Goldberg, D. 2011; Slaughter, S. 
& Rhoades, G., 2010) Much of the literature of the last decade on Black men in Education uses an anti-deficit 
approach that couples with a mission of debunking the idea of a monolithic experience that can be addressed 
in policy and action. (Williams, K. L., Burt, B. A., Clay, K. L., & Bridges, B. K., 2019). In doing so, various inter-
sections of identity and experience have been introduced into the empirical and conceptual landscape as ar-
eas of study. Terms such as persistence, motivation, and achievement also become of increasing relevance to 
empirical studies of the last decade as a result of these trends. (Palmer. R. T & Wood. L, 2012)

This shift in framing and knowledge production is evident even in the literature that addressed the case of 
Black men at HBCUs. The experiences of Black queer, trans, and other non-cis-gendered students previously 
absent from the literature of the past decade have been explored and centered in recent studies. This would 
be deemed a major step forward for institutions to consider under the rationale of greater inclusion and multi-
culturalism. (Mobley, S. D., & Hall, L., 2020; Mobley, S. D., & Johnson, J., 2019) The needs of these students, 
some of who presumably are male-bodied, have likely been addressed as topics of Black ‘men’ in education, 
which is to say they have not been addressed at all. Black ‘man’ often proxies as heterosexual and cisgender 
in the discussion of problems.

Ironically enough, the state’s (and its many apparatuses) lack of concern with Black people’s gendered and 
sexualized locations is evident in the case of research intended for cisgender Black men as well. Even in stud-
ies that supposedly default to the concerns of cisgender and heterosexual students who are Black men, virtu-
ally no critical perspectives on gender are cited. (Harper, S. R., & Gasman, M., 2008; Palmer, R. T., Maramba, 
D. C., & Dancy, T. E., 2013) Conceptually, this would suggest that researchers and policymakers believe that 
cisgender Black men have no gender at all, or not one that positions their body and being as vulnerable. A re-
cent study exploring the academic motivation of HBCU Black male athletes — a social role within the univer-
sity that is heavily tied to notions of sexuality and racial capitalism — did not interrogate gender and sexuality 
at all. (Bailey, E., & Fuller, R.D., 2019)

Contrary to Crenshaw’s (2014) at-once popular criticism of the Obama administration’s focus on outlining and 
planning initiatives for Black boys at the expense of Black girls, the governmental state fails to make legible 
and respond to the very specific needs of any Black person with care. Previously mentioned notions of moder-
nity’s violence and coloniality, racialized political economy, and governmentalization instruct us to never inter-
pret care as the state’s ability or intention for Black people. We see this lack of attention to all Black men’s 
gendered location within the governmental state policy initiatives such as My Brother’s Keeper, where mile-
stones and goals formulated fail to even mention the material needs of any Black men past rationalities moti-
vated by childhood development based in scientific reasoning and economic vitality. (Obama, 2014) This void 
in methodology generates the startling question of how an empirical study, community initiative, or policy ef-
fort for Black men could read as efficacious and aiming at redress under modernity without being grounded in 
any claims or stances about our gendered being and possibility.

Furthermore, the significance, challenges, and contributions of HBCU’s as educational institutions have also 
been explored in various disciplines such as black studies, social work education, and even public health. In 
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these works of literature, the case for HBCU’s — and the call-to-action for further investment into them — is 
the central purpose of the article. Utilizing the cultural-political approach, these appeals for further support 
can be interpreted as revealing a wide range of assumptive logic. For example, Bowles, D. D, et al (2016) ar-
gued that HBCU’s have a significant impact and influence on the social work profession. While Noonan et al 
(2013) laid out their role in training the health care workforce. Taking into account a study on the correlation 
between HBCU’s and Black people’s social mobility toward the middle class, an assumptive logic is revealed. 
(Broady, K. E., Todd, C. L., & Booth-Bell, D., 2017; Hardy, P. M., Kaganda, E. J., & Aruguete, M. S., 2019) 

The cultural value of HBCU’s — their legacy, history, and symbolic place in the Black psyche — does not war-
rant enough sympathy to appeal to a wide audience. Instead, economic rationality is what brings the counter-
projects of HBCU’s legibility and purpose even as racial liberalism and progressivism are further espoused as 
tenets of an anti-racist United States. This is such the case that Andrews et al. (2016) published the empirical 
perspectives of HBCU business deans regarding the survivability and sustainability of their institutions.

The significance and contributions of HBCU’s to the educational and developmental outcomes of Black men 
specifically have also been explored in literature. The premise of this selected literature does not lead as 
strongly with the same type of economic rationality of earlier mentioned studies but certainly contributes to 
the argument for further investment and reallocation of available resources. (Gasman, M., Nguyen, T.H., & 
Commodore, F., 2017; Shorette. II, C. R., & Palmer, R. T., 2015) All of the literature introduced likely contrib-
uted to a logic that justified the expressed partnerships of the Obama administration and HBCU researchers, 
students, and leaders deem them worthwhile towards reform in U.S society. 

There dynamics speak to a need for a critical imagination around how HBCU’s can work though enunciations 
of modernity’s violence, much in the spirit of Mobley’s (2017) call for them to be renewed as sacred sanctuar-
ies for Black people. This is not to suggest that HBCU’s should exist in perpetuity and simply change their 
ways to grant Black people freedom. Rather, it is an attempt at a loving investment into Black people’s collec-
tive memory and critique that guides us into tomorrow. Empirical work concerning racial representations and 
logics are present in aforementioned articles that address HBCU institutions and scholarship as marginalized 
in the political-educational landscape. However, few articles cited unpack these data with a critique of the 
state’s affairs as constructing liberal dreams that are incongruent with radical visions of freedom and libera-
tion. The weaving in of frameworks that do so could be illustrative and bolster critical scholarship in the realm 
of higher education. 
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Sherese Francis is a Queens-based poet, editor, text artist, workshop facilitator, 
and literary curator of the mobile library project, J. Expressions. She has published 
work in journals and anthologies including Furious Flower, Obsidian Literary, The 

Operating System, Cosmonauts Avenue, No Dear, Apex Magazine, La Pluma Y La 
Tinta’s New Voices Anthology, The Pierian Literary Review, Bone Bouquet, African 

Voices, Newtown Literary, and Free Verse. Additionally, she has published two 
chapbooks, Lucy’s Bone Scrolls and Variations on Sett/ling Seed/ling. As a writer 

of Afro-Caribbean descent, her work explores the fluidity and technological as-
pects of language through an Afro-diasporic mythic lens. She hopes that being a 
part of Root Work Journal is an opportunity for communion with other visionaries. 

To find out more about her work, visit futuristicallyancient.com.
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"To Be Gifted & Talented & BLack (Arkology from the Last Angels of History" is an autobiomythography re-
sponse to Root Work Journal's call. It explores my journey through the educational system and that my great-
est learning came after institutional schooling ended for me. Much of my process in this work uses etymology 
and wordplay, such as interplaying between the roots of ark/arch/archive. For me, wordplay is like speaking in 
tongues and is a form of remembering buried languages. Language is a form of coding and I want to imagine 
the possibilities of it beyond conventional ways. After reading works like Amiri Baraka's "Technology & Ethos" 
and Martin Heidegger's "The Question of Technology," the former thinking of technology through a black cen-
tric view and the latter from a white supremacist view, I wanted to write a poem reflecting on science and tech-
nology through the black body and earth and Afro-diasporic cultural mytho-history.

To Be Gifted & Talented & BLack (Arkology from the Last Angels of History) 
After Sofia Samatar’s Notes Toward a Theory of Quantum Blackness 

I. 	 Dub Organizer 

Lift every voice and sing was my elementary school anthem 

Dancing the electric slide in the school yard was my first lesson that invisible forces could move the body into 
an arkestra into a ring shout into spirit possession 

I was selected to be the one to say goodbye in junior high because I had reached the top 

What does the top mean in a system designed for your failure? 	 	 A robot 

They saw potential: The exceptional BLack The ad/minstrelization 
The hypo/thesis of an American experiment: To be 	 	 An orphan lost in whiteness 

For every top there is hidden deep memory and the variables bubbling under the earth 

Dark energy makes up most of the universe but white philosophy will tell you: 
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The further away from home, the greater the enlightenment 

But the body wukkin up at the speed of light becomes energy 	 	 En/arky The hips don’t forget 

High school looked like a prison 	 	 A high school named after a merchant and diplomat 

High school taught me that the body is slurred as a political negotiation 	 as a commodity 

Classical music played between classes as a signal to move 
To walk stiff and up high with a load on the back 

I desired the drums’ unheard rhythms in my daydreams	  The wheels turning beneath the feet 

The drums’ sound traveling over a distance to commune with other traded bodies 

A dig/it/al technology:
 
The cross reference	 	  The simultaneous trading	 	  The E/ducation that leads to returning 

By the end		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 I find myself 

Collapsing memory onto a com/puter ship
 Remembering the motion of feet stamping together on the deck 

Why was my presence a rarity in a specialized school? 	 	 Why was I 
Asked if my presence connected with the few others there who had my skin? 

Chem was my highest grade 	 My libation was a scattering of seeds

II. Dub Shepherd 

Some say it's mystic... 
Jiggle-a-mesa-cara...  
But you know it's there, 
Yeah here there everywhere 

Am I failure for never having left my BLack neighborhood? 
Am I failure for returning after college to reelize its value? 

I the Debtera 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 I the Data Thief 
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	 	 	 	 I the Re/storer 
	 	 	 	 I the Dia/Gnawa 

The Word is bond 	 A ship of dem bones talking 		 Marrow is the root of brain 

Deep/pressin’ seeds is es/sense in a sick system 	 A dia/spora is a network of roots 

Phantom limbs tuning one into fugitivity 		 	 	 Maroon is the root of brave

Yet yuh never know yuhr old philosofy, will fall to the ground 
Yuh think that yuh much more smarter, smarter than I 

The quest/I/on digs a path: What is BLackness?

 
Is it A) a means to an end B) a human activity C) a sacrificial vessel D) a sprout of the ground 
Or E) a Dr. Funkenstein experiment	  Hung up on dem bones 	 Swift motioning the hips 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	    Mother’s hips 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	     Hepi/cat 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 A BLack box of flight 

Remembers Solitude	  Hung by Napoleon in Guadeloupe 
Guadalupe is a hidden river of BLack Madonnas 	 For every mountaintop there is a deep 

Wade in the rivers of ancestors hanging on the walls 

Remembering Mr. Lewin’s assignment in BLack Media Studies: 
Dumas and Pushkin had BLack BLood 

See through a lens darkly 	 	 Em/pty the mind and inside a path is clear 	 A bringing forth 
Unheard rhythms to BLossom 	    A dis ruption of normal 	 	 The Dia/Gnawa

 
III. Dub Adventurer
 
An object in motion will remain in motion unless acted upon by an unbalanced force 

Cy/maroonic Organism steers a revolution called Jes Grew 
The bubbling of BLues’ waves into mass 

The words that manifest for science is not science itself 

What chooses to pass through? How does presence comes out of which does not presence? 

Is that a form of poetry? The com/puter ship that brings forth? 
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The stamping of feet together on the deck? 

What does it mean to strum a song in a cemetery with a man named carpenter and have that 
turned into a myth about selling the soul to the devil at the crossroads? 

What does it mean to return?
 
Is re/story a technology?
 
Is running back a technology?
 
A bringing forth 	 	 The ire of Debtera with a message flowing through the desert 

This body The highest sense of poetry Of knowledge The physics of bringing forth 

BLooming BLossom of body and all of its knowing and revealing 

This body 	 A deep/pressin’ technology 

We are made in the image of Nub/ling Be hung by Nub/ling  
By the knowledge of a hidden god to treasure in a song of running back to self  

To be a revelator exiled on the islands of hep 	 	 Learning patois and turning it into a true name 

To tread wildly	  To what’s hidden in danger 		 A bringing forth 	 	 Emancipation song 

Re/turns a flashing glance: 
BLackness as a technology of being 	 	 BLackness as a bringing forth 

iNK was the name of God iNK meant BLack 
iNK in this skin I use to sow my name into the earth for a harvest I can see in the mist 

And I plough this body for its returning 	 	 To be out of this time 

And into divine timing moving fast  
So fast that to/morrow has passed back into this body 

As a talisman called entelechy 	 The patois of potential emancipated 

	 	 	 The h/armonic working of enarkestra 

Treading a path wildly like a Cy/morg navigating roots

 
Ashe/Terra/NTR ReTRNS 	 	 Marrow is the root of brain 	 	 Maroon is the root of brave 
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I'm a multi media insurrectionary artist, anti-authoritarian and cultural worker. I 
think my work represents an outrage, not only at where we are, but where 

we're going. Hoping to disrupt constructed routes towards coercive power. 
Also wishing to gain some sense of sustainability in this long hurdle into the lov-

ing arms of liberation or freedom or unhinging.

edxi betts
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Are we even using our own? 
Feeling trapped by the imaginaries of dead cis men who can write. 
Who were seen as huMAN. 
Whom weren't visibly monstrous. 
Whose lives weren't guided by the coerced fugitivity of their white counterpart's Law & Order & school 
& voting. 
Who weren't THEE commodity themselves. 
Whom posthumously rule us by caging our bodies and imaginations. 
I won't cite what I write. 
I won't attribute my freedom to the knowledge production and organization of The West, 
but to the destruction of it. 
By the unhinging of their Normal here & now. 
Fuck an education if it's only grounded in the hierarchies of forced book learning w/o respect to learning out-
side of the institution, 
the book, 
the academy. 
You didn't learn anything from the moon today? 
You haven't gleeeaned anything from a flower's constant gifts to the lands we'll soon become? 
Our ancestors didn't free themselves from slaveships and ownerships with oral traditions and careful yet des-
perate plannings of their own?! 
On their own.
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I am a black muslim poet and story teller whose work is centered on 
the urgency to present black voices in a creative avenue. I hope to 

connect with other writers and black creatives to reimagine our place 
in this modern world.

Abas Idris
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A reflective poetry piece that critiques the intersectional relationship of black success and capitalism.

Black Lego pieces of peace shatter, as the play doe is molded with scars medicated with poison. 

This poison produces poised faces of young talented black children who dream of making it big. 

Be it sports, music or movies, our young hope to shine in chains and whips, forgetting the history of chains 
and whips. 

The desire to wear European threads embeds self-hate in black bodies that tear the fabric of the black family. 

When success comes, they fail to see the racist white sheets tucked inside the shirts of sports agents and 
coaches. 

Mix tapes mix minds and blend pipe dreams with penthouse prisons for black talent. 

While some children are safe like coddled babies, our babies are sold like property to the highest bidder. 

Record labels label them assets. Contracts written in their blood are used to write off their parents.

Lawyers hold their souls, spinning black artists 360 degrees, until the ink dries.

Refusing to read the fine print, a sentence becomes a lifetime of trope tunes and internet beefs.
 
Black stars play games with rules that regulate how much their skin can win. 

They’re given money and big houses that resemble the plantation palaces of their oppressors. 

Leaving the old neighborhood behind, they embrace the bosoms of white women who whip up mixed kids 
who can’t remember what it tastes like to be black. 

Their offspring only see their fathers during the offseason.  Even the summer is a time when the sun comes 
out, but the sons are left to see their fathers on TV.

Million dollar dead beats who promised they’d never be the failed fathers they had. 
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Back home, their pale brides choke on Ambien to create ambience, as they raise mixed kids as white choco-
late. 

On off days, when brunch beckons, babysitters who don’t sit, stand in for parents. 

Strangers watch children as children watch shows where black families eat dinner together. 

In the end, the black baby became a black star who burned bright until his light was lost. 

But not before he inspired another generation to reach for the same chains he wore. 
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Fugitivity: Detaching from 
the forces that keep us 
captive

2
  “The words that I write as a Black man sentenced 

to die as a teen in the American south feel, for 
once, weighted with truth.”

– Moyo
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Lashia Bowers is a PhD candidate in Educational Leadership at Clemson 
University. She is a Licensed Professional Counselor and an Alcohol and 

Drug Counselor. She has experience teaching high school and at a technical 
college. She hopes to gain an opportunity of community reflection/healing/

organizing by submitting to this journal.
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Embark on Fawohodie
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A poem about realizing freedom through transformation.

I went to the ocean
	 to get energy from my ancestors
MISeducation etched MISinformation in my wave lengths
having me thinking that my bloodline started on a ship

While the world goes through the motion
	 To eradicate racist systems (as if this were the first riot) 
I must dig deeper
realizing the system was developed on the idea of my submission

Things fall apart leading to abolition
	 To proverbial jump-ship
we follow the rhythms of war drums
holding our hands up and marching (two by two) in acquiescence is no longer enough 

	 	 	 They Shootin’
It is time to lift our eyes to volition 
	 To see the knife in their outstretched arms, the Judas in the kiss
weaponize resistance as a form of mental healthcare
singing in litany against this mental/physical/spiritual warfare 

I am Born FREE
	 We will continue the UPRISING
I have every human in my DNA
	 We have the power
I will not rest until
	 We embark on Fawohodie 
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Then, with my fist held high and my mind’s eye
	 To sea the endarkening of the future 
From EMPIRES to arks: arks to EMPIRES
centering in the motherland

	 	 	 no wahala
	 	 	 fathom this
	 	 	 we survived 
	 	 	 the flood
	 	 	 let’s manifest
our world/the fire/the uprooting/our world 
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My name is simple ant and I am passionate about seeking to understand (and make 
sense of) what happened to human life. I am specifically moved by the places 

where race, gender, class and nature intersect. I come from a community of African 
ants who roam the Earth with microscopic steps trying to live out our values and 
deepest ethics. My family is my matriarchal center that grounds me in place and 

time. As a person, I move to create restorative paths towards remembering and re/
learning how to live in, and with, the Earth. At my core, I am just a simple ant, a won-

dering wanderer finding myself in the present moment of deep time.

simple ant
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fugitive ecologies: finding freedom in the wilderness

In the spirit of Araminta(1)
a stolen child of Africa
who found freedom in being a fugitive 

“If I could have convinced more slaves that they 
were slaves, I could have freed thousands more.” 

—attributed to Araminta Ross, also known as Har-
riet Tubman (2) 

I came to understand fugitivity by first thinking 
about abolition. Abolition is the destruction and dis-
mantling of the structures, worldviews (3), belief sys-
tems, ways of being and ways of acting that op-
press and enslave. In doing so, abolition moves to 
liberate (or set free) those from within these abusive 
structures. To abolish is to break down, break apart, 
and create the new in the aftermath of the old. In a 
similar way, and with a similar aim, a fugitive fo-
cuses on escaping. Instead of overtly destroying a 
structure, worldview, belief system, way of being or 
way of acting, a fugitive moves with the shadows 
and focuses on existing beyond the chains that en-
slave us. Fugitivity is abolition through the abandon-
ment of a system that cannot find us and therefore 
cannot enslave us to do its bidding. Fugitives exist 

on this Earth (4) but on a different frequency, rhythm 
and vibration. At the end of the day, we need both 
fugitivity and abolition in the work towards liberation 
and freedom. They work hand in hand to ultimately 
overgrow a way of life predicated on oppression, 
domination and hate. Fugitivity and abolition are dif-
ferent colored feathers on the same bird. The end 
goal is the same; the tactic is different.

This work gives life to fugitive ecologies because 
mass media and contemporary culture are currently 
obsessed with exclaiming that Black Lives Matter 
and that we need to Abolish the Police. When Black 
life becomes the rallying cry of a system predicated 
on Black death, the efforts and moves to abolish be-
come hollow symbols of the oppressor to placate 
the oppressed. I am wary of these attempts be-
cause they commodify the struggle for Black free-
dom and liberation by turning it into a tool of assimi-
lation. It’s never a good sign when the devil ap-
plauds your efforts. For these reasons, my purpose 
is to serve as a reminder of another way. We do not 
need to play the game by their rules. We do not 
need to participate in this box they’ve defined for 
us. We can, and should, exist beyond the traps and 
traumas of white/male/human supremacy.
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This work is about fugitivity and freedom.
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fugitive ecologies.

People often imagine a “fugitive” as someone who 
is “running from the law.” They assume that this per-
son is on the run because they have committed a 
crime and are now avoiding capture. In little time, a 
person labeled a “fugitive” loses their innocence be-
cause the social imaginary paints fugitives as crimi-
nals who must be captured. The burden and blame 
immediately falls on the person, the individual, and 
not the prevailing system this person is attempting 
to flee. What gets lost in this shallow understanding 
is the legacy of colonization and oppression that ani-
mate our social order. Who does this system serve 
and at whose expense? Who is it that labels some-
one a fugitive? Who is it that gets labelled? Because 
of this, when I speak of a fugitive, fugitive ecologies 
and fugitivity, I speak of people who try to escape 
toxic and dangerous environments. They discretely 
move away from an oppressive way of being—a 
worldview, a country, a location—in order to escape 
death, danger or persecution. If you’re reading this, 
chances are that you currently find yourself in a city, 
state or country that was brought to life and sus-
tained through your very undoing. You live in a place 
where your ancestors were forced to give their lives 
to create a system in which they (and now us) serve 
as the voiceless glue of a racist, sexist, classist em-
pire bent on manipulating the Earth. 

A fugitive chooses to leave a world of enslavement 
by disappearing into the realm of what oppression 
cannot touch—the realm of the Earth. The Earth is 
an eternal living organism who is constantly chang-
ing and morphing—an organism who knows how to 
dance and bend around the violence inflicted upon 
us. How? Why? Because the Earth is not attached 
to the individual or singular, but rather is a living, 
breathing ecological biosphere that coexists and is 
cocreated through the connections of all life. In this 
sense, a fugitive achieves freedom by becoming 

one with what most frightens modernity—the collec-
tive synergy of the Earth. Fugitive ecologies are the 
practices of being connected with the Earth, of mov-
ing in tune with the rhythms of the seasons. Fugitive 
ecologies are the practices of being home—socially, 
spiritually, and ecologically—in an era which crimi-
nalizes these connections in favor of carving up 
land and life for personal, private consumption. 
When we commit ourselves to fugitive ecologies, 
we commit ourselves to working to understand the 
interrelationships between us and all other forms of 
being in the environments where we live. We are 
made fugitive by systems and worldviews fueled by 
single, repetitive motion; systems which stifle the 
beauty and complexities of life for the glory of creat-
ing sub-human, subservient, predictable tools of 
what we call “civilization.”

brrr(earth) of a fugitive.

	 Araminta Ross, better known as Harriet Tub-
man, is one of the most famous fugitives who ever 
lived. Although no one knows exactly where or 
when, Harriet was born in the marshlands and for-
ests of the ancestral home of the Choptank people 
along the Eastern Shores of present-day Dorchester 
County, Maryland in about 1822. She was born into 
explicit and overt bondage, yet managed to escape 
the jaws of slavery dozens of times in her lifetime. 
Harriet Tubman blazed trails through darkness and 
lit paths of freedom for us to follow. We know these 
paths as the underground railroad. Her life was a 
living-practice, a living-ethic and a living-action that 
can guide our attempts to leave our present-day 
plantations and exist beyond the trappings of brutal 
subjugation. She was a fugitive woman who found 
freedom in the wilderness, freedom within the shad-
ows and mysteries of the unknown, freedom in the 
closeness and trust in the cosmic connections be-
tween the human spirit and the living, breathing 
rhythms of all existence. Harriet Tubman found free-
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dom by entrusting her life to the heartbeat of the 
earth underneath her feet. 

But how does a Black woman born into slavery man-
age to escape and never be caught? The answers 
lie in the conditions of her (and our) enslavement. 
When we are forced to labor under someone else’s 
rule, our body is put under tremendous pressure. 
Like Harriet Tubman, we too toil, giving and leaving 
our blood, sweat and tears in the fields, factories, 
and work sites in order to make a living. For the vast 
majority of us living in this western white suprema-
cist world, work is tough and harsh. We often work 
long hours in conditions that are unrelenting. We toil 
under someone else’s thumb to receive impover-
ished wages with little to no access to health care in 
scorching heat and bone-aching chills. Our work 
feeds a society with an insatiable, cannibalistic ap-
petite to consume more and more. Every day, we 
wake and are forced to turn the living Earth into 
dead raw material. In our jobs, we give our lives to 
create objects gutted from the marrow of the 
Earth—it is no wonder then why Earth has a shiver-
ing fever that we call climate change. 

Year after year, our bodies are weathered by the 
abuse of a racist/sexist/nature-hating system that 
only values the commodities our bodies produce. 

But what happens to us over these years? Our bod-
ies can transform to become strong and resilient, 
like a desert flower, in spite of the unforgiving condi-
tions. The lifting, standing, walking, hauling, sorting 
of our work reshapes our bodies. When we toil, our 
bodies are molded and sculpted by the weight of 
the task at hand. Although rough, Harriet would 
rather be a slave in the field than a slave in the 
house. The further we go into the plantation 
house—attempt to climb today’s corporate capital-
ist ladder—the harder and harder it is to escape. To 
toil within the house is to always be on duty, never 
free of the omnipresent gaze of our overseer. After a 
while, we may even begin to ascribe meaning to our 
chains and begin to see and rationalize the world 
through their eyes and perish in the delusions of pro-
gress and prosperity defined by white/male/human 
supremacy. 

For Harriet, slaving in the house meant living in a 
hostile world of never-ending misery. The fields and 
the woods, however, offered protection from con-
stant monitoring, if nothing else. For Harriet then (as 
for us now), being in nature, being able to exist in a 
place outside the clutches of modernity, is a sanctu-
ary. A sacred place. It is home. 

finding freedom in the wilderness.

The wilderness is not necessarily some remote, far, 
off-in-the-distance place. The wilderness is not void 
of human activity and interaction. The wilderness is 
a place where we are humbled; a place where we 
realize that we live in a more than human planet. We 
live in a rich and textured life, full of biodiverse eco-
logical communities. The wilderness exists every-
where we do; to be wild is to appreciate all creation, 
our creation. To say that we find freedom in the wil-
derness, is to say that we need to remember that 
we are not separate from nature. We are humans in 
nature, and it is our nature to connect on the deep-
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est levels with all the other beings we share this 
Earth with. The reason that freedom lies in the wil-
derness is because the connections of the wilder-
ness were forged in deep time.   

Harriet Tubman’s life offers us ways to think, act, 
and exist beyond the trappings of colonization and 
oppression. As she chased freedom in a world built 
on slaves, she taught us that freedom only becomes 
possible when we allow the Earth to become an ex-
tension and expression of our self. One night in 
1849, Harriet successfully escaped to the North for 
the first time. She left the plantation alone, barefoot, 
carrying only the clothes on her back. When she re-
counted the decision to flee, she explained, “I had 
reasoned this out in my mind; there was one of two 
things I had a right to, liberty or death; if I could not 
have one, I would have the other; for no man should 
take me alive.” And so she left, determined to find 
her freedom or meet her death. In this way, Harriet 
teaches us how our freedom comes when we have 
the courage to confront death. When we confront 
death, we are reborn, and when we are reborn we 
are able to see the world clearly for what it is and 
choose to move in a different way. This conscious-
ness is what allows us to engage with the spirit and 
wisdom of the wilderness and find home in what 
hate can never conquer—the strength and resilience 
of our ancient ancestral wisdoms. 

We must hold the dark
We must hold the mud
We must hold the fear
We must hold the star

These are deep interrelated truths and our ances-
tors knew this in the most intimate of ways.  They 
understood that we exist because of the “other,” 
and the “other” exists because of us. The process 
of becoming free (liberation) and being free itself 
(freedom) are in a constant dance.  To be truly free, 

we have to commit ourselves to the freedom of 
those around us.  This is the sacred way of being all 
our ancestors knew and lived. These are analog and 
rhythmic truths which allow us to embrace, be and 
exist in the environments that sustain us. To be free, 
Harriet, like us, could not run from the dark, could 
not hide from the mud, could not wish away the 
fear, could not unsee the stars. Harriet had to move 
with the ‘slower’ rhythms of deep time—a practice 
which allows us to live in the present moment with 
the living Earth all around us—without pretext or fil-
ters. As we chase freedom in a world built by 
slaves, the ways we achieve it are just as important 
as the reasons why.  

hold the dark.

	 Harriet traveled lightly and by foot. Under the 
cover of darkness, she forged rivers, meandered 
through marshlands and camouflaged gracefully in 
the night sky. She left with next to nothing but was 
guided by the knowledge that one of the stars that 
blankets the universe could lead her to freedom. 
This knowledge became the cosmic compass nour-
ishing the rebellion and fugitivity of hundreds of 
brave Black people willing to walk in the light of 
night. Harriet moved with the darkness. She could 
see in the dark. Why? Because she was close to 
what the systems of oppression cannot touch: the 
ebbs and flows of the Earth herself. Each discrete 
step into the night along her multi-day journeys ne-
cessitated a deep working relationship with the 
tides, seasons, weather, wildlife, and plants (5).

 The nocturnal passage does not follow a linear 
path. Instead, each step into the unknown is an act 
of faith and intuition. We have to see, touch, smell, 
taste, and hear our way and adjust accordingly.
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hold the mud. 

There is no direct path to freedom. No matter how 
much we may have meditated and meticulously 
planned our escape, the wilderness has a way of 
humbling even the strongest among us. We get 
stuck in the mud. But, instead of trying to force our 
will on nature, if we choose to hold and embrace 
the mud we actively, literally, become one with the 
Earth. We become agile, nimble and fluid. When we 
let go of all expectations, we allow ourselves to be 
shaped by what is directly in front of us. Harriet Tub-
man never made any concrete plans or routes in the 
dozens of trips she took back into the slave-owning 
south. She kept herself and her plans malleable, 
flexible, ready and willing to change at a moment’s 
notice, so much so that not even the other fugitives 
on the midnight express knew the path. This made 
it incredibly hard for anyone to capture her.

By not trying to dominate or tame the wilderness, 
Harriet was able to read the landscapes and work 
with the mud to create safe havens in what other-
wise would have been treacherous conditions. In 
these ways, Harriet reminds us of this ancient wis-
dom: we are all born in the womb of the Earth—the 
Mud. We are a mixture of soil, water and minerals 
and, thus, have the ability to create with nothing 
more than this. For thousands of years, long before 
systematic and widespread dehumanization and 
conquest, mud was the medium that sustained us, 
our families and our village.

hold the fear.

The thought of venturing out alone into the wilder-
ness is frightening for many of us because our an-
cestors were often hunted down and hung in iso-
lated, remote and faraway places. The terror, brutali-
ties and traumas that often took place deep in for-
ests and along the rivers conjures nightmares as we 

imagine how only the trees bore witness to the 
atrocities of privileged beasts. These visceral reali-
ties of slavery continue to haunt our collective mem-
ory. 

But when we decide to hold that fear and be with it, 
we can come to realize that the true danger, the true 
menace, is believing that we are safer as slaves 
than we are in the wild freedoms of fugitivity. The 
Earth is, and has always been, our home. The Earth 
is where we all originate, where everyone is born. 
Each of us living and breathing are the most-recent 
expression of what the Earth is and we should not 
let fear keep us from going home and knowing our 
true selves. When we go deep into the wilderness, 
we find ourselves again, for the first time.

hold the stars.

When we think of Harriet Tubman, we inevitably 
think of the North Star. The star has become the 
symbolic beacon that guided Harriet out of slavery. 
We may even be able to imagine her gazing up at 
the night sky completely fixated on this aura illumi-
nating the path. But there is a deeper significance 
that can be ascribed to what the stars mean for fugi-
tives trying to be free. 

Because Harriet knew how to find the North Star, 
she was able to use this compass of the universe to 
see into the unknown. The axis of Earth points al-
most directly at the North Star. This means that, dur-
ing the course of the night, the North Star does not 
rise or fall. It remains constant as it stays in nearly 
the same spot above the northern horizon year-
round while the other stars circle around it, so al-
though Harriet didn’t know the specific footpath, the 
North Star was her literal guiding light. Without this 
universal constant, it is highly unlikely that Harriet 
would have made it to freedom. It was her intimate 
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knowledge of the North Star that allowed her to per-
severe.

The North Star is the cosmic connection that aligns 
our humanity with a larger universal truth. Even 
though we may not know the path, there are forces 
in the universe that can guide us. Stars not only 
guide us, they shine back our own luminescence. In 
the molecular and spiritual plane, our bodies are lit-
erally made up of the same particles as the stars. All 
of who we are, all of life on Earth, originated from 
stardust. This cosmic dust is what directly connects 
us with the universe (6). Because of this we are all 
capable of connecting to the energy of light that ra-
diates from deep within us. We all have light inside 
of us, our internal compass, that helps point the 
way. 

the lessons.

“It comes as a great shock to discover that the coun-
try to which you have pledged allegiance has not 
pledged allegiance to you... It comes as a great 
shock to discover the country, which is your birth 
place, and to which you owe your life and your iden-
tity has not in its whole system of reality evolved any 
place for you.” 

—James Baldwin(7)

We often try to find salvation in the very things that 
condemn us. We believe that we live in a demo-
cratic country where everyone has an equal voice 
and, so, we give our lives to “change the system,” 
not realizing that we cannot change what was de-
fined and designed to divide. The system stratifies 
us and make us believe in this stratification. We are 
conditioned to “make a difference” and “change” all 
those things that make our spirits ache, but we con-
tinue to invest in the problematic premise of west-
ern civilization. 

The lessons? This system does not and cannot al-
low us to be truly free, self-determined people. If we 

think our attempts to reform a system predicated on 
control and dominion will liberate us, we are com-
pletely mistaken. We cannot alter beliefs born of bru-
tality. Like Harriet, we must leave. We must let go. 
Harriet Tubman proved, in the midst of overt and 
barbaric dehumanization, that a different kind of 
move was possible for Black people—a move not 
bound by the chains or the whips. Harriet proved 
that we can move and, indeed, exist outside the 
realm of slavery and be a self-determined people.

Instead of overtly destroying a structure or system, 
a fugitive attempts to live outside of it. Fugitivity is 
abolition through abandonment. Fugitives exist on a 
different frequency, rhythm and vibration. Fugitivity 
moves us to come into being with the Earth. The 
practice of leaving, of letting go, makes us confront 
the essence of who we really are, of what we really 
stand for. At the end of the day, fugitivity is an act of 
rebellion. By attempting to escape, we create voids 
and chasms in the shortsighted delusions of pro-
gress and prosperity. When we get to the place 
where we are willing to leave this world behind, we 
cling to our radical visions of the future. But our 
most optimistic thoughts about what lies ahead 
emanate from the roots of what we have always 
been—a people living interdependently with the 
source of all creation. When we decide, in spite of 
our deepest fears, to return to our roots and take 
the first steps into the unknown wilderness, our 
whole experience of existence opens up. We realize 
that it is not the end, it is a new beginning. 

it is only when we choose to embrace and hold
      our darkness
      our mud
      our fear
      our stars
that we begin to experience 
the sweet freedom 
that exists in the aftermath 
of our cages.
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. 

We, two indigo children birthed into the remnants of 1993, meet each other with tenderness in this wake. 
With oldies and love songs and gestures of care. We cultivate love in the wake. We laugh and joke and throw pil-
lows into each other. Do each other’s hair and hold each other close. We dance and read and dream and think in 
intertwining motion. And yet, we struggle to tell truths of the wake. The stories of who we used to be before grief 
returned us to roots. Who we still are. Who we are triggered to become when the world falls apart. Ugliness. Mis-
fit. Unwhole. The deep wounds of insecurity. 
The relentless searching // 
We return to our breath in the wake. Make ritual of mourning. Convene beneath sun. Commune amongst moon. 
See reflections of ourselves in stars. Dip toes into waters. Soak flesh in warm baths of cascarilla and Florida wa-
ter. Repeat. Retreat to separate rooms. Work to make peace with doom. Heal the best way we know how. 
Quarantine is the wake, and we write wake work(1) from this place. 

. 

a wake work for 2020: on meeting black grief with tenderness is a call into grief for communities of Black folks 
working to survive Quarantine 2020. We meditate on what wake work looks and feels like in this particular sea-
son of Black suffering, as we grapple with the weight of quotidian Black death and the possibilities for the res-
toration of sacred Black lives. Using a methodology of reflexive poetics, we paint portraits of intimate ontology, 
inner worlds, and unraveling. We use repetition as a tool for deep emphasis, and write in and out of I and We 
statements to illustrate the multitude of voices present within this text - the collective love of we, the individual 
I, the communal fight of us, and the sacred oneness of Spirit. We work to reimagine our relationship with read-
ing, writing and words in order to reject performative notions of intellect that often divorce us from the intimacy 
so necessary for engagement with the Black intellectual tradition, particularly the subsets of our tradition that 
center our imaginaries of fugitivity beyond suffering. We acknowledge that, in order to write care into the wake, 
we must first center language that makes space for our affective experiences. By refusing the gaze of acade-
mia and reclaiming our intimacy to education beyond the project of schooling, we free ourselves up to write 
creatively, illegibly, and in dissonance. In fact, we see our writing as a fugitive practice in and of itself, one that 
allows us to reclaim our voices to map out new sites of marronage where we might nestle ourselves up into al-
ternative scapes of freedom.
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We use repetition as a tool for deep emphasis, and write in and out of I and We statements to illustrate the 
multitude of voices present within this text - the collective love of we, the individual I, the communal fight of 
us, and the sacred oneness of Spirit. We work to reimagine our relationship with reading, writing and words in 
order to reject performative notions of intellect that often divorce us from the intimacy so necessary for en-
gagement with the Black intellectual tradition, particularly the subsets of our tradition that center our imaginar-
ies of fugitivity beyond suffering. We acknowledge that, in order to write care into the wake, we must first cen-
ter language that makes space for our affective experiences. By refusing the gaze of academia and reclaiming 
our intimacy to education beyond the project of schooling, we free ourselves up to write creatively, illegibly, 
and in dissonance. In fact, we see our writing as a fugitive practice in and of itself, one that allows us to re-
claim our voices to map out new sites of marronage where we might nestle ourselves up into alternative 
scapes of freedom. 

We use grief work as a primary site of reclamation, centering inner child work and ancestor work as tools of 
fugitivity in the midst of state orchestrated violence. We ask, how does the predicament of Black life produce 
Black death? What do we, as Black folks who love Black folks, do with the weight of our suffering? How 
might we see this moment of collective trauma as an invitation into collective grief work? What does grief 
have to teach us in this season? How do we meet grief with loving tenderness, even as we meet state orches-
trated violence with rage? How might we return to ancestral knowing and inner child wisdom to re-member 
the dismembered body? How do we recognize this struggle for freedom as a cyclical fight with deep roots in 
other planes, other times, other realms? 

We begin with a reflection on the door of no return as the site that produced the condition of Black suffer-
ing(3). We move into an interrogation of Black death and the wake. We conclude with a conversation on Black 
grief and wake work. We write in intimate conversation with Dionne Brand, Christina Sharpe, and Sadiyah 
Hartman, working to read their texts as invitations into developing a praxis of spiritual restoration in this sea-
son. 

We believe that mourning has something to teach us about how to survive this world and the next. So, we in-
vest in grief. We insist on re-membering. We write love into the wake. We write care into each hashtagged and 
non hashtagged name. We write blues into the page with hopes that, in growing comfortable with this pain, 
the weight of the wounds of Black suffering will not be held in isolation. 

We invite you into intimate encounters of love, loss, levity, longing, mourning, and grief. We invite you to cele-
brate with us that we are still here, holding the sanctity of our lives together, even if just by a thread. We invite 
you to celebrate yourselves for doing the same. 
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. 

I. THE DOOR(4), THE SHIP, THE ARK 

dream of the door
that is both 
a place and a space 
a site and a sight 
a feeling and a failing 
a fleeing and a wailing  
a floating out by the sea 
a sometimes/ maybe/ never 

i dream of this door 
and could not bring myself 
to knock it down 
. 

i am at the door 
i see the daughter 
of deb morgan 
smile in a fluorescent light 

we, like boats floating
into the abyss, are  
on troubled water 
the foundation 
of this ship 
this ground 
we stand on 
will crack 
wide open 
to swallow us 
whole. 
these ghosts 
don’t let up. 
so we must 
move through the door 
with sacred intention. 
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she, 
the daughter of ms. morgan, 
smiles in the fluorescent light 
looks directly into a camera 
held by no one 
and poses 
i try to breathe, deep  
try not to shiver  
shudder 
at the sight of her failure 
to recognize the palimpsest 
of this site. 
the life we live 
made possible in death 
and my breath/ and my breath 
i can’t catch it 

i go to her 
“you are offending me 
with your fluorescent light 
with your frivolous mood  
in this sacred space where 
bones and tombs 
of the tortured still 
churn. turn. mourn. 
remember 
in yo spirit who you are 
where you are what you are 
do you not recall the weight 
of this water?" 

the daughter of deb morgan 
does not remember 
rolls her eyes 
in my opposite direction 
does not apologize to ancestors 
for blasphemy. refuses 
to release the gaze of that lens
"girl, it was never that deep." 
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she does not see how deep 
how deep 
how deep this water goes 
how deep the veins of 
bloodlines flow 
how blood and water mix 
to make her, to make me. 

i plead with her in a language 
of palimpsest. 
of tide. of wave. 
of wind. of wake. 
of underpinnings. 
the shipwrecked of diaspora. 
the impossibility. the never ending. 
the lose yo life to gain no place 
in the whole wide world. 
the lose yo mind and  
lose yo soul still tryna make sense
 of this madness that made us 
blackness. 

i plead with her in a language of 
the wake. the hold. 
where we were kept. 
how we were kept. 
how we are kept  
still, in the hold. 
put on hold. 
hindered. splintered 
in the vines of us. vacant lot 
our home. thrown. bought. sold. 
still. 

. 

this door the site 
of surrender. of no choice. 
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this door a marker 
between here and there 
this liminal space 
unsteady. unstable  
this door to dungeon 
she wanna call castle 
she wanna be royal 
so bad 
she take pictures to pretend 
she reclaims a throne 
she was never on 

this door, solid wood, 
splinter her finger 
this wood, solid wood, will 
force her into wonder about origins 
she could never pin down 

this door made the  
crack of her back black. 
this door made the crack of the whip 
black. what of this space to reclaim? 

. 

we be 
the people that the door made  
we be 
the descendant of unknown slave 
we who learned language 
of throat choked song to sing  
back to black 
before it was a color of skin 
we who seek to know 
we who can't sleep with unknowing 
we unsettled 
we who stopped seeking 
long before those battle wounds 
we who gave up 
gave in 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we who still live 
still linger 
in the life after the life 
of chattel slavery 
we who work to salvage 
what is left of us 
we who demand 
we who do not 
we all still know 
this shit ain't ova 
. 

the daughter of deb morgan 
stares at me sideways 
and i wonder who wronged her 
she looks as if it is me 
me who tell lies 
me who spew a tale of 
a time she does not know  
me who assert that the time she claims she does not know 
is now.  
is now.  
is now. 
she lives in it  
breathes in it 
it is what her body knows  
the poetic of her bend 
the trend. the trace of her navel. 
the slight curve of hip.  
the pain at every joint of her rib 
the internal site of mourning  
she never let herself know  
the backstage, the show  
it is a father's violent grip of a black girl's twist 
it is the cry of freedom's daughter 

don't you know, chile, 
whose grandbaby you are? 
don't yo spirit remember? 
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. 

still, she poses 
for the light of fluorescent lens
 like no spirits live 
here 
like haunting does not happen here 
like pain and suffering  
do not have to be felt  
like favor, like joy 
is the start and the end 

. 

. 

. 

suddenly 
the ship 
beneath the door 
where she poses 
the ship 
beneath the door 
where i preach 
plunges into sea 
suddenly 
waves whip 
turn us in 
to the deep 
suddenly 
the dead demand 
she learn 
what time it is 

the daughter of deb morgan 
frantically yells over crashing dusk 
"what have you done 
with the door? the ship?" 
it is dark. the light of the lens 
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has been broken. 
"why are you moving this ship? 
stop moving this ship!" 
i am silent 
awe struck by how spirits move 
yet unsurprised 
"it's not me girl.." 

ancestors 
motion for us to feel this 
to heal this wound 
to hold this gape 
this hole 
this whole fucking chunk of a world  
falling into us 
crashing into the bare of our bones 
bleeding out the pore of our skin  
if you will not pour libation 
you will be sunken in  
the choir repeats the spell 
we smell blood we do not see 
we crash into sea  
we watch ship sink deep 
just me and the daughter of deb morgan 
whose mother never made her remember. 
. 

There is a balm in Gilead. Gilead bursts inside of me. My grandmother is suddenly here and I am riding an ark 
beside her. This is not a drill. This is not a dream. This is an opening up, an invitation into an elsewhere my 
eyes have yet to see, a curation of a new door, a decision to enter. This is a labor of liberation, a tale of treach-
erous endeavor. I do not know how far this ship will go but I trust the anchor of the wind. I bring along my kin. 
We float to a world that will lead us beyond the rubble of here. 

. /// 

Our home becomes a boat, a floating of selves from there to here. Our home becomes a ship. A rift in the tide. 
A transport from one end of the world to the next. Our home becomes an ark. A moving container of holy ener-
gies. An invitation into knowing self beyond flesh. A meeting of self as the site at which higher power con-
venes with spirit. An invitation into the rupturing of false selves inside us. We feel the weight of the transport. 
The sea sick. The sea is sick. The water contaminated. All seventy percent. This intake of illness is killing us. 
We work 
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to cleanse. Our interiors fragile like loose ends. We travel into our home, into our own. We witness the spiritual 
movement inward. Deeper into the depths of us. The sea has roots. The sea grows deeper into its soil. We 
sink. We drown. We come back up alive, anew. Shed shit that never served us. Wipe down skin. Get that shit 
up off us. 

Step into tub with cracked egg white and rosehip water. Lavender bath salts and coconut oils. Lather wounds. 
Be still. Be slow. Be calm. Listen to Tasha(5) and her love for the moon. The music that soothes. SOL Develop-
ment(6) and not wanting to be alone. All the songs that soothe us. Ancestral Recall(7). Trumpets and horns 
and djembe drum. The music that returns us to self. 

. /// 

In what direction might we travel to take us from here to there? With what compass? With what care? What 
catastrophe warrants Black death? And what celebration? Every single one. We have become more comfort-
able with the Kalunga Line than any other lineage of the socially dead(8). We live life alongside the Kalunga 
line, the veil is between Black life and Black death. The thinning of the veil between Black life and Black death 
dares us to slip into it. Dares us to see how the “past that is never really past returns always to disrupt the 
present.(9)” How death is ever present in our dealings. How heavy a weight we carry, how cancerous this 
load. How dare we pretend that every body dropped and sold ain't still etched into the skin of us. How dare 
we act like life was ever not a luxury. This was not never meant to be life. But we make it. We make it over and 
over and over again. With our own compass. Our own architecture and lens. Lending a lofty dream to a hope 
that unravels every time. Too tender a heart to accept the truth about where we stand. Where we lay. How we 
lay. How we wake each day and make these beds we are forced to call our own. 

II. BLACK DEATH & THE WAKE 

. 

We who know Black death intimately. Who feel it creep up in our bones. Who battle it daily. It's ever pervasive 
lingering. In the thought of suicidle. In the idle time. The torturous midnights. The stillness. When one does not 
wish to be alone. When one wishes to get lost in the lingering of another. We who know Black death like a 
dearly dilapidated enemy. Some days a friend, some days a foe. We who befriend the darkness to see if we 
were worthy of the route from here to there. Worthy of the journey into the root of the self, the root of the 
ground, the gutted concrete and cobble stoned ghost heads haunting that reveal themselves at dusk(10). We 
who wonder whether or not a fight for life is worth it. Whose ancestors remind us that we must stay until it is 
our time. We are summoned into realms unseeable to most. We know secrets the secrete themselves into 
wind. We hover over hauntings. We waste time frolicking in other skins, only to return to what we know to be 
most true. What lies beneath this flesh, beyond these starried eyes. 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Every Black Death is a state sanctioned death. Black social death. 
Black spirit death.  
Black death of flesh. 
Every Black Death is a state orchestrated death. 
CoronaVirus 
Cop Killings 
Cancers 
Quarantine 
Isolation 
No circulation of blood 
Panic. Manic depressive 
Desire for darkness  
Desire for the end of this world 
The end of this suffering 
Every Black Death is a state sanctioned death. 
Because the conditions of our Black waking lives 
require the persistence of death. 
Everyday something is dying. 

We “celebrate.. that everyday something has tried to kill [us].. and has failed.(11)” Yet, something inside a 
Black self dies five thousand times each day. Stakes to claim a place as yo own. Home. Humor. Humanity. 
Something inside Black life has died every single day. Death by fear. Fear of fatality. Fear of who is next. Fear 
of calculations that add up to our death.(12) Calculating each family member's last doctor's visit and wonder-
ing who will be next. Calculating each trauma charge and wondering who will break next. Be behind bars 
next. Be shot four hundred times next. Be the target of four hundred years later next. We imagine we have 
power over the numbers. Imagine our lives are worth something. Worth calculation. One hundred thousand 
lives lost. Disproportionately our own. For every Black Death, four hundred years rumble. Four thousand lives 
crumble. Four hundred families face fatality. Four hundred cries go unheard. 

Every Black death has the same cause. Cause of death? The impossibility of Black life. Cause of death? The 
implausibility of Black living. Each death compiles the next. Each lifeless body piled on top of the next. Black 
life itself a grave site. Every Black life is taken by the same thing. The encroachment upon our Black lives. The 
compilation of precarity. The knowing that we could go from anything. That the things that could kill us con-
tinue to expand. The enclosures we are forced into produce this wake. The world around us seeps into wake. 
The concrete. The refusal of breath. 

Rest in power to all the spirits whose bodies exited this realm in this season. In the season before this and the 
season before that. Chynna Rogers. Overdose. Aunt Stacy. Cancer. Aunt Ruth. CoronaVirus. Every Black 
death piles upon the next. Cause of death? State sanctioned refusal of Black life. A lifelong battle of telo-
meres. A life long shrinking of selfhood. A whole entire life of fighting. From the womb you are cursed and you 
know it. Birthed into the bareness of Blackness. The vulnerability of it. The impossibility of it. The implausibility 
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of it. Rest in power to the babies who knew it was not safe to come out into the world from Black wombs. To 
the Black mothers who died birthing Black babies. Black mortality normalized from infancy. Infant mortality. 
Rest in peace Kamaiu Sol. Baby Bailey Girl. Rest in peace Brother. 

Recon with the source. The sickness at the core. 

Black Death looms in the air we breathe. Black Death haunts like haints in concrete. Black Death determined 
Black life. Is ever present in Black living. Is the calculus of survival. How many days took away and added 
back would equal free? How many lives lost sacred ancestors killin white supremacy in another realm? 

Every encounter with whiteness kills Black blood cells. Shrinks telomeres. Every face off with death kills some-
thing in our sea, something at the root. Even when we survive one thousand times. Something deep within us 
dies. 

How do we revive it? 

Black folks force Black life into the wake. Wake work. Work to wedge a parceled self into the wake. Work to 
fumble fragmented pieces of a Black self together to curate a body that feels like home. A self that resembles 
care. Stumble upon a piece of a self and wonder whether or not it is good enough to build a foundation for a 
life. And somehow we do. Somehow we always manage to. Root work. Revolutionary. Healing from the root. 
The source. The core. 

This season, an invitation into the grief we have always known. A national exacerbation of our generations old 
heartache. A world wide reckoning with the precarity we have been forced to call home. A persistent refusal to 
name this the wake. This, death after life. This life we had never had the chance to live. Black life be Black 
death at ever corner. At every turn. Get well soon Ula. Get well soon Auntie Cherrie. Get well soon Daddy. Get 
well soon Mama. We be so used to being unwell. So used to the lingering of our loved ones being unwell. Not 
having what we need to be well. Space. Time. Freedom. Independence. Unreliance on a system that seeks to 
kill us. How do we be well in the wake? How do we get well in the belly of the beast? 

. /// 

Since our sojourn to the wilds of the Americas, we have lost a great deal of ourselves. This loss continues to 
haunt my genealogy, my family tree. In trying to heal and grieve, there is a long line of ancestors whose names 
have been lost in transition, migration, through marriage, through enslavement and incarceration. It has 
deeply severed my connection to them. So it's an imagined grieving. It's a generalized Black pain that is tied 
to a mythical genealogy that stretches back to a pride in some distant nation in West Africa that I will never 
have a name for, will never have claims to. In times, we try to fill that gap with hope. To feel that distance as 
a richly productive longing. Yet, if we had a time machine, the truth is we would not know what time to go to 
or what place to trace. Like Hartman, who arrives in the dusted planes of the place once named Gold Coast, 
searching to find nothing but loss and emptied space. Gutted out scapes of what once was, who once called 
these tombstones home. No answers to the where or when. Just loss. Suffering. Pain. Unknown. Impossibility. 
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In this season, I am trying to reclaim my self. A deep love for myself and for every self that has informed the 
self I have become. A love for every name I know and every name I do not. A person dies only when their 
name ceases to be spoken. We live within a system that requires forgetting. Yet, I insist on remembering. I re-
member my self and my past through the will to know Spirit on my own terms, to learn from nature how to 
love more humbly, to witness the cyclical motion of water and wave and to recognize myself as an extension. 

III. BLACK GRIEF & WAKE WORK 

Everything requires tending. The land, the love, the self. Just as fires break when woods are left untoiled, so 
too does the soil shatter when roots are disregarded. A thing only becomes wild once it is forgotten. I insist on 
remembering. 

. /// 

To grieve is to mourn a loss. The loss of life, the death of something. Every sixty seconds a Black life is 
grieved. Every minute of every hour of every day we are grieving something. The death of a loved one. The 
death of our own spirits. Grieving the childhoods that we’re lost in the wake. Grieving the deaths we know will 
come. Grieving the pieces of our sanit we still cling to. 

This season has called us into a season of collective grief. Invited into a collective grief in this moment. To go 
deeper and deeper into ourselves. To get lost within our own interiors. To reckon with the encroaching of 
death and the decision to know the capaciousness of life more fluidly. The many spaces it exists. Grief work 
that tends to the tattered soul. That holds the holes of the murdered spirit and tends to you with a promise of 
restoration. Revival. Resurrection. Grief work is the process of contending with that sadness, that ever present 
presence of despair. It is facing the haunting, the horror. It is to view grief as medicine. To recognize what it 
cures us from. 

We grieve the little boy child bused from East Palo Alto to Pali. The little girl child bused from College Park to 
Sandy Springs. The bus as the ship. The bus as the vehicle that transport Black childhood from the urban to 
the suburban, the communal to the performative, a Black Self to be loved versus a Black body to be gazed 
upon. To be tortured and talked down to. A Black boy and a Black girl take two separate buses in 1999. 
Worlds apart, we were told to travel from our world to theirs, to get what our people could not give us. Access 
to better life outcomes. More chance of success. No one ever speaks of what we lost. What died inside us 
every morning as we step two feet in front of the other onto that big yellow bus, that big yellow ship, that took 
us towards the plantation. 

As children, we were never granted the privilege of grief. As adults, we draw stick figures of flying arcs that 
will redeem us. Arcs that take us from the milieu of Black suffering, at the school site, on the corner, in the 
home, and drops us off in the Afro future. Here is where we dare to dream. 
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What are you grieving in this moment? What loss? 
What wake? 
What memories haunt you in this moment? 

We map grief into the body. Notice where it hurts. Notice where the body stores grief. Like excess flesh on 
bones. Hold our own flesh when tears fall like foreign raindrops down a spine. Sip sparkling cider and find 
some shit to toast to, like being alive. 
The body becomes an arc. A sacred site of convening for each piece of the self that was lost. A locale from 
which one might travel deeper into one's own interior. The body shrinks itself into childhood. Becomes physi-
cally small. Reminds the adult child of the terror he survived. Reminds the grieving girl of the horrors she must 
still heal from. 

How do we grieve the ongoing sites of terror that have mapped themselves onto our bodies? The fear, anxiety 
of death, the depths of pain we have yet to uncover? How do we mourn the weight of our weariness, the pre-
dicament of Blackness we were birthed into and it's lasting, ongoing, compilation of griefs? Illness. Loss. In-
stability. Insecurity. Poverty. Spiritual terror. Tremors. Dimed light. Darkness. Disposability. 

. /// 

Spirit communicates through sensory stimulation. Receipt of resonance requires presence. Patience. Ex-
panded capacity to feel, see, hear, taste. I open myself up to experience divine in all of my senses. I witness 
limitlessness in the bones beneath my skin and withhold nothing. Recovery is making peace with transition. 

Watching birds. Witnessing the intricacy of their movement. Recognizing glimpses of my own flight in theirs. 
Feeling the frailty of my wings. Wondering how they maintain strength in theirs. FInding inspiration to fly from 
them. To escape. To embody marronage. To become fugitive. To be a part of growth beyond myself. Growth 
of tree. Of bird. Of sea. Of plant. Of root. Growth of God-like lotus and sunflower. To witness the unwavering 
love of the life giving force of Creator. 

I shift my fear of death. From a fear of hell to an embrace of convening with celebrator ancestors. A venera-
tion of those across Kalunga lines. Those whose spirits grace alternate planes. I see death as a deeper invita-
tion into connection with those who continue to fight for me. 

. /// 

We insist on loving in the wake. Lean into each other in the wake. Find tenderness in the intimacy of each 
other as the world crashes down around us. Invite each other into heart space. Refuse the performance of put 
together. We fall apart. In front of each other. Behind closed doors. Dig deep into the wounds of the warriors 
we were taught to become. Work to redefine healing for ourselves. Life for ourselves. Grief and mourning and 
wake work, for ourselves. What does it mean to mourn in love? To let yourself linger like death in the lifeless-
ness of old halls, of buildings you used to frequent, of spaces you once knew as your own? What does it 
mean to know you will never own nothing. To relinquish that desire to own. To simply steward. To steward the 
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land. The sand. The walls within which you live. To let life be lived alongside death. To not fear it. To face it 
with brave indignation. To declare that Black life is worth living. To sink into that. 

How we heal. How we schedule Zoom calls in rainfall. How we convene in the wake. Make freedom in the 
wake. Make a bop to bump out yo speakers. Make a lil two step. Make a lil love. Make life. Look at the love 
we made. In the wake. The pleasure we found in the midst of the fight. 
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Work Journal she hopes to join other Black thinkers in building a ship that is based 

on the memories and resilience of our ancestors outside of the limits of Western 
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When you cannot escape the stranglehold of the past - Hoodoo;

When a veiled black empty faced figure rummages in your dreams, taking away your mother, and you awake 
to her walking across your wall - Hoodoo;

When your stomach tingles, your ears burn, and your eyes close – someone is thinking of you  - Hoodoo;

The taste of cornbread - fried on a skillet - unable to afford milk - so you add water to make it float - to make 
it sizzle - and it enters your mouth - crumbling - tasting like happiness instead of poverty - Hoodoo;

You avoid the cracks in the sidewalk leaping over them to avoid breakage of your mother’s back - Hoodoo; 
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The poem “ ‘Hoodoo’ Inspired by Mamie Hansberry from Christian Country Kentucky” is based on the voice 
of Mamie Hansberry, a formerly enslaved woman from Kentucky. Hansberry’s words were recorded by histori-
ans and archivists who worked for the Workers Project Administration (WPA). The WPA was a Depression-era 
program where historians and writers went around the South to collect the stories of the former enslaved. 
This program provided an opportunity for Black voices to be added and centralized in the archives. Despite 
positive intentions, the archivists were clouded by their own internal bias. Most of the collectors were white 
Southern males who held strong biases that influenced the topics they chose to explore. For example, Black 
folklore is featured heavily in the WPA narratives. To the recorder, these beliefs might have been viewed as ec-
centric and uncivilized. When interacting with Mamie Hansberry, they more than likely prompted her into ex-
plaining “Hoodism”. Instead of a simple introduction, however, Hansberry spun an oral rhyming poem, “A 
snake head an’ er lizard tail, Hoo-doo; Not close den a mile of jail, Hoo-doo.” Through her rhythmic re-telling, 
she showcases the beauty and power that resides in “Hoodisms”, that was probably lost by the white male 
listeners.

The archives often offer us silence on Black voices that are women, poor, and rural. If they were recorded, 
they are often tainted by the bias of our racist and sexist systems, such as in the WPA narratives. Instead of 
looking to the archives to better tell the stories of my ancestors, I choose to do so through poetry allowing me 
to reimagine and explore where the archives offer me no assistance. Removing the white male gaze, I give my 
version of “Hoodism” based on the long line of Kentucky Black women who came before me, like Mamie 
Hansberry. This is my homage to their voices and stories. Their stories are not lost or forgotten. 

Hoodoo, Kentucky, Workers Adminstration Project, Poetry, 
Black Folklore, Ancestors and Memory
Jasmine Wigginton  
jmwigg03@gmail.com 
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The endless look in someone's eyes, the burning of their touch - you feel safe and whole - infinite maybe - but 
they run away because they are not ready to be whole /we do not know how to be whole - Hoodoo;

When the cat your mother dropped off two years on the side of the road because, “she kept on having ba-
bies” returns on your porch licking her paws and staring into your soul with her yellow eyes mocking you -Hoo-
doo; 

You only pick up a penny turned on its head - Hoodoo; 

Your first memory sitting next to your mother with your legs swinging on the kitchen counter- a small blue 
house - Hoodoo;

Turning your long, wild, and curly mane- because it needed to be “tamed” -into straight hair that blows in the 
wind but over time thins out because the carcinogenic chemicals in your “creamy crack” do not want you to 
glow - Hodoo;

When your eyes are the same as her eyes and you look at the picture and recognize your connection. She is 
not lost or forgotten - Hoodoo;

Your grandmother telling you to wear socks on the uncarpeted ground, “you will catch a cold” - Hoodoo; 

The ghosts of the past haunt you / you were born into this/  the pain/ the heartache/ and most importantly the 
anger/ you came out ready to fight to prove to the world you deserved to be here/ your tongue lashes out at 
the first person who attempts to avoid the fighter but you show them that they cannot - Hoodoo;
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based in Nashville, TN. She is pursuing freedom for herself and her 
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After Alexis Pauline Gumbs 

I.
Dig through the cool soil,
Tear your nails on rock and wood,
Make a place for yourself beneath the roots.
Rest. Keep what you find there.

II.
Throw off the shrouds 
Others have placed on your shoulders. 
Feel the breeze on your skin 
Let the gusts move you.

III.
Make peace with the sea and sky,
As dark, wild, and unknown as you.
Plunge into their depths,
And release the need to be found.

IV. 
Speak freely, drink deeply. 
Unravel the cutting binds 
And float, untethered.  
Reclaim who you were 
Before others told you 
Who you were not.  
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I'm grateful to submit to the Root Work Journal. The call, Convening 
in the Ark: Black & Sacred Sites of Revelation, felt like its own sort 

of requiem for love.
 

i am the daughter of sylvia renee. being my mothers daughter is my 
greatest accomplishment. i resist defining myself based on accolades 
society has told me are what give me value. i am valuable because i 

exist. i believe deeply in love. 

derrika l. hunt
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I wrote the message below as a love letter, a litany for survival, and a requiem for love. Perhaps it is a bricolage 
of words trying to imagine what it means to convene in the ark, what it means to honor black and sacred sites 
of revelation. And so I wrote this kaleidoscope of words to fellow graduate students and colleagues during a 
time of deep crisis. I wrote this because many of us were and still are hurting as we expected the university, a 
place I have always been told was a site of refuge, to tend to our wounds. Instead, the university, this place 
that has been constructed as a place of healing, exacerbated already gaping wounds. It was in this crisis that I 
came to realize that the university is not what I always thought it was, but we, black women, can, and always 
do turn destruction into something beautiful. Convening in the Ark for me in this context, at this moment 
means writing as an act of revelation. In that sense, the university is a burial ground of sorts in the way it resem-
bles the holding cell, and all the ways it reproduces the logics of death. I conjure all the ways my foremothers 
have reclaimed, reimagined, reconfigured, remade this space. I remember all the ways we have turned a burial 
ground into a garden. Here is a homage to the legacy of growing, cultivating, and making in the site of destruc-
tion. Here is a reminder to myself and others that the project of the university was never to love us, it was 
never designed to be the place for us to find the care and hope we are yearning for. But with our bare hands, 
we make bloom otherwise.

Dear Graduate Students,

I hope this message finds you well-- a sentiment I write these days though I know deep down many of 
us are hurting. In fact, many of us are exhausted at this moment in time. Many of us came to the university, 
to graduate school in particular, with hopes and dreams toward futurity. We once believed that education 
could save us. But I have watched that hope slowly dwindle as we come to realize that the very "education" 
we thought could save us might be the very thing that is killing us. (pause for a moment of silence) Many of us 
have lost so much in the process. Conjuring Michael J. Dumas, I remember, "Schooling is not merely a site of 
suffering, but I believe it is the suffering that we have been least willing or able to acknowledge or give voice 
to..." (Dumas). Yet we continue on as best we can. This current moment of the COVID-19 pandemic reveals 
gaping wounds that have been in dire need of care for a long time. For many of us, this is a frightening, uncer-
tain, unprecedented moment in time. And for some of us, this feels reminiscent of the multiple crises we’ve 
had to live through as marginalized people navigating the uneasy minefields of a settler-colonial, anti-black 
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world that often demands our demise. We are familiar with the calculated risks of living in a world that disre-
gards our very being. We know that our very lives are always in crisis. We know that at the hands of a capital-
ist machine we are and always have been deemed expendable, the university too is part of the capitalist ma-
chine. But it is here at this crossroads, at this intersection of our various politics of location that I urge us to 
come together as a student community because we are not expendable. I summon us to form “a politic born 
out of necessity,” as Cherrie Moraga teaches us. This crossroads emerge as a juncture for us to decide which 
way to go. Will we infuse the space of the university with the love we need or will we abandon that project alto-
gether and imagine some otherwise? I offer this letter as a meditation at the crossroads. I offer it as a conven-
ing in the ark to tell the story of the suffering and to make space to imagine the possibility of the healing. 

I am writing to you from the homelands of the Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida. I am truly grateful that I 
am allowed to be a visitor in this place at this time. I am writing to you, fellow students, because after a dis- 
heartening departmental meeting at my own university yesterday, I felt moved to adhere to Isabelle Allende’s 
urging to "write what should not be forgotten." To say the least, I am disheartened that universities and aca-
demic departments are still not adequately supporting students, particularly black and brown students. I am 
deeply hurt because our labor, our time, our care is what sustains so much of the function of the university. I 
have watched the most vulnerable of us be completely inundated with trying to survive and devoting time to 
our work, while the university thrived off of our underpaid labor while refusing to offer us adequate support to 
meet even our basic needs. It is even more so heartbreaking that during this time of crisis many of us feel like 
we have been abandoned by a place we have devoted so much of our time. I am sad that the university can't 
seem to imagine our lives, our livelihoods as more valuable than it's perceived profits. I am heartbroken be-
cause I am a student at a university, a multimillion dollar institution, that refuses to acknowledge how it posi-
tions students as collateral damage. I am heartbroken because the university refuses to accept that human 
beings are not capital and that the most vulnerable among us are not dead weight. I find myself arranging and 
rearranging words on this page in order to craft what I imagine to be possible. I only hope this letter can be a 
starting point for us to build power as a community. In this coming together, my desire is that we bring love as 
the compass to guide us forward. 

So I write to you from the shorelines, to invoke the words of the Lorde. “For those of us who live at the shore-
line standing upon the constant edges of decision crucial and alone for those of us who cannot indulge the 
passing dreams of choice.” (Lorde) I offer this letter as a litany for our survival. I imagine a litany for survival to 
be a yearning toward our communal desires for a more possible future. While in this uncertain moment there 
are no guarantees, I believe that our willingness to dream in the face of destruction is audacious and felt. As 
we dream and as we boldly proclaim survival, we are setting up, as Toni Cade Bambara says, “electric fields.” 
Bambara goes on to say “Words are to be taken seriously. I try to take seriously acts of language. Words set 
things in motion. I’ve seen them doing it. Words set up atmospheres, electrical fields, charges.” If Bambara's 
declarations are true, then with words we can form new worlds. I invoke words like possibility, love, joy, heal-
ing, and sustenance with the hope of setting things in motion. I audaciously conjure these words in the face of 
the precarity lurking all around us. This assemblage of words is an offering, a leaning toward something more, 
something beyond, something possible. This is what it means to convene in the ark, this, this letter, this as-
semblage is a black and sacred site of revelation.
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I write to you with a heart toward futurity. Our dreams and imaginations matter. I write with a clear refusal to 
adhere to the logic that we cannot dream of what can be because it has never been. I write with a clear re-
fusal that we will not settle for the present as the benchmark from which we can begin to imagine a future. I 
invite you to dream with me because our survival depends on it. Though the university has abandoned us, per-
haps it is in this moment of chaos that we can reimagine it. Perhaps it is in the wake of this destruction that 
we can re-tool the university as a site of love. These questions are lingering as I think about what it means to 
bring love to the center: What is the potential of the university? Can it be redeemed (something my dear friend 
Sara Lorraine Chase has asked many times) and reimagined as a place of possibility? How can we make and 
unmake this place to be a site of life-making and freedom-dreaming? 

I do not have the answers but what I do have is words. Words are portals to some other future and as I piece 
these words together I invite you to this portal of some other possible. So, I turned to what I know best, the 
in-sights of my foremothers who have taught me how to dream like oppression isn’t killing me. Sandra 
Cisneros said it best, “We do this because the world we live in is a house on fire and the people we love are 
burning.” I understand now more than ever what those words mean in the face of a global crisis. These words 
illuminate that as COVID-19 sweeps the world, it, like so many other terrors, unevenly shapes and impacts the 
lives of all of us. We can see by looking from the bottom up that the most vulnerable of us might be left to die. 
After all, that is the legacy of this country. That is a peculiar and terrifying truth to come to terms with. Toni 
Morrison urges that it is our responsibility, to tell the truth. And the truth is that we need each other now more 
than ever. The university will certainly abandon us, but we can and will care for each other. We can and will 
dream toward a futurity that holds both love and education. A collective coming together is urgent because, 
as Gwendolyn Brooks declares, “We are each other's harvest; we are each other's business; we are each 
other's magnitude and bond.” I invite you all to respond to this letter with words, affirmations, encourage-
ment, care, difference, frustrations, and anything you deem to be necessary. I am here at the shoreline waiting 
for you. 

Written with the most love I can conjure in the crevices of my broken heart,
derrika l. hunt, the daughter of Sylvia Renee. 

“I love the word survival, it always sounds to me like a promise.” - Audre Lorde 87 
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Damara Woodring
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Marronage: Fugitive 
Movements from bondage 
and replications of 
alternative worldviews

3
  “I feel a shifting of the balance of the collective 

national moral composition.”
– Moyo
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Marlanda Dekine-Sapient Soul (she/her/they/them) is a poet and fourth-generation 
land steward living on family land in Plantersville, South Carolina. She is the author 
and recording artist of i am from a punch & a kiss. Her work is set towards freedom 

and liberation, continuing to learn with and from Black folx across the globe. 

Marlanda Dekine-Sapient Soul
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Three Poems 
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How To Stay In Your Body When Someone Wants You Out Of It 

My great-great granduncle fled Plantersville, South Carolina one night 
After being called a nigger by a white man and answering
That white man’s body with a knife quick 
He dug in and got out of town 

I am told he always came back down South to visit
In his shiny car with arms full of gifts for children
One might ask which is worse: 
	 A word or a knife? 

I heard about how I come from an old place 
How I was taken from circles of sinners and saints
How transmissions from thousands of years ago 
Speak to me today 

How love permeates distances 
That intellect cannot answer 
Having saved ourselves from monsters, one might ask: 
	 Is there a difference? 
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Granddaddy’s Tools 

I am thirty-three 
It is the first time 

I have put my hands 
On a shovel 

And drove it into the earth 
It is the first time 

I feel 
My dead granddaddy alive inside of me 

And I am digging a hole 
To put me in 

With granddaddy's shovel 
My daddy yells for me to stop 

Lying in the middle 
Of granddaddy’s field of grasses 

Says the moisture 
Will make me sick but 

My ears have a new fear filter and 
I am listening to Spirit 

I am not dying today I say 
I am being reborn 

Daddy go
And fetch the water 

Here comes the Sun! 
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A Queer Meditation

Today, I woke up and I didn’t rush to do a thing
I let my hands touch one another 

Their softness caught me off guard 
I watched the intimate folding of my glistening 

Digits in shadow and damp bedsheets
I went and stood under the shower 

I let water wash purple all through
My body and worries 

I watched it all swirl 
Into a pool beneath my feet

Today, I thanked my feet for all the worlds 
I have walked in and out of 

Today, I woke up
Kissed my born again self 
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sierra jones-frishman is currently a student at the University of North Florida study-
ing Public Relations, Urban & Metropolitan Studies and African/African American 

Diaspora Studies. 

They are a Black poet and parent with a heart set on the revolution. 
Their written work often revolves around what our collective will look like once the 
revolution is won, on Black love, on depression and healing, and on the beauty in 

survival.

They want to share their work with their people, and to convene and hold space 
with writers and community actors. They hope to honor their ancestors and Spirit 

for the blessings and lessons they have led them to.

Power to the People

sierra jones-frishman
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sasquatch morning 2 & hirworld 

sasquatch morning 2

the sun and the moon
converge in Washington
on our flock of winged beauties.

my curls hang with dew.
my eyelids blink slowly as the light rises and rises.

where we tread
here, again, some body will
say, ‘I wish I lived in an earlier time’,
referring to us.

the sun’s glow, i’ll argue, is never old, nor late.

some days are really two or three or many.
these two heavenly bodies, rising, 
together in time , murmur that fact.

together ‘we will never stop, we have only time’.

energies of the earth
crawl up the tiny toes we rely on
while we are in awe and unaware.

so it is that these lives intertwine.
so it is that this life i have is mine.

grays are beautiful shades
and with grace i’ll aim to enjoy them all.
my eyes are closed with the 
garnet of early morning instead

of a dark dusk’s reminisce.

the only binaries are in relationships.

these two spirits, converging
to create the infinities we wish were half known.
we’ll create the infinity you’ll die knowing.
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This poem is about the necessity of empowering, mutual, uplifting, nurturing human relationships. This poem 
is about the dualities of energy in us all. This poem is about living out legacy, as we will be ancestors one day. 
This poem is about the resilience of a new day. This poem is for my revolutionaries and community actors.
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hirworld

Please - 
take me in silver silks
held by wispy breezes
bound by rings of solid earth.

lead me into a water-nymph’s mysticism.

out there the swamp aisles are roads.
the pre-automaton 2000’s queens are in perfect rota-
tion
and a soft sagg rolls hir hips.

Please -
take me in jovial jumps
among swirled gasps of ghosts
where all ones are for one living.

lead me to ours, collected in a c.r.e.a.m. oration
where “c” is for community, for collective, coopera-
tive, for complete.

out there the doors are open on empty houses.
the marked militants all smile under our music’s mo-
tion
and a soft sagg rolls hir hips.

Please -
take me in a crown of weeping willow’s fingers
where the fruit is wrapped in air swept leaves
where our corn-colored coils cover our heads

lead me to the susurration’s finesse.

out there, the seashells are on mountains.
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This poem is about my visions of the world for Black people after the revolution is won.
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My name is Maridian Skyy. I am in love with the way we can reach each other's 
hearts with words of power, truth and uplifting. I represent a force that channels 

messages of truth for my Self and my people. 

Maridian Skyy
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Sojourner's Prayer
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Light Within the Margins
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This piece uses meditation, mantra and sound to embody cycles of yearning for Home and recognition of the 
Way of my ancestors. 

As a being of African diaspora existing in a white society, there is a constant feeling of displacement; like we 
are sojourners. This poem speaks of the desire to be immersed in the beauty that is still present in the natural 
world by tending to my roots. 

Throughout the course of the piece, I conjure the inner knowingness of what it means to be a traveler with in-
digenous origins. Our nature, as nature is that of co-creation with our natural surroundings; understanding 
there is a time to arrive, and a time to depart. There is a time to water and a time uproot. This is the way of our 
ancestors. As they cared deeply for the earth, recognizing when to be immersed and when to let go. 

By the end of this poem, I rejoice in this knowing. 
The final line, "Grant me more, and transience" acknowledges that while I do live in this society at this time, I 
am a sojourner passing through, and I will seek and maintain the way of my ancestors during my stay.

[click here to access Sojourner’s Prayer]
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I’m a textile artists, writer and independent scholar based in Austin Texas. My work 
is focused on Black American craft traditions as resistance and healing practices. 

The material culture of Black southern communities contains wisdom about how to 
survive and create refuge. I’m also concerned with how we as Black people hold 
onto community in the face of displacement. What have Black people chosen to 
carry as we have been forced to rebuild home in new places? My perspective is 
rooted in my own experience as the descendent of the Great Migration, who has 

now returned to the south.

Jennifer Steverson
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An exploration of Black freedmen settlements in Austin Texas through archival images and the ecology of 
place. 

Black communities in Austin grew along the banks of creeks throughout the city. In many places, all that re-
mains of these important refuges are the waterways that sustained them, the trees that sheltered them and a 
few historic wood frame buildings.

This project is a cultural cartography of the historic communities that brings together the cultural and ecologi-
cal context using archival materials and plant materials.
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Kimberly S. Love is a storyteller whose practice is rooted in ancestry and southern 
ground. Born and raised between Huntsville, Alabama, and Georgiana, Alabama, 
her poems and short stories carry the wisdom and ways of her elders, her home-

town communities, and most especially, the nearby woods. Love is a teacher, a for-
mer English professor who received her Ph.D. in English Language and Literature 
from the University of Virginia. A published contribution to Root Work Journal will 

allow Love to continue planting Earth-bound wisdom. She hopes to inspire people 
to reflect on their own relationship to Earth in meaningful, tangible ways.

Kimberly Love
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Lay with Mother. 
Resuscitate her Drum with heartbeats. 
Watch her melody soar through trees; 
Synchronize her Song.  
Be the Ground like être. 
Quiver with madness that 
Erupts in fields of lavender. 
For Land and tribe will 
Heal in the mourning. 
Though we rest,  
Mother kneads us near. 
For she's 
Routing our tears for Flint,  
Letting blood for Indus, 
Bathing Heaven in glorious  
Weeping. 

Wail with Mother. 
Echo Her Pulse with footwork that  
Taps asphalt into ash/e. 
Sleepless Mother, 
We awaken you to 
Swaddle Death in bògòlanfini:  
May all return black 
Warriors of the Soil. 
For we're 
Deploying seeds, 
Saluting green,  
Raising "Everything to the Tree;"
Moving mountains with hands and heels. 
For we know tomorrow 
Fills porous rocks 
Below. 
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This poem urges us to claim our intimacy with Mother Earth, especially during seasons of social collapse and 
distress.
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Multi-disciplinary artist Tony M. Bingham lives and works in Birmingham, AL. Bing-
ham received his B.A. in Communications from Antioch College, an MA in Film and 
Community Media from Goddard College, and an MFA from Georgia State Univer-

sity. Bingham’s research and resulting work explore communities and public space 
– sites of enslaved, extractive, or industrialized labor – throughout Alabama includ-

ing Fairfield, Helena, Panola, Tannehill, and Titusville. Through his sculptures, large-
scale photography, and found audio work, Bingham makes reference to unmarked 

burial sites and vernacular headstones and calls into question where, how, and 
who we collectively remember. Bingham currently teaches humanities and studio 
art at Miles College in Fairfield, Alabama. “I hope to be in conversation with like 

minded people who incorporate ancestral spirits in their thoughts and art making.”

Tony M. Bingham
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Ancestral Light Capture: Camera Obscura -...light rays entering the eye and light rays entering the glass globe 
placed inside a small camera obscura - Codex Atlanticus, fol 337, ca 1500 Leonardo Da Vinci..".I select cast 
off materials to create my cameras, and with them, construct an imagery that interprets the humanity of a cast 
off people". "A Second of Your Time" Prospect 1.5 Biennial 2010, New Orleans. I found fragments of glass bot-
tles and glass shards, through wanderings in the back spaces of buildings behind the town square in Marion, 
Alabama and in the East Smithfield community in Birmingham. a community erased through highway construc-
tion. Those glass fragments (Da Vinci's" Glass Globe"), functioned as a lens for allowing the light to pass 
through, capturing the spiritual memories of those black folks who last touched the glass. The passage of the 
light from the glass fragments was embedded onto the film, which had been placed inside my small camera 
obscura/pinhole camera.
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Ancestral Light Capture: Camera Obscura
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Jasmyne K. Rogers is a graduate of Georgia State University and native of Wilcox
County, Alabama. She is also an 8th Grade ELA teacher. She thoroughly enjoys penning 

soul stories that reflect the history, culture, and progression of people of African de-
scent. Her soul stories are featured in For Harriet, My Black Matters, Blavity, Ayiba Maga-

zine, NU Tribe Magazine, and Brown Girls Books. Her latest soul story, "Everybody 
Can't Come to Your House," will be featured in midnight & indigo. Connect with her on 

Instagram and Twitter: @jaszy_in_bloom.

I chose this platform as a home for my poem because it aligns with my voice and
divine purpose as a Black woman writer. This journal centers the narratives of people in 

the African diaspora and seeks to educate, liberate, and heal the collective
through the mode of storytelling.

Jasmyne K. Rogers
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This poem is about a Black woman remembering her divinity.

My cells tell stories
stories rooted in deep places
with cherry oak trees
porches with wooden boards and meshed screen
adorned with Black women with thick pain
yet, honey pouring from their mouths
the Blues in their eyes
rememory in their breaths
scattered flowers in their hearts
healing in their hands
as their fingertips
massage scalps
and humming and moaning heal the wombs 
of generations of women
My cells tell stories
of sacred spaces
where souls bloom in the dark
cracks in the concrete
fragmented, but still rose
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Facultad, One
Taylor Dominique Mason
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Unknown, Unarchived and 
Uncaptured (reflections, 
works of art, and other 
testimonies about our Ark 
that speak beyond the 
suggested paradigms)

4
  “...some other kind of straitjacket cinches lightly 

around my psyche...it does not squeeze...it leaves 
room to breathe...in that space I am free...”

– Moyo
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I am Alaina Knox 
former catfish 
lover of liars 

shadow holder 

fat, black, dark, gay, double chin hider, 

moving through a world where nothing fits 
am i too big or is it too small 

my art is created with the intent to honor those who don't fit 
in regular conversation 

in society 
in their family 

in airplane seats 

i honor thirst as scared and a crucial part of liberation.

i hope to give visibility to the other side of savagery. 

alaina knox
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In a world where we are encouraged to perform wellness 'fake it til we make it' this meditation invites you 
make space for the unspoken childlike desire to be wholly accepted and loved.

I hate that I am so easily impressed
I don’t have enough experience with acceptance to play hard to get

My spirit thirst for community
To be witnessed

I understand why being unbothered is so captivating
But I cannot feel droplets of affection and pretend to not want more

We are taught to value the chase
We are trained to romanticize being preyed on

but some of us cannot run because we are dehydrated
and we hate ourselves for it

This is a guided meditation for the thirsty
For those of us rendered invisible for so long that simple acts of kindness can trigger us in ways that society  

doesn’t empathize with

We get caught in the feed one part of yourself while starving the other cycle

Trapped between decisions that force us to abandon one part of ourselves for the other

The guilt we end up feeling from self abandonment can drown us

We daydream about  what we would do if we had more access
Then how we can change ourselves to gain more access

Before we  know it our thoughts are consumed with regret
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for the dehydrated
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wishing we were something else
wishing we had more self control

You are not broken for seeing the ways this system doesn’t accommodate you
And wanting more

All creation is born from a place of recognizing whats missing

You are not the negative vibe

We all need connection to survive
We must be fed

Yes

But we also must be caught
In human hands

Swaddled
Nurtured

Our heads must be held until we gain control of our necks

We do not all have the same access to the care we need to thrive

It is okay to want attention
You do not owe the world a demonstration of self love

Your wants do not exist to test your ability to discipline yourself

You are whole even when you need to hear someone else’s voice say it

Breathe
Having contradicting needs does not make you bad

Shift as many times as you need to
Expand

transform
ascend

You deserve comfort
You deserve rest
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When you cannot touch joy
Reach for relief from guilt

You belong here
Even when systems don’t confirm that

You deserve care

You deserve relationships with people who care about the way they make you feel

You deserve consistency

You deserve community

You deserve language to describe your experience

May we be able to hold multiple truths
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I have an MFA from Indiana University-Bloomington and a PhD from the University 
of Illinois, but poetry for me is less about craft or research than an attempt to com-
municate from my soul. I appreciate Root Work’s mission to elevate the power of 
black memory and meditation. Recently, these practices have begun to revive me 
through interviews with my grandmother. My poems have appeared in Obsidian, 
NightBallet Press, and most recently, as part of the collective poem, American 

Gun, published by Big Shoulders Books. I currently teach African American litera-
ture in Salt Lake City, Utah (yep).

Crystal S. Rudds
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Tekhenu 
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Tekhenu is about a parent losing their memory and praying to be remembered. But it is also about how one sur-
vives any type of pillage -- whether by disease or enslavement and oppression. The work that African Ameri-
cans have had to do to recover their connection to ancestry is a travesty. But our great loss has also yielded 
many treasures that the Other cannot understand. This is what the Ark recalls me to: at once the site of mourn-
ing and a powerful inheritance.

Tekhenu 

When I die, let it be with sand in my mouth, widow’s peak upside down.
Let the mystery of my days be shrouded by the black dirt of forgiveness.
So quick, to live is gain. Longer: the varicose meandering away from intention. I meant
to go to the store. I was looking for	 gold. That I’ve forgotten
what I’ve forgotten is entombed in your eyes, a dirge wet on the wind. There, now, daughter.
Bury deep if you bury. Set your own price. When the excavators come, they will think we shed our layers on 
purpose.

Tekhenu: Originally found in Ancient Kemet, tekhenu is a tall, narrow monument that rises in the air like a 
finger pointing to Ra. Often called an “obelisk” in later cultures that have appropriated the form.
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As a Cultural History Interpreter and Public Historian, Sara’s work connects past, 
present, and future in accessible, healing, and liberating ways. Her research and 

praxis include Gullah Geechee women, Womanism, Black Feminism, Afrofuturism, 
queerness, sexual freedom, Black affirmations, and the power to imagine and mani-

fest better worlds. 

A native of Beaufort, SC, She earned her B.A. in Communication with a minor in Af-
rican American Studies from the College of Charleston, and she received her M.A. 
in Public History from Union Institute & University. Sara is one of the 2018 recipi-
ents of the Brian Webb Award for Outstanding MA Thesis in History & Culture.

Sara Makeba Daise
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Be Here Now: The South is a Portal

Here in Georgetown County, a rural Gullah Geechee community situated between Charleston and Myr-
tle Beach, I witnessed the leaves change on the tree across the street from my house. Over a couple of 
days in March, I watched them transition from burnt orange-golden-red to a bright, vibrant yellow-green. I’d 
been so still. So ritualistic in my rising each day to sit on my front porch and just Be, that the colors had 
changed before my eyes. 

There’s something about The South that encourages stillness. A slowing down. An enforced presence. A 
soundless voice whispering, be-here-right-now-you-ain’t-got-nowhere-else-to-be. A version of reality I re-
cently realized is quite African. The notion that this present moment is all there is. And from right here, I have 
access to infinite timelines. 

The be-here-now calls me to the dock at Winyah Bay. No matter where I live on the coast, I always find the wa-
ter. Or maybe it finds me. I sit cross legged on the dock, face to the sun, breathing in the scent of the salt-
marsh as the International Papermill pumps puffy white clouds of smoke into the sky nearby. There's peace 
on the water. Renewal. Spirit is here. 

Centuries before enslaved Africans in Georgetown produced a third of the country’s rice, and South Carolina 
became the wealthiest state in the Union, the first documented arrival of, and resistance by Africans on this 
continent happened here, where I live, near Winyah Bay. 

In June 1526, Spanish colonizer Lucas Vásquez de Ayllón arrived on the coast of present-day South Carolina 
(likely the Peedee River, or Winyah Bay). “Distributed between his 6 vessels, were five hundred Spanish men 
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A queer Black girl re-imagines the South Carolina lowcountry as a portal for the fusion of Africana (Gullah 
Geechee) and Indigenous identity, spirituality, resistance, and ways of knowing. An estimated 40-60% of en-
slaved Africans entered America through the Charleston, SC port; their descendants’ cultural continuity result-
ing in the evolution of Gullah Geechee culture. What wealth of knowledge can we uncover when we consider 
South Carolina -- the 2nd richest slave state in the nation, and the birthplace of the Secession -- as a portal, 
and convergence point of Africana and Indigenous knowledge, ways of being, magic, and possibility? Interpret-
ing the lived experiences of Africana and Indigenous people in South Carolina, through Afrofuturist and 
Womanist/Black Feminist lenses transform ideas about The South, who we are, and what we are capable of.
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and women, one hundred enslaved Africans, six or seven dozen horses, and physicians, sailors, and several 
Dominican priests.”(1) 

Hardly anything is known about these enslaved Africans. Where they came from, what languages they spoke. 
What were their names? Who were their people? What songs did they sing? To whom did they pray? Did the 
cypress swamps and marsh grass smell familiar? Did the hot, sticky, damp air cling thick to their skin, creat-
ing a sick sense of deja vu? Did they notice where the various rivers coalesced, and did the spirals remind 
them of the truths they knew? Could they find any peace on the water? 

What we do know is that in November of that same year, the surviving Africans abandoned the Spanish settle-
ment, fleeing to Indigenous communities, committed to a life free from European bondage. They set fires, 
wreaking havoc and destroying any chances of the colony’s survival.(2) Their escape and resistance is noted 
as the first African slave rebellion in what is currently the United States of America. 

Black. Gullah Geechee. Southern. Queer. Woman. My own identities converge and coalesce like the rivers 
named for the Indigenous folk who lived and loved here before me. Each day is a practice in embracing all my 
parts. A revolutionary act in a world that champions everything I’m not. A system crafted in my opposition. 
When I be on that water, some days matching the waves with my tears, I breathe in deep. Take up all the 
space. Close my eyes and commit to living free. Conjure up a reality where no parts of me are considered a 
contradiction. Where the boundaries of the crooked room(3) melt away, and my existence isn’t something I 
have to explain. That be-here-now called me to practice self-love on land rich in resistance, self-
determination, and freedom. I believe the South is a portal. An opening. A point of convergence for all of the 
lives, love, magic, and timelines that came before. 

A hundred years after the slave rebellion near Winyah Bay, enslaved Gullah Geechee folk near Charleston re-
vered, feared and honored water spirits they called Simbi. Like their Kongo ancestors who regarded Simbi na-
ture spirits as integral to the spiritual landscape, Gullah Geechee people believed the Simbi had joined them 
from Africa, and could inhabit any body of water--protecting its natural environment and anyone who lived 
nearby. Simbis “functioned as the chief intermediaries between the physical ‘land of the living’ and the spiri-
tual ‘land of the dead.’”(4) Lowcountry Africans knew Spirit hadn’t forsaken them in this foreign, familiar 
space. Spirit was present wherever they were. Life didn’t end at death, it simply began again. And the water 
was a place of refuge, a charm for regeneration, a technology of communication and transport, and a link to 
all the lives and love that proceeded. 

Before Black Twitter and podcasts introduced me to Afrofuturism, my work on plantations called me to 
Sankofa. Go back and get it. Look back to move forward. Realizing that the past and future were as present as 
I was, I ditched linear-time years ago. In the Sankofa Sacred Burial Ground at McLeod Plantation Historic Site 
on James Island, SC, on the other side of Country Club Drive, tucked away in the remaining woods next to 
Wappoo Creek, there are headstones dating back to the 1800s. 

Both Sierra Leone and Kongo customs influence Gullah Geechee spirituality and end-of-life rituals. During 
and after slavery, Southern Blacks buried their dead in heavily wooded areas, as the trees (particularly Ever-
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greens) symbolized ongoing life. Whenever able, they also buried their dead near the water, believing it would 
carry their spirits back home.(5) Grave decoration, another Kongo contribution, meant burying the deceased 
surrounded by items that were significant to them while they were alive, in order to aid and comfort them on 
their transition to the ancestral realm. Many of these rituals declined with integration and assimilation into 
white society.(6) 

Descendants of enslaved Gullah Geechee folks lived in cabins at McLeod Plantation until 1990--the year after 
I was born. The past is right up on you out there. I’d walk the grounds alone before my shift, picking up every 
broken piece of pottery and colonoware that caught my eye, and asking the ancestors to ground me. Hold me 
up. Fortify me against the onslaught of verbal defensiveness, confusion and violence my presence as a truth-
telling free Black woman invoked in white tourists who visited plantations to marvel at the beauty of the land-
scape, and fantasize about wealth and excess generated by invisible, non-human others. Leading tours about 
the “transition to freedom” in the same timeline where a young Black girl is flung across her classroom by a 
school resource officer in the state’s capital(7), and a white boy performs a massacre at Denmark Vesey’s 
church, I felt like Dana in Octavia Butler’s Kindred. Tumbling through space and time by no choice of my own. 
Sometimes immobilized by fear. Back on a plantation questioning whether I matter at all, and if I ever have. 

That’s a whole lot to be present with. A lot to go back and get. And here in The South: in the dirt, water, trees, 
and people, that past lives alongside us. A constant companion, it’s here whether we acknowledge it, recon-
textualize it, reconceptualize it, or not. Being a time-traveller ain’t no flowery bed of ease, as my grandma 
would say. Messy, worthy; painful, brave. It’s disorienting, yes. The dizziness, nausea, and ringing in the ears. 
The deja vu, echoing voices, exhaustion and aching joints. Waking up not quite sure where or when you are. 
Dimension-hopping ain’t for the hard-hearted. 

It feels right to me, though. More in alignment than trying to survive this crooked room without rhyme, reason, 
or foundation to grasp for. When looking at and loving myself now, through lenses of what was, and might 
have been, I uncover a deep, rich, expansive Blackness. Beneath layers of trauma and distorted, lost narra-
tives are endless victories of resilience, experimentation, evolution, and world-building. When we came here, 
highly sought after for our technology-- armed with language, mysticism, love, rhythm, recipes, and know-
how (just to name a few gems)--we were never meant to live free, or survive. 

Yet we do both. And not without intention. 

My African ancestors and their Gullah Geechee descendants didn’t simply “retain” Africanisms, a narrative 
Ras Michael Brown claims robs us of our agency. No. They elaborated upon ancestral practices and wisdom 
while remaining spiritually connected to home, and each other. “For displaced Africans, the Lowcountry was 
not solely a place of captivity, but also an ‘African conceptual space that connected the visible, physical do-
main with the invisible, spiritual realm.”(8) An ongoing, active, intangible link between Gullah Geechee people, 
their African home, and their new home here. They took what came before them and adapted to their sur-
roundings, evolving, and creating something new. 
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Maybe soundless voices whispered, be-here-now-you-ain’t-got-nowhere-else-to-be. And you-are-not-alone-
we-right-here-witchu . I believe the South is a portal. An invitation to enter and become re-acclimated with 
who we’ve been, who we are, and who we can be. A gateway to dimensions where we’re already free. 

On June 2, 1863, after a full year of strategic planning, General Harriet Tubman led an armed raid at Comba-
hee Ferry in Beaufort, SC. Tubman and the 2nd Regiment South Carolina Volunteer Infantry--a Black infantry--
destroyed millions of dollars worth of Confederate supplies and property, and freed over 800 enslaved 
Africans--Gullah Geechee people who had fled their plantations in anticipation of rescue. 

As the Civil War blasted ahead, in the first state to secede from The Union, Harriet Tubman was freeing Gullah 
Geechee people in Beaufort, SC--my hometown. She believed so strongly in her freedom, and the freedom of 
her people, that she completely rejected the physical conditions that suggested otherwise. She chose free-
dom. She created freedom where it hadn’t been. And when the opening came, the people were ready to go 
through. Taking no more than what they could carry, and no less than they believed they deserved. They, too, 
had prepared for, affirmed, and manifested their freedom. 

Closing 2019 and bringing in the new decade, my family and more than 50 others--many Black Americans, 
and many Gullah Geechee--travelled throughout the entire country of Sierra Leone in 10 days. The never-
before-done Research Study Tour, facilitated by Fambul Tik, focused on Slavery, Resistance, and Abolition. It 
served to connect African-descended people with their ancestral family and home; and to address Sierra Le-
one’s involvement in the Transatlantic Slave Trade. This was the fourth trip in a legacy of organized Gullah 
Geechee homecomings to Sierra Leone since 1989. My parents missed the first trip 30 years ago because my 
mother was pregnant with me. 

From Lungi, to Bunce Island. Makeni to Old Yagala. Magburaka to Freetown. And Bo, Kabala, and Senehun 
Ngola. Village after province full of brilliant, beautiful Black people. People who looked like me, my loved ones, 
and folks in Southern communities where I’ve lived. The tones and inflections in the Mende, Temne, Krio and 
other languages we heard spoken everywhere reminded me of the nuance and musicality of Gullah Geechee 
spoken in different communities throughout the Corridor. “Innit?” in Charleston. “Enny?” in Beaufort. “Crack 
ya teet” meaning “smile” in Beaufort and Georgetown. “Krak teet/Crack ya teet” translating to “speak” in Sa-
vannah and St. Helena. (We even speak in present-tense). 

The be-here-now is thick in Africa, too. And it ain’t just the time-difference, 90 degree weather, steep, rocky-
dirt roads, or the massive crowds of people in the market and on the streets, leaving little room for “personal 
space.” It was like I moved into an alternate universe. Ocean. Rivers. Mountains. White butterflies everywhere. 
Them be the ancestral spirits welcoming us home. Cotton trees so big they could cradle Johns Island’s Angel 
Oak up in their branches. An “enforced presence” is what I called it. I had no choice but to be in the now. Wit-
ness. Breathe. Feel. Take in. Dagara Shaman and healer Malidoma Somé says our intuition is the platform 
where the past, present, and future meet. The same is true about Africa, and The South. The timelines collide, 
and my sense of self stretches to new lengths. I learn to trust that what I know and how I know it is rooted in 
something ancient and infinite. 

156

Root Work Journal - Convening in the Ark - Volume 1, Issue 1	 	 	 	 	 	 	                       Daise



Clarity rushes in like a wave as I watch Nakia Wigfall, a 7th-generation sweetgrass basket maker from Mt. 
Pleasant, SC weaving baskets besides Temne women making shuku blais -- a very similar coil-method basket 
using marsh-grass. Many Black Southerners, Gullah Geechee in particular, know that sweetgrass basket mak-
ing is something folk “brought over from Africa.” To see it being done alongside African people in real time is 
the delicious actualization of an Afrofuturist dream. There in Rogbonko Village, descendants of Sierra Leone--
domestic and abroad--engaging in a community technology that crossed time, space, and endless ocean. If 
the practice hadn’t been elaborated upon for the last four centuries, how would we have made this connec-
tion? It was as if the ancestors who ensured the continuation of the beautifully meticulous process knew we’d 
be here to witness this one day. 

Connecting Africana people across the diaspora is integral to imagining otherwise. Building new worlds. Find-
ing new suns. Nothing about America makes any sense when we remember how vast we are, and that we 
pre-exist it. 

I see cemeteries covered in trees in Freetown--a crisscross allusion to the heavily wooded Black cemeteries I 
see back home. Oh, and it’s disrespectful to the dead to point at burial sites. I hear this in the Lowcountry and 
in Salone. At Kent Beach, I see graves buried right on the ocean. Headstones and tombs honoring many differ-
ent faiths. All present together. 

Clearly Sierra Leoneans aren’t burying their dead by the water to ensure their spirits return to Africa, which is 
what I’d once believed about the practice in an American context. There must be an entirely unique and in-
digenous relationship with water, death, home, and Spirit. A relationship Gullah Geechee people continued to 
cultivate throughout bondage, and into the early 20th century. 

The be-here-now in Africa is not without distortion. A familiar otherness I feel in my body, even in the sea of-
Black faces. Nearly eight generations and a continent removed from slavery, I find the presence of patriarchy, 
rigid gender norms, and the homophobia they incite no less disillusioning. Predating European colonization, 
these traditions and mores restrict air-flow, movement, and possibility. Like a Summer sun that don’t let up, or 
go down. Smoldering, suffocating. Sweat stings the eyes, the tongue is dry. Too exhausted to move forward, 
or even think about moving. Can I live? Queer. Black. Woman. Descendant of Sierra Leone. Even in the place-
where it supposedly all began, there are obvious roles I am restricted to, and boundaries I am not expected to 
exceed. Parts of my whole are still considered incongruent. 

I breathe in deep, face the sun, and remember that I came before these notions, too. 

Sheila Walker, an anthropologist I met on the trip, defines “Afrogenics” as “growing out of the histories, ways 
of being and knowing, and interpretations and interpretive styles of African and African Diasporan peoples.”(9) 
There are things about us, the ways we speak, think and move, and our relationships to each other and our 
surroundings, that can only be understood when Africana people are considered the polylithic, polycultural 
rule, and not the exception, or a problem that needs to be solved. While my subjectivities are deemed deviant 
in one dimension; there are realities in which all of me is affirmed, and necessary. 
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In The Spirit of Intimacy, Sobonfu Somé says the Dagara people of Burkina Faso have no words for “gay”, 
“lesbian”, or “queer”. They do, however, have the word “gatekeeper.” People whose energies vibrate on par-
ticular frequencies are believed to be protectors of very important gates. These gates, or portals bridge the 
physical world with infinite other worlds, including the natural elements, and spiritual realms. Gatekeepers 
“have one foot in all the other worlds and the other foot here...”(10) Dimension-hoppers, if you will. 

I be still, and visualize a world absent of hierarchies, and violent obsessions for control. Exhale, and picture 
the anxieties about my body, who it’s acceptable for me to love, and how it’s respectable for me to be crust-
ing over and blowing away in a cool, caressing breeze. Unbound, jaw relaxed, shoulders away from my ears, I 
can focus on other kinds of power, transmutation, water rituals, and the portals my physical presence unlock. 

Back in the Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor, on the side of the Atlantic Ocean where I grew up, a 
narrative persists about how the intricate waterways kept us isolated on the plantations. This notion, argues 
Brown, “ignores the ability of African-descended people to actively form and transmit their own cultures.”(11) 
The story goes that in addition to the high numbers of Africans living on these plantations, and the frequent 
scarcity of white people due to prime conditions for malaria, the aquatic geography of the region isolated the 
enslaved; leaving them with no choice but to “preserve” their old customs in ways their landlocked, or city-
dwelling counterparts did not. This interpretation is limited, however. The water presented barriers only if you 
were attuned to land travel, and vehicles requiring roads and bridges. People who have lived on and by the 
water have an entirely different experience.(12) 

I witnessed this different relationship with water regularly in Sierra Leone. The beaches I visited in Lungi were 
filled with people of all ages. Entire communities fishing, shrimping, boating, swimming, making nets, and sell-
ing and bartering their catches. Kids running and playing in the waves. Brightly colored clothing, laughter, 
words exchanged quickly and with passion across the hot white sand. Just as much is said without speaking. 
The energy was palpable and electric. It wasn’t simply a leisure day at the beach. The ocean was their liveli-
hood. 

Historically, the waters surrounding the Lowcountry did insulate us from areas where white people were the 
majority. They did not, however, isolate us from each other, our African origins, or the spirits we believed gov-
erned and protected us. We been coming to the water since forever. In fact, close proximity to the water 
helped continue that spiritual and cultural transmission in ways we may not have been able to access other-
wise. Access that is now systematically hindered by gentrification, tourism, development, private property, 
and “no-trespassing” signs. 

I close my eyes and remember Spirit is everywhere I am. Whether right outside my door, or miles and miles 
away, the water, land, and every visible and invisible thing in between is sacred, connecting me to my ances-
tors, descendants, and infinite sources of power. To disrupt anti-Black narratives of the broken, passive, stag-
nant and pathological South, we need to only look inward, and all around. The foods we make. The things we 
plant, grow, and build with our hands. What we manifest with our minds and voices. Our rituals. The lan-
guages we create and speak. The songs we sing and pass down. The ways we move and hold our bodies. 
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The movements we organize. The liberation we affirm and manifest. The love we show ourselves and one an-
other. The technology and resistance we be. All of this is ancient, timeless knowing. And we brought it all 
here. Wherever we are as African-descended people--The South, South Carolina, The Americas, The Atlantic 
world--is a vessel for this magic.  

I know the healing found in my stillness is not just for me. Naw, this healing goes back, back. And forward, for-
ward. A divine white light travelling across time and space, grounding grace, love and lessons in each timeline 
as it flows. Creating livable, liberated galaxies for previous and future generations to breathe easy, with more 
pleasure and joy. 

There are gates I was created to open. Embodied knowledge my identities access. Only by embracing all of 
me, am I able to truly re-member, and tap into the portals I am guarding. In this moment of enforced pres-
ence, and increasing resistance, when it is clear that nothing is what it seems, nor can anything remain as it 
has been, I find comfort in the Black Southern wisdom rooted in our lived experiences. As the paradigm shifts 
and new ways of being are required, let us remember we descend from folks who transmitted spiritual knowl-
edge back and forth across continents and oceans. Folks who manifested freedom when everything else said 
otherwise. We came before this system. And we are here now to imagine, manifest, and anchor in something 
new. Something true. Something epic. 

The South is a portal. And we are the proof. 
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I was born and raised in Los Angeles California, and have been a life-long Californian. I 
am the father of four incredible daughters and one fantastic son, and the grandfather of 
four precious granddaughters and two shining grandsons. I have been a faculty mem-

ber of the Santa Monica College English Department since 1999. I co-founded and facili-
tated the Dyamsay Writers’ Workshop with DJ Watson in Santa Monica, CA, 

the Third Root Writers’ Workshop with Lisa Marie Rollins in Pomona, CA, a poetry read- 
ing series at the former Velocity Café with Edgar Montgomery in Santa Monica, CA, 

and produced seasonal readings and performances at the City Market of Los Angeles 
Gallery, all projects of the Ubwenge Artists Collective (co-founded with DJ Watson and 
Lisa Marie Rollins). I currently co-program and co-host Liberation Cinema!, a monthly 
film screening at the AFIBA Center in South Los Angeles, and I am a member of the 
Joko Collective, a grassroots community education project (Check us out on Face- 

book). Through submitting to Root Work Journal, I hope to join a wider circle of cultural 
workers engaged in re-imaging a world that affirms life, re-visioning a world that affirms 
Black life, African humanity. I hope to learn that We are approaching a critical mass of 

consciousnesses, enough to break through the wall between Us and the world We 
want. 

W. Yusef Doucet
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We all belong to each other.

Diaspora (para Itana) 

Thousands more miles separated a little black girl
At play with red chickens in her grandma’s yard
In Salvador, Bahia and the black boy throwing a baseball
Against the red brick wall in his Los Angeles backyard.

Why should distance matter? 
Why should language matter?
“When you speak, I know you in my spirit,
In my spirit right here.” 

She speaks with her hand over heart.
Why should distance matter?
Why should language matter?
“I’m so glad,” he says. “I’ve known you 

My whole life, in my heart right here.
I could hear you giggle when the baseball 
Bounced back and your delight
Would scatter the chickens.”
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I was born in Saint Petersburg, Florida and I am an up and coming Filmmaker and Spiri-
tual Writer. I have a personal blog ( Ellekubby.com), where I explore subjects in con-

sciousness, feminism, social commentary, and healing. I am in the beginning stages of 
filming my first documentary based on my first ayahuasca experience. Set for presenta-
tion in Winter 2020. I wanted to contribute to this project as way to expand my reach 
as a writer. I want people to connect to me as a spiritual writer that weaves love, inspi-

ration, and power into everything that I write.

Elle Kubby
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"An Open Letter to Black Daughters" is a letter I wrote to both myself and my sisters. I needed to write a letter 
that created a safe space for Black Women to be validated. The second poem "HUEman" addresses the spiri-
tual void that is missing due to the oppression we have been victim to. The last poem "Dark Thoughts" is a 
poem that reminds us of the universal Truth of our existence.

An Open Love Letter to Black Daughters 

I think I have gone too long without saying this, but you are not in this alone and you are deeply loved. I love 
you dearly and pray for your peace, healing, and happiness often. Our Sisters, Mothers, Daughters and most 
importantly our community loves and cherishes us. Although, at times it seems to be false. For far too long we 
have placed fear in our Daughters hearts, we have placed bags of shame on our Sisters backs and we have left 
no room for empathy toward our Mothers. The love has always been here, but we have been distracted by 
worldly nuances.

Somewhere between then and now, I allowed myself to surrender to the pain and became just another by-
stander when you were swallowed whole in yours. I have tried to forget about the day we had our innocence 
taken while the world continued. We stay tethered to depleted vessels, negative environments, and vapid life 
paths. We have become masters at hiding the keloids on our spirit under the masks of showing up for everyone 
else. Some of us think that we are unworthy of a life of fulfillment, sustainable happiness, selfless love and abun-
dance. If you have ever hoped that somehow someone will see you as worthy enough to be loved. I see you.
Thoughts of you fill my eyes often. You wake up every day and you keep going. You have lost time giving your 
power away and you seem to have misplaced your crown for a mask. My love, you are the archetype for the di-
vine feminine. That is how you have strength to move forward when others would be crushed on impact. We 
can no longer use weapons of jealousy, condemnation, and indifference to keep us separated. My head was 
buried in the sand because I allowed caricatures of you to run rampant in my mind unchecked. You have lost so 
much over our lifetimes, and I was not there to stop the thieves. I am here for you and vow to wrap you in love 
through our eternal timeless existence.

I hear your voice loudest when you sit in silence as they wrap their insecurities, projections, and false narratives 
in the attempt to smother your spark of life that has been so resistant to annihilation. You are not my competi-
tion. I root for you because I will always continue to pour all that I have in seeing you be free someday. I have 
heard them tell you that your pain is not valid so that you would voluntarily give your strength to them instead.
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I understand you most when your words climb through the mountains of rage and retreat into the valleys of 
misunderstanding. I smile at your clever deceit and I know your truth when you disguise her in that politically 
correct dress. Your kind to those who deserve your wrath.

You love in such a selfless way that it has become detrimental to your very existence. There are those that 
seethe, snarl, and attack you when you dare to drink or replenish yourself in your own love. Keep on, loving 
on you. I have heard words spoken and written languages say we are too dark to be beautiful or you are too 
light to belong to us. Whether your hair knots, kinks or curls its way around your crown. Never bow your 
head to those who must use ignorance, manipulation, and force to subdue your magnanimity. Your body has 
been desecrated for the advancement of humanity. We have been told that our bodies are an abomination; 
only for us to carry the burden of shame but our silhouettes replicated onto false idols for popular consump-
tion. For those who are struggling to gain weight and for those who have more to love. Your beauty has not 
gone unnoticed. My love runs deepest for our Sisters who find themselves on medical tables to gain or lose 
something to feel whole for once.

Our Sisters are here to fill us with strength when we are drained. We have settled for lovers that have inten-
tionally broken us into submission and punished us for no longer having the will to leave. Just understand 
they can never keep a caged bird who knows it should be free from finding freedom.

This is for our Mothers who are no longer with us and for the Mothers whose wombs are unable to carry to 
term. I hope that our Mothers know that we can no longer be victims to their pain, and we must end the cy-
cle here. Our Mothers deserve our empathy, but they are on their own path. We can no longer be weighed 
down by the guilt of wanting to ascend. Thank you to the Mothers who have found healing, loved our daugh-
ters, and protected our daughters with everything they had to give.

This letter is a manifesto to the Mothers who have no heat this winter and to the Mothers who will not have 
shelter Tomorrow. As people pretend, they do not hear your pleas; I will be here to help find the hope you 
pack in boxes to make room for survival. It is because of the womb of Mother Earth that gave precedence to 
your ability to be the first to carry life on this planet. We as Sisters are the remaining relics of the grace of 
creation. Eternal love is the ribbon of grace that tie us together. It is through division and isolation that keep 
us from ascending into our divine patterns. There is no resentment in being the healers, the unsupported and 
the castaways. Nobody wants to show up for us; but we will show up for ourselves now.

This is to our Daughters who decided they cannot return home tonight. You have found warmth in a cold 
world. No matter where you rest your body tonight. I pray hardest for you. May our ancestors, your Angels 
and God's mercy protect you from the wickedness that lies in the shadows. 
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This is for our Sisters who sit in chemotherapy sessions alone and afraid. There have been souls that walked 
ahead of you, there are souls who walk beside you and there will be souls following in your footprints. I am 
with you and what we share exists outside of time, the material world but through our unbreakable ancestral 
bonds. To my Sisters who are left to carry our Daughters alone. You are loved and know that whenever your 
back aches from carrying the world in both your womb and on your back. I send my love to give you relief 
through your aching body as it climbs over you like the light from a sunrise taking over a night sky. This is a 
love letter to my Sisters who work on their businesses when there is no support. To those who study for ex-
ams to save a World that needs them but a World that may never tell her she is valued. A love letter for my 
Sisters who are getting dressed for their 9 to 5 or to my Sisters who get undressed for their 9 to 5. My hope 
is that you are always where you want to be and not where you feel you must be.

Lets hold a daily moment of silence for our Sisters we lost at the hands of their lovers, this broken healthcare 
industry, hate crimes and suicides. Another moment for those whose path will be completed before the years 
end. We are our Sisters only keeper, and I carry regrets for going so long without reminding you that you are 
loved deeply. We do not have the ability to resurrect our sisters or prevent fate. Those moments have been 
imprinted in yesterday's memories but for those of us still here we can commit to the choice to love again. A 
celebration of life can be shared for those whose wombs have not revealed she will be a gatekeeper to new 
life. We can be better Sisters, Daughters and Mothers for ourselves.

You no longer have to hide behind the “I'm fine”, “I'll fix it, myself” or “That's just how life is”. Your Sister 
loves you. I want to see you, love you; the way I love you.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Love always, Kubby
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Dark Thoughts

Dear HUEmen, 
Melanin possesses the fabric of the void 
Our home, a place that made light possible 
The absence of love is not hate, its fear 
They fear us, they fear you 
You remind them of a home 
That they have spent lifetimes 
Trying to make real here and have failed 
Your skin holds the relics of the sacred 
The distance of time 
The depth of being 
The geometry of life 
The timeless, the formless, The Creator 
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HUEmen

I have awoken from a deep sleep 
A sleep that bared 
No fruits of rest or peace 
I was asleep but there were no gatherings 
There was no plan 
No HUEmen to awaken me 
I pray for HUEmen who wander aimlessly 
Those who are consumed by idolatry 
They are enslaved to the collective worship of their smallness 
HUEmen who answer to an overseer that demands them to 
bend their knees to the elements 
Their senses and their genitalia rule over them as if they were 
made by a sadistic deity 
They have forgotten who they are 
They are HUEmen who sleep 
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I am Jaminnia R. States: a deeply intuitive and curious woman, a writer, an educator, 
and a former children’s librarian, currently pursuing my MFA in Creative Writing at Con-

verse College in South Carolina and serving as managing editor for A Gathering To-
gether. Most of my projects ponder and try to capture the interior experiences of Black 

women. In my writing, I seek to make the profound mundane, and to make the mun-
dane profound by capturing life as I know it, or how I imagine it was known by my sub-

jects. In my non-fiction especially, I write to figure out answers to questions, and in 
sharing, I invite readers to ponder long with me in pursuit of our personal Truths. You 

can find me online at www.kionispeaks.com.

Jaminnia R. States
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"Afternoon Remembrances" is an attempt to answer a question that many of us are afraid to ask ourselves, or 
to even contemplate when asked by wise elders to consider the meaning of our condition. To do this, I told the 
story of my contemplating in story format, condensing several months of pondering and Soul-Listening down 
to a few pages, and setting this "mind conversation" in a place familiar to many of us via some experience or 
another. The "characters" are representatives, archetypes really, of very real people. Like all good questions, it 
has led to more questions than answers.

Sitting in a light-filled room with lush velvety curtains pulled back to let the afternoon sun stream in, 
the Iya-Mamas suggest that 400 years of enslavement might be Black people’s karma. They ask me to 
consider it, and I can’t help but snap: “What could we have done to deserve this? There is no record of us 
ever being so horrible as to deserve America! We were Kings and Queens. We invented math, astronomy, 
gave birth to spiritualities many times over—we were the first people on Earth. We had many chances to mess 
up, and in all that time we didn’t do anything so bad as to warrant this nightmare!” I wail. I exclaim. I huff and 
puff. I steam and stew. I twist around in my mental seat and run my toes over the plush carpet, trying my best 
to calm down and do what they tell me: to consider.

I can’t see it.

But the Iyas are knowing, and I am missing something that my anger keeps veiled from me.

I won’t see it.

Mama Zora switches into the room in her flowing green and gold dress; the cobbler in her hands is still warm, 
perfect for serving with ice cream. She puts it in the center of the ornate wooden table, pulls out a high back 
chair with plush pink cushions, and plops herself down triumphantly. Hearing my protests, she sits back in her 
chair, with That Look, you know the one, in her eye. My auntie smiles knowingly and says, “But, if the African 
princes had been as pure and as innocent as I would like to think, it could not have happened...Lack of power 
and opportunity passes off too often for virtue.”(1) 
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Digging into the freshly opened ice cream, she tells us that Cudjo Lewis told her that Dahomeans sold the 
people from the lands they conquered into slavery and the kings and queens and chiefs were killed in those 
raids as a point of honor both for the chief and the Dahomeans who killed him. It was custom. “They were 
killed. There are no descendants of royal African blood among the Negroes for that reason.”

My Sister wanders in, reading her book on the Akash. Seeing the cobbler, she happily abandons her reading 
and fixes herself a plate. Laying on the floor and taking in the room, she sees me scowling in contemplation. 
She smiles encouragingly. To distract myself, I pick up her book, flip to a random page, and I am reminded 
that karma is not about eye-for-an-eye actions and reactions across lifetimes. Karma is about the soul’s les-
sons—lessons that we choose to learn by playing very specific roles (slave, master, teacher, student, mother, 
prostitute, child, wanderer, thief, etc.) across many lifetimes until we master our path. This divine curriculum 
is based on what the soul needs to grow and expand, and we choose it every time.

Our Ancestors didn’t know where the boat was going, but some part of them had to take a breath and pause 
to remember who was the actual Captain and what was the actual Ship. As spiritual beings having a human 
experience, our work is exactly the same.

Closing the book with a sigh, I look back at the Mamas, feeling ashamed at my outburst. They smiling lov-
ingly, and nudge each other, their eyes twinkling with mischief and knowing. And now I can’t help but to won-
der.

What would Our Beloved Creator, in collusion with our Souls, want us to gain from this generations-long or-
deal?

What I know is that Africans in the Americas have endured mental and physical horrors and centuries of 
planned and effected disempowerment.

What I know is that despite those efforts, we have survived and prevailed. If only by virtue of our breathing 
and living right now, we have on some level succeeded, and we are being given an opportunity to thrive with 
each breath, each step, each day of our lives in this realm.

What prayers were our grandmothers in Africa praying that required their children’s children to leave home, 
to be cut off from home, to live in bondage, to encounter all of the forces of good and evil in some unknown 
land? To have to remember as much as we can and to endeavor to create something new when memory 
fails us? What purposes are served by the co-mingling of our indigenous blood and customs with the blood 
and customs of the people indigenous to these lands?

What is the point of forgetting? Who are we meant to remember we can be? Who must we be?
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For in the reaching to remember, we will surely go beyond what can be known through facts and figures, and 
we might be inspired to connect with our Knowing beyond the physical and material constructs of identi-
ty—we will have to want to eventually, because the call to Something Real will ultimately be answered by the 
only thing that is real: the Divine, the Creator, the Source of All Things.

It—the forgetting and the pull to remember—must be bigger than us.

Our lives have gone from feeding and supplying the entire planet, to fueling the culture of the entire planet, 
to now rattling the souls of every human breathing today. Capitalism, colonialism, and globalization aside, 
what does this mean? As important as it is for us to understand the systems at play in our physical reality, it 
is equally if not more important that we pave the way forward by asking soul questions, questions to the real-
ity beyond that which we can “see.”

It—loss, surviving, prevailing, thriving, remembering—can not be just about us.

What prayers for our expansion and glory did those grandfathers and grandmothers pray over our souls? 
What karmic contracts did we sign when we agreed to be descendants? What lessons must we learn, and 
what lessons must we teach about what it means to be human? What awakening did humanity require of our 
Creator that set these forces in motion to bring us to this now time and this here place?

We are not worms; we are not the scum of the Earth. If we are indeed 20 feet tall, as Mama Badu(2) reminds 
us, and the meek shall inherit the Earth as the Bible instructs us to contemplate, then what must we learn to 
be among the righteous beneficiaries? To err is human, and we are in the humanly way, Kings, Queens, 
Gods, and Earths. What facts of humanity must we reconcile in ourselves now that we’ve been on many 
sides of this experience?

The Iya-Mamas ask us to ask Soul questions and sometimes we fight them. Sometimes we run away. The 
path of remembering has never been easy, and this one is no more difficult than the last. It’s just different. 
We must ask tough questions to get tough answers, or we be doomed to play out our karmic contracts on 
an endless loop. If we have played these roles over many lifetimes to many ends, then what is going to be 
our new beginning?
	
Unless we choose to remember, we may never know.

And so, I sit with the Iya-Mamas, with Auntie Zora and her cobbler, with my Sisters and their wise woman-
hood, and I remember.
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REFERENCES

(1) These quotes are from Mama Zora’s Dust Tracks on a Road. The “restored” text, published in 1995 by Li-
brary of America. This version is unabridged, including many passages that were left out versions of the 
book published in previous years.

(2) Mama Badu reminds us to recall our memory of being taller than all that aspires to keep us from remem-
bering in the opening track of her 5th studio album, New Amerykah Part Two (Return of the Ankh), re-
leased through Universal Motown in 2010. The track, “20 Feet Tall” and its live performances are great ac-
companiment to the spirit of this piece.
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Taylor Amari Little (Tay) is a Black gender-variant diviner, Muslim, Conjurewoman, pro-
tector for the Unborn, and overall lover of research + history. Echoed by her Criminol-

ogy background, an experience heavily shaped by her ancestral lineage, her work con-
sistently iterates the necessity of involving spirits in any form of trauma work, no matter 
who the work is for. Through handmade prayer blankets, birthwork services, writings, 
Tay in the Water Podcast, and other spirit-led projects, Tay channels with the purpose 

of reconnecting Black lineages and fighting for Black Indigenous power.

Taylor Amari Little
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This is a channeling of messages documenting answers around the Unknown, Unarchived, and Uncaptured of 
our genealogies returning to us, simultaneously marking the ending of This World. Resulting in an interview 
with Ancestors, the documentation is a mixture of transcribing them, as well as describing + converting the 
non-verbal energies and images into verbal formatting, with their editing + approval.

This conversation remains dedicated to and channeled for those of our lineages, people, and creatures, who 
strategically made the choice to combine for survival purposes in the face of cosmic imperialism, as led by 
who we now know today as whites. This is for all the interspecies alliances that were formed for the sake of 
lineage preservation, leading to the creation of ourselves today. 

What you will read was Spoken and Crafted with care by myself, my Ancestors (with some additions of Black 
spirits akin to them), and the specific species of non-human creatures that decided to present themselves for 
this moment. 

We’re already fugitive. Who are we running to? 

It begins with a vision on repeat throughout its entirety: There is an alternating back-
ground between either a starry sky, or a healthy blue-ish grey smoke sky behind them 
as they walk. They are extremely big, the size of tall trees, and appear to be four-
legged. They, themselves, are often dark blue, with tiny specks that glisten all over. 
Their long necks sit their heads high, calmly regal. A gentle power for us to not tempt. 
How do they feel both home to this realm, but so out of this world at the same time? 
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New braids of our DNAs, new braids of our lineages. Our encodings. 

We do not know all of the names of these, either. But we will.
 
They will be known again. 

Our forebearers will be back, coming to greet us, hatched offspring to their ancient bodies. (Unable to see us 
grow up through direct contact) They will come back to us to reclaim what is theirs, us included. This is not just 
about the reconnection of Black lineages that look just like us, but the rekindling of the transmuted, of the hid-
den. I see stars, dark matter/dark galaxy/galaxy, them standing tall + reaching back/down to us to touch us, 
hold us. All this time, it wasn’t just our human Ancestors who were angered, deceived, threatened. 

Their fury is maternal. Their energy is protective and protected. Vengeful/unmerciful. For the ones who stole. 
All-loving and all-knowing of the beyond, with all rock to the head for the evil flocks [to sever those who stole]. 
“Our babies will be hidden behind our backs. They say we had to be gone before, but we will not be gone 
now. This is ours. And we will have our revenge. (To this Taken world) It will be your ruin.” 

When this happens: 
At the brink of the bridge. The brink of the transition. The bridge is laid out, stars loud in their support. This mo-
ment is the Crossover. The Returners: Not the vehicle itself, but who carries the vehicle on its side, rocking it 
back + forth, arriving to the same destinations as we. 

welcome home. 		 We sure have a lot to do. But we will do it together. 

What do we have to do as descendants of these Returning beings? 
Pay honor. Pay respects. Efforts of shedding light on/to them. Efforts (supporting) /Acknowledging that we are 
alive because of them. Interspecies lineages, these spirits who inform our galaxies, our gifts, our traits, they 
are our kin. Their arrival is crucial to the succession of this world/work. 

How do we know it’s them? What about the powerful not-so-good ones who also Return? 
(Don’t worry about them) (This worry isn’t something that should prevent us from working towards embracing 
the good ones, the ones who are aligned with us + we should be aligned with.) They will train us as warriors, 
watching over us very strongly. 

We archive them now [the Aligned Returners]. They are not just pockets+motivators in our bodies. We hold onto 
them and push them forward proudly because they are still here. 

What does it mean for them to be uncaptured TECHNICALLY (in any physical bodies that they may 
have or have had), but just hidden, and us captive (parts of them/their descendants captive)? What are 
the implications of that? 
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Mothers of captives, but not so themselves. Are they apologetic? 
No. But sorrowful still. 

And grieving? 
Of course. These are those who did what they had to do. 
Rocking us on their backs today [Coming Times], their environments can feel/nourish them again. They can be 
free. 

Where did they hide? 
Pockets. Pocket realms all over. But, do not be mistaken. They lost some of them. They lost some of us, too. 
Not all of them were able to hide. 

Who are we, as their descendants? How do we know, as Black humanoid-looking people / human-
passing people? 
This is not the case of ushering Black people into a superhuman-ness that deprives us of our basic needs in 
an anti-Black world. This is Black people understanding that humanity was a species we’ve never fully fit into, 
if ever. We’ve always been more. Always been more than what you can physically see. Why else would we be 
the protectors of the sacred, keepers of the secrets, and the benefactors of the Universe? We are forever seen 
and unseen, in all dimensions we come across. Forever bridges to the mountain, bracing ourselves for the re-
spect + totality of the funds. 

But (even with the amount of unseen-ness that is experienced in the Modern World) we are the seen, they are the unseen 
during colonialism...Each of us holding those extremes//holding each end, so that the full Ark is supported 
and enough to hide/protect what’s underneath. 

‘Final’ Message 
As modern colonization of the world first began intensifying, we became uniquely re-coded. Some of us 
drifted into the shadows [the Returners] , some babies left in the light [us]. Visible to the rest of this physical 
realm, left out in the open. It needed to be done in order for us all to survive. 

"We’re already fugitive. Who are we running to?" 
It is the arrival of the Returners who will signify the Brink of the transition between worlds + realms. Signifying 
white cosmic colonial collapse. It is them we run to, and also them who join us. This planet will be reclaimed, 
and so will our peace. 
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Paige DeLoach is a 23 year old Black woman from PG County, Maryland. An avid 
reader and aspiring librarian, she finds her voice through writing. Poetry reminds her 

that (Black) life matters. Dedicated to unlearning and transforming, she finds pleasure 
in all things pro-Black. She said to tell y’all….fuck the police. Follow her on IG: 

@p.aiged

Paige DeLoach
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Have you heard 

of the woman 
who made you? 

who sings 
in joy 
in faith 
in love 

who enters the world 
to make something 
from nothing 

have you heard 

the prayer 
of the woman 
whispering 

today i will live 
today i will do what i must 

have you heard 

of the woman 
who saved herself 

have you heard 

of the woman 
who saved you? 

A poem about my great grandmother, Marie. Marie, half Black, half Narragansett, married Frank, member of 
the local NAACP chapter, and built a legacy of Black empowerment in a small Connecticut town.
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I am a photographer, Filmmaker and art educator of teens and adults in Chicago. I am 
an archivist and have spent the last 20 years documenting art and culture in Bronzeville 
at the SSCAC. I hope my images and documentary films will contribute to the empow-

erment of my people around the world.

Tony Smith
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To honor our colorful history and hold sacred the sacrifices our ancestors endured for our freedom.
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My name is Miracle Okoro. I am a student at the UNCA. I hope to gain more knowl-
edge about my black community and what my place in it is as a Christian and as a 

black immigrant.

Miracle Okoro
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In this poem I struggle to balance God’s goodness with the injustices happening to the black community

Dear God, 

It’s me. I know that you are holy. I know that you are righteous. I know that you are good. But if I may, I have 
some things I would like to contend with you. 

Lord your Word says to forgive. You tell us to love our enemies. You tell us to pray for those who persecute us. 
But what good will that do? 

When the wicked continue to prosper and the treacherous continue to thrive? 

When there are people that look at my skin and they think to themselves they’d rather see me dead than 
alive? 

Lord, how do you expect me to feel comfortable with the body I’m in when out of all the representation that is 
presented none of them are a representation of me? 

How do you expect me not to perpetuate the stereotype of an angry black woman when angry is all I know 
how to be? 

Lord how do you expect me to love my neighbor unconditionally 
When my neighbors are the angry white mobs that somehow always manage to escape their guilty plea. 
When they accuse, murder and abuse yet walk-off Scott free. 

Lord, how do you expect me to turn the other cheek when they capitalize cruelty and in their corruption use 
their manipulation to profit from our oppression. 

When they steal our culture, steal our credit, steal our confidence, and yet refuse to be snatched by our strug-
gle. 
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Ney, they refuse to even acknowledge the struggle. They close their eyes and clog their ears to our struggle. 
They tell us that we imagine the struggle.  
They ain’t never even met real struggle. 

Lord, they’re wearing our faces but when it comes time to face the jeering faces they hide away in their luxuri-
ous places while they leave us in the empty spaces where discrimination meets oppression meets depression 
meets hopelessness meets defeat. 

Lord, how do you expect me to pray for these jackals who “free” us from our shackles only for us to realize 
that these visible shackles have turned into invisible chains that bind us is in the graveyards of poverty and 
lack of prosperity so they can look into the eyes of our posterity just to cackle at the anguish that they feel 
from the pain that has been passed down from generation to degeneration. 

Lord, how do you expect me to not make the white man my enemy when all he does is comes at my people 
with hatred and animosity? 

How do you expect me to stand strong in the face of opposition when my mind is telling me to just break 
down and give in? 

To just let the white man dig into the last bit of my dignity? 

How is it possible that I should look at all the pain but yet walk away uttering “Father forgive them because 
they know not what they do?” 

Dear God! What in the world do you want me to do? Because from where I’m standing they know exactly 
what they do! 

They know exactly what they do They. Know. Exactly.What.They.Do. 

I can no longer hide my tears 
I can no longer stand against the fear 

That one day I may wake up without my sisters, or my mother 

Or have them lose me. 
But I’m worried sick about my brothers. 

Because the white powers that be have deemed them dangerous 
They akin young beautiful brave black boys to monsters merely because of the color of their skin. 

Merely because of the color of his skin. 
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Lord, are you listening? Did you let that sink in? 
Young men are being shot, murdered, and dehumanized merely because of the color of their skin. 

Lord. If there was ever a time to make your promises ring true 

It.is.now.  
I’m not commanding you. But I would like to remind you that your promises still ring true. You promised to 
overcome. You promised to avenge. You promised to destroy the wicked. You. 

God! 

You promised they would lie in their own despicable bed! Every day I lie in bed waiting for the day that WE 
would be the ones to have THEIR heads! 

God! 

I know you are good. I know you are righteous. 
I know you are good. I KNOW you are righteous. 
But Lord why? 
All this time I’ve been asking how but what I really want to know is why? 

I’m sorry Lord, help my unbelief 
All I have left is my wrung-out heart filled with utter grief and disbelief 

Honestly I’m still reeling from the news 
That another young black king has been shot right out his running shoes. 
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In this life I am called Iansã Black. I’m a writer, poet, and caregiver providing spiritual 
and educational support to my community. I am dedicated to the cultivation of 

liberating/healing practices in rootwork, art, and community that are by and for Black 
people. With my submission to the Rootwork Journal, I am hoping to encounter 

thoughts and emotional responses I've never been met with in the past as well as ex-
press my belief that Black people are spiritually and lovingly tethered.

Iansã Black
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A poetic description of lucid visions that have returned to me time and time again throughout my life. There are 
so many stories told me by ancestors that trusted me, I felt obligated to make something that shows I hear 
every single one of them.

The first fruits of mid-autumn, miracles of the Black faith, watered with blood or fed with bone? 

Planted as bodies, sown like seed, rooted to Earth but forced to watch the sky. 
Red waters drip from their family’s backs and through the dirt and into their mouths. 

The two-hundredth spring comes and there is violent overwatering, constant overfeeding, growth without 
care. Emancipated spirits abandoned still living bodies, desperate to see their next life. Fear manifested as 
fury to power their love, forcing them out but letting them wait. 

There were prayers for children lost, bloomed and beautiful and too soon wilted. And there were battles 
fought for children not yet born, flowers aching to blossom. But no gardens were grown, no seed or tool pre-
pared, no hands to work the land. 

Even those alive to see it were unsure of what nursed the unborn through centuries of sleep. The relief, care-
taker, beloved, and farmer to a new world’s orchard of strange new fruit... was it the warm drip from still tor-
tured sisters or the cold remains of mothers long dead? 

The Earth herself wonders what nurtured these fruit 'til they ripened, what picked and carved them, what 
placed the flame inside. She was midwife to the flowers these fruit were born from, those patient wavering 
spirits, and she heard the spirituals sung by the ones who planted them. 

It is still a question, though, of who decided to make lanterns with their harvest's first fruits. 
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One of my first published poems was inspired by the murder by cop of Eleanor
Bumpers. Decades later, I'm still pushing for a better world for our people. I want my 
writing to offer solace for our weary souls like the following women provide comfort 

for mine:

"Long Time Woman," essay by Niela Orr, The Believer, June 1, 2020.
"Long Time Woman," song by Pam Grier.

"Black Women as/and the Living Archive," project by Tsedaye Makonnen
"Children of NAN: Mothership," film by Alisha B. Wormsley

"Daily Anti-Viral Messages," Iyanla Vanzant
"Walk Walk Walk," song by Rickie Byars

Charlotte Watson Sherman
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A prose poem written as response to a mother who went to Minneapolis to answer the call of the murder of 
George Floyd.

____

My name is Dionne Smith. I'm from Stockton, California. My son was murdered by two Stockton police and 
the sheriff. My son's name is James Rivera,16 years old, unarmed.  He was executed a day before his 17th 
birthday.  

Interviewer: Ms. Smith, what was it that brought you all the way from Stockton, California, here to Minneapo-
lis, Minnesota?  

When I heard the cry of Floyd, when he says, "Mama," and when I was watching the video, I had to watch it 
twice. And I said; I have to come because he had called for the mothers.

And the mothers shimmied into girdles and Spanx and the mothers fastened soft white brassieres and 
stroked stretch marks, battle scars from birthing their babies and the mothers slipped teeth into their mouth 
and the mothers glued eyelashes and the mothers combed hair and tugged wigs and feathered their edges 
and the mothers jumped to put on jeans and the mothers hummed and the mothers wailed and the mothers 
stuffed their fist inside their mouth and the mothers cried, "It's my child all over again." 

And the mothers wiggle their hips and cha cha slide and the mothers Krumped and the mothers flailed their 
arms and the mothers shoes were tight as their resolve and the mothers tears the mothers tears turned

And the mothers poured out of call centers and the mothers filed out of high rises and the mothers left their 
shopping carts and cleaning supplies behind the masks and rubber gloves behind their wings and the moth-
ers forgot he said she said and the mothers rolled shoulders and the mothers sucked teeth and the mothers 
sang a new song not quite the blues more like a war cry the mothers keening was more like the battle hymn of 
a destined republic 
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And the mothers poured out of tabernacles and the mothers streamed from mosques like bitter tears and the 
mothers clenched their teeth and the mothers loosened their jaw and the mothers abandoned tree pose and 
frog pose and jumped into Warrior II and the mothers jogged and the mothers double-dutched and the moth-
ers picked up their paddleboards and stroked down the city's dying river away from the shrinking desert and 
swarming locusts the dialysis machines the chemotherapy drip and the mothers wore white and the mothers 
wore blue and the mothers bore the blood of their slaughtered lambs

And the mothers unfurled their canes and the mothers leaned on walkers and the mothers' bunions ached 
and they still

And the mothers' hearts were empty and full and the mothers were numb and the mothers were feverish and 
the mothers liked collard greens and cornbread and shrimp and grits and peppermint candies and the moth-
ers were

And even the colorblind could see how much we love we love

and the mothers the church mothers with their fans and 

the mothers with OnlyFans and the mothers say hold on 

they say hold on

everything's gonna be all right

And the Magic City mothers and the chickenhead mothers 

and all this good pussy mothers and the beehive mothers and the 

savage mothers walk like they love somebody the mothers

walk like somebody loves them too and the mothers

walk with juju in their pocket and powdered glass and spit in cups

heavy metal and red lipstick as war paint 'cause this a marathon and

our mothers bodies the OG technology our mothers bodies the blueprint  

And who fears Death?

The mothers got

the mothers got roots to work

the mothers got roots that work

and the mothers called down the BLACK gods
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These are holy ghosts marching

shields up

praise dancing 

ancient swag

you can't touch this

And ain't we hot

ain't the mothers

so black so hot

we on fire.
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Jaleesa Follens-Jones is a 31-year-old Physical Therapist by trade and healer 
by calling. She is also a licensed Minister now embarking on a journey to return 
to African Traditional Religion. Her life journey represents Spirit, her ancestors 
and family, and Africans of the Diaspora who feel an insatiable call to return to 
their roots. It is her prayer and desire to gain support along this journey and to 
enlarge her community so that she may assist others with their quest to return 
to their ancestral traditions and ultimately to fully manifest their original power.

 Jaleesa Follens-Jones
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During this season of Resurrection, I am calling forth the Resurrection of the African Spirit! 
It is time for you to rise Oh Great Spirit of the original creation! 
You have been dormant for far too long!  
I speak life to you and call you forth from the unseen world to re-establish your power as our foundation for 
existence! 
 
Rise from the depths of the Earth! 
Rise from the depths of our souls! 
Destroy the evil spirit that has possessed this realm, this land, our bodies, our minds, and our Spirits!
 
Rise within us! 
Permeate through us! 
Breathe life back into us!  
Revive us again! 
We call you forth and welcome you to dwell within us again in your rightful place! 
 
We speak death to that evil white spirit that has possessed us, that has warped us, that has changed us!

It must DIE!!! It must DIE!!! It must DIE!!! 
 
Show us every crack which it has infiltrated so that we may kill it! Leave no stone unturned, 
leave no crevice un-searched.
Increase our wisdom and heighten our sensitivity to be aware of its sly subtlety that we have labeled igno-
rance and its sinister lullaby of “progress” that has put us to sleep wrapped comfortably in a bed of poisonous 
thorns as we die by a thousand cuts with our heads nestled on a pillow of our forefathers’ bones. 
 
NO MORE!!!!!! 
 
Rise Oh Ancient Spirit!
Rise Spirit of our Great Ancestors! 
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Rise Oh Great Deities! 
Rise heavenly and celestial beings!
It is time to kill this demon spirit!
It is time to destroy these Spiritual chains! 
 
Rise Oh Great One! 
Show us how to kill the evil possessor within us! 
Show us how to destroy this evil machine! 
 
Rise!!! Rise!!!! Rise!!!

194

Root Work Journal - Convening in the Ark - Volume 1, Issue 1	 	 	 	 	 	 	          Follens-Jones



195

Up and Over
Monifa Kincaid
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