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For my dad, Robert Arlington Bobb,
the origin of the Cartesian plane.
I have emancipated my mind,
and kept the faith. Peace.
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PROLOGUE
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YESTERDAY AND TOMORROW

The Sankofa bird is a Ghanaian symbol that represents the importance of looking into history and seizing the lessons there as preparation for the future. The message is timeless. It is always important for a people to know their past, to be anchored to a common understanding of who they are and how they came to be. That ability to look back and know is necessary for a people to evolve with purpose, rather than be subject to the whims of the wind, false prophets, and the randomness of tomorrow. For Black people in the United States, the Sankofa bird is a kind of protective amulet. Our history is fraught with tragedy, terror, and triumph. To not know and not heed the lessons from our American story is dangerous. In this season of artificial intelligence (AI) in education and the evangelism it’s wrapped in, the Sankofa bird helps us to see more clearly. Big Tech and edtech companies are making grand promises about what AI will do for education—claiming it will catalyze change, improve teaching and learning, increase effectiveness and efficiency, promote equity, offer personalization, close gaps, right wrongs, and redefine the institution of school. They say, in emphatic colorblind terms, that it will be good for all. Determining whether any of these promises are real or merely bait for the desperate to remain damned requires clarity of sight. It calls for foresight sharpened by hindsight. The ability to not get swept away in the evangelism of AI in education requires looking into the past. It requires being tethered to lessons learned about what wrongs need to be made right, what gaps need to be closed, and what guilty party created them. Black people have been dependent on and abused by American education for generations. Now, not only is the content of education under withering assault through comprehensive attempts to erase the Black story from the American story, but the promises of AI technology as a cure-all are bearing down with relentless intensity. The risk is of being lured into accepting that AI in education can solve problems that technology did not create. If we’re not careful, it can serve as a decoy to let the guilty party off the hook and remain a repeat offender. Without the lessons of history to light the path ahead, we can be seduced by the awe of AI as it turns our attention away from the American race demons that are, in fact, the guilty party.

History is not far away. It’s close. The year 2026 marks the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States. It is also the year that I turn fifty-four years old. I am not an old man—I like to say I am in the youth of my old age—yet I am of the first generation of fully free Black people in American history. Slavery began in 1619 and predates the founding of the United States. It was a continuous American practice until the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. It didn’t end in fact until the Civil War was over in 1865. The post-war freedom of American Reconstruction was short-lived, from 1865 to 1877. Save for the children born in those dozen years, of the approximately four million Black people in America at the time, nearly all were born as slaves. They were born as other people’s property, and their freedom was theoretical. They had virtually nothing to safeguard it. Reconstruction was followed by nearly a century of Jim Crow–era racial apartheid—a legal regime that enforced the second-class citizenship of Black people in America. That system came to an end after the blood-soaked civil rights battles culminated in the Civil Rights Act of 1964. That was, finally, the end of legal discrimination against Black people in America. Two hundred forty-six years of slavery followed by nearly a century of Jim Crow apartheid—1619 to 1964. Three and a half centuries of explicit legal oppression and racial terror ended in 1964. I was born Black in 1972, eight years later, in Brooklyn, New York.

That sense of freedom is neither just the abstract stuff of history and chronology, nor is it limited to the United States. I am the first person in my family to be born in America. My family is from Guyana, in South America. Guyana, like all of the African diaspora, was a slave and colonial state since the early seventeenth century. Various Europeans traded spurs over our dominion across the centuries, with slavery being the common throughline. The British were merely the last in line. Slavery in the British Empire ended with the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, but Guyana remained a colony for more than another hundred years until it gained independence in 1966. My father would say he is an African subject of the British Crown born in a strange land. In his mind, the idea of genuflecting to the Crown, of bending in front of the Queen of England, was a marrow-deep insult to the memory of who we are. It was a living, ever-present component of my development. That sense of firstness—first to be free, first to stand up straight, first to not be subject—closed the gap between memory and identity in my upbringing. As such, memory is the bedrock of my identity. It leaves me deeply appreciative and respectful of national milestones and how they serve as markers of nations’ memories of themselves. And for Black people, the American story and the diasporic story are interconnected. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was a mere two years before Guyanese independence in 1966. We were emerging as free people for the first time, together.

The 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States is the kind of milestone that forces the nation to look back and ahead—to consider yesterday and tomorrow. In the current environment where America is trying to make itself great again, there is the obvious question: Great for whom? Sadly, this anniversary pits discernment, critique, and learning past lessons against the frothing full-throated mantra of America First—the idea that the nation has only ever been great, regardless of the generations of people that have suffered enslavement, slaughter, and subjugation in its construction. Given that I am of the first free-born generation of Black people, from my point of view, there has never been a time when America was fully great. We’ve only ever been on the steady march to achieve a more perfect union. Alongside criminal justice and so many other areas of American life, this is especially true in education for Black people. American educational history is overflowing with abuse, segregation, substandard structures, and smoldering scorn. Our tortured contemporary education is a logical outgrowth of its origin story. The very first educational edicts for Black people in this country were the nineteenth-century anti-literacy laws that made it illegal to learn how to read and write. Even saying that now, at the end of the first quarter of the twenty-first century, fuels a smoldering rage in me that just sits there like an internal spirit reminding me not to forget—it was against the law in America for Black people to learn to read and write. From then, through the seasons of rabid de jure school segregation, and ongoing de facto segregation today in places like Atlanta, where I live, and Brooklyn, where I’m from, the assault is ever-present. In some ways, it feels definitional to American education. That is how we recognize it—a perennial struggle to exorcise the ghosts of race that are embedded in its DNA, in the nearly fifty-five million individual students, teachers, staff, and district leaders that comprise American public education, and the history that has brought them all together.

The national milestone introduces a convergence of technology and racial backlash in education that is unique to this moment in time. Yes, tech tools have always been presented as catalytic—as tools that will push education ahead. Give everyone a calculator, and learning will be catalyzed. Give everyone a tablet, and learning will be catalyzed. Give everyone a laptop, and learning will be catalyzed. By now, it is fair to say, no one is convinced that any of those allegedly catalytic technologies have materially changed the outcomes of American education. Despite the claims and clamor, well into the twenty-first century, less than 40 percent of American twelfth graders are proficient in basic literacy.1 And the racial disparities are chronic. But now, the ferocity of regressive racial animus, coupled with the blinding enthusiasm around AI, make their confluence on the nation’s big birthday special.

I have to admit: It is a fascinating time to be an American and be a part of all this, as enraging and terrifying as it is. To be here, in and of this country when it is at war with its founding principles, is an opportunity to be a part of a real battle for its future. For people of my generation, this is a first. It is an opportunity to be in the comprehensive fight to protect and defend the founding principles, which, if adhered to, can, in fact, make this nation great. The milestone is inviting us to pause and look back at our shared history and reflect on who we are, who we have allowed ourselves to become, and more importantly, determine who we will be. It is demanding of us conviction and courage, the extent of which we have not had to consider in this, the most recent fifth of the American story. What will America be in its next season? To be clear, we’re experiencing a shocking return of racial animus, with leadership and language welcoming back American barbarism—one option for an answer to the question: Who will we be?

In this season of America, the stakes could not be higher because we are at a junction in the national road. Who we will be is surely determined by what we know of who we are. Using old terms, the idea of a first-world nation, a high-income nation, a developed nation, a G7 nation—the United States of America—banning and burning books in the twenty-first century because they are allegedly un-American is hard to come to terms with. It brings us eerily back to the German book burnings of the 1930s, when Nazis burned books they determined were un-German. And it is welcoming similar behavior. America is becoming a country where masked paramilitary of the state shoot and kill American citizens, kidnap people off the streets and from their homes and send them to clandestine torture camps. We are becoming a nation providing the weapons for and watching the wholesale annihilation and displacement of people, even after we’ve been taught: Never forget, never again. The attempts to gut education of so-called Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI), so-called Critical Race Theory (CRT), and so-called Woke principles are attempts to narrow the scope of what we know about who we are and, consequently, narrow the scope of who we can be. All of that is a hardly veiled attempt to smother the historic abuse of Black people and others in this country. All of that is a hardly veiled attempt to render invisible and absolve the guilty party and pretend the nation doesn’t have violent and racist instincts. Education, therefore, is the lifeforce of this season of struggle. What we know is the cornerstone of who we are and will be. How we know, and the technology to facilitate knowing, are only ancillary to that basic fact.

This struggle for national definition and the battle over the content and purpose of education are colliding with the arrival of AI in education. By now, the superlatives used to describe AI are endless—both as a path to a new day, and as a path to doomsday. It is still unclear where this will all settle. The list of descriptors of AI is so long it doesn’t warrant new attempts to capture its potential impact or gravity. In education, AI-enabled tools are already transforming what is taught and how. Whole schools are emerging that are AI-based,2 and virtual AI tutors3 are allegedly personalizing instruction and making teaching and learning more efficient and effective. Students are using AI tools to do more with mere prompts and less instruction. It can all be considered revolutionary, as the Big Tech and edtech companies that make the tools suggest it is. Perhaps. But what do these tools do to change the fundamental structure of American education? What do they do to break the perennial correlation between race and academic achievement, or race and the quality of school students attend? What does a highly efficient AI-enabled school operating in a state that has banned the teaching of Advanced Placement (AP) African American Studies offer efficiency in? AI is helping those students be efficient at learning what? How does the application of AI-enabled tools affect educational outcomes in schools that are profoundly segregated? When the purveyors of these technologies claim that they will close gaps and improve the educational experience for all students, what does that really mean?

The instinct in the tech sphere is to suggest that it is not within the purview of Big Tech or the edtech companies to influence the foundational structure of American education. Rather, their role in education is to offer tools to make it better. However, their claims of revolutionizing teaching and learning, of unlocking the potential of education, and of transforming the institution of school suggest otherwise. The cynic would say their aims are financial, and the outcomes in education are merely incidental to that end. Regardless, we cannot have it both ways—claiming to revolutionize education but doing nothing about the core injustices that warrant revolt in education. That is how the awe of AI is luring our attention away from the slow and steady assault by America’s race demons. The enthusiasm, the words, and the clamor are a veil for vacuous neglect of the core justice fight at this critical milestone in American history.

More specifically, this collision of AI in education and the resurgence of race demons makes for a precarious time in science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and computing (STEM) education. For the better part of the first quarter of this century, the rise of Big Tech has made computer science (CS), and computing education more broadly, among the most popular subjects in American higher education. The rise of the FAANGs—Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Netflix, and Google—reconfigured the imagination of American young people. Now, Nvidia has taken that allure to another level. While that enthusiasm is beginning to wane, in some ways because of AI, over the first quarter of this century, Big Tech solidified the equivalence of tech skills, wealth, and power. It produced men who would start their own personal space programs. It allowed mid-level employees to become millionaires. It enabled the manifest destiny of a generation of gentrifiers. The technologies became verbs in our lives. The allure was extraordinary. It was a pathway to the new working rich, a new gilded class in America. Computer science departments at universities across the country saw record enrollments. At the nation’s most elite universities, CS departments became impossibly selective. Only the nation’s absolute top students were eligible for consideration, let alone admittance. In the K–12 world, STEM camps, STEM schools, STEM certifications, STEM students, and STEM curricula became the mileposts against which educational progress and value were measured. Parents of school-age children over the last several years can attest. The child studying English was met with loving lament, while the one pursuing computer science at Stanford University was the flag post of family pride. Lurking behind that social phenomenon was the quietly growing partition between those who have access to that world and those who do not—those who have access to power and those who do not.

Coincident with the rise of Big Tech and our arrival at this national milestone has been the slow and steady attack on affirmative action—the ability of higher education institutions to consider race in admissions. In this era of dismissal of justice in favor of shiny new tech things, the attack on affirmative action has found safe harbor and proved to be successful. The Supreme Court decision in the Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard case ending affirmative action in 2023 stands as a symbolic marker of the ideology underpinning the efforts to make America “great” and put America “first.” In this new world, attempts to acknowledge and right past wrongs are summarily dismissed. It is worth repeating that prior to 1964, it was legal in America to use the singular characteristic of being Black to deny access to all manner of American things, including higher education institutions. For perspective, members of the first free generation of Black people like me didn’t get to college until the 1980s and early 1990s. The resistance was immediate, and the attack on affirmative action was already well underway.

A Black child born in 1964 didn’t get to college until 1982. I started college in 1990. Considering that, another significant collision has arisen. The overturn of affirmative action, one of the most significant legislative efforts to right American wrongs in higher education, has immediately restricted access for Black students to the most elite institutions in the country. That is happening while the most advanced education and research in computing and artificial intelligence are concentrated at those very institutions. Those top institutions—the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Carnegie Mellon University, Stanford University, University of California, Berkeley, and Georgia Institute of Technology, among others—are the places where the frontier of AI and its possibilities are unfolding. They are also the places where the door is closing on Black people. AI is among the most defining technological markers of our time, and Black people are being blocked from sitting at the table of its development. Blocked access to those institutions is equivalent to blocked access to the frontier of the tech sector because they are intimately intertwined. The people of one come from the other. The funding from one goes to the other. It is a kind of intellectual and financial slurry that bonds them together. Looking back in history, it is not a stretch to see a parallel—in order to keep Black people from accessing power and articulating freedom, the anti-literacy laws blocked us from learning to read and write. In order to keep Black people from accessing power and articulating freedom in a world driven by AI, the anti-affirmative action laws block us from the education necessary to unlock its power. Whether by design or coincidence, the outcome is the same. Black people are facing a towering struggle to gain access to the frontier of American technical power. This, at a time when the resistance to Black progress is not just the chronic low expectations of Black people born in the country’s origin. The resistance is an ignited, unmasked, vengeful assault of a kind my generation has never experienced. Said another way, Black people are facing the threat of being recaptured into slavery in another form: digital slavery.

Of course, the top schools do not have a monopoly on AI education and research. Equally, the Big Tech companies and their offshoots do not have a monopoly on research and development of AI algorithmic models, products, and regulatory structures. But to think that they are not at the epicenter of the intellectual engine, wealth, and power base of this technological era is naïve. For Black people to be locked out of the generative conclave of this form of education and the inner circles of corporate research and development on artificial intelligence is to be locked out of the center of contemporary power. One American jingoistic tenet that will surely be lionized on the nation’s 250th anniversary is that if you’re not in power, you’re subject to it. For Black people, being subject to American power is cause for nightmares.

In the lead-up to the presidential election of 2024, then-candidate Donald Trump declared that Haitians eat dogs. Haitians are Black people. More importantly, they are the only Black people to successfully revolt against European enslavers in the Western Hemisphere. In 1804, Haiti became the first free, independent Black republic in the West. Toussaint L’Ouverture defeated Napoleon Bonaparte, and Haitians have been paying for that insult ever since. They are a profoundly symbolic group of Black people, to Black people. What I heard him say from the podium in front of America is that this special group of maligned and heroic Black people eat dogs. The bile and contempt were dripping from elongated words. Subsequently, he declared that illegal immigrants are vying for “Black jobs.” Those jobs in the framing of his argument are low-end, menial jobs that no one else wants to do—the kind of jobs that are beneath the dignity of those he views as legitimate white Americans. Then, on inauguration day, the captains of the tech industry were at his flank. Their presence, a tacit alignment with his thesis that Black people are bottom dwellers in American life. How could I, given the generation I am of, and the sensibilities wrought of the timing of my life, interpret it otherwise? The leaders of the AI state, the cardinals of the conclave of this new AI world, stood by and offered pardon and license for my public ridicule. The law, in overturning affirmative action, closed the door to the conclave, and the leaders of the industry locked it from the inside.

Taken together, the inability of public education to prepare Black students, coupled with the enthusiastic locking of doors to the technical frontier, is the outline of the challenge ahead. In a season of national reflection, from that point of view, digital slavery is not hysterical. History remains close. What makes this season different for my generation is the unmitigated public racial scorn coincident with the fantastic technical potential of AI. I’ve never seen a sign that says “For Whites Only,” but I can ask a chatbot, “What about America made it okay to have such signs?” What the Big Tech titans and edtech companies are offering Black students is AI in education. That is materially different than education for AI. The former is the use of tools that are AI-enabled to help students do small things wrapped in big claims. The latter is the high-quality, rigorous education that prepares students for advanced technical fluency. It is the path to the very institutions at the frontier where the doors have been summarily closed. It is the path that includes algebra in the seventh or eighth grade, that includes Advanced Placement Calculus BC or Computer Science, that includes reading literature deeply and broadly, the path that includes rigorous, methodical, stepwise development of imagination, disciplined mental logic, and variable fluency. In the context of an America where the president says that Black people eat dogs and are destined for Black jobs, there is such a thing as Black education, and it can be enabled by AI in education. It is the kind of education that renders students prepared for a life of servitude, a life that we’ve known before. It is commensurate with the idea that we are a barbarous people whose ambition ought to be limited to Black jobs. It is the kind of education that, if we look back in America, we remember. That is the design of digital slavery. Go forth, you Black high school or college graduate, with fluency in tools, but not algebra. Go forth with an AI certificate that may or may not be worth anything. Follow the road to the field, not to the house. Go forth and be a rideshare driver or food app delivery person with no insurance and no benefits, a digital sharecropper of sorts, and when the algorithms from inside the conclave at the AI frontier render you obsolete, Godspeed.

This is not an argument of fatalism, rather an homage to the sanctity of memory. We’ve been groomed in this century to seek bulleted recommendations, the seven steps to swift transformation—of anything, from weight loss to advanced manufacturing. We’ve become so solution-oriented that accurately identifying the parameters of a complex problem is becoming a dying art. This challenge doesn’t lend itself to swift transformation or an obvious solution. The average tenure of an urban school district superintendent in the United States is now 2.7 years; for Black women superintendents, it is 18 months.4 That isn’t long enough for a child to get from first to third grade. Transformation under what consistent leadership? The claims that AI in education and AI literacy will be transformative to American education and will elevate Black students and close gaps are absent memory. Only an explicit, committed fight for educational justice can do that. Those making the claims are not looking back, nor are those accepting them without critique. When the tech leaders professing to offer help, to offer AI in education, are the very ones standing by as we’re being publicly damned, there is an inherent hypocrisy at hand. Why would I trust their claims, or their professed interest in my well-being? That hypocrisy has long American roots too. Given the 250th national milestone, mention of the Constitution is relevant. Within that very document, the contradictions concerning Black people are spelled out in the original language that originalists are so devoted to. We are the “three fifths of all other Persons,” in a land where all men are created equal. In the era of George Floyd, when the Big Tech commitments to racial equity and justice were raining down like heavenly manna, in some circles, there was a sigh of relief—finally, the most powerful agents of our time were taking note and committing to racial equity and justice. One American season later, the race demons raged and all of those commitments are dropped. The language, the words, the people, the sentiment erased, the websites vanished, the funds dried, and the true spirit of self-interest revealed. The question was never: What will happen to George Floyd if I do not stop to fight on his behalf? The question all along was: What will happen to me if I don’t appear as if I am? Memory is the anchor of discernment and offers clarity of sight to know which are the solid rocks upon which to stand. The glittering claims of what AI in education will do, offered by those who abandoned us in our hour of need, are not those rocks.

The Sankofa bird symbolizes the importance of remembrance. The word sankofa is Twi, one of the Akan languages. It means, “go back and get it.” More importantly, it is tied to an Akan saying, Sɛ wo werɛ fi na wosan kɔfa a, yɛnkyi—it is not taboo to go back and fetch what you forgot. There is nuance there. Remembering is important, yes. But not being ashamed to go back and search for what you’ve forgotten is different. It is a more powerful offering. It is an offering lined with grace. It says that it is okay to not know once you’re committed to knowing. The effects of American education on Black people are such that there is so much we don’t know. In the long arc of the American story, we know the nation’s lessons in the scars and stripes on our skin. But the structure of American education has rendered it such that Americans, all of us, don’t know the full lessons of the American story. The current efforts to strip education of those lessons are an explicit attempt to keep it that way. While the AI effort in education is here to stay, our ability to look back and fetch lessons from the past is important for the potential of AI in education to be justly realized. That ability helps us see patterns and connect historic plots in the dark. It helps us position this new technology for what it is and not allow it to become a substitute for what it is not. Our ability to look back is necessary for us to calibrate the claims surrounding AI in education against the reality of what we know and what we’ve forgotten but must remember. Not only is memory a lens for the clarity of sight; it is an anchor for hope. As the Sankofa bird looks back from its perch at this national milestone, it is looking back from a perch while free for the first time. That is evidence we have succeeded. We’re unwilling to be erased. Though my father was born a subject of the Crown in form, he was never subjugated in fact. While the risks of digital slavery lie ahead, the ashes of actual slavery lie behind. It didn’t win. Hence, remembrance is not just of resistance; it is resistance.

The Bullwhip’s Algorithm: Artificial Intelligence and America’s Racial Caste System is about the convergence of memory and the promises of AI in education. It is an attempt to pause and examine the actual foundation on top of which the grand claims of AI’s potential in education are being built. It is an attempt to look without blinking or misspeaking at the truth of the American hour. The race demons are back, daring us to call them by name and threatening us to forget the terror of their trespasses. All the while, the captains of AI are positioning a new narrative. They suggest that AI will fundamentally transform the experience of education. But they are doing it at the same time that they have turned their back on the very people for whom education has ceased to be transformative.

The first section, “Artificial Education, Real Intelligence,” addresses the challenge of gutting American education of the American story. The creation of artificial education made more efficient by AI can create a national hallucination of who we are. The parallel ongoing emphasis on STEM education can be a distraction to that phenomenon and create a set of false expectations about how equitable outcomes are achieved. The second section, “Inverse Correlation: Power and Courage,” as the title implies, considers the relationship between the most powerful actors on the technical stage at this historic national milestone and their courage, or lack thereof, to defend what they presumably know is just and right. The world has seen silent accomplices to grave injustice before, using exceptional positive highlights as an excuse to turn away from ghastly patterns. As such, the importance of having second sight. The third section, “21st Century, Second Quarter,” identifies the difference between the philosophy of technological supremacy and the foundational philosophy of justice. Sadly, the two are at odds with each other. The conflict between them determines whether, as a nation, we seek highly skilled but uneducated workers or a population of educated citizens who can also work. Educated citizens are the defenders of democracy. Mere workers, both skilled and unskilled, are just a workforce, not a nation of citizens. Lastly, “Must Be Freedom” is a nod to justice. In the midst of all the noise and clamoring for shiny things to do a lot and mean even more, there is justice. It stands above the noise and the masquerade. It only bows to freedom. That is its only master. In a time of remembrance for America, it is freedom that sits behind the altar, and justice is communion.

From my memory to yours, with love.




PART I
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ARTIFICIAL EDUCATION, REAL INTELLIGENCE




CHAPTER 1
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HALLUCINATION AND SEGREGATION

In 1963, as the Civil Rights Movement was reaching its climax, James Baldwin addressed an audience of schoolteachers in Philadelphia. He said we “must understand that in an attempt to correct so many generations of bad faith and cruelty, when it is operating not only in the classroom but in society, you will meet the most fantastic, the most brutal, and the most determined resistance. There is no point pretending that this won’t happen.”1 In 2024, more than 60 years later, the State Superintendent of Schools in Georgia banned the teaching of Advanced Placement African American Studies in public high schools across the state.2 The sentence itself is hard to contemplate. The United States is 250 years old in 2026, and states are banning the ability to look back—a critical feature of a self-aware and well-informed modern democratic state. Baldwin’s resistance is real.

While Georgia and several other states are banning the teaching of history, the future is unfolding at warp speed. In this same season of criminalizing historical knowledge, AI has taken the imagination of the world by storm. From AI-generated music raising questions about who the actual musician is, to the Screen Actors Guild strike raising questions about whether we need human actors for movies anymore, it has upended much of our confidence in what we know as a society. It has introduced wonderings, the questions for which we haven’t yet been able to formulate. Its implications are so vast and uncertain the Biden administration in 2023 issued an executive order on the use of artificial intelligence. It says in part, “In the end, AI reflects the principles of the people who build it, the people who use it, and the data upon which it is built. I firmly believe that the power of our ideals; the foundations of our society; and the creativity, diversity, and decency of our people are the reasons that America thrived in past eras of rapid change.”3 These are the kinds of lofty ideals that are the bedrock of the American story. They rest on confidence in an idealized and ambitious version of the American people. The coincidence of these phenomena—the rise of AI, the attempted erasure of history, and a utopic belief in the nobility of the American people—has pushed the country to a dangerous precipice unique to our time.

Building a digital future uninformed by actual history is a dangerous thing to do. A digital future is one where the intersection of human agency and technology is blurred. It is the world we’re moving into—one where technology’s penetration lies not just in how we use it but in how it learns from us to generate what we think we know. It can create a kind of hallucinogenic utopia that, in America, hides its racial demons. The foundations of our society—and the diversity and decency of our people that President Biden called on—have the potential to disappoint. The very history being banned articulates those disappointments and helps arm the society to prevent them from happening again. Accurate history is a necessary input to the construction of a digital future that will surely be heavily influenced by AI. Having such strong belief in the virtues of the American people, especially in a time of such national flux, is naïve. Black people, the subjects of the banned history, know better. It is the same American people whose decency and sense of national pride are fueling efforts to ban books and have teaching Black history made illegal. And they are doing so more than 60 years after the passage of the Civil Rights Act and more than 160 years after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation.

The decision to ban African American history in Georgia is not the whimsical twitch of an errant racist deferring to an archaic antebellum American law. It is the decision of a sitting state superintendent of schools backed by a 2022 Georgia state law, HB 1084—the Protect Students First Act, commonly known as the Divisive Concepts Law. It is evidence of the resistance James Baldwin warned of. There is no point pretending that it is not. We have seen this before.

To be an American and to be Black has always been a fraught proposition. More than a hundred years ago, W. E. B. Du Bois shared in his essay Strivings of the Negro People, “One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body.”4 In the American slave days, white people banned Black people from learning to read with anti-literacy laws. It was an offense in those times punishable by fines to white people caught teaching Black people to read, and by whipping or death for Black people trying to learn. The universal understanding then, as now, is that education is an exalted power. Unlocking the keys to knowledge through literacy was a direct path to resistance, to the calling out of hypocrisy, to a more articulated call for justice, to a more robust demand for citizenship and human dignity. Banning the teaching of history today is analogous to the anti-literacy laws then. It keeps people unaware and unable to correct past wrongs. It blinds us to who we are. Even knowing that there was a time in America when white American citizens passed laws to prevent the Black people they owned from learning to read is part of the historical record of the United States.

On one hand, there is the twoness of being Black. The challenge of having to reconcile the idea of being an American with the reality of being Black in America. Those ideals in the American story were born at odds with each other and remain in conflict. On the other, there is the twoness of being white: facing the challenge of being wrapped in an American flag tailor-made to fit a white body, while an ancestral record of unspeakable barbarism and inhumanity looms in the background. For Black people, it is a conflict with the country. For white people, it is a conflict with themselves. The relationship between these two distinctly American conflicts—the struggle to triumph and forgive and the struggle to repent and reconcile—is in many ways the heart of the American story. It is an intimate, painful, incremental, and inescapable relationship. It is the relationship that lets us know that African American history is American history. This is the relationship where, in fact, there is no daylight between the two bodies of history, the two strivings to understand, and the shared interests in a common outcome. Neither of us can understand or appreciate the American story without fully understanding ourselves—who we are and who we have been relative to each other.

Banning African American history, therefore, is banning American history. It is banning the teaching, learning, and understanding of this complicated relationship born of America’s Original Sin. Banning this knowledge of American history will fail to arm generations of students with the contextual understanding they will need to withstand cynicism and keep fighting toward a more perfect union. Contrary to the name of the law, it will leave students unprotected from the nation’s racial demons. They will not be able to recognize racist movements cloaked in nationalist populism or right-wing ultra-conservatism. They mightn’t see that Christian faith has been used both to justify slavery and as a freedom light to keep on keeping on. They won’t know how effective social protest movements helped push the nation forward, or how resistant America was to having Black people be recognized as people, let alone acknowledging African American history as American history. They won’t have a sense of the scope and viciousness of white American racism or the enormity of the challenge of exorcising it from the nation’s DNA. They won’t appreciate how willing Southern states were to destroy the entire country rather than concede the human and moral abomination of American slavery. And they won’t understand the significance of this time of pendular reversal, where generational progress is being upended at the constitutional level.

Ultimately, banning the teaching of history undermines the strength of democracy. The whole point of education in a democratic society is to build an informed citizenry that is critical and courageous and is its own check and balance against tyrannical and racist demagogues. Demagoguery requires a certain mix of fear, awe, and ignorance that well-educated citizens don’t yield to. All of these august claims are true. They are the substance of grand rhetoric because they are designed to inspire resistance to oppression in societies. But they are also serious lessons learned from history. Autocratic national populists and murderous, racist colonial regimes of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries all sought to suppress education and artificially shape the contours of history. They did so to support the ideology that fueled their particular brand of oppression.

Controlling what people know—and don’t know—is an effective means of controlling people themselves. Violence is often a complement to selective education. The two serve to reinforce each other and breed both ignorance and fear—the substrate of oppression. In the American case, both are now present. The effort to ban Black history is here. The Capitol of the United States, the temple of our democratic faith, was stormed by white nationalists and populists who killed and injured scores of police officers trying to defend it. They set up hanging gallows and threatened to lynch the vice president of the United States and kill the Speaker of the House of Representatives. The society’s demons are clearly restless. The reshaping of history and the insertion of violence are here. The ingredients are present, and the restive racial demons are on the hunt for new ways to oppress.

We are in a time when state officials feel free to openly denigrate and scorn Black people. In the tradition of Governor Wallace of Alabama and Governors Talmadge and Maddox in Georgia, they feel emboldened to say in public that Black people’s history—and by extension, Black people—are irrelevant. Their position is that not only is it not worth teaching, but that it is dangerous and therefore ought to be banned in public education. In 2023, Governor DeSantis in Florida approved into law a state educational standard impacting millions of public school students that asserts, “[S]laves developed skills, which in some instances, could be applied for their personal benefit.”5 Some of the comparative what-ifs are inconceivable. What if the Florida governor here, deep into the twenty-first century, were to authorize a state education standard that says, “White Americans who gathered their families and children with merriment to watch and celebrate the burning and dismemberment of Black human beings suffered from a psychosis that needs to be exorcised for the benefit of the country”? The mere thought of that is incomprehensible in modern America. Yet the state superintendent of schools has banned the teaching of African American history in Georgia, claiming it is divisive.

There are, today, formal state-sanctioned educational standards in the United States that teach children that slavery was beneficial to Black people. Banning the actual history and constructing shockingly offensive and nonsensical education standards is a process of rewriting history, of controlling what people know and don’t know. That is the process that the ban is an indicator of. The moral attack and injury are evidence of the resistance that James Baldwin foresaw. In this case, it is an attempt to erase American historical data. It is the manufacture of artificial education to undermine real intelligence. It is likely designed to absolve the white American psyche of having to confront its ghosts and repent, but more insidiously to signal to the nationalist soldiers that the resistance is on and the pendular swing toward a more pluralistic nation and more perfect union is under grave threat.

The surge of these racial demons and the risks they present are happening in a season of fantastic technological progress. We are in an AI season, a season of rapid change. Advanced computational algorithms are combing through data on the internet to discern what they determine to be the truth. Apart from the technical details of what is happening, the relationship between the data on the internet in the form of large language models and educational standards is direct. If a student prompts one of the new AI-enabled tools: “Was American slavery good or bad?” It may return: “It depends; sometimes the overproduction of cotton by slaves lowered the price, but the slaves themselves acquired skills that were personally beneficial.” Banning accurate history and twisting the facts has a direct effect on the output of artificially intelligent tools. Their so-called intelligence is derived from data on the internet, and that data is born of the information people put on it. That includes legally sanctioned state standards of education.

That is why the coincidence of these two phenomena is so dangerous. Skewing the data, erasing and twisting history just as the engines of AI are revving up, increases the risk of fossilizing false history. And the AI race is certainly on. The engines are revving. The enhancement of products and the creation of new ones powered by AI capabilities is the foundation of current Big Tech competition. It is paradigm-shifting in the tech space. It is so transformational that it will inevitably lead to the rise of a new generation of Big Tech and the extinction or transformation of some of the current giants. The question—Who will lead the AI race?—is being asked of venture capitalists, futurists, journalists, the market, the government, and captains of the industry itself. The heads of Google, Anthropic, Microsoft, and OpenAI, for example, have emerged as modern oracles of our technical future. Despite the growing tech backlash, we, the general public, are looking to them with trepidation and awe, wondering how AI will transform our lives. How will it transform the way we work, the nature of our health care, the way adults and children learn, whether we will have to drive cars anymore, how we will tell the difference between augmented reality and real reality, how wars will be executed, and who or what answers the phone when we call for help? Ultimately, the question we’re asking is, how much of our human agency ought we surrender to the technologies these companies build? Governments are asking the same questions. Because the technologies are so advanced, governments are forced to turn to the technology companies to ask them how to regulate the technologies that they themselves build.

AI has taken on such a towering position in our modern imagination that we have given it human traits. What will AI do? What will AI say? Can AI make it better? Or will AI make it worse? Will AI replace you? And existentially, what does AI think? Notwithstanding the formal and formidable body of technical knowledge and computer science AI and machine learning rest on, they are now in the public sphere with a cultural persona. Far from the academic laboratories at the nation’s most elite institutions of computing—UC Berkeley, MIT, Stanford, Carnegie Mellon, Georgia Tech, and others—AI has become a social creature. In some ways, we have bestowed agency upon it. We’ve even given it a fancy title: Agentic AI. In a very reductionist formulation of the challenge, we are grappling with our own agency. How much do we surrender to AI? We are navigating our relationship with AI, as a proxy for technology more broadly, and trying to find where to plant the flag of human agency. Because we are so unsure of where to plant our flag in such a rapidly developing technical environment, global leaders like President Biden assert that wherever we plant the flag, it will be informed by the tradition of American decency—for Black people, a dubious concept at best.

Generative AI is the section of this new technological frontier that is so amazing at the moment. It is the apparent generation of knowledge that we are so in awe of. It is one of the first massively accessible computational tools that has lured us into thinking that machines are, in fact, intelligent. The history of AI and machine learning is long, and it is its own body of knowledge that, for years, was largely the purview of the advanced computing research community
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