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Foreword

Michael T. Martin

“This TV series resounds with ethical themes related to social and racial justice that are not only grounded in the past of enslavement but are still relevant in the present.”

—Delphine Letort1

The formative moment in the long history and struggle for Black representation in the United States began with European colonization and settlement of North America and the ascendency of capitalism when in 1619 enslaved Africans arrived in colonial Virginia as cargo and were warehoused and auctioned to a nascent planter oligarchy. Occasioned by bondage, the collective trauma evolved to become the predicate and organizing imperative between master and slave in a racial [and class] order that was first constituted in colonial society. Indeed, the scale, magnitude, and horror of this social formation, in all its iterations and primal ontology, are rendered in the cinematic in such films as 12 Years a Slave (2013), Amistad (1997), Glory (1989), Roots (1977),2 and D.W. Griffith’s infamous photoplay and “unrivaled work of historical fiction,” The Birth of a Nation (1915). While having defiled Blacks, slave and “free” alike, Birth was lauded upon its premier screening by the White House, Supreme Court judges, and members of Congress.3 Purposed to legitimize racial solidarity and privilege, and validate all manner of “whiteness,” the film served as a meditation on the nation, claiming the promise of renewal and redemption in fraternity and the resurrection of the racial order.4 Consider then, that the determinations of slavery inform contemporary affairs and most, if not all cultural and institutional sectors of American society. However, this historical fact is largely unknown or misunderstood by the descendants—Black and white—of this defining moment and what followed in the American specificity.

Ironically, as filmmakers and historians debate America’s racial past, a conservative and sinister turn is in-progress to erase, mitigate, and dismiss the truths of slavery. Waged in state legislatures and manifested particularly in school curricula, American history is now at the epicenter of the culture wars in which the veracity of factual accounts of the past are contested and denied by career politicians, political appointees, judicial courts, and elected state officials across America.

Consider this:

For the fourth successive year, effective April 31, 2023, Tate Reeves, the Republican governor of the state of Mississippi, has endorsed the proclamation “Confederate Heritage Month.” In doing so, he upholds a thirty-year-old tradition that, while commemorating the Confederate States of America, affirms white supremacy in the present.5

In a recent FBI report has been confirmed that hate crimes in the United States “reached the highest level since the government began tracking the crimes in the early 1990s.”6

In the past two years, “lawmakers in 15 Republican-controlled states have passed 19 bills that seek to restrict teaching on issues of race, racism, and gender, according to figures from PEN America.”7

Founded by the billionaire Koch brothers, The Bill of Rights Institute (BRI)—the education wing of their network seeks “to promote an alternate narrative to slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction. The political goal of these materials is to ensure students see racism and slavery as flaws in an otherwise spotless U.S. record, rather than woven into the fabric of our country from its inception.”8

At a time when debates over how to teach students about race, racism, U.S. history, and gender identity command the public’s attention, to date the most extreme effort to police and sanitize education is orchestrated by Ron DeSantis, Republican governor of Florida and Trump rival for the 2024 presidential race. With the support of a Republican super majority in the state’s legislature, freedom to learn and teach are under direct assault. For example, an Advanced Placement course in African American studies for high school students was recently banned.9 And, for higher education, teaching Critical Race Theory (CRT) now suffers restrictions, as a result of DeSantis’s 2022 proposed and signed law “Stop Woke Act.” Legislation against CRT has now extended to include six other states.10

More threatening, McCarthyite politics now pervade the American polity where some practices of white nationalist militias appear normalized and the military-industrial complex, helmed by an overfunded Pentagon, reigns supreme; where inequality is tolerated and conspiracy theories are abound in public discourse as antidemocratic measures subvert voting and civil rights and enable corporate interests to pillage the natural world and ecologies that sustain life on Earth.

No less terrifying, asserts former Secretary of Labor, Robert Reich, the nation is already waging “a second . . . civil war.” Marked by “the great divide between political parties . . . animosity towards those in the opposing party is higher than at any time in living memory . . . ,” and the divide over reproductive rights in “Blue” and “Red” states, Reich contends that America “is fast becoming two versions of America.”11 Moreover, in “The Great Regression, Jim Crow 2.0,” Mark Summers laments that transforming America into a pariah state invites ignorance, repression, conflict, and hatred.12

Together, these divisive policies and practices polarize the electorate, promote regressive educational norms, and provoke conflict to consolidate rule under the organizing rubric of MAGA, which is code for “whiteness”; its embodiment across the spectrum of American life, and at the state level, abbreviate academic freedom and vacate school curricula and public libraries of critical readings on America’s racial past.

Apart from the aesthetic and unique signifying innovations deployed by filmmaker Barry Jenkins in The Underground Railroad (2021), an adaptation of Colson Whitehead’s 2016 novel, the subject of Delphine Letort’s address and critical reading of the ten-episode series, both filmmaker and film scholar labor to correct the historical record and oppose the ploy to cast slavery as benign and merely incidental to the formation of the nation. Here the subtext, utility, and purpose of Letort’s project is unapologetic: “Cinema and television studies endeavor to demonstrate how films can be used to take part in decolonizing imaginaries of the past, which The Underground Railroad . . . attends to with perhaps even more efficiency” and I would add, urgency.13 In this essential capacity, Jenkin’s reimagining of the trauma of slavery in the person of Cora coupled with Letort’s critical framing of this trauma speak powerfully to how a cinematic and scholastic partnership perform the vital task of rendering how slavery is remembered and, doing so, how America, the nation, is represented. Then, if memory serves to evoke the present in the past, we are indebted to Letort and Jenkins for their service and contribution to a Black futurity, which is no less in the project of the remembrance of America’s futurity.
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