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            Dedication

         
         
            For Harriet, Ida, Charlotta, and Gwen, whose truth telling sustains generations, and for the many other ancestors whose hands
               are in and on this book
            

             

            And to my mom, who isn’t here to read this one, but who taught me why we tell stories

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Once in a while1 through all of us there flashes some clairvoyance, some clear idea, of what America really is. We who are dark can see America
               in a way that white Americans cannot. And seeing our country thus, are we satisfied with its present goals and ideals?
            

            —W. E. B. Du Bois, “Criteria of Negro Art,” 1926
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            Part 1
A Second Sight

         
         In 1773, three years before the signing of the Declaration of Independence, Phillis Wheatley published Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral. At a time when the printing press was the dominant form of mass communication, the very existence of Wheatley’s book was
            radical. Not because of its content—though the poetry was elegant and erudite—but because of what its mere existence implied
            in an era defined by dogmas that justified race-based chattel slavery: that a young, enslaved Black woman possessed intellect,
            creativity, and moral insight equal to her white contemporaries.
         

         
         Although her published works were constrained by the violence of her condition and by the necessity to write in ways that
            would not offend her “progressive” enslavers or white benefactors in the United States and England, whose support remained
            conditional, her work nonetheless offered an undeniable argument for Black humanity. By extension, it advanced the case for
            abolition and equality.
         

         
         Born in West Africa and kidnapped at around the age of seven, Phillis Wheatley was enslaved in Boston—a city that has assumed mythic proportions in the story of the nation’s founding. Despite the unfree conditions under which she asserted her personhood, her poetry circulated widely and offered a powerful critique of the contradictions at the heart of a yet-to-be-established nation. Her authorship was so disruptive to prevailing assumptions about race and intellect that a panel of white judges1—including clergy and her enslaver, John Wheatley—was convened to publicly verify that she had indeed written the poems.
         

         
         Wheatley’s work drew attention from prominent political figures: Thomas Jefferson and John Quincy Adams2 both wrote about her, and in December 1776, General George Washington, impressed by her poetry3 and weighing whether to allow free Black men to fight in the Continental Army, arranged to meet her. Though she was manumitted4 shortly after her work was published, Wheatley died in poverty.
         

         
         Two hundred fifty years later, filmmaker Ryan Coogler—a descendant of enslaved Africans and part of a lineage shaped by the
            Great Migration—began working on Sinners (2025), a film ostensibly about vampires. But beneath its genre surface, Sinners is about labor, dispossession, and the violence that undergirds American life. It is also about unrepentant freedom in the
            face of white supremacy: creative freedom, collective freedom, and the possibility of a freedom that lies beneath the surface
            of the nation’s hypocrisies.
         

         
         Though separated by centuries, Wheatley and Coogler are chapters in the same unfolding story of cultural resistance and reimagining.
            Their work is part of a long tradition of Black mediamakers who have used the tools of their time—pen, press, lens, mic—to
            critique the nation and imagine it otherwise. This tradition is animated by what W. E. B. Du Bois called a second sight.
         

         
         In the classic5 Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903, Du Bois described the condition of being Black in America as a “two-ness,” a fractured identity shaped
            by the tension between self-perception and the gaze of a white supremacist society. But he also recognized that this double
            consciousness yielded a profound insight: the ability to see through the veil, to understand the contradictions of American
            life with a clarity often unavailable to those at the center of power. Second sight is a vision, a tool, a gift.
         

         
         Though most widely recognized as a foundational scholar, Du Bois was also a visionary mediamaker. In addition to cofounding and editing The Crisis, the NAACP’s magazine, for nearly twenty-five years, he wrote speculative fiction, curated photography exhibits, created
            sociological infographics, and helped shape the aesthetic sensibilities of the Harlem Renaissance. His work, like that of
            so many other Black mediamakers, was rooted in the recognition that the ideals of the nation’s founders—however inspirational—remained
            crushingly distant for many, even as his critiques sought to bring those ideals closer to reality.
         

         
         Black mediamakers have collectively balanced these impulses—A Second Sight documents the power of their truth telling and imagination across time, space, and persona.
         

         
         Thanks to forerunners like Wheatley and the subsequent intergenerational group of storytellers, truth speakers, interventionists,
            and activists who used media to push the United States closer to its espoused values, Coogler operates with comparably immense
            freedom. He can challenge power directly, critique the systems around him, and be celebrated—and compensated—for doing so.
            Rarely are figures like Wheatley and Coogler considered as part of the same story—but in this story there is a visionary thread
            that leads to a freer America. From Wheatley’s pen to Coogler’s lens, media has been a tool for African Americans to dream
            something different: a means of self-actualization, a platform for critique, and a canvas for envisioning a better society.
         

         
         Black mediamakers’ work does not only react to sociopolitical conditions; it is generative too, building new worlds, new frameworks,
            and new futures. Their second sight allows them to see through the veil of national mythmaking and to craft stories that reveal,
            resist, and reimagine.
         

         
         This insight—that media shapes the soul of a nation—was central to the efforts of African Americans even before the Declaration of Independence proclaimed the unalienable rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” in a country forged through colonization and sustained by slave labor. 

         
         In 1773, the same year6 Phillis Wheatley’s poems were published, enslaved and free men in New England circulated a petition calling for an end to
            slavery and expressing their desire to return to Africa—an early act of political mediamaking exploring abolition, mutual
            aid, and emigration. Following the Revolutionary War7, Black men who had fought for both the British and the colonists continued this tradition by circulating texts demanding
            their freedom and repatriation.
         

         
         Through the turn of the nineteenth century, free Black civic organizations8 in cities like Boston, New York, and Philadelphia published and circulated constitutions, speeches, and philosophical treatises
            that articulated their visions of liberty. They not only challenged the institution of slavery but also laid the foundation
            for early Black political thought9 while influencing the strategies and rhetoric of white abolitionists. These early efforts unsettled the boundaries of the
            emerging US public sphere, helping shape national discourse at a time when the country was still defining its core values,
            exposing the contradictions at the heart of the American experiment.
         

         
         In 1792, an exchange of letters between Benjamin Banneker—a self-taught Black naturalist, mathematician, and astronomer—and
            Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson was widely circulated. In it, Banneker—whose father had been enslaved—quoted the Declaration
            of Independence back to its drafter. How was it, he challenged10, that Jefferson could so clearly denounce the “injustice,” “horrors,” and “tyranny of the British crown,” yet perpetuate the “fraud and violence” heaped upon “so numerous a part of my brethren under groaning captivity and cruel oppression”? Banneker’s challenges carried so much persuasive power that Jefferson was compelled to respond and antislavery societies reprinted the exchanges, revealing the political significance of early Black media and innovation.*

         
         This work has often come at great personal risk. One hundred years after Banneker, Ida B. Wells-Barnett* narrowly escaped the mob that burned down her newspaper office because of her unrepentant reporting on the lies that legitimized
            lynching. During World War II11, the US government surveilled and suppressed Black newspapers for daring to suggest that fascism was not just a foreign threat,
            but a domestic one. And yet despite censorship, surveillance, and violence, Black mediamakers laid essential groundwork for
            American democracy.
         

         
         Indeed, the most vibrant public repository of the second sight of African Americans can be found in the work of Black mediamakers.
            To exist at all, Black mediamaking has had to be agile, clever, and defiant. As theorist and critic bell hooks argued, true
            curiosity, growth, and reinvention12 flourish at the margins—where the rules of dominant life have never quite applied. Or, as in the African American folk tales
            of Br’er Rabbit, second sight often appears ahead of the mob—before it takes notice, as it gives chase, and after it has forced
            the witness into exile. And still, the resulting stories endure. They change us, even when the mob denies it.
         

         
         Despite their frequent exclusion from the narrow lenses of chauvinistic history and mainstream media, Black Americans have always been primary authors of the American story. Their interventions—rigorous, imaginative, and deeply political—have shaped the nation’s cultural and democratic trajectory, even when their stories were not canonized. While often obscured, Black mediamakers have been influential in every media industry, present at breaking news events, and at the forefront of technological and artistic innovation. Their exclusion could never fully contain their contributions. 

         
         In the twenty-first century, this tradition of second sight continues to shape public consciousness and political possibility.
            When Ta-Nehisi Coates published “The Case for Reparations” in The Atlantic in 2014, for example, he broke open a long-suppressed national conversation in new ways. Drawing on history, investigative
            reporting, and moral clarity, Coates made a compelling argument that reverberated across the political spectrum, influencing
            legislation, public opinion, and the platforms of presidential candidates. The American Society of Magazine Editors13 wrote that it “marked the beginning of a new era in the way Americans think about race.” Such work exemplifies how Black
            mediamakers continue to use truth telling and imagination to push the nation toward its unfulfilled promises.
         

         
         Indeed, the visionary work of Black mediamakers on liberty, justice, and belonging helped lay the intellectual and cultural
            groundwork for the Black Lives Matter movement. Long before hashtags and viral videos, Black mediamakers were documenting
            state violence, naming systemic injustice, and imagining new forms of freedom. Their second sight anticipated the demands
            and dreams of a generation that would take to the streets to insist that Black lives matter—not just in theory, but also in
            policy, in practice, and in the stories we tell about who we are.
         

         
         This tradition stretches through every era of American history. It is thanks to the tenacity of a broad range of Black mediamakers—from Frederick Douglass to Langston Hughes—that it is widely known today that the first man to die at the Boston Massacre, a catalytic moment in the American Revolution, was Black. Crispus Attucks’s identity14 was nearly erased and his legacy repeatedly diminished by white elites. Yet Black mediamakers refused to let his story fade,
            continually recentering his role in the nation’s founding uprising and reclaiming him as a symbol of Black revolutionary spirit.
         

         
         During Reconstruction, Black mediamakers like Alexander Manly played powerful roles in the rise of Black political power and
            experiments in multiracial democracy. Manly’s Daily Record15 in Wilmington, North Carolina, challenged white supremacy and advocated for racial equality—until a white mob burned down
            his offices in 1898, launching the only successful coup d’état in US history. The mob’s insurrectionist violence and resentment
            previewed the backlash that would suppress Black political power for generations—and echoes the resentment visible in the
            January 6, 2021, attack on the US Capitol.
         

         
         Even before Hitler came to power, the Black press drew clear parallels between Nazism abroad and Jim Crow at home, recognizing
            both as threats to democracy. Journalists and editors used their network of Black-owned platforms16 to expose the hypocrisy of fighting fascism overseas while tolerating racial terror within US borders.
         

         
         Across four decades, Gordon Parks, through his photography and reporting—including his coverage of the Tuskegee Airmen and
            everyday Black life—made a persuasive visual case for full inclusion in the American project. His lens captured both the dignity
            and the struggle of Black communities, offering a counternarrative to dominant portrayals and helping shift public consciousness.
         

         
         Black radio personalities17, too, wielded second sight. In the 1950s and ’60s, they used coded language to support civil rights activism—alerting listeners
            to police presence, organizing protests, and boosting morale. Their work laid the groundwork for the desegregation of the
            American music industry and helped usher Black music18 into the mainstream, reshaping American cultural identity across racial lines.
         

         
         In more recent decades, journalists like Gwen Ifill brought second sight to mainstream political journalism. She refused to
            use euphemisms19 for racism, insisted on naming injustice plainly, and mentored a new generation of Black journalists who continue to speak
            truth to power. And as misinformation and disinformation increasingly threaten democratic discourse, Black mediamakers have
            remained at the forefront of efforts to combat their corrosive effects—offering clarity, context, and historical memory in
            a media landscape often clouded by distortion.*

         
         For Black Americans, the ideals set forth by the founders are invariably bookended by second sight. It has always been the
            contradictions of the former and clarity of the latter that anchor the interventionist and inventive work of Black mediamakers.
            Du Bois writes in The Souls of Black Folk:
         

         
         
            We must strive for the rights20 which the world accords men, clinging unwaveringly to those great words which the sons of the Fathers would fain forget:
               We hold these truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
               unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
            

         

         As Du Bois notes, the allegorical sons of the white founders have often been eager—even anxious—to forget these ideals when
            it comes to those unlike themselves. Yet it is those excluded from these unalienable rights who have most unwaveringly honed
            them.
         

         
         Like Du Bois, Black mediamakers across generations have embraced these ideals with critical clarity. The earnestness of second sight compels them to ask why we continue to fall short of these ideals, how we might reach them, and what life might look like if we did. The Declaration of Independence, with its bold proclamation of equality and unalienable rights, has served as both a mirror and a measuring stick for Black mediamakers. They have returned to its language time and again—not to uphold a myth, but to demand a reckoning. 

         
         As Mary McLeod Bethune, the educator, activist, and prolific columnist, wrote more than 150 years after the Declaration was
            signed, the answer to the question “What does the Negro want?”21 has always been “very simple. He wants only what all other Americans want. He wants opportunity to make real what the Declaration
            of Independence and the Constitution and the Bill of Rights say, what the Four Freedoms establish.”
         

         
         It is this making real that Black mediamakers chase.

         
         From Phillis Wheatley to Ryan Coogler, from Ida B. Wells-Barnett to Gwen Ifill, and from Mary McLeod Bethune to Ta-Nehisi
            Coates, Black mediamakers, on the one hand, bring the collective critical sensibilities of second sight to the center; on
            the other, they personally navigate the expectations and demands of a majority white public and media industries.
         

         
         Remarkable works by historians, sociologists, and others have documented the history and contributions of Black Americans,
            but rare are meditations on mediamakers—those who write, film, broadcast, and narrate the stories we tell about ourselves.
            Yet it is important to understand the power Black mediamakers have wielded—often at great personal risk and under considerable
            constraint—because media is not simply a reflection of society; it is also a powerful force that constructs our national identity
            and collective politics.
         

         
         In the public sphere—anchored by media and shared by us all—our nation negotiates its political differences, reimagines and resists ideas of identity and belonging, and forecasts or forecloses political and cultural revolutions.* Media is where the American story is told, contested, and rewritten.
         

         
         This is why, at every moment in our nation’s history, both those in power and those without it have invested heavily in media
            technologies and the storytelling they enable. From the printing press to the podcast, from the slave narrative to the livestream,
            media has been a battleground and a blueprint. Collectively, we rise and fall through these stories. And it is through the
            voices of Black mediamakers that we can trace resistance and resilience as well as the very architecture of American democracy.
         

         
         The story of our nation has always been a contested one—because we are still striving, often uneasily, to reconcile the truth
            of our past with the ideals we claim to uphold. The version long enshrined in museums and history books, in popular culture
            and partisan parables, celebrates the bravery and ingenuity of a select few while excluding the voices and contributions of
            the many. This narrow narrative, often fiercely defended by those who claim the mantle of patriotism, is incomplete. It limits
            how we imagine both our past and our future.
         

         
         Efforts to expand or interrogate this story—to make room for a fuller, more honest account of who we are—are frequently met with fear, resistance, and accusations of revisionism. We are told not to question what we were taught about figures like George Washington or Daniel Boone, as if doing so would unravel the very fabric of the nation. But Black mediamakers have insisted that democracy lies not in mythmaking but in truth telling. It lies in seeing the nation in its fullness—its falterings, its contradictions, and the vast array of people who have shaped its possibilities. 

         
         These pages invite reflection on what might be learned—and who we might become—if we choose to live in the vision of this
            fuller nation.
         

         
         

         Collectively, Black mediamakers share a desire to tell a bigger story—a more nuanced, imaginative, and honest story. A story
            that draws a full past into the shaping and adornment of a fuller future. These are not, as the common parlance goes, “untold
            stories.” The stories Black mediamakers tell have been told all along—spoken, written, filmed, sung, and archived—even as
            they were suppressed, ignored, or buried by racist acts and ideologies. But they were also protected, nourished, and passed
            down until the nation was ready—or forced—to listen. The work of Black mediamakers has always been to reveal and revive these
            stories, to bring them into the public sphere with clarity and conviction.
         

         
         Consider, for example, the cadre of Black mediamakers who responded to the 1915 release of The Birth of a Nation. The film, adapted by D. W. Griffith from Thomas Dixon’s novel The Clansman, was a three-hour epic of white supremacist propaganda. It glorified the Ku Klux Klan, vilified Black men as threats to white
            womanhood, and popularized the Lost Cause mythology that romanticized the Confederacy and demonized Reconstruction. President
            Woodrow Wilson screened it at the White House, and it sold out whites-only theaters across the country, inciting racial violence22 and reinforcing white nationalist ideologies that led to the entrenchment of Jim Crow.
         

         
         Historian Vincent Brown has called The Birth of a Nation “racist pornography,”23 and Jelani Cobb, writing for The New Yorker in 2015, argues that it presaged24 the politics of white grievance that would later animate contemporary revanchist movements like Make America Great Again.
            Despite its harmful legacy, The Birth of a Nation is still occasionally taught in classrooms as a “Civil War epic,” often praised for its technical innovations and record-breaking
            box office success. Yet even before its release, Black mediamakers were organizing, innovating, and storytelling in ways that
            challenged its lies and made it possible for us to recognize them today.
         

         
         In 1915, poet and novelist25 James Weldon Johnson offered a savvy assessment in The New York Age of the “incalculable harm” The Birth of a Nation created by translating racist literary tropes into the new and compelling media technology of the motion picture. At the same
            time, Black film companies such as the Foster Photoplay Company and the Lincoln Motion Picture Company were experimenting
            with many of the same cinematic techniques often credited to D. W. Griffith. Much of their work, however26, has been lost to history—erased by limited resources, relentless censorship, and institutional neglect.
         

         
         Even before the film was produced,27 Charlotta Bass, editor of the California Eagle—the largest African American newspaper on the West Coast—mobilized from her base near Hollywood in attempts to halt the making
            of The Birth of a Nation. And in response to the physical and ideological violence entrenched by the film, journalists William Monroe Trotter and Ida B. Wells-Barnett led public campaigns against it, warning President Woodrow Wilson
            of the racial terror it would perpetuate, publishing withering critiques, and organizing protests outside theaters. Despite
            their prophetic warnings28 about the lasting corrosive hold the film would have on American culture, Woodrow Wilson enthusiastically endorsed it.
         

         
         The film continues to haunt the work of Black mediamakers, coming up frequently as they reflect on how media shapes possibilities for American life. Indeed, one of the fiercest motivations among Black mediamakers past and present for telling fuller stories about our nation is the desire to offer corrective to the deeply entrenched and often celebrated racist propaganda, typified by The Birth of a Nation, that anchors the development of US racial consciousness.
         

         
         One of the earliest and most powerful examples of Black mediamaking as corrective is Oscar Micheaux’s 1920 film Within Our Gates, which critic and writer Aisha Harris described to me as a “foundational text of Black American popular culture.”* When Harris and her collaborator, Dan Kois, interviewed dozens of Black filmmakers and critics to develop a Black film canon
            for Slate, first in 2016 and then in 2023, Micheaux’s film came up repeatedly. Yet despite its historical and cultural significance,
            Within Our Gates remains far less familiar to most audiences than the infamous film it answers.
         

         
         Working with meager resources compared to those of D. W. Griffith, Micheaux crafted Within Our Gates as a direct cinematic rebuttal to the pernicious myths about post–Civil War Southern life propagated in The Birth of a Nation. As the oldest known surviving film by a Black director, it stands as both a historical artifact and a quintessential example
            of Black second sight. Where Griffith’s film glorified the Ku Klux Klan as noble protectors against the supposed dangers of
            Black political and economic advancement, Micheaux’s work offered a truthful counternarrative—laying bare the racial terror
            faced by Black communities striving to claim autonomy, dignity, and a rightful place in American democracy.
         

         
         Within Our Gates traverses themes of Northern migration, romance, and Southern Black institution-building, while gesturing toward Black patriotism and the tenuous possibility of cross-racial national unity—things persistently thwarted by the enduring force of racial bigotry.* Several scenes in the film juxtapose the narrative arcs of intelligent and morally upright Black characters with the distorted
            caricatures and virulent falsehoods consumed by white characters through the era’s white-controlled media. Micheaux dramatizes
            how such misrepresentations fueled resistance to Black voting rights and concealed the brutal realities of racial violence.
            These false narratives become a core plot point—actively disrupting possibilities for his Black characters to realize their
            potential and live full, dignified lives.
         

         
         Its penultimate scenes are especially searing: Sylvia, the protagonist, must fend off an attempted rape by a white man as
            violence unfolds around her. Her family is lynched following a false criminal accusation rooted in a land dispute. These moments
            serve as a stark and unflinching rejoinder to Griffith’s cinematic propaganda, which cast Black advancement as synonymous
            with violence, greed, and threat. Micheaux’s countervision exposes the true villainy not in Black aspiration, but in the white
            mob mentality glorified by The Birth of a Nation—and in the culture that enables it.
         

         
         In Micheaux’s rendering, it is racism itself—and the sexual, economic, and mob-style sadism it sanctions—that defiles the
            promises of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Within Our Gates was a dangerous film to make precisely because it dared to depict American life as it truly was for Black Americans: full
            of potential, family, and love, yet shadowed by the ever-present threat of white violence and repression.
         

         
         Within Our Gates, not29 The Birth of a Nation, was the film that faced widespread censorship. White-owned theaters refused to screen it, and ratings boards demanded the removal of scenes depicting lynching and attempted rape, citing fears that such portrayals might incite Black audiences to riot. Yet the so-called race riots of the era were often ignited by the very white violence against Black communities that Micheaux’s film exposed and Griffith’s celebrated. The myth of Black incivility was weaponized to justify both media censorship and material repression. Black Americans were placed in an impossible bind: Whether they physically resisted white mob violence—as they often did—or dared to tell truths about it through film, it was their lives and stories that were deemed dangerous. 

         
         This enduring hypocrisy—where Black stories are deemed too dangerous to be heard, while white narratives, no matter how violent,
            are framed as neutral or authoritative—has long driven the work of Black mediamakers. Even as it curtailed their access to
            public platforms and constrained their resources, this double standard sharpened their resolve to tell truths that the dominant
            culture sought to suppress.
         

         
         Micheaux and his contemporaries persisted. Their work was a rebuttal to white supremacist propaganda and a declaration of
            vision, resistance, and truth—the ability to see America both from within and beyond its myths, to hold its promises alongside
            its betrayals. It was, and remains, a vital part of the American story. The ability of Bass, Trotter, and Wells-Barnett to
            foresee the consequences of The Birth of a Nation was not mystical. It was rooted in a clear-eyed understanding of racism, its violences, and the power of media to shape public
            consciousness.
         

         
         Indeed, to Black mediamakers and their audiences, Within Our Gates—not The Birth of a Nation—was the true cinematic revelation. When Micheaux’s film was released, The Chicago Defender—one of the leading newspapers of the Black press—and its editor, Robert Sengstacke Abbott, played a pivotal role in promoting screenings of the unedited version, which included scenes that white censors had attempted to suppress. Publicizing and showing the film in its entirety was an act of political and cultural dissent—one that carried real risks for Black theater owners, audiences, and anyone involved in its distribution. 

         
         The Defender made its position clear. “People interested in the welfare of the Race cannot afford to miss seeing this great production,”
            the editors wrote, urging readers to attend and emphasizing that the film “TELLS IT ALL.” They hailed it as30 a “record breaking” “masterpiece,” and their indignation over the censorship was palpable. The paper featured open complaints
            from Micheaux himself and from prominent social reformers, condemning the erasure of scenes that portrayed white characters
            as perpetrators of violence and injustice.
         

         
         In one such contribution, Micheaux took to the pages of the Defender to advertise for the film’s uncensored showing, making his case directly to the public.
         

         
         
            Please Note!31 The Photoplay, WITHIN OUR GATES, was passed by the Censor, but owing to a wave of agitation on the part of a certain Race
               of people (who had not even seen it) 1,200 feet [of film] was eliminated during its first engagement. This 1,200 feet has
               been restored and the picture will positively be shown from now on as originally produced.
            

         

         Activist and historian Willis N. Huggins, who went to a showing of the censored version of the film, wrote in a letter published
            by the Defender:
         

         
         
            I saw “Within Our Gates”32 Monday afternoon. Deleted as it is, it still constitutes a favorable argument against southern mobocracy, peonage and concubinage. The film is a quivering tongue of fire, the burn of which will be felt in the far distant years. Even if it were shown in its original, it would only mildly portray southern treachery and villainy. The spirit of “Within Our Gates” is the spirit of Douglas [sic], Nat Turner, Scarborough and Du Bois, rolled into one, but telling the story of the wrongs of our people better than Douglas
               did in his speeches, more dramatically transcendent than Du Bois in his soul of black folks [sic]. Had “Within Our Gates” been entirely barred, then should the press and pulpit of our group forever remain silent on oppression
               and injustice. “The Birth of a Nation” was written by the oppressors, to show that the oppressed were a burden and a drawback
               to the nation, that they had no real grievance, but on the other hand they were as roving lions seeking whom they might devour.
               “Within Our Gates” is written by the oppressed and shows in a mild way the degree and kind of his oppression.
            

         

         The corrective and critique offered by Micheaux through Within Our Gates has echoed across generations of Black mediamakers. Among them James Baldwin, who, in his scathing collection of film criticism,
            The Devil Finds Work (1976), lambasted The Birth of a Nation as “an elaborate justification of mass murder.”33 Baldwin’s condemnation is sharp and unrelenting, exposing its dishonest attempt to disguise racist propaganda behind what
            he describes as “a plot labyrinthine and preposterous.”
         

         
         A decade later, filmmaker Spike Lee would confront the same legacy. In the 1980s, while a student at New York University’s
            Tisch School of the Arts, Lee nearly faced expulsion for directing The Answer, a short film critiquing Griffith’s work. “The faculty took it like34 I was attacking the father of cinema,” he recalled in a 2013 conversation with Pharrell Williams.
         

         
         Composer and multimedia artist Paul D. Miller, also known as DJ Spooky, took a different approach. His large-scale performance
            piece, Rebirth of a Nation, remixes Griffith’s original film into an immersive audiovisual experience. By rescoring the film with sounds of horror, dissonance, and unrest, Miller reframes its triumphalist imagery of the Ku Klux Klan into a sonic and visual critique of white supremacist popular culture. 

         
         In each of these interventions—Micheaux’s pioneering film, Baldwin’s incisive prose, Lee’s student rebellion, and Miller’s
            multimedia remix—Black mediamakers refuse to let The Birth of a Nation stand unchallenged. They disrupt the narratives that have long upheld exclusionary mythologies, asserting instead the transformative
            power of Black vision.
         

         
         As this continuum suggests, today’s Black mediamakers stand in direct lineage with their predecessors, continuing the work
            of compelling the nation to see more clearly. Through their stories and interventions, they expand and enact national values,
            lead essential social and political critique, serve as intellectual and creative beacons, help galvanize movements for justice,
            and stand at the forefront of media innovation.
         

         
         Black mediamakers do not speak with one voice. They critique one another and frequently reflect the contradictions of their
            times. Some are driven by profit, others by purpose. Some are lifelong storytellers; others arrive at making media through
            necessity or self-discovery. Some embrace assimilation and respectability, while others center Black joy, pride, and resistance
            for their own sake. Sometimes their work is reserved; other times, it roils the national imagination.
         

         
         Collectively, they bring the lived experience and foresight of African American second sight to bear on public knowledge and
            popular culture. They are not always revolutionaries in the political sense—though some certainly are—but they are cultural
            revolutionaries. And culture makes politics. To dream alternative ways of living, to connect liberty with justice, to link
            equality with happiness, to demand that we remember for the sake of the future—this is political work.
         

         
         This book does not attempt to catalog every Black mediamaker—a task worthy of volumes. Instead, it draws on the historical archive, dozens of interviews I conducted with contemporary mediamakers, and a foundation in race, history, and media scholarship to trace a throughline. The cases span print, television, film, radio, podcasting, and other media forms. 

         
         The research reveals that the American project—and the fragile life of its democracy—has been consistently pushed, pulled,
            and reshaped by Black mediamakers. This analysis attends to both continuity and change, highlighting recurring interventions
            across eras. It traces Black mediamakers’ influence on politics, aesthetics, and national imagination, drawing connections
            between historical inflection points and the media you read and hear on your morning commute.
         

         
         As many of the interviews reveal, 250 years after the signing of the Declaration of Independence, the risks associated with
            broadcasting second sight have lessened—but not vanished. Yet the rewards remain profound: by insisting on a fuller, more
            honest account of American values, Black mediamakers strengthen the political promise of equality and justice for us all.
            The picture is clear: The nation’s very soul is at risk if the insights of second sight are ignored.
         

         
         While the nation’s founding ideals have often served as window dressing—obscuring inequality or justifying injustice—they
            are also fiercely defended and expanded by the remarkable vision of Black mediamakers. The perspective, commitment to truth
            telling, and prescience that come with their second sight has moved the nation closer to its democratic ideals, even amid
            the persistence of white supremacy and other forms of despotism.
         

         
         A Second Sight chronicles those who believe our founding values might one day be fully realized even while surrounded by evidence to the
            contrary. The result is stories that hold us to account and help us dream of a more perfect union.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part 2
Life

         
         
            We claim for ourselves1 every single right that belongs to a freeborn American, political, civil and social; and until we get these rights we will
               never cease to protest and assail the ears of America. The battle we wage is not for ourselves alone but for all true Americans.
            

            —W. E. B. Du Bois, “An Address to the Country,” 1906

            Repressive societies always seemed to understand the danger of “wrong” ideas.2

            —Dana Franklin, protagonist of Octavia Butler’s Kindred, 1979
            

         

         Black mediamakers have long expanded the vision of American life imagined by the framers—envisioning a nation more inclusive,
            vibrant, and dream-filled for everyone, even in the face of enduring racism. Their stories do more than broaden the cultural
            landscape; they expose the life-and-death stakes embedded in the tension between the country’s professed ideals and its persistent
            failures to embody them. Through their work, Black mediamakers illuminate how American lives are both disrupted and deepened—unfolding
            across an ever-expanding, yet always entangled, arc of time.
         

         
         Across generations, Black mediamakers have responded to moments of national crisis with clarity and courage, offering narratives that challenge dominant accounts and invite deeper reflection. These moments often become flashpoints—opportunities to listen and learn, but also catalysts for backlash. Consider 2020, a year marked by a deadly pandemic, global uprisings against police violence, and a contentious presidential election. It was also a watershed moment in the work and impact of three Black journalists from different generations: Nikole Hannah-Jones, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and Darnella Frazier. 

         
         

         In 2020, journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones won a Pulitzer Prize for her introductory essay to The 1619 Project, a sweeping, multidimensional examination of the enduring impact of slavery on American life. Published the year prior as
            a full issue of The New York Times Magazine, the project brought together a formidable roster of contributors—representing a multiracial cross section of leading experts
            on race in the United States.
         

         
         Upon its publication in August of 2019, The 1619 Project had an immediate and far-reaching influence. Educators—from elementary classrooms to college campuses—integrated its essays
            into history, social studies, and politics curricula that had long been criticized for offering a narrow, whitewashed account
            of American history. It sparked sometimes prickly scholarly debates and became a touchstone for podcasts, morning shows, and
            social media battles. Foundations pledged funding to further explore its themes, and columnists used it as a lens to reexamine
            foundational figures and philosophies in American history. In a digital era often decried as having killed print media, physical
            copies of the issue sold out across newsstands, as did multiple reprints.
         

         
         Had the subject matter not been race and slavery, one might expect an award-winning journalist leading a complex, nationally resonant reframing of America’s origins and evolution to be celebrated by her government. Instead, President Donald Trump and his allies launched a campaign of attack, quickly turning The 1619 Project—and Hannah-Jones—into a favored conservative punching bag.
         

         
         The Trump administration3 saw the stories told in The 1619 Project as so dangerous to their goals of controlling and limiting the spread of critical histories that they organized a “1776 Commission”
            to protect the founding mythos with what they called “patriotic education.” That The 1619 Project became an immediate stand-in for the conservative culture war against critical education concedes that those in power, like
            Thomas Jefferson and Woodrow Wilson before, know and understand media to be a form of public education with profound reach.
         

         
         Senator Tom Cotton4, a then-rising neoconservative darling, attempted to pass federal legislation, the Saving American History Act, which would
            ban The 1619 Project from being taught in schools. Right-wing columnists5 argued that the purpose of The 1619 Project was to make white children “hate themselves” and Black children “despise their nation.” Fox News personality6 Tucker Carlson called The 1619 Project “garbage” and “brainwashing” and suggested on his show that it was part of a radical conspiracy to have “full control of your
            kids’ minds.” Bizarre overreactions. But reminiscent of many moments in history when the US government and the supporters
            of political elites sought to censor or undermine honest accounting of the nation levied by Black mediamakers.
         

         
         Exactly one hundred years before7 the publication of The 1619 Project, the US Department of Justice’s Bureau of Translations and Radical Publications—a World War I–era office tasked with censoring
            materials deemed radical or seditious—ordered the New York postmaster to halt delivery of 100,000 copies of the NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis. Its editor, W. E. B. Du Bois, had8 written that Black soldiers returning from the war to a nation gripped by a lynching epidemic had every right and obligation
            to “battle against the forces of hell in our own land.”
         

         
         As in earlier eras when Black mediamakers’ critiques of US racism were cast as dangerous, unpatriotic, or subversive, the backlash to The 1619 Project followed a familiar script. President Donald Trump’s 1776 Commission, Senator Tom Cotton’s legislative maneuvers, and Tucker
            Carlson’s televised denunciations were only the beginning. Republican lawmakers9 in states including Arkansas, Mississippi, Missouri, South Dakota, and Hannah-Jones’s home state of Iowa moved swiftly to
            ban the project’s use in classrooms. Conservative media outlets10, pundits, and think tanks labeled it “propaganda” and a “disaster,” accusing Hannah-Jones of “bald-faced lies” and “political
            agitation.”
         

         
         Beyond eclipsing good-faith engagement11 and thoughtful critique from scholars and experts, the conservative backlash to The 1619 Project took on the tenor of both a disinformation campaign and a personal vendetta. The intensity of the opposition inspired hate
            groups and bad actors, who targeted Hannah-Jones with vitriol and threats. As she shared with me in our conversations, she
            was called “every type of n-word.” Anonymous callers and online trolls threatened physical violence and attacks on her home.
            What was most painful, she said, was that her daughter saw the insults and threats. “People forget I am a regular person,”
            she told me. “And I have a child.”
         

         
         The rabid disciplining of Hannah-Jones by those clinging to a mantle of dogmatic American patriotism cast African American
            second sight—even when grounded in rigorous research and supported by leading scholars—as a cultural and political threat
            to an imagined version of the United States, one that cannot withstand critique, least of all its own history.
         

         
         Years after its publication, the teaching of The 1619 Project in schools (and its development into an array of multimedia content reaching an ever wider public) continues to be an inflection
            point in the culture wars. Hannah-Jones and The 1619 Project are frequently named alongside the niche legal scholarship of critical race theory in right-wing efforts to foreclose discussions of structural racism and stifle critical thinking about how the nation has failed to live up to its values. It also became a weaponized litmus test in attempts to undermine other high-profile African Americans. During the 2022 Supreme Court confirmation hearings for Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson, for example, Senator Ted Cruz questioned the first Black woman nominee to the court about The 1619 Project despite it being unrelated to her role.
         

         
         Amid the personal blowback12, donors, trustees, and legislators reportedly worked to derail Hannah-Jones’s appointment to a tenured, faculty-approved
            position at her alma matter, the University of North Carolina. Their interference forewarned of the growing rift between academic
            communities committed to expansive, critical approaches to education and the increasingly aggressive efforts of conservative
            donors, political appointees, and lawmakers to constrain them.
         

         
         Here, too, we find an eerie resonance with a violent history some believed was far behind us—not only in how backlash against
            Hannah-Jones echoed the censorship and suppression of earlier eras but also in the threats of violence it emboldened.
         

         
         

         At the same ceremony where the Pulitzer committee honored Hannah-Jones for her work, they also posthumously awarded Ida B.
            Wells-Barnett for her groundbreaking exposés on lynching. It was a long overdue recognition of Wells-Barnett’s lifelong commitment
            to expose the lies that justified racial terror—what she described as turning “the light of truth upon them.”13 The moment underscored a painful continuity: that Black journalists who dare to document the nation’s brutal contradictions
            continue to face not only institutional resistance but personal risk as well.
         

         
         Wells-Barnett’s investigations14 debunked what she called the “old threadbare lie” of marauding Black rapists—one of the nation’s oldest and most pernicious forms of racist misinformation—and exposed the economic and political motivations of lynch mobs. In 1892, enraged by her reporting, a white mob burned down the offices of the Memphis Free Speech, the newspaper she co-owned and edited. Wells, who was traveling outside the city at the time, narrowly escaped what likely
            would have been a fatal attack.
         

         
         Today, no known copies of the Free Speech survive—a fate not uncommon among Black Southern newspapers from an era marked by white censorship and a broader societal
            indifference to preserving Black media legacies.
         

         
         Major backlash to her reporting was not new to Wells, who had written a column under the pen name “Iola” for The Living Way before becoming part owner of the Free Speech. After she criticized white control and neglect of Black schools in Memphis, school officials dismissed her from her teaching
            position.
         

         
         Later, as she reported and editorialized on subtle and blunt forms of racial inequality and violence, the threat of lynching
            grew increasingly present. In the North, The New York Times labeled Wells a “slanderous and nasty-minded15 mulatress [sic]” for daring to assert that sexual relations between Black men and white women were almost always consensual—and often initiated
            by the latter. The white Southern press went even further in agitating public sentiment against her. The Memphis Daily Commercial called her “a black scoundrel”16 and opined that the fact she was “allowed to live and utter such loathsome and repulsive calumnies is a volume of evidence
            as to the wonderful patience of Southern whites,” adding, “but we have had enough of it.”
         

         
         As if that were not17 a clear enough call to action, the Commercial continued, “There are some things that the Southern white man will not tolerate and the obscene intimations of the forgoing
            have brought the writer to the very most limit of public patience. We hope we have said enough.” The white mob that attacked
            the Free Speech was reacting directly to the instruction of this editorial.
         

         
         Like many Black mediamakers across generations, Wells-Barnett persevered. When she learned that white authorities and collaborators of the mob were monitoring trains for her return to Memphis, she remained in the North. Eventually, she settled in Chicago, where she met and married fellow journalist Ferdinand Lee Barnett. There, she continued her relentless campaign against lynching. In the wake of the destruction of her newspaper, Wells published her most influential investigations: Southern Horrors (1892) and The Red Record (1895). These groundbreaking works laid the foundation for future civil rights journalism and scholarship on racial violence
            and have fundamentally shaped how we remember and understand life in our nation.
         

         
         

         Seventeen-year-old Darnella Frazier did not receive a Pulitzer Prize in 2020, but her contribution to civil rights journalism
            that May was nothing short of extraordinary. No person, least of all a child, should have to witness a lynching. Yet when
            Frazier took out her phone and began to film the murder of George Floyd as he was suffocated by police in Minneapolis, she
            demonstrated a profound moral clarity. Her act of bearing witness echoed the righteous second sight of Wells-Barnett and Hannah-Jones—truth
            tellers collectively exposing the realities of American life.
         

         
         Frazier had taken her nine-year-old cousin to the convenience store for a snack when she witnessed the police stop. Like generations
            of Black mediamakers before her, she instinctively turned to the technological tools at hand—not the printing press or a magazine,
            but her cell phone camera and social media. Her video—brutal to watch, much less film—became a central piece of evidence in
            the trials that led to the convictions of the officers who killed George Floyd. She likewise testified as an eyewitness, her
            courage helping to hold power to account—not just in the courtroom but for the whole world too.
         

         
         The following year, Frazier was honored with a special citation from the Pulitzer board for “courageously reporting18 the murder of George Floyd” and “highlighting the crucial role of citizens in journalists’ quest for truth and justice.” While the board recognized her as a hero, the aftermath was far from celebratory. Frazier was ongoingly hounded by reporters, bullied online, and targeted by racists, enduring a wave of unwanted attention and harassment. In a later reflection19, she revealed the personal toll her act of citizen journalism had taken: Her family no longer felt safe in their own home,
            and she struggled with the emotional weight of witnessing such a traumatic event. The responsibility she felt—to George Floyd,
            to her young niece, and to the truth—left lasting scars on her mental health.
         

         
         Frazier’s excruciating20 near ten-minute video of police murdering Floyd sparked a revolt that became the largest multiday protest in American history.
            But the collective indignation reached far beyond the streets; it also shook the media industry from newsrooms to film studios.
            One Black mediamaker after another published long-repressed testimony of editorial hypocrisy, undermining, and erasure, everywhere
            from local weeklies to Condé Nast and CNN. At the same time, a broad section of Americans began demanding more resources and
            storytelling that addressed systemic racism—recognizing that both the education and media systems had long obscured fundamental
            truths about inequality and American life. Truths that, if acknowledged and addressed earlier, might have prevented the deaths
            of George Floyd and so many others.
         

         
         
            Openings Foreclosed

            What does the promise of American life mean in a nation where children must bear witness to a man’s final breath as he cries
               out for his mother while being suffocated by police? What does the right to life mean in a country where Black death is so
               often public and preventable?
            

            
            Life, as declared in the founding documents of the United States, is an inalienable right—the bedrock of the social contract. It demands protection, dignity, and justice. In a nation where the credo that all people are created equal is held as sacred, the state should, in theory, defend the lives of all its citizens and seek justice when life is taken, health degraded, or freedom jeopardized. 

            
            Yet for Black Americans, this promise has been distorted since the nation’s inception—from slavery to mass incarceration,
               from Jim Crow to police brutality, from restrictive housing covenants to medical neglect. The uprisings of summer 2020 were
               not spontaneous—they were the result of these compounded betrayals. In many ways, Black lives remain unprotected by the law,
               undervalued by fellow citizens, and dehumanized in the institutions that shape public perception. It is the ability to see
               through the myth of proclaimed ideals that has shaped the second sight of Black mediamakers—a clarity born of survival.
            

            
            On this, Black mediamakers’ warnings have long been prophetic. Ignoring their warnings has had catastrophic consequences—far
               beyond Black communities.
            

            
            Consider African American scientific writers, who began challenging the foundations of racist pseudoscience even before the
               end of slavery. Among them was James McCune Smith. The first African American to earn a medical degree, he was forced to study
               in Scotland after being denied admission to US universities because of his race. In 1839, McCune Smith became an editor of
               the weekly Black newspaper The Colored American. He prophetically argued21 that there is as much variability within races as between them—anticipating what contemporary genetic research has since
               confirmed, though it would take generations for mainstream science to catch up.
            

            
            The marginalization of McCune Smith and his generation of Black scientific thinkers and mediamakers enabled the rise of eugenics,
               which dominated US culture and industry from the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries. Eugenic science, rooted in
               white supremacist ideology, inspired laws, cruel and unethical medical experiments, and the forced sterilization of tens of
               thousands of Americans in the name of eliminating the supposedly inferior. These abuses targeted22 not only African Americans and other people of color but also women of all races and classes, poor people, and individuals with disabilities. 

            
            These practices directly influenced23 Nazi eugenics efforts, grotesque abuses, and genocide in Europe. While eugenics is now widely condemned in scientific communities,
               its ideological remnants persist. Conservative thinkers and right-wing influencers continue to peddle myths of racial superiority—on
               everything from intelligence to athleticism. Beyond their political danger24, these ideas infiltrate medicine, undermining the treatment of African Americans and other marginalized groups by perpetuating
               biases about pain tolerance, addiction, and hypersexuality.
            

            
            A century after James McCune Smith’s warnings, few white mediamakers or authorities were willing to acknowledge the critiques
               voiced by Black mediamakers during World War II. Their appraisals underscored the disturbing parallels between Hitler’s fascist
               ideology abroad and the United States’ own normalization and codification of biological racism and eugenic theories of racial
               superiority—ideologies that underpinned and justified Jim Crow. Rather than heed these warnings, the federal government responded
               with sweeping repression, mobilizing eight agencies to surveil and suppress Black publications.*

            
            Yet even in the Deep South25, where Black mediamakers faced intense suppression, Black publications like Alabama’s Birmingham World and the Weekly Review warned readers of Hitler’s bigotry and worked tirelessly to persuade local white media outlets and leaders that opposition to fascism abroad should be matched by opposition to the violent segregation and disenfranchisement at home. 

            
            While mainstream outlets echoed nationalist fervor following the bombing of Pearl Harbor—legitimizing and even cheering the
               internment of Japanese Americans—many Black journalists, columnists, and cultural critics denounced it as a racist and dangerous
               precedent. They recognized that the internment of American citizens based on ancestry was not only unconstitutional but also
               a slippery slope—one that could easily be extended to other marginalized groups. Poet Langston Hughes26, writing in his regular column for The Chicago Defender, drew explicit parallels between the conditions of Japanese internment and the systemic racism faced by African Americans,
               particularly those confined to segregated and underfunded government housing projects.
            

            
            Across time, Black second sight reveals how state-sanctioned violence against one group threatens the safety and dignity of
               all life. Black mediamakers have sounded the alarm about the ways democratic values are eroded by these harms while simultaneously
               producing counternarratives to ideologies that render Black people disposable. Their vision is foresight, not hindsight. When
               it is dismissed, denigrated, or ignored, the nation loses its moral compass and its capacity to imagine a future in which
               all can live.
            

            
            

            Moments of national crisis—war, economic collapse, public tragedy—have often cracked open the media landscape just enough
               to allow Black second sight to enter mainstream industry spaces. In every era, Black mediamakers have seized these openings
               to expand public understanding of African American life, offering stories that are more humanizing, historically grounded,
               and complex.
            

            
            The aftermath of World War II sparked a handful of progressive experiments in Black radio programming beyond earlier wartime shows sanctioned by the US government to bolster Black support for the war effort. As historian Barbara Savage documents, postwar programs27 previewed the issues that would later dominate the civil rights movement and anticipated the rise of cultural pride and artistry
               that would define the Black Power and Black Arts Movements in the decades to come.
            

            
            One notable case is Destination Freedom (1948–50), a radio series written and produced by Richard Durham for WMAQ Chicago. The show featured episodes on Crispus
               Attucks, Benjamin Banneker, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Toussaint L’Ouverture, Richard Wright, Mary McLeod Bethune, and other revolutionaries
               and mediamakers. Yet WMAQ’s white ownership rejected scripts on Nat Turner, the leader of a legendary 1831 slave rebellion,
               and Paul Robeson, the once-adored but recently blacklisted baritone, deeming them unsuitable. Station officials also edited28 out some of Durham’s more unflinching critiques. This censorship—and the show’s short run—reflects the constraints Black
               mediamakers face when attempting to broaden the view of Black life within white institutions. Even absent government censorship,
               white editorial control can narrow the range of stories told.
            

            
            Durham ultimately accepted a buyout, relinquishing creative control. Destination Freedom was retooled in the hands of white writers into a short-lived project aimed at promoting patriotism and anti-communism among
               African Americans. Instead of sharing expansive histories and perspectives, the show became a tool of propaganda—telling Black
               Americans what to think rather than inviting them and other listeners to think critically. By censoring stories of radical
               resistance (Turner) and calls for class solidarity (Robeson), white editorial control ensured that WMAQ’s audiences primarily
               heard narratives that affirmed American exceptionalism and obscured models of resistance to racism and Jim Crow. These decisions
               restricted access to more complex portrayals of Black humanity and potential points of solidarity.
            

            
            Nearly two decades later, another moment of possibility emerged. In the late 1960s, as white journalists who had gained acclaim covering the civil rights movement found themselves increasingly unwelcome in spaces shaped by the rising Black Power Movement, Black reporters stepped in to explain the shifting racial politics in ways their white colleagues could not. As journalist Dori J. Maynard wrote of her father, Robert C. Maynard, and others of his generation, it was only when white journalists’ access to Black spaces29 was challenged by a new crop of activists that editors more frequently assigned Black reporters to national protest and politics
               coverage. Yet even then, the broader stories they told—about the unresolved demands of civil rights and the motivations of
               Black Power—were given limited space and faced editorial constraint. The window for nuance was short-lived30, as coverage of Black Power was soon overtaken by enduring stereotypes that cast Black protest as a threat—a framing that
               persists today.
            

            
            These stories reflect a broader pattern: The fickleness of mainstream institutions denies Black mediamakers a lasting place
               at the center. Yet time and again, they have seized political openings to offer insight, access, and truth that those institutions
               could not—or would not—provide. Through second sight, Black mediamakers have shaped a more honest narrative of what it would
               take to reform the nation into one where all lives genuinely matter.
            

            
            

            The Obama era, often heralded as a watershed moment for racial progress, offered Black mediamakers perhaps the widest opening
               into the mainstream media since the civil rights movement. Yet many of those I spoke with expressed that the promise of fully
               integrating Black second sight into the nation’s dominant narratives was never truly realized. Public interest in stories
               about race31, they noted, was often treated as a fleeting trend or framed through a triumphalist lens—one
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