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			Advance praise for 

			Original Sins

			 

			“This book will transform the way you see this country, dismantling what you thought you knew about race and schooling in America and opening your eyes to realities that have been denied or avoided for too long. With a clear, unflinching voice, Eve L. Ewing shares an unforgettable origin story, one that challenges us to ask new questions about our own educational experience and our children’s, starting with the Pledge of Allegiance first thing in the morning. You will come away from this book with a new capacity to imagine a different way to learn, grounded in the truth about our past and present and the potential of our future.”

			—Michelle Alexander, author of The New Jim Crow

			“Eve L. Ewing is not only a remarkable writer, she is also a singular educator. And in Original Sins, she provides readers with one of the most powerful and illuminating lessons they may ever receive. In outlining the histories of Black and Native education she makes clear—in ways that feel at once engaging, unflinching, and revelatory—how our country’s schools have intentionally configured the contemporary landscape of inequality. Exhaustively researched and exquisitely written, Original Sins is breathtaking.”

			—Clint Smith, author of How the Word Is Passed

			“Carter G. Woodson, one of the twentieth century’s greatest historians, asserted that lynching starts in the schoolroom. Eve L. Ewing, one of the twenty-first century’s greatest intellectuals, proves that racism, colonialism, and carcerality started to enact these oppressive systems in the schoolroom as well. By reckoning with the violent, dehumanizing history of Black and Indigenous schooling, Ewing finds in the resistance of students, renegade teachers, and traditions older than the colonies a path toward a life-affirming, loving, caring education. But it will require dismantling racial capitalism, decolonizing our world and our minds, and burying America’s original sins once and for all.”

			—Robin D. G. Kelley, author of Freedom Dreams

			“Original Sins is a meticulously written invitation to gather alongside Ewing as she excavates the historical record to reveal how schools are instrumental in upholding racial hierarchy and diminishing the futures of Black and Indigenous communities. Reimagining schools through a communal practice of braiding, Ewing invites readers to consider the power of education toward liberation—schools as collective sites where we can dream and grow our knowledge toward building new worlds based on ethical relationships of care. Original Sins is a brilliant must-read for educators and all those concerned with Black and Indigenous futures.”

			—Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, author of As We Have Always Done

			“Calling for an interruption and not a repetition of the unforgivable harms done in the creation of the United States, Eve L. Ewing’s Original Sins is a commitment to being true about the past in order to truly have a future. Fiercely hopeful, attending to the ‘deep and furious power’ of the shared histories between Black and Indigenous communities, Ewing uncovers the makings of other forms of relation that we want for our children and our children’s children. This is a book you will read, and then want everyone in your life to read—a book to be read in community.”

			—Eve Tuck, co-editor of Indigenous and Decolonizing Studies in Education

			“Eve L. Ewing lays bare the core project of dispossession and race-making in American education and statecraft. Careful attention to the distinct but shared trajectories of Black and Indigenous education forms the center of this project and is an extraordinary contribution to political history, studies in education, and shared futures. This book is a must-read.”

			—Audra Simpson, author of Mohawk Interruptus

			“Eve L. Ewing’s Original Sins is the book I longed for as a graduate student in educational studies, one that narrates the history of schooling as an extension of settler statecraft and racial hierarchy. In telling this story, Ewing takes readers on a journey through the works and words of leading Black and Indigenous scholars, cataloging the blatant and insidious ways that the nation’s ‘original sins’—Indigenous genocide and chattel slavery—structure both schooling and knowledge. She then reshapes this history into a provocation, a summons to collective struggle and imagining where dreams, memories, and ethics of care are woven together as the building blocks of a new vision of ‘schools for us.’ The world is clearly at a crossroads, between futures of more violence or more decolonial and abolitionist love. Futures of more freedom will need schools for us that refuse the carceral logics of miseducation and embrace Ewing’s vision of relationality, care, and repair.”

			—Sandy Grande, author of Red Pedagogy
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			To my great teachers—oh, how abundant you have been! In classrooms, in community, in kinship, in ancestry, in archive, in love. Wherever I have found you, wherever you have found me, I am grateful to you.

		

	
		
			
				My country needs me, and if I were not here, I would have to be invented.

				—Hortense Spillers[1]

				Our presence is our weapon.

				—Leanne Betasamosake Simpson[2]

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			
				Life squeezes so tight that I can’t breathe / and every time I’ve tried to be what someone else thought of me.

				—Lauryn Hill, “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill”

				What threatens white people is often dismissed as myth. I have never been true in America.

				—Natalie Díaz, “The First Water Is the Body”[1]

			

			When I teach courses on education policy, I always begin on the first day of class by asking my students a simple question: What is the purpose of schools? If you haven’t ever thought explicitly about this question before, now is a good time to pause and ask yourself. Why do we have schools? What are they for?

			I usually pose this question as part of a “think-pair-share” exercise. First, jot down your ideas on your own. Then, talk through them with the person next to you. Finally, we share them out with the class and brainstorm a list that goes up on the board to look at together. Teaching you skills for a job. A place for kids to go during the day while people work. Preparing people to participate in a democracy. Socializing kids to play with other kids.

			All of these answers are, of course, correct. Or, to put it more precisely, all of these answers are or have been true at different times, in different places, and—perhaps most germane to our discussion in this book—for different people.

			Horace Mann, who was the first secretary of the Massachusetts State Board of Education and one of the most well-known proponents of “common schools” (the precursor to what we now call “public schools”), famously put it this way: “Education, then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of men—the balance-wheel of the social machinery…. If this education should be universal and complete, it would do more than all things else to obliterate factitious distinction in society.” Mann believed that the institution of schooling was the single most effective way to solve all of society’s ills, stating that “without undervaluing any other human agency, it may be safely affirmed that the common school, improved and energized, as it can easily be, may become the most effective and benignant of all the forces of civilization” and that it would stand against “intemperance, avarice, war, slavery, bigotry, the woes of want and the wickedness of waste.”[2]

			Although Mann wrote those words nearly two centuries ago, his general sentiment has been shared by countless Americans across time, geography, culture, and political ideology. I’ve been an educator in one venue or another for about twenty years, in all kinds of settings—public schools, community centers, prisons, and universities; teaching three-year-olds and sixty-year-olds, and everyone in between. So I’ve been fortunate to have this conversation a lot. And I’m willing to bet that if, right this moment, you put down this book and ask someone—whether your mom or your roommate or the person who delivers your mail—what they believe is the key to the American Dream, to the promise of equal access to a good life, odds are good that education would be somewhere at the center of their equation.

			But beneath the shining castle of that American Dream lie two cornerstones that irrevocably shaped the social fabric of this nation: the genocide and displacement of Indigenous peoples, and the institution of chattel slavery that held African people in bondage. We cannot truly understand the United States of the present without understanding these two original sins of the past and their structural afterlives, which lie at the basis of what we even understand race to be or to mean.[3] And the schoolhouse, that most venerable and beloved image of American aspiration, hasn’t rested angelically on the sidelines, uninvolved with the construction of racial hierarchy. Rather, it has played a central role in furthering the work begun by slavery and settler colonialism.

			“Race is socially constructed.” This is a phrase we hear a lot. It means that what we call “race” is a thing humans build collectively. But who or what did the constructing? How did it happen? And, given that we might naturally expect a structure that is hundreds of years old to eventually crumble and collapse, who or what is doing the upkeep? In this book, I’m going to try to convince you that one answer lies in a place that shapes many of our earliest and most formative social interactions: the institution of schooling.

			The genesis of what would come to be called the “New World” required an ideological foundation that would permit conquest and enslavement. These actions required an accompanying architecture of ideas to buoy them, to make them legitimate. The phrase itself—the “New World”—implicitly stands in contrast to the “Old World,” the familiar territory of Europe.

			But the Europeans who traveled across the globe to engage in violent conquest created a “new world” in another sense: they constructed a new social order, and new types of creatures.

			The subhuman categories of the “Negro” and the “Indian” were invented through the entangled processes of colonial terror and enslavement. Countless disparate tribes, languages, spiritual practices, kinship networks, histories, and traditions were flattened under these new designations. Akan and Mina and Wolof became Black.[4] Muscogee and Haudenosaunee and Wampanoag became Indian. These are the original sins to which I’m referring in the title of this book. The sin lies not only in the act of violence, but in the creation of the idea that makes the violence morally permissible. I argue that the way Black and Native children have been treated in schools, from the earliest days of this country to the present, is an integral part of the way racial hierarchy is constructed and maintained; that school is a place where these ideas leave a lifelong mark on our sense of who we are, how we fit into the world, what is normal, and what is just.

			And the original part matters. Begging forgiveness from Christian theologians, who will rightfully point out the diversity of views on the topic, I assert that the general idea of original sin is that it differs from the everyday transgressions each of us commits, the venial acts of greed and vice for which we can be forgiven. Original sin is inherited and fundamental. It doesn’t go away.

			The Race Machine

			 

			What do I mean by racial hierarchy? Well, when I visualize the way race works in U.S. society, I think of a kind of sorting machine. Sometimes in my mind it’s like one of those Play-Doh factory toys where you insert clay at one end and out comes a star, a triangle, or a tangle of spaghetti-like threads. Other times I envision it as a complex Rube Goldberg machine, or a 1960s-era punch card computer, big enough to fill a whole room. Or a conveyor belt that carries people along. They enter on one end; on the other end they come out Having Race. Being Raced.

			The Race Machine starts with complicated inputs: human beings, in our infinite diversity and complexity. We have different skin colors, hair textures, heights, weights, and body shapes. Our limbs and our eyes and our ears and our bellybuttons look different, across countless unknowable permutations. And that’s just the part you can see! We also bring traces of parents and grandparents and great-grandparents, and the places where we are born, and the places where our parents were born. Plus there are the people who raise us, and all the things they believe and eat and sing and do, their faith practices, the ways they mark the day when someone is born or falls in love or dies. When I say infinite, I mean infinite.

			But the Race Machine doesn’t do infinity. It’s a sorting machine. It takes all of that cumbersome infinity and turns it into something much simpler. For many folks, school is one of the first places where we encounter this sorting in highly visible ways.

			Take a moment and think about it. When did you first realize that the world might look at you and not just see…you? Not your favorite music and least favorite foods, that toy you wanted more than anything for your birthday, the chore you always said you would take care of but did half-heartedly and hoped no one would notice, the scar from that time you fell once, lines from movies you had memorized. Not just you, but a category to which you belonged. A type of person you somehow were presumed to be, despite having played no discernible role in defining that type for yourself. This was your first encounter with what scholars call “race salience.”[5] Was your memory in or around school? Did you notice that some kids in your class always seemed to be assigned to the “butterfly” reading group while others were always “caterpillars”? Did you have an intuitive sense of who was getting scolded all the time, who could get away with mischief while others never seemed to escape the teacher’s watchful eye? Or maybe it was less about who was in the room with you and more about who wasn’t. Did you know, even if nobody ever said it aloud, that kids like that live there and go to that school, while people like us go to this school? If you did make these observations about racial differences as a child, that makes you pretty much average, despite common misperceptions to the contrary. Research suggests that we are able to distinguish people by racial identity as early as infancy, begin to assign social meaning to those identities at preschool age, and become aware of racial stereotypes by the time we are about six years old.[6]

			Maybe, in school, you were asked to check a box on a form in a way that made you hesitate. That matter of box checking is a troublesome one. The most frustrating part about this machine is that you don’t get to decide how it sorts you, nor do you get to opt out. This is one of the ways that the notion of race, as sociologists see it, is different from the idea of other aspects of identity. “My mom’s side is Irish,” people will sometimes say, “but I was really close growing up with my dad’s side of the family, so I really identify more as an Italian American.” That is wonderful and interesting! But it is not the business of the Race Machine. The Race Machine says you are White.[7] The Race Machine, you see, is not about how you view yourself. Rather, it sorts you based on how other people see you and how the racial hierarchy of the country in which you live determines your place. Tiger Woods, who in 1997 told Oprah he was “Cablinasian” (a portmanteau of Caucasian, Black, Indian, and Asian), found this out the hard way when he was arrested by the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office in 2017 and listed as “Black” on his mugshot. The Race Machine is not for the niceties of personal identity, heritage, or preference. The Race Machine is a sorting machine. And sort it does.

			Sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant have termed this process “racial formation”: “the sociohistorical process by which racial identities are created, lived out, transformed, and destroyed.”[8] Sociologist Karen E. Fields and historian Barbara J. Fields call it “racecraft,” intentionally calling to mind both the notion of constant making and remaking and the image of conjuring an illusion (i.e., a form of witchcraft). “If race lives on today,” Fields and Fields write, “it does not live on because we have inherited it from our forebears of the seventeenth century or the eighteenth or nineteenth, but because we continue to create it today.”[9]

			Human societies sort individuals in many ways that are not endowed with cruelty or disparities in power. We sort people into Californians and New Yorkers, into Geminis and Leos, and people can find social meaning in those categories without using them to mistreat one another. Categories are not necessarily hurtful. But the trouble with the Race Machine is that these acts of sorting are attached to hierarchy. Racism is the technology that makes the machine go.

			We usually think of “technology” as something that involves wires and circuits and electricity or machinery. The word is Greek in origin, from tekhnē—art or craft. Its derivative form tekhnologia meant “systematic treatment.” So that’s another way to think of the word “technology”—not quite the way we usually use it to refer to phones and jet propulsion systems and satellites. Rather, when I say “racism is a technology,” I mean that racism is something invented by humans that creates a hierarchical pattern that is then applied or enacted systematically in various contexts. Those patterns are not static; they are ever shifting, historically and geographically contingent. Categories are made, challenged, erased, and remade. Generally, those with the most power in a given society consciously and unconsciously build the walls of racial hierarchy in the places that suit them best in their time. In response, folks at the grass roots also shift and shape racial identity through reflection and resistance.

			This shaping, the way race is continually made, is a detail many people tend to forget. Despite the increased ubiquity of the phrase “race is a social construction,” it can be hard in a racialized society to remember deep down that race is not something inherent to human beings or our bodies. Moses did not come down from the mountain and hand us our census categories. The boundaries of race are as arbitrary and malleable as the other borders and invented myths that define our lives.[10]

			Part of this slipperiness comes from the ways Whiteness in the United States is defined—through absence. To be White is to be not-something, and during this country’s formative years that meant Not-Black and Not-Indian. As Dakota historian Philip J. Deloria writes, “Savage Indians served Americans as oppositional figures against whom one might imagine a civilized national self,” and “blackness, in a range of cultural guises, has been an essential precondition for American whiteness.”[11] Hence the observation from Hortense Spillers with which we opened this book: the republic of the United States, which understands itself foundationally as a project for White people and Whiteness, needs to invent us, over and over.

			In the face of these contradictions, some people will be quick to assert that race is not even real. “If it’s socially constructed, it doesn’t mean anything!” They’re right—sort of—about the first thing and wrong about the second. If by “real” you mean generated outside the realm of human invention, then no, race is not “real.” But because our society endows racial categories with meaning, the consequences of race are very much real. As sociologist and legal scholar Dorothy Roberts writes, “Race is not a biological category that is politically charged. It is a political category that has been disguised as a biological one. This distinction is important because many people misinterpret the phrase ‘race is socially constructed’ to mean that the biological category of race has a social meaning, so that each society interprets differently what it means to belong to a biological race.”[12] This allows well-meaning people to dutifully assert that “race is a social construction” while still maintaining an unspoken belief that race is an objective, inherent biological fact. Instead, it is a set of political boundaries created by humans based on a set of fairly random and inconsistent criteria, endowed with profound social meaning over centuries and across every aspect of collective life.

			As we watch the consequences of this hierarchy unfold, it’s easy to talk about the workings of school as more or less orthogonal to the workings of race. Some people acknowledge that racial hierarchies keep schools from being the liberatory spaces they could otherwise be; the presumption is that if we solved this racism thing in society, schools would be all good. Paradoxically, we also hear the inverse argument—that schools are magical places that can somehow fix the racism endemic to the rest of society. In fact, neither articulation is quite right. Rather, school helps to keep the Race Machine running. School is one of the laboratories where the Race Machine and its technologies have been developed, honed, perfected, and maintained, generating the steam that makes the engine go.

			The concept that schools are complicit in the maintenance of a bad thing is contrary to the most basic idea that supposedly animates education in the United States. We are told that schools are supposed to be places that inculcate fairness, where our life outcomes are tied to our individual efforts. But schools have been shaped by the same ideas that drove European colonists to stake property claims on faraway Indigenous lands and the ideas that shaped the formation of the Middle Passage. These original sins did not take place in a discrete moment of time; they linger, they fester, they grow and morph and change. They persist and persist and persist. They shape the tenor of our public discourse, the architecture of our buildings and towns and neighborhoods, the stories we are told, and the schools to which we send our children.

			Carter G. Woodson made this point aptly in his classic work The Mis-Education of the Negro, toward which the subtitle of this book is nodding. The education Black people received, Woodson wrote, was “worked out in conformity to the needs of those who have enslaved and oppressed weaker peoples. For example, the philosophy and ethics resulting from our educational system have justified slavery, peonage, segregation, and lynching.”[13] The mere fact of Black people attending school and receiving information was not only useless but actively harmful, Woodson argued, if it legitimized their own subjugation—the process he termed “mis-education.” He went on: “There would be no lynching if it did not start in the classroom. Why not exploit, enslave, or exterminate a class that everybody is taught to regard as inferior?”[14] The Self is made, the Other is made, and the school bell rings on.

			This is a book about the stories the United States tells itself about Black and Native people, and the way that those stories uphold a racial hierarchy that shapes all of our lives—and about the roles of schools in perpetuating those stories.[15] Across the chapters that follow, I’m going to argue that there are three pillars of American racism that are cultivated in our institutions of schooling. Our schools not only reflect these values from the broader society in which they are situated, but actually play an active role in constructing, normalizing, and upholding them.

			The first is the premise of intellectual inferiority. This is the idea that Black people and Native people are inherently less intelligent than other (implicitly, White) people, that we have less capacity for the complex thought that is understood to characterize human beings.

			The second is discipline and punishment. This is the idea that Black and Native people have unruly bodies, and that in order for society to function, it is necessary to impose control, rules, and order upon those bodies above and beyond what would be considered necessary for any other human bodies.

			And the third is economic subjugation. This is the idea that Black and Native people cannot be self-contained agents of our own labor, nor can we make choices about how we use that labor, benefit from it, or share the benefits with our communities; instead, we are assigned specific roles to play within a capitalist system, and the order of society is seen to be threatened if we deviate from those roles.

			Each of these ideas has historically been the taken-for-granted law of the land that governs how our schools function. And because schools are a place where social norms are learned, reinforced, and reflected outward as normal, fine, and good, the prevalence of these ideas in schools has profound implications for the ways that racism manifests broadly all across our society.

			The pages that follow include many stories of cruelty and hurt, and also of resistance and resilience. For Black and Indigenous people, having to tell and retell stories of suffering can itself feel like an act of violence—for the speaker as well as for listeners who may be all too familiar with these stories because they have lived them. But I hope this is an interruption, not a repetition.[16] I am not sharing these stories in the hopes of garnering sympathy from those who have inherited the legacies of violence. I am not sharing them to grant absolution. I share them in the hopes that they will inspire mutual recognition in Black people and Native people, points of departure for shared conspiring, for shared flourishing. I share them so that all educators—my people!—can have a robust conversation about the systems in which we find ourselves, and strive to change them.

			Schools are supposed to be places for children. They are places where capable, trustworthy adults are supposed to be tasked with the work of teaching and nurturing. If the system we have built in this country does not see those children as human beings worthy of care, then any effort at “education reform” is completely pointless.[17] No amount of professional development, or access to technology, or equitable funding, or arts education, or after-school programs, or engaging curriculum, or higher teacher pay, or any possible idea you might have for remedying the ills of our school systems will ever make any difference in the lives of young people if the people and institutions that govern those reforms do not see those young people as precious, sacred beings deserving of respect and care.

			In the final part of the book, I’ll talk through what I see as some models for grounding our work in that notion of care, and of the particular gifts that a co-conspiratorial relationship between Black and Indigenous people can offer to the way we consider care work. I do so with an acknowledgment that, as education scholar Sefanit Habtom and Indigenous feminist scholar Megan Scribe (Ininiw iskwew, Norway House Cree Nation)[18] have written, “Black and Indigenous relationships are not easy or straightforward. At times, we have let each other down. Other times, we have lost sight of one another, seeking immediate gains over collective liberation. However, entangled within White supremacist settler states, there are many times—times like now—when it is increasingly clear that our interests and our survival tie us together.”[19] To think through this idea of being “tied together,” I’ll use the metaphor of braiding as an act that helps us stay grounded in acts of loving reciprocity, in caring for ourselves and others.

			What This Book Is and Is Not

			 

			This book is intended to be descriptive, not prescriptive. It’s an invitation into a conversation, a tool for you to mark up and lend out and disagree with and share and highlight and bend out of shape, especially if you are a Black person, a Native person, an educator, a caregiver, a student, a person who has always felt like this school thing just feels a little off, or all of the above. The absolute best scenario is if you can find somebody else, or several somebodies, to read it with—use it for collective work, if you can. As you read these accounts of what has been, remember that we are all architects of what is to come. How does this knowledge of history shape the present and the future that you want to build?[20]

			This is not a how-to-fix-your-school guide, or a how-to-unlearn-such-and-such guide. In fact, it’s not a book about you, individually, and what you can or should do. Nor is it only a book about schools and schooling. Borrowing from Woodson and Ms. Lauryn Hill, I use the term “miseducation” expansively. Education does not happen only in schools; it happens in all the places where we receive messages about who we are, what we are, and how we ought to live together. I’ll argue that Black and Native kids have been miseducated in schools, to be certain. But all of us—youths and adults, past and present, Black and Indigenous and otherwise—have received a profound miseducation. We have been offered a racial hierarchy that is violent, belittling, and ultimately unsustainable, and told that it’s the only way for us to live. That hierarchy spins a web between home and school and work, ensnaring us. My hope is that in better understanding these ideas, and their rootedness in schooling, we draw them out from whence they hide. The matter of what we do with this knowledge is to be determined collectively: through conversation and action among educators and organizers. This is not an instruction manual. This is a book that makes ample use of the historical record because it is about the world as it has been. And yet, constructing something new requires feats of imagination. That work—the work of dreaming—is shared work.

			Indeed, it’s imperative that we don’t just see the disdain and disregard for Black and Native children in school spaces as simply a matter of bias by individual people who harbor ill will out of ignorance. Rather, the project of creating the United States as a settler colonial racial project[21] was predicated on rendering Black and Native people into a state of beasthood, of savagery.[22] This “template” is the source code of the Race Machine—its prime directive, its innermost ticking clock.

			By no means do I suggest that the experiences or social positions of Black and Indigenous people are equivalent; to the contrary, we will explore the many ways that this is not the case. For one thing, Native people within what is now called the United States are distinct from other groups in that they not only are made into racialized subjects, but also, as members of sovereign nations that predate this nation-state, face the ongoing aftermath of violent colonization.[23]

			It’s also obviously untrue that those three technologies of harm—the pillars I described above—have exclusively been used against Black and Indigenous people. I recognize that, for non-Black people of color, it can be frustrating to read accounts of “race” in the United States that exclusively discuss Black and White people. My intention in writing this book is not simply to expand that binary to a triad while still reinforcing feelings of invisibility among other people of color. My decision to focus on the histories of Black and Native people is not intended as an act of exclusion, but as an act of clarification—and invitation. If you are a reader who does not identify as Black or Native, I invite you to spend time here in a spirit of openness and reflection and, if you can muster it, a willingness to learn the specificity of these histories without the need to defend or deflect—and then, to consider the ways these technologies have been deployed against others. Let these connections be not a means for diminution, but rather grounds for a shared struggle. Many times you may find yourself saying, “But that’s also true for my people!” I hope that these moments of recognition spur not the sense that something is therefore not true in some distinct way for Black and Native people, but rather a sense that we are all struggling to pilot our boats through the same tumultuous sea.

			Examples abound: from the technologies of carcerality and surveillance that were used on Black political organizers during the COINTELPRO era, which have been expanded to control our nation’s majority-Latine immigrant population through unjust arrests and detention centers and to entrap community leaders and activists in Muslim communities, to the phenomenon of what scholar and organizer Nick Estes (Kul Wicasa) refers to as “intifada on the plains”—resistance to the same militarized police tactics being used on both Standing Rock Water Protectors and Palestinians living under the ongoing Nakba.[24] Today, racism and settler colonialism continue—and so do the efforts to dismantle them. From Mexico to Colombia to Brazil, co-creative Black and Indigenous resistance movements have surged as activists respond to the tightly coupled assaults of anti-Blackness, anti-Indigeneity, racial capitalism, and settler colonialism.[25] I hope the book can illustrate places where our struggles converge and opportunities for us to work together, and I invite you to tell the stories of your people that have not yet been told.[26]

			This book is not an “ultimate guide” or “definitive history” or any comprehensive attempt to cover everything; I hope it’s a means to open space for conversation, not to close it. As education scholar Timothy San Pedro writes, “Harm is done when we try to hide the limitations of our knowing, when we try to present ourselves as complete rather than the in-process beings that we always are.”[27] This book is an exercise in learning for me as well—and an exercise in striving, in gathering stories, in grieving. Through the work of writing, I have thought often of two of my “great-great-greats,” both born in the 1840s. I think of my grandfather’s grandfather Carl, who was born in Germany and was able to come to the United States and receive all the benefits of his position as a settler, farming and raising a family on land seized from Kickapoo people. I think of my grandmother’s grandmother Adeline, who was born into enslavement in Alabama. As a White man, Carl had his life scrupulously documented, while Adeline’s life is largely an archival mystery. Tiffany Lethabo King writes that “what the archives of slavery and Indigenous genocide and removal have in common is that they are almost impossible to retrieve.”[28] I wish desperately that I knew more about Adeline’s life, and about the lives of so many of the grandmothers, children, cherished friends, and beloveds whose stories fill these pages. So many of their names, the details of their hurts and their singing and their memories, are irretrievable to us on this plane, severed by cruelty.

			Though much of their dreaming is obscured from us, I do know one thing about each of them. Each of them was somebody’s baby. Each of them was loved. I hope you’ll join me in calling them forth toward your heart, in honoring their memories even if we cannot always say their names. In this, we do the work of making a counterhistory together.[29]

			Anishinaabe elder Garry Raven, speaking of the concept of edbesendowen—humility, one of the seven Grandfather Teachings of Anishinaabe tradition—cites the wolf as an important teacher. “The wolf always looks back when he leaves somewhere,” says Raven. “The wolf teaches us that we need to look back on our life and learn from it.”[30] The posture of the wolf calls to mind, for me, the Sankofa bird, the symbol that comes to us from the Akan people of West Africa, which has come to have so much meaning for people across the African diaspora. The Sankofa bird walks forward while looking backwards, an action said to represent a directive to “go back and retrieve.”[31] In the pages that follow, with humility, I try to do just that.

		

	
		
			Part I

			 

			What Are Schools For?

			
				Because the Negro labored, he was considered a draft animal. Because the Indian occupied large areas of land, he was considered a wild animal. Had we given up anything else, or had anything else to give up, it is certain that we would have been considered some other thing.

				—Vine Deloria Jr.[1]

				To educate the Indian in the ways of civilized life, therefore, is to preserve him from extinction, not as an Indian, but as a human being.

				—William Jones, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1902[2]

				Our public schools are filled with a conglomerate mass of foreigners and children of foreigners sprung from generations of ignorance and untrained intelligence. To make good citizens of these through a few years of schooling is a stupendous task.

				—The Wall Street Journal, 1912[3]

				The colored race is as yet, in general, only capable of receiving and profiting by an elementary education, which costs comparatively much less than that suitable for the white race in its more advanced stages of civilization.

				—Report of the Federal Security Agency, Office of Education, 1893[4]

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			Jefferson’s Ghost

			How does it feel to be a problem?

			W. E. B. Du Bois famously posed this haunting question in 1903, in his classic work The Souls of Black Folk.[1] I think of it often, especially whenever I encounter one particular line from Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia: “Among the blacks is misery enough, God knows, but no poetry.”[2]

			It’s stinging in its candor. It strikes me every time, sending me spinning through my own vignettes of the Black poets who set a course for my thriving. In eighth grade, my class took a three-day trip to Washington, D.C., my first time traveling without my family. We visited Monticello. No one brought up the poetry line. I would go through elementary school, high school, college, and my first master’s degree, and no one would ever bring it up. Parts of Jefferson’s legacy were omnipresent in my experience of schooling, and other parts were completely absent.

			Before we dive into the three pillars of racism that I described in the introduction, I want to spend some time thinking about Jefferson as a titanic figure in American culture and the impact of his legacy on how we think about racial hierarchy in the United States; we’ll then talk about how this vision has shaped the purposes of schooling along racial lines.

			There’s nothing coincidental about how Jefferson does and does not show up in schools and in curricula, or the fact that roughly half of U.S. states have public schools named “Thomas Jefferson.”[3] Jefferson’s beliefs about Black and Native people, and the ways he enacted those beliefs as a leader of singular magnitude, laid a cornerstone for the edifice of American racial hierarchy and the contours of American schooling in a distinct way. In the era of Jefferson, Black and Native peoples on Turtle Island posed a mighty problem for the shapers of the new republic.[4] They were an existential threat. And in his writings, Jefferson aimed to tackle that threat through rhetorical moves that would frame the nation and its schools for years to come.

			Those who celebrate Jefferson have struggled to reconcile the seemingly irreconcilable ideas that he put forth into the world: On the one hand, he is viewed as the esteemed father of the Declaration of Independence, the champion of the Bill of Rights and the liberties we hold dear. On the other hand, he held enslaved people as property, and his ideas and policies were crucial in establishing the dogma of Black and Native inferiority. For many people in the United States, faced with the contradiction of Jefferson as a paragon of rational thought who also believed in the inhumanity of Black and Native peoples, Jefferson the erudite intellectual has seemingly won out. In our collective consciousness, the ways Jefferson grievously harmed Black and Native people don’t really matter—he still gets to be the “Sage of Monticello,” representing the zenith of gentlemanly intellect, statesmanship, creativity, and genteel society.

			The pedestal of the U.S. presidency is widely understood to represent leadership, moral fortitude, and strength of will. That’s why people love to tell kids they could grow up to be president someday if they work hard enough. But even among presidents, Thomas Jefferson is considered exceptional for his intelligence. In 2006, Dean Keith Simonton, distinguished professor of psychology at UC Davis, published a peer-reviewed journal article purporting to determine the IQ of forty-two American presidents. Simonton declared Jefferson to be the second-most intelligent president, after John Quincy Adams.[5] At a 1962 dinner honoring Nobel Prize winners, John F. Kennedy quipped, “I think this is the most extraordinary collection of talent, of human knowledge, that has ever been gathered together at the White House, with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined alone. Someone once said that Thomas Jefferson was a gentleman of thirty-two who could calculate an eclipse, survey an estate, tie an artery, plan an edifice, try a cause, break a horse, and dance the minuet.”[6]

			Jefferson retains a powerful image in the American consciousness, still lauded not only as the progenitor of our democracy but also as an emblem of intellectual excellence. However, two of Jefferson’s key interventions in our country laid the groundwork for anti-Black and anti-Native ways of viewing the world, both inside schools and beyond their corridors.

			Notes on the State of Virginia is the only full-length book Jefferson ever authored. In a definitive edited version of the text, historian William Peden called it the “best single statement of Jefferson’s principles, the best reflection of his wide-ranging tastes and talents. It is, in short, an American classic,” “unique in American literary history,” and “probably the most important scientific and political book written by an American before 1785.”[7] While the Declaration of Independence is certainly the document for which Jefferson is best known, the Notes were his magnum opus. The text is massive in scope, with twenty-three chapters addressing topics vast in their scale and variety. Jefferson wrote of Virginia’s waterways, its mountain ranges, its militias, its legal system, its fiscal system of income and expenses.

			And he wrote of its people.

			Historian Arica L. Coleman has posited that the Notes “may well contain the most disparaging remarks regarding people of African descent ever written.”[8] When I first read these words, I was startled, thinking immediately of all the hateful and vulgar words I have seen deployed against Black people. The more I thought about it, though, the more I had to concede that Coleman may be right. Jefferson’s writings are cloaked in civility and the artful turn of phrase; the aptitude for language that has made him a beloved cultural figure obscures the true violence of what he is saying. Jefferson described Black people’s faces as having an “eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immovable veil of black which covers all the emotions of the other race.”[9]

			He continues:

			
				They secrete less by the kidnies, and more by the glands of the skin, which gives them a very strong and disagreeable odour. This greater degree of transpiration renders them more tolerant of heat, and less so of cold, than the whites…They seem to require less sleep. A black after hard labour through the day, will be induced by the slightest amusements to sit up till midnight, or later, though knowing he must be out with the first dawn of the morning. They are at least as brave, and more adventuresome. But this may perhaps proceed from a want of fore-thought, which prevents their seeing a danger till it be present. When present, they do not go through it with more coolness or steadiness than the whites. They are more ardent after their female: but love seems with them to be more an eager desire, than a tender delicate mixture of sentiment and sensation. Their griefs are transient. Those numberless afflictions, which render it doubtful whether heaven has given life to us in mercy or in wrath, are less felt, and sooner forgotten with them. In general, their existence appears to participate more of sensation than reflection. To this must be ascribed their disposition to sleep when abstracted from their diversions, and unemployed in labour. An animal whose body is at rest, and who does not reflect, must be disposed to sleep of course. Comparing them by their faculties of memory, reason, and imagination, it appears to me, that in memory they are equal to the whites; in reason much inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.[10]

			

			Such ideas would be hurtful enough if they were merely bigoted perspectives coming from an idly opining individual. But the Notes represent something on a much grander scale. Jefferson was a son of the Enlightenment, a period characterized by efforts to systematically describe the order of the observable world. The work reflected his character as someone prone to obsessive enumeration, botanical experiments, meteorological observations, and dutiful record keeping.[11] He viewed naming, numbering, sorting, and categorizing as natural strengths to which he was called in life.[12] Notes on the State of Virginia was not only a treatise espousing Jefferson’s political opinions. It was his attempt to organize the world.

			In the Notes, Jefferson chastises himself and his peers for the fact that “though for a century and a half we have had under our eyes the races of black and of red men, they have never yet been viewed by us as subjects of natural history.” He argues that such study is imperative. Shortly thereafter, he introduces his plan for a system of education to best serve the nation: Every county in Virginia should be divided into school districts. Each year, an expert would choose a brilliant boy whose parents were poor and send him forward for further schooling, to be paid for collectively. “By this means twenty of the best geniuses will be raked from the rubbish annually,” Jefferson explained.[13]

			In a sense, then, Notes on the State of Virginia may be the first book in the United States about race and education. For one of the most influential figures in U.S. history, writing one of the most influential texts in U.S. history, matters of race and matters of schooling were inseparable. Establishing the order of these two things—the hierarchy of Man and the way he should be educated—would be crucial to the foundation of his righteous republic. Jefferson’s legacy makes it plain that we can never understand the history of schooling in this country without understanding the history of race and racism, and we can’t truly understand the history of race and racism without understanding the history of schooling.

			One of the defenses mounted on behalf of Jefferson’s writing is that he was a “man of his time”—that, like all of us, he was shaped by the social norms of his era and could not be expected to have diverged from them.[14] But we should also consider the converse: the ways that Jefferson has shaped our collective consciousness. “In the years after the Revolution the speculations of Thomas Jefferson were of great importance because so many people read and reacted to them,” argues historian Winthrop Jordan. “His remarks about Negroes in the only book he ever wrote were more widely read, in all probability, than any others until the mid-nineteenth century.”[15]

			And Jefferson’s Notes raised some controversy even in his era. In 1784, having decided that the work might be of general enough interest that he should have it printed, he requested feedback from his close colleague Charles Thomson, secretary of the Continental Congress. Thomson wrote him an extensive set of comments in reply, and Jefferson was impressed enough by Thomson’s editorial contributions that he included some of them as an appendix in the published version. In one section of the Notes, Jefferson argued that his generation of American slavers were kinder than the Roman slavers of antiquity.[16] Thomson recommended that these tales of the Romans were “not worthy a place here—I would therefore propose to expunge them and a great part of p. 70—because many people encourage & comfort themselves in keeping slaves because they do not treat them as bad as others have done.”[17] Further, Thomson wrote, “Though I am much pleased with the dissertation on the difference between the Whites and blacks & am inclined to think the latter a race lower in the scale of being, yet for that very reason & because such an opinion might seem to justify slavery I should be inclined to leave it out.”[18] In response, Jefferson made some strategic edits, such as the addition of this passage conceding that even if Black people were intellectually inferior by our very nature, at least we were bighearted: “Whether further observation will or will not verify the conjecture that Nature has been less bountiful to them in the endowments of the head, I believe that in those of the heart she will be found to have done them equal justice.”[19] Despite Thomson’s prescient warning that Jefferson’s words could be read in apparent contradiction to his avowed claim of hating slavery—which he called a “moral and political depravity”—the section on Black inferiority remained.[20]

			Jefferson’s daily livelihood required him to engage in the casual dehumanization of the Black people who were his property; he calculated the costs and yields of his investments as coolly as someone today might comment on the resale value of an old car. In a 1792 letter responding to an Englishman inquiring about the cost of agriculture in the United States, Jefferson wrote, “Suppose a negro man of 25 years of age costs 75 sterling: he has an equal chance to live 30 years according to Buffon’s table; so that you lose your principal in 30 years.” Later, he notes, “I have observed that our families of negroes double in about 25 years, which is an increase of the capital, invested in them, of 4 per cent over and above keeping up the original number.”[21] In a 1794 letter, he wrote of his frustrations with growing potatoes, and his ongoing faith that the endeavor could be successful because his neighbors had grown them well. “The first step towards the recovery of our lands is to find substitutes for corn and bacon. I count on potatoes, clover and sheep. The two former to feed every animal on the farm except my negroes, and the latter to feed them, diversified with rations of salted fish and molasses, both of them wholesome, agreeable and cheap articles of food.”[22]

			Every animal on the farm except my negroes.

			Jefferson’s reputation as a man of reason was so widespread that, a decade later, one man would try to refute him on his own terms. Benjamin Banneker was a Black mathematician, astronomical observer, and surveyor who would later earn acclaim for helping to establish the borders of the District of Columbia. He wrote to Jefferson in 1791. “I suppose it is a truth too well attested to you, to need a proof here,” wrote Banneker, “that we are a race of Beings who have long laboured under the abuse and censure of the world, that we have long been looked upon with an eye of contempt, and that we have long been considered rather as brutish than human, and Scarcely capable of mental endowments.” Despite Jefferson’s own role in reinforcing these ideas, Banneker appealed to the idea that Jefferson might be “far less inflexible in Sentiments of this nature, than many others”:

			
				Now Sir if this is founded in truth, I apprehend you will readily embrace every opportunity to eradicate that train of absurd and false ideas and oppinions which so generally prevails with respect to us, and that your Sentiments are concurrent with mine, which are that one universal Father hath given being to us all, and that he hath not only made us all of one flesh, but that he hath also without partiality afforded us all the Same Sensations, and endued us all with the same faculties, and that however variable we may be in Society or religion, however diversifyed in Situation or colour, we are all of the Same Family, and Stand in the Same relation to him.[23]

			

			Banneker went on to remind Jefferson of his own professed ideals, noting that there was once a time when British imperial rule had reduced Jefferson and his peers to a status of servitude. Surely the freedom they now enjoyed, Banneker reasoned, was a divine blessing. Turning Jefferson’s own words against him, Banneker drove home the point of Jefferson’s obvious hypocrisy. “But Sir how pitiable is it to reflect, that suppose you were so fully convinced of the benevolence of the Father of mankind, and of his equal and impartial distribution of those rights and privileges which he had conferred upon them, that you should at the Same time counteract his mercies, in detaining by fraud and violence so numerous a part of my brethren under groaning captivity and cruel oppression, that you should at the Same time be found guilty of that most criminal act, which you professedly detested in others, with respect to yourselves.”[24]

			Black people were not the only Others subject to Jefferson’s analysis in the Notes. As Arica Coleman writes, Jefferson approached the topic of Virginia Indians with two now familiar archetypal lenses: the “vanishing Indian” and the “noble savage.”[25] The Indian, he wrote, would always choose death over surrender, “endures tortures with a firmness unknown.” This was a “barbarous people,” among whom “force is law.” They were disappearing in Virginia, he asserted, though Jefferson firmly disputed the idea that White people might play a role in this fact. “Spirituous liquors, the small-pox, war, and an abridgment of territory, to a people who lived principally on the spontaneous productions of nature, had committed terrible havock among them, which generation, under the obstacles opposed to it among them, was not likely to make good. That the lands of this country were taken from them by conquest, is not so general a truth as is supposed.” As Coleman points out, Jefferson’s treatment of Black and Native peoples in the Notes created a paradigm that would prove fateful. “Jefferson used these ‘inequalities’ [between Black, White, and Native peoples] in the most egregious passage in his Notes to establish two distinct policies regarding African American and American Indian peoples that persist to this day. The policy simply entailed the forced exclusion of the former and the forced inclusion of the latter.”[26] As we will come to see, “forced inclusion” in the Jeffersonian frame would amount to nothing less than genocide.

			Ideology of Extinction

			 

			In school, many of us learn about the idea of “Manifest Destiny”: the notion that the United States has a moral charge, ordained by God, to expand its borders from sea to shining sea. While the phrase was first used in 1845, two decades after his death, Thomas Jefferson laid the philosophical groundwork for Manifest Destiny. Through Jefferson’s lens, the people who were the original occupants of the land were a type of creature he and his contemporaries came to define as a “Savage,” with particular qualities different from his own, “normal” civilized human qualities.[27] The Jeffersonian framework would come to define the national mandate toward America’s first nations for generations, well beyond his death in 1826.

			As the nation’s first secretary of state, Jefferson was a close adviser to President George Washington, and together they were charged with ensuring the success of the new republic. That meant dealing straightaway with the “Indian problem.” As historian David Wallace Adams writes in Education for Extinction, during this period “no question was more pressing for the new national government than that of deciding the future status of Indians. The policy issue could be reduced to this fact: Indians possessed the land, and whites wanted the land…. The very survival of the republic demanded that Indians be dispossessed of the land.”[28]

			In 1792, Jefferson, ever inventive, called upon an idea that would provide one easy solution to this dilemma: the “Doctrine of Discovery.” The Doctrine of Discovery was the idea that in the act of “discovering a new land” (in other words, arriving in a non-European place where Indigenous people already lived), White settlers instantly gained full legal, governmental, political, and commercial rights over the people living there, without the necessity of their knowledge or consent.[29] Whatever European country “discovered” Native land had an unimpeachable right to that land.[30] This basic premise, that European intervention—no matter how violent—was for the good of the Natives to save them from their own barbarism, would become a familiar refrain in the era of Jefferson and beyond. The Doctrine of Discovery was what made its more familiar cousin, Manifest Destiny, possible.[31]

			Jefferson had what Anthony F. C. Wallace referred to as “a kind of mordant fascination with the image of the Indians as a conquered and dying race.”[32] It was this stereotype—the vision of the noble savage—that enabled Jefferson’s firm belief in the Doctrine of Discovery. From Dances with Wolves to Avatar, the United States has long required the mythological image of the noble savage as the basis for its very sense of self and nationhood.[33] The figure of the noble savage is unmarred by the flaws and cynicisms of the modern world, living a life that is simpler, closer to ancient tradition, and more “pure,” and therefore both backwards and desirable, primitive and admirable. As this way of life is by definition irreconcilable with civilization, the noble savage is tragically doomed.[34] Through the refracting prism of the noble savage trope, White America defines itself against the backdrop of an Other, desiring at once the unfettered consumption and total annihilation of that Other. I want it / I want to be it / That’s not me / I hate it—seemingly contradictory impulses seethe just beneath the surface of the national consciousness all at once.[35] In Jefferson’s view, the decimation of Native peoples was a tragedy, with every quality that that word implies: romantic, noble, and inevitable. The disappearance was destiny, fait accompli.[36]

			Jefferson drew upon the noble savage image in a story he told in the Notes. Jefferson devotes a passage to “Logan’s Lament,” a noted speech said to have been delivered by Logan, a Cayuga-Mingo leader,[37] in 1774. As Jefferson tells the story, Logan was a “friend of the whites” whose family was defeated in a wrongful attack, but he refused to surrender. Instead, he issued a speech in which he declared, “Logan never felt fear. He will not turn on his heel to save his life. Who is there to mourn for Logan?—Not one.”[38]

			The Notes framed “Logan’s Lament” as a fable, concretizing the image of the noble savage that would provide a foundation for the Doctrine of Discovery years later. In Jefferson’s telling, Logan was the ideal Indian—deeply good, a friend of the Whites, driven to risk his life for noble principles, and ultimately fated to disappear.[39] Through the story of Logan, Jefferson sowed the seeds of the story we are told in school about explorers, pioneers, and progress—a larger American myth that legitimizes genocide as the necessary cost of national thriving and the march of civilization.[40]

			Jefferson himself played a key role in crafting the ideologies of his day. It’s notable that the Declaration of Independence, the document that has most endeared Jefferson to the American imagination, ends with a list of twenty-seven grievances lodged against King George. The closer is this accusation: “He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavored to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions.”[41]

			Jefferson’s vision of the republic was one that explicitly required Native disappearance. Total elimination was inevitable; the question of whether it would happen through military action or civilizing projects was a matter of expediency. He wrote in the Notes about the role he believed institutions of education could play. His own alma mater, the College of William & Mary, had as part of its statutes the purpose of “teach[ing] the Indian boys to read, and write, and vulgar Arithmetick…to teach them thoroughly the Catechism and the Principles of the Christian Religion.”[42] He argued that as soon as the legislature could take up the matter, a portion of the school should maintain “a perpetual mission among the Indian tribes” and return to the task of teaching them Christian ways.

			The Founding Father’s assertion of the Doctrine of Discovery was cemented by the Supreme Court in 1823.[43] During this period, as the United States set its sights more firmly on westward expansion, Jefferson recorded his opinion that Native people in the West were the most savage of all, “living under no law but that of nature, subsisting and covering themselves with the flesh and skins of wild beasts.”[44] Two decades after the Louisiana Purchase and a few years before the passage of the Indian Removal Act, the stage was set for the unfettered pursuit of Manifest Destiny—which required a renewed conviction that the people occupying the lands of the West were not people at all.[45]

			Jefferson wrote to John Adams in 1812 that although some Native people might join civilized life, over time “the backward will yield, and be thrown further back. These will relapse into barbarism and misery, lose numbers by war and want, and we shall be obliged to drive them, with the beasts of the forest into the stony mountains.”[46] The imperative to conquer the “backward” on a path toward conquering the West was central to Jefferson’s agenda as president—perhaps most visibly in the Louisiana Purchase and the Lewis and Clark expedition. With the Doctrine of Discovery laid forth as groundwork, Jefferson understood clearly the way that the Louisiana Purchase could serve as a pivot point for his dream of American expansion. “This speck which now appears as an almost invisible point in the horizon,” he wrote in 1802, “is the embryo of a tornado which will burst on the countries on both shores of the Atlantic and involve in its effects their highest destinies.”[47]

			Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, both officers in the U.S. Army, were tasked by the president with the work of setting forth upon the western lands and determining the state of Indian affairs. Since their expedition ended over two centuries ago, Lewis and Clark have been memorialized as heroes, noble pioneers who set out at great personal risk to pursue the honorable work of bringing Manifest Destiny closer to reality. Multiple postage stamps have portrayed them as bold, statuesque men, looking out courageously across the lands that await them. National Geographic Kids offers teaching resources emphasizing the challenge and adventure of the journey, the bad weather, the friendship of Sacagawea, and the positive impact of the expedition. The publisher Scholastic offers a variety of teaching resources on the topic as well, including an activity guide that calls it “one of the greatest adventures in American history”[48] as well as books prominently featuring Lewis and Clark standing with impressive posture, Sacagawea at their side pointing at things.

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Lewis and Clark, with Sacagawea pointing at things.[50]

				
			
			Much as Jefferson invoked the story of Logan to tell the story of a very specific kind of “good Indian” (friendly, honorable, and doomed), the story of Sacagawea has been mythologized over time in a way that legitimizes the narrative of United States expansion and the ideologies underpinning it.[49] This version of Sacagawea’s life story exemplifies how narratives about Native people are historicized in our classrooms in ways that ultimately serve a settler colonial fantasy. Across the United States, students in elementary school classrooms learn about “how the
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