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This book is dedicated to my mother, Raven McCrory, for teaching me how to think and giving me the courage to keep unlearning, even when it hurts. Her quiet and fierce love and intellect are powerful forces.
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INTRODUCTION


My grandmother Sarah was raised to believe that Black people were safe enough to clean her home, but not clean enough to share her shower. She believed that my grandfather would rule the house with his cool eyes and strong hands, that homosexuals were perverts, that sex was never to be spoken of, that gender was a natural, biological, and binary divide. She saw no wrong in Confederate monuments and no lie in the southern culture of forced hospitality that created her. Her father was a powerful lawyer who once stood on the floor of the South Carolina General Assembly condemning desegregation.

Sometime in the 1960s, Sarah began to change. Something pulled her away from how she was raised, a force akin to a sliver in her foot. This discomfort required her attention. She began to pick away and dig into the biases and fallacies of South Carolina’s white culture, clinging to keen observation and faith as she struggled to unlearn the racism, sexism, and homophobia of her upbringing. She began the painful process of debunking the ideologies of oppression that surrounded her, like the idea that white people were biologically superior to or inherently safer than Black people, and that men were smarter than women, these long shadows of the nineteenth century. By the time I came along, in the 1980s, she was both deeply racist and deeply anti-racist in her beliefs and practices. She had participated in anti-racism work in her Episcopal church for many years and advocated for openly gay leadership. And, as with many wealthy white women in South Carolina, Black people worked for and tended to her, and all her life she saw the twisted power dynamics that made that so. She challenged these in some ways, but she never fully rejected them.

I visited her in her retirement community when she was ninety-six and I was thirty-three. She remained eagle-eyed and opaque. To me, she was a mystery, as I was to her. Sitting alert in her leather chair, she was heavy with doubt, squaring off against beliefs that separated her from her values but remained deeply internalized.

“I hate that you’re a boy,” she said, “and I hate that I hate it.”

My grandmother was harsh, but she also wanted to love me as I was, not in spite of how I was, to love my tattoos and my ambiguous gender and the people I brought home. Did she “succeed” in that love? I know that she tried, as she took me in with glittering eyes and spoke honestly about what still challenged her.

When Sarah died after a long battle with her own strong will, my mother pried my grandmother’s silver wedding ring from her finger and gave it to me—me, the one of the thirteen grandchildren least likely to get married and have children, the one who’d just been fired from his job in journalism, the one who was living out of a borrowed pickup truck and writing a book about historical rabble-rousers. The one whom my grandmother struggled to love, but maybe saw something of herself in—she had always been a struggler, in her own way. Clasping this emblem of familiar contradiction, I’m entering a journey to explore my grandmother’s unfinished work in the world. She tried, but did not always succeed, at unlearning. In a time of ever-increasing political turmoil and a resurgence of the very kinds of bigotry Sarah worked to change in herself, I became fascinated with how we uproot deeply ingrained beliefs and ideologies and replace them with new ways of living in the world. I call this process “radical unlearning”—a reeducation that gets to the roots of what we believe, and why we recreate systems of dominance and harm.

“What would convince them?” people ask about their political opponents. “How can they be so immune to facts?”

In February 2017, I read an article by Elizabeth Kolbert, “Why Facts Don’t Change Our Minds,” which affirmed a suspicion I’d been carrying about the limits of reasoning with others. “Providing people with accurate information doesn’t seem to help; they simply discount it,” she wrote, citing three recent books on the topic.1

I’d worked in public radio journalism for years, and the operating unspoken theory in that environment was that accurate information in itself was a driver of social change. If we reported “just the facts,” and we were objective and therefore trustworthy, people would absorb the information and reason out the right answers to big social questions, then show their beliefs, mainly through the ballot box. Good policy and good government would emerge naturally from the educated masses; democratic, pro-capitalist liberalism was the assumed positive outcome, though no one said that explicitly. But this “objective” system of information and governance had always excluded and harmed people, beginning with our country’s foundations built on colonization and slavery. “Objective facts with just outcomes” is a story with a lot of holes in it.

Those holes got bigger and bigger during the time when I worked as a news reporter, from 2012 to 2020. The fabric of perceived consensus in the US and globally was unraveling. Not only were the most basic facts up for debate, but so were the most basic principles. In early 2017, I was fired from my job in public radio for arguing on my personal blog that objectivity was not the right frame for journalists to face down “alternative facts” and Trumpian logic—I believed that those who sought justice needed conviction and moral clarity on our side, too, and that journalism might benefit from more transparency about journalists’ values and goals. But, among the centrist media establishment, people clung to the belief that information stewarded efficiently would lead to positive political and social outcomes. Trump’s win in the 2016 presidential election had come as a massive surprise to these same thinkers. How could so many people ignore the facts, the liberal editors and reporters behind the stories pondered, and “vote against their own self-interest?”

I toured the country in 2017, talking about my critique of “objectivity” and the false frame of both-sidesism in journalism. At nearly every stop, someone would ask me, “But how do we talk to people who don’t care about facts?” I had no easy answers, except that maybe we start by listening, by trying to understand rather than convince—at a minimum, I knew, we cannot condescend to someone and then expect them to listen to us. Even though I found it slightly arrogant, the sincerity and desperation of the question nagged at me. I looked for answers in my interviews with my grandmother, in my stories about trans people and our allies, in my reporting on conservative activism, and only found more ambiguity. I began to ask my audiences a question: When you have let go of a deeply held belief, what made that possible? Why did you do it? What made you change your own mind?

Belief, as it turns out, isn’t made of rational, scientific stuff—even when we think our views are based solely in fact, emotion, connection, and community all play huge roles in determining humans’ opinions. Additionally, self-interest isn’t easy for an outsider to judge—who’s to say what is in someone else’s best interest? Our beliefs emerge from a murky zone of emotion and spirit, a zone that was poorly understood by the run-of-the-mill journalist in 2017. And beliefs are shaped in community, through culture; hammering angry, alienated people with fact-checks and scientific studies didn’t even come close to creating the mass community-based movement needed to battle Trumpism and its itinerant conspiracy theories.

During the years of the first Trump administration, it occurred to me that journalism’s entire theory of change was wrong. The smooth voices on National Public Radio were powerless against Trump’s emotional rhetoric. He drizzled consistent, expert propaganda to the shrinking white majority, justifying the festering open wound of systemic racism by encouraging white folks to blame the victims. By the time my book critiquing “objectivity” came out in 2019, it was clear to more and more people that “just the facts” had not been enough. People were as trusting of bots as they were of journalists.

It was also clear that unlearning deeply internalized beliefs that are shared by a community and reinforced by propaganda requires conditions that aren’t offered by newspaper articles and algorithmically curated social media feeds. Unlearning and looking at the root causes of systems is tough work—it can be liberating, but it can also be harrowing. The research agrees: once an ideology or set of facts has set in and calcified, disruption is required before we can adopt new ways of seeing, and some of us will cling to our old ways even at our own peril.

So, what actually happens to us during those windows of possibility when our belief systems might be disrupted, when we might choose to change? Nobody unlearns without at some point making a choice. But I wanted to know what makes that choice settle into our bones. If facts don’t change our minds, what does?

Some of the most thorough study of unlearning is in the fields of business management and corporate leadership. Discovering this was disconcerting: the capitalists have figured out that unlearning is a necessary skill to adapting to an ever-changing future, and they are studying and optimizing it as we speak, with the goal of increasing the profits and efficiencies of global workforces and developing leaders who evoke trust and commitment from their workers. They are also teaching artificial intelligence programs and robots to learn as we learn; I would not be surprised if unlearning is mastered by an algorithm before it is thoroughly studied in humans. Experts in business management want us to unlearn old technologies in order to be more efficient users of the new and unlearn old habits in order to be more productive in a changing world. Corporate and political leaders, for the most part, do not want us to unlearn racism, colonialism, or transphobia—unless these seismic shifts can in some way benefit them at the bank or the voting booth. They certainly do not want us to unlearn the internalized values that keep people operating as obedient workers and passive consumers.

But while corporate leaders work to perfect unlearning as a kind of mind control, activists and pontificators across the political spectrum often depict unlearning as nothing but a ghost—attacking one another for our beliefs rather than acting on the assumption that how we see the world can and does change. Many camps would have us believe that once someone has adopted a given viewpoint, the possibility of change is nil, and that believing in mind change is for fools and naifs. This is the unfortunate logic behind aspects of cancel culture on both the right and the left—but what if the assumption that people cannot change and do not unlearn is itself an instrument of oppression?

Unlearning with the goal of exploitation is better understood and possibly more widely pursued than unlearning with the goal of liberation. It disturbs me that corporations have such an apparent leg up over social change agents in understanding what motivates individuals to transform. But we should also be careful not to imitate corporate approaches to unlearning. The unlearning that is a counterpoint to capitalist, authoritarian, and totalitarian thought can’t be about optimizing the perfect activist. First, there is no such thing, and second (and maybe even more important), any ideological frame can become a trap. The rethinking I am hungering for has to be about freeing ourselves and each other no matter the contradictions of our attempts.

I am a materialist thinker, and I believe in social change through action, often disruptive action. But I also know we can’t have a revolution without changing minds—if how we think did not matter, it would surely not be such a focus for those who wish to exercise power over others. In order to fight fascism and racism and create just global societies, we must embrace unlearning as a collective practice available to all of us. We must be willing to be unsettled, and eager to help others rethink. We must pursue and make real the hope that transformative unlearning is possible. The stakes are as high as they’ve ever been, but so are the opportunities to learn and unlearn as global communication systems put many of us in constant contact with new information. We have the tools to unlearn, we have the words and texts and even the pedagogies, but we need to understand the conditions that will make it likely for this unlearning to take root and transform not just our thoughts but our habits, relationships, and actions.

When I tell my parents’ friends, generally white liberals, that I am working on a book about unlearning, they almost invariably nod their heads in approval. Over wine or antipasti, or over the nose of a protective face mask, they say, “That’s good. A lot of people need that.”

The more interested among them begin to wax political: “Yes, we need these Trump people to unlearn! People are so disappointing. It’s unbelievable, the ignorance. How can we teach them? What would get through to them?”

I had an enormous crush on my piano teacher Michelle growing up, because she had giant frizzy auburn hair like Ariel from The Little Mermaid, and skinny clever fingers, and she flew around the room like a trapped fly. She grabbed my hands and screamed, “Slow! Slow!” or “Don’t arch your wrist,” or she’d thrust my elbow into the air as I played, posturing me just so because she wanted excellence. I was nine or ten years old, and I loved Bach, Beethoven, and discipline. I admired and feared this woman for whom nothing seemed more important than reverence for the ways music was meant to be played.

I saw her after an almost thirty-year interval recently—I am gray but sprightly, and she is sprightlier still. I was back home for a weekend, and we walked to the car together in my mom’s driveway after a strong hug.

“Are you writing! What are you writing! Tell me what you’re working on!” Michelle said. I got that immediate shyness that I used to feel when she was my teacher and I was a gangly little girl with big ears.

“My book is about radical unlearning?” I began.

“Wow!” she exclaimed, looking right at me, her eyeballs huge and cartoonish behind her eyeglasses. “I wish I’d had more of that! We need that.” She sighed and nodded, gesturing toward herself with exasperated humility. “It’s harder at my age.”

I remembered why I didn’t just admire but adored Michelle: she was intense, and within that intensity lived a hunger to learn that rooted down into some emotional place, a gut place. I was so moved that she didn’t assume that unlearning was a job for others but something she immediately recognized as a job for herself.

“I’m sorry I was such a tough piano teacher,” she said, and I said, “Not at all.”

It is Michelle’s spirit of enthusiastic openness that I hope you will carry into this book. Not because I want to deny you your rigor, your expertise, your lived experience—but because the subject of this book is not how to persuade others, or to turn around someone else’s ignorant views. It is about creating the conditions for unlearning within ourselves, and in our communities, in such a way that we both model and invite unlearning in others. This project does not have room for the condescension of assuming you already know more than someone and trying to make them unlearn as you think they should. It is about unlearning as a way of living, creating a culture of unlearning that is not fueled by arbitrary deference but by true curiosity. What might change in me, if the conditions were right? How might I create those same conditions for others?

The premise of this project is that it is possible to recognize and transform the ideologies we’ve been handed as children. My question is: What makes these changes likely? This is an invitation for you to ask the questions with me. What are you striving to unlearn? How will you do it? Who around you is unlearning? What created the conditions for them to do it?

A bit of framing about what radical unlearning is and is not: I understand unlearning as a form of learning, of building new knowledge and skills that we can put to use in the world. But it is a form of learning that requires us to disrupt and go against the grain of what we have learned before, whether consciously or unconsciously. That disruption has an emotional quality to it—it can be wondrous or discomfiting, liberating or life-shattering, or sometimes all of these at once.

Radical unlearning happens when we begin to reach the roots of thought, belief, and action, when we see ourselves, either suddenly or over time, as vulnerable creatures whose ideological frames and tacit assumptions might be leading us to complicity in systems and worlds we don’t want to build. While my grandmother’s unlearning focused on her whiteness and anti-trans beliefs, unlearning is not only for and about people with privilege; I have observed again and again that radical unlearning is often most vigorously pursued by people who have a self-interest in breaking down systems of oppression, in stopping war and violence, in freeing themselves. It is not a prescribed pathway but a skill, a way of being critical and open and ever-changing in the name of liberation. One of my interviewees, kai lumumba barrow, redubbed radical unlearning as simply “self-determination.”

Radical unlearning is “radical” because it seeks the roots of belief. It seeks to root out mental paradigms that are grounded in or reinforce systems of exploitation and harm in the world. Determining what these paradigms are, of course, is context-specific. For example, people might be deeply engaged in unlearning India’s ancient system of caste, or unlearning binary gender, or unlearning Christian hegemony or the teachings of a particular sect that no longer serves them. Radical unlearning also recognizes that hegemony and socialization often show up inside us in subtle ways, in our silences and quick reactions, not just in our sweeping statements and political views. That means we can challenge big ideas like racism, but we might also be challenging internalized habits, like needing to be in control, or unlearning deep internal barriers like trauma responses. Over time, we might find that these are all intertwined. Radical unlearning serves as a counter to both corporate unlearning and to simple unlearning, the kind that might be hard but does not necessarily implicate power structures or lead us to try to transform our societies.

Radical unlearning is not persuasion. We might succeed occasionally at changing someone’s mind on a discrete, single issue, but the belief that we can sleight-of-hand, nudge, or pressure people into deep and rigorous personal and ideological transformation is misguided (and there are plenty of other books to read about nudging, persuading, and convincing).2 As interviewee Adrianne Black—a former white nationalist who became an anti-racist activist—said, when we try to persuade someone to change their mind about something they care about deeply, our first question should be, “Who am I to you?” What is the relationship, the connective tissue, the context in which we are hoping to create change together? Radical unlearning rejects the popular contemporary tomes on persuasion and decision-making that teach us how to trick or coax or even pressure people into believing us. Radical unlearning seeks instead a restoration of the conditions that we know can keep us open, mentally flexible, and loving enough to pursue self-determination for ourselves and others. I describe this as a restoration of conditions, because children are often intuitively skilled at mental self-determination, following their curiosity and desire wherever they lead. We all have the impulse to learn and change alive inside of us; radical unlearning appreciates and makes space for that impulse, which goes against the ways many children are educated today.

Unlearning is a skill that in itself can be taught, learned, practiced, and protected. Rather than orienting toward how we sway others to “right” beliefs, Radical Unlearning proposes thinking about how we create communities, organizations, and spaces that allow for curious dissection of tough questions and that encourage compassionate rethinking. We might be thinking about how we cultivate the conditions for unlearning in ourselves, and where that unlearning might translate into changes in our actions. We might be seeking out new information in areas where we have an inkling that we missed something, whether because we’ve been “called out” or challenged, or because our cognitive dissonance has become unbearable.

Please don’t read this book because you hope for a gospel of unlearning, where I (or you!) are the presumed preacher and others are our flock. I start with the assumption that even the most sincere and informed moral and factual certainty deserves a periodic dress-down—my own certainties included. Know-it-all-ism is toxic to the culture of unlearning, as much as it is celebrated in many professional, social, and virtual/digital contexts.3 Please continue with me if you’re willing to succumb to the vulnerability of wondering what you don’t know; what you’ve missed; what you may now believe that is false, misguided, or pointing your gut in the wrong direction. And, of course, please challenge me on what you feel I have missed, misused, or misunderstood.
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Here are some of the questions I’ve been asking myself throughout this process:


What is radical unlearning?

Does it require definition, or can it simply be observed as a phenomenon, something people attest to experiencing?

What conditions make unlearning possible, likely, and desirable?

How is unlearning different from indoctrination and propaganda?

Is there such a thing as being endlessly open-minded, and is that even what we’re going for?

How can I share vulnerably about my own unlearning in ways that open up conversation, without inadvertently universalizing my experience?

How much “proof” and “evidence” should I provide for my theories of unlearning versus letting them exist as collections of ideas, developed in community?

Is there a science of unlearning?

Is there an art of unlearning?

Can people unlearn who do not want to?



I seek answers from my own viewpoint and without the assumption that there’s a panacea for the various ailments of narrowmindedness, including my own. My exploration is inherently personal and subjective, open to contradiction and unsureness. After all, I can only assume as I write that I have much more to unlearn than I will be able to accomplish in the process of writing. As my grandmother Sarah once said, “All white people are racist, because we were born into a racist society.” Holding on to her silver wedding ring, my hope isn’t to solve or fully answer any question, or to absolve myself of complicity in harmful systems that I continue to benefit from. I only hope to grow old still asking the vulnerable questions she asked on her deathbed, still striving to align my actions with my desire for a more liberated world.

The examples I’ll explore here are not intended as a blueprint for what it means to “be radical”—radicalism demands that we constantly seek the root causes behind harm and exploitation, improve our skills at change and transformation, and take action in the world. That pathway from transformation to action reveals a paradox at the heart of radical unlearning: unlearning often requires melting the boundaries of perception, blurring lines, and releasing judgment about “right” and “wrong.” But changing our belief systems to resist dominant ideology requires us to make choices and ultimately to take action, to become not just different thinkers but different people. Radicalism requires action and urgency while unlearning requires patience and openness—and often we see that paradox resolved in favor of one or the other, radical certainty and action without room for unlearning, or unlearning that happens internally without transforming our actions. How do we hold close both active choice and inner uncertainty? How do we surrender ego and identity, yet continue to struggle and work to change material conditions making use of our selves and our bodies?

Radical Unlearning is a collection of stories, theories, and studies across multiple disciplines: psychology, neurobiology, social science, and literary and social history all hold nuggets of wisdom for creating the conditions for deep changes of mind and habit. Neuroscience in the last few decades has been revolutionized with insights about the brain’s ability to change, as has the study of somatics and embodied transformation, increasingly popular in social movements and very important to the journey of this book. With the help of new research and expertise and informed by ancient traditions, Radical Unlearning searches for echoes down the hallways of human minds, including my own and those of people around me. It is not a definitive study but a single journalist’s path through a winding, but surprisingly cohesive, set of wisdoms.

On this path, I came across a number of conditions that can clearly support unlearning—conditions that make unlearning more likely to take place. After the first chapter about the science of neuroplasticity, each chapter focuses on a way of creating conditions for unlearning that arose in my research. I chose to focus on conditions we can cultivate and, to some extent, control—for example, many people have named crisis and emergencies as a potential condition for unlearning, but I am not proposing crises as a condition here because they are not something we want to cultivate in the world, per se. Drug trips were also mentioned at multiple points, but typically these are short-lived and they may prompt or accelerate unlearning but they don’t guarantee it; I looked for conditions that can be cultivated in a somewhat ongoing and intentional way. Here I am proposing love, cognitive dissonance, community, confrontation, questions, somatics, practice, poetry and surrealism, immersion, and accessibility as ways to create the conditions for unlearning. Finally, my inquiries forced me to deal with desire, and the erotic unknown that often draws us into unlearning—this is the one condition explored in this book that I am not sure we can cultivate in the world, but I remain curious and open. None of these conditions are a silver bullet, and certainly there are more ways into unlearning than what I explore here, but I do believe all of them can help, especially when their powers are combined. In between the sections on conditions, you will find activities and conversations that supported and enriched my own unlearning along the way, and encouragement to practice having unlearning conversations in your own life. I hope this exploration will be useful to other activists, educators, organizers, writers, artists, faith leaders, journalists, therapists, healers, abolitionists, and anyone else trying to connect individual and collective transformation.

When I asked my grandmother Sarah what allowed her to transform after her childhood, her memories were blurry, nonsequential.

“I saw Bull Connor pointin’ hoses at those children on the TV,” she drawled, recalling the ’60s, then the ’50s, and then the ’70s, when she joined a lunch club in her hometown of Columbia, where Black and white civic leaders dined together—a rare occurrence in her rigidly segregated upbringing. In 1996, after a lifetime of avoiding the thought of “homosexuals,” Sarah sat me down at a restaurant and spit it out: “Your mother tells me you’re identifyin’ as a bisexual” (but more like a bah-sick-shuwul). I was terrified.

“Yes? I am?” I said. She looked me in the eye, unflinching.

“Well, you know I’m gonna love you no matter what.”

She was five feet tall, sharp, and tough-minded. Still, I mostly saw the tough side: Sarah (whom we always called Sarah) scared me as a child, and the whole world of South Carolina, of supper with the family silver, a parlor with a grandfather clock, loomed over me. I would show up on her front step and she’d open the door and exclaim upon seeing me, “Are you tryin’ to look ugly?”

I took after my mother, Raven: I was a self-righteous teenager, and spent my twenties doing activism, fighting with my family about privilege and identity, queen of the “call-out.” It wasn’t until I became a journalist, a professional question-asker in my thirties, that I started to really see my grandmother. On visits to South Carolina, I interviewed her for hours about her life, her earliest memories and her personal transformations. My mom and my aunt and I sat with her in the parlor and talked to her about gender-neutral pronouns. I laughed through her scowls and resistance and then, minutes later, quietly glowed as she tried out calling me “they” for the first time.

“Surely God knew what she was doing when …” She trailed off, not seeming to notice that she had just called God by “she” pronouns. “I don’t know. This is kind of painful talking about all this stuff. But I know that … it’s right for you to be who you are.” She was visibly uncomfortable, but she faced me, striving even near her death bed to cross the chasm between what she’d learned when she was young and what she could see now, embodied in her own soft-spoken, androgynous grandchild.

In the months before she died, in the ironically named Still Hopes retirement community (maybe they meant “still” as in continuing, but the still water of the duck ponds and the stillness of the muggy South Carolina air lent Still Hopes an eerie vibe), Sarah was still fighting. One day during that summer of 2017, she had such a heated debate about welfare with a man in the Still Hopes cafeteria that he threatened to stab her in the stomach—he thought it was a handout, she thought that was malarkey.

Later that year, my brother joked while giving her eulogy: “Sarah loved everyone, except Clemson grads and Republicans.” The white-haired room, easily one-third Clemson grads and Republicans, gave off a muffled cackle of recognition of the loving, judgmental woman she had been.

After she was gone, Sarah’s silver ring, dangling from a chain against my heart, became a symbol of a path I hope to walk: the path of holding on and letting go at the same time, of embracing contradiction with practiced faith. It’s a faith that allows me to unlearn, to make mistakes, and to continue to ask questions, that allows me to be tough as I face my own inner paradoxes, asking more of myself while accepting that I’m only human. I expect incompletion.

My grandmother died still doing battle with herself.

“I don’t understand poetry,” she once said to me, with her signature scowl. But she adored what poetry attempted: that embrace of ambiguity. In her hospital bed, she dreamed she was preaching, giving a sermon, but couldn’t remember those clear wisdoms when she awoke. That was one of the only times I saw Sarah with her silver hair down, looking vulnerable, trying to remember what she’d preached. She shook her head and mumbled to me: “We do not have adequate language to cover everything we need to say.”

AUTHOR’S NOTE

I come from a community of unlearners. Trans people of my generation, as a tiny minority, have spent a lot of time unlearning our own assumptions about gender and the body, explaining ourselves, and disabusing others of assumptions about us. It’s a challenge that has toughened me and made me interested in how we can all be tougher—not in the sense of holding hard to our beliefs, but in the sense of being confident enough to question them. I have sought my own unlearning in anti-racism workshops and prisoner-letter-writing groups and an endless study of history, media, and folklore. Most importantly, I have sought it through relating, talking to people whose experiences are close and far from mine and attempting to understand and be understood.

Radical unlearning in the sense that I explore in this book has roots in the popular education practices of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Augusto Boal’s Theater of the Oppressed, and liberation movements globally. It also has roots in Indigenous thought systems and restorative and transformative justice practices as taught to me by my friend and mentor Mariame Kaba and Project Nia, in academic decolonial studies like the work of Gayatri Spivak and Edward Said, in anti-racist popular education like that of the Anne Braden Anti-Racist Organizer Training Program and the Catalyst Project (and its predecessor, the Challenging White Supremacy Workshop, where I was first trained as an organizer), and in Black feminist radical thought from Kimberlé Crenshaw and Angela Davis to bell hooks, Robin D. G. Kelley, adrienne maree brown, and Autumn Brown, a beloved friend who has directly shaped my own unlearning in many ways.

My unlearning is also rooted in the trans liberation movements that have always used popular education and grassroots communication to build community and collectively change minds, honoring traditions of trans movement leaders like Leslie Feinberg, Riki Anne Wilkins, Julia Serrano, Janetta Johnson, Miss Major, and Sandy Stone. I have radically unlearned for two decades alongside trans movement artist Micah Bazant; artist-educators Jesa Rae, Billy Dee, and Gabrielle Civil; and equine healing facilitator Janada Halbisen-Gibbs. I’ve spent much of the last decade learning from and with a quiet, remarkable leader in popular education, Mia Henry, a former director of the Chicago Freedom School who helps people unlearn in part by teaching social justice and civil rights history. My more recent unlearning is in deep conversation with abolitionist artists Catherine Edgerton, Kai Lumumba Barrow, and Jazz Franklin of Gallery of the Streets; activist media-makers including Roxana Bendezù, Steven Thrasher, Rae Garringer, Danielle Purifoy, and Tina Vasquez; and a creative collective called the Durham SeaRealists. Finally, radical unlearning is practiced by fiction writers and poets all the time—some of my teachers have been Octavia Butler, Ursula K. LeGuin, Joy Harjo, Leslie Marmon Silko, Louise Erdrich, N. K. Jemisin, Muriel Rukeyser, James Baldwin, and Alexis Pauline Gumbs.

In this text, I have chosen to tell the stories of people I am in relationship with. As you’ll notice, many of the conversations for this book took place in person in North Carolina, where I live. Some also took place during a trip to Brazil with a group of fellows associated with the Ford Global Fellowship, which I joined in 2021, focused on challenging the root causes of inequality. Where I didn’t know someone already, exploring unlearning with them meant that we entered into a warm intellectual relationship; the people who started as strangers or acquaintances became involved in my inquiry as I asked them questions and invited them to ask questions of me. I started with relationships because I wanted to unlearn the ideology of “expertise” in which I’ve been steeped in my own education—seeking, instead of academic or formal experts, the expertise of lived experience, in this case often combined with expertise gained through activism and advocacy. I also wanted to demonstrate that unlearning is an everyday act, something that people do all the time who are not specialists or exceptions. Finally, I have been on a journey for years now of unlearning the “objective” framework of journalism in which I was trained. Focusing my research on the subjective journey of inquiry, and being transparent about the process, felt like a step in embodying that change. The process of receiving feedback on what I wrote about others, and seeking their consent to publish their stories and ideas, was humbling and radicalizing.

Much of my thinking about this relationship-based approach has been inspired by reading about Indigenous research and Indigenous knowledges from Shawn Wilson, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith. As Wilson writes in Research as Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods, “Knowledge cannot be owned or discovered but is merely a set of relationships that may be given a visible form.”4 I recognize that their work tending the fires of resistance to the colonial cult of individualism is what makes this work possible, and I do not take lightly the ways that dominant knowledge systems have silenced and excluded Indigenous thinkers specifically. I am not Indigenous, and in the process of trying to unlearn the ideas I’ve internalized from dominant US culture about knowledge and ownership, I risk being treated as an overnight “expert” where I am just a learner with a platform. My own unlearning demands that I undermine these colonial ideals of expertise and mastery and also challenge the ongoing occupation of Indigenous lands here and elsewhere. As Simpson explains in depth in her beautiful book, As We Have Always Done, Indigenous knowledge for her people, the Anishnaabeg, is inherently and relationally tied to their lands, the lands where I was born and raised around the Great Lakes.5 I am in debt, both literal and figurative, to these lands and peoples and the ideas they have cogenerated, and humbly aware that these ideas were not generated for me.

Two and a half decades as a transgender activist focused on antiracism and abolition has me surrounded by people who practice unlearning to the ends of social transformation, mostly because our lives have necessitated it, but also because our communities have cultivated these skills. In choosing to focus on relationship-based research and interviews, I found that my world is rich with people practicing unlearning in their lives, from my late grandmother Sarah McCrory and my mother, Raven McCrory, unlearning transphobia; to my once-editor Adrienne Johnson Martin on unlearning through love; to my friend Gabriel Wer unlearning homophobia and becoming an anti-corruption activist in his home country of Guatemala whose story appears in the chapter on community; to Tashiena Combs-Holbrook unlearning from inside prison walls in Michigan and calling to tell me about it.

When I did reach out to strangers, it was in part to fill gaps in the kinds of unlearning or diversity of experience I saw around me. For example, some people’s unlearning comes at a higher social and personal cost than others—both Adrianne Black and Micha Kurz were people that I reached out to because their journey was documented publicly and had cost them family, identity, and sense of place. Their stories—Adrianne of leaving the white nationalist movement in the US, Micha of turning away from the Israeli occupation of Palestine after serving in the Israeli army—were more “extreme” than most of the ones that my family and friends told me, and their wisdom about the conditions that make radical unlearning possible was deep and wide in part because of how much they had personally sacrificed. Adrianne inspired me to focus on community, while Micha inspired me about the importance of discomfort and cognitive dissonance. Additionally, some seemingly key conditions of unlearning simply didn’t come up from the people in my circles, which is how I came to Cherokee writer Daniel Heath Justice, whose interview on stories and unlearning is an interlude in the book; Down Home North Carolina’s Bonnie Dobson on questions and deep canvassing; and Liberation Spring’s Anjali Nath Upadhyay on accessibility. Community leader Denise Perry of Black Organizing for Leadership and Dignity taught me about unlearning perfectionism and about somatic “practice,” which shaped a whole chapter of the book. Roxy Manning, author of How to Have Antiracist Conversations, generously shared a story on practice that also became part of that chapter.

Every person is an expert on their own life, but I also sought out the additional expertise that arises from specific forms of experience, study, and practice. I wanted to talk to people who knew enough about unlearning that they could analyze their own, so that I wouldn’t end up in the potentially awkward and unethical position of applying my analysis of unlearning to them after the fact, psychoanalyzing or projecting onto their stories. I strove to let people explain their reasons for unlearning in their own words and theorize with me about the conditions that made it possible. The result is a document of my subjective journey through unlearning, populated by remarkable and inspiring people who have fully consented to the process of sharing their story and contributed to the arguments I make.

These interviews asked a lot from the interviewees, and one way in which the voices in the book are not at all diverse is that every single person featured is someone who was willing to vulnerably explore their own reasons for changing, in addition to sharing their story of change. Somatic practitioners Yashna Padamsee and Eliana Rubin show up as both expert somatic coaches and personal friends and storytellers; art curator and magic-maker Chantal Wong and theater artist Hashem Adnan share their expertise on immersive practices and their own international and internal journeys; Lebanese LGBTQ advocate and conflict transformer Tarek Zeidan brings key expertise to the question of generative confrontation; Kai Barrow and Catherine Edgerton are living archives of surrealism and collage as portals to unlearning. My close friends Tori Grace Nichols and Jesa Rae Richards both accompanied me on the journey; their words appear as interludes that could not be contained by a particular category or condition. Finally, in between several of the chapters you will find interview questions, writing exercises, and a curriculum for an unlearning workshop I call a “reverse presentation”—a presentation that begins with the Q&A and asks participants to imagine a world without the things they are trying to unlearn.

As uneasy as unlearning can be, I experience a sharp edge of pleasure in knowing how many people truly want to change. Like my grandmother, we don’t want to be as we were, because we don’t want the next generation to suffer our foolishness, or because we have identified dominant knowledge as a source of ongoing psychic or physical pain and premature death—our own and other people’s. We want to be free, to know a future without all this gunk currently clogging up our minds and interrupting our attempts at liberatory relationships. Unlearning belongs to us, the people who crave belonging, curiosity, and a path away from dystopias, present and future.

I want unlearning to be a cultural value, and a skill that we can embrace, embody, and lead. Throughout this book, you will find a few guided activities and conversations that you can bring into your own life or community to explore. I also encourage you to open yourself up to the questions that arise in you. When have you changed your own mind? What made that possible for you? What can you build that will make unlearning more likely within and around you?
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CHAPTER 1

DESIRE LINES

The Science of Unlearning


You’re standing at the street corner, its sidewalks chipped and tattered, looking across an empty lot which is just a square of crabgrass. The grass is dark with early fall, ready to brown and regenerate. You are faced with a choice: walk along this sidewalk, turn right at the next corner, and continue down the paved walkway. Or you could walk across the empty lot, cutting a diagonal toward your destination. Your choice is made easier by a simple fact: every day for months you have walked this way, and probably others have, too, and now slicing diagonally across the dusty green grass is a stark brown pathway to the next corner. Every day you choose this shortcut across the grass, and every day you wear a slightly deeper rut into the path before making your way down the walk. You will go the same way today that you did yesterday.

Urban planners call these “desire lines,” or “desire paths.” I first learned about them in Detroit, where the preponderance of empty lots and the large numbers of people who walk to get places means the city has its own, human-made map—a cartography that shows where people actually go and want to go, often very different from the official map of streets and pedestrian crossings. The more people walk along a desire line, the more other people do, too. Well-worn pathways are made this way, so much so that they show up clearly in aerial photographs of the city. Urban planners and landscape architects are interested in desire lines because they show how people move given the choice, in reality. As a lifelong walker of footpaths, I have seen desire lines that take you up a slope and over the train tracks, a better way through brambles, or around a fallen tree. As a teenager I created desire lines across my hometown, pathways to the places we would go away from school bells and parents.

These unofficial pathways are a good metaphor for the events that take place in our minds as we learn and unlearn. Forming a track across a field of green requires revisiting the same path over and over, and the more we walk a given path, the easier it becomes to return to. Our minds are like this, deepening desire lines.

Unlearning might be thought of as carving out a new desire line, abandoning the paved sidewalks and modern grids of oppressive teachings and learnings. It is a form of learning, but learning that requires us to redirect old patterns—to recognize that we have been following a rigid pathway and choose another way. It’s learning against the grain of dominant ideology and paradigms, learning to recognize and follow pathways that reflect where we want to go rather than what we’ve been told or pressured into, or what we have absorbed by osmosis. As this chapter will explain, the architecture of the brain is a series of connections between neurons, and the routes our brains use to make those connections are shaped by the society around us. The ideas we absorb and the environments we participate in forge our neural pathways. Dominant ideas and ideologies—the ones we intake the most, both explicitly and implicitly—turn into the paved walkways that our brains find easiest or most automatic to traverse. Unlearning is a disruption that relies on our inherent neuroplasticity and on recognizing the desire to walk a new path.

It also might be thought of as a return to playfulness, to the possibilities of the mind in childhood. We create millions of intuitive pathways in the first few years of life, maps that allow us to speak, to move, and to process the world—and our minds are open to a great many ways of being, our ruts and paved walkways are not yet deep or wide. We also leave behind literally billions of open fields, paths untaken, different ways we could have thought, spoken, and learned. You can see this in the eyes of young children: anything is possible, and every input matters. Through play and school and language and immersion in the culture and physical environments around us, we begin to follow the pathways most practical for thriving in our immediate world, often following the sidewalks of hegemony and dominant culture. Unlearning is the form of learning that emerges when we realize some of those pathways we have learned aren’t serving us anymore.

The dominant learnings that this book tries to help us unlearn might be thought of as sidewalks—the city grid—the hegemonic narratives, familiar inheritances, and unchecked habits that we’re not sure if we learned out of desire or out of obligation. The high level of flexibility and plasticity in our brains when we are young children and adolescents paradoxically means that the neural pathways that form in that stage can become very ingrained, particularly the implicit forms of knowledge and memory that form the backdrop of how we think and react.

All unlearning is a kind of learning—but some learning is more rigid and easier to default to, or more rigidly required by our surroundings. The people and structures around us have invested so much time and energy in paving those pathways, or sometimes even fenced off the spaces in between. So unlearning might require going a new way, but first it requires noticing that a new way is possible—as my friend and education expert Jesa Rae Richards says, “Unlearning is learning with a disruptive pivot.” It can be terrifying and intimidating or pleasurable and exciting, or all of the above. And it might require a machete to chop our way through the tangled brush between us and where we truly want to go.

In order to become the person that I am, I had to unlearn binary gender. This colossal unlearning started when I was a teenager, in the late 1990s, and the mood I remember was self-righteous and solitary
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