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Abstract 

This dissertation is on the formation of educational movement in a rural Southeast 

Michigan community. I examine black community strategies for engaging in educational 

processes that involve student movement, to better understand historical struggles for 

equal education and interrogate the educational structures that reproduce racial capitalist 

social relations. Drawing from critical educational scholarship, black intellectual thought 

in education, spatial-economic theories, critical narrative and African American and 

black studies, I document how twenty black rural residents, ages 21-96, engaged in and 

imagined school related migrations. I used interviews and locally sourced archival 

materials to trace the impact of schooling in a racial capitalist society (Robinson, 1983), 

at the intersections of the rural question, race/racism, social mobility and labor, in a 

region central to the national imagining of American progress and development.  

Shaped by the Great Migration and deindustrialization of Metropolitan Detroit, 

their critical narratives (Goodson & Gill, 2014) demonstrate how school district 

remapping, choice reforms, vocational training and tracking (ostensible solutions for 

marginalized communities) contribute to further segregation and structural inequality. I 

contend that their organizing, collaborations, and art/literary practices provide insights for 

developing and employing cooperative and collective educational responses to the ways 

schools participate in social stratification, racial-spatial discrimination, and the uneven 

redistribution of resources. This research offers pedagogical and curricular implications 

for transforming and complicating educational discourse and practice that simply 

associate the movement of predominantly poor and/or black children across  
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neighborhood, district, and county borders with equality and upward mobility. 
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Chapter I 

A Beginning:  

Education by Movement 

Space and where we are in it…determines a large portion of our status as subjects, and 

obversely, the kinds of subjects we are largely dictates our degree of mobility and our 

possible future locations.  

 

Kathleen M. Kirby, Indifferent Boundaries: Spatial Concepts of Human Subjectivity   

 

 

Introduction  

 

As these words assert, who you are determines the degree to which you are able 

move. While migration is as old as human history, western colonialization, 

industrialization, and globalization have created unequal mobile subjects. These systems 

have produced a world where people and governments struggle with a series of crises 

related to how and where we move (Sheller, 2018). At this current moment, we face 

many urgent questions of how to make geographic mobility just: urban infrastructure and 

transit, the rights of migrants and refugees, the sociopolitics of people with disabilities, 

social and upward mobility through employment and education, and many more. 

The frequent movement of black people in the diaspora between the sixteenth and 

twenty-first century has made an everlasting imprint on black life in U.S. Central to the 

making of a world system structured by race and capitalism, a historical analysis of black 

migration reveals geographic efforts by the West to determine human value, potential, 

and capacity for participation in a global political economy. Ushered by structural and 

racial violence, black bodies have continued to be subject to removal and redistribution 

through systematic invention. The invention of U.S. slavery exemplifies just how 

essential it is for racialized bodies to be movable for capitalist development and 



 

2 

accumulation. This route of historical understanding drives my interests and attentiveness 

to the racial-spatial logics of what, following Cedric Robinson (1983) and others, I term 

racial capitalism.  

In recent scholarship, critical ethnic studies scholar Jodi Melamed (2015) strives 

to revitalize the term racial capitalism. She argues that the prevailing state capitalist order 

employs “liberal and multicultural terms of inclusion” as its mode to value and devalue 

human subjects. She states that there are three contemporary conditions of racial 

capitalism:   

1. So-called primitive accumulation—where capital is accrued through 

transparently violent means (war, land-grabbing, dispossession, and 

neo/colonialism)—has become everywhere interlinked and continuous 

with the accumulation, through expanded reproduction… 

2. The degree to which ideologies of individualism, liberalism, and 

democracy, shaped by and shaping market economies and capitalist 

rationality from their mutual inception, monopolize the terms of 

sociality, despite their increasing hollowness in the face of 

neoliberalism’s predations.  

3. The emergence of new horizons of activism that challenge the 

interpretive limits of ethnic studies in that they exceed the antimonies 

of political/economic activism, bust up old terms and geographies of 

solidarity, are often Indigenous led, requiring, a rethinking of activist 

scholarship in light of Indigenous activism and critical theory (p.76).  

 

These three conditions ask us to reconceptualize racial capitalism as a racial 

project that is flexible and unyielding. It evolves through state-sanctioned racial 

violence and cooptation of our social and political convergences. Racial 

capitalism functions in our daily lives not only within ideological state 

apparatuses such as schools, but also within the social-spatial structures that 

determine where and here. In other words, the process of racial capitalism creates 

vulnerable and precarious devalued subjects that retreat to unknown spatial plains 
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where subjects are constructed as, for example, “hardworking individuals” in 

search of refuge rather than self-determined groups affected by the state and 

corporate elite’s expropriation and exploitation.  

While all the massive migrations were products of systems of power and 

domination within a historical context, the enduring drama of moving continues to be 

marked by “the abandonment of the familiar, the trauma of transit, the confrontations 

with the new, the embrace” (Berlin, 2010, chapter 1, section 2). Through this process the 

rules and ideas of race, class and space were/are transformed by social agency. As black 

people learned the meaning of and resisted slavery, Jim Crow, and urbanization from the 

margins, blackness is redefined, reclaimed and repaired through social movements and 

cultural production. Since movement seeps into the fabric of historical memory and 

everyday experience, there is so much more to learn about what it means to be mobile 

subjects in a world that has constructed forced migrations and restricted the mobility of 

racialized bodies.  

This chapter begins with this understanding as a place to start imagining how 

these processes are reproduced in and throughout the educational experience of black 

Americans. For readers in metropolitan urban centers of the U.S., this research will 

provide a familiar and unsettling account of black student movement. For those in 

education, it will gauge whether we view the perpetual deracination of black children as 

an issue of social justice.  Most studies on student movement are from the urban context. 

This research pivots to the unfamiliar landscape of the rural (a place dear to my heart and 

at the root of my history and subjectivity) to attempt to broaden the discussion of 
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education and justice at the intersections of race, political economy, and movement. It is 

my hope that the stories and voices from the black rural community where I grew up in 

Southeast Michigan give testimony to their ingenuity and agency, as well as provide a 

deeper understanding of the ideological and material dynamic that “dictates our degree of 

mobility and our possible future locations” (Kirby, 1996, p.12).    

This dissertation is on the formation of educational movement. I look specifically 

at racial capitalism, black education and community engagement with, and responses to, 

the oppressive geographic structures of displacement, dispossession, and 

disenfranchisement. I aim to analyze the processes and practices schools engage and 

invest in, that form geographic structural barriers to an equal education. Why do schools 

participate in the removal and redistribution of black children and youth, in perpetuity? 

Under what social, historical, political and economic contexts did this emerge? I also 

strive to understand how black rural people, living in the Midwest, understand their 

movement across geographical borders (neighborhood, district, city and county) for 

education and mobility? How do they understand the ways their bodies are demarcated 

and marked as both racialized and mobile subjects? Thus, I use the title Educational 

Migrations to evoke first, the historical nature in which black people in America have 

experienced an uneven education. Second, I use it to suggests that through their self-

determination, they have redefined, reclaimed, and repaired spaces of/for learning.  
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Background  

From 2006 to 2014, I lived in Philadelphia and worked as a teaching assistant, k-

12 special educator, and an adult English Language Learner teacher, in various 

educational environments: a neighborhood public high school, a k-8 public charter 

school, and a community development center. Throughout my time there, I observed 

black and other racialized communities’ encounter with neoliberal school disinvestment 

and mass privatization. I witnessed families and communities struggle with pressing 

questions related to educational movement. How do I get my children to a high-quality 

school that follows building codes, provides funding for materials and trips, uses 

coherent/relevant curriculum and hires well-trained teachers? What happens if they close 

my neighborhood school? Is it possible for all my children to attend the same school? 

What happens if my child does not get accepted to a charter school? How long does my 

child have to be on a bus and what time will they get home from school? I contemplated 

what knowledges are needed to navigate an educational system that demands racialized 

communities to choose a school based on their ability to move their children from one 

neighborhood to another?  What does it mean, and who does it serve, to have an 

education by movement?  

In 2013, Philadelphia school officials backed a plan to reduce the district’s budget 

deficit by closing 23 public neighborhood schools (Hurdle, 2013). The American 

Federations of Teachers, state representatives, and families and students opposed the plan 

because it would force many working and poor parents to relocate their children to 

sometimes unsafe and unfamiliar spaces; often separated from their siblings and 
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community. Around the same time, the district of Ypsilanti Community Schools was 

formed by merging the districts of Willow Run and Ypsilanti. According to Scott 

Menzel, superintendent of Washtenaw Intermediate School District, the merger was 

necessary to reduce the district’s growing and intractable deficit, encourage students to 

return to the school district where they live, and protect schools from state emergency 

management (Mathis, 2013). However, the consolidation resulted in longer school days, 

an extension of the school calendar, and a faculty without a union contract (Mathis, 

2013).  

In both cases, school district leaders emphasized educational choice and 

closure/merger of underserved and low performing schools as a comprehensive tool for 

bridging the so-called “achievement gap” and reducing intractable school district costs. 

Observing the disintegration of black families and fracturing of community practices and 

social bonds, this raised the question, why are these reforms aimed at racially and 

economically segregated communities? According to critical education scholars and 

others, the public disinvestment and private investing in poor and minority districts prove 

to be a lucrative business (Buras, 2011; Lipman, 2011; Rooks, 2017). However, the 

educational investments made by educational entrepreneurs and philanthropists have yet 

to yield the educational results promised (Watkins, 2001 and National Study on School 

Closure, 2017). Instead, poor and minority students remain at the bottom of academic 

performance indicators in highly (re)segregated schools, are repeatedly displaced 

(Gwynne et al., 2009), and face the violence of the racial state via criminalization and the 
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surveillance technologies of the prison-industrial and military-industrial complexes 

(Quinn and Meiners, 2009).  

I expected to conduct my research within an urban setting, where I have worked 

with marginalized communities, including juvenile detainees, and underrepresented 

educators. However, after learning about the school closures in Willow Run, MI and 

Inkster, MI, the process in which school closure and choice took place outside of large 

metro areas seemed to reveal significant historical and political economic processes that 

undergird the relationship between race, mobility and education. As a descendant of the 

second wave of the Great Migration from rural Metro Detroit, I reflect on the invaluable 

lessons of being mobile, particularly the historical, cultural, political, and economic 

understandings of black migration. In line with Farrah Jasmine Griffin (1995), this 

project deeply engages with the African American migration narrative, where the 

movement from the “provincial… (home of the ancestors) to a more cosmopolitan 

metropolitan area” (p.3) acts as a bridge to understand life in the U.S. She writes that 

these narratives are marked by four key moments:  

1) An event that propels the action northward 

2) A detailed representation of the initial confrontation with the urban landscape 

3) An illustration of the migrant’s attempts to negotiate the landscape and his or 

her resistance to the negative effects of urbanization, and  

4) A vision of the possibilities or limitations of the Northern, Western, or 

Midwestern city and the South (p.3).   

Reflecting on these lessons in combination with questions about what it means for black 

people to migrate back to rural areas, and my developing critiques of racialized 

capitalism as a frame for my teaching and scholarship, I began to see clearly how 

recovering the historical context of my “homeplace,” rural Southeast Michigan, could 
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shed light on the persistence and significance of racial capitalism pervading the 

educational experiences of racialized people (hooks, 1990). Building on the literature in 

the fields of black studies, critical geography and critical pedagogy, I sought to 

foreground the educational perspectives and struggles of the black rural Midwest.  

Overview of the Study 

This study examines how a black rural Midwest community, located along 

interstate 94 in Southeastern Michigan, imagine the production of mobility in education 

and how it has/is impacting their community’s ability to be collective and self-

determined. The participants are black community members: elders who migrated during  

the second wave of the Great Migration due to a lack of employment and racial terror in 

the South, adults who moved from Detroit and other post-industrial cities that 

experienced disinvestment and racial inequality post-1970, and young men and women 

who migrate from this community to others for education and work. Over the last forty 

years, they have faced concerns over contaminated land and access to clean water, a loss 

of economic opportunity, and public-school closures. Today, many black families are 

forced to choose between traveling long distances or completely uproot their families, in 

order to access a quality education and youth and child development programs. 

My project is guided by four essential questions: 1) How does the restructuring of 

school reestablish and maintain racial borders for educational opportunity? 2) How do the 

members of a black rural Southeastern Michigan community imagine and engage with 

school related migration(s)?  3) How do the knowledge and practices, stories and 

memories of black migration inform and shape the ways they negotiate and navigate the 
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current education system? 4) What critical pedagogies are needed to explain and confront 

the frequent movement of black children and youth?  

Across a full year, I completed one-on-one and group interviews that focused on 

educational experiences and community. I wanted to understand how they make sense of 

current educational migrations, the Great migration, and intrastate migrations (both urban 

to rural and the reverse). Additionally, I observed the ways people move and make places 

for themselves in this community. I considered things such as the distance between work 

and home, the community’s activities such as church, horseback riding, farming, and 

other meaningful connections, traditions, and events connected to the landscape. For the 

interviews, archival data, and observations, I employed a blend of ethnographic and 

narrative methods based in a critical narrative methodology (Lam, 2015), informed by 

critical race methodology (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) and critical narrative as pedagogy 

(Goodson & Gill, 2014). Following these methodologies, I use critical narrative to disrupt 

dominant representations of black student migration by reframing race and racism at the 

intersections of various spatial identities, foregrounding the use of experimental 

knowledge and employing transdisciplinary perspectives. I believe my project is doing 

critical narrative praxis, which requires an intentional combination of critical reflection, 

dialogue, and action because “only then, will it be a praxis” (Freire, 1970). In articulating 

black educational movement, my goal is to enable the stories from this community to 

“stand and speak” on their own (Lam, 2015), as well as converse with, and sometimes 

against, educational research that situate black people as objects on the receiving end of 

educational reform (Dumas, 2007). Instead, my study highlights the ways communities of 
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color are shaping their own educational journeys. Moreover, I pay close attention to and 

reflect on the ways my positionality as an educator and former resident of this community 

influence my interpretations of culture, knowledge, geography and temporality. 

Education and Student Movement 

 

This research project builds on scholarship in critical pedagogy, student 

mobility/movement, and black rural education. I take seriously the relationship between 

geographic mobility and the (re)production of race and class in the restructuring of 

American education. Studies have found that geographic mobility has a negative effect 

on student academic and social development. As described by Russell Rumberger (2015), 

students are more impacted by reactive transfers: school mobility caused by forces 

beyond parent control or schools actively pushing out students whose behaviors are 

outside of school norms. Reactive transfers are more likely to occur than proactive 

transfers. The majority of student movement is the result of policies and actions of 

schools and districts; for example, open enrollment, overcrowded schools, zero-tolerance 

policies, and No Child Left Behind (Rumberger, 2003). Due to these and other reasons—

divorce, new jobs, suspensions, expulsions, and/or lack of academic rigor and relevant 

curriculum—black and minority students have higher rates of student mobility (Xu, 

Hannaway, & D’Souza, 2009).  

Educational entrepreneurs, policymakers, and separatists who support neoliberal 

policies, governance, discourses and ideologies view student movement as a means to put 

competitive pressure on schools to increase educational opportunity (Dauter & Fuller, 

2016). Lawrence (2016) suggests that the educational mobility of students is connected to 
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their parents’ level of educational attainment. That is, parents who did not attend college 

are more likely to have children who experience educational mobility. Together, this 

literature proposes that national and state researchers and policy makers believe that 

student mobility, a complex question for schools and districts, is predominantly a cultural 

phenomenon rather than a social one. In this, their work on educational mobility suggests 

that we synthesize it as it relates to beliefs, values, and behavior. However, it is rarely 

studied or understood, as I do in this study, as a racial capitalist solution for the education 

of the underclass.  

Dominant research on the nature of liberal schooling seldom considers the 

removal of students of color and the geographic redistribution of resources as 

problematic. Projects that center this theme too often focus on the crisis of urban schools, 

where predominantly black and poor districts such as New Orleans, Philadelphia, 

Chicago and Detroit are used as experimental sites for testing out neoliberal formulas for 

schooling. These reforms perpetrate ideological oppression and institutional violence that 

result in increased segregation in school districts where parental choice is prevalent and 

traditional public schools are frequently shuttered (Donnor & Dixson, 2013). From the 

policy perspective analyzed in Lipman (2011), the government, which controls school 

funding policies, prefers educational reforms such as charters or school closures/mergers 

because they gradually shift the playing field, while always preserving the perspectives 

and wealth of the white middle class, neoliberal governance, and capitalist individualism.  

Contemporary struggles for educational equality have formed a close but 

dangerous relationship with those educational policies, financiers such as the Devos 
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family, and such corporations as Microsoft that champion the financialization and 

privatization of schools. The dominant educational policy of both the Obama and Trump 

administrations support a version of privatized education. The Center for Education 

Reform reports that the Obama Administration’s educational initiative Race to the Top 

put $4.35 billion toward the growth of charter schools and innovation (Race to the Top, 

2011). Couched in the individuating language of the “right fit,” controversial education 

secretary Betsy Devos is proposing a $5 billion federal tax break to fund scholarships for 

private school and educational programs (Green, 2019).  

In Michigan, the over twenty-year-old school of choice policy is decreasing equal 

opportunities for vulnerable school populations and districts. While having a large effect 

on city centers, these policies are resegregating, by race and class, school districts across 

the state (Wilkinson, 2016). French (2015), referencing Cowen, Creed, and Keesler 

(2015), claims that 80% of school districts in Michigan participate in school of choice 

and over 200,000 students either attend charter schools or schools outside of their 

neighborhood school district. Their report revealed three compelling facts: 1) African 

American and low-income families are more likely to use school of choice; 2) students 

performing lower academically are more likely to move to different schools than their 

classmates who earn good grades; 3) white students are more likely to leave struggling 

school districts. 

It seems that we have come to believe, through U.S. liberal racial cultural 

hegemony, that education is a means for upward mobility: earning and employment. 

Boggs (1977) notes “few people are ready to recognize that the contradiction of 
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unemployment in the United States is not due to the lack of schooling among the 

unemployed but is rooted in a capitalist system which pursues rapid economic 

development and expanding profits at the expense of human development.” Therefore, 

my research seeks to contend with this contradiction by disrupting assertions that attach 

learning to wages and education for profit. 

There is a scarcity of studies on black rural life, especially black rural educational 

experiences outside of the Black Belt. Much of the research on black rural life and 

education focus on the vestiges of Jim Crow segregation (Jefferies, 1993; Hughes, 2005). 

Significantly, Barry’s (2013) research on the community highlighted in my project 

articulated how, over the past forty years, many (soon) retired black autoworkers moved 

to rural areas in Southeast Michigan to reconnect with their rural past. For many of these 

black farmers and residents, their engagement with their rural collective and historical 

memory (knowledge of the land and racism) has helped them transform the educative 

lives of their community. For this project, I am particularly interested in the development 

of the community knowledge and practice that inform their perspectives on education and 

mobility. I consider how their work in the factories of the north shaped not only their 

roots, but also their point of view and their ability to move, and how this has shaped the 

social-political-spatial construction of South End Sumpter.  

With all this in mind, I argue for an analysis of the relationship between education 

and movement that examines the geographic structures that oppress racialized groups. By 

showcasing the stories, memories, and voices from educational migrations outside of the 
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urban and suburban context, I seek to provide a counter story/history that engages with 

the race and class realities in the educational system in rural Southeast Michigan.  

 

Re-Framing Educational Mobility 

 

 Much has been written in the academy and popular media about the legacies of 

the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. Although celebrated, 

rightfully so, for ending the legal segregation of schools, researchers in legal studies and 

education have reminded us that the social, political, and economic issues thought to be 

addressed by the courts and federal government remain deeply ingrained in the fabric of 

our society. Critical race scholar Derrick A. Bell Jr.’s work exemplifies this fact. In 

Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Convergence Dilemma, published in the 

Harvard Law Review, Bell (1980) argues that the Brown decision represented an 

example of the interest convergence between blacks and upper- and middle-class whites. 

This convergence limited the reach of the courts to address geographic, racial, and class-

based discrimination. Drawing on Bell, Guinier (2004) adds that the ideals of racial 

liberalism prompted the legal strategy for treating the symptoms of racism. By 

emphasizing the damaging effects of individual racism and the importance of interracial 

proximity in education, racial liberalism helped promote and fund state and federal 

government desegregation busing programs across the country. This prompted the 

closure of black schools, the firing of black teachers and administrators, and a 

redistribution of black children into integrated schools. This form of racial thought 

marked race as insignificant in determining one’s social position. However, as Guinier 
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writes, “race is, and was, about the distribution of power” rather than biological 

difference (p.99).  

Busing paved the way for those invested in the struggle for black education to 

recognize this contradiction: inequality in the U.S. is not due to the lack of integration 

among the uneducated but is embedded in contemporary capitalist pursuit of the logics of 

liberalism (Soyjoner, 2017). I aim to explore a similar question in the contradictions of 

educational mobility: self-determination or forced migration. I suggest we move beyond 

the segregation-integration binary (Du Bois, 1935) to consider the capitalist economic 

principles of human and material dispersal guided by the liberal state’s investment in 

industrialization and globalization, to trace how educational movement impacts the 

educational lives of black Americans.  

From this perspective, I read foundational works from the fields of black studies, 

critical geography and critical pedagogy to bridge my thinking about the ways in which 

education, geography, and race function together. This study is predominantly occupied 

with the black studies hermeneutic of racial capitalism (Du Bois, 1935; Robinson, 1983; 

Melamed, 2015; Marable, 2015; Kelley, 2017), which proposes that “the development, 

organization, and expansion of a capitalist society pursued essentially racial directions, so 

too did social ideology. As a material force, then, it could be expected racialism would 

inevitably permeate the social structures emergent in capitalism” (Robinson, 1983, p.2).  

Much of the work I do in this study is to become smarter about how racial capitalism 

determines the conditions of black education. Interdisciplinary scholar of Africana 

studies Noliwe Rooks (2017) explains in Cutting School: Privatization, Segregation, 



 

16 

and the End of Public Education, that the “intractable tensions” between economics and 

race in education are inescapable and long-standing. What she defines as segrenomics 

(the business of profiting off racial and economic segregation in schools) takes precedent 

over any development or solution for systematic racial and economic integration and thus 

social transformation. In this, I take up the notion that educational entrepreneurs, the 

state, the corporate elite, and racial liberals profit and depend on the production of the 

“interlocking systems of oppression”: race, class, gender (Brewer, 1989).  Investments in 

the achievement gap, at-risk youth, and the recurring myth that black communities do not 

care about education are just a few narratives and practices that shape the uneven race, 

class, and gender relations and conditions in U.S. schools.  

Building on the above, and following critical geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore, I 

view racial capitalism as a technology of antirelationality, deployed to diminish 

“collective life to the relations that sustain neoliberal democratic capitalism” (Gilmore 

(2012) cited in Melamed, 2015). I frame education as a “racial project” that is part and 

parcel of managing socio-spatial relations, specifically the relations of power and 

difference (Omi and Winant, 2014). When states and school districts direct racial 

capitalist reforms at poor and racialized communities, efforts for racial, economic, and 

spatial integration and equality are truncated by the neoliberal drive to decentralize, 

privatize and increase profit. In this view, the ways in which communities relate and 

connect to their schools, and each other, are no longer collective. They are instead 

competitive and individualist, and always defined by the interconnected understandings 

of market and racial forces.  
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Education scholarship has long inquired into the harm caused to black Americans 

by structures produced by American capitalism and democracy. Landmark studies such 

as Anderson (1988) and Watkins (2001) both untangle how U.S. social-political 

commitments to the industrial order help bring to fruition what we know as black 

education. While they do not tie their intellectual lineages to the branch of education 

known as critical pedagogy, one could argue that their analysis is informed by critical 

theory, questions of power and ideology, and the political nature of history. Critical 

pedagogy as a field and approach in education, more than any other, examines the 

intersections of race and economy (Freire, 1970; hooks, 2000).  

The thinking in Brown and De Lissovoy (2011). building off works by Apple 

(1995), Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), and Leonardo (2012), assert that “economies of 

racism,” an analysis of white supremacy and capitalist accumulation together in a single 

dialectic, move beyond the idea that race and class are simply a dual mode of oppression. 

My work is informed by critical pedagogy with a deep commitment to engaging in the 

philosophies developed in black intellectual thought in education (Grant, Brown, & 

Brown, 2015). I contend that the approaches above are useful for understanding the 

complex social logics that undergird U.S. education, to question for example, how 

marginalized communities get pushed out of schools, recruited into the menial labor force 

or corralled into the prison-industrial complex (Brown and De Lissovoy, 2011, p.616). 

Movement and place are defining features of black life in the West (West, 1993; 

Berlin, 2010). The transatlantic slave trade, the passage to the interior, migration North, 

and movement in the diaspora help produce the historical material conditions and 
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discursive practices that define African American struggle for freedom (Berlin, 2010). 

My study on the movement of black people as teachers and learners considers the “roots 

and routes” of these migrations, to develop ways for interpreting the dynamics of race, 

economy and education that impact our historical and cultural memory, and thus the 

everyday practices and lives of black people (Gilroy, 1993). I use what Baker (1994) calls 

critical memory to deploy “textural and textual” analysis of black struggle, to avoid 

telling stories of migration as well-passed aberrations or to mistakenly substitute allegory 

for history. In this, I develop critical narratives as pedagogy (Goodson and Gill, 2014) for 

understanding educational narratives that remember black people in ways that do not 

omit their social agency.  

Together, these readings have helped me develop what I am calling black 

educational movement. I frame the complex educational structures—chiefly race, class, 

and gender—that affect the geographic mobility of black people within the political, 

economic and cultural processes defined by a racialized and capitalist education system 

and how black people redefine, reclaim, and repair their educational migrations through 

organizing, community practices, and the radical imagination. As with Dumas’s (2007) 

work on the black educational imagination which draws from Kelley’s (2002), my 

research on black educational movement aims to recover ideas and plans of actions 

developed by black folks who are at the periphery, to propose an alternative way of 

knowing, being and learning. My frame uses the concept of racial capitalism to 

synthesize the dimensions of race and economy in education that affect the everyday 

migrations and place-making of black people. By assessing the educational formation and 
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function of student movement on the ground, what is unearthed is the historical, political, 

ideological, and even ontological dynamics of schooling that black communities 

negotiate and navigate, creating self-determined educational opportunities/routes within, 

and outside of the institutionality of schools. It is essentially a political, ideological and 

pedagogical intervention and I attempt to develop ways in which we can bring about 

issues of social transformation to the field of education.   

 

Black Rurality and the Meaning of Progress 

 

Du Bois’s (1903) seminal work, Souls of Black Folk, has been used to explain 

various relations within the black community. Double consciousness, defined as the 

twoness of being black in America, where “two warring ideals in one dark body, who 

dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder,” has been theorized to illustrate 

the social-psychology of race (p.2). While researching, I returned to his less cited 

reflections on race, rurality and mobility. In the chapter entitled Of the Meaning of 

Progress, he begins poetically: “Once upon a time I taught in the hills of Tennessee, 

where the broad dark vale of the Mississippi begins to roll and crumble to greet the 

Alleghanies” (p.48-49). As a student at Fisk University, on horseback, he searched for a 

space to develop his teaching practice. In the rocky hills, Du Bois found a second family 

with those who desired to be with “like folks” (p.49). Reflecting on the two summers in 
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that “little world1” (p.54), Du Bois returns ten years later and discovers the once lively 

town had changed in character and condition. The log schoolhouse was closed and only 

held one session of school a year. Some of the young men he taught had been imprisoned. 

And Josie, a dedicated student of his, had passed away. He lamented, “In its place stood 

progress: Progress, I understand is necessarily ugly...The county owns the lot now.” This 

led him to ask: “How shall man measure progress where the dark faced Josie lies” (p.59)? 

The meaning of progress is an enduring question for marginalized communities; it 

persists as the continued significance of race, class, and place corresponds with the state 

and corporate elite’s discriminatory practices and sanctioned violence. For Du Bois 

(1903), progress is “necessarily ugly” in that, for black people, it consists of an 

ideological and material struggle where the exchange for equal recognition and 

representation results in a rupture of community social bonds. This is exemplified in his 

observation of the process in which the inclusion of young black workers in the U.S. 

work force demanded their relocation to more urban areas. While their migrations 

somewhat symbolize racial progress, the communities built by their forefathers were 

redistributed: “the county owns the lot now” (p.57). Du Bois’s recognition of the material 

and ideological cost of progress challenges the idea that we can measure it by the 

increased opportunities for black people to participate in, and gain wealth from, the 

evolving demands of private and global capital.  

                                                           

1 Du Bois refers to this community as a world to describe the ways in which rural 

communities are isolated (p.54). 
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Like the illustration of black rural life that Du Bois (1903) provides, this 

dissertation explores how the meaning of progress, or in other words the process of 

becoming mobile, functions in the lives of a black rural community who are faced with 

making sense of, and resisting, past and present forms of racialized geographic dispersal. 

Du Bois’s argument reflects concerns I have about the effects of the production of the 

progress narrative and its relationship to black education. It is not that I am against 

progress. In fact, as Du Bois acknowledges, the integration of black educated workers 

offers black communities opportunities for economic mobility and social transformation. 

However, what if black people, in the process of ascension, are met with all the factors 

that make the conditions unequal: low wages, imprisonment, restricted rights to vote, and 

segregated schools and schooling experiences? What if the progress narrative serves to 

destabilize and deterritorialize black families and communities? 

This project reflects these questions in three ways. First, as Du Bois began to 

theorize, notions of social progress have unseen and harmful consequences when it serves 

as the guiding philosophy of capitalist development in a racialized society. While the 

cotton gin and the automobile represent American progress and innovation, black 

workers bore the brunt of the dirtiest and deadliest conditions. From swamps to forgeries, 

for black people to be included in the capitalist project of advancement and 

enlightenment is to forego complete racial equality and take on the subjugation of racial 

violence. Second, the advancement in global and industrial capital impacts the social 

construction of space, specifically marginalized communities, at the intersections of race 

and class. Observed in Berlin (2010) and Wilkerson (2010), the study of black migration 
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demonstrates how the patterns of capitalist development coincide with the 

reestablishment of racial structures. As black people made their way into the interior 

post-slavery and into the urban centers during the Great Migration, they were met with 

racial regimes that devalued their labor and bodies. While different from the brutality in 

the South, black communities were resegregated into poor and working-class spaces 

where their inclusion in the political economy was reduced through legal racial policies 

and practices such as Black Codes and redlining. Third, an analysis of the economics of 

black education reveals the repercussions of American Progress. Schools serve to 

produce the meaning of social progress by providing citizens with the knowledge and 

skills to participate in the economy. Within a racialized capitalist system, black 

communities receive restricted access to these knowledges and skills because the demand 

for their labor to be either surplus and/or relocated leaves them without the resources to 

sustain school spaces. This is exemplified in Du Bois’s observation of the degradation of 

the rural schoolhouse, where the education of black children was limited due to the 

demands of industrial capitalist production.  

My study aims to think about how these conditions are mirrored in today’s 

society, where the majority of social life is bound to the ideologies and amenities 

produced by and in the “metropole” (Fanon,1963). When I go home to rural Michigan, I 

notice how the corporatization of produce and the health industry has created conditions 

in which you have to drive twenty minutes to obtain groceries and forty minutes to the 

nearest full-service hospital. How do these notions of American progress serve the 

demands of neoliberalism and what are the effects on black social life?  
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At the same time, the rural is a contested terrain in which the horrors of racism are 

generally imagined. In the U.S., we imagine the rural as white because of the brutality of 

Jim Crow and Civil Rights Movement. My study wants to make sense of why black 

people in the North would want to return to a place similar to the one of their subjection. 

Following U.S. definitions, the rural personifies a multiplicity of spaces and populations. 

Also, the rural in many ways serves as a space of nostalgia and underdevelopment. This 

is wrapped in the language of the so-called America’s Heartland and the cultural 

representations of rural backwardness in, for example, horror films and television. Today, 

the rural seems to be viewed as undesirable and underdeveloped. But since 

Reconstruction, more than any other space, it has served in the reproduction of race and 

class. For instance, the use of the “Southern Strategy” in contemporary politics and voter 

suppression across the black belt.  

In an attempt to recover the knowledges and struggles of black rurality, this study 

is informed by two historical studies of black rural social life: A Nation Under Our Feet: 

Black Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration by 

Steven Hahn (2003) and Robin D. G. Kelley’s (1990) Hammer and Hoe: Alabama 

Communists During the Great Depression. Both projects remember and foreground black 

rural folk’s agency in their struggle for liberation. My study aims to do the same.  

Currently, the dominant forms of black cultural production and critique is 

generated from/in the urban. This is also central to the issues surrounding educational 

reforms and urban teacher development. The denial and dismissal of black rurality in 

education has unseen consequences I hope to uncover and recover. Thus, as in Hahn 
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(2003) and Kelley (1990), I aim to think about the black rural as a social space for 

learning and action. That is, the social, cultural, and political projects and critiques 

developed in those spaces offer those of us interested in social movements and change a 

plethora of lessons related to environmental, racial, economic and educational justice. 

Moreover, I embrace the methods and theorization grounded in the studies above, but 

mostly in the “emancipatory empiricism” of Du Bois’s sociology, where from 1898 to 

1905, funded by Department of Labor, he set out to understand social justice and progress 

from the rural context (Jakubek and Wood, 2018). Therefore, uncovering the rural as a 

place of black life creates routes to understand the legacies of racial capitalism and black 

educational movement.  

 

Structure of Dissertation 

As explored in this introductory chapter, this research seeks to interrogate 

educational structures produced through racialized capitalism while emphasizing the 

efforts developed in black rural community to resist these structures. This research is 

organized in a way that allows me to showcase them concurrently. It demonstrates my 

critical questions and analysis of the ideologies which undergird black educational 

movement as well as the everyday theorizing in communities that story the beauty in 

black struggle and the agency that characterizes the nature in which black migration 

represents an instructive context for educational scholarship. 

In Chapter II, I apply Cedric Robinson’s theorizing of racial capitalism to the 

historical formation of black education to demonstrate what it might mean to 
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conceptualize the flows of capital accumulation that define the ways black bodies are 

spatialized in the U.S. education system. Here, I describe how educational practices and 

policies have created structures that reproduce the unholy trinity: displacement, 

dispossession and disenfranchisement. Drawing on Lozenski (2017), I use the “four 

major epochs in African American education, including the mid-nineteenth century era of 

slavery statutes, Reconstruction, post–Brown v. Board, and today’s early twenty-first-

century” to demonstrate how racial capitalism as technology of antirelationality has 

demarcated black educational life (p.161). I propose that the spatialization of blackness 

and the uneven redistribution of bodies and resources not only characterize black 

education but also participate in the underdevelopment of black communities; rural, 

suburban, and urban, in perpetuity. Thus, I argue that my theory of black educational 

movement offers a useful framework for understanding the complexities and 

contradictions that surface in black children’s movement for education. 

Chapter III clarifies my reasons for using critical narrative as methodology. I 

describe my imagining of how critical narrative, as a pedagogy, can be a useful research 

methodology for tracing the racial-spatial construction of education, where space and 

race become the contexts for knowing, learning, and being. In this, I layout my vision for 

this research and the questions I have about conducting educational research with 

minoritized communities. Last, this chapter includes the details specific to my methods.  

Chapter IV-VI examine the unholy trinity as the three major themes that emerged 

from their critical narratives and my observations and commitments. In Chapter IV, I 

trace the formation of educational displacement.  I analyze the creation and 
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implementation of the state’s decision to enforce the neoliberal reorganization of rural 

school districts and the state’s current uses of school of choice. I argue that these two 

spatial structures redistribute black children in ways that engender the harmful effects of 

“root shock” (Fullilove, 2016). From the context of South End of Sumpter, I highlight the 

educational activists’ conceptions of this struggle and the organizing they did that re-

defined these educational borders.  

Chapter V brings to light the relationship between race, class, property and 

education by engaging in the ways in which schools perpetuate state-sanctioned forms of 

dispossession.  The critical narratives in this chapter demonstrate how schools act as the 

arbiter in which accumulation by dispossession, whiteness as property, colorblind race 

relations, and environmental injustice shape community’s ability to possess land and life. 

Here, I imagine black Sumpter as a blues geography, where the connectedness to the 

South and the historical relationship with enclosure and migration intersect at the storying 

of black educational movement.   

Chapter VI focuses on the practices reflected in the work and development visions 

of a group of young black men. Being grounded with them, I gained a deeper 

understanding of the ways in which schools participate, through the spatialization of 

curriculum and pedagogy, in black labor disenfranchisement. Drawing from Du Bois 

(1932) and Boggs (1972), I suggest that an education based on individualist competition 

and potential income diminishes sociopolitical consciousness and collective 

empowerment.  
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  Chapter VII, which I name “Unfinished Migrations”, is a reflection on how their 

educational migrations help me, as a teacher and scholar, imagine the possibilities of 

critical education. Reflecting on the critical narratives of black Sumpter, I explore how 

they teach me to redefine, reclaim and repair; how in a racial capitalist society, black 

children are systematically dispersed, in perpetuity, across social, cultural, political, and 

economic borders and boundaries in the struggle for equal education. Through this 

reflection, I contemplate on what it might mean for educators to develop a pedagogy of 

the disintegrated. In this, I argue for the development of critical pedagogies that are 

relational, in that they are committed to getting at the roots of black relocation and 

dislocation in society and schools, as well as an education that centers collective meaning 

making and the emancipatory praxis of communities.  I connect and describe how this  

informs my educational commitments and future research.  
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Chapter II 

Theorizing Black Educational Movement 

 

The fundamental theme of the New World African modernity is neither integration nor 

separation but rather migration and emigration.  

 

Cornel West, Keeping Faith: Philosophy and Race in America  

 

Black migration and black America’s struggle for education are deeply connected. 

As an elementary educator, I observed school sanctioned violence, the mass privatization 

of predominantly black school districts, and shifts towards culturally relevant or race-

conscious pedagogy and curriculum. Schools for poor children of color were too often in 

crumbling buildings with excessive security, used old and ineffective curriculum, and 

lacked quality educators. From this vantage point, I became interested in social and racial 

justice orientations in education. Yet, after multiple workshops and endless debates about 

its implementation, the nature in which we discussed race and class seemed to glide over 

the school’s role in reproducing structural oppression and domination. Race was used 

demographically for comparing grades and behaviors and similarly, class or 

socioeconomic status mainly determined who received free or reduced lunch. Together, 

race and class were reduced to cultural attributes and personal/familial choices, values, 

and behaviors. This abstraction of race and class ultimately pathologized poor children of 

color rather than addressed how school policies and practices systematically deny 

pathways for black children to move freely (gain access and resources) within the 

educational system. Therefore, the school system reproduced spatial structures that 

redistributed resources and relocated their bodies across geographic, social, and 

educational borders under the guise of free market equality.  
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 In order to provide a systematic analysis of the frequent movement of black 

children in education and to engage questions of race, class, education and migration, it is 

necessary to explore its historical context. For this reason, I begin with a historiography 

of racial capitalism and education. I propose that racial capitalist schools produce uneven 

social and spatial relations. Next, I extend the theorization of race and class in education 

by adding migration. I contend that black student movement is driven by race relations 

and class formation.  To theorize black educational movement, I describe these 

structures: displacement, dispossession and disenfranchisement. Last, I reflect on how 

black education is set of boundaries that need to be reimagined and resisted.  

 

Racial Capitalism and Black Education: Historical Context 

 

 Following Lozenski (2017), a historical understanding of black education can 

offer clear insights into the ways it is structured. I use a form of histography like 

Lozenski’s adaptation of Gutiérrez and Stone’s (2000). I lay out the “major epochs of 

black education”: slavery, Reconstruction, (post)Brown v. Board, and the twenty-first 

century as a tool for storying the persistent relationship and perpetual formation of 

racialized capitalism in the development and function of compulsory schooling 

(Lozenski, 2017, p.161).  
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Slavery  

 

To understand the roots of black education and racial capitalism one must circle 

back to the spatial education of slavery. For many scholars (Williams, 1944; Robinson, 

1983; Watkins, 2001; Baptist, 2016; Johnson, 2016) and others, slavery was essential to 

making and maintaining American capitalism and imperialism. Corporations, 

universities, and individuals still profit off investments in slavery. In Slavery and 

Capitalism, Eric Williams (1944) proposes that the story of slavery as a historical subject 

could not just be one of racial difference. In his examination of “Origins of Negro 

Slavery” he states:  

Slavery in the Caribbean has been too narrowly identified with the Negro. 

A racial twist has thereby been given to what is basically an economic 

phenomenon. Slavery was not born of racism: rather racism was the 

consequence of slavery. Unfree labour in the New World was brown, 

white, black, and yellow; Catholic, Protestant and pagan (Williams, 1971, 

p. 7). 

 

In this brief proclamation, Williams redefines the meaning of slavery to be about both 

race and capitalism. Similarly, Robinson (1983) asserts that slavery was not primitive 

accumulation, but instead the production of racial difference constructed to exploit, labor, 

land, and resources from the colonies.  

Racial knowledge about “the other” has its origins in colonialism. As Europeans 

expanded to unfamiliar shores, they wrote and shared stories about so-called Others, 

which formed racial ideology for western domination over colonial subjects: Native 

Americans and the enslaved. Blacks and Native Americans were associated with 

savagery, disease and other maladies. This pathology spread vehemently into the social 

and political debates about slavery, economics, governance, and education.  
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President Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the U.S., public intellectual, 

owner and father of enslaved Africans and a supporter of public education for whites 

(ambivalently so for blacks), perpetrated racial narratives couched in scientific terms. In 

Notes on the State of Virginia, he spoke to the physical nature of blacks: “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” (p.145). This assertion is accompanied by an analysis of 

their “mental capacities,” he states: 

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 (p.146). 

 

He claimed that blacks are inferior to whites in the “endowments both of body and mind” 

(Jefferson,1787, p.150). Through his power and influence, he helped shape the global 

racial imaginary and racial management. Later in this work, he begged the question of 

whether to retain or incorporate blacks into the state? Interestingly, he suggested an 

educational plan that would grant enslaved Africans “gradual emancipation, according to 

which they were to be freed at birth, given vocational training at public expense, and sent 

abroad when they reached adulthood,” to re-colonize Africa (Jefferson, 1787, p.153). 

Here, the education of blacks was imagined as an exchange to establish and develop 

racial capital in Africa.  

In The Education Of The Negro Prior to 1861, Carter G. Woodson. preeminent 

scholar of black education and black history, argued that there were three classes 
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interested in black education during the period when the industrial revolution transformed 

slavery from a patriarchal to economic institution: 1) a class of masters who wanted to 

improve economic efficiency of the labor supply; 2) anti-slavery sympathizers; 3) 

missionaries who believed that through God’s love for all humans, enslaved Africans 

could learn to read English to embody Christian principles of subservience and piety. 

However, in this context, enslaved Africans became experts in the English language 

mostly on their own accord. Associating freedom with literacy, enslaved Africans were 

motivated by the practical and transformational potential of reading and writing (Davis, 

1981). It enabled them to read the Bible, participate in abolition movements and the Civil 

War (Williams, 2009), enhancing their ability to move in a cruel system. In mostly 

creative and subversive ways, many enslaved Africans devised plans to teach themselves 

and others on and off the plantation (Douglass, 1845; Hardesty, 2016). Predominately 

self-taught, their efforts to teach and learn made revolutionary acts, abolition and 

rebellion possible (Williams, 2009). For example, in Virginia, a small group of slaves 

wrote (with stolen pens and stationery) to the Bishop Edmund Gibson of the Church of 

England about religion, their plight, and the hypocrisies in and condemnations of slavery. 

These letters would forge the beginnings of a literacy tradition that would inspire 

enslaved Africans Americans across the South (Bly, 2013).  

The Southampton Rebellion of 1831 elucidates further the connection between the 

education of the black slaves and the political economy. Nat Turner, a slave on the 

Southampton, Virginia plantation was taught to read and write at a young age. Influenced 

by his knowledge and religious convictions, Turner believed that he was chosen to lead 
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his people out of the brutality of slavery (Briley, 2006). Known as the “black rebel,” 

stories depicted him and the violent nature of the organized rebellion; the murder of slave 

owners (men, women and children), arson of plantations and his capture and execution 

(Styron, 1966). The rebellion transformed the production of race and education 

(Albanese, 1976; Clark et al., 1968; natturnerproject.org). After the slave insurrection and 

his execution, white planters feared it would inspire more, and it did. This event 

invigorated an increase of physical violence, surveillance, and the removal of black 

literacy on many southern plantations.  

After the rebellion, and amidst growing concerns of insurrection and abolition, 

planter capitalists (some of whom were government officials) realized that providing 

enslaved Africans literacy skills would threaten their control over plantation production. 

Except for Kentucky and Maryland, all of the states in the south followed the advice of 

educators and politicians, such as Thomas Roderick Dew, (professor at William and 

Mary) who aimed to prohibit slaves from learning to read and write (Davis, 1981). The 

codification of antiliteracy laws, such as the amendment to the 1739 Negro Act, made the 

teaching of slaves punishable by fine, violence, and death. This made the assembly of 

blacks unlawful because the assumption was that they were assembling to instruct each 

other how to read and write. Hence, many of the planters’ sought to deny racialized 

subjects educational mobility because they worried it would disrupt their development of 

a global economic system.  

 In this formation of racial capitalism, slaveholders and the planter class depended 

on both racial violence and the production of racial difference to sustain power over, and 
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separation from, the racialized. The elite politicians, philosophers, and educators 

cemented stereotypes about the Others—enslaved Africans, Native Americans, and 

Asians—by integrating them into the national and global vernaculars and laws, and in 

systems of slavery and colonialism.  The production of these stereotypes in literature, 

propaganda and law would not only shape the physical and socio-spatial relations, e.g. 

segregation and anti-miscegenation, it also became the foundational ideologies 

engendered in the question of the education of the ex-slaves. This is illuminated in the 

following era of Reconstruction, when the economy shifts from a majority plantation 

society to an industrial one. Schools and schooling for all citizens emerge as a central 

question and point of conflict between the North and the South, black and white.   

Reconstruction 

 

The study of race, capital, and education during reconstruction teaches us that 

black Americans were prominent advocates for universal public education (Anderson, 

1988). As Du Bois (1935) states, “Public education at the public expense, was in the 

South, a negro idea” (p.638). Black Americans during reconstruction saw an opportunity 

to achieve liberation and equality under the democratic system. With the passing of the 

13th,14th, and 15th amendments, which enfranchised ex-slaves, blacks begin to reshape 

racial-spatial relations in government institutions, the military, corporations, and schools. 

With support from and active pursuit by Republican politicians, the Freedman’s Bureau, 

northern missionaries, and the Union army, black Americans, especially in the South, 

were able to depart from the planter ideologies of education and society to move toward 

the education of the masses. 
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W. E. B. Du Bois’s (1935) study of public education, describes how the black 

laboring class were transformed by the notion of knowledge is power. In the South, 

blacks forged a relationship with the Reconstruction Government for protection against 

the severe and explicit anti-literacy laws. In most southern states there were no laws that 

required states to provide public education. Some state constitutions, like North 

Carolina’s, established state universities but did not fund public schools because they 

believed that there was no real demand for the education of the children of the poor. 

However, state leaders such as Governor Adams of South Carolina encouraged states to 

create some type of public system to save the poor from ignorance, poverty, and crime 

(Du Bois, 1935).  

The obstacles to public education for black people were two-fold in the South. 

First, large property owners opposed universal education. They did not, under any 

circumstance, want to submit to being taxed for public education of working-class whites 

and blacks. They believed that an education would make exploitation difficult. Second 

was that white labor did not want an education, but rather entry into the system of 

oppression; a gain from their wages of whiteness (Du Bois, 1935). They thought that the 

only escape from their conditions was to become oppressors themselves and that an 

education was a privilege of the wealthy. Although faced with these obstacles, black 

workers found themselves in makeshift and state-sanctioned schools (Anderson, 1988).  

  In abandoned schools, Confederate forts and even former slave quarters, free 

blacks took the lead in buying land and raising funds for the education of blacks across 

the South. With financial support from northern missionaries and philanthropists and 



 

36 

military protection, blacks were given literacy skills to function in the changing economy. 

However, Du Bois (1935) notes that history tells a contradictory story. One that describes 

the South as in favor of black education and the other that shows how white and black 

teachers, black students, and communities were persecuted and murdered for providing 

access and resources to black children and their communities.  

In the 1877 Compromise, the alignment of northern industrialist and southern land 

oligarchies was put in place. This agreement forced the removal of Union military from 

Confederate states and it declared that the14th amendment did not protect individual 

violence against individuals, only violence of the state (U.S vs. Cruikshank, 1873). This 

gave southern states the right to “deal” with blacks with no northern interference. The 

informal deal in conjunction with this case could have closed the door on many black 

educational efforts. Yet, the goals to educate the black populous by black and moral 

leaders of the North remained persistent in forms of municipal reforms and charity 

(Watkins, 2001).  

In the years following Reconstruction, there were debates on the content and 

purpose of black education. With southern white refusal to pay for the public education 

of blacks, layered with racial violence and terror, many advocates for black education in 

the South leaned toward private schooling. This movement would be led by northerner 

Samuel Chapman Armstrong and former slave, Booker T. Washington (Anderson,1988). 

For Armstrong, founder of the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, black 

education was integral to the gradual incorporation of blacks. This type of schooling was 

to provide them training in manual labor and character development to reverse the years 
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of being morally inefficient (Watkins, 2001). Grounded in the scientific racism of the 

time, the Hampton model and vision brought marginalized populations together as a part 

of an ideological restructuring of the minoritized populations. 

Booker T. Washington saw advantages to the ideologies within the Hampton 

experiment. At Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute, Washington grounded his 

educational philosophy in Armstrong’s ideological concepts of self-help, hard-work, and 

character development. In his years as leader, many of his students received entry into the 

public sphere. While most jobs were manual labor and dedicated to serving white elite 

interests, the training of teachers helped sustain racial progress. Nevertheless, 

Washington was challenged by his contemporaries. Du Bois (1903b), for example, 

realized that his model of self-determination would never happen unless he considered 

the social, political, and economics of the time. This was not an argument stating that 

black people could not and would not engage in the reformation of their own lives but 

was a warning that northern industrial interests was shaping the racial and material 

relations in the South for their benefit.  

Under the accommodationist visions of Hampton, northern corporate industrial 

elites like Rockefeller and Carnegie used their philanthropic support of southern black 

education in exchange for establishing socio-economic ideologies that assisted them in 

new industrial forms of racial capitalism (Watkins, 2001).  In this ostensible turn towards 

democracy, race was still imagined and managed under the dominant racial ideologies 

developed and supported by vestiges of slavery. However, within the growing global 

eugenicist movement, racial management logic was replaced with scientific management 
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to manage race in northern factories (Casey, Lozenski, and McManimon, 2013), thus, 

creating a class of disenfranchised workers.  

The use of science and medicine was an important vehicle for expanding racial 

capitalism. Scientific racism, the ideology that race is a biological feature that determines 

a person’s physical and mental abilities, spread in the medical field during the early 19th 

century (Watkins, 2001). At the end of the 19th century in Europe, the Eugenics 

movement was the predominant voice in the theorization of race. Naturalists, physicians, 

anthropologists, and Darwinists compiled practices and philosophies of human 

intelligence, IQ and the development of race as a universal marker of social progress and 

ability. This provided “genetic” reasons for social issues such as ignorance, poverty, 

infirmities, and criminality. This racial discourse and practice helped to legitimize racism 

and white supremacy in public and private institutions. While many northerners agreed 

with these sentiments and remained supporters of racial segregation, they also saw value 

in helping blacks get as close as possible to being human because they knew they could 

train new workers for their future homes, railroads and factories (Roediger & Esch, 

2012).  

To recap, the Reconstruction era is understood as a political economic shift from 

the plantation to the factory. At the same time, it could be argued that the era birthed a 

longstanding intuitional and legal relationship between racial capitalism and black 

education. At the center was the debate between northern industrialist and white planters 

on whether poor whites and ex-slaves deserved a publicly funded education. Black 

Americans helped reform and resist in the struggle for equality and emancipation against 
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the realignment of the North and South. Racial difference was produced by the sciences 

to provide explanations about race. They used this “evidence” to maintain racial capitalist 

investments in social separateness and employment. In schools, this was perpetuated in 

an ideological system of race philanthropy and fortified through the material conditions 

of displaced black students who left the fields of the South to become educated for 

industrial jobs. The contributions of northern elites would help catapult blacks’ ability to 

educate themselves across the country. Black schools grew immensely, and so did black 

churches, benevolent societies, banks, and other black economic centers. Nevertheless, 

with the de facto segregation in the north and the rise of Black Codes and Jim Crow in 

the South, this movement took a tremendous blow.  

Brown and Post-Brown 

After reconstruction, the South turned towards the extreme segregation and racial 

violence of Jim Crow and the Black Codes, while the North molded a complex 

institutional order to sustain everyday segregation and racial inequality. While the racial 

caste education system diminished many educational opportunities for black people, the 

goals and initiatives under Reconstruction could not be all destroyed (Du Bois, 1920b). In 

other words, “had it not been for the Negro school and college, the Negro would to all 

intents and purposes been driven back to slavery” (Du Bois, 1935, p.667). In the Brown 

era, named for the monumental education case Brown v. Board of Education, western 

interests in expansion—profit from industrialization and globalization—led racial 

capitalism to evolve toward a more liberal democratic capitalist orientation, which 

allowed for advancements in racial, material, and spatial integration. 



 

40 

The story begins in 1951, at the height of the Cold War, where the class action 

suit filed against the school board of Topeka, Kansas garnered the practice of race and 

education reform. Building off Plessy v. Ferguson, which upheld the 1896 law that said 

segregation did not break the equal protection statues of the 14th amendment, the National 

Association for the Advancement of Color (NAACP) lawyers, including future supreme 

court justice Thurgood Marshall, argued that separate schools perpetrated the notions of 

scientific racism and perpetuated inferior school related services and treatment. By 1954, 

NAACP convinced the Supreme Court that racial segregation, and the notion of “separate 

but equal” in schools, was unconstitutional. While this case was significant in the 

integrationist driven Civil Rights Movement and served as a catalyst for creating other 

bills such as the Civil Rights Act 1964, when examined closely tells an interesting story 

about the conditions of racial capitalism and black education.    

In 1956, southern senators and congressmen resisted integration by signing the 

“southern manifesto” (The Southern Manifesto of 1956, 2017). The manifesto urged 

southern states to find “lawful means” to thwart desegregation and argued that civil rights 

bills went against the separation of powers and constitutional autonomy of states. Giving 

“autonomy to states” was and is still code for retention of past racial capitalists relations. 

For the southern elites, it served to lessen competition and conflict with northern 

industrialists who were expanding their capital globally, as well as ‘lawfully’ restoring 

white supremacy in the South (Wilson, 1976).  

 Black education in the south epitomized the character of higher education.  

Historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) like Howard and Tuskegee—still 
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supported by corporations and philanthropy of northern whites—helped mold some of the 

most respected leaders in the black freedom movement. For example, the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), organized by Ella Baker at Shaw 

University (private HBCU), helped develop Civil Rights leader John Lewis and Stokely 

Carmichael aka Kwame Ture (Mueller, 2004).  While most of their efforts focused on 

strategies for protesting, sit-ins, marches and nonviolent philosophies, they also formed 

Freedom Schools, a program where black people were given the literacy skills to pass the 

legalized voter discrimination and intimidation of literacy tests (Payne and Strickland, 

2008). Known and remembered by the violence in the South and school integration, the 

era of rights and integration also gave capitalists the time to choose integration over 

segregation because they saw a mass movement of black workers from the South move to 

the North for equal opportunities in northern factories. As Baldwin (1963) so eloquently 

proposed, “We’ve been liberated from the land – and delivered to the bosses.”   

In the North, students may not have been met with guns or spitting parents but 

they regularly faced de facto segregation and institutionalized racism. As families left 

sharecropping, small towns, and Jim Crow violence, they moved north where their 

children attended schools, where the black population grew alongside racial segregation 

(Douglas, 2005). According to Anderson (2006), the segregation and subordination of 

northern black education came out of a different history than that of the South. First, 

northern states had been committed to constitutional equality by the late 19th century. 

Even with laws banning segregation, “In most places, African Americans remained 

fundamentally as they were before the war—victims of discrimination, social ostracism, 



 

42 

segregation, and economic subordination” (Anderson, 2006, p.27). This was achieved 

through urbanization and urban planning. For example, the racist policies and practices of 

redlining (Rothstein, 2017). On the school grounds, many black students were not 

allowed to be a part of athletics and often had forced separate in-class seating 

arrangements in mixed schools.  

Being schooled in these environments urged many northern education activists to 

have a different stance on integration. They drew on the ideological and pedagogical 

approaches from Black Nationalism and Pan-African education, combining concepts of 

black American nationality with a strong commitment to linking black struggles 

worldwide. By 1970, there were more than sixty Pan-African nationalist institutions, pre-

schools to post-secondary (Rickford, 2016). Founded mostly by young activists, 

intellectuals, and committed parents, Rickford (2016) suggests that these schools were 

designed to be independent black institutions built, supported, and designed by the 

community. Challenging what many of them called the internal colony, they understood 

citizenship as a cultural construct and their goal was to redefine black culture against the 

racial knowledge produced by white institutions, science, and the state. They believed 

schools and education did not serve just as a symbol of the struggle for social inclusion; it 

also was a historic place of black self-determination and liberation.  

Most black children in the North attended public inner-city schools. Though all 

black, these schools did not provide children with multi-ethnic or integrated learning. The 

independent schools represented the black power protests and rebellions of the time. 

They were often nicknamed liberation schools in the late 1960s because they engaged 
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with Marxist traditions (class themes and revolutionary thought) and black power. After 

Milwaukee police killed an unarmed youth during a protest, the Clifford McKissik 

Community school, an independent post-secondary school that offered advanced 

academic courses such as algebra and chemistry, used cultural and political courses 

developed through African affairs, Yoruba, and self-defense to respond to the incident as 

a school (Rickford, 2016).  

These schools were later met with many financial challenges compared to other 

independent black schools. White investors did not see them as friendly, inclusive, or 

‘respectable’ as the elite private black institutions in the South. In many cases, they were 

forced to close if they did not convert to the rules of privatization. According to Rickford 

(2016) this meant that many would submit to the growing neoliberal approaches to the 

economy. Although most did not survive the end of the civil rights movement, much of 

their interest in redefining culture would be essential to the development of racial 

capitalism in its next formation. Corporations and the state would take up notions of 

multiculturalism, an original idea stemming from the social and political movements of 

the 60s, to advance capitalism (Melamed, 2011).  

In the post-Brown era, the intersection of racial capitalism and black education 

took a sharp turn towards disciplining the mind, body, and soul.  Harvey (2007) suggests 

that during this period, capitalism joined forces with ideologies of neoliberalism to 

suppress and discipline labor. Labor was suppressed by capital’s move towards a laissez-

fair agenda in which labor was either moved offshore for cheaper prices or replaced 
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through automation (Boggs,1963). This affected the capital, pensions, and labor of many 

black workers who moved north to work in auto and steel factories like my grandfathers.  

One of the results of the disciplining of labor was the disinvestment in urban 

communities and hyper segregation in public schools. This made it nearly impossible for 

the urban poor and communities of color to use property tax formulas to fund their 

schools. This process opened the door for the privatization of public schools and market-

based school reforms that encouraged the creation of charters and the use of vouchers. 

However, in order to get to that point, the federal government whose commitment to 

neoliberalism was growing, took a direct role in reconstructing racial capital, 

technologies of antirelationality, and repeatedly created paths for reforms that concretized 

corporate school relationships.  

Prior to 1970, state-sanctioned desegregation efforts reorganized black education 

in two ways: black teachers and principals were displaced (Hooker, 1970) and black and 

brown students were unilaterally bused into suburban districts (Delmont, 2016). 

Nevertheless, once “social order” was restored in major metropolitan areas like Detroit, 

Chicago, and Watts, the state and elite turned their attention toward reestablishing racial 

capitalism. This started with conservative public indictments denouncing the 

“lawlessness” of civil rights and need for “law and order.” In the realm of schools, 

conservatives went after federally funded desegregation, in an effort to disseminate a 

dog-whistle racial politics about race mixing. President Nixon (1970) speaking to 

congress states: 

As we look to the future, it is clear that the efforts to provide equal 

educational opportunity must now focus much more specifically on 
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education: on assuring that the opportunity is not yet been completed it be 

achieved with a greater sensitivity to educational needs…For most 

Americans, the school bus used to be a symbol of hope--of better 

education. In too many communities today, it has become a symbol of 

helplessness, frustration and outrage--of a wrenching of children away 

from their families, and from the schools their families may have moved 

to be near and sending them arbitrarily to others far distant. It has become 

a symbol of social engineering on the basis of abstractions, with too little 

regard for the desires and the feelings of those most directly concerned: 

the children, and their families (The American Presidency Project). 

 

Race is made invisible in his statement, but any ear fine-tuned to racial politics can hear 

that he is speaking to white separatists about paying taxes for something that they did not 

believe in: race integration. He continues, “Schools exist to serve the children, not to bear 

the burden of social change.” His address lead to the repeal of federal funding for 

desegregation. Arguably, within Nixon’s conservative movement, coded race talk like the 

“war on drugs” converted race/racism as an issue of injustice to social issues such as 

poverty and criminality. As a result, racial capitalists took a keen interest in using racial 

prejudice and policy to invigorate white supremacy, while simultaneously enabling the 

dismantling of social services and welfare to carve out spaces for privatization for 

accumulation (Nightingale & Pindus, 1997).  

President Ronald Reagan, a master at race coded public discourse, echoed social 

observations from the Moynihan Report such as “welfare queens,” a code for “poor, lazy, 

greedy, black mothers.” He organized a task force that focused on public education. By 

1983, educators, businessmen and government officials published A Nation at Risk. They 

described the public education system as falling behind other industrial countries in 

standardized and SAT tests scores. They declared that U.S. public schools were not 

preparing youth to work in the increasingly high-tech workforce. This shifted the purpose 
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of public education to the concerns of the global economy, where the neoliberal agenda 

of privatization was aimed at changing the soul (Thatcher, 1981). By 1989, the National 

Business Roundtable pushed state and local affiliates to work closely with their state 

governments to restructure public schools. This encouraged CEOs and businessmen to 

shape education policy, while teacher unions and community officials were pushed out 

and blamed for the failure of public schools (Symcox, 2009).  

The relationship between the federal government, corporations, and education 

grew exponentially and continued in every administration post-Brown. President George 

H. W. Bush supported the New American School Development Corporation. Their 

purpose was to raise private money to promote partnerships between corporations and 

schools. Later in the 1990s, President Clinton continued to push those goals by 

advocating for the use of charters and voucher programs and called for the privatization, 

deregulation, and competition between schools (Archived: Reports and Resources, 2017). 

Under these administrations, the National Assessment of Educational Progress invested 

in the study of the “achievement gap” between two racial or class groups’ academic 

performance. Originally funded by the likes of a familiar investor in black education, 

Carnegie Foundation, NAEP observed urban schools to demonstrate the academic gaps 

between racial groups. Scholars, conservative and liberal activists, and local, state and 

federal agencies used their reports to help make choices about how to reform “struggling 

schools.” Their data provided the facts for shaping policy and racial knowledge about 

predominantly black urban schools and their communities. 
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Proposed by President George W. Bush, No Child Left Behind explicitly spoke to 

the Achievement Gap. Bush said, “the soft bigotry of low expectations” of poor, of color, 

and special needs students stood in the way of closing the achievement gap (NYTimes). 

In this, he promised that he would require that every public school student would pass 

state standardized tests by 2014; in the areas of math and reading. This increased the 

interest in studying the gaps and opened a new market for test publishing, preparations, 

consulting, and other entrepreneurial ventures to manipulate the so-called education 

equalizer: high stakes testing in order to expand the education business (Lipman, 2004; 

McNeil, 2005).  Billionaires interested in education took notice that they could make a lot 

of money in venture philanthropy, business roundtables, and publishing (Kumashiro, 

2012). Sometimes called the big four, test publishers Harcourt Educational Measurement, 

CTB McGraw-Hill, Riverside Publishing (a Houghton Mifflin company), and NCS 

Pearson have made millions off the production of racial, gender, and class difference.  

Through what some people call the Washington Consensus, Democrats and 

Republicans joined forces under the ideologies of neoliberalism. It cannot be overlooked 

that most of their interests in schooling was to restructure black education by profiting 

from the knowledge about and for black students. In this context, racial capital was 

reorganized into post-racial and colorblind racist narratives. Bonilla-Silva (2001) 

suggests that abstract liberalism, racial preferences, cultural racism, and the minimization 

of race have made racism exist without racists. So, terms like at risk or the achievement 

gap can be viewed as racial metaphors for black student academic ability and potential. 

As offshoots of old racist terms, these metaphors altered the discursive and material lives 
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of black young people. For most black communities, concentrated in predominantly rural, 

urban and poor areas, black social life was transformed by a technology of 

antirelationality— i.e. the prison-industrial complex. The racial knowledge of ‘black 

disobedience’, rebellious attitude toward the system, and low academic interests was 

spread through terms like the super predator by the Clintons, and codified in nationwide 

promotion of zero tolerance policies and substantiated in increased security in black 

public schools. Thus, concretizing black educational immobility through racial and racist 

schooling policy. 

The groundwork for the school-to-prison pipeline was engineered alongside the 

privatization of everything, including schools and prisons (Alexander, 2012). Those links 

demonstrate how the de-racialized school reforms and cultivation of black student 

achievement worked in tandem to line the pockets of racial capitalists through forms of 

dispossession. Therefore, the production of race in black education became a lucrative 

industry that has resulted in hyper-segregated school systems (Orfield, 2000). However, 

the grips of the neoliberal spirit would live on; even in the education philosophies of the 

first black President.  

The Early Twenty-First Century 

The union of black education and racial capitalism has led to many struggles for 

equal education for black people. In this twenty-first century, the struggle has been 

against the overt (re)alignment of corporate and state interest in black schools. This 

emerged in federal school reforms such as No Child Left Behind and programs like Race 

to the Top. With national attention on the “failure” of American schools, educational 
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entrepreneurs were passed the torch from their philanthropic ancestors. Through 

neoconservative and liberal think tanks, they aimed to transform public schools into a 

privatized enterprise (Kumashiro, 2012), where they could urge and coerce schools, 

especially poor and of color ones, to fall in line with the racial and economic ideologies 

of the multicultural neoliberal military state (Melamed, 2011).   

In 2009, first-term President Barak Obama demonstrated that he agreed with 

school privatization and venture philanthropy laid out by his predecessors. In his 

signature $4.5 billion federal grant program called Race to the Top, states were rewarded 

for: adopting standards and assessments that prepare students for college, the workplace, 

and competition in the global economy; building data systems that measure student, 

teacher, and administrator effectiveness; recruitment, development, and retention of 

teachers in low-performing schools; and the transformation of low-achieving schools 

(Race to the Top, 2011). To accomplish these goals, this program encouraged educational 

deregulation and pushed for collaborations with business leaders, educators and others to 

increase school performance. To close education gaps, it expanded financial support for 

high-performing public charter schools and schools that promote math, science and 

innovation (Race to the Top, 2011). As a result, corporations like Apple and Microsoft 

and entrepreneurs like Mark Zuckerberg and Bill Gates help fund and influence the 

ideologies of urban school reform just as Rockefeller did post-Reconstruction.   

Scholars refer to this process as neoliberal and neoconservative restructuring of 

public education (Giroux, 2009 and Lipman, 2013). However, this mass assault on public 

education is rooted in the economic, political, and racial ideologies of racial capitalism 
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(Watkins, 2004). This is evident in the data that shows how only predominantly black 

school districts in metropolitan areas are targeted to become the laboratories for 

expanding neoliberal ideologies of choice and neoliberal policies to privatize public 

schools. For example, by 2013-14, school systems with the largest charter school 

enrollment were New Orleans Public School System (91%), Detroit City School District 

(55%), and District of Columbia and Flint City School District (44%) and cities with the 

highest number of students attending charters were Los Angeles United School District, 

New York City Department of Education, and the School District of Philadelphia 

(publiccharters.org). These cities have some of the largest concentration of black people 

in the U.S.  

 The school of choice movement emerged in the wake of school privatization 

efforts in the 1990s. Supporters of school of choice articulate democratic ideals of 

participation in the terms of the free market (Lipman, 2013). Discursively, parents and 

communities that partake in this endeavor are said to be empowered and concerned 

consumers. Former Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, a supporter of the charter 

school movement argued that the U.S. has never used a one size fits all model, and in the 

case for struggling students, he believes we need more school options to achieve 

educational equity (Obama, 2009). For neoconservatives, school of choice is about taking 

back schools from the restrictive and regulatory federal government and handing it back 

to the states to make decisions on education. 

Charters are not just one-off non-profits or independent schools designed to resist 

inequality (however, there are some schools that exists in this frame). Most charters are a 
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part of large conglomerates. For example, Success Academy in NYC, Mastery in 

Philadelphia and KIPP. They are celebrated for their students’ academic turn-around or 

critiqued for perpetuating deficit ideologies. They play a significant role in reforming the 

national imaginary about black schools and the students that attend them.  Hence, these 

movements participate in shaping narratives that describe black students as deficient, 

criminal, etc.  

In 2012, it was estimated that the American educational system was a $500-600 

billion enterprise (Kumashiro, 2012).  Nevertheless, this reform movement saw financial 

value in the discussion about culture, race, and other social difference. In this context, 

racial ideologies were transformed from individualist notions of ability such as “at-risk” 

students, to collective notions of social potential such as “the urban.” Except this time, 

the urban context was a cleaner, cooler, and more acceptable version than the gritty one 

imagined in the late twentieth century. In this racialized imaginary, the urban has become 

a symbol for not just blight but renewal/revitalization (Lipman, 2013). In a sense, the new 

urban renewal vision has generated the profitability of being socially conscious. In 

today’s urban spaces, there are plenty of small businesses and groups that are socially 

aware because it is profitable.  

In education, terms like achievement gap have been largely accepted by the 

mainstream (Ladson-Billings, 2006). This sort of liberal narrative of change recruits 

many post-racial liberal gentrifiers and young rich college students to move to urban 

areas, buy up cheap property, and teach in charters through federal educational reform 

programs like Teach for America (Rooks, 2017). In helping anti-racist capitalist 
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development, they restructured many urban neighborhoods into entrepreneurial 

playgrounds with cafes, yoga, and dog parks; with charter schools working as a covert 

force of disinvestment (Molnar, 1996). To illustrate, in Philadelphia, these ventures raise 

taxes on poor and working-class families of color to the point of displacement. In some 

cases, black families who had owned their homes for generations dating back to Du 

Bois’s The Philadelphia Negro would have been forced out of their communities, if it 

weren’t for social activism (Hufford, 2011). 

In education, the urban narrative has propelled capitalist development into the 

hands of educational entrepreneurs hanging their banner of conscious capitalism (Buras, 

2011). These entrepreneurs are mostly charter school developers and educational 

consultants. Education consultants such as Pacific Educational Group received millions 

of dollars to provide district-wide training on race and intergroup relations. St. Paul 

School District paid them $1.2 million (Koumplilova, 2015). Another business venture 

resides in teacher preparation. For example, there have been numerous examples of 

courses, majors, and research funded to address the “urban problem” (Darling-Hammon, 

2015).   

While this makes the notion of resegregation, school-to-prison pipeline and other 

social issues more palpable for the mainstream, what often gets lost in the shuffle is the 

spatialization of racial capital. Rooks (2017), in explaining the intractable tensions 

between economics, race, and education, proposes that segrenomics, the business of 

profiting off racial and economic segregation, is increasing because of how lucrative it is. 

That is, those invested in the education system profit from the reorganization of racialized 
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spaces and redistribution of resources and bodies of color.  In this view, the racial 

ideology that determines your educational ability and mobility is maintained and 

reestablished through structures that socially separate. This plays out in institutional 

ways. For example, black students are more likely to attend hyper-segregated, privatized, 

and militarized schools outside of their neighborhood boundaries (Quinn and Meiners, 

2009; McManimon, Lozenski, and Casey, 2013; Uetricht, 2014). Thus, the reproduction 

of racial and economic inequality remains persistent, flexible, predictable, and always 

spatial.   

Tracing racial capitalism across the history of black education teaches a lesson on 

the historically situated ideological and economic interests of the architects of black 

education (Anyon, 1997; Watkins, 2001). As Marxian theorist Althuseer (1971) proposes, 

ideologies help reproduce and reinforce the material and ideological conditions—the 

rules of the dominant class. In this view, schools are significant state apparatuses that 

mediate social differences and space through ideology and force. When describing the 

invention of the negro race, Robinson (1983) asserts that the “negro—and by extension of 

the fabrication of whiteness and policing of racial boundaries that came with it was an 

ideological construct manufactured by the West that requires investments of intellectual 

and psychic energy” (p.xiii). Certainly, the architects (white capitalists and black 

reformers) have spent immense amounts of energy in re-constructing black education. 

Considering this assertion in the historical context provided in the above sections, I argue 

that black education is constantly reconstructed through a set of ideologies and material 

conditions that reproduce and reinforce oppressive educational structures of 
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displacement, dispossession, and disenfranchisement to maintain and reestablish racial 

capitalist relations.  

Spatializing Race and Class in Education 

Education scholars have described and interpreted the multiple ways in which 

race and class impact the educational experiences, outcomes, and opportunities of 

historically marginalized people. Constant within the theories is the argument that race 

and class are social constructs that determine the material and discursive lives of 

oppressed communities in the U.S. and around the globe. In short, pre-civil rights 

education scholars and activists (Bond, 1939; Du Bois, 1935) wrote immensely about the 

ways in which an education could help transform and mitigate racial and economic 

segregation. During the 1970s, a multicultural movement in education emerged as a 

response to ethnic revitalization (Banks, 1979). Multicultural scholars (Banks 1979; Gay 

1975; Grant 1979) theorized ways to assist teachers and students in becoming culturally 

competent in newly culturally diverse education environments as a reform movement for 

addressing historic inequalities. Their theoretical approach was challenged and extended 

by critical scholars in education, (Apple, 1995; Darder, 1991; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 

1995 and others) who view race and class as social structures reproduced institutionally 

through instruction and curriculum.  

Theories in critical pedagogy and critical race theory in education have 

demonstrated the most commitment to the examination of race and class. Critical 

pedagogues (Freire, 1970, 1998; Darder, 1991, 2002; Giroux, 2009; hooks, 1994; 

McLaren, 1995, 2003; Duncan-Andrade and Morrell, 2008), drawing from critical 
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theories and cultural studies, examine schools as politically contested spaces shaped by 

dominant ideologies within a historical context. They challenge assumptions that 

education is neutral and mainly functions for social and economic mobility. Their main 

goals are to interrogate the implicit and explicit, historical and political, and practices and 

processes that subjugate by race, gender, and class. Critical race theorists in education 

(Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Solórzano and Yosso, 2002; Gillborn, 2005; Taylor, 

Gillborn, and Ladson-Billings, 2016), share an interest in scrutinizing the structural 

dimensions of power, and they assert that racism is linked to the social-economic system 

of property in order to maintain hegemony.  

The scholarship above has inspired and provided educators, scholars, and activists 

with theories, methodologies and strategies for understanding the simultaneity of race, 

class, and gender in U.S. schools (Brewer, 1989). However, today, state officials, 

educational entrepreneurs, and neoconservatives are digging in their heels to sustain the 

neoliberal state through the institution of public education (McLaren, 2003; Casey, 2016). 

Neoliberalism is a “particular, political and economic, and social project that not only 

consolidates class power in the hands of the one percent, but operates off the assumption 

that economics can divorce itself from social costs, that it doesn’t have to deal with social 

matters of ethical and social responsibility” (Giroux quoted in Seamster & Henricks, 

2015). The proliferation of neoliberalism in U.S. school policy, governance, and 

discourse has caused education scholars to revisit class theories and neo-Marxists 

traditions (Brown and de Lissovoy, 2011; Pierce, 2015). Scholars (Lipman, 2011, Marsh, 

2011, and Blacker, 2013) use class and critical theories to argue that schools and 
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education depend on the production of class, race, and other social categories to benefit 

the current formations of capitalist development in the U.S. Scholars of color such as 

Dumas (2007) with his notion of cultural political economy, Leonardo’s (2004, 2009) 

assertion of race/class, and Lam’s (2015) theory of materialist cultural studies, theorize 

from these traditions but delineate by pushing for a deeper commitment and analysis of 

race and racialization in the U.S. political economy of education.  

Brown and de Lissavoy (2011) propose an educational theoretical lens important 

to my thinking, economies of racism: “systematic social logics that construct and enforce 

racial differences as well as the violence and oppression that work through them” (p. 

596). Their theory focuses on two factors related to the construction of school policy and 

production of race. First, race and racism are inextricably linked to the production and 

exploitation that make up modern capitalism. Second, race and racism are social forces 

essential to the organizing principles that decide how societies and systems are controlled 

and constructed (colonialism, Jim Crow, and apartheid) (Brown and de Lissavoy, 2011). 

Reflecting on the importance of race and class analysis in education, one might 

wonder why these ideas are not part of everyday educational discourse. There are more 

than a few explanations. First, classical Marxists and other class theorists view slavery as 

primitive accumulation rather than a capitalist institution. Second, the anti-communist 

policies and practices designed through McCarthyism, particularly the dismantling of 

unions, have diminished concerns over class struggle and working-class movements. 

Third, the ideologies that undergird neoliberalism, individualism and consumption 

construct race and class as categories for accumulation and profit rather than 
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contradictions or struggles. With that said, I assert that Cedric Robinson’s concept of 

racial capitalism offers the most compelling hermeneutic for understanding how race and 

class function together, simultaneously and in perpetuity.  

Racial Capitalism  

In Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, Robinson (1983) 

argues against Marx and Engels’s notion that capitalist development was a revolutionary 

negation of feudalism that gave the European bourgeois society the tools to reorganize 

social relations. Instead, he proposes: 

the development, organization, and expansion of a capitalist society 

pursued essentially racial directions, so too did social ideology. As a 

material force, then, it could be expected racialism would inevitably 

permeate the social structures emergent in capitalism… racial capitalism 

refers to this development and to the subsequent structure as a historical 

agency (p.2).  

 

 In Robinson’s assessment of the West, he explores how capitalism and racism 

were intentionally bonded together to produce a modern world system that relies on the 

subjugation and accumulation of racialized subjects. For example, Robinson 

demonstrates how racial subjects such as Europe’s first proletarians (Jews, Slavs, Roma 

or Gypsies, and Irish) experienced material conditions of dispossession (enclosure), 

colonialism, and slavery through a process of invasion, settlement, expropriation and 

racial hierarchy. He makes the case that racial capitalism is part and parcel of the 

production of racial violence in slavery, genocide, imperialism, mass incarceration, 

migrant exploitation, and contemporary racial relations.  

For Robinson, W. E. B. Du Bois’s articulations of racial capitalism disrupts 

traditional Marxist conceptions of capital and revolution. Du Bois begins his theorization 
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of race and capitalism in his 1920 essay, “Souls of White Folk.” He links economic 

exploitation and domination to the making of the white race—“the discovery of personal 

whiteness.” In this provocation, the elaboration, reproduction and exploitation of the “the 

darker people” materialize due to the development of a capitalist system dependent on 

racial difference. In other words, racial capitalism.  

This project is extended in Black Reconstruction in America: An Essay Toward a 

History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in 

America, 1860–1880.  As a historical text, he roots his analysis of racial capitalism in the 

history of black exploitation (slavery and segregation). One of the most compelling  

examinations of racial capitalism is in his comprehensive account of the development of 

public education in the U.S. Du Bois (1920) theorizes how the U.S. state and elite uses 

the institution of public education to maintain and establish racial and economic 

inequality. He describes this as a “caste system of education” (Du Bois, 1920, p.122). Du 

Bois (1935) contends that the primary goal of a racial capitalist education is to produce 

racial differences and divisions between the white and black working-class populations in 

schools in order to fortify white supremacy across class; with the underlying goals to 

increase the wealth accumulation of corporate and state elite by maximizing the amount 

of excess surplus labor. The link between white domination and capitalist accumulation 

can be best understood in his invocation of the wages of whiteness. In this context, the 

public and psychological wages given to whites serve to secure an ideological loyalty in 

which the social and political privileges are dictated by the elite as a tool for 

concentrating wealth. Under these conditions of racial capitalism, Du Bois (1935) argues 
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that the establishment of public schools for whites and people of color were (and still 

remain) instrumental in the maintenance of power and control over the working-classes in 

the U.S., and the burgeoning global economy led by Western imperialists.  

 Those interested in and familiar with the global black freedom struggle 

have theorized and contextualized these patterns. In texts such as Frantz Fanon’s 

The Wretched of the Earth, Walter Rodney’s How Capitalism Underdeveloped 

Africa and even in Richard Wright’s Native Son, the formation of racial 

capitalism is inextricably linked to the spatialization of the racialized. These 

authors and others remind us that global capital is designed to move freely, and so 

are the racialized affected by its river of violence and confusion.  

In a thoughtful expression on modernity and black social life in the African 

diaspora, West (2012) offers the New World African Modernity as a framework to 

interrogate the violent nature in which global capitalism and white supremacy participate 

in the forced removal and agentic movement of modern black subjects. In this, he shifts 

from the liberal notion of “I too, American”, which focuses heavily on the complexities 

and contradictions of segregation and integration of pre- and Civil rights life, to consider 

the global state of blackness in the modern world, where migration and emigration are 

inherent conditions: 

Similarly, New World Africans are deeply modern in the sense of 

being exiles, banished from their native lands and forced to live lives 

as perennial “outsiders,” finding a “home” only in a dynamic language 

and mobile music—never in a secure land, safe territory or welcome 

nation. The fundamental theme of New World African modernity is 

neither integration nor separation but rather migration and emigration. 

This is why Marcus Garvey not only led the largest mass movement 

among New World Africans, but also exemplifies the basic orientation 
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in the New World African Modernity: to flee the widespread 

victimization of Euro-American modernity, to escape the absurdity of 

white supremacist treatment and to find a “home” in a safe and “free” 

space. But there are few emancipatory options, and this space is never 

reached (xiii). 

 

Situating West’s (2012) intervention within the contexts of black education in the U.S. as 

well as the contexts of a black rural community in Southeast Michigan described in this 

study, we can understand their movement as deriving from a set of politics that “radically 

interrogates and creatively appropriates Euro-American modernity by examining how 

“race” and “America”—themselves European constructs —yield insights and 

blindnesses, springboards and road blocks for understanding of multivarious and 

multileveled modernity”(p.xii). West’s framing of migration as a fundamental theme in 

black life provides a unique way to understand race and racism in capitalist America. 

From the growing black intellectual tradition known as black geographies, Clyde 

Woods and Katherine McKittrick (2007) uses geography to explore racial capitalism as a 

spatial project. For them, the global system of antiblackness and capitalist accumulation 

shape and connect black migrants across the diaspora.  Drawing from Carole Boyce 

Davies and Babacar M’Bow, they describe the flows of black bodies in three ways: 

Voluntary (Pre -Columbian Atlantic trade), forced (transatlantic slave trade), and induced 

(dispersal based on contemporary economic imbalances) (McKittrick and Woods, p.8).  

Given this, my conceptualization of black educational movement is the study of the flows 

of black bodies within the U.S. educational system. Hence, Black educational movement 

is formed out of the spatial relations within a racial capitalist society, where schools 
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produce power and capital through technologies of antirelationality and modes of 

dispersal.  

  

 

The Economies of Black Educational Movement: The Unholy Trinity 

 

 In the above, I used racial capitalism to explain how movement has become the 

fundamental theme in modern black life. My proposal is that we need additional language 

to explain how these relations are mobilized and normalized in the everyday as well as 

the specific structures that induce black migration, specifically in the twentieth and 

twenty-first century. Marable (2006), in a short online essay on globalization and 

racialization, argues that we live in a “New Racial Domain” that is driven by 

transnational capitalism and public policies of neoliberalism. For the racially oppressed in 

the U.S., the “New Racial domain” rests on what he calls the “unholy trinity” or “deadly 

triad” of structural barriers to a decent life. These oppressive structures are mass 

unemployment, mass incarceration, and mass disfranchisement.”  He describes how each 

directly feeds and accelerates the others, deepening inequality around the globe. In line 

with this view, the unholy trinity if considered by their social spatial constructions of 

racial capitalism could be described as displacement, dispossession, and 

disenfranchisement. For my framework on black educational movement, I prefer to use 

this deadly triad to formulate how one’s roots and routes are induced by the forces and 

relations of modern racial capitalist education.  

In what follows, I conceptualize each of these dimensions as separate themes in 

which this study will later attempt to articulate through critical narratives and material 
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history. Thus, I argue that the unholy trinity is a useful frame to understand the 

production, exchanges, accumulations, and consumption within the social-spatial 

relations of racial capitalism and black education.  

Displacement  

Displacement is a familiar movement in historical and contemporary black 

experience. In Root Shock: How Tearing Up City Neighborhoods Hurts America, and 

What Can We Do About it, Mindy Thompson Fullilove, MD (2004), proposes that 

“displacement is the problem the twentieth-first century must solve” (p.1). In many ways 

she is correct, and I agree when she states, “African and aborigines, rural peasants and 

city dwellers have been shunted from one place to another, as progress has demanded, 

“Land here!” or “People there!” In cutting the roots of so many people, we have 

destroyed language, culture, dietary traditions and social bonds. We have lined the ocean 

with bones and filled the garbage dumps with bricks” (p.5). While displacement is at the 

source of rupture, pain, and often death, it is very much at the site in which marginalized 

people work to improve and transform their lives. For the black migrants of the South, 

displacement or in other words migration was refuge, opportunity, or some combination 

of the two. It is a part of our roots and root work, those bared to sunlight and those buried 

in the earth. It is a part of our routes, a road map for traversing uneven landscapes. 

Starting with the violent relocation of enslaved Africans to the current damages done by 

urban revitalization and gentrification, displacement has been an entry point into 

understanding broad and narrow social, economic, political and cultural dynamics in the 

U.S. and around the globe.  
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The study of displacement is an inquiry into the economies of racism: racial 

subjectivation, structural-material, and ontological experiences of black people. Scholars, 

educators and activists have theorized, reflected, and politicized it to disrupt social theory 

and practice that reproduce racism.  As a central frame for collective action, it is conjured 

to ignite political and personal transformation. From the subjective perspective, Frantz 

Fanon (2008), Richard Wright (1940) and Eduard Glissent (1997) teaches us that race 

and racism is constructed through spatial relations that produce a range of psychological 

structures that inhibit racialized others from feeling one with who and where they are as 

modern subjects in a world that demands their movement. This is identified in Fanon’s 

struggle with being invisible but always seen in the metropole, the urban conditions of 

Bigger Thomas’s disconsciousness in Wright’s novel Native Son, and Glissent’s search 

for black opacity in the diaspora. Structural-materially, displacement is a technology in 

which race is employed as an ideological construct to exclude black people from the 

political economy (Gilmore, 2002). On the ontological level, displacement is 

foundational to law, politics, and everyday life (Brown and de Lissavoy, 2011). This is 

observed in what Mills (1997) argues is the “racial contract.” As a part of this racial 

contract, race and racism works to displace black knowledge and life, to suppress, blur, 

and/or omit white supremacy and/or to grant its legitimacy. Therefore, displacement is 

formed and functions within the racial projects of the global racial state to order and 

reorder social and spatial relations.  
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Dispossession  

 Displacement is usually interpreted as a form of dispossession. While I agree, it 

seems most useful to separate them to examine the ways in which land and labor is stolen 

from black people. Critical Geographer David Harvey (2009) has detailed the ways in 

which the neoliberal world order dispossesses. Grounded in classical Marxian thinking, 

Harvey (2009) calls this “accumulation by dispossession.” That is, capital accumulates 

through theft and violence. For instance, Harvey (2009) lists new imperial forms of 

dispossession:  

Stock promotions, ponzi schemes, structured asset destruction through 

inflation, asset stripping through mergers and acquisitions, the promotion of 

levels of debt encumbrancy that reduce whole populations, even in the 

advanced capitalist countries, to debt peonage, to say nothing of corporate 

fraud, dispossession of assets (the raiding of pension funds and their 

decimation by stock and corporate collapses) by credit and stock 

manipulations – all of these are central features of what contemporary 

capitalism is about (p.74-75).  

As it pertains to black life in the US, there are two prime examples of 

(accumulation by) dispossession. They can be illustrated by one, the formation of the 

prison-industrial complex, the historical geography of which originates out of the 

establishment of, and participation in, the global industrial order (Du Bois, 1935; 

Gilmore, 2007). Mass incarceration (a state apparatus) and private industry cashes in on 

the bodies of those who are excluded from the political economy due to race and class. 

The other form of contemporary dispossession also reproduced through a racial caste 

system is property. Black communities have been prime targets since reconstruction: 

sharecropping in the Jim Crow era and the stripping of lands settled by black folks who 

moved into the interior; redlining during the post-war years that created devalued 
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neighborhoods, and subprime mortgages crisis that left black people with more 

foreclosed homes than their white peers. Black land ownership has been literally ripped 

from hardworking black people making efforts to build wealth for themselves and their 

communities.  

Disenfranchisement 

 

Last but not least is disenfranchisement. The struggle for the black 

enfranchisement is well documented, specifically as it is associated with the persistent 

struggle for black suffrage. When enslaved Africans were enfranchised legally through 

the 15th amendment, black politics turned to democratic processes and practices to bridge 

the racial hierarchies established by slavery. During Reconstruction, black people 

participated fully in political process, some even became southern legislators (Du Bois, 

1935). However, legal segregation and the implementation of Jim Crow voter 

intimidation and literacy tests deterred black voters as well as removed black political 

struggles from the democratic process. The Civil Rights Act of 1965 prohibited these 

practices. But as black representation increased and black politics took center stage in 

national discourses, state governments controlled by predominantly white male 

conservatives turned to legal practices to dismantle black enfranchisement. As Marable 

(2006) suggests, the new racial domain depends on the fact that a significant number of 

the black voting block is unable to vote due to laws that inhibit felons from voting. 

Currently, black disenfranchisement is wrapped up in the legal-spatial practice of 

gerrymandering. As a tool for voter suppression, black communities are demarcated so 
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that their votes are redistributed, and their voices and interests reduced (Gerrymandering, 

2019).  

From a racial capitalism perspective, disenfranchisement cuts deeper than the 

right to vote. Du Bois (1935), challenging the ideas brought about by Booker T. 

Washington’s industrial schooling, warned that if black workers are isolated from the 

labor unions they would be held in lower wage, subservient and menial positions. He 

proposed that disenfranchised labor would reestablish the color-line and initiate the 

suppression by white corporations who demanded black southern labor in the North (Du 

Bois, 1935). This notion still rings true today. As the corporate elite reinstates its power 

through the assault on unions, the lack of black participation in organized labor has 

contributed to, and is at the root of, black mass unemployment in the US. For the black 

working-class, automation and the lack of collective bargaining (and I contend more than 

the interpersonal racial discrimination) persist as the technologies through which black 

workers are disenfranchised and black wages stagnated.  

Altogether, the unholy trinity make up the economies in which space is racialized 

in the U.S. I want to suggest that these are enduring structures that have one, evolved 

over time but remain significant and two, are at the core of a racial capitalism analysis of 

social space. Since education is the social space in which I am grounded, I contend that 

these spatial structures are established, maintained, and perpetrated by U.S. schools 

whose investments in the production of racial difference and power impacts the social 

spatial relations within and outside education. For instance, the school-to-prison pipeline 

and the constant school redistricting where black communities reside. In what follows, I 
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historicize the relationship between racial capitalism and U.S. schools to demonstrate 

how these structures are formed and how they function in the lives of black communities.  

Black (Education) is a Country: Dialectics of Black Educational Movement 

In 1962, poet and activist Le Roi Jones aka Amiri Baraka wrote a short essay 

entitled “Black Is a Country.” He proposed that we use national liberation struggles 

around the world as an exemplar for black liberation. He notes that black liberation 

struggle has always been about independence from the political, economic, spiritual and 

psychological domination of the U.S. (Jones, 1962, p. 84). He writes “the black man has 

been separated and made to live in his own country of color” (p.85). This separation 

delineates the ability of black Americans to have the essentials for a decent quality of life, 

including schools. Demarcated by systems of oppression, black schools and students are 

ideologically and materially placed into transition zones where they are treated as 

foreigners in their own land. As travelers to and from school, within hyper regulated and 

policed walls, black children continue to experience borders and boundaries of the unholy 

trinity in perpetuity. As noted above, these experiences are structured through the 

persistent relationship between racial capitalism and the democratic inclusion of black 

education. These spatial relations (movements) are dialectical in that they form 

contradictions in freedom and oppression.  

Black educational movement is an attempt to form an educational frame that 

undoes the ways in which racial capitalism is maintained in and through black education. 

In so many ways, those interested in black education like I am must reconcile with the 

fact that the majority of black students, schools, and communities in the U.S. will not be 
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racially or economically integrated. Reformers—educational entrepreneurs, 

philanthropist, and the nation-state—would like us to believe that they are interested in 

this project. Since there does not seem to be any forthcoming revolution, in what ways 

can we reimagine and resist education in austere times, where neoliberal ideologies such 

as school of choice and school closure are rapidly fracturing black communities through 

perpetual restructuring? If we are in the trenches of an important epoch of social and 

historical transition (Freire,1973), then there is need for a transitional program and vision 

(Allen, 1970).  A vision that disrupts the ideologies of liberalism, democracy, and 

individualism that covertly manages racial knowledge and bodies for profit (Melamed, 

2006; Mills, 2017). A program that reveals the use of racial partitions in the making of 

capital; e.g. prisons and other forms of racial violence (Gilmore, 2002).  A plan in which 

reforms are reclaimed and given back to collectives and communities whose lived 

experiences, interpretations and activism best help us understand the contradictions in 

capitalism without upholding the ontology of the racial contract (Mills, 1997).  

Black educational movement is useful in that it helps us untangle the dialects 

between geographic mobility and self-determination. For instance, a child that lives in the 

suburbs and is placed in advanced placement courses are more likely to go to college and 

become upwardly mobile, while their urban counterparts might attend STEM charter 

schools with a similar curriculum and never enter a college classroom. Thus, the practices 

and processes of school shape and influence geographic mobility. On the other end, 

marginalized groups in this context have always challenged and resisted the ways in 

which schools structured them. Whether it is the creation of black independent schools or 
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collective protests for black studies, oppressed groups have always found ways to be self-

determined and thus, organized against the power distributed through the education 

system. While black educational movement is not a program or a plan for social action, 

the use of the word movement rather than mobility is my way of embracing the fact that 

black people have centered education in their movement building. For black radical 

movements, constructing knowledge and deepening sociopolitical consciousness are the 

foundational building blocks for social change.   

In thinking through and with Robinson’s (1983) vision of the Black Radical 

Tradition, I have reflected on Du Bois’s (1934) “A Negro Nation Within a Nation” and 

Amiri Baraka’s “Black is a Country.” They help me understand the repetitive oppressive 

forces that make it impossible for black children to obtain a first-class citizenship 

education. At the core of their provocations is the imagining a new set of collective 

totalities. Following this line of thinking, I imagine in the U. S. that Black (Education) is 

a Country.  I mean it not to be a metaphor, because it is bound by the production of race, 

class, space and other social categories, similarly to nations. The U.S. uses the same 

rhetoric about borders with Mexico and the Middle East as they do when they speak 

about the conditions of black schools and their connecting communities. We cannot 

afford not to interrogate the militarization and epistemic violence wrapped in the 

democratization that is happening on the daily basis by forcing black children to be 

soldiers for neoliberal schooling. In this frame, I am interested in exploring the historical 

collective struggle for black education in ways that help us reorganize those boundaries 

and continuous forced school migration.  
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To conclude, in an interview with David Scott (2000), Silvia Wynter reflects on 

the idea of sovereignty. She explains that this notion cannot be imagined within our 

normative conceptions of nation. She asserts that we need to find an “ontological 

sovereignty” instead of an economic one.  She proposes that this would force us to move 

past our present conceptions of what it means to be a human. It is my hope and goal to 

imagine black educational movement as a framework that recognizes the tragedy and 

beauty of black educational life in order to better articulate a space for black educational 

futures beyond the oppressive boundaries within a racial capitalist social system.  
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Chapter III 

Approaching Sumpter:  

Critical Narrative, Trace, Black Educational Movement in the Rural, and Method 

 

As the color-line century progressed, North America’s black freedom movement engaged 

what could be called the poetics of transit. 

Darker than Blue, Paul Gilroy  

How the road leans,  

To where I’m from2 

“Approaching New York” By Michael Beyer   

 

In preparation to write this chapter, I tapped into the stories my paternal 

grandfather told me about his schooling experiences in Louisiana. I remembered mostly 

stories about his walks to and from school; the traces of movement and place in his 

educational life. He would often describe the struggles with white children from the 

adjacent community where he attended Catholic school. He repeatedly told me the story 

about how they threw mud on his starched white shirts to demonstrate their prejudice. I 

sometimes wonder: What was significant about these stories that he thought it was 

important for me to know them? Why did he tell this story of educational movement? 

While reading and reflecting on these stories and storytelling, I think I figured it out. In a 

sense it was methodological. He theorized education not only through an examination of 

structural barriers, but also through how his community articulated what education in the 

U.S. meant for them—a space of racialized segregation and intimidation. From this angle, 

for example, there were countless stories in which he would map education on to the 

                                                           

2 Harris, R. (2013). Autogeography: Poems. Northwestern University Press. Harris uses 

this quote as an epigraph to his poem entitled “Approaching Baltimore.”  
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intramural 3 struggles within a community of multiracial sharecroppers and northern 

factory workers. He was committed to a practice of telling stories to understand the 

personal and collective. For example, he compared educational stories in his analysis of 

southern and northern schools to question educational progress and inclusion in the lives 

of his children and grandchildren.  

My time with the elders who helped raise me4, a time of listening carefully 

informed many of my views on education, particularly on the possibilities of narrative as 

a method to better understand what black people believe and have to say about their 

educational lives. In this chapter, I am interested in methodology that brings what they 

believe and have to say together—that places them at the forefront of “solving” black 

educational “problems” in educational research. Drawing from various theories and 

methods from critical educational scholarship (Freire, 1970; Kumashiro, 2002; Dumas, 

2007; Kincheloe, 2008; Goodson & Gill, 2014; McKenzie & Bieler, 2016), black studies 

(Baker, 1994; Du Bois, 2000; Kelley, 2002; Sharpe, 2016) and literature and cultural 

studies (Gramsci, 1992; Lowe, 2015; Said, 2012), I develop a methodology that attends 

to the specific questions of critical narrative and black educational movement. 

  

  

                                                           

3 Intramural is a term used by Black Feminist Scholar Hortense Spillers to describe the 

relations within the black community from their perspectives and voices.  

4 I spent my summers in elementary school with my paternal grandparents and maternal 

grandfather in Downriver Detroit.  
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Undisciplined Recovery or Education Hesitant 

 

We must become undisciplined. The work we do requires new modes and 

methods of research and teaching; new ways of entering and leaving…of 

undoing…a kind of blackened knowledge, an unscientific method…With 

this as the ground, I’ve been trying to articulate a method of encountering 

a past that is not past. A method along the lines of a sitting with, a 

gathering, and a tracking of phenomena that disproportionately and 

devastatingly affect Black peoples any and everywhere we are. I’ve been 

thinking of this gathering, this collecting and reading toward a new 

analytic, as the wake and wake work… 

(Sharpe, 2016, p.13) 

 

I begin with Cristina Sharpe’s (2016) thoughts on being undisciplined because it 

encourages me to develop new modes and methods that will help me understand the 

quotidian ways history, memory, race and place, intertwined with educational structures, 

affect the way I read and study what I call black educational life— which is my way of 

rejecting narratives of black educational death, tragedy, and victimhood that predominate 

the discursive practices and material conditions of black education. Sharpe suggests that 

we conduct research that is unscientific; that unbinds, with rigor and care, the ways we 

are disciplined by our fields to reduce black life to narratives that reinscribe, reinforce 

and reproduce a displaced representation. I am interested in her proposal that research 

and methods should unabashedly address issues in the political historicity of race in order 

to imagine a pedagogical opening for exploring what we do not know, and what is 

articulated in research on and for black people.  

For those of us in education who teach, write, and think about black life, we 

encounter both silence and estrangement in the ways we do research. It occurs when we 

are asked to grapple with what Spillers (2017) calls our “political passions.” Time, place, 
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memory, history, race, theory, and method tend to emerge from partial truths, partial 

stories, and partial interpretations: an accumulation of “erasures, projections, fabulations, 

and misnamings (Sharpe, 2016, p.12). We might call these traces because they are the 

marks and paths that we attempt to make coherent. Just as in the study of the afterlives of 

slavery and struggles for freedom, the study of black knowledge and black people in 

education constantly demands that we consider “what is to be recovered and under what 

conditions” (Lowe, 2015, p. 85).   

In “Sociology Hesitant,” Du Bois (2000) confronts this question through a critical 

view of the reductionist contours of sociology. He contends, “Yes, it is clear—clear to us, 

clear to our predecessors, and yet the very phrasing of such an attempt to reduce human 

action to law, rule, and rhythm shows how audacious was the plan and why scientists 

even have quailed before it and, veiling their words in phrases, half-dimmed the intent of 

their science” (p.40).  In a sense, Du Bois identifies the scientific nature of the field of 

sociology, which in his view hesitates to engage in the urgent concerns of black social 

life. In Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept, Du Bois 

(2017) explains, "Two considerations...broke in upon my work and eventually disrupted 

it: First, one could not be a calm, cool, and detached scientist while Negroes were 

lynched, murdered, and starved…secondly, there was no such definite demand for 

scientific work of the sort that I was doing” (p.222).  

Following Du Bois (2000), in “Historical Hesitant,” Lowe (2015) engages in 

another ethnological field: history. For Lowe (2015), historical inquiries should mobilize 

the term recovery to reflect upon the paradoxes that appear in the archiving of black 
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history. Recovery can be defined, in a methodological sense, as “a retrieval of the 

archive” or “restorations of historical presence” (p.85). Sometimes it can be articulated in 

a more “ontological and political sense of reparation” (p.85). Distinctively, recovery 

signals the possibilities for recuperation and repossession of humanity and freedom, 

which has been the “ultimate theft or obliteration” (p.85).  She traces this tradition 

through the black radical and anti-colonial works of C. L. R. James, Walter Rodney, and 

Frantz Fanon to Cedric Robinson, Angela Davis, Achille Mbembe, Robin D. G. Kelley 

and others. 

Further, she suggests that recovery be placed in the form of question. As a 

question it works against master narratives constructed by and for liberal political 

frameworks that constitute recovery as progress or inclusion into democratic life. In a 

study of and on the history of the archive, the papers and narratives act as the terrain for 

recovery to not only describe events or moments of the past, but also as a reflection of the 

material conditions in a historical context. This forces the researcher to think through and 

within the limits and possibilities of the epistemological boundaries for knowing, reading, 

and making legible historical moments in black struggle and resistance. Thus, recovery is 

not just simply storying or gathering what is unknown, it is an engagement in critical 

methods and analysis of power, ideology, and objectivity.  

In education, the question of recovery is predominantly taken up by scholars in 

critical pedagogy (Freire 1970, Lather 1991, Kincheloe, 2008, Brown, 2010; hooks, 2014, 

Goodson and Gill, 2014), critical race scholarship in education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 

1995; Yosso and Solórzano, 2002), and education scholars engaged in critical theories 
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(Dumas, 2007; Lam, 2015; McKenzie & Bieler, 2016). In so many ways, these scholars, 

whose work informs much of the work I do here, offer frames for doing research that is 

undisciplined, in that it forces us to trouble, expose and confront the ways western 

science regulates how we think about schools and practice schooling (Kincheloe, 2008). 

Their theories and methods enable education researchers to attend to the contradictions 

and uncertainties, with an emphasis on and control over how we and our subjects resist 

(Smith, 2013). 

I begin with the frames of undisciplined recovery and education hesitant because I 

am sometimes hesitant to call myself an educational researcher. This is because I am 

afraid of what my research could and will do. Each time I sit to write, I imagine narrating 

black educational life beyond the bounds of everlasting hope and recurrent terror. This 

paralysis is rooted in my own yearning for my research to be legible to my field and the 

communities in which I write, where I try to make sense of the educational knowledge we 

have inherited. I seek to develop a methodological perspective and approach that 

embraces the call to be undisciplined and hesitant.   

 

Remapping the Geographies of Critical Narrative 

 

I write with many scholars who use geographies as metaphor for tracing 

methodological traditions, concerns, and representations (Sandoval, 2000). In this 

section, I explore the geographic features of the critical narrative landscape by mapping 

the contours imperative to this study. Grounded in the notion that narrative emerges from 

material process rather than the mind, I view critical narrative as a “means of production” 

(Williams, 1977, p.38). Hence, the ideas and expressions in narrative are not just 
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reflections and retellings of practical experience, but rather they are “material social 

processes” embedded in the historical context of specific “structures of feeling” 

(Williams (1977) cited in McKenzie and Bieler, 2016, p.26).  In this sense, critical 

narrative serves to connect language to lived experiences to disrupt the uneven 

topographies of power (McKenzie and Bieler, 2016). In the following, I map out these 

dimensions of critical narrative: 1) naming and disrupting dominant ideologies and 

structures of power, 2) the centrality of dialogue and collective understanding and 3) the 

possibilities in the collective imagination.  

 The critical in critical narrative emerges from the desire to describe and confront 

dominant ideologies and structures of power. Critical narrative is committed to upsetting 

empiricism (a theory of knowledge) and positivism (a scientific research paradigm), both 

predominantly used in western knowledge production and sense-making (Lam, 2015).  

Following Denzin (2001), I understand positivism to hold these assumptions that: 1) 

humans have the ability to examine and interpret reality/natural world,  2) researchers 

must be separate from object researched, 3) generalizations about the object of study are 

free from situational and temporal restrictions and are universally generalizable, 4) 

phenomena can be determined through cause and effect, and 5) analyses are value-free 

and objective.  

Kincheloe (2008) suggests that the political economy of neoliberalism in 

education has awakened in research and practice the “zombies of positivism” (p.134). 

Kincheloe (2008) argues that positivism takes “an epistemological position that asserts 

that a researcher can best appreciate phenomena by reducing them to their constituent 
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parts and then piecing the elements back together according to causal laws” (p. 160). 

However, these approaches too often diminish social issues and dismiss activists’ 

concerns because reductionists believe that multilogical and critical research “just add 

noise and confusion to a simple process” (Kincheloe, 2008, p.160). Conversely, critical 

narrative works to undo the assumption that “understanding is akin to measurement” by 

reframing the ways empiricist and positivist research disparage the social and cultural 

processes and systems that structure our world (Smith, 2013, p.44).  

Dominant research paradigms, especially in the West, have repeatedly created 

systems of representation that (re)produce—in a system of classification and 

evaluation—elusive narratives about the Other (Smith, 2013). These narratives are 

generally called master or grand narratives. I agree with Lyotard (1984) who argues that 

the “simplifying to the extreme” and inclinations “towards metanarratives” is a trademark 

of production in post-modern times (p. xxiv). Like critical race scholars in education, I 

am inclined to believe that master narratives are hallmarks of racial and other oppressive 

ideologies (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002). Critical narrative aims to rewrite the monovocal 

and majoritorian script of master narratives. They disrupt dominant narratives about 

oppressed and underrepresented identity groups by being critical of, for example, white 

supremacy and masculinity, which are deemed to be normative and authoritative. 

According to Goodson and Gill (2014) critical narrative considers humanist 

perspectives. Drawing from Paulo Freire and Carl Rogers, they write that the goal of the 

critical narrative (as pedagogy) is to view “learning as being and becoming fully human” 

(p.15). Critical narrative pursues narrative to retrieve the words made flesh that is 
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stripped from subject, within and beyond research in order to recover in undared forms, 

the possibilities of the human from injustice and domination (Wynter, 1995, p.35). 

Additionally, critical narrative researchers center dialogical practice to engage in 

“epistemological relationships”: relational ways of knowing and learning in shared 

theorizing (Freire, 1970, p.19). Drawing from Butler (2005), McKenzie and Bieler (2016) 

suggest that there is no ‘I’ in narrative. This means that narrative, generally self-

composed and (auto)biographical, does not and cannot stand on its own. In fact, narration 

is always in concert with the sociomaterial world (McKenzie and Bieler, 2016). Thus, 

critical narrative engages in dialogical practice as a liberating mechanism that resists 

individualisms. Narrative embodies the collective stories and actions as they interact 

with, and respond to, external and internal sociomaterial relationships and conditions.  

 Critical narrative employs collective stories and collective storytelling to provide 

openings for ancestral and inter-generational knowledges of subjugated groups. If what 

Goodson (2014) argues is correct— that the modern western world has treated the role of 

ancestral stories in a “muted fashion,”—then critical narrative acts to conjure the voices 

of the ancestors (p.103).  It values these knowledges by using storytelling, family 

histories, biographies, scenarios, parables, testimonies, poetry and art (Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2002, p.129). Critical narrative bridges the everyday uses of experimental 

knowledge with formal knowledge to reread and rewrite, for example racial self-hood 

(Reed, 2014). In reference to how one might think about the purpose of experimental 

knowledge, Appaduari (1996) writes:  
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The imagination, on the other hand, has a projective sense about it, a sense 

of being a prelude to some sort of expression whether aesthetic or 

otherwise…especially when collective, can become the fuel for action. It 

is the imagination, in its collective forms, that creates ideas of 

neighborhoods and nationhood, of moral economies and unjust rule, of 

higher wages and foreign labor prospects. The imagination is today a 

staging ground for action, and not only for escape (p.7).  

 

Here, collective imagining is grounded in the actions/movements, the collective stories 

formed within and for making sense of one’s place in the world. Thus, critical narrative 

aims to use the collective imagination to reshape how we view marginalized 

communities. With a focus on experimental knowledge, critical narrative recovers the 

voices, stories, and experiences in many shapes and forms to use them as a catalyst for 

collectively imagining historical and contemporary challenges and visions.  

Furthermore, critical narrative is committed to social justice. It is used to explore 

the plans and networks developed by organizers and everyday folk who are engaged in 

struggles to 1) eliminate all forms of racism, sexism, and poverty and 2) to empower 

subjugated groups (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002). Attending to the subject of struggle in 

narrative in his speech “The Significance of Emancipation in the West Indies” Frederick 

Douglass (1857) declares, “Power concedes nothing without a demand…Find out just 

what any people will quietly submit to and you have found out the exact measure of 

injustice and wrong which will be imposed upon them, and these will continue till they 

are resisted with either words or blows, or with both.” From this angle, critical narrative 

uses words as blows for social change.  

Critical narrative aims to explore the ideological and material conditions of social 

justice struggles. It explores the libratory and transformative responses—the invisible 
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words and actions by activists, artist, and community workers—to state violence and 

social hierarchies. For this reason, critical narrative seeks to explore the possibilities and 

limitations of our existing frames for social justice. It strives to unearth emerging and 

developing strategies of resistance that take place outside of, and within, the mainstream.  

I turn to critical narrative to engage in a methodology that engages in practices 

that highlight the possibilities for doing research with underrepresented communities. I 

concur with Caine, Estefan, & Clandinin (2013) who urge narrative researchers to see 

narrative beyond a research methodology in order to return to the purpose of narrative, 

which is to gain a deeper understanding of what it means to be in the world. In the next 

section, I situate the notion of trace, most familiar in cultural studies and critical theory, 

to propose a critical narrative practice—critical narrative as trace—as a way of knowing 

and being. 

Critical Narrative as Trace 

 

I became drawn to the notion of trace in a conversation about Gayatri Spivak’s 

translation of Jacque Derridas’s Grammatology, where she uses trace because the 

translation holds a similar meaning and effectiveness—it looks the same (Spivak in 

Grammatology, 1997, p.xvii). First, the terminology resonated with me because of its 

multiplicity. According to online Merriam-Webster, trace has various meanings that 

range from: something barely detectable, a mark line, and path, a sign or evidence, 

something drawn, and intersections on a plane. The array of meanings seemed to speak to 

my vision of reading and writing educational research because it engaged in the 

multiplicity of language, knowledge, and action. Spivak explains that Derrida’s trace is 
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the “mark of the absence of a presence, an always already absent present, of the lack at 

origin that is the condition of thought and experience” (p.xvii). I use the term in a similar 

fashion. I view it as a practice for reading and understanding the relationship between 

power, ideology, and narrative. However, I am interested in retooling the term for my 

specific interests in critical narrative as methodology to help me, as a researcher, recover 

the geographies of history, memory, place, and race that are traced and leave traces in 

black educational life. I hope to use trace to recover what is understudied and 

underexplored in the ideological, material (and sometimes spectral) educational 

experiences of oppressed people. In what follows, I describe how trace as a research 

practice helps me rethink how I collect and interpret educational research.   

Critical narrative researchers collect stories and archive materials to shape and 

inform research questions and arguments. This work demands a sense of rigor and care 

that reveals the urgency of the stakes for the collaboration between the researcher and 

participants, while maintaining a critical love for stories and storytellers by engaging in 

their desires and the unconventionality of narrative, opening doors for new ways of 

knowing and being. According to Gramsci (1992), “The starting-point of critical 

elaboration is the consciousness of what one really is, and is ‘knowing oneself’ as a 

product of the historical process to date, which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, 

without leaving an inventory” (Note II). Drawing from this frame, the act of collecting 

narratives is to develop an inventory of traces: a collection of marks and paths by which 

the minoritized and marginalized story or storyteller retains the absent present. Thus, an 

inventory of traces is not a collection of observable, generalizable, and transferable data, 
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but rather a tool for filling some of the voids in history and an archive for understanding 

‘what one really is’ and how one is reproduced in the historical process. Therefore, 

critical narrative as trace aims to recover an inventory of traces by developing paths by 

which the traces are made visible and known through written and oral expressions, in 

order to obtain critical knowledge from the ‘infinity of traces’ deposited in us. From the 

location of the South End of Sumpter, I collected stories and archival materials to 

construct and understand specific historical contexts in which, for example educational 

processes and practices of school reorganization impacted black life.  

Berlin (2010) suggests that the making of African America is entangled in the 

traces of movement and place. He calls these traces a “contrapuntal narrative.” He writes, 

“the contrapuntal narrative—perhaps more than any other—has informed the 

development of a distinctive African American way of thinking and acting as black 

society unraveled and then was reknit” (p.2). Wilson (1994) explains that a contrapuntal 

reading occurs when “interpreters move back and forth between an internal and external 

standpoint on the work's imaginative project, with special attention to the structure of 

reference and attitudes it contains” (p.266). For instance, for Said it was to read for both 

imperialism and resistance—western domination and Middle East agency. Inspired by 

counterpoints in music, Said (2012) uses this strategy for both “the metropolitan history 

that is narrated and those other histories against which (and together with which) the 

dominating discourse acts” (p.80). To read contrapuntally is to examine how contrasting 

experiences and knowledges inform one another to create more interactive and complex 

texts (Said, 2004). Because critical narratives are partial and imaginative texts, I read to 
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examine the events and moments in black educational life to recognize that they often 

inhabit a certain musical spirit of counterpoints as well. This is apparent in the internal 

or/and external registers of blues, jazz, or hip-hop (Woods, 2007). Given these points, 

contrapuntal reading informs this study in structure and interpretation. Each chapter 

includes a movement between the negative effects of the unholy trinity: displacement, 

dispossession, and disenfranchisement and representations of black Sumpter’s social 

agency. This helped me interpret, for example, the contradictions in industrial training for 

young black rural males living in a post-industrial world.  

Tracing the “Black” Rural in the North 

 

Dumas’s (2007) research on the “black educational imagination” seeks to 

understand “the full range of discourses on black education within black communities 

and various cultural and political spaces, and theorizes how this imagination of education 

becomes translated into educational activism, cultural practices, and everyday 

pedagogies” (p.6). Similarly, I aim to elaborate on and expand this definition by engaging 

in critical narrative as trace to untangle what can only be captured in the “politics of the 

everyday, the place, where the subject lives as a theorist” (Williamson, 2016, p.8). In 

what follows, I briefly demonstrate how trace informs my thinking with community and 

on black educational movement.  

Omi and Winant (2014) define race as master category and a social construction 

that has “profoundly shaped, and continues to shape, the history, polity, economic 

structure, and culture of the United States” (p.106). From this perspective, race is 

established and maintained through “different regimes of domination, inequality, and 
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difference in the United States” (p.107). The act of tracing racial experiences and 

narratives of black educational movement is to sometimes imagine them otherwise. In 

other words, I resist top-down definitions and approaches to thinking about race and 

racism, in order to explore everyday interpretations that are often based on social and 

personal relationships rather than academic theory. For the rural black people who are the 

subjects of my study, the demarcations of race are redefined in the everyday and through 

organized efforts to rename social relations of race and the politics of racism.  

Following the 2016 election, one white community member whose barn faces the 

main road placed a sizable and unavoidable confederate flag for all to see as you enter the 

township. In reference to trace, I grappled with how black rural community members 

negotiate this action and what traces of racial knowledge, embodied and archived, do 

they draw upon to understand and organize against this racism and racialized capitalism? 

What ways do they expect, if any, schools and teachers to address race/racism in their 

community? What everyday pedagogies are used to disrupt this racial project? How does 

the entanglement with these traces bring about a race or socio-political consciousness? 

With these questions, I attend to the ways in which race is traced and leaves traces in the 

educational lives of this community to better understand how they collectively imagine 

racial signs and projects that directly and indirectly affect how they educate their 

children.  

I engage memory as a faculty of collective recollection. This is the self-

determined “agency for revival and rehabilitation” and “agency for constructing fantasies 

from a phylogenetic plane in order to rid oneself of the residual neuroses of an imagined 
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distress” (Rushdy, 1990, p.301). In other words, it is an engagement with “some things 

you forget. Other things you never do” (Morrison, 1987, p. 35). It is then rememory, Toni 

Morrison’s term for explaining the psychology and narratology of black life—

“psychology because anamnesis becomes accessible to rediscovery as well as discovery, 

narratology because the word suggests the process by which narrative worlds are 

creations as much as re-creations,” (Rushdy, 1990, p.303). Here, trace helps construct 

memory as collective negotiation of what is remembered and forgotten. 

Within this collective negotiation are the tensions in the rhetoric of nostalgia and 

critical memory.  Baker (1994) describes nostalgia as “a purposive construction of a past 

filled with golden virtues, golden men and sterling events” (p.3). Nostalgia, first, writes 

the revolution as a well-passed aberration and second, substitutes allegory for history 

(Baker, 1994). In contrast, critical memory  

is the very faculty of revolution. Its operation implies a continuous arrival 

at turning points. Decisive change, usually attended by considerable risk, 

peril or suspense, always seems imminent. To be critical is never to be 

safely housed or allegorically free of the illness, transgression and 

contamination of the past (p. 3). 

 

Drawing from this meaning, I attempt to capture this friction in the complexities of the 

black public sphere. In my study, I name the tensions between what seems to be a form of 

“black nostalgia” where some black property owners whose middle class, individualist, 

and religious values have (un)intentionally erased the historical local resistances within 

the way we story ourselves. Here, I use critical memory to understand the community’s 

interests in reclaiming and recovering them.  
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For instance, I learned that in the 1970s, a democratic radical movement led by 

black rural activists forced Sumpter Township to give public water access to both the 

North (predominantly white) and South (predominantly black) residents. As someone 

who grew up in this community, I wonder why this political action is not traced in our 

historical and collective memory? Why isn’t this a story elders in the town want to 

reclaim or pass down? What can this story teach young people about race, space, and 

justice? What conditions have led to the erasure of this story and other stories of social 

action? Following the aims of critical memory, I sought to find individuals who 

remembered these events. Through their stories I gained a deeper understanding of their 

collective recollections of injustice. 

I understand history to be the “official” archived story of the past. As it relates to 

the black educational movement, I agree with Baldwin, cited in Glaude (2007), who said, 

“People are trapped in history and history is trapped in them” (p.66). Here the archive is 

recovered and rehabilitated through inquiries of history from the bodies in which they 

inhabit, not an abstract point on an imaginary line. As Benjamin (1940/2009) points out, 

it is imperative to recognize that history is not “how it really was” but an archive used as 

a tool for the ruling class to maintain power and control over time.   

Today, the neoliberal movement to privatize everything including 

schools/schooling is at war with history. In fact, there are many examples of how 

teachers, publishers, and researchers have participated in a slow erasure of (black) 

histories that help us make sense of the contemporary material conditions of black 

communities and schools. From the context of black Sumpter, I considered the questions 
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of local history. Who controls and manages the local archive?  How does the archive 

intersect with the “official” histories taught in school? In what ways does black Sumpter 

create their own archives to repair the official ones? 

The place dimensions of the black educational movement encompass traces of 

emplacement, the relationship between the environment and the self (McKenzie & Bieler, 

2016).  Critical geographer Clyde Woods (2002) suggests that the traditional methods we 

use to understand geography has produced “systemic silences” on questions of inequality 

with regards to place (p.64). He asks, are the social science methods we use “capable of 

hearing the cries emanating from the soul of the nation” (Woods, 2002, p.64)?  As a 

critical practice, trace produces an inventory of place(s) where we can better understand 

oppressive place/space structures such as redlining, land seizures, community enclosures, 

environmental racism and many other geographic concerns that affect how black 

communities educate their children.    

I view school of choice, a policy and practice used in Southeast Michigan, as a 

dispersal strategy that is deployed to disinvest in black communities and facilitate white 

gentrification and property revitalization and ownership. Considering rural gentrification, 

how do black residents who want to remain in a rural community describe a politics of 

place? While asking about place in Sumpter, many of the black folk I spoke to had these 

important questions about the traces of place: What do we do with big Mama’s land when 

she passes a way? Is it more valuable to retain the inheritance of land than money? Who 

do we choose to sell or give the land to? Do young black folk want or understand how to 

“work” the land if we sell it to them? Is it possible to sell to other black people when they 
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are asked to move to a place where black spaces are disappearing rapidly such as black 

church closings and school closures? These questions address concerns about adequate 

knowledge of state and township rules and guidelines about property ownership and 

knowledge of the land itself.  

 

On Method 

  

My primary methods for this study were in-depth semi-structured ethnographic 

interviews and archival research. My study is grounded in ten interviews conducted over 

a one-year span: summer 2017 to fall 2018. The interviews ranged from one-on-one 

interviews to a focus group. Initially, I thought I would only conduct one-on-one 

interviews, however, I realized how important it was to capture their collective 

understanding through dialogue. So, many of my interviews encompass dialogues 

between me and two or more participants.  

 The participants were chosen based on three factors. First, they identified as 

black or African American. Second, they had a personal history of intrastate migration. 

That is, at some point before moving to Sumpter, their families moved from urban spaces 

such as Detroit or historical black metro Detroit communities such as Inkster. Third, each 

of my participants have a relationship with factory labor. They have worked in, or have 

relatives that worked at, the Big 3 (Ford Motor Company, General Motors, and Chrysler). 

I met most of my participants at their homes, except for two; one interview was over the 

phone and the other was completed at their place of employment. Our conversations took 

place in sunrooms, at kitchen tables, in garages, and living rooms. Each interview was 

digitally recorded on my cell phone.   
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I collected archival data from local historical societies, township offices, schools 

and libraries. I gathered local school histories and ephemera, articles about black 

migration in Michigan, and public meeting records from school districts and townships. 

This data revealed the public debates about the design and adaptations of social policies, 

and local responses to educational reforms that impacted the community. In most cases, 

this data was local newspapers such as the Belleville Independent, searched online and at 

the local library. Also, I used reference materials including Jeanne Hartivick’s Sumpter 

Township 1840-1910. Some local sources were unattainable but narrated by those who 

wrote them. For example, two of my participants mentioned the Sumpter News from their 

personal archives. I attempted to create my own archival collection by gathering 

township materials such as Sumpter Country Times, a seasonal report. I took pictures of 

my participants, the community and monuments. Last, I used public documents created 

through and archived by the Citizens Research Council of Michigan (https://crcmich.org).  

My initial research was funded by the Social Science Research Council at the 

University of Minnesota. I used the funding to conduct archival research and my initial 

interviews. After I shared my research interest about the educational experiences of the 

black folks who live in rural communities and connecting with community organizers, I 

learned that this research should attend to educational thoughts and visions beyond 

classrooms and schools. I became drawn to the racial-spatial relations that mirrored those 

produced within a racial capitalist society. These relations became intertwined with how 

the folks I interviewed storied their relationship to schools. From that point on, I aimed to 

focus more on the everyday pedagogies developed within the community as well as their 
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direct relationship to schools. Through this, I was able to trace how they made sense of 

the effects of contemporary school processes and practices.  

I took multiple trips home to Sumpter. I was able to interview my participants 

multiple times and was able to call them if I had any questions, or if I could not make out 

what they said on the recording. On the advice of my two younger brothers (Tiste and 

Neau), I decided to gather a group of their friends—young black men from Sumpter and 

the surrounding communities. Tiste took the lead on this and arranged our first meeting, 

which is the primary conversation I take up in chapter six. I call this group the 

“Groundings with my Sumpter Brothers Collective.” Inspired by Walter Rodney’s (1969) 

influential text The Groundings with my Brothers, we have continued to meet to build 

community through dialogues on national and local politics, black culture, and alternative 

economies. I suggested we create a GroupMe5 group as a forum for us to stay connected. 

There, we share articles, books and check in on our health and wellbeing.   

As I interviewed people from my hometown, I began to question what sort of 

dissertation this would be. Initially, I aimed to share and interpret narratives, using 

pseudonyms. This changed when I gained knowledge from the elders about historical 

struggles and organized efforts of black Sumpter residents. I began to think about how 

my project reflected the goals of historical ethnography (Dumas, 2007). That is, I felt that 

my project could be used as a resource to those interested in the region and as an addition 

to the historical record.  

                                                           

5 GroupMe is a mobile messaging app.  
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From this space, I struggled with how I might go about representing this history. 

First, I asked the participants what they felt about identifying Sumpter in my project. 

Each participant agreed that I should use the town’s name. Their support was driven by 

their compassion and my interests in recovering our history. As the black young men 

said, “We love Sumpter.” I felt challenged by the idea of identifying organizations, 

historical landmarks, and social movements without naming the individuals who actively 

participated in or had a deep connection to that history.  

This made me think about how my participants wanted to be remembered. I asked 

them this based on my dedication to offering my project as a story of black Sumpter, 

rather than the story. I consulted with each of my participants. We discussed my 

motivations to name individuals and the risk of naming oneself in research. I was 

surprised by how many of them wanted to use their real names. Their reasonings for 

using their names varied. Activists and organizers felt compelled by their history of 

already being recognized in the community. For example, one activist declared that she 

was used to being identified in public and being identified in my work did not worry her. 

Most of the young men told me they wanted to be identified because they understood 

their participation as a part of creating change in black Sumpter. For others (artists in 

particular) they valued being biographed. This is not complete and without caution. There 

are parts of their stories and their words from the interviews that we viewed as less 

important to the study and that could cause them political harm. I discussed with each of 

my participants that Sumpter is a small town and I did not want to complicate the social-
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political relations needed for social change and survival. I made those choices based on 

consultation with and consent from my participants.  

As I approach Sumpter, I hope to trace the poetics of our transit, the 

sociomaterial narratives in our autogeography that best express the efforts toward human 

freedom against the violence of racial capitalism, the spatial structures of displacement, 

dispossession, and disenfranchisement (Harris, 2013). Here, this project seeks to produce 

critical narratives for examining the ways schools reproduce these as educational 

structures. In what follows, I begin with an analysis of displacement. As the predominant 

theme in their storytelling of schooling, I unpack the educational effects of district 

reorganizing.  
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Chapter IV 

Almighty Dollar: 

Redefining Educational Borders at the Root 

The reason why we come north was the almighty dollar6. I first met Mother Smith 

as a youth at First Missionary Baptist Church of Belleville when I was twelve years old. 

We were newcomers to rural Sumpter. In search of black community, my parents turned 

to the church as a place for relationality and education. I grew up mostly in Ann Arbor 

and Detroit, the two metropolitan, cultural, and economic centers of Southeast Michigan. 

The rural in my imaginary was the South, a cultural homeland not homeplace (hooks, 

1990). Mother Smith was a part of the welcoming committee. Exemplifying the title of 

church mother, she was attentive to the cultural and political needs of the church. Twenty 

years later, I arrived at Mrs. Mickens’ screened in porch to interview her. Mother Smith 

had aged but still looked the same. I had been intent on understanding the historical 

dimensions of black educational movement, especially as it relates to the rural small town 

of Sumpter. This was my first interview. I was unsure if I had the right questions, but 

elated and thankful for the opportunity to begin my research with an elder from my 

community. She began with her life history and educational experience in North 

Carolina, where her entire family worked for the local school. She traced the migrations 

from the south to north, east to west and the desire to go back south. The theme of 

movement—political, cultural, and economic—seem to unfold in her storytelling. She 

                                                           

6 Mrs. Smith’s response to the question “What made you move North?” I believe her 

words are grounded in an organic analysis of racial capitalism and space.  
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described Ashville, North Carolina through its racial cartographies: Black people lived in 

the Southeast part of town. Grounding her story in crossing(s), she described her 

willingness to cross into in the north side of town to work as a babysitter for a middle-

class white woman. I was reminded of how deeply black people understand their 

movement(s). When asked about moving North, Mother Smith explained that race and 

capital were the primary motivation. From her point of view, “Up North” offered 

economic opportunities for young southern black people like herself and her late 

husband, who during the late 1940s did not have the means to attend the local historically 

black colleges and universities, nor the opportunity to find gainful employment. Their 

path like so many others lead to the Motor City: Detroit, MI. For Mother Smith, my 

grandparents and so many black migrants, moving to Detroit was a chance to transform 

their lives. However, when Detroit caught fire7 they ventured to familiar land and living, 

just thirty minutes west. A chance to continue the work of making a mobile life. A life 

absent of Jim Crow south sharecropping and lack of black employment and the Jim Crow 

North, redlining, deindustrialization, and disinvestment. In the words of James Baldwin, 

“What price freedom?” (Baldwin,1964) or in other words, what price movement? 

Specifically, what racial-spatial structures did the almighty dollar shape in the North? 

How did racial capitalism shape the social-spatial construction of schooling for black 

children? How did they make sense of this? How did they resist it?   

                                                           

7 This refers to the Detroit Riots of 1967-68.  
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At the center of this chapter is an illustration of the roots of contemporary 

education by movement. As discussed in chapter two, racialized capitalism impacts black 

educational life. Here, I examine the origins of Sumpter’s school district map and the 

intergenerational educational effects of being displaced by redistricting. In effect, rural 

and urban spaces, more than wealthier suburban districts, are subject to the redistribution 

of students and resources in perpetuity. This creates unfamiliar, unwanted, and violent 

school relations for black children. The policy of restructuring poor and minority school 

districts advances in the late 21st century as choice. But ‘choice’ is limited in that most of 

this is determined through lottery systems, long travel and the racialization of 

performance and behavior. Given the approaches to redistribute resources through district 

reorganizing, in what ways do black people understand these borders? Reflecting on the 

Sumpter Young Women’s Association’s educational organizing and collective vision 

through my conversations with Mrs. Leonard, a community organizer, I propose that we 

consider a pedagogy of re-definition: concept of being (Amini, 1972). Through this we 

can unmap the ways black bodies are spatialized in relation to schools (Alexander, 2012). 

Hence, the boundaries developed by racial capitalism exist, not alone, but in relation to 

black American claims to an ontological sovereignty (Wynter in Scott, 2000).  

The social effects of, and political responses to, what we can call “black 

educational displacement” are broad and varied. The redistribution of black students 

across geographical borders causes poor and working-class children of color to face the 

upheaval of school closure, encounters with inexperienced young white teachers, and 

strict academic and behavioral standards. This justifies attention from collective 
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organizing against the austerity measures handed down by the state (Uetricht, 2014). To 

conceptualize this, I follow Fullilove (2004) who describes the effects of urban renewal 

(means negro removal) as Root Shock, “the traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of 

all or part of one’s emotional ecosystem” (p.11). She defines root shock as an enduring 

injury that has negative effects on future generations, a rupture of the restored bonds 

created by communities through preexisting experiences of dispersal, linking local 

tragedies to national and global economic formations. I propose that the biopolitics 

formed in racial capitalist schooling reorganization engenders root shock. That is, black 

bodies are subject to racialized trauma initiated by the dehumanizing school policies and 

practices.  

Despite the experiences of root shock, black families and communities find ways 

to navigate, negotiate, and resist. This is done by being conscious of socio-cultural 

borders made by those who control the narrative. As crossers, they possess a “second 

sight” for seeing the contradictions in the construction of race: struggle and resistance 

(Du Bois, 1903, p.4). Du Bois uses “second sight” to describe black American ability, 

and need, to look at themselves through the eyes of white America. They are in a sense 

“cultural border crossers” proficient in cross-cultural encounters constructed by state 

institutions (Majors, 2015). In other words and for example, the dominant discourse 

associated with, and the material conditions of, schools are not only understood and felt, 

but also and always challenged and adapted through collective meaning, organizing, and 

cultural practices developed by the oppressed. In the context of my study, the leaders in 

black Sumpter work(ed) to redefine such borders, at the intersections of race, class, 
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gender, and space. Moreover, I suggest that their pedagogies are rooted in the black 

radical tradition, particularly the black Southeast Michigan liberation struggle.  

In what follows, I trace the ideologies that undergird the school district map of 

Sumpter Township. The dominant features of the map reveal the contours of racial 

capitalism and the use of dispersal as a technology for accumulation. Next, I illustrate the 

effects of educational displacement across two generations. First, Ms. Barnes, who was a 

youth during the black power movement and post-war urban crisis. Second, Neau, a 

youth during the #BlackLivesMatter movement and the aftermath of the great recession. 

To conclude, I explore the transformative possibilities in the pedagogies developed by the 

Sumpter Young Women’s Association, whose work with children aimed to redefine place 

and relationality for those fractured by state constructed district reorganizing and 

intrastate migration.  

Tracing the Biopolitics of Racial Capitalist School Reorganization 

 

School districts are symbols of the biopolitical boundaries of the racial state. 

According to Pierce (2017) a “caste education understood as a biopolitical theory of 

schooling” demonstrates how communities are “managed” and “shaped” to meet the 

demands of “racial capitalist society.” Schools play a significant role in determining “the 

racializing assemblages that produce unequal forms of life: human (White) and less than 

human (non-White)” (Pierce, 2017, p.26). Drawing from Giroux (2008) and other 

theorizations of biopolitics rooted in Foucault’s “work on the ways modern institutions 

and governments utilize racism (along with other forms of biopower) as a key governing 

strategy to regulate and divide the population within a state to achieve specific economic 
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and racial goals” (p. 26) and Du Bois’s (1920) conception of caste education to describe 

how compulsory schools play a key role in the maintenance of a racial hierarchy, Pierce’s 

(2017) analysis of racial capitalist schooling attends to the nature in which power is 

gained through the production of racial difference. I build on this project by bringing our 

attention to the spatial dimensions of this biopower, specifically the racial-spatial 

construction of the reorganization of rural school districts.  

Looking back, I realize how a racial capitalist society targets black schools when 

my parents, who grew up in Downriver, Detroit, MI, refused to let me attend Detroit 

Public Schools while our house was being built in Sumpter. Detroit schools had and still 

have a bad rap. In the mid-1990s, Detroit’s schools were failing due to years of 

disinvestment (Boyle, 2001). This led to the gutting of public education and 

manufactured a crisis that led to the removal of a locally elected school board by the 

Michigan State legislature. Since 2009, Detroit schools have been regulated by a financial 

emergency manager appointed by the state (Kang, 2015). To avoid having to send me to 

Detroit schools, my parents used our old neighbor’s address to keep me in Ann Arbor 

Public schools, a school district that, in their minds, lived up to its racial liberal 

principles. After that year was up, they encountered the question of educational 

movement as they attempted to choose the ideal Sumpter Township school district for 

me.  
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   Figure 1 

 

At first glance, the map represents the four possible school districts you might 

attend if you live in Sumpter Township. The four colored area marks each school district. 

From another angle you notice that the four districts are cut across three counties, Wayne 

County (Huron and Van Buren, same county as Detroit), Monroe County, and 

Washtenaw County. If schools are constructed to serve the needs of a racial capitalist 

social system, what role does this map play in reproducing racial capitalist relations? 

How does race and capitalism function in the management of school-age bodies and 

specifically, the removal or transfer of black students in rural communities? 
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I began with the archive. In the Belleville Independent (1968) there were brief 

descriptions of the tensions between the small cluster of townships and the state. The 

local teacher unions blamed the state legislature for creating a crisis that cut funding from 

public schools, leaving them underpaid and with a lack of school resources (p.3). The 

state criticized the teachers for not providing quality teaching and effective curriculum 

for emerging technological careers. This debate was reflected in national education 

circles at that time. Teachers worried that they would lose their right to collective 

bargaining and to unionize (Impact of Collective Bargaining of Public schools, 1969). 

Sumpter Township schools were targeted for closure and dissipation due to the 

disproportionate millage, an insufficient tax base needed to fund teachers and pay for 

school maintenance. In June 1968, surrounding townships including Huron Township 

objected to the plan to rezone the school districts because it would redistribute taxes, 

teachers and students (p. 5). 

 By 1969 and following national trends, the state of Michigan moved from the 

social efficiency education (Klielbard, 1986) that guided the industrial boom, to a profit 

driven education system aimed at creating high technology careers. Under the guise of 

reducing taxpayer responsibility, the state invested in an assessment-based model 

(Merwin, 1969). This included strict benchmarks for both students and teachers. Not only 

did the state profit from the “testing approach” with the “per pupil cost,” they also 

profited from having programs that allowed schools to rent or purchase tools for 

gathering and interpreting school data.  
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                  Figure 2 

 

The process to reorganize state school districts included area, enrollment, and 

state equalized valuation to measure a school district’s ability to finance its educational 

program. Figure 2 demonstrates the proposed reorganization procedures. These 

procedures reveal a compelling development in school management. Prior to this 

proposal, the reorganization of school districts was rarely done without public vote 

(Reorganization Act 289 of 1964). In 1967, Sumpter failed to find neighboring districts 

willing to accept their students as tuition pupils (School District Organization in 
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Michigan, 1990, p.9). In order to prevent this from happening again, state legislators 

passed Public Act 239 of 1967, which provided procedures for attaching parts of districts 

to neighboring ones without the votes of residents (School District Organization in 

Michigan, 1990). The process in which the state aims to limit local control of 

reterritorializing districts is reflected in their proposal to designate these procedures to a 

state committee. This committee chose “eligible” districts and insured the reorganization 

plan was developed by the school districts using the state’s frames for reorganization.  

At the same time, the optimum and minimum size of a district was drawn from 

the old “supported” guidelines and were to be “heterogenous in its socioeconomic and 

racial composition” (School Districts Reorganization,1969). This criteria for reorganizing 

included: “Racial segregation may not be promoted, and racial integration should be 

encouraged where possible” (Analysis of the Governor’s Educational Reform Proposals, 

1969, p. 3). Although the process aimed to be racially liberal, activists and families 

worried this process would lead to resegregation. The Citizens Research Council of 

Michigan (CRCM) reported on the conflict between the old organizing principles and the 

newly proposed:   

On the other hand, recommendations such as those in the Michigan Public 

Education Study Commission Report of 1944, advise the organization of 

District “natural” economic and social boundaries. The possibilities for 

conflict between these two guidelines are so great that they are probably 

mutually exclusive. Some plans for decentralization of large city school 

districts, for example have been advocated principally on the basis of 

racial composition of the proposed decentralized districts. These plans 

have raised the specter of racial segregation formalized within the school 

system and have generated other proposals for decentralization in which 

the new districts cut across economic and racial boundaries (School 

Districts Reorganization, IV Principles of School District Organization, 

1969).  
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Decentralization as a device for increasing “accountability” is generally used to 

reduce local control. This technology is deployed for small districts because they have 

become “so remote and represent a broad constituency that are said to be no longer 

accountable or responsive to the residents of the district” (School Districts 

Reorganization, 1969). This raised many questions for larger school districts as well— 

such as Detroit. According to the report, urban minority groups oppose this process 

because “the remoteness of the school district administration is compounded by the 

feeling that the current structure has failed to provide for special cultural differences and 

by general desire on the part of minority groups to control local institutions” (School 

Districts Reorganization, 1969). Black Detroiters were not the only group concerned. The 

corporate elite and white separatists believed decentralization was an “an attempt to 

employ “reverse segregation” (School Districts Reorganization, 1969). They used this 

term to refute government efforts to control schools, which they believed undermined 

their goals of establishing privatized school programs.  

The debates above impacted the redrawing of the school district map of Sumpter. 

The formation of this map impacted rural communities and predominantly black school 

districts. When rural school districts were reorganized, using an economy of scale, the 

cost advantages of closing or merging rural schools not only has economic benefits but 

also social effects (Tholkes, 1991). According to Tholkes (1991) rural school districts 

experience, for example, increased staffing ratios and reduction in the number of facilities 

operated and increased transportation cost (p.511). The reorganization of poor, minority, 

and/or rural school districts remove students from their communities. Children from these 
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areas are forced to migrate across racialized capitalist borders, where they are educated 

by school systems that devalue their community and encourages them to leave it.  

As the primary theme in this chapter, I want to propose that school district 

reorganizing is a form of black educational displacement. At the sites of labor, 

community and education, as it relates to the lived experiences of black migrants in 

Michigan, I argue that it is what critical sociologist Araghi (2009) calls “accumulation by 

displacement.” In order to better understand the enclosures that affect our current 

capitalist formation as it relates to ecology, food, and reproduction of crisis in late 

capitalism, he identifies a duality in “(1) the ongoing massive dispossession of the world 

peasantries and the appropriation of the migratory surplus labor power and (2) the 

accumulation of (the spaces of) "surplus nature." (p.114). I find the first aspect 

particularly useful for understanding how displacement functions in black life. Black 

displacement has been, and is always, financially motivated and profit driven. Slavery, 

sharecropping, factory work, and compulsory schooling all depend on “migratory surplus 

labor power”, the movement and accumulation of black bodies. The following section 

explores the educational effects on Sumpter’s black residents whose experiences with this 

map has resulted in uneven educational experiences. I traverse this landscape through two 

critical narratives.  

 

Root Shock as an Educational Effect of Racial Capitalist School Displacement  

 

Ms. Barnes’s story of education in Sumpter exemplifies root shock and school 

displacement. Ms. Barnes is a proud mother, artist and lifelong Sumpter resident. When I 
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interviewed her in her living room among her creations, drawn from nature and black 

history, she had just lost her seat on the township board. I was thankful she was willing to 

extend our initial conversations about her schooling experiences in Sumpter. Down the 

road, I had just interviewed her son, whose artwork will be explored in chapter seven.  

 Ms. Barnes is the daughter of Nate and Louise Barnes (I met Louise, but was not 

able to interview her), both black migrants from Georgia. They are well known in 

Sumpter for being the first black family to own a supermarket and convenience store. Ms. 

Barnes grew up working in the store. It is where she learned to be self-taught and self-

employed. Although an artist, chef and now a community worker, she told me that she 

learned most of her skills and training outside of the institution of school. School seemed 

to bring back memories she did not want to relive. As the parent of special education 

children and a special education student herself, schooling produced a false sense of who 

she is, where she came from, and where she was going. Knowing that she was around the 

age of children that experienced the effects of the school district reorganizing of 1970, I 

sought to understand how this impacted her educational experience. After she recounted 

the vexed race relations her father had to negotiate as general store owner, I asked her to 

describe her educational experiences, specifically the experience of school displacement. 

She lamented the district reorganizing:  

Everything was punished. It was horrible. I think that it lasted maybe two years…it was 

dreadful very dreadful in fact. It's a part of my life that I try not even think about…Then 

eventually we end up going to integrate…into the school with the white students and had 

to try to fit in…we had some good teachers some racist teachers. We stay kicked out of 

school all the time…it was tough when I was young… 
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Ms. Barnes’s experience with the district reorganization was one of perpetual root 

shock. For her, the process of school transition was traumatic. This was a common 

experience for black children in the late 1960s who, through desegregation programs, or 

in this case district reorganizing, were displaced into predominantly white school spaces.8  

From her point of view, the process of integrating black students is one of punishment 

and control. It was not shocking that she experienced racism. Michigander Malcom X 

warned us that Northern racism is just as or more dangerous than segregation in the South 

(Tyner, 2006). What she said next surprised me and revealed the persistence of racial 

capitalist logics in the schooling experiences of black children: 

Ms. Barnes: When schools split up and we were truly treated racist. I was treated badly. 

They had us divided...they did what they want to do with us. We went to Airport schools 

and Airport somehow rented the Yankee base because we didn't go to the regular schools 

like all the other kids did. We went to Yankee base, and that was a military base in 

Monroe County. And it was horrible. It's like a dark gray gloomy. It was like hell. Never 

been to hell but it was like a jail…horrible.  

 

Ezekiel: So, you are saying that when they cut the districts up, all of the kids who lived 

on this side of Sumpter…were not allowed to attend the school?  

 

Ms. Barnes: At some point, but until they [school] could figure it out...we went to the 

Yankee base which was a military base. They gave us rooms and of course we had white 

teachers…It was hard. I can't even say that I learned anything because the surroundings 

of being in an environment like that.  

 

                                                           

8 I keep thinking about James Baldwin’s recounting of school segregation in the South. It 

was noted in I am not your Negro that after witnessing the treatment of Dorothy Counts, 

he said "Everybody else was paying their dues, and it was time I went home and paid 

mine." This led him back to the U.S. from years overseas to work alongside activists such 

as Malcom X, Medgar Evers, and Martin Luther King Jr.  
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Ms. Barnes described how the reorganization of the school districts in Michigan 

created a landscape of displacement for young black people in Sumpter, specifically on 

the South End where most black residents live(d). In her description, it is apparent that 

the decentralization of power forced schools that were not ready to integrate to take 

drastic measures to prepare their schools for incoming black students, some of whom 

were their neighbors. They placed them on a military base, now the Yankee Air Museum. 

I was not able to determine how the military got involved in this schooling process, 

however my guess is there was a financial incentive. Nevertheless, busing black students 

there for over two years seemed to be a disturbing experience. The trauma she described 

was one of slow terror, “masked yet malignant; it stalks black people in denied 

opportunities that others take for granted” (Dyson, 2015), and a reminder that the 

violence of abstraction happens when the racial state makes power grabs and marketizes 

schools. This terror seems to haunt her and played a role in what she described as violent 

race relations in schools and was the essential structure that created a barrier for her to 

obtain the education needed for her to pursue her goals and dreams.  

Her critical narrative reveals the origins of two logics of racial capitalist school 

displacement that persist today in the education of black children: dehumanization and 

incarceration. The school boundaries she traversed as a cultural border crosser were 

defined by practices rooted in Western epistemological belief systems that reinscribe and 

reinforce a limited notion of black humanity (Brown, 2013). The Airport school district’s 

decision to place black children on a military base demonstrated not just the sociocultural 

knowledge that produce deficit narratives about black people, but also the surplus value 
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attached to black bodies. In many ways, the black children who were forced to integrate 

due to school district reorganizing were treated as though disposable.  

This action helped propel the educational policies that use racial management 

(Esch, 2018) and fear of black liberation/self-determination to enforce the technologies of 

the prison-industrial complex, a system of incarceration, management, and surveillance. 

As Sojoyner (2016) teaches us, the displacement of black students is the result of the 

prison regime’s efforts to infiltrate education. He analyzes how it was placed in schools 

during the post-civil rights era as a way of managing and punishing black children. He 

asserts that this happened because education is central to Black liberation struggles 

(Sojoyner, 2016). So, when Ms. Barnes recounts her schooling experiences as feeling like 

a jail, she is correct in that it not only felt like one, in so many ways it was a jail. It was a 

space of isolation from the majority school population and building.  

Further, the social reproduction of the racial capitalist state engendered damaging 

educational effects. The two-year stint not only produced a sense of alienation when they 

arrived at the school, it also produced a group of students who did not and could not 

attend to their academics. That is, the social reproduction of management and punishment 

of black students, from my view and supported by this critical narrative, help initiate 

what we now call the school-to-prison pipeline. In fact, Ms. Barnes told me that once 

students were integrated, they faced the challenge of being pushed into remedial or 

special education environments. Ms. Barnes herself was forced into these courses and 

believes that these in-school displacements impeded her educational mobility. Thus, the 

school restricted the potential for black children to attend post-secondary schools as well 
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as put limits on their development and alternative practices of cultural autonomy and 

liberation.   

In another story, Ms. Barnes added that during the black power movements of the 

mid 1970s, black students protested the dehumanizing treatment by the faculty and staff 

of the school. The black students were fed up with being pushed and kicked out and thus, 

refused to allow the school system to give them less than what was needed for them to 

transition into full educational life. However, she mourned the school’s violent response. 

During one of the walk outs by the black students, the school administrators, in her 

words, “sicced” the white wrestling team on a group of black students. She recollected, 

To get us under control. They used the wrestlers…We did a walk out of class. Because 

we were tired of being treated unfairly. So, to get us back into class they go get the 

wrestlers like the wrestlers were suppose be afraid and these are students just like us. 

They wanted to get students against students…then a riot broke out? Like 35 fights on a 

one time. It was on channel two…it was Sumpter police, Monroe County, and state.  

 

She recounted the racial violence perpetrated by the school. Notably, this story reminds 

us that the racial logics prescribing the control of black bodies are handed from the state 

to local institutions and individuals and then back to the state. Thus, the making of new 

districts augmented the social reproduction of black displacement and the racial violence 

associated with that movement.  

Her story demonstrates many of the outside forces, policies and state apparatuses 

that intervene in the educational lives of black people. Next, I want to turn toward the 

interior of schools to demonstrate how this abstraction is replicated, produced and used as 

a tool against black students, to regulate not only their bodies geographically but also the 

knowledge they bring and the potential knowledge formed and gained through school.  
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The Persistence and Evolution of Root Shock in Black Education   

 

The formation of order and discipline persists in black education. The institutional 

and structural racial violence depicted in the above story still prevails in the schooling 

experiences of black children, particularly in the militarized environments of 

predominantly black urban public high schools, which is well documented in viral videos 

of unarmed black students being brutalized by security officers in schools. At the same 

time, as Melamed (2011) noted in the second condition of contemporary racial 

capitalism, the racial neoliberal state is interested in using individualism, democracy, and 

liberalism as rationales for subjugation and discrimination. This frames oppression as the 

result a cultural deficiency or inaptitude to buy into the order of capital rather than a 

material condition developed by the racial capitalist state. The educational effects of this 

process produce the segregation of bodies and a segregation of foundational knowledge, 

the latter essential for creating and maintaining a mobile life. In what follows, I shift to 

the contemporary formation of educational displacement where the boundaries forged in 

the above are remade.  

The “new” political economy of education has made the neo-liberal turn in a 

forceful and dramatic way. The State of Michigan has had a history of pushing back 

against privatization of schools and have refused to give them public funding. However, 

in 1995, following national trends, Michigan opened the doors to schools of choice. 

During the late 1990s, school districts chose privatization when teachers’ unions 

demanded more resources and poor schools underperformed. The testing regime was 

growing and became an official way schools was/are funded. Laws like No Child Left 
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Behind demanded competitive funding terms under which the only schools guaranteed to 

receive federal funding were schools where most students passed state tests.9  

In Michigan, supporters of school privatization are not only interested in charters 

but voucher programs as well. Although school vouchers have not passed as law, its 

supporters claim it will provide educational opportunities for black children. This 

racialized narrative of equality generates fear among many white families who use choice 

to remove their children from public schools —which tend to be more integrated. The 

process of removing their children from predominantly black schools has built a wall, 

political and economic, around Detroit and other inner-city areas like Ypsilanti that limit 

the integration of black students and families into high-performing school districts. At the 

same time, Black parents also want better choices for their children. However, they are 

stymied by the racial ideologies that undergird school privatization as well as 

intermediate school districts’ plans to close their neighborhood schools. While this is 

mostly seen as an urban issue and Detroit makes a good case for an analysis of 

displacement and choice, just as Chicago or Philadelphia, choice also impacts small post-

industrial areas near Sumpter and black students within a 40-mile radius of Detroit.  

In the 2010s, the Obama administration vehemently supported STEM charters and 

school alliances with the business class. Schools that did not live up to these conditions 

are closed. Schools in Inkster and Willow Run, predominantly black schools and 

                                                           

9 This paragraph is my summation and interpretation of Citizens Research Council of 

Michigan (1995, 1996) and (Kruger, 2019).  
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communities shaped and informed by Ford and his factories, were closed due to 

“supposed” mismanagement and lack of resources. This led to a displacement of students 

into new school districts, forcing black students to once again attend potentially 

unwelcoming and uneven school environments. Thus, redistrict organizing put black 

communities in Michigan and across the U.S. in a situation in which “choice” means that 

your children may not attend a deprived school, but in order to achieve this they must be 

dispersed from their communities. Next, I trace the educational effects of this 

displacement: segregation of knowledge and the myth of meritocracy through the critical 

narrative of Neau.  

Neau is my youngest brother. Unlike me and my middle brother Tiste, he attended 

high school outside of the assigned district. My parents, like many black parents, 

encouraged athletic participation to prepare us for post-secondary schooling. In their 

minds, they viewed athletics as a path for college entrance as well as an extracurricular 

for the development of social and professional skills. For Neau, they jumped at the 

opportunity to switch him to a school that would provide him a clearer path toward 

Division One basketball. During his transition, Neau experienced the educational effects 

of the Ypsilanti Community School merger, mentioned in chapter one. Intermediate 

district superintendent Menzel (2016) asserted that the merger was the appropriate 

solution for solving school district financial issues and student movement of Ypsilanti 

residents who attended schools in neighboring school districts. When I asked Neau, who 

currently plays collegiate basketball and is involved at his Alma Mater, to describe the 
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educational landscape of the district merger he used his educational migrations to 

illustrate the story:  

Neau: Between kindergarten and eighth grade, I went to a rural area school; went to 

Lincoln consolidated schools…High school I transferred to an inner-city school, 

Ypsilanti Community High School…that transformation kind of changed my culture in a 

way, change the way I acted or changed the way I dressed. All around a different style of 

people. It kind of made me grow up fast…I had already had friends and had already made 

bonds with people and then once I transferred schools…It was kind of like an eye opener 

into what the real world was about.   

 

Ezekiel: Can you say more about what you mean by “style of people?” 

 

Neau: Going to Lincoln consolidated schools, it was predominantly white people, white 

kids, white teachers…white Basketball Coaches, white football coaches and I just wasn't 

used to a loose term what they would call ghetto. It wasn't fighting every day. Kids were 

more focused on education than just…hanging out…I became friends with those getting 

in fights and those who got suspended. Teachers, there were good teachers but not like 

those at Lincoln. The teachers [there] actually cared for our education…so just the culture 

of that was a great change. 

 

Neau focuses on the racialization of the two spaces. It seems that Neau believes that 

Lincoln, the mostly white school, “cared” more about the educational success of their 

students. It can be read that the two schools had opposing ethics of care (Ladson-Billings, 

1995). On the other hand, Neau mentioned that our parents believed that having a black 

coach—which Ypsilanti had— would provide the culturally relevant experiences needed 

to achieve social, emotional, and academic success. His words provide insights into the 

structured constraints and concerns black families face when making school choices. 

I want to suggest that Neau views himself and his classmates as cultural border 

crossers (Majors, 2015). Here, he describes how he had to adapt to styles of urban 

culture. Within this duality, he gains a deeper understanding and connection with the 

troubled students by becoming fluent in their cultural expressions and explanations of 
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oppression. Moreover, I was struck by his notion of “the real world.” From this, it can be 

gleaned that at his first school, race was less of a factor and was more hidden. But the 

clear racialization of black bodies by and within the urban school environment reflects 

the ways in which black people are structured by most “real world” institutions. Here, it 

is as though he wants to signal that he is conscious of the ways in which his fellow 

classmates are socially separated and that he felt a solidarity with them, particularly, the 

black displaced students, those who fought and got suspended. To get a clearer picture he 

said,  

Like at Ypsi, they segregated the black kids and the white kids even if they were not 

smarter than the black kids... when I transferred...they automatically saw my transcripts. 

They automatically put me AP, so that's a good way for [me] you to not be with the 

regular bad students that “don't care” about school and that come to school just skipping 

and smoking you know.  

 

Neau identifies a racial bias produced in the practices and policies of the 

consolidation. The school from which you migrate becomes a tool for your new school to 

measure your ability and potential. As noted in his words, students from the 

predominantly black school did not get placed into AP classes while students from 

traditionally white school did. He added:  

They were treated…probably like, for example, if a teacher has a student in class and 

teacher says “Deshawn where’s your homework?” and he said “I didn't do it” or 

something like that. A teacher would just blow it off. They wouldn't say, well, “you got 

to do your homework” or walk them through the steps of the homework…they wouldn't 

actually put forth effort to say well “Deshawn, after class stay with me and we'll go over 

a couple problems so you’ll understand your homework.” They just didn't care about 

students really. They just wanted to get them out of their class or get them out of their 

hair.  

 



 

116 

Neau explains how many of his new classmates experienced the structure of displacement 

as a system of push out. He suggests that the discrimination produced by this structure 

limited black male youth’s, such as DeShawn10, access to college ready curriculum and 

care for social and emotional growth.  

 His narrative provides insights into how racialized capitalist school displacement 

through district reorganizing and school of choice reproduce a segregation of knowledge 

and meritocracy. We mostly understand the segregation of knowledge through the 

technology of tracking. Tracking is a technology of placement meant to provide equal 

footing for students (Oakes, 2005). However, in a racial capitalist society tracking is 

more than grouping by ability or career trajectory. The experience of tracking is a form of 

violent segregation, a rupture in the social life and connections among black students. 

This forces them to be removed from regular spaces of learning to remedial classrooms 

and learning experiences. This is control and regulation of certain knowledge that order 

and discipline the body and mind. James Tyner (2006) in his analysis of the schooling 

perspectives of Malcolm X as displacement writes, “Education performs a political 

economy of the body” (p.44).  In effect, power and knowledge are inseparable (Tyner, 

2006). So much so, that valuable knowledge is segregated, dispersed, and managed. The 

educational effects of refusing black students the access to advanced placement courses 

hinder their ability to pursue post-secondary experiences, and thus preclude them from 

the predominant political economy in which a post-secondary experience is required to 

                                                           

10 He uses DeShawn to signal that his classmate is black American.   
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receive increased wages. In this example, the racial-spatial construction of displacement 

becomes the structure in which valued knowledges are restricted, creating a rupture of 

thought and body: root shock.  

 Scholars and educational activists have identified the harm caused by meritocratic 

practices and policies. That is, schools are not equitable institutions where student 

achievement is based on individual effort and talent. Toshalis (2015) contends that when 

schools are understood as meritocracies, it produces a specific cause and effect dynamic 

(p.43). This dynamic produces, for example, the conditions where student resistance 

(Deshawn not prepared for class) equates a deviant behavior rather than a larger symptom 

of social inequity. Generally, the myth of meritocracy refers to the production of 

racialized school achievement merit that is assessed and rewarded to those who uphold 

Eurocentric middle-class principles and values. It is important, and Neau’s analysis 

demonstrates, how the production of and spatialization of racialized capitalism takes 

place in schools. As a result, displaced students are viewed as not worth being merited 

because they come from spaces that are viewed as communities with individuals whose 

lack of ‘hard work’ and ‘respectability’ has depleted the financial base needed to sustain 

a school. In other words, these communities are blamed for closing their schools instead 

of the racial state whose disinvestments in “surplus communities” is a form of, and 

function for accumulation. 

 In many ways it seems that Neau finds comradery with these students because 

they come from spaces where there are no schools. This raises the question about 

solidarity within urban and rural communities that experience school displacement. The 
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redistricting of rural and urban school system creates structural dimensions that impact 

black lives across both spaces and seems to be a demonstration of the regional bloc 

(Woods, 1998). Thus, the persistent structure of educational displacement constructs 

intergenerational barriers to an equal education, and through its practices and policies, 

limits the educational knowledges of those being displaced.  

  

Sumpter Young Women’s Association and A Pedagogy of Redefinition 

 

 In the previous sections, I mapped how district reorganizing produces experiences 

of educational displacement for black students. As a technology of antirelationality, 

district reorganizing excludes black children and their families from the school’s political 

economies. They are subject to racial epistemologies and thus, the biopolitics that push 

black children into spaces of structural violence: school-to-prison pipeline and special 

education. Displacement in racialized capitalism is a persistent structure in the lives of 

black people and at the center of their movements: back to Africa, the Great migration, 

and intrastate migration. There are valuable lessons to learn about the struggle against the 

structure of educational displacement from the organizing of local groups. In this section, 

I aim to recover the organizing done by Sumpter Young Women’s Association and 

explore the goals of their summer educational programs.  

While speaking to elders, they suggested that I get in contact with Mrs. Leonard, a 

Sumpter resident, organizer, community worker and educational activist. Unfortunately, I 

was unable to get her information. So, I looked it up the old fashion way, in the white 

pages. After realizing that she was neighbor, I rode my dad’s bike over to her house. 
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Once I got there, I found a kind woman who dedicated her life to improving the 

educational lives of black children in Sumpter. Over the last year, we have had multiple 

conversations in which she has offered details on the history of (educational) organizing 

in post-civil rights Sumpter and stories from her lived experience. Additionally, as an 

avid archivist, she and her mother collected news clippings and ephemera from their lives 

in Sumpter. As a gift, she plans on passing some of it down to me to help me with future 

projects. I am truly honored and inspired by her continued work to bring about social 

change in our community.  

Over the last 40 years, Mrs. Leonard has participated in community engaged 

activities that involved the education of black Sumpter’s youth. The SYWA, Sumpter 

Young Women’s Association was an organization led by young black women looking to 

provide after school and summer programs for their children. She told me that it was 

developed by an elder named Mrs. Canton, who encouraged her to get involved:  

And I'm very, very dedicated and proud of the lady that believed in this program. 

Canton… the founder. I have to say, she was the founder because she was the one that 

encouraged us. I didn't want to do with it at first, because I had a young one, my son. He 

was a baby at that time. He was just born in 1970. And so, she pushed us. She said, “You 

young women, this is where you live, this is what you need in this community.”  

 

Mrs. Leonard and other young black women, most of them young mothers, were inspired 

by Mrs. Canton’s dedication to youth development and community organizing. Mrs. 

Canton’s approach to development and organizing resembles the pedagogies located in 

black intellectual and protest thought in education. Her commitment to self-determination 

and community empowerment mirrored the broader changes and challenges in black 

freedom struggles.   
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The educational vision of the SYWA included a racial-spatial analysis. They 

designed their program to address the absence of, and need for, youth development in 

Sumpter. With the economy of the region in decline due to white (and black) flight, 

deindustrialization, and the “war on drugs,” these women came together with other black 

institutions to address the needs of black children in Sumpter and those who visited their 

grandparents from Detroit.  She explained:  

I was working part time for my school. And that time, I got a chance to get my foot in the 

door here and there and was able to get some assistance to help develop the program…we 

outgrew the activity hall there at Pleasant Valley Church. I was not a member of that 

church and the group that we brought in was the children of Sumpter Township, or the 

grandchildren of people that lived in Sumpter Township because a lot of kids from the 

city would come out from the city to stay with grandparents in the summer. 

 

When I asked her about the school reorganization of Sumpter, Mrs. Leonard called it a 

“disturbance,” especially in the South End, the predominantly black part of the 

community. She told me that most of the black youth in Sumpter attended Van Buren 

Schools. However, after the map was (re)drawn, her younger brother who was in high 

school at the time was forced to switch schools according to the new borders. This placed 

him in an unfamiliar and unwelcoming school environment. 

 In effect, their organizing was an action against the disturbance caused by the 

racial state. When asked about the curriculum and teaching methods used in the summer 

and after-school programs, she told me that the after-school program was not geared 

towards trying to improve academic attainment of the students. Instead, the goal was to 

have the young black people “get to know” each other because black students in the 

South End of Sumpter attended so many different schools and came from so many 

different areas. For the younger age group, the activities were about building 
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relationships and community development. The older age group focused more on career 

training and professional development. However, a key part of their pedagogy was to 

develop practices for ameliorating the potential and active school displacement. In other 

words, they aimed to redefine the borders passed down to them by the state. She said 

emphatically, “My thing is these kids, they live right here together, but they're split up in 

different school districts. Because they were split up…they didn’t know the other kids in 

the community.”  

The local organizing by the Sumpter Young Women’s Association provides 

insights into the type of pedagogies needed to traverse an educational system that 

displaces black children in perpetuity. Although I am unaware of the philosophical 

genealogies connected to SYWA, it can be argued that it was grounded in an 

understanding that 1) local groups should engage in the community struggles with an 

understanding of racial capitalist spatialization of blackness and black bodies and  2) 

educational development should include efforts to bring students together across social-

spatial borders demarcated by compulsory schooling and the borders made through 

processes of migration. For example, the Detroit children who spent the summer with 

their grandparents in Sumpter and participated in the program.   

Hence, their pedagogies must have considered the question of re-definition. The 

organizers knew, and were confronted with the fact, that these new school spaces would 

define their children by, and within, the racial epistemologies of capitalism and white 

supremacy. These black women understood that their children and other black children 

would be marked by the legal ruptures caused by perpetual disinvestment in black social 
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life and knowledge. As Amini (1972) suggests, they aimed to re-define the value system 

created by the schools. By centering collective empowerment, they embraced the goals of 

creating an ontological totality, the central project of the black radical tradition 

(Robinson, 1983). Through what I am calling a pedagogy of re-definition, they fashioned 

ways to understand and challenge structural violence engendered by the school district 

reorganizing.   

 To conclude, this history reminds us that we need to find ways to re-define the 

borders developed in the structure of educational displacement. This chapter has 

attempted to demonstrate how these borders devalue the bodies, minds, and spirits of 

those communities and children who are not only targets of the racial state, but also 

targets of the interiority of school themselves. As the restructuring of black school 

districts and the racialized practices of removal based on grades and behavior continue, 

we need to imagine what type of teaching methods teachers and communities should 

engage in. These efforts must consider the racial-spatial constructions that order and 

define black educational life.  
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Chapter V 

Ghosts of Mississippi: 

Reimagining Rural Relationality Entangled in The Northern Blues 

 

Black matters are spatial matters 

Katherine McKittrick (2006) 

This Land is Mine.  

Gary Clark Jr. (2019) 

 

In the previous chapter, I explored the dialogue between self-determination and 

displacement as it relates to the schooling structures of Sumpter, the Motor City region, 

and the State of Michigan. Here, I turn my attention to black rural life in Sumpter as a 

reminder of the urgency to frame my analysis of antiracism and anti-capitalism within the 

black intramural (Spillers, 2003). From this view, I trace the racial and capitalist logics 

that impact the everyday relations, understandings, and futures of black landholders and 

their children. Because there is a unitary narrative about race and rurality in America—

one that conjures the racial ghosts of Mississippi—it is important to disrupt how black 

rural life is rendered as a crisis of primordial racial division. For the black rural people in 

the Rust Belt who “occupy the margins of the margins” (Perry, 2017), articulating an 

inheritance of racialized logics is to name and examine the antinomies and struggles 

within racial capitalism at the intersections of race, class, gender and property, 

specifically black educational underdevelopment and the antiblack violence in black 

economic dispossession (Brewer, 2012).   

This chapter focuses on the critical narratives of Jonathan, Jennie, Bunny, and Mr. 

Morgan and traces how they use racial storytelling (Johnson, 2017) to describe how the 

rural is entangled in their relations with white folks and the state, and how this has 

affected their views on educational development and sociopolitical consciousness. Their 
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stories help identify and analyze how the production of social separateness needed for 

racialized capitalism functions, particularly the (threat of) expropriation of land, 

resources and knowledge. The intimacies with racial others, along and within the 

“interconnected political geographies” (Gilmore, 2002) reveal the ways schools, 

communities and individuals replicate and maintain the processes and practices of state-

sanctioned “partition” (Gilmore, 2012). These encounters in a sense haunt black 

educational movement, and thus offer a site in which to understand how different forms 

of enclosure, or in other words dispossession, shape and sometimes determine 

educational routes.  

 Conceptually, I attend to the ways in which racial capitalism, as a technology of 

antirelationality, contributes to conditions of racial violence and dispossession. Through a 

dialogue with scholars who consider black placelessness and placemaking, I seek to 1) 

understand the development and consciousness of black people and 2) observe the 

interconnectedness of race relations in analyses of uneven racial economies. Next, I use 

the words and stories of Jonathan, Jennie, Bunny, and Mr. Morgan to explore how 

enclosure is understood, negotiated and resisted. A black rural way of life can teach us 

about the economies of black educational movement as it relates to contradictions in 

identity development and the complexities in the politics of the land question. Last, I 

suggest that the knowledge and critiques bound in their narratives reveal a sense of 

relational rurality (Nelson and Hines, 2018) in which the educational structures of power 

and place can be observed and dismantled.  
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I am preoccupied with emphasizing how and why black people of Sumpter make 

sense of place because their intrastate migration to a rural Sumpter sheds light on the 

sociopolitical effects of redlining and the segregation of housing, underdevelopment and 

mass unemployment, and state-sanctioned police violence and military occupation within 

the context of post-war Detroit (Sugrue, 2014). Equally important, these narratives help 

resurrect what we do not know, but need to know, about the history of black working-

class opposition to urbicide, Jim Crow, and other forms of place-based racism. 

Most of the research on education that address the racial-spatial center 

(re)segregation and integration use these ideas to talk back to educational structures that 

reproduce race, gender, and class hegemony and hierarchy. While segregation and even 

segrenomics (Rooks, 2018) are useful ways to explore school inequality, I wonder what 

is unveiled if we consider Du Bois’s (1935b) assertion that “The Negro needs neither 

segregated schools nor mixed schools,” instead “What he needs is Education” (p. 335).  

He writes: 

 

There is no magic, either in mixed schools or in segregated schools. A 

mixed school with poor and unsympathetic teachers, with hostile public 

opinion, and no teaching of truth concerning Black folk, is bad. A 

segregated school with ignorant placeholders, inadequate equipment, poor 

salaries, and wretched housing, is equally bad. Other things being equal, the 

mixed school is the broader, more natural basis for the education of all 

youth. . . But other things seldom are equal, and in that case, Sympathy, 

Knowledge, and the Truth outweigh all that the mixed school can offer, (p. 

335.) 

 

Du Bois’s work here reflects my own concerns with discussions of school inequality that 

over emphasizes the bifurcation of segregation and integration. Within the educational 

politics of the post-civil rights era to current repercussions of multicultural neoliberalism, 
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the over identification and representation of these narratives too often dismisses or blurs 

the nuances and specificities of school(ing) that shape black educational life. Although 

state schools distribute an abundance of resources to increase diverse and multicultural 

instruction and curriculum, the goal of expanding the “epistemological terrain” (Banks, 

2016) is truncated by focusing on the integration of culturally specific products, rather 

than questions of how black students know and be as historically marginalized, 

racialized, and gendered beings in the U.S. I contend that we move to understand the 

development and consciousness of black students through the relations produced by the 

interactions, negotiations, and consciousness of place, in order to imagine alternative 

ways of knowing and being for transformative teaching and learning.  

I return to Katherine McKittrick (2006) because her statement in the epigraph—

black matters are spatial matters—helps validate my own inclinations and curiosity about 

place and race. She invites readers, in her groundbreaking book Demonic Grounds: Black 

Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, to examine the lost and present geographies 

of black social life. She writes, “space and place give black lives meaning in a world that 

has, for the most part, incorrectly deemed black populations and their attendant 

geographies as “ungeographic” and/or philosophically undeveloped” (2006, p. xiii).  Her 

work demonstrates how blackness and the black body is spatialized in order to be 

included in the systems of domination, which intentionally attempts to destroy, capture, 

and erase a black sense of place.  

In her article, “On plantations, prisons, and black sense of place,” McKittrick 

(2011) conceptualizes what it might mean to consider the difficult task of tracking and 
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mapping black diasporic histories and geographies, which predominantly contain spaces 

of placelessness and enclosure. For example, the plantation regime and the  

prison-industrial complex. She explains that to think about place and the black experience 

in the diaspora is to make sense of why racial violence is a reference point in the black 

mind, and how bringing the ghost into focus can offer critical ways of understanding 

black knowledge, resistance, and social movements. McKittrick (2011) deems a black 

sense of place as something that is evolving, and while revolving around the flexibility of 

racism, it does not determine the possibility of placeness. She writes,  

A black sense of place is not a steady, focused, and homogeneous way of 

seeing and being in place, but rather a set of changing and differential 

perspectives that are illustrative of, and therefore remark upon, legacies of 

normalized racial violence that calcify, but do not guarantee, the 

denigration of black geographies and their inhabitants (p.950). 

 

For McKittrick, like Du Bois, the focus on black dispossession based on the political 

economics of exclusion and the degradation of black people should consider the question 

of bifurcation-segregation, “What if bifurcation–segregation is not, in fact, the sole way 

to conceptualize the ways in which the brutalities of violence and terror have shaped our 

collective geographies in the Americas” (p.950)?  She demands that we examine a black 

sense of place not as a “truth-telling, conceptual device, or an offering of a ‘better place” 

without segregation, but rather as an effective tool for locating black radical practices and 

narratives that disrupt the encounter with anti-black violence in a social world order 

where the plantation and prison regimes are given permission to reproduce in perpetuity.   

 McKittrick’s (2011) examination of urbicide, where she explores the deliberate 

destruction and killing of the city, provides an opening for explaining why the black folks 
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of Sumpter found the rural as a place of life: economy, ecology, possibility and future. 

Although they faced disposability, infrastructural decomposition, and disinvestment in 

urban Detroit—reminiscent of the disenfranchisement and brutality of the South—I want 

to suggest that it was their racial-spatial logics and sociopolitics that propelled their 

migration to Sumpter. Connected to migration, self-determination, and collectivism—the 

ways they make sense of place—they found ways to create an alternative territoriality. 

My goal here is not to glamorize racial violence or cover their freedom dreams in 

nostalgia, but to capture how a black sense of living in Sumpter might explain questions 

of development and consciousness as it is connected to the tentacles of racial capitalist 

schooling and their futures. As McKittrick (2011) writes, “We might re-imagine 

geographies of dispossession and racial violence not through the comfortable lenses of 

insides/outsides or us/them…but as sites through which ‘co-operative human efforts can 

take place and have a place” (p.960). I imagine a black sense of place in this chapter as an 

approach that values and considers the relational human collectivity with/in socio-

political ecology.  

 The second theoretical framework I use for exploring the ways black people make 

sense of place was theorized by Clyde Woods, a critical geographer and black studies 

scholar. His work on regional planning, political economy and epistemology has had a 

large influence on my approach. He uses the blues tradition to explain processes of 

enclosure, the historical forces in which the plantation regime perpetually enforces 

hegemony to apprehend the development of black people in the Mississippi Delta regions 

and the resistances to it. He asks us to reconsider the social construction of race, class, 
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and gender in the context of the current formations of the removal and withdrawal of 

public services, goods, and protections from black communities.   

 In his powerful and influential text, Development Arrested: The Blues and 

Plantation Power in the Mississippi Delta, Woods (1998) meticulously documents the 

historical and current struggles of black folks in the Mississippi Delta, with much focus 

on the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. He maintains that the knowledges constructed by 

African Americans in this region are informed by the blues tradition. It has given black 

people of Mississippi Delta the tools to interrupt dominant racial-spatial relations. 

The blues became the channel through which the Reconstruction 

generation grasped reality in the midst of disbelief, critiqued the plantation 

regime and organized against it. The Mississippi Delta is the home of the 

blues tradition in music, popular culture, and explanation. It is therefore 

fitting that this popular consciousness is used to interpret both the 

continuous crisis in the Delta and African American attempts to create a 

new regional reality based on cultural freedom and economic and social 

justice (Woods, 1998, p. 25). 

 

For Woods, the blues epistemology is foundational to understanding the black spatial 

imagination and U.S. political economic relations. The relations established by racial 

capitalists in the Delta invested in what has been called the enclosure movement (Woods, 

1998). This movement was organized federally, regionally and locally to reinvest and 

restore the planation regime. Woods notes that Marx saw the Deep South plantation 

regime as an agrarian form of capitalism that “grafted the barbarism of overwork on the 

horrors of slavery” (p.6). The enclosure movement reinstated black workers back on the 

land as low wage workers with a death sentence; trudging in the swamps or baking in the 

sun. This guaranteed the decimation of regional democracy. Black participation and 

movements toward land and resource redistribution was diminished as the rights and 
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power for white planters and their northern industrialist partners were preserved. The 

blues tradition, conjured as a criticism of racial hierarchy and class struggle by authors 

and artists such as Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, and Amiri Baraka, became a part of the 

roots and routes in which black people explained their reality and change (Woods, 1998).  

At the height of the urban crisis in postwar Detroit—out of riots and the foundry 

—the blues emerges in the factories of the North through artists such as Mississippi born 

and Ford Motor Company auto worker Johnny Lee Hooker, whose songs such as  “boom 

boom,” “boogie chillen”, and  “country boy” traverse the dynamics of black social life 

and death at the intersections of the great migration, factory labor, and the underground 

music scenes of Detroit’s Black Bottom (Murray, 2002). In Sumpter, many factory 

workers like Jennie and her husband, my grandfather and others, sought to revive their 

“down home blues11” sensibilities in the rural communities outside of Detroit.  In these 

spaces, they brought their blues with them.  Mrs. Freeman’s, a juke joint, was a place 

where they could engage in the socio-politics of racism and economic inequality as well 

as a space to collectively express themselves. The social thought embodied in the blues 

tradition is sustained across geographical boarders. As a source of knowledge, politics 

and collective cultural history in the face of potential racism and dispossession, the blues 

holds a particular place in how they identify who they are, where they are from and 

where they are going. In this chapter, I suggest that Black Sumpter, as a blues geography, 

offers an analysis of black educational movement. It provides a useful frame for 

                                                           

11 ZZ Hill (1981) Song “Down Home Blues.” 
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furthering our understanding of struggle, resistance and justice at the intersections of 

black life, land, and learning.  

 In the next section, I explore critical narratives of enclosure. I begin with Jonathan 

and Jennie’s memories. Here, their discussion of school/ing reinforces and reframes the 

intersections of property and race and offers an analytic of school/ing at the intersections 

of movement and place.  

 

Jennie And Jonathan and the Issue of Race and Property  

 

  I first met mother and son, Jennie and Jonathan, when I was a youth at First 

Missionary Baptist Church. I sang with Jonathan, who is two years older than I, in the 

youth choir and with Jennie in the adult choir as a teenager. Jennie was a regular at my 

family’s Memorial Day Reunions. A couple of summers ago, Jonathan came with her. I 

asked if they would be willing to participate in my project and they were interested in 

sharing their memories about living on the racial border of Sumpter, a road in which no 

black folks had lived until they moved there. Jennie is a former General Motors factory 

worker from Mississippi. She moved to Sumpter with her husband Jerry and two boys in 

the 1980s from Detroit. Jonathan is her youngest son. He grew up in Sumpter his entire 

life. A father of an adolescent daughter living in Detroit, he described to me his 

aspirations to resurrect the small farm his parents worked and owned. I visited in the 

middle of day. Their ranch style home sits almost seventy yards away from the road. 

There was a wood burning stove that stood in their living room. Jennie told me she used 

it to heat her home and as a cooktop when storms knocked the electricity out, a common 
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occurrence in the area. We sat at the kitchen table, gazing out of the sliding doors onto 

their recently plowed land, which they share with a former pastor of our church. The 

land, green and expansive, provided a sounding board for their truth, the wisdom in their 

hearts and their visions of time and space.  

The narratives in this section explore Jennie and Jonathan’s storying of rural 

racial encounters. They describe the institutional and everyday practices of intimidation 

and exclusion by their white neighbors and school officials. In their eyes, the white desire 

to terrorize is rooted in their impulse to perpetrate and perpetuate the enclosure of black 

life. Here, I take up a story they told about riding the school bus. As an extension of the 

school, the bus is a place of educational movement where relationality is learned, 

practiced, and confronted. Buses have been a place where black and white relations are 

articulated—Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus boycotts, desegregation busing 

policies, and “Get on the bus12” to the Million Man March. Buses have a way of 

generating critical memories of learning race and place in the U.S.   

In my conversations with black elders, they told me that Black Sumpter residents 

predominantly lived on the South End of Sumpter. While many folks tried to deter Jennie 

from moving to Sumpter, she bought a piece of land on the border between the north and 

south end of the community. I asked her and Jonathan what that was like and here is how 

they explained the first few years: 

                                                           

12 Spike Lee (1996) 
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Jonathan: White people, they drive past and they see a black person. You would see them 

turn right back past. They just be looking over and throw stuff at us. My dad, he started 

coming up to the road with a shotgun and sitting up there…it was kind of crazy.  

 

Jennie: He took y’all out to the road every day. 

 

Jonathan: When we first moved, we used to ride our bikes down driveway. They [white 

people] would try to spit on us. 

 

Ezekiel: Kids sitting on the bus?  

 

Jonathan: No, grown men…This was before we were even in the schools. You know, just 

tolerating the neighborhood out here and then once we started going to school you know 

it was real bad because early in the morning you were out there on your own. My mom 

be at work and my dad was in there looking out the window, and me and my brother be 

up on the road, and we had these neighbors you know, they were pretty cool. But they 

reminded us that we were black…they were kind of shocked that we were up on Border13 

Road going to school with them.  

 

Jonathan describes the racial tensions surrounding his family. As one of the first black 

families to live on the North End, he remembers his father fearing for their lives and him 

having to demonstrate his fearlessness like they did in the South—with a shotgun14. 

Jennie remembered this too. She extended the story by adding that these relations 

extended into the educational structures of rural schooling.  

Jennie: I had to go the bus depot, over at transportation. They did not want to make a bus 

stop. Right here where it used to always be.  

 

Jonathan: Right there.  

 

                                                           

13 Pseudonym  

14 Akinyele Omowale Umoja asserts in We Will Shoot Back: Armed Resistance in the 

Mississippi Freedom Movement that armed resistance was important to Freedom 

Struggles in the South and the dismantling of black disenfranchisement and racial 

segregation.  
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Jennie: Right there. At the mailbox. So, I go up there. They wanted my two little ones to 

walk way down there. But my two little ones were not going to walk down there [the 

road]. So, I had to fight to get the bus stop in front of my house. Now, they would stop to 

pick the white girls but they wouldn't pick up my two little black boys but I said “No, no, 

no, it ain't going to work like that.”  

 

The school transportation department attempted to enclose them by denying them 

the ability to have a safe and accessible bus stop. Her efforts to get the bus stop reinstated 

were successful but did not prevent other experiences of enclosure. The bus department, 

like the school administrators, demonstrated their investments in black enclosure not only 

in the denial of busing services but also in the treatment of Jonathan. Jennie and Jonathan 

noted many instances of Jonathan being subjected to school enforced enclosures, 

punishment and disregard (Sojoyner, 2016, 2017).  In the next critical moment, they 

remembered a racial conflict on the bus. This incident is explored in their dialogue about 

the event.  

Jennie: Remember when you were on that bus and they put that coat over your head. 

 

Jonathan: Me and my cousins, we all rode the bus. We were at school, in the school 

parking line…and we had these white boys… 

 

Jennie: Trailer park.   

 

Jonathan: You know, back then everybody thought they were in a gang. They were 

saying they were Cash Flows. And we were supposed to be Seven Fours and all of that. 

But anyway, it was really more of a black-white thing. They would pick with me because 

I was the biggest. So, they pulled my coat over my head trying to, you know, jump me 

and stuff. And me and my cousin get to fighting and they weren’t going to do nothing to 

the white boys. It was all on camera. And they were trying to say that I provoked it. 

When I didn't do anything. It was all on camera. And so we had to go to the what was 

then the bus station and they wanted us to come in. And look at the video and they were 

trying to prosecute me.  

 

Jennie: Jonathan was bigger than the boy. So, you see, on the camera…you could see 

them (white boys) moving from the back.  
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Jonathan: inching up. And then what happened was the guy threw a battery and they hit 

me in the back of the head. I didn't do anything. I told my cousin “We might have to fight 

them today.” [laughter] And we sure did…They locked him (my cousin) off the bus. 

Because see, we were in the front. We always sat in the front…we let them have the 

back…so we kept out of trouble… all the white boy was sitting right next to him…the 

door closed…he was holding it open. That's when they started trying to jump me and he 

jumped back on the bus. And, you know, and they jumped in and it was like four or five 

of them.  

 

Jennie: and they pulled the coat over his head. He was trying to get his arm in the coat. 

That was the only way they could beat him and get him where he couldn’t fight. But 

when he came out of the coat. He kicked ass…then his cousin got back on the bus and 

they screamed “he got a knife.” So I went up there. It was all on camera.  

 

Jonathan describes two ways students segregated themselves. He remembers how youth 

in the 1990s replicated gang culture: Cash Flows and Seven Fours. The development of 

gang culture from his view was a “white-black thing,” a geography of race. This 

geography was practiced on the bus and predicated on segregation. White students sat in 

the back and black students sat in the front. He recalls sitting in the front because there 

were stereotypes about the misbehaviors of black children. As a larger than average black 

boy, both he and Jennie viewed his body a target of not only the white children but also 

of the school. They remembered that the white boys received the presumption of 

innocence. In order to prove that Jonathan did not start the fight nor have a knife, they 

had to review the bus camera. Jonathan would have been prosecuted by the school and 

possibly the parents of the white children if it were not for the security camera footage.  

  Jennie’s interpretation of this event seems to stem from her historical knowledge 

and lived experiences of race and racism in Mississippi. Like Jonathan, she identified 

how the black body is viewed as a threat, especially black male bodies. Given this, black 

boys are suspects of violence and misbehavior as well as vulnerable to racialized 
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violence. Emmitt Till and Trayvon Martin represent examples of this process of 

racialization. They recognized how the school upheld this racial value. When Jennie 

interjects with the phrase “trailer park,” she marks how these racial relations are related 

to assumptions about the white working-class who, from her perspective, cannot imagine 

black people owning rural land. She recollected that there were many incidents when she 

heard them say “we gonna own that land you live on.” From this view, she establishes 

how this incident was not an individual act of racism but the result of racial systems and 

structures that exclude black people from the political economy, particularly the 

exclusion from owning property.  

From this perspective, the racial violence displayed by the white youth, and the 

support and protection provided them by the school district, can be best explained by the 

whiteness as property thesis (Harris, 1992) and accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 

2009). According to critical race and education scholar Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), 

black educational inequality occurs at the intersection of race and property. Harris (1992) 

identifies four “property functions of whiteness.” They include (1) rights of disposition; 

(2) rights to use and enjoyment; (3) reputation and status property; and (4) the absolute 

right to exclude (Ladson Billings and Tate, 1995, p.59). Ladson Billings and Tate (1995) 

argue that these rights are reinforced and maintained by U.S. schooling through the 

privileging of white property owners. As an example, tax assessments used to pay for 

public schools benefit white affluent school districts more than poor and of color districts.   

In schools, whiteness functions to uphold white norms, validate white history and 

knowledge through curriculum, invest in the criminalization of black schools/students, 
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and profit off the segregation of black children and youth. Melamed (2015), drawing 

from Reddy (2011) and Harvey (2010), posits that material and epistemic forms of racial 

violence are wrapped up in what she calls “state-finance-racial violence nexus.” This 

structure of governance in the current neo-liberal conditions, “enables ongoing 

accumulation through the dispossession by calling forth the spectre of race (as threat)” 

(p.78). This permits institutions such as schools to legitimize and rationalize racial 

violence, in the interests of ruling classes, “that would otherwise appear to violate social 

rationality, from police killing of immigrants and African American youth (in the name 

of safety for the white and prosperous)” (Melamed, 2015, p.78).   

Jennie’s and Jonathan’s critical narrative demonstrates the embodiments of 

whiteness as property and accumulation by dispossession that inform black rurality and 

impact the economies of black educational movement in Sumpter. When the school 

transportation department denied them a bus stop in front of their homes, which is 

necessary in cold northern climate, the school demonstrated their support of racial 

ideologies that personify how property functions as whiteness. Intimidation, a form of 

racial violence, is used to reinforce the notion that only whites have inalienable rights to 

land ownership and have the right to exclude blacks from having access to school 

services. Second, the school’s assumption of white innocence exhibits how white racial 

violence is legally legitimized and justified. The fear of blackness and the black body 

(Jonathan) as a potential threat embodies the function of whiteness as property that gives 

whites students privilege and status. Here, the economies of black educational movement 
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are impacted by the belief that violence onto black bodies are normal, warranted and 

necessary.  

 For Jonathan and Jennie, their rural schooling experiences reveal the entrenched 

relations between race and property in the US, particularly the struggle to be recognized 

as rights-deserving landowners. Thus, racial capitalism is preserved through encounters 

with school structures. Jennie and Jonathan understood these geographies, their blues. 

The knowledge from these encounters further our understanding of what it means to 

move to, and from, school. It reveals the constant resistance to being devalued as 

educational subjects, and it raises questions about what this means for the future of 

Sumpter’s black youth whose land inheritance seems to be under threat. In what follows, 

I explore additional embodiments of rural identity through Britney’s story about losing a 

close friend—a familiar developmental experience for black youth whose white friends 

physically detach themselves in order to possess the promises of whiteness.  

 

Britney and the Question of Rural Identity  

 

Britney is a queer disabled speculative fiction writer. We went to middle and high 

school together. She was a year younger than me. We became good friends on the bus, 

bonding over being “different” from our peers. For instance, we listened to alternative 

pop/rock rather than hip-hop. We had been out of touch with each other because I had left 

off to college and she had left for rehab after an attempted suicide. She volunteers with 

elders a few times a week at the township community center. I met her there. We were 

like children again, eager to reconnect, to catch up, to learn about how we both arrived at 
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taking writing about our political identities seriously. For Britney, writing became a way 

to express herself in isolation and through what she calls emotional displacement. For 

example, she self publishes online books such as Detroit, a novel that centers the life of a 

black queer woman ex-detective and her romantic relationship with a hybrid 

werewolf/vampire in London. She told me that the books she writes are not just to help 

her make sense of her place(lessness) or her immobility, but also a way for her readers to 

explore, in historical imaginative spaces, the possibilities and impossibilities that her life 

trajectory uncovers.  

We had several conversations over the last year about the intersections of our 

identities and how they shaped our development and racial-spatial consciousness. The 

narratives in this section explore how the splintering of gendered interracial youth 

relations, particularly within the confusing transitions and searches for identity that 

undergird adolescence, impact the ability to “be known” (Chhuon and Wallace, 2014) 

and move freely among/within social groups. Though our conversations centered 

interpersonal relationships, I am mostly interested in the ideologies and practices of 

individualism, liberalism, and multiculturalism that buttresses contemporary schooling 

experiences in the post-civil rights era and how schools make sense of or confront anti-

blackness, anti-queerness, and ableism. Our schooling experiences seem to articulate 

racial ideology as cultural difference/identity and individual practice. This raises the 

question of the role of schools in the development of colorblind racism and how it 

functions as education by dispossession (Alexander, 2012).  
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For Britney, school was a place of segregation, oppression, and privilege. She 

uses both a racial identity development (Tatum, 1997) perspective, the “Why are all the 

black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?” thesis and an intersectional analysis 

(Crenshaw, 1989) to describe the presence of racial segregation, privilege, and oppression 

at our school. When I asked her about how she would characterize her schooling 

experience, she told me it was hard because of her multiple marginal identities:   

It was hard being gay there. Remember, the white gay cheerleader. He was the only one 

who was accepted. But everybody else like us. We had a hard time. Well, black students, 

they had a hard time anyway. It was separated, remember, in cliques. Black people hung 

out with black people, white people hung out with white people. And that's how it is out 

here. It is a lot of places but especially out here and then they tried to act like they weren't 

racist when they really were. They have the flags15 on the back of a truck. “Oh it’s just 

for heritage,” that’s what they always say and want to call it.  

 

There is so much we can unpack from her observations of schools. What I find useful is 

how she links school spaces to racial realities in Sumpter. She names how school 

segregation is a result of the ideology and culture privileged within the school setting. 

She directs us to the contradiction in anti-racist rhetoric, where you can say “I am not 

racist” and yet celebrate and defend racists symbols and speech, rooted in racial 

segregation and violence, by calling it heritage. This ongoing debate between pride or 

prejudice, too often focuses on the “culture wars,” the fundamental split between 

orthodox and progressive views of morality (Thompson, 2010). With origins in the social 

sciences, Thompson (2010) notes that this became popularized by arch conservative Pat 

Buchannan at the Republican National Convention, where he said there was a “culture 

                                                           

15 Confederate Flags. 
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war” and “struggle for the soul of America.” In this, debates on racism are diminished to 

an individual cultural practice versus a material condition. This helps support a politics of 

racism in which race is explained as something inherited and natural rather than systemic 

and structural. To examine this closer, I want to use our dialogue about an interracial 

friendship to delve into rural racial relationality in Sumpter and how racial identity, 

constituted by dominant economic processes fortified for accumulation, contributes to the 

alienation of marginalized youth and lingers in their adulthood. I began with one of my 

own memories of moving to Sumpter. My description of the racial tensions led her to a 

memory about a friend named Ruby16, a white working-class neighbor.  

Ezekiel: Someone said that there was race fights, you know. And I was like, race fights? 

What, at the high school? Because, you know, I had never seen it before. I came from 

Ann Arbor schools where we had 

 

Britney: Hippie  

 

Ezekiel: Kwanzaa. Like we had all that stuff [multicultural]. You know, like, I was so 

surprised. 

Britney: Like a culture shock. But since I was only six, right, I didn't really understand…I 

used to play with Ruby and all that stuff. And I never really knew that her family, I guess 

I'm the one person they accepted. But her family was really racist. I figured that out. 

Once I was older.  

 

Ezekiel: I saw the Nazi tattoo and I knew  

 

Britney: I didn't see it where? 

 

Ezekiel: Her mother has a Nazi tattoo on her leg.  

 

Britney: And you know she [Ruby’s mother] used to take me out to the Chinese food 

place when Ruby ran away. Remember that? I used to hang out with her and she would 

treat me like I was her daughter. That's why it's so confusing out here. That is one thing 
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that is big. It's very confusing because they get attached to certain people. I was that one 

person they got attached to and I would never know until I got older and Ruby was 

dating. When I talked to her when she ran away...her little boyfriend that she had, that she 

eventually married, he was a racist…Him and her sister said “I don’t want to talk to that 

disabled nigger.” I said “Don't talk to me like that.” And she let them, and she was up 

there saying it too and I basically let her go and her sister go too because she started 

talking about how she wore the flag and stuff. The mom was still cool with me. I had her 

on Facebook. 

 

In this conversation, Britney’s sense of rural life is defined through interracial 

relationships rather than segregated relations. There is a move to imagine rural relations 

beyond the binary of segregation by focusing on the ways in which white and black 

children are in proximity to each other. For Britney, being in relation with racial others 

gives her insight to her own development, sociopolitical consciousness and positionality. 

First, she describes how she felt like she was the only black accepted by Ruby’s mother. 

She guessed that she was the only one they “accepted” since Ruby’s mother treated her 

like a daughter. Despite their long friendship, as they grew into adolescence, Ruby and 

her sister embraced the belief that whites should be segregated from, and are superior to 

blacks. Britney uses this story to explain her own blindness to racism. She acknowledges 

that there is something much deeper, something confusing about the ways in which race 

defined relationality. For Britney, this confusion, the development of racial attachment 

and abandonment, was not only an experience with our white “racist” neighbors, but 

rather a key to understanding the question of rural relations and how these relations get 

reproduced in schools.    

 Britney’s critical narrative also exposes how enclosure/dispossession is developed 

through the language and practice of colorblind racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2002; Alexander, 

2012). Britney thinks that the ways in which the community and schools explain racism 
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and racist symbols contribute to structural barriers to public services that could enable her 

mobility. According to Sojoyner (2017), enclosures are systems and structures that 

restrict the freedom of movement, and are rooted in dominant ideologies that influence 

institutional values and policies. Since the ideologies of colorblind racism order post-civil 

rights life, she is right to suggest that the barriers to equality are informed by race 

neutrality produced within the community and local institutions. This is articulated in the 

evolution of Britney’s relationship with Ruby and her observations of race in school.  

Additionally, Thandeka (2001) demonstrates that white racial identity is 

developed through racial abuse. As white children develop, family and state institutions 

teach them to understand race by subjecting them to the boundaries of non-white zones 

(Wallace, 1995 cited in Thandeka, 2001), physical spaces in which whites are not 

permitted to enter. These zones are controlled by policing the white body through 

physical encounters and emotional injury. When Ruby violates these boundaries by 

befriending Britney, she experiences white racial abuse: potential isolation from her 

boyfriend and sister. Writing about these intimacies, literary scholar, Leslie Fielder says, 

“In each generation we play out the impossible mythos, and we live to see our children 

play it: the white boy and the black we can discover wrestling affectionately on any 

American sidewalk, along which they will walk in adulthood, eyes averted from each 

other, unwilling to touch even by accident” (Pardini, 2008, p.53). Fielder shows how, as 

we move into adulthood, the distance between racial others widens. So much so that our 

bodies, used to being in relation, embody the prescriptions of racial difference. This 

embodiment created a social boundary that Britney was no longer able to cross.  
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 As both Thandeka and Fielder suggests, racial identity development is a rupture in 

racial relations, a form of dispossession. This rupture of relation is established not only 

by kin and companions, but also by the structures that undergird social class. Reflecting 

on Virginia’s race law, Thandeka (2001) asserts that “white racism was from the start a 

vehicle for classism; its primary goal was not to elevate race but to denigrate class” (p. 

47). In line with Du Bois (1935) and others, racial segregation and discrimination 

evolved out of the demand of northern labor, rather than of the culture of race. In the 

post-reconstruction era, Jim Crow and the Black Codes created a system where everyday 

people could initiate racial violence for the psychological wages of whiteness without 

repercussion. As the civil rights era came and went, we have, in many ways, been forced 

to forget this social development. It has been muddied by the intentions of the state, 

which aims to fulfill the liberal economic demand for racial inclusion. In Sumpter, a 

mostly working-class and farming community, this plays out in human and social 

relations. But these relations are not so clear or set in stone, and it could be argued that 

the intimacy of whites and blacks prove that these relations were flexible.  

Britney notices this when she describes how Ruby’s mom, the neighbor I 

identified with a Nazi tattoo, continued to have a relationship with her, knowing that her 

daughters were beginning to cut off interpersonal relations with their black friends. 

Britney sees and feels Ruby’s mother’s ambivalence toward racial others. Bonilla-Silva 

(2002) might argue that her ambivalence is the result of her relation to colorblindness, a 

racial ideology that defines post-civil rights demand to diminish race and racism through 

rhetorical moves which disavow, redress or ignore the persistent structures and acts of 
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racism. When Britney says, “It's confusing out here,” she connects colorblindness to 

enclosure. What she gleans is something that I think is particular to rural relations. Since 

Sumpter, like many rural spaces, are enclosed by a neoliberal economy that requires 

many of the residents to seek labor and community outside of the small town (Reynolds, 

2018), racial relationships are often defined by the dynamics of mobility.  

As for Britney, the colorblind racism that undergirds the ways in which the town 

functions participates in the lack of, and turning a blind eye to, accessibility services 

needed to increase the mobility for queer disabled black people. There are more localized 

resources in urban spaces for these identity groups. For rural LGBT and/or disabled 

young people in Sumpter, who are motivated to maintain the property and knowledges of 

their family and community, the lack of resources, services and access often demands 

that they move away. In many conversations, she told me that the township does not 

provide services. This prevents her from being independent from her family. Given that 

she does not drive, this leaves her homebound and her body stiff, alienated and immobile. 

In another conversation, she suggests that the ideologies that erase race are the same 

ideologies that render her queer needs invisible. The barriers to be in community with 

other gay people have stripped away opportunities to develop socially, emotionally, and 

politically.    

The development of colorblind racism and the muddiness it creates should be 

considered a key factor in how schools work to 1) un-map or erase racial histories, 2) 

preserve racist symbols and segregation and 3) naturalize incoherence of race/racism. 

Britney’s school operated through an ideology of colorblind racism as enclosure.  On one 
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end, white racial identity development was supported by the school’s colorblindness, 

providing it with an alibi to ignore the common practice of white students displaying the 

Confederate flag. This taught white students that the Confederate flag was not a racial 

symbol, but a cultural artifact that should be celebrated and retained. On the other end, 

the practice of avoiding race, and the specificities of racism, contributed to the denial of 

race-, gender-, sexual orientation- and ability-specific services, while obfuscating ways in 

which these structures impact the trajectories of black students. This has had a large 

impact on Britney who, during her senior year, attempted suicide. She told me that it was 

because the “place” we lived in—school and community—did not support or value her 

being. While she has reflected on this as an adult and acknowledges that there were many 

factors that led her to that decision, she wanted to point out the role educational structures 

played in creating an enclosed space around her identities. This is important to name. For 

many of us who identify as queer, black, and rural, the experiences we had/have living in 

Sumpter are bound by enclosures that have led us to face a withdrawal or removal from 

the community, being homebound like Britney, gone home like our good friend 

Marcus17, who overdosed after losing work at a local fast food chain or imprisoned like 

my best friend Larry18. The blues we understand inhabits the complexities and 

contradictions in becoming mobile in a space that does not see us. When race/racism is 

disavowed, there is a wall of confusion that shapes the development and the 
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relationalities needed to become mobile beings. An analysis of these relations reveals 

how colorblindness and queer-blindness limit the possession of collectivity and self-

determination. Thus, dispossession is recurrent in the process of black souls looking for a 

homeplace. 

 

South End Concerned Citizens, Environmental Racism, 

Bedroom Communities and the Question of  

Rural Gentrification  

 

In the last two sections, I have centered the bodily and ideological ways in which 

enclosure occurs in the lives of black Sumpter through stories of social relations. Next, I 

turn to the land question, as it relates to forms of enclosure, to reflect on a history of 

environmental racism and the issue of rural gentrification. Through a reflection with 

elder, activist and current township Supervisor, Mr. Morgan, the South End—the space in 

which the majority of Sumpter’s black residents live and own land—becomes a place that 

can be imagined as being under threat of enclosure in perpetuity. To make sense of this, I 

begin with a discussion of two environmental justice movements described by Mr. 

Morgan and his work with the South End Concerned Citizens. Then, I shift to a 

conversation I had with a white community elder in which she imagines Sumpter as a 

bedroom community. Reflecting on the meaning of that from the perspective of black 

people in the community and my own experience at a township meeting, I suggest that 

this sort of imagining replicates the relations of gentrification, a liberal urban housing 

movement that produces the structure of racial capitalist dispossession (Mueller, 2014). 
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Mr. Morgan is a proud passionate college educated black man from Mississippi, a 

community elder, former activist and current Township Supervisor. I met him in his 

office, surrounded by his achievements (diplomas, awards, trophies) and current projects. 

He moved to Sumpter to give his children an alternative way of life. However, when he 

arrived in the 1970s, he learned that the local contestations over land and race were 

similar to what he experienced in spaces across Michigan and the South. He first told me 

how there were issues around busing displaced students (as discussed in the previous 

chapter) and that there were tensions between Airport school administrators, bus drivers, 

and the black students from Sumpter. This inspired him to join a group of black 

community members who called themselves the South End Concerned Citizens (SECC): 

South End Concerned Citizens. In other words, anything south of Border Road was like 

where most of the black people lived at that time. In fact, I don't remember one black to 

live north of the Border Road. So, we call all decisions of the concerned citizens and we 

dealt with problems that affected black people. Problems out here in our own community. 

 

They were formed to tackle issues that affected black residents who lived on the 

southside of the town. The organization’s membership included church members, auto 

workers, educators, and township officials who intentionally held leadership positions 

among all the major institutions that had a role in black development; most of which no 

longer exist. In other words, these spaces have been dispossessed. This includes the 

Sumpter Progressive Civic League which was recently torn down. I had one of my first 

teaching experiences there in High school. Hired and trained by black community 

workers, I learned how to develop reading lessons and structured play. The black church 

next door was also torn down. Like other black churches in the community, it closed 

because of reduced membership. While the SECC organized against a variety of issues 
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ranging from education to the environment, the latter seemed to be the most important to 

Mr. Morgan, and useful for understanding the knowledge and sense of place these black 

intrastate migrants retained from their migrations. In what follows, he remembers two 

important environmental movements the South End Concerned Citizens organized.  

We didn't have good water out here. We didn’t have you know what we call “city water.” 

And everybody had a well and we did a survey about wells in the township. A scientific 

survey. And all the good wells, about 5% of them were North of Border Road. All the 

bad wells we had marked with red flags were here down in the South End. The Township 

got a million dollar grant from the federal government to bring water, good water… and 

they marked every mailbox for the Northeast…We said “naw, naw all the bad wells in 

the South End of the town.”  We filed a class action lawsuit against the township. And to 

support the lawsuit we took pictures of black folks coming up all day long to the spicket 

across the street [the community building once school now the police station and a 

recreation center for elders] to fill up. Drinking water that was fit to drink. Not enough to 

take a bath. The wells were full of sulfur and other stuff. Contaminants that…you could 

smell when you walked in the house…we took pictures and submitted those with our 

lawsuit…so the government not only ordered that million down here, they gave us 

another two million dollars for water down here. And that’s how we started to get 

drinking water.  

 

 Mr. Morgan described how the South End of the community did not have access 

to clean water. He maintained that when the township was given a federal grant of one 

million dollars to transfer from well water to city water, the township marked the 

northeast wells as bad so white residents would get their transition to water funded by 

this grant despite proof that the water from the wells on the South End was unfit to drink. 

The organizing efforts of the SECC encompassed a class-action lawsuit that contained 

scientific studies and photographic evidence proving that water on the South End was just 

as and even worse than water in the North. Their actions resulted in a three-million-dollar 

grant for the transition to city water for the community members of the South End.  
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When the struggle for clean water was over, The South End Concerned Citizens 

continued their organizing. Mr. Morgan wrote the organization’s pamphlet, Sumpter 

News, with the goal of getting black Sumpter more politically involved and aware. As the 

township treasurer, he helped black community members take positional power, a key 

strategy in community organizing. During this time, black Sumpter residents had to face 

Waste Management Inc., a landfill and environmental corporation. Globally, they have a 

monopoly on waste and environmental issues and rural spaces are vulnerable to 

dispossession and pollution caused by them. He explained:  

We were fighting this landfill over on Willow Road [one of just a few paved roads on the 

South End]. It was creating havoc in our part of the town. Trucks coming through there 

from six o’clock in the morning to dark at night. Not obeying any kind of rules: frost 

street laws and stuff. They just loaded it up. Too heavy and nobody stopped it…stinking 

like hell and going into a landfill that is not being operated by health standards…in our 

community.  

 

He discussed with me the movement to resist Waste Management. There were many 

challenges: money needed to bring people to the hearing; poor legal representation; and 

the corporation’s financial relationships with local government officials. Their response 

was the Sumpter News, a paper which he wrote and edited. As a strategy for educating the 

public about the case, he described how they assigned each group member a road to 

distribute the paper to people in the South End. At one point he was asked by community 

officials and the corporation to stop publishing it, but he refused to stop because it was 

one way to help in the struggle for justice in Sumpter Township. The education of the 

public led to negotiations with the county commission, where they demanded and 

received fair compensation and the relocation of the landfill.   
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The community organizing by the South End Concerned Citizens highlighted the 

environmental concerns of black Sumpter in the past. What concerns do the community 

currently have, and how are they imagining them and/or responding to them? In 

conversation with a community member, I learned that the current dump generating a 

significant part of Sumpter's budget is scheduled to close within the next twenty years. I 

thought Mr. Morgan and others would have thoughts on this and the future of 

environmental movements for black life and land. Mr. Morgan described some of his 

worries about the future of environmental movements.  

He lamented over the displacement and dispossession of some the families who 

once farmed and lived on the land that is now the Crosswinds Marsh Wetland Interpretive 

Preserve, constructed over thirty years ago to mitigate the expansion of the Detroit Metro 

Airport. While this environmental mitigation project reconstructed an important 

ecosystem for plants and wildlife and acts somewhat as a buffer between the relocated 

dump and the South End, according to Mr. Morgan, it also was an enclosure that stripped 

away over 100 years of hereditary land. In Sumpter, the environmental question is 

complex and reveals the nature in which rural areas are contested within a racial capitalist 

social system, where the state and private developers profit from the enclosure of rural 

communities. The future of this question must consider the contradictions in the policies 

and practices of government, corporations, and communities.  

I grew up in proximity to the landfill and remember the smell of well water. The 

two movements described above were responses to the ways in which racial capitalism 

shapes the black community’s relationship to the environment in Sumpter. Using the 
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Flint water crisis as a contemporary example, Pulido (2016) contends that racial 

capitalism creates relations that dispossess black communities. These relations are based 

on the subordination of black community interests to the goals of state financial assets 

and the degradation of the residents’ blackness and so-called surplus status. As with the 

Flint example, the black people of Sumpter were considered surplus and disposable. They 

were viewed as a group who did not merit clean water and safe distance from the landfill. 

The black people in rural areas experience racial capitalists’ (often successful) attempts to 

accumulate by dispossession (Harvey, 2004), and in particular the removal of black life 

through pollution or natural disasters that destroy environmental resources and property. 

 In a recent article, Megan Meyhew Bergman (2018) tells the history of a poor 

black rural community in Warren, North Carolina. In 1982, Warren was chosen as a 

space for a toxic waste facility that dumped tons of cancer-causing PCB waste. She 

describes the organized resistance by the black community to remind us to consider the 

potential racial effects of the climate change debate. In Salt Eaters, Toni Cade Bambara 

(1980) imagines this struggle as well: 

You think there's no connection between the power plant and Trans- chemical and 

the power configurations in this city and the quality of life in this city, region, 

country, world? (243). 

 

For poor black rural working-class communities, their spaces are at risk of becoming 

dumping grounds and thus spaces of enclosure. In thinking about the climate change 

movement, Bergman (2018) suggests that black communities who live in open spaces, 

particularly in the Black Belt, will likely be targets of, or may have already experienced 

capitalist predations for corporate accumulation. For the black people of Sumpter, the 
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environmental question depends on how the state of Michigan and other power brokers 

determine their value. Recently, the state of Michigan has cut a deal allowing Nestle, Inc. 

to pump hundreds of gallons of freshwater (from small towns) per minute for an annual 

fee of less than $200 (Winchester and Hutchinson, 2018). Sumpter residents might face a 

similar foe when the dump fills to its maximum in the next twenty years.    

The organizing of South End Concerned Citizens reveals many lessons on how to 

organize for environmental justice and against racial capitalism. I want to suggest that 

their commitment to organizing for environmental justice was rooted in their blues 

knowledges from the South, where residents like Mr. Morgan grew up. It was there that 

many of them learned that their relationship to the land was not just about capital but also 

about liberation. This was also a key theme in the self-determination movements of the 

1960s and 1970s, when there was a push to reclaim black liberation through agrarianism 

(Rickford,1970). This practice of associating land rights and agriculture with liberation 

motivated those in the SECC and continues to be a way of knowing within the 

community.  

 In the above, I explored Mr. Morgan’s critical memories of two important 

movements related to environmental justice and racial capitalism. Next, I want to turn to 

the current racial-spatial conditions. Through these battles, one might argue that black 

Sumpter residents have received recognition and representation in Sumpter. This is, to 

some extent, true. For the last forty years black Sumpter has had township board 

representation and a local park named after the lone police officer to be killed on duty, a 

black man named Roy Graham. This process of inclusion often throws a veil over the 
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formation and function of racialized capitalism in Sumpter. While researching, I came 

across a term which one white elder used to imagine Sumpter: bedroom community. The 

elder compared it to a commuter town, where people work outside of the community and 

come back home to rest.   

According to Sonya Salamon (2003), bedroom communities are the direct result 

of regional suburbanization. In her analysis of the transition from hometown to nontown, 

the rules and values of suburban privatization and development infiltrate the agrarian or 

post-agrarian lifestyles of rural communities, farming towns and land situated in 

productive rural landscapes. Salamon (2003) argues that the process of suburbanization 

has negative effects on the socialization of rural youth, parental civic engagement and 

adult watchfulness. Here, the profit driven development seems to take precedence over 

continuity of rural life. I want to propose that this has a regional presence and has 

affected rural life in neighboring towns around Sumpter, mostly in the areas near 

interstate 94 that are near public institutions and burgeoning small shopping malls. These 

small shopping centers replace rural stores and businesses and become community 

meeting places (Reynolds, 2017).  

Thus, the imagining of Sumpter as a bedroom community seems dangerous. Since 

capitalist development is always a racial project (Omi and Winant, 2014), the community 

effects produced will have racialized results. At a township meeting, I learned that the 

threat of suburbanization is encroaching upon Sumpter and may be indirectly impacting 

black residents. During the meeting, there was a debate about the last township land 
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auction, a property-based way in which townships can increase their budget through the 

selling of dispossessed land that could not be sold by Wayne county.  

A black woman raised this question during the time permitted to speak on local 

issues. While conservatives lambasted the growth of marijuana businesses, the black 

woman laid out her concern about how the public was miseducated about the process by 

which the town auctioned off the land. She felt like the township representatives—mostly 

white men and women who vehemently denied any wrongdoing—purposively kept the 

information to themselves to increase their individual wealth and government power. She 

argued that the for-sale signs barely signaled these were government properties and that 

they were disappearing from the properties before being sold. She explained that she 

witnessed this by observing the lot behind her own property.  

One of the township officials told her that it was most likely neighbors who did 

not want the land to be sold because they did not want people living close to their 

property. She accepted this, but she was more worried that this land was bought by board 

members and that most of the land auctioned off was on the South End and formerly 

owned by black residents. This leaves many black landowners without the opportunity to 

extend their properties or to help preserve black land ownership in Sumpter. This tells 

another story of the dispossession of black land and the worry by black residents about 

how this land is being redistributed to the political elite of the town to increase individual 

profit. Not only are they increasing their wealth, they are participating in what I want to 

suggest is rural gentrification, a making of a nontown because they are not buying this 

land to live or farm on, but to resell to developers or people aiming to live rural. 
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Rural gentrification as spatial question is new to debates on rural life. Nelson and 

Hines (2018) argue, and I agree, that rural gentrification is a repurposing of once rural 

industrial areas to residential ones. This process is rooted not in a change of culture but in 

networks of capital accumulation (Nelson and Hines, 2018).  In what they define as 

relational rurality, they demonstrate that global and national capitalism operate to bring 

rural spaces into the fold of their modes of production. This form of spatial 

reorganization will have negative effects on populations that are devalued because of 

their racial or surplus status. Black people, particularly black retirees living on their 

factory pensions, will be forced to face potential dispossession due to the neoliberal 

state’s push to bring rural spaces into their vision of the privatization of land and space. 

Over the years, black Sumpter, a community that has steadily faced land enclosure 

because of a lack of local employment and rising taxes, has been forced to sell off front 

acres and entire swaths of land. Sumpter as a bedroom community for rural gentrification 

seems to be altering the landscape from a homeplace into nonplace right before our very 

eyes.  

 

Rural Racial Relationality as Reclamation 

Forgotten places is a term some use to describe rural communities (Reynolds, 

2017). It is critical to recognize how rural spaces are overlooked as sites for studying 

schooling and other forms of social life. This analysis teaches us how to observe the 

formation and realities of isolation, removal and abandonment, and in the current 

moment, how rural places incorporate urban and suburban beliefs and practices that serve 
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a global multicultural neoliberal economic ideology and its syllabus (Reynolds, 2017). At 

the same time, this frame has the potential to treat rural life as an island distant from the 

larger economic and cultural processes.  

By tracing enclosure in the critical narratives above, we learn that these places are 

not forgotten but subject to antirelational practices of racial capitalist development. The 

dominant ideological and material conditions of race, geography, and education 

(schooling and community development) constantly rupture collectivity by reducing 

social life to serve the demands of racial capitalism. An examination of how it serves 

their interests and projects reveal the persistent question of race and property, relations 

with racial others, commuter suburb development and other forms of dispossession.  

A move toward rural racial relationality reclaims rural knowledge and practice for 

the sake of critique and learning. In Sumpter, these knowledges embody the blues of rural 

life from Mississippi to Detroit, and uses its explanations of history, politics and 

development to understand current struggles and to build community. In this, the people 

of black Sumpter understand the complex ways in which their lives are/were impacted by 

what many of them call the white man, which in so many ways embody the soul of what 

hooks (2000) describes as imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. This 

critique helps them define power and difference as it relates to local and regional 

dominant ideologies and material conditions. By including relationality, we are able to 

analyze the “difficult knowledge” of racial and structural violence (Britzman, 1998) and 

render the current conditions of racial capitalism visible for future community building 

and social transformation.  
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Chapter VI 

We Need a Union:  

Repairing Education and Route Work   

 

I have sat on a little oil drum, rusty and in the midst of garbage, and some black brothers 

and I have grounded together. 

Groundings with My Brothers, Walter Rodney 

 

In the previous two chapters, I explored how schools accomplish various forms of 

antirelationality through an education by displacement and dispossession, and how these 

structures spatialize black Sumpter. With a deep interest in race and class, I shift to the 

oppressive structure of disenfranchisement. As the final theme of the unholy trinity and 

the final major theme of this study, I reflect on the age-old question of education and 

work as a route to understanding the role education plays in limiting black participation 

and power in the governing of space, ideas and bodies.  

President Donald Trump and Education Secretary Betsy DeVos propose to 

eliminate the Department of Education and merge it with the Department of Labor. The 

Department of Education and Workforce proposed in 2018, aims to help the nation’s 

struggling schools and students compete in the global economy, an arena the state and 

corporate elite construct to feed their transnational projects of outsourcing and war, both 

of which requires extreme force and continued expansion (Marable, 2006). Congressional 

Democrats disagreed with the proposal based on the idea that Civil Rights protections for 

women and people of color would be dismantled. Republicans supported the proposal 

because they believe it will reduce government fiscal obligations and help reintroduce 

vocational and technological training as opposed to liberal education.  
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From my understanding, they both are taking advantage of the fact that since the 

Cold War, there has been a ferocious attack on intellectual and political efforts by 

organized labor, and their views on education. The education programs designed and 

supported by both parties promote racial capitalist modes of production rather than 

enlightenment or social transformation. Over the last twenty years, both parties have 

invested in the ideological and economic project of the privatization of schools. For 

former President Obama, charter schools created opportunities for students of color to 

participate in information technology jobs. In his Race to the Top grant program, schools 

received federal funds for partnering with corporations. President Trump believes school 

of choice will “free” American students from top-down government rules and regulations 

and allow families to choose schools based on their personal beliefs and values. In other 

words, they want to ensure rich families and communities could choose to segregate their 

children based on culture and religion.  

Initially, I was interested in the role of privatization as a tool for racial capitalist 

schooling and wanted to discuss the ways this has shifted many of the debates and the 

material conditions for young black people’s post k-12 schooling. Reflecting on the types 

of work schools imagine and designate for rural black youth and the role privatization has 

played in shaping educational and employment opportunities in the Motor City region, I 

became interested in the relationship between labor and learning and how they define and 

order the lives of young black people in Sumpter.  

The critical narratives in this chapter spring from multiple dialogues I had with a 

group of young black men with whom I grew up. The majority have spent their entire 
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lives together in Sumpter. They work in small and large industrial factories. Some of 

them have infant or preschool age children. Some have served time in juvenile or 

prison/jail for petty crimes or misdemeanors. Only a few have had post-secondary college 

experience. All have a deep compassion and concern for Sumpter and each other. It is not 

my intention to ignore the voices of black women or girls, but with so much attention on 

black males and education, it felt right to highlight the ways in which stories of black 

manhood in Sumpter intersect with, or diverge from, the dominant storytelling of black 

male precarity and victimhood (Curry, 2017). Over several meetings, we met in my 

father’s garage to dialogue about race, school, life and of course work. I hope to represent 

their stories in ways that are nuanced and indicative of black social life instead of black 

social death (Williamson, 2016). As Rodney (1969) articulates in the epigraph, I aim to 

highlight the ways we have grounded together.  

In our first conversation, we discussed a range of topics including schooling, race 

and social relations, and rural life. While discussing their lack of access to public 

services, resources and knowledge, they proposed:  

Tiste: All I am saying is this bro, if we created a support system, a lot of this stuff 

wouldn’t happen…like a union.  

 

Don: We need a union.  

 

Tiste: There is no way we can depend on Wayne County.  

 

A union as a frame for how they imagine organizing their life has led me to the question 

of education and work, at the intersections of race, class, gender and rurality. Here, this 

question is examined by foregrounding the ways in which these young men imagine one, 

the ideologies and material conditions related to their learning and labor and two, their 
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practice, the strategies and responses to the dominant political economy. First, I draw on 

two scholars, Du Bois (1932) and Boggs (1977), whose critical perspectives on learning, 

labor, and racial capitalism are often marginalized by institutions. Also, I draw on the 

critical theorizing of Willis (1984) and Bowles and Gintis (1976). Next, and in line with 

the research on black educational movement so far explored in this project, I use Gilroy’s 

(1993) notion of “route work” as a way to name the alternative collective practices 

envisioned and engendered by the Groundings Brothers. Drawing from numerous 

dialogues with them, I describe three aspects of their route work to gain a deeper 

understanding of the dominant ideologies and material consequences of 

disenfranchisement and how this reveals the nature in which racial capitalist schools 

regulate and divide for the purpose of achieving specific economic and racial goals. To 

conclude, the collective thought and community practices put forth by these young men 

help us understand the ways in which schools construct governance and sovereignty. In 

effect, their practices offer routes for repairing the ways educational structures 

disenfranchise black males.  

 

Undereducated for Industry and Reconstructing Education and Work 

Over a seventy-five-year span, W. E. B. Du Bois addressed the question of black 

education. Most quoted are his perspectives on segregation in “Does the Negro need 

Separate schools?” (1935b), where he advocated for “voluntary separation” as a response 

to the persistence of racial capitalism. His work on higher education in “Talented Tenth” 

was a call educate and develop the crème de la crème of the black population in order to 
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support them in becoming the leaders of the black race (Du Bois, 1903b). Within this, we 

learn that Du Bois’s thoughts on education were steadily evolving, pragmatic, and critical 

of national economic and social challenges that faced black people (Aldridge, 2015). In 

one of his most under-utilized writings, a Howard commencement speech titled 

“Education and Work,” Du Bois (1932) grapples with the consequences of industrial 

schooling. He argues that the industrial schooling of black people has built a bridge 

between slavery and freedom, demonstrated to white people that black education is not a 

necessary evil but a social good, and provided state support for higher education and 

public school systems. 

Regardless of this progress, he contends that industrial schooling has “tempered 

and rationalized the inner emancipation of American negroes” (Du Bois, 1932, p.65). In 

other words, industrial schooling has offered black people a seat at a table with weak 

legs. He stresses that industrial schooling should prepare the hand and the mind. He 

writes, “Any person of average intelligence can take part in the making of the modern 

automobile, and he is paid, not for his technical training, but for his endurance and steady 

application” (p.66). For Du Bois, industrial school training must look like colleges in that 

workers should be trained to understand the “inner seats of power by means of capital 

and credit” (p.67). Their training should include not only how to adapt to capital and the 

changing industries, but also ideologies and practices that undergird them. In what we 

might call an undereducation of the underclass, Du Bois (1932) considered the lack of 

teaching on labor movements a consequential failure of the industrial schooling of blacks. 

This is necessary, in part, because white organized labor was an obstacle for black 
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workers and black wages. As a result, he asserts that black workers in America are 

disenfranchised trained laborers.  

Although this speech was given over eighty years ago, so much of it resonates 

with how schools approach the industrial education of black people. Today, the 

information technology industry and small business training prevail as the dominant 

industries encouraged through national discourse, practiced by schools, and funded by the 

state. In the 21st century, rural young people are not included in determining this policy. 

Schools produce money obsessed neoliberal ideology. This creates the conditions in 

which rural students are to envision a life beyond the countryside (Reynolds, 2017). For 

those who remain or return, like the young black men in the Groundings with my 

Brothers Collective, the question of industrial schooling and training remains significant 

for multiple reasons. First, industrial skills are invaluable to those who live in rural 

spaces. According to Citizens Research Council of Michigan’s 2018 report “Exploring 

the Urban and Rural Divide,” rural workers are more likely to be employed by industries 

that have been impaired by globalization and automation (p.27). They report that 

manufacturing, construction and agriculture are the industries that disproportionately 

employ rural workers (p.27). They contend that this “spells trouble” for rural workers 

because it forces rural workers to take these actions:  

1) move to urban areas which have more opportunities to work in 

rapidly growing industries, 

 2) shift labor towards local industries in the area to more closely 

resemble the urban area industry distribution, or  

3) face the prospect of unemployment as the disproportionately 

predominant industries in the area continue to shrink (p.28).  
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This is potentially more troubling for young black male rural workers who face the 

prospects of being the first to be laid off and a lack of employment mobility. As many 

have already suggested, black workers in general are the last to be hired and first to be 

fired (Couch and Fairly, 2010).  

Second, many of the young men I spoke with told me that they were placed, 

without their consent, into a remedial or vocational track in school. From my own 

memory, many of my childhood friends participated in what was called a “co-op 

educational program” where they experienced schooling within the walls of schools for 

part of the day and either culinary arts, cosmetology, or construction training the other 

half of the day, with eventual or potential employment in these fields. After graduation, 

many of them continued their work as low wage disenfranchised workers at fast food and 

big-box store chains. This does not mean that useful skills were not learned through this 

program, but political economic knowledge about these industries were not a part of the 

curriculum. The mostly working-class and people of color who participated in these 

programs were provided a segregated and unequal education. This raises the question, 

what has contemporary industrial training done for black students?   

I would be remiss if I did not discuss the relationship between education and work 

without the words of James Boggs, one of Detroit’s most well-known organic intellectual 

and factory worker. So much of his work on education with his wife, Grace Lee Boggs, 
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has inspired a generation of educators with social justice aims.19 In a speech entitled “The 

Next Development in Education,” given at the University of Adult Education in Detroit, 

Michigan, Boggs (1977) offers a conception of education that challenges the idea that 

learning is solely, what he calls, "received" knowledge. Like Freire’s (1970) theorizing of 

a banking model of education, an education by received knowledge teaches you to 

“absorb information, facts, theories, etc., which have already been discovered or created 

by others, in the belief that if you can just absorb enough of this knowledge, you will 

qualify as ‘educated” (Boggs, 1977, para 1). Boggs states that we believe education to be 

a “thing” that can be open and closed like Pandora’s box. He admits that he used to think 

that learning took place this way. He suggests that this type of schooling might have 

worked at the turn of the century, when a high school diploma would help you earn a 

decent job.  

However, through a deep engagement with the post-war conditions of education, 

Boggs demonstrates that this conception fails due to its disregard for the contradiction of 

unemployment and layoffs affecting black people at a greater rate than their white 

counterparts. He proposes we conceive education as a response to how society is 

organized and governed: “Today I would like to suggest to you that we need to change 

our concept of education from the concept of education for earning to the concept of 

education for the purpose of governing” (Boggs, 1977, para 24). By governing he means 

                                                           

19For example, the James and Grace Lee Boggs School of Detroit and Folk Arts Cultural 

Treasures Charter School of Philadelphia.  
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“the activity of governing, that is the continuing exercise of our distinctively human 

capacity to make meaningful choices: between policies that will benefit our communities 

and our posterity, and those that serve only our immediate self-interest” (Boggs, 1977, 

para 24).    

Boggs contends that education should consider the “all-around capacity that only 

human beings have: to think about the society we live in, determine what will advance 

our society: and then join with others to make the politically-conscious and socially 

responsible decisions that will help mold and shape our society in the direction that we 

believe it should go” (Boggs, 1977, para 24). He argues that to achieve this conception of 

education we must recognize that the foundations of fair governing are both a moral 

development (including truth and cooperation) and the development of technical skills 

which include opportunities for youth to participate in productive work for the greater 

good rather than individual prosperity. In this chapter, I recognize the importance of 

considering the possibilities of an education for governing. I trace the ways in which “the 

activity of governing” is articulated through the theorization and practices expressed 

about these young men’s work together in, and across, the community. 

Grounding with My Brothers in Sumpter and Route Work 

  

 So far, I traced the ways in which movement is an educational experience by 

exploring how being mobile is essential for life and learning in rural Sumpter (Cairns, 

2014). For the young black men in Sumpter, whose voices and experiences are referenced 

in the following, a reflection on the everyday practices developed for living in Sumpter is 

critical for understanding how educational structures create barriers for development and 
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sociopolitical consciousness, especially the training and knowledge required for them to 

become enfranchised workers. As we listened to each other, they untangled their 

educational routes in ways that magnify not only the possible theories or epistemologies 

that undergird them, but also the practices they produce and that work as strategic 

responses to the educational structures that govern, determine and alter the routes of 

many young black men who live(d) in Sumpter.   

 In Learning to Labor, a critical ethnography that examines working-class young 

men and their behaviors in and beliefs about school, Willis (1977) describes a process in 

which “the lads” develop an identity that differentiated themselves from middle-class 

values and the conventions of schooling. Willis demonstrates how the counterculture of 

these young men helped them resist the dominant narrative that their compliance in 

schools guarantees upward mobility and assures that they would be where the capitalist 

society wants them. The group that I interviewed was comprised of young men who also 

challenged school norms. Growing up black in the 21st century and in the country gave 

them a sense of history, identity, and power. Being miles away from most of their black 

classmates whose families moved into the newly constructed subdivisions (within biking 

distance to school), they found themselves in search of one another in the segregated 

spaces of school.  

 In dialogue about the school’s role in their disenfranchisement, the young men 

had varying opinions. On the one hand, they thought their school provided some 

opportunities for black students, especially academic ones. Some of the young men 

regretted not “taking advantage” of the advanced courses their school provided. On the 
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other hand, they described how they were tracked in remedial courses and corrective 

classes such as consumer math, where they were taught by unlicensed teachers to be 

responsible consumers and how to balance check books. Segregated from the rest of the 

school population, they agreed that this limited their ability to achieve their post-

secondary school goals.  If this sorting took place at schools, and we recognize that these 

young men are not passive subjects in this process, then we might ask what practice(s) 

did they develop to help them navigate and negotiate the ways schools and society 

disenfranchise them?  

 The notion of route work that I use comes from the writing of Paul Gilroy 

(2002) whose work on the black diaspora is thorough and instructive. Route work 

originates from the life lessons of Phyliss Wheately, W.E. B. Du Bois, Martin Delany, 

and Richard Wright, whose lived experiences of blackness, race, and nation caused them 

to move back and forth, within and across the black Atlantic: Europe, Africa and 

America. Their life trajectories redefine the unilateral definitions of diaspora that propose 

a dispersal to a place from which one never returns. He dedicates his analysis to their 

keen awareness of being spatially dislocated.   

 Through an engagement with their words and stories, I suggest that the 

collective produces practices that define their route work. As students who experienced 

the educational movement of disenfranchisement, the practices they develop(ed) redress 

the status of exile. They include a sincere dedication to collectivism, a concern for the 

nature in which generations communicate the past, present and future, and an alternative 

politic that supports their human capacity and survival. In the next section, I lay out each 
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of these practices as route work. In the process of naming each practice, I reflect on what 

they mean for education.  

 The route work exercised in Sumpter by these young black men include the 

practices of black farming, horseback riding, and others related to rural life. Collectivism 

is the organizing principle and practice that informs and shapes their other practices. It is 

rooted in a complex articulation of blackness, rurality, mobility, education, and work. 

There are three important layers of collectivism that will be the focus of this chapter. 

They include collective empowerment, communal education and cooperative/solidarity 

economics. To be clear, they do not use the words collective or collectivity to explain 

their practice. As they adapt to the geographical changes produced within a racial 

capitalist economy, they engage in practices that question and confront the contradictions 

in individualism, liberalism, and multiculturalism (all used to justify and rationalize their 

disenfranchisement). In what follows, their words are referenced and used to explore 

these dynamics.   

 Much of their collective praxis derives from their isolation and distance from 

black communities and their peers and the labor-intensive responsibilities related to rural 

living. When asked to explain what it means to be educated in Sumpter, Tiste described 

the nature in which, as youth, they found common ground and collectivity,  

You have to have some type of ambition out here. You cannot just sit back. Or just chill. 

You might miss a lot. Imagine if we were all in the house in middle school playing video 

games. Never played no sports. Never tried to mingle with each other.  

 

Tiste contends that the group became friends because they were all taught to spend time 

outside playing and learning rather than being indoors playing video games, the 
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predominant contemporary form of relationality that young people (millennials) engage 

in. Tiste explained further, 

We had no cars. When Bryan got his whip, he started to shoot everyone everywhere. 

Shooting people to work. we all riding in one whip. If you do not use what you got 

around, then you will never really learn.  

 

Tiste begins to unpack how, through their need to be mobile, they created a system in 

which they could help each other get to school, play sports, and even work. Still to this 

day, they use a similar system to provide transportation for each other. He suggests that 

learning is seeing everyone and everything as a resource. In other words, you must rely 

on what and who is around if you plan to survive. For this group, they could not imagine 

doing it on your own or “pulling yourself up by your boots straps.” As demonstrated in 

the above quote, they realized at a young age that they needed each other in order to 

prosper. In dialogue with their words and ideas, I examine their community of practices 

to help clarify the relation between education and work in a racial capitalist society and to 

demonstrate the organic nature in which they resist the structure of disenfranchisement.  

 

Route Work as a Collective Practice:  

Collective Empowerment, Intergenerational Knowledge and Solidarity Economics 

  

Collective Empowerment: Where I Come From 

  

 Studies on black male enfranchisement have demonstrated the lack of black 

male political participation. Factors they consider are felonies, voter suppression, and 

others related to race. In dialogue, I asked the group if they were planning to participate 

in the local elections which at the time were heated because there was a push to swing 

Sumpter’s board toward a more right-wing agenda. I observed at a township meeting that 
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some residents associated the local marijuana policy with criminality and immigration. In 

conversation, I learned that the township had been auctioning off large tracts of land and 

how this disproportionately could affect black landowners. While their ears seem to perk 

up at the rumblings taking place in the township hall, after the voting cycle was up, I 

asked them if they had participated and most of them said that they had not. 

 For most of their lives, Sumpter has had black leadership in the township office. 

However, for these young men, they seem to be suspicious of dominant local and state 

politics. They seem to resist the idea that black leadership, especially the politics of the 

black middle class, can solve issues related to black young men who work in factories 

and aim to live in a rural community. In so many ways, these young men consider the 

position and interests of the black petty bourgeoisie (who they told me hold most of the 

leadership positions) as diametrically opposed to their own politics and community 

visons. This was demonstrated in their conversations about the black leaders at their 

factory jobs and reflections on black leadership. They observed how union leaders and 

managers at the plant would often side against their interests and needs. For example, 

Tiste noted that the black leaders at his job fail to provide adequate knowledge about 

union contracts, which include tuition assistance. In this, they admit that they struggle to 

find solidarity with many black folks who took the side of the bosses instead of the 

workers (Boggs, 1963).  

 Their lack of voter participation can be viewed as a practice of refusal (Campt, 

2019). I suggest that they reject “the status quo as livable and the creation of possibility 

in the face of negation i.e. a refusal to recognize a system that renders you fundamentally 
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illegible and unintelligible” (Campt, 2019, p. 68). From our dialogues, I glean that their 

politics are rooted in an alternative understanding of liberal and free market rationales. 

They see these perspectives as dangerous to their work and progress and as the source of 

their exploitation. They do not connect with the politics of policies like Race to the Top, 

because they do not aspire to become cogs in the neoliberal engine that forces them to 

suppress their desire to live rural.  

 Within this vision of learning and labor, they empower each other. This process 

also includes an expansive racial and spatial vision. Since most of them work in factories 

outside of Sumpter and depend on the work they can get in Detroit, they value a political 

agenda that includes spaces hit hard by contemporary forms of racial capitalism, like 

Ypsilanti and Detroit. For them, a regional politics is important for challenging the 

disenfranchisement produced by dominant institutions and their places of employment. 

Here, they center a political education that is inclusive of the spatial-racial divisions 

across Metro Detroit. Matt, a truck driver, father and entrepreneur said, 

If you live within a 50-mile radius of the city Detroit, most likely you are from Detroit…I 

think everybody in here really was either born or from Detroit. Or has ties to Detroit. 

That’s where everybody basically came from. 
 

Matt demonstrates how important Detroit is in the everyday life of young people who 

either work there or have personal or collective historical ties: “came from” Detroit. In 

many ways, his perspective takes up Detroit as something that is a part of the past and the 

present. It is a space that has formed and informs their mobility. As an independent tow 

truck driver, Matt depends on his sociopolitical and economic relationship with Detroit, 

where the population and potential for pickups are much greater than in isolated rural 

areas. The fact that they see themselves aligned with the concerns and issues of black life 
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in the region demonstrates how they see their political goals as ones that include the 

collective racial-spatial construction of the region.  

 Their political practice centers the collective politics of black people within the 

Motor City region, historically one of the most vital regions to the development and 

maintenance of racial capital. Their collective politics challenges the idea of the urban 

and rural divide. These rural young black men see this and take seriously the notion that 

the politics of black Detroit and black Sumpter intersect. This is important because it is 

reported that black Michiganders who live in urban and rural suffer from similar forms of 

oppression—a lack of resources, development and employment (Exploring the Urban 

/Rural Divide, 2018). Thus, as a community they practice collective empowerment that is 

within and beyond their community.  

Intergenerational Knowledge: A Resource for Life 

 

 Too often, when scholars look at the relations among black youth and adults, 

they emphasize conflict and describe them as tense, reproductive, and exploitative 

(Bruce, 2018). Giroux (2009) explores how the neoliberal political economy places 

targets on the backs of youth through cultural production and privatized corporate 

education. Through this process, youth become suspects in our society and are viewed as 

disposable. For Giroux, the question of being suspects is one that pertains to all youth. 

However, he points out that black youth remain overtly and exceedingly viewed as 

threats to social life. We are all too familiar with images, media reports, viral videos of 

black boys and girls punished by and within school systems. The racial violence that 

occurs in these spaces are familiar to the Groundings collective, some of whom have seen 
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the inside of jail cells or juvenile detention facilities. If we consider the internalization of 

state-sanctioned violence as a reason for black adults supporting policies that criminalize 

young black people in poor neighborhoods, then what becomes clearer is the role in 

which racial capitalist demands for social separateness construct a system where black 

elders and youth fear one another. I witnessed examples of this on the buses of 

Philadelphia. I saw a black youth curse at an elder who was moving slowly to get off the 

bus and I saw elders ignore or berate youth.  

 From my own upbringing and understanding of blackness, this is all taboo. I 

was always taught to respect my elders and I was disciplined and shamed if I did not. 

This had led me to reflect on the generational gap between black perceptions of economic 

opportunity (Bruce, 2018). When I asked the elders about the future of black people in 

Sumpter, in particular black youth, one of them, an elder and organizer, said that there 

was nothing for them in Sumpter. If they return from places such as prison, there are no 

jobs, political power or development. While the collective believes in the possibility of 

Sumpter as a space of futurity for their children, they also have had experiences that say 

it is not a place for them. In fact, they reflected on how Sumpter does not have a youth 

development organization and spaces designated for youth development were not 

welcoming. They reminisced about a time when they played basketball at the local 

recreation center. Some older folks at the community center would attempt to intimidate 

them, by either over charging them or increasing the presence of the police, which had a 

station in the same building. These young men accounted this experience as a 

racialization of their blackness and an anti-youth practice of the township.  
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 This sort of experience with local institutions ran counter to their everyday 

practice. While the state and some elders gave up on the idea of adult and youth 

solidarity, the collective saw the relationship as key to their development. The practice of 

sharing intergenerational knowledge was essential for bridging the skills and knowledges 

denied to them. When I asked about the education they received in Sumpter, they all 

spoke of the black men, from the baby boomer generation, who put in extra time with 

them. They said:  

Tiste: Someone literally taught us the job.  

 

Chris: They gave us the knowledge. 

 

Matt: The best way I can describe it…it is you know you meet elders out here, they are 

different than the ones you meet in the city. Like they are more knowledgeable. It’s just 

something about them. I don’t know how to say it…you can relate to them...it’ different 

from somewhere else.  

 

Neau: Hospitality.  

 

They have a sense of gratitude for the baby boomers, an era that could be described by 

some as problematic for black men. They spoke about how they knew how to cook, 

breaking the mold of gender stereotypes or how their resourcefulness and knowledge 

related to “skilled labor” such as fixing cars, pouring cement, farming, and other 

industrial trades helped them perform rural tasks and obtain industrial employment.    

 Matt described them as a “resource for life.” Conceptualizing them as resource 

is a part of their community practice that supports their social and economic 

development. Through these relationships, they receive an organic education that helps 

them question the morals of racial capitalism. In effect, they view the racialized capitalist 

partitions that has separated them from one another as problematic to their social and 
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emotional growth. This was apparent in their expressions of grief for the elders. When 

Mr. Ray20, a black elder who spent time cultivating and training this group of young men, 

passed away, it was as if their mourning was an expression of the African proverb that 

states “when an old man dies, a library burns to the ground.” With the dispossession of 

some black residents due to the technologies of antirelationality in racialized capitalism 

such as the lack of economic sustainability and the aging of black elders in our 

community, the practice of intergenerational knowledge continues to be a route work in 

which they express compassion and great concern. 

Collective Economics 

 

 The liberal racial capitalist society we inhabit values individualist competition 

over collectivity, especially economic collectivity. It is important here to return to the 

lessons of Du Bois (1907) in Economic Co-operation Among Negro Americans. In this 

timely research study on black social life, he reminds us that black people have 

developed, and are developing, co-operative economic practices, rooted in African 

knowledge, that challenge the unequal material conditions of the U.S. The co-operative 

economics the collective devises is a response to the neoliberal economic structures that 

have left black people at the bottom of every economic category. In a small town where 

industry has either moved or has slowly been revived, black people with a high school 

degree or less are more likely to become disenfranchised workers without access to 

employment mobility. According to the Department of Labor (2018), black workers are 

                                                           

20 A Pseudonym. 
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predominantly employed as support and administrative staff, sales, and in transit. In a 

rural community, these jobs are few and far between. Plus, a large portion of their labor 

tends to be linked to the land to which they are tied. These circumstances force these 

young men to think collectively to increase their economic mobility and vitality. They 

explained this through both vision and practice.   

 The vision of collective economics proposed by the group includes many of the 

principles of a solidarity economy. Their economic vision values solidarity and 

cooperation as it pertains to region, equity across race, ethnicity, gender, class, and 

prioritizes sustainability and the environment. Bryan, a U.S. veteran and college student, 

suggested in one of our dialogues that the group invest in acreage that they could all live 

on. He contended that if they bought the property together, supported each other in the 

labor of building and learned the laws of property, they could build an economic 

foundation for themselves. He added that they could use the knowledge gained about 

construction and land rights to create business opportunities and supplemental income. 

 Significant to a study on education, the group realized that for their vison to be 

concretized, they would need additional knowledge, a foundation for how to construct 

such an economy. As an instructive example of this, the organizing we have begun 

engages in the possibilities exemplified by Cooperation Jackson, an organization that 

centers African diaspora politics and culture and the building of solidarity economics. 

The Groundings collective desires to broaden their knowledge of solidarity economics. 

They hope to travel to Jackson, Mississippi to gain knowledge about how black Sumpter 

could adapt Cooperation Jackson’s framework (figure 3) and learn from their organizers.  
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Figure 3  

 When examined closely, it can be observed that the collective economics that 

they desire is already a part of their route work. In fact, much of the internal economics, 

the exchange and trade practiced within the context of Sumpter, has the qualities of a 

collective economy. This is exemplified in their knowledge about and practice of 

bartering. They view this practice as an essential way of trading goods and labor in the 

rural. For instance, they reminisced about the times they have had to trade their labor for 

a neighbor’s tools and equipment. Or how as youth, they received training on the care of 

farm animals, nature, and farm equipment from other black people in exchange for their 

labor. Their interests in collective economics include solidarity between races. Don, a 

factory worker at a local plant reclaimed and developed by a Chinese corporation, 

pointed out that trade and bartering do not recognize divisions of race. In effect, their 
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practice of economic solidarity includes rural white workers who also have limited 

participation in the regional political economy.  Matt corroborated this claim:  

Actually…I met a white dude at the store and he gave me a truck. Basically, out here in 

Sumpter.  Where else to do that? Only in Sumpter.  

 

Matt’s example demonstrates how some white community members are aware of the 

economic conditions of their black neighbors. Matt’s associates this with living in a rural 

area. He notices that in rural spaces social separateness limits the economic opportunities 

across races.  Practices such as this break away from how we imagine rural relations as 

segregated by race and how they resist the economic individualism learned in school. 

Thus, their practice and vision of a collective economics is racially inclusive and centers 

the needs of all rural workers. 

 

 Reparative Route Work 

 

 Storying the lives of black males is something educators like myself question. 

As an educational researcher, I struggle for the best words to describe their lives and fear 

I will break under the weight of the “framing discourses” that strip away their humanity 

(Brown, 2013). The complexities and contradictions of their critical narratives reconstruct 

how black male life offers more than a tool for measuring disposability, segregation, 

inequality, etc. These young black men did not reject talking about their feelings about 

the world, nor their hopes and dreams for each other. The collective nature in which they 

demonstrate a radical love for one another and their community, when in focus, offers 

new understandings about how black males resist and oppose the institutionalization of 

school.  
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 I propose that the route work discussed above are ideologically and materially 

reparative. They are constructed and developed to resist and negotiate the educational 

challenges produced in a racial capitalist society that influence and determine if they have 

potential to become enfranchised workers or not. Their community of practice restores 

and resurrects a collectivism that ruptures the individualist competition used by the rich 

for exploitation and expropriation. Here, they find avenues to build community, 

producing alternative ideas that construct and differentiate one’s value. Materially, their 

community of practice is rooted in creating an economic formula that includes their 

desired forms of labor and provides supplement income. The collective practices 

envisioned and practiced by these black men mirror black working-class radical 

imagining and organizing. The route work these young men do provides ways for them to 

be self-determined and collectively empowered.  

 

 

 



 

181 

Chapter VII 

Unfinished Migrations:  

Toward a Pedagogy of the Disintegrated 

 

Throughout this study I have explored the formation of educational migrations in 

a black rural Midwest community, with an emphasis on the intergenerational experiences 

of those who migrated from the Motor City to Rural Sumpter. I traced the historical 

material relationship between black education and racial capitalism to demonstrate the 

persistence of ideological and material inequality and discrimination. I demonstrated how 

these relations are made up of violent geographic structures that function as the engine of 

black educational movement. Grounded in the critical narratives of black Sumpter, the 

archive, and my observations, I addressed the evolution of the unholy trinity: 

displacement, dispossession, and disenfranchisement as persistent black educational 

experiences that affect rural and urban communities. As the central themes in the spatial 

construction of black education, I contend that the political economic, pedagogical, and 

curriculum aims engineered by the state and corporate elite enforce these structures 

through the dispersal logics of racial capitalism.   

In this chapter, I want to revisit my research questions posed in chapter one: How 

does the restructuring of school districts reestablish and maintain racial borders for 

educational opportunity? How do the members of a black rural Southeastern Michigan 

community imagine and engage with school related migration(s)? How do the knowledge 

and practices, stories and memories of African American migration shape the ways they 

negotiate and navigate the current education system? What critical pedagogies are needed 

to explain and confront the frequent movement of black children and youth? In doing so, 
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I seek to reestablish the framework of black educational movement as a theoretical 

intervention and pedagogical project for understanding what is at stake when black 

children are frequently moved from one school to another.  

 

The Limits of Mobility in Black Education 

 There are several indications in the examination of the restructuring of school 

districts that those invested in these projects value and produce social and upward 

mobility narratives that intersect with notions of social progress. When Sumpter’s school 

district was reorganized in 1970 and then again through the process of school of choice 

over twenty-five years later, the state professed how these educational reforms would 

provide more opportunities for marginalized groups to become socially and upwardly 

mobile in a growing technologically advanced society. However, as indicated in studies 

(Lipman, 2011 and Buras, 2011) and through the critical narratives of black Sumpter, the 

social reconstruction of educational space can lead to negative school experiences for 

those at the margins. How about: When Sumpter restructured its school district, black 

children were forced to go to school on a military base, where they received a segregated 

education in a hostile school environment. This is not the direct result of, but it is deeply 

connected to, the production of mobility and the progress narrative. As I have argued 

throughout this study, these narratives are rooted in the development of dispersal logics in 

modern racial capitalism, where the goal is to disperse labor and life to different spaces 

for exploitation and expropriation. As demonstrated in Du Bois (1903), progress and 



 

183 

mobility in a racial capitalist society have a way of reproducing the politics of racism and 

economic inequality.  

In his essay “What price Freedom?”, Baldwin (1964) poignantly reminded us that 

the upward mobility narrative that the U.S. treasures and promotes does not apply to most 

of the black population. For Baldwin, the narrative is a farce that conceals the truth about 

how the U.S. protects, with force and violence, an economy for the rich and white 

through antiblack exclusionary practices and policies that create and enforce the borders 

of spaces enclosing those imagined as surplus, such as the “imprisoned of the ghetto” 

(p.67). He recognizes that racial capitalism, using technologies of antirationality cannot 

be undone by creating an economy where “a great deal of the energy of this economy 

goes into creating things that nobody needs, and nobody wants and everybody buys” 

(p.70). He argues that freedom is not about being comfortable or buying your comforts 

(cars and toothpaste), rather it is something more embodied by those who struggle for it. 

This interpretation of modern black social life combined with West’s (1993) provocation 

about movement being the fundamental theme, makes me think deeply about the costs 

which black children and their communities pay when we imagine schools as choices and 

education as products, instead of spaces and places of social agency that nurture self-

determination and collaborative empowerment (Freire, 1988).  

Hence, the costs are broad, various, flexible, persistent and intergenerational. 

Systemically, they produce structures of dispersal via the punishment, segregation, and 

management of racialized knowledge and bodies across borders of power and privilege. 

The processes and practices associated with rural school closures, reorganization and 
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choice isolates, alienates, and excludes those displaced, dispossessed, and 

disenfranchised from having equal access to the educational economy. Institutionally, the 

active denial of resources and services impact the educational futures of students who 

aim to obtain post-secondary experiences, sustain their communities and families, and 

retain their cultural autonomy.  

Unfinished Educational Migrations 

Black communities in the modern world are entangled in a social system that 

structures their mobility and immobility through negotiations of liberal ideology and 

racial capitalist materiality. Yet, the counter narrative and alternative visions formed out 

of the production of displacement, dispossession, and disenfranchisement is what I 

identify as unfinished migrations. My conceptualization of unfinished migrations is based 

on liberatory principles that disavow and disengage from Eurocentric and racial capitalist 

notions of social development and progress that continuously attempt to rationalize racial 

difference and violence through liberal conceptions of freedom and democracy. It draws 

directly from Patterson and Kelley’s (2000) theoretical and methodological framework 

for contending with the field of African Diaspora studies: unfinished migrations. 

According to Laó-Montes (2000), unfinished migrations make an important intervention 

for undoing Eurocentric understandings of the modern world, while rewriting modern 

history from the location of black people in the African Diaspora. He writes, “Patterson 

and Kelley advance a step beyond the more conventional national understandings of 

hegemony (racial, gender, and class), to move their analysis to the world-historical arena 

of imperial hegemony, uneven capitalist development, and unequal modes of labor 
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exploitation and class formation (without denying expressions of labor 

solidarity…transatlantic working class” (p.56).  

The engagement with school related migrations cannot be isolated from larger 

structural forces or treated as unitary events. Just as black migration encompasses a 

struggle with modern modes of hegemony, so does the frequent movement of black 

children. In Sumpter, black activists and community workers in the Sumpter Young 

Women’s Association, the South End Concerned Citizens, and the route work of the 

Groundings with my Brothers Collective imagine and engage with school related 

migrations as an issue of social justice. They understood their migrations as responses to 

white supremacy and capitalist development. Given the fact that these systems of 

domination reinforce the politics of racism and economic inequality, the black folks of 

Sumpter embraced the idea of creating “transitional programs” (Allen, 1969).  Through 

their everyday interactions with the uneven landscape of schooling, organizations such as 

SYWA created programs for organizing and developing community.  These programs 

aimed to bridge collective thought and vision, which had been destabilized through 

school district reorganizing.  

  There is so much that we do not know about the experiences and knowledge of 

“organic intellectuals” (Woods, 2005), who in small towns like Sumpter imagine and 

engage with historical processes such as black migration. At the heart of Britney and Ms. 

Sheena’s artwork on the black woman and her oppression is a deep sense of the race, 

space and movement.  Additionally, we do not have a clear understanding of what Kelley 

(1993) calls “infrapolitics.” He suggests that in order to understand the relationship 



 

186 

between public education and the factory floors of post-industrial America, one must 

consider the everyday and organized resistance that take place in and outside of those 

walls. As demonstrated in the Groundings with my Brothers Collective, the desire to be 

unionized is a form of collective empowerment that extends beyond the workplace and 

into practices of black young male factory workers engaged in a precarious labor market 

(Stewart, 1997). 

Hence, educational researchers tend to venture into the heat of the city. We go 

there because the urban narrative is well known and somewhat concretized. However, we 

must not forget that the negative effects of the racism and economic inequality that shape 

the social conditions of marginalized communities not only transform place, but also 

transcend space (Darder, 2002). This is particularly important for the study of student 

movement, which is usually viewed as an urban issue related to school of choice. 

Conversely, as my study has demonstrated and critiqued, the removal and redistribution 

of black students have long served to deny them services and resources, subject them to 

unequal punishment, segregate their knowledge, alienate their values and practices, and 

negate class inequalities and cultural differences in black communities (no matter the area 

and region). Given the social justice aims of unfinished migrations, the goal to place 

educational migrations in relation to each other is not just to compare how race and 

capitalist societies disinvest in black education, but also to build and participate in 

mobility solidarities (Sheller, 2018).  

As I reflect on the possibilities of studying black educational movement, I am 

reminded that the movement of oppressed communities continue to be an unresolved 
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question. As a global crisis related to climate change, urbanization, and refugees (Sheller, 

2018), it suits us best to imagine the movement of people beyond the “unitary narratives 

of displacement, domination, and nation building that center on European expansion and 

the rise of “racial” capitalism” (Patterson and Kelley, 2000 p.31).    

 

Toward a Pedagogy of the Disintegrated 

 In the previous sections, I addressed the ideological limits of mobility and 

progress narratives. As well, I proposed a frame for imagining educational migrations as 

an issue of mobility justice. In this section, my goal is to briefly describe a pedagogical 

intervention that engages the frequent movement of black children in education. The 

educational structures of displacement, dispossession, and disenfranchisement are 

antirelational technologies. Through the critical narratives of black people of the South 

End, I have attempted to understand how communities create relational technologies that 

disrupt and resist these structures. In what follows, I explore the possibilities of building a 

pedagogy around the goals of redefinition, reclamation, and reparation. These 

components reflect black Sumpter’s ingenuity and faith in the route to create a counter 

educational vison.  

Redefinition  

It begins with redefinition. During the Atlantic slave trade, Africans were 

displaced by definition through racialism (Robinson, 1983), a development of racial 

knowledge and management. This has continued generation after generation, from rural 

small towns to urban centers, farms to factories, and public to private institutions. The 
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process of infusing racialism into capitalism transforms over time and persists in the 

social-spatial construction of local, state and regional borders. This practice, engrained 

and inescapable, produces “racial regimes” that serve to maintain the psychology and 

physiology of race (Robinson, 2007). For instance, the planation regime aimed to 

institutionalize and manage the geographic mobility of black workers across the 

Mississippi Delta region (Wood, 1998). Yet, black folks, young and old, found ways to 

make sense of, critique, and cope with these political economies that induced dispersal of 

their labor and their bodies.  

 Within the context of black Sumpter, deindustrialization and neoliberal 

globalization target schools in the process of maintaining racialized capitalist relations, 

producing educational displacements at the state and local level. Reforms such as 

redistricting and privatization impact black student geographic mobility. As illustrated in 

chapter four, these technologies displace black students by defining borders that optimize 

accumulation by the state and corporate elite. As a result, black students are placed in 

unwelcoming school systems that reproduce deficit ideologies and punishment in forms 

of state-sanctioned placement: special education and behavioral support. Despite the 

structural and racial violence perpetrated by schools, organizers in the Sumpter Young 

Women’s Association made efforts to redefine these demarcations and placements by 

uniting and providing the “cultural border crossers” (Majors, 2015) with an education 

that preserves the “ontological totality” (Robinson, 1983), rooted in black rural visions of 

self-determination and liberation.  
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The practice of redefining demonstrated in their activism provides a lesson on 

being spatially reflexive (Carin, 2014). As the biopolitics of race evolve in a racial 

capitalist society, we must develop educational theories and practices that are keen to the 

historical, political, and economic forces that spatialize blackness (Shabazz, 2015). The 

questions we ask about the development of charter schools should shift from a focus on 

failed educational polices, inadequate funding, poor performance, and the underclass to a 

question of space, race and accumulation. That is, the regime of school privatization and 

its role in the closure of black schools should be viewed as a spatializing project that 

encroaches on the cultural and political autonomy of marginalized spaces and groups. It 

strips and fractures the bonds of communities and families by redistributing their bodies 

and resources across spaces in which they have no political economic power.  

Embracing the Freirean (1993) notion that education is a political act, I commit to 

developing a spatial reflexive educational praxis that works to not only make sense of 

educational structures, but also to challenge the ways in which they reproduce uneven 

spaces in schools. I am encouraged by the organizers in my hometown who envision a 

spatial politics that respond to, and strategize for, those who face the ghost of 

intergenerational educational displacement. I encourage us to redefine in and out of 

school placements (generally based on a racialized system of grades and behaviors and 

attacks on public education) to move toward practices that liberate and socially transform 

how students move and become mobile.  
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Reclamation 

Dispossession, the taking and removal of black life and land, perpetually 

determine black wealth and prosperity. Racial capitalism is a system engineered to give 

political economic power to white property owners. The liberal notion of property 

ownership is not neutral in its development. Through whiteness and colorblind racism, 

contemporary black communities’ efforts to become property owners are diminished 

through state and corporate collusions. Redlining, urban renewal and gentrification are 

forms of accumulation by dispossession. In schools, these processes redistribute race and 

space to accumulate from black communities who disproportionately do not own land 

(Buras, 2011). This process removes opportunities for black communities to gain access 

to equal schooling and contributes to the widening of the racial wealth gap.  

From my study, the turn to the rural demonstrates how dispossession haunts the 

lives of rural black working-class property owners. Since black rural individuals 

generally own their land (Taylor, 2018), the impact of ideologies and technologies that 

pursue black dispossession, including rural gentrification and corporate land grabs for 

landfills, threaten the sustainability of property possession. Black rural residents of 

Sumpter, situated between Michigan’s economic centers, feel that their rural community, 

under liberalism’s promotion of the rural as surplus, is a space that is prime, vital, and 

ready for the taking. The current debates in Sumpter over whether to pave roads or 

increase commercial zoning remind us that the larger economic forces are penetrating 

rural spaces. This process limits rural development and practices by placing restrictions 

on land use, such as the number of farm animals per acre.  
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It was my goal to demonstrate how spatial structures affect the schooling 

experiences of black people in Sumpter, as they negotiated and navigated busing, rural 

race relations, and environmental racism. Although these aims were met, there is more to 

learn about how current structures of racialized capitalism value and impact rural spaces, 

particularly in post-industrial areas in the Midwest. Through my project, I learned two 

important lessons. First, self-determined black communities were created throughout the 

Midwest during and post-industrialization. Second, despite being subject to 

dispossession, the black people who have yet to be pushed out are dedicated to 

reclaiming the rural as a liberating space.  

Reclaiming the rural, and the complexities and contradictions at the intersections 

of race, class, and space is instructive and essential to the imagining of equality and 

sustainability. Despite the dispossession of community spaces such as the closing of the 

local Civic Progressive League and black churches, these spaces for community practice 

are at the center of the radical imagination of the people. In my efforts to better 

understand educational dispossession in the rural, I became inspired by the creative labor 

of world building in the artwork of Jamarrea Bishop (Figure 4). As a collection of 

architectural spaces for self-determination and collective expression made up of, and 

inspired by, raw materials found on his family land, the industrial labor of his father who 

owned a junkyard and black migration, his reclamation of the rural foregrounds black 

struggles to possess land, life, and knowledge. The beauty in his work reminds me to 

consider the radical possibilities of engaging black youth relationships to land and the 

ideological and material consequences of property. 
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        Figure 4 

So much of what we know about race has its origins in racial capitalism’s value of 

rural space. We must reclaim a critique from these spaces to reframe the ideologies and 

material conditions that shape black people’s relationship to land. I am dedicated to 

engaging with scholars (Kelley, 1990; Anderson, 2014; Lensmire, 2018) because they 

remind me that rural communities provide insights into questions of justice and freedom 

and analyses of race and class formation. I commit to grounding my work in the 

questions of race and rural life to imagine the possibilities of what it might mean to 

engage in Chokwe Lumumba’s proclamation to free the land.  

Reparation 

The disenfranchisement of black people is an ongoing racial project in the U.S. 

This happens through two significant spaces: the polling place and the workplace. For 

black people, the question of suffrage conjures a history of dehumanization, 

discrimination, protest and progress. Nevertheless, black participation and representation 

rarely equates to full inclusion and integration in the political economy. Historically, 

black workers, in particular the black working-class, not only have less of chance of 
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being employed, but also when employed, are disenfranchised workers (Stewart, 1997). 

That is, they hold positions where they have no labor power and in spaces where labor 

organizing is under assault. Under neoliberal governance and policy, individualist 

competition is valued over an organized labor force. Schools help promote this system by 

reproducing racial capitalist labor relations. Black students receive an education that 

prepares them for vocational and technological jobs, without any training or education on 

the political economy that makes up the conditions of those industries.  

My goal was to highlight the educational trajectories engineered for a group of 

young black rural men. The experience of being placed in remedial and vocational tracks 

have produced industrial skills and knowledge needed to be gain employment but not 

social economic mobility. Despite this, they have developed practices rooted in 

collectivism to repair these conditions. These practices help repair the impact of being 

disenfranchised workers. The embrace of collective empowerment, intergenerational 

knowledge, and collective economy suggest that these young men are attempting to 

restore their humanity (which neoliberal governance attempts to strip from them), by 

envisioning the building of community structures and networks of relationality.  

A pedagogy of the disintegrated is a pedagogical and political project that I am 

interested in further developing. It is rooted in the “route work” in black educational life, 

where the dialectics of black educational movement (geographic mobility and self-

determination) are entangled with systems of oppression (Gilroy, 2002). As I move in 

educational spaces, I aim to question, reflect, and protest the ways children and resources 

are redistributed. This process and practice must be reimagined and remade to integrate 
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the thoughts, politics, and economics of communities at the margins, who bear the burden 

of crossing into uneven terrains of capitalist development and white supremacy. It is my 

hope that this project embraces the spirit of the unfinished educational migrations of my 

homeplace and intervenes in the dominant perceptions of black rural educational life in 

the Midwest.  

A New Beginning 

 

 I imagined ending with a poem. In fact, I started to write: an ending is a 

beginning redefined, reclaimed, and repaired. This will have to be continued at another 

space and time. As an educator and scholar, I often reflect on my experiences as a 

student. My educational autogeography provides openings for me to develop questions 

about the world (Harris, 2013). Two moments come to mind when I was asked to 

memorize and recite poetry in school. As a youth, I chose Langston Hughes’s (1951) 

“Harlem” and Robert Frost’s (1916) “A Road Not Taken.” In a close reflection on these 

poems, I realize that, even back then, I was attempting to make sense of the ways in 

which blackness and movement intersected with my educational journey. Today, as I 

“complete” this project, the questions these poems raise are instructive. Together, and in 

the spirit of the South End, we learn that ‘dreams deferred’ might the ‘roads less 

traveled’. In fact, when I asked the people there whether they will move again, they told 

me that there is a possibility—a chance in which they might return to their cultural 

homelands in the South, to the ‘warmth’ of the ancestral ‘sun’ where their roots have not 

been covered in stone but in red clay (Wilkerson, 2010). I take this with me as I reflect on 

future questions of educational migrations. 
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