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"How do we really know that God cares when Black people are still getting killed? How long do
we have to wait for the justice of God? I get it, that Christ is Black, but that doesn't seem to be
helping us right now." These questions from her son prompted theologian Kelly Brown Douglas
to undertake this soul-searching reflection. The killing of George Floyd and the ongoing litany of
Black victims raised questions about the persistence of white supremacy in this nation, leading
her to reflect on how a "white way of knowing" has come to dominate American identity and even
to shape the consciousness of Christians. In exploring the message of Confederate monuments
and the "Make America Great Again" slogan, she examines the failures of even "good white
Christians" and struggles with the hope that "Black Lives Matter," before reaching deep into her
own experience and the faith of Black folks to find her way back to Resurrection Hope

''Kelly Brown Douglas is a towering theologian in this Age of Black Lives Matter who builds on
and goes beyond the profound legacies of James Cone and James Baldwin, Katie Cannon and
Delores Williams! Resurrection Hope takes us on a courageous and visionary journey full of
brilliant scholarship, political struggle and spiritual determination. And the rich dialogue with her
precious son Desmond alongside the prophetic witness of her grandmother Helen Vivian
Dorsey propels us toward a future of love, laughter and liberation!" --Cornel West, Union
Theological Seminary By addressing head-on the pervasive anti-black aspects inherent not only
in the national ideology but also in much of our Christian theology, my long-time friend and
colleague Kelly Brown Douglas offers a powerful, deeply personal answer to the question of
what it will take for Black life to truly matter in this country and for God's just future to become a
reality for all.--The Most Rev. Michael B. Curry, Presiding Bishop of The Episcopal Church
"Douglas takes us with her on a journey in which she gives herself and every other Black person
in America good reason to walk away from the Christian faith, and then tells us why she
perseveres in hope. In this, her most devastating critique of white supremacy and passionate
homage to the faith of her ancestors, Douglas dares us to believe that it's possible to create a
world in which Black lives matter." --The Rt. Rev. Mariann Edgar Budde, Bishop, Episcopal
Diocese of Washington "In this deeply theological and personal book, Kelly Brown Douglas
leads us on her faith journey from despair to hope as she probes the deep anti-Black narrative
that pervades U.S. society through monuments and silences to affirm that not only do Black lives
matter but Black lives do matter. This book is a moving invitation for us all to undertake this
journey of faith to find a deep and sustaining resurrection hope that sits with doubt and survives
with a bone-deep hope." --Emilie M. Townes, Vanderbilt University Divinity School --This text
refers to the paperback edition.From the Back Cover --This text refers to the paperback
edition.About the AuthorThe Rev. Canon Kelly Brown Douglas is the Canon Theologian at the



Washington National Cathedral. In 2017, she was named Dean of Episcopal Divinity School at
Union Theological Seminary, NYC. She is considered a leader in the field of womanist theology,
racial reconciliation, and sexuality and the black church. Her Orbis books include The Black
Christ, What’s Faith Got to Do with It? and Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of
God. --This text refers to the paperback edition.Read more
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Praise for Resurrection Hope“The Rev. Dr. Kelly Brown Douglas is a national treasure. In
Resurrection Hope, she brings her insights as a scholar, clergy leader, institution builder, and
public intellectual to the question that has haunted the church and the nation since before its
inception: Will we finally imagine, build, and inhabit a world where Black lives are valued? Amid
the troubled waters of our time, Douglas gives us a momentous gift: a vibrant religious
vocabulary that not only illuminates how white supremacy has held our moral imaginations
captive but also orients us toward an unrealized vision of a just future.” —Robert P. Jones, CEO
of PRRI, and author, White Too Long: The Legacy of White Supremacy in American
Christianity“Thank you Rev. Kelly Brown Douglas for exposing the active intention of white
supremacy to use God to diminish, demonize, and disappear those who have been made to
believe their suffering is God’s will. Yes! It is time for the Righteous vision… the Moral Imaginary
of resurrection… recomposing the decomposed!”—Rev. Dr. Yvette A. Flunder, Presiding Bishop,
The Fellowship of Affirming Ministries“Douglas takes us with her on a journey in which she gives
herself and every other Black person in America good reason to walk away from the Christian
faith, and then tells us why she perseveres in hope. In this, her most devastating critique of white
supremacy and passionate homage to the faith of her ancestors, Douglas dares us to believe
that it’s possible to create a world in which Black lives matter.” —The Rt. Rev. Mariann Edgar
Budde, Bishop, Episcopal Diocese of Washington“By addressing head-on the pervasive anti-
Black aspects inherent not only in the national ideology but also in much of our Christian
theology, my long-time friend and colleague Kelly Brown Douglas offers a powerful, deeply
personal answer to the question of what it will take for Black life to truly matter in this country and
for God’s just future to become a reality for all.”—The Most Rev. Michael B. Curry, Presiding
Bishop of The Episcopal Church, and author, Love Is the Way: Holding on to Hope in Troubling
Times“Kelly Brown Douglas is a towering theologian in this Age of Black Lives Matter who builds
on and goes beyond the profound legacies of James Cone and James Baldwin, Katie Cannon
and Delores Williams! Resurrection Hope takes us on a courageous and visionary journey full of
brilliant scholarship, political struggle, and spiritual determination. And the rich dialogue with her
precious son Desmond alongside the prophetic witness of her grandmother Helen Vivian
Dorsey propels us toward a future of love, laughter, and liberation!” —Cornel West, Union
Theological Seminary“In this deeply theological and personal book, Kelly Brown Douglas leads
us on her faith journey from despair to hope as she probes the deep anti-Black narrative that
pervades U.S. society through monuments and silences to affirm that not only do Black lives
matter but Black lives do matter. This book is a moving invitation for us all to undertake this
journey of faith to find a deep and sustaining resurrection hope that sits with doubt and survives
with a bone-deep hope.” —Emilie M. Townes, Distinguished Professor of Womanist Ethics and
Society, Vanderbilt University Divinity School“Resurrection Hope is beautiful, searing, and
important. It speaks to the moment and is much like Kelly Douglas’s previous book, Stand Your
Ground, but comes to us ten years later, speaking to a larger Moment. Many books fade at mid-
point or so. The chapters in this one keep building on each other, and the best chapter is the last



one, on cross and resurrection.” —Gary Dorrien, author, American Democratic Socialism:
History, Politics, Religion, and Theory“Grounded in personal engagement with our social world
defined by the language and rituals of anti-Black racism, Resurrection Hope confronts the deep
uncertainties generated by our circumstances. Douglas wrestles with religious doubt stemming
from an effort to maintain the viability of faith in a context of continued Black death—and in the
process forges a powerful theological understanding of our times that confronts whiteness and
its depth of meaning and impact. Exposed for the reader’s viewing is the warped moral
imagination making possible such profound hate. Douglas calls for a reworking of our moral
imaginary that opens us to practices of radical transformation. Take this theological journey with
Douglas, and be all the better for it!” —Anthony B. Pinn, author, Interplay of Things: Religion,
Art, and Presence TogetherResurrection HopeResurrection HopeA Future Where Black Lives
MatterKelly Brown DouglasFounded in 1970, Orbis Books endeavors to publish works that
enlighten the mind, nourish the spirit, and challenge the conscience. The publishing arm of the
Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, Orbis seeks to explore the global dimensions of the Christian
faith and mission, to invite dialogue with diverse cultures and religious traditions, and to serve
the cause of reconciliation and peace. The books published reflect the views of their authors and
do not represent the official position of the Maryknoll Society. To learn more about Maryknoll and
Orbis Books, please visit our website at .Copyright © 2021 by Kelly Brown DouglasPublished by
Orbis Books, Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545-0302.All rights reserved.No part of this publication
may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior
permission in writing from the publisher.Queries regarding rights and permissions should be
addressed to: Orbis Books, P.O. Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545-0302.Manufactured in the
United States of AmericaLibrary of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataNames: Douglas,
Kelly Brown, author.Title: Resurrection hope : a future where Black lives matter / Kelly Brown
Douglas.Description: Maryknoll, NY : Orbis Books, [2021] | Includes bibliographical references
and index. | Summary: “An exploration of the deep roots of anti-Blackness in American culture,
and the gospel support for the call that “Black Lives Matter.”“— Provided by publisher.Subjects:
LCSH: African Americans—Social conditions. | Black lives matter movement—Religious aspects
—Christianity. | Race relations—Religious aspects—Christianity—History. | Racism—United
States. | Racism—Religious aspects—Christianity—History. | United States—Race
relations.Classification: LCC E185.86 .D64 2021 (print) | LCC E185.86 (ebook) | DDC
305.800973—dc23LC record available atLC ebook record available atTo my partner on this
journeyLamont G. DouglasCONTENTSAcknowledgmentsIntroduction: A Journey of FaithPART
ONEA Corrupted Moral Imaginary1 Anti-Blackness: More Than White PrivilegeThe Deep Roots
of an Anti-Black NarrativeThe Anti-Black Narrative and the Black BodyMaking America Great
Again and the Matter of Black LivesAn Ongoing Conversation2 More Than Just MonumentsThe
History They TellSocial-Cultural Epistemological PrivilegeThe Implications of White KnowingA
Compromised Moral ImaginaryBack to the Conversation3 It’s about the Good White



ChristiansGod’s Love: A ParadoxThe Paradox of PeaceThe White Gaze and the Moral
ImaginationBack to the QuestionPART TWOFrom Crucifying Death to Resurrection Hope4
Resurrecting ReparationsResurrection ReparationsRe-Configuring Social MemoryResurrecting
Re-ImaginingResurrecting JusticeLingering Doubts5 Resurrection TestimonyA Resurrecting
InvitationA Laughing GodA Hopeful EndAfterword: The Final
ConversationIndexACKNOWLEDGMENTSThis book would not have been possible without
those who have accompanied and supported me on this journey. I thank Serene Jones,
president of Union Theological Seminary and my sister on the journey who provides the space
and encouragement to “do your work.” I thank my Episcopal Divinity School at Union colleagues
Ian Rees and Miguel Escobar for taking up the slack and more, allowing me to give focused
attention to writing. I am especially grateful to Douglas Berger and Robin Reese, whose words of
support, encouragement, and sheer affirmation, along with reminders that what I was doing
mattered, came always at the right time, inspiring me to keep going.Without the gift of my
relationship of over twenty-five years with Orbis editor-in-chief (and publisher) Robert Ellsberg,
one that has progressed over time to becoming friends and family, this book would not have
come to fruition. Thank you, Robert, for giving me the confidence to reclaim my voice and speak
my truth, and then for finding power in my words.There are never words enough to say thank you
to my spouse and partner in life, Lamont, whose unending belief in me and unconditional
support have sustained me on this journey.And then there is my son, Desmond, from whom I
learn every day. His generous spirit, his courage to be who he is, and his determination to speak
his truth are the source of my strength and hope. This book is his. Thank you, Desmond!
INTRODUCTIONA Journey of FaithAnselm’s dictum that theology is “faith seeking
understanding” perfectly describes my theological journey. Even before I knew the word
“theology,” I struggled to understand the meaning of my faith in relationship to my Blackness.
That struggle has been reflected in my previous writings, from The Black Christ (1994) to Stand
Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of God (2015). At that point, my faith journey had
taken me from understanding the meaning of Jesus’s birth in a manger to his death on a cross.
On that journey I was affirmed in my faith that Jesus was Black and, therefore, intimately
identified with the Black fight for life and wholeness in this country—a fight defined by the
perverse realities of white supremacy. In discovering the Blackness of Christ, I was able to affirm
my love for Jesus without contradiction, because in fact Jesus was Black like me.Nevertheless,
my struggle to affirm my faith in light of my Blackness continues for me today, though perhaps in
a more focused and intense way, for while I had initially wondered about the propriety of faith in
what I originally believed to be a “white Jesus,” I now found myself struggling with the efficacy of
faith itself. James Baldwin once said that there comes a time in the life of every Black person in
America when they must face the “shock” of discovering “that the flag to which you have pledged
allegiance… has not pledged allegiance to you.”1 And now, as the mother of a six-foot-tall, loc-
wearing, twenty-seven-year-old Black man, fearing for his life in this nation as much as I did
when he was born, and realizing the gravity of this country’s “sin” that is a mortal threat to all



Black life, I find myself facing the shock that perhaps the “God of Jesus Christ” in whom Black
people have pledged our faith has not really “pledged allegiance to us.”That “shock” was made
even more real by the questions my son asked me. As Black death was becoming more and
more routine in the nation—whether at the hands of police or from the COVID-19 virus—my son
challenged my faith in a Black Christ.“How do we really know that God cares when Black people
are still getting killed? How long do we have to wait for the justice of God?” he asked. “I get it,
that Christ is Black, but that doesn’t seem to be helping us right now.”These are the questions
that I seek to answer. This book reflects my journey of faith-seeking-understanding amidst the
cries of “Black Lives Matter” and the questions my son was asking me. Through this book I
attempt to answer these questions by first discerning why this nation is one that “lets Black
people die” and then figuring out what God has to say about it. This book is essentially a journey
of faith.Paul Tillich reminds us that “the element of uncertainty in faith cannot be removed,” given
that the object of our faith is transcendent, that is, beyond our human grasp.2 Essentially, Tillich
is reminding us that doubt is intrinsic to faith. This book has been for me a journey through the
doubts intrinsic to my faith, as I began to wonder whether God’s promise in a just future is to be
believed. Not only was it hard to live in the promise yet-to-be-fulfilled, but with each—almost daily
—reminder that Black life does not matter in this nation, I no longer trusted the promise itself.
And so, in this book I essentially walk through the valley of death when it comes to Black life, not
knowing if on the other side I will affirm my faith or give in to despair. This is a journey from the
crucifying realities of Black death to an attempt to find the resurrection hope of Black life.The
book is divided into two parts. Part 1 reflects the “valley of the shadow of death” that is signaled
by a “raced” moral imaginary. In this section I discover the ways in which whiteness has so
corrupted the moral imaginary that it is impossible to envision a society—and perhaps even a
world—where Black lives can ever truly matter. In chapter 1 I argue that if we are to understand
the threat to Black life in this country we must appreciate the profound and pervasive impact of
an anti-Black narrative that is inseparable from the nation’s white supremacist foundation. One of
the most disconcerting aspects in this part of my journey was discovering the ways in which this
anti-Blackness is embedded in the very theological fabric of Christianity. What, I wonder, is to
become of the moral imaginary if even Christianity itself is beholden to a theological framework
that fosters death for Black bodies? In chapter 2, I turn to one of the most visible symbols of the
nation’s compromised moral imaginary, as well as indicators of the depth of the problem when it
comes to race: the Confederate monuments on the public square. In this chapter I argue that
these monuments reflect a “white way of knowing” to which the nation’s moral imaginary is
tethered. But what about faith leaders, the stewards of God’s promise for a more just future?
Chapter 3 attempts to understand the “silence” of “good white Christians” when it comes to
being in utter solidarity with Black people in the quest for justice. This chapter identifies the way
in which whiteness has so impacted the gaze of even “good” white Christians that it does not
open them to the complex realities of Black people who “live with their backs against the wall” of
white supremacy, let alone to the significance of God’s revelation when it comes to the struggle



for Black lives to matter. Each chapter ends by looking at the implications for the moral
imaginary and the possibility of freeing it from “white knowing,” and thus the possibility for a
future where Black life will matter.Part 2 is primarily theological testimony. It consists of two
chapters that explore my walk from the valley of crucifying death into the hope of resurrection.
Through that walk I have come to a new theological appreciation of Jesus’s movement from
cross to resurrection. I begin by exploring in chapter 4 what it would mean to free the moral
imaginary from a white knowing. What are the implications for a faith that places a crucified and
resurrected savior at its center? I explore this in relation to reparations, with special attention to
the call to “defund the police.” The focus is on the implications for the faith community, especially
the white faith community. Chapter 5 represents the culmination of the journey. In this chapter I
heed the call of the resurrected Jesus to meet him in Galilee. It is in the “Galilee” of a Black Lives
Matter protest that I discover the truth of “resurrection hope” that is God’s promise.And so, as
much as this book is about a nation’s story, it is also about my own story. It is a personal journey
in which my son’s questions pressed me to struggle with the very meaning of my faith, and not to
run from the doubts. Through this book, I invite you to take that journey with me.1. “Debate:
Baldwin vs. Buckley,” June 14, 1965, Film and Media Archive, Washington University in St. Louis,
Library of Congress, American Archive of Public Broadcasting (GBH and the Library of
Congress), Boston, MA, and Washington, DC, .2. Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York:
Harper and Row, 1957; New York: Penguin Classics, 2001), 18.PART ONEA CORRUPTED
MORAL IMAGINARY“I Am Trayvon.” “Say Her Name.” “Hands Up Don’t Shoot.” “I Can’t Breathe.”
“Black Lives Matter.” These mantras filled my mind as I answered the call to run 2.23 miles to
honor and demand justice for Ahmaud Arbery, who was gunned down by two white men as he
was jogging in a Georgia suburb.1By the time I completed the run, I was breathless—but not
because my legs were tired or my lungs were winded. I was breathless because my heart was
heavy and my spirit was troubled. Ahmaud had become the latest in a long list of young Black
lives lost to the hatred of white racist violence. Then there was Breonna Taylor, killed in her own
home in Louisville.2 Next came the videos of George Floyd uttering those fateful words, “I can’t
breathe,” before calling out for his “Mama,” while pinned under the deadly knee of a white police
officer.3 As I was taking in all of this horror, I was also haunted by my son’s question: “Do you
really believe that Black life will ever truly matter in this country?”As I pondered the expendable
nature of Black life in American society, I became increasingly aware that the threat to Black life
comes not just from the white supremacist foundation upon which this country was built. What I
found myself contemplating was the corrupted soul of the nation.The soul signifies the human
connection to a divine creator; it connects human beings to their higher, aspirational selves. It is
that which animates and propels humans to do better and to be better. The soul is that
imperceptible aspect of the human creature which indicates its vital moral core. It pushes
humans toward the fullest potential of what it means to be “just,” thus propelling them in
reflecting the just and loving God in whose image they were created. The soul is the essence of
that divinely created humanity within each human being.The human soul is not defined by the



unpredictable and vacillating protestations of society, nor is it accountable to the politics and
prejudices of human history. Rather, it is responsive to a vision of justice that stands above the
biased considerations of a nation at any given time. The soul is inextricably bound to the
transcendent “moral arc of the universe, that bends toward justice”—a justice that is nothing
other than the perfect justice of God.It was perhaps that conception of the human soul that
Abraham Lincoln invoked in his first inaugural address, stating that he hoped that the nation
would be “touched” by “the better angels of our nature.” In effect, he was suggesting that a nation
has something analogous to the human soul—a vital moral core that propels a nation, as it does
a human person, toward its highest aspirational self. In the case of a nation, that would be a
future in which all human beings are treated with equal dignity and, therefore, respected as the
divinely created beings that we all are.This brings us to the question: What has corrupted the
very soul of America, resulting not only in routine violence against Black lives, but also in
preventing people from simply reaching for their best selves and treating others, no matter how
“raced,” with decency and compassion? The answer: whiteness itself.As I have argued in
previous texts, whiteness is not a biological or an ethnic given. Rather, it is a socially constructed
demarcation of race that serves as a badge of privilege and power. It fuels white supremacy,
which in turn exists to protect it. White supremacy is the network of systemic, structural, and
ideological realities that protect the “presumed” superiority of whiteness by granting certain
privileges to those raced white and not to others. These are the privileges of social, political,
economic, and even personal entitlements, such as claiming space and “standing one’s ground.”
It is in this way that whiteness signals social relationships of power. It defines the relationship
between those who represent the “privileged dominant caste” (signaled by whiteness) and those
who represent the “subjugated caste” (signaled by Blackness).4Whiteness is an inherently
oppositional construct. Its existence, indeed its power, is characteristically defined in
antagonistic opposition to groups not raced white, thereby threatening the “unalienable rights” of
the non-white other (their rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”). Anything that
belittles, degrades, or betrays the sacred humanity of another is violent and, insofar as it
separates one from the ways of a just and loving God, sinful. Whiteness, therefore, is both an
intrinsically violent and sinful construct.In the final analysis, whiteness is soul-crushing. In an
obvious way it crushes the souls of those whom whiteness others. But it also hinders people
consumed by and enamored with the privileges of being raced white from reaching for their
better selves. Those who remain willfully or obliviously trapped in the privileges of whiteness are
prevented from appreciating their common connection with the rest of humanity. In effect,
uninterrupted whiteness overwhelms white people’s very souls, foiling their ability to live into the
urgings of their “better angels.”In regard to America’s soul, while it is inextricably related to and
shaped by the historically dominant cultural group (that is, the group that has defined the
nation’s very sense of self), it is about more than the way a particular people adjudicates
whiteness. Indeed, the soul of the nation is not even defined by whether or not individuals
consider themselves racist or antiracist. Rather it is shaped, in this instance, by the way in which



whiteness has so penetrated and defined the nation’s foundation that it ultimately impacts its
vision of justice and thereby affects the nation’s moral impulses across succeeding generations.
Simply put, the state of the nation’s soul is reflected in the nation’s moral imaginary (to which we
shall return).For now, what is important to note is that while the reality of whiteness—which
manifests as white supremacy—has, from America’s origins, shaped the nation’s laws, policies,
social-cultural relationships, and fundamental ethos, this nation, at the same time, was able to
cultivate a higher vision for an equitable and just society. This is the aforementioned vision which
contends that all persons are created equal with certain “unalienable rights.” The sheer fact that
this vision was ever even articulated (albeit as a part of the Declaration of Independence and not
the Constitution itself) reflects a force beyond the biases of a people trapped in their own
whiteness. As fleeting a vision as it may have been (even within the Declaration, as we will later
see), it at least indicates the urgings of the nation’s soul, pushing its founders and framers
beyond their white presumptions and ideologies toward an unbiased sense of justice. It was this
“soul”-driven vision that Martin Luther King Jr. referred to as the “promissory note” on which,
when it came to its Black citizens, America had “defaulted.” This note, he said, “was a promise
that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, would be guaranteed the ‘unalienable Rights’
of ‘Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.’”5Unfortunately, this vision of an equitable and just
nation was corrupted from its very inception by the pervasive reality of whiteness intrinsic to
America’s foundation, and thus, baked into its very Constitution. The white supremacist bent of
this nation is most evident in the U.S. Constitution’s Fugitive Slave Clause, Article 4, Section 2,
which reads:No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof,
escaping into another, shall, in Consequence of any Law or Regulation therein, be discharged
from such Service or Labour, but shall be delivered up of Claim of the Party to whom such
Service or Labour may be due.6It would not be until the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment
to the Constitution that this clause would be nominally annulled. With the Fourteenth and other
Reconstruction-era Amendments the nation at last began to gesture toward the reality of an
American identity beyond the “Caucasian race,” a nation not simply meant “for white men.”7It
cannot be stressed enough that whiteness is integral to America’s sense of self. A belief in the
superiority of whiteness was essentially a given in the minds of the founders and framers, thus
assuring the inevitability of white supremacist structures and systems. It is no overstatement to
say that white supremacy is the normative identifying marker of American identity. The insidious
consequence of this is that the belief in white superiority is embedded within the collective
consciousness of America and has been from its earliest beginnings. Because of this, whiteness
has not only produced what theologian Willie Jennings calls “a social imaginary,” but it has also
profoundly affected the nation’s “moral imaginary.”The “imaginary” is different from the
imagination. It is suggestive of more than an idea or conception. The imaginary reflects the
zeitgeist, that is, the characteristic propensity and inclination of a nation. The moral imaginary
reflects the nation’s moral impulse. It is the reflexive moral response, that is, the nation’s organic
reaction to social issues and concerns. Essentially, the moral imaginary is that palpable yet



imperceptible force that defines the way in which a nation intuitively perceives and responds to
matters of injustice as well as the way it envisions and enacts justice. As suggested earlier, the
moral imaginary is conspicuously shaped by the group that has been historically, culturally, and
socially dominant in a nation. In the words of Erich Fromm, “In any society the spirit [i.e.,
imaginary] of the whole culture is determined by the spirit of those groups that are most powerful
in that society.”8 As for America, borrowing from the words of Reinhold Niebuhr, “the natural
impulse by which [American] society achieves its [moral] cohesion,” is whiteness.9As whiteness
has compromised the soul of America, it has inexorably impacted its moral imaginary. Whiteness
has prevented the nation from living from its soul into the vision of a land of equal justice for all;
at times, it has even inhibited its ability to gesture toward such a vision. A non-raced vision of
justice exceeds the possibilities of a white moral imaginary. Whiteness has so stifled the nation’s
moral imaginary that a true non-racialized democratic society of equality pushes it beyond its
limits. America’s old “wineskins” of whiteness cannot contain a society where there is justice and
freedom for all. Whiteness has so impacted the nation’s soul that white privileging and justice
have become reflexively synonymous within the nation’s moral imaginary.In 2016 nearly half of
American voters (victorious because of the Electoral College) embraced a vision of American
“greatness” rooted in whiteness. That an even larger number of Americans doubled down on this
choice four years later signaled the troubling state of America’s soul—and thus its profoundly
“raced” moral imaginary. In Part 1 of this book we will look at the varied impacts and implications
of a “raced” moral imaginary.1. On May 8, 2020, which would have been Ahmaud Arbery’s 26th
birthday, supporters from around the world ran 2.23 miles, representing the date of Ahmaud’s
murder on February 23.2. Breonna Taylor, 26 years old, was killed on March 13, 2020, in
Louisville, Kentucky, when police executed a no-knock warrant at her home shortly after
midnight.3. George Floyd, 46, was killed on May 25, 2020, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, during an
arrest for allegedly passing a counterfeit bill.4. Isabel Wilkerson speaks of these power
relationships as indicative of a caste system baked into America’s social/political fabric, much
like the caste system of India. See Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents (New York: Random
House, 2020).5. American Rhetoric: Top 100 Speeches, “Martin Luther King, Jr., ‘I Have a
Dream,’” .6. .7. Eric Foner, The Second Founding: How the Civil War and Reconstruction
Remade the Constitution (New York: W. W. Norton and Company Inc., 2019), chapter 2, esp. pp.
86ff.8. Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom (New York/Toronto: Rinehart and Company, Inc.,
1941), 112–13.9. Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (New York: Charles Scribners’s
Sons, 1932), xii.1Anti-Blackness: More Than White Privilege“Just saw the video of police killing
yet another Black man. As always be careful, stay safe, and remember what to do if you are
stopped for whatever reason by the police: hands on the steering wheel, do nothing and say
nothing, stay alive.”That was the text that I sent my then twenty-three-year-old son after watching
the video of Philando Castile being killed by a white police officer for no readily apparent reason
during a 2016 traffic stop in Minnesota.In response, my son texted: “Oh yeah, it didn’t help
Philando. So now what are we supposed to do?”After receiving that text I immediately called my



son so that I could hear the feelings behind his question. What I heard was neither fear nor
despair. Instead, I heard a sobering awareness of what it means to be Black in America. It was
the awareness articulated by National Basketball Association coach Doc Rivers in response to
persistent police violence inflicted upon Black bodies. “It’s amazing to me,” he said, “why we
[Black people] keep loving this country and this country does not love us back.”1My son was
facing the shocking awareness of the profound anti-Black narrative in this country. This narrative
is distinct from, yet part and parcel of America’s white supremacist foundation.As previously
noted, the routine violence of white supremacy is manifest in the systemic, structural, and
cultural ways it privileges whiteness and penalizes those who are not raced white. However,
such privileges and penalties do not adequately account for the visceral assaults, sometimes
fatal, upon Black bodies. These consistent, malicious attacks, while grounded in whiteness,
reflect more than a belief in the superiority of whiteness. Such attacks bespeak a singular, deep-
seated fear of, if not contempt for, Blackness itself.Whiteness as a construct exists only in
opposition to that which is non-white. In this regard, it finds its most oppositional counterpart in
Blackness. The construct of whiteness thus provides fertile soil for what is perhaps the inevitable
flourishing of an anti-Black narrative. Whether inevitable or not, it is only in appreciating the
pervasive and distinctive presence and dehumanizing presuppositions of an anti-Black narrative
ensconced within this country’s collective psyche that we can begin to understand the intensity
of white repulsion when it comes to Black bodies.This chapter explores the roots of America’s
anti-Black narrative within ancient Western thought and the Christian theological infrastructure
before looking at the way it has impacted the country’s moral imaginary. My intent is not to
provide a historical account of the development of the anti-Black narrative. Rather, it is simply to
provide a general overview of the philosophical and theological underpinnings of the anti-Black
narrative as a way to fathom its deep-rooted, sinister reality, and its ultimate impact on the
nation’s moral imaginary during the time of Black lynching at the hands of police.The Deep
Roots of an Anti-Black NarrativeThe Philosophical FoundationWhile the concept of “race” as we
know it today does not seem to have played a part in the life of the ancient Greco-Roman world,
the philosophical and cultural antecedents for an anti-Black narrative are certainly found in
ancient Greco-Roman thought. This is particularly evident in the work of Aristotle, who laid the
foundation for racially defined hierarchies that eventually rendered Black people inferior beings.
Aristotle fostered the notion that blackness signaled an immoral if not a dangerous nature.In an
effort to justify Greek ruling superiority, Aristotle argued that the climates in which people lived
determined the physical, intellectual, and moral characteristics of that people. He explained that
extreme climates produced aesthetically, intellectually, and morally inferior beings. Extreme cold
produced an inferior pale people (such as the Scythians), and extreme heat produced an inferior
dark people (such as the Ethiopians). Moderate climates, such as that of the Greeks, produced
the best people—those meant to rule. In his work De Generatione Animalium, after describing
the “straight” hair and “fluid constitution” of the Scythians who live in moist climates, Aristotle
says: “Ethiopians and people who live in hot regions have curly hair, because both their brains



and the environing air are dry.”2 Noteworthy is the fact that Aristotle reserves comments about
the brain for the Ethiopians. In Physiognomics Aristotle argues that the physical features of
“black” peoples, from their complexions to their hair, are a sign of cowardice. He says, “Those
who are too swarthy are cowardly; this applies to Egyptians and Ethiopians.” Likewise, he
argues, “Those with very woolly hair are cowardly; this applies to the Ethiopians.”3 Even though
he mentions that those who are “excessively fair” are also cowardly, “witnessed” he says, by their
women, he seems to place special emphasis on the fact that “an excessively black colour
signifies cowardice,” and this applies to both Black men and Black women.4 Of course, in
keeping with his chauvinistic views, it was those who lived in moderate climates, with a
complexion between that of Scythians and that of Ethiopians—again, his fellow Greeks—who
stood apart for their courage.Also noteworthy is the fact that in ancient and early Greco-Roman
literature Ethiopia and Scythia were viewed as being geographically polar opposites. For
instance, in his Odyssey Homer describes the Ethiopians as a people “who are at the world’s
end.”5 Drawing upon the work of earlier Greek historians and writers, the ancient Greek
geographer Strabo described the locations of Ethiopia and Scythia this way: “The nation of the
Ethiopians stretches from the winter sunrise to sunset, and… Scythia lies directly opposite in the
north.”6 Perhaps already developing, therefore, was an antagonistically defined ideological
framework for contrasting the “fairest”-skinned and darkest-skinned people—a precursor to the
racial oppositionality between whiteness and Blackness. The geographical polarity between
Scythia and Ethiopia notwithstanding, Ethiopia was considered the region farthest removed from
Greek culture, and hence Ethiopians were considered the most remote people—not only
geographically but also culturally, intellectually, and morally.The view of Ethiopia as
geographically remote suggested an intrinsic character flaw in its inhabitants, a flaw resulting in
the grave moral depravity of its Black-skinned people—especially in comparison to the Greeks
and even the Scythians. This was in keeping with the fact that Blackness itself had long before
come to symbolize evil or bad character. For instance, the Greek poet Pindar described one who
has turned away from God as having a “black heart, with its frozen flame.”7 In his Moralia,
Plutarch, quoting Pythagoras, advised the young: “Do not spend your time with men of black
character, because of their malevolence.”8Furthermore, in early Greek thought blackness
marked Ethiopians not only as disreputable but also as hypersexual. In the early Greco-Roman
world, Ethiopian males were caricatured as macro-phallic and the females as sexual
temptresses. This is significant given the fact that a hypersexual trope is a salient feature of the
anti-Black narrative that besets Black Americans. The seeds of this trope were thus sown in the
Greco-Roman world. Early Christian literature would also foster this trope.Before looking at
Christian literature, however, it is important to note how another ancient, dark-skinned people,
the Egyptians, were viewed. Even though the Egyptians were not considered to be as
geographically remote as the Ethiopians and were often highly regarded in ancient mythological
and Greek literature, they would not escape the evil and questionable character associated with
Blackness. Strabo, for instance, described them as “quick-tempered.”9 Josephus, in Against



Apion, best captures the perception of the Egyptians in the Greco-Roman world. In refuting
Apion’s claims that his adversaries were Jewish and that he himself was not, Josephus
writes:That he should lie about our ancestors and assert that they were Egyptians by race is by
no means surprising. He told a lie which was the reverse of this one about himself. Born in the
Egyptian oasis, more Egyptian than them all, as one might say, he disowned his true country
and falsely claimed to be an Alexandrian, thereby admitting the ignominy of his race. It is
therefore natural that he should call persons whom he detests and wishes to abuse Egyptians.
Had he not had the meanest opinion of natives of Egypt, he would never have turned his back
on his own nation. (Book 2.3)In brief, by the end of the Roman period, Egyptians as well as
Ethiopians were often considered an ignominious people and described in increasingly
pejorative terms. These understandings were based upon their “blackness.” Stereotypes like
these, as biblical scholar Gay Byron argues, would find their way into the “ideological
infrastructure of ancient [and early] Christian writings,”10 thus providing sacred legitimation for
anti-Blackness. To this we will now turn.The Christian FoundationWhile anti-Black overtones
were present in the writings of various early church fathers, Origen’s views, according to those
who study this period, “would become standard Christian ideas about Ethiopians.”11 Like
Aristotle, Origen connects a people’s character to climate. He states that extreme climates are
associated with an inferior people, while moderate climates (not too hot or too cold) are
associated with a more superior people. Going beyond Aristotle, however, Origen argues that
the fact that certain people live in extreme environments in the first place indicates their sinful
nature. Essentially, the environment in which people are located is a result of their intrinsic
worthiness or lack thereof. It was in this way that for Origen Blackness came to be a sign of a
sinful soul. Origen’s “Commentary” on the Song of Songs makes clear the connection between
Blackness and sin.In trying to make sense of the bride’s exclamation, “I am dark and beautiful,”
Origen states: “It can be said also of each individual soul that turns to repentance after many
sins, that she is black by reason of the sins, but beautiful through her repentance and the fruits
of her repentance.”12 This point is made even more explicit in a homily on the same topic. He
says, “We understand, then, why the Bride is black and beautiful at one and the same time. But,
if you do not likewise practise penitence, take heed lest your soul be described as black and
ugly, and you be hideous with a double foulness—black by reason of your past sins and ugly
because you are continuing in the same vices!”13 Simply put, for Origen Blackness signals a
sinful soul that can be saved, that is made white through conversion to Christianity; hence, an
Ethiopian can be saved. In the words of Hellenistic scholar Aaron P. Johnson, for Origen,
“Ethiopian identity, allegorically understood, is the pre-conversion state of a soul; it is an identity
to be shunned, a sinful darkness to be washed in the whitening process of conversion.”14 We
should note, however, that in Origen’s later writings Ethiopians are associated with “demonic
forces” beyond redemption.As earlier suggested, these anti-Black overtones are present in the
writings of other church fathers. For instance, Tertullian also associates both the Egyptians and
Ethiopians with sin. He argues, “When God… threatens destruction to Egypt and Ethiopia, He



surely pre-condemns every sinning nation, whatever. If, reasoning from species to genus, every
nation that sins against them is an Egypt and Ethiopia.”15In his Homily on Psalm 86, Jerome is
even more explicit on the connection between Ethiopian Blackness and sin. He describes
Ethiopia “as black and cloaked in the filth of sin.” He goes on to say, “At one time we were all
Ethiopians in our vices and sins. How so? Because our sins had blackened us. But afterwards
we heard the words: ‘Wash yourselves clean!’ And we said: ‘Wash me, and I shall be whiter than
snow.’ We are Ethiopians, therefore, who have been transformed from blackness into
whiteness.”16The view of Blackness as a signifier for sin is even more pronounced in the
portrayal of demonic beings as Black. Early Christian literature is replete with images of the devil
as Black. For instance, the Epistle of Barnabas cast the devil as the “Black One.” It says,
“Wherefore let us take heed in these last days. For the whole time of our faith shall profit us
nothing, unless we now, in the season of lawlessness and in the offenses that shall be, as
becometh sons of God, offer resistance, that the Black One may not effect an entrance.”17 The
Epistle goes on to say that “the way of the Black One is crooked and full of a curse. For it is a
way of eternal death with punishment wherein are the things that destroy men’s souls—idolatry,
boldness, exhalation of power, hypocrisy, doubleness of heart, adultery, murder, plundering,
pride, transgression, treachery, malice, stubbornness, witchcraft, magic, covetousness, absence
of the fear of God.”18The Acts of Peter goes even further as it casts the tempting devil not simply
as Black, but as an Ethiopian woman: “For just now when I turned myself to sleep for a little, I
beheld thee sitting in a high place and before thee a great multitude, and a woman exceeding
foul, in sight like an Ethiopian, not an Egyptian, but altogether black and filthy, clothed in rags,
and with an iron collar about her neck and chains upon her hands and feet, dancing.”19These
early epistles and Christian narratives notwithstanding, there are probably no writings in which
Blackness is more associated with the demonic than those of the Desert Fathers. In these
writings the tropes of anti-Blackness are fully present. Not only are Ethiopians demonized
because of their color but they are also depicted as hypersexual, and hence, sexually immoral
and dangerous threats to the virtue of others.Interestingly, however, there was an Ethiopian
among the Desert Fathers, Abba Moses. He, like the Bride of Solomon, was able to overcome
his mark of Blackness—though he would be consistently put to the test because of it.After
leading a sinful life as a murderer and robber, Moses repented and joined one of the desert
monasteries. While he has come to be valued in Christian hagiography for his obedience and
virtue, during his lifetime he was tested on numerous occasions in order to prove that he had
overcome his “Blackness.” It is reported that on one occasion, when joining a council of fellow
abbots, “the Fathers treated Moses with contempt in order to test him, saying, ‘Why does this
black man come among us?’”20It is written that on another occasion, that of his ordination as a
priest, after the ephod was placed upon him, “The archbishop said to him, ‘See, Abba Moses,
now you are entirely white.’ The old man [Moses] said to him, ‘It is true of the outside, lord and
father, but what about Him who sees the inside?’ Wishing to test him, the archbishop said to the
priests, ‘When Abba Moses comes into the sanctuary, drive him out, and go with him to hear



what he says.’ So the old man came in and they covered him with abuse and drove him out,
saying, ‘Outside, black man!’ Going out, he said to himself, ‘They have acted rightly concerning
you. For your skin is as black as ashes. You are not a man, so why would you be allowed to meet
men?’’21 In the end, Abba Moses’s Blackness was depicted as a persistent point of contention
not only for his fellow priests but for himself as well. It is interesting to note that even today he is
often referred to as St. Moses the Black, suggesting still the paradox of being “holy” yet
Black.The stories of St. Anthony of Egypt, considered the father of monastic monks, provide
even clearer examples of the Black Ethiopian demonic figure in monastic literature. In The Life of
St. Anthony by St. Athanasius, classicist scholar David Brakke identifies “the devil’s appearance
as a black boy,” as the “earliest datable appearance of a black (or Ethiopian) demon in monastic
literature,” again replete with hypersexual tropes.22 In this work, Athanasius reports that in a last-
ditch effort to get a young Anthony to succumb to sinful temptation, the devil, having previously
taken the form of a woman, appears as a “black boy, taking a visible shape in accordance with
the colour of his mind.”23 Brakke points out that, for Athanasius “the mind or rational faculty was
the location of the self’s true nature.”24 Implied is the devil’s assumption that Anthony’s mind
was Black, that is, of a sinful nature. The story goes on to say that when Anthony asked the
Black boy who he was, he answered, “I am the friend of whoredom. I am called the spirit of lust.”
Anthony responded “You are very despicable then, for you are black hearted and weak as a
child.” “Having heard this,” Athanasius writes, “the black one straightway fled.”25This story is
representative of the sexual trope associated with Blackness in early monastic literature, on a
foundation laid by earlier representations of Ethiopians. As Brakke notes, while in Athanasius’s
writings about Anthony the Black boy “was not (yet) Ethiopian…. When the visual form of the
black demon gained more precise definition as Ethiopian, it acquired the stereotypical traits
associated with the Ethiopian body type that circulated through Greco-Roman culture, especially
hypersexuality.”26The writings of Origen, Tertullian, and Jerome, along with the monastic stories,
are just a few examples of the way in which anti-Black conceptions were present within early
Christian writings. These anti-Black ideas carried over into the early church’s heresy debates, in
which heretical beliefs and sects were consistently represented as Black.27 Hence, even within
doctrinal debates fundamental to Christian theology, Blackness was associated with evil—and,
more significantly, with all that was anti-Christian. The theological foundation was thus
sufficiently laid for later negating the religious and spiritual identities of African peoples by
viewing them as heathens in need of salvation by the most effective means available:
enslavement. This would of course come to fruition with the European encroachment on the
African continent.The point of the matter is that a proto-anti-Black narrative is embedded in
Christianity’s theological architecture. In fact, antecedents for such a narrative can be traced to
the light/dark color symbolism that is pervasive and taken for granted in the very earliest
Christian literature. Brakke is right when he suggests that it was “a short step” from “the earliest
surviving pieces of Christian literature” like 1 Thessalonians, where there are light/dark
associations with good and evil, respectively, to “identifying the devil and evil persons as not



merely darkness but black.”28 French sociologist Roger Bastide best summarizes the way in
which an anti-Black narrative, complete with white/Black oppositionality, are virtually intrinsic to
Christianity’s theological framework when he notes:The greatest Christian two-part division is
that of white and black. White is used to express the pure, while black expresses the diabolical.
The conflict between Christ and Satan, the spiritual and the carnal, good and evil came finally to
be expressed by the conflict between white and black, which underlines and synthesizes all the
others…. Whiteness brings to mind the light, ascension into the bright realm, the
immaculateness of virgin snow, the white dove of the Holy Spirit, and the transparency of limpid
air; blackness suggests the infernal streams of the bowels of the earth, the pit of hell, the devil’s
color.29With such pervasive anti-Black theological symbolism, a whitening of Christian symbols
was inevitable, including whitewashing Jesus. Bastide speaks to this:Although Christ transcends
all questions of race or ethnology, it must not be forgotten that God incarnated himself in a man
of the Jewish race…. The entire history of Western painting bears witness to the deliberate
whitening or bleaching effort that changed Christ from a Semitic to an Aryan person. The dark
hair that Christ was thought to have had came to be rendered as very light-colored, and his big
dark eyes as blue. It was necessary that this man, the incarnation of God, be as far removed as
possible from everything that could suggest darkness or blackness, even indirectly. His hair and
his beard were given the color of sunshine, the brightness of the light above, while his eyes
retained the color of the sky from which he descended and to which he returned.The
progressive Aryanization of Christ is in strict accordance with the logic of the color
symbolism.30Given the anti-Black symbolism ingrained within Christianity, it was perhaps an
even shorter step to the eighteenth-century religious racism that emerged in order to legitimate
making chattel slaves of African peoples. For instance, conjectures that Black people were not
of the created line of Adam and Eve, or that their enslavement was a just punishment tracing
back to the indiscretion of Ham looking upon the naked body of his father Noah (even as
enslavement was considered the vehicle to salvation), were consonant with the long-held notion
that Blackness itself was a sign of innate depravity.The legacy of anti-Blackness within the
Christian theological framework remains evident today in various hymns that are part of the
Christian tradition. These are hymns such as “Fairest Lord Jesus,” that proclaims: “Jesus is fairer,
Jesus is purer” and that “Jesus shines brighter and Jesus shines purer.” And then there are
versions of the evangelical hymn, “Washed as White as Snow” which proclaims: “Praise the
Lord, I am washed / In the all-cleansing blood of the Lamb / And my robes are whiter than the
driven snow / I am washed in the blood of the Lamb.” Or the hymn “Washed in the Blood of the
Lamb” that asks: “Are you washed in the blood / in the soul cleansing blood of the Lamb? / Are
your garments spotless? / Are they white as snow? / Are you washed in the blood of the
Lamb?”The fact that these hymns continue to exist as a part of Christian hymnody today reveals
the way in which anti-Black concepts have become virtually normative within Christianity’s
theological culture—so much so that they go unnoticed and hence unquestioned. Moreover,
scripture passages that maintain the light/dark dichotomy continue to be read, without



interrogation or even acknowledgement of their anti-Black implications. I am not suggesting that
these scriptural texts should not be read. However, I am suggesting that the implications of this
dichotomy when it comes to fostering anti-Black sentiments should at least be acknowledged
and interrogated.As we will soon see, this almost oblivious acceptance of anti-Black precursors
has been consequential in shaping the moral imaginary and subsequent attitudes and assaults
on Black bodies. For now, it is important to recognize that anti-Black beliefs, if not theories, can
be found in ancient Greco-Roman literature as well as within Christianity’s theological structure.
Let us now look briefly at the way in which anti-Black thought has penetrated Western
culture.The Anti-Black Narrative and the Black BodyWe see the echoes of an anti-Black
narrative in Gomes Eanes de Zurara’s oft-cited description of the first captive Africans to arrive
on Portuguese soil in 1444. He says: “And these, placed all together in that field, were a
marvellous sight; for amongst them were some white enough, fair to look upon, and well
proportioned; others were less white like mulattoes; others again were as black as Ethiops, and
so ugly, both in features and in body, as almost to appear (to those who saw them) the images of
a lower hemisphere.”31In this description Zurara equates black skin with a demonic ugliness.
That he does so in an almost taken-for-granted manner suggests that such a linkage was
already prevalent within the cultural ethos of fifteenth-century Europe. His description continues
the trope of Ethiopians as demonic, furthering the notion that to be as Black as the Ethiopians
was to be virtually beyond redemption. Most importantly, Zurara’s description once again makes
clear that white repugnance toward the Black body reflects more than a chauvinistic aesthetic
preference. Comments regarding aesthetic “Blackness” are historically fraught with assumptions
about character and temperament. Hence, it cannot be emphasized enough that white
repugnance toward the Black body has rarely if ever been benign. This fact becomes even
clearer in the English encounter with Africa.By the time the English pillaged Africa for its human
and natural resources, an anti-Black narrative was fully entrenched. For in many respects, as the
Europeans brought their Euro-white gaze to the African continent, they also brought with them
the concept of race. Instead of seeing Africa as a continent of many nations, cultures, tribes, and
diverse peoples, they saw it as a land with creatures radically different from themselves. In the
white gaze of the Europeans, the Africans were not Yoruba, Eboe, or any other particular people;
rather they were all “Black.”When coupled with the dissimilarity of dress and customs, not to
speak of religions, the Blackness of the Africans convinced the European pillagers of a
difference that was more than skindeep. Blackness signaled to them a people who were so
thoroughly uncouth that they were more beastly than human, and most certainly not created in
the image of God. These sentiments are evident in travelogues from that period, such as that of
sixteenth-century English geographer and promoter of English imperialism Richard
Hakluyt.After clarifying that the people of the “middle parts of Africa” were those who were once
referred to as Ethiopians, he describes the Africans as “a people of beastly [emphasis mine]
living, without a God, lawe, religion, or common wealth, and so scorched and vexed with the
heat of the sunne, that in many places they curse it when it riseth.”32In Hakluyt’s description we



see again the use of the Ethiopian trope to signify utter depravity as captured by the label
“beastly.” This descriptor in fact implied not only that they were wild and uncivilized but also that
they were hypersexualized. As Winthrop Jordan points out, the terms “beastial” and “beastly”
carried with them sexual connotations. Thus, when an Englishman described the Africans as
beastly, “he was frequently as much registering a sense of sexual shock as describing swinish
manners.”33 Serving to reinforce this anti-Black thinking was the unfortunate circumstance that
the Europeans’ first encounter with the people of Africa coincided with their first encounters with
the African apes. It required, therefore, only a small leap in the European mind to conceive of an
inherent connection between the African “apes” and the African people. Once such a tie was
forged, it was an even smaller leap of logic for the Europeans to assume, as Jordan remarks, “a
beastly copulation or conjuncture” between the two species.34The seeds planted in ancient
literature had now fully sprouted. The European view of the Africans was the inevitable legacy of
the ancient narratives regarding the Ethiopians. Moreover, with the explicit branding of the
Africans as beasts, a foundation was laid for viewing Black people as those who need to be
patrolled and controlled so as to safeguard civilized humanity—that is, white people.That these
anti-Black notions were in fact widespread among the general European public is evident in
highly regarded works, such as those of William Shakespeare. The way in which Shakespeare
depicts his “black” characters signals a prevailing cultural understanding of “Blackness” in
Renaissance Europe, even as he ensures the ongoing deployment of anti-Black notions. We see
this in the two most developed Black characters in Shakespeare’s corpus: Aaron in Titus
Andronicus and Othello, in the play of the same name.Aaron is the embodiment of evil
throughout Titus Andronicus. He is responsible for the trouble and wretchedness that besieges
the entire Andronicus family. He frames Titus’s sons for murder, and he helps to mastermind the
rape of Titus’s daughter, Lavinia. Admitting his evil misdeeds, Aaron regrets only that there
wasn’t sufficient time to commit more. He says, “But I have done a thousand dreadful things. / As
willingly as one would kill a fly, / And nothing grieves me heartily indeed, / But that I cannot do
ten thousand more.”35Aaron remains unrepentant of his villainy to the end, repenting only of any
good deed he may have perchance performed: “Ah, why should wrath be mute and fury dumb? /
I am no baby, I, that with base prayers / I should repent the evils I have done. / Ten thousand
worse than ever yet I did / Would I perform, if I might have my will. / If one good deed in all my life
I did, / I do repent it from my very soul.”36Throughout the play, Aaron’s villainous behavior is
associated with his being a Black-skinned Moor. In describing Aaron’s son, born of an illicit affair,
the nurse likens him to “a devil,” “a joyless, dismal, black, and sorrowful issue.”37 Later, when
pleading for his son’s life, Aaron connects Blackness with ignominy before going on to detail his
evil acts: “And if it please thee? Why, assure thee, Lucius, / ’Twill vex thy soul to hear what I shall
speak; / For I must talk of murders, rapes, and massacres, / Acts of black night, abominable
deeds, / Complots of mischief, treason, villainies, / Ruthful to hear, yet piteously
perform’d.“38The point here is that, in Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare is at ease with and does
not challenge the stereotypes associated with Blackness. By not challenging them, he actually



furthers their salience.The same can be said of Othello. Admittedly, there is much debate
concerning whether or not the character Othello challenges or affirms the depravity associated
with Blackness.39 Nevertheless, it is Othello’s Blackness that Iago points to as disqualifying in
Othello’s marriage to Brabantio’s daughter, Desdemona. When alerting Brabantio to the couple’s
elopement, Iago uses lewd imagery invoking the trope of lustful Blackness. He says to
Brabantio, “Even now, now, very now, an old black ram / Is tupping your white ewe. Arise,
arise!”40 He goes on to describe Othello as a “devil.”41 Roderigo, a would-be suitor of
Desdemona, supports Iago in warning Brabantio that his daughter is in the “gross clasps of a
lascivious Moor.”42While it is Iago, not Othello, who is the villain in the drama, it is Othello’s
passions that bring the play to its tragic end. His love for Desdemona coupled with the jealously
that Iago provokes in him lead Othello to kill Desdemona and then himself. In the end, therefore,
Othello does not overcome the trope of Black people being governed more by lustful and
dangerous passion than by reason. This is especially pronounced inasmuch as Othello’s falling
prey to Iago’s lies regarding Desdemona’s infidelity defies credulity, given Othello’s love for her.
Othello admits to being overruled by irrational passion when in his final speech he says, of
himself, “Of one that loved not wisely, but too well; / Of one not easily jealous, but being
wrought.”43What makes Shakespeare’s depiction of Blackness most dangerous over time,
however, is not simply that he reinforced anti-Black tropes. Rather, it is that his work is studied as
an essential part of many literature courses without investigating the way in which he represents
Black characters. This was the case in both my high school and college courses in which
Shakespeare was studied. Again, I am not suggesting that Shakespeare be removed from
school curricula. Rather, I am advocating that when studying Shakespeare’s works or any other
literature with anti-Black concepts there must be a critical examination of the way in which
Blackness is depicted if there is ever to be a chance of interrupting the transmission of anti-
Black ideology. Unquestionably, without such examination there will be a subtle reinforcement of
an anti-Black narrative, allowing this narrative to penetrate and become an unwitting part of
students’ psyches.The same applies in studying the work of Enlightenment thinkers. In his
classic work, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke conjectured that “‘if
Historie lie not…’ then West African women had conceived babies with apes.”44 Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel, in his Philosophy of History, argues that there is a “peculiarly African
character[istic that is] difficult to comprehend.” This characteristic, he says, renders the “Negro”
incapable of the “realization of any objective existence,” thus relegating the Negro to being
simply an example of “the natural man in his completely wild and untamed state.”45 Consistent
with his description of the Negro as nothing less than feral, Hegel goes on to say that
“cannibalism is looked upon as quite customary and proper” for the African Negro.46Immanuel
Kant developed his “racial theory” in several lectures on anthropology and geography.
Notwithstanding the comprehensive, if not complex, nature of his theory, his views toward the
“Negro” race were fairly consistent. Indeed, Kant is rightfully considered “one of the founders of
modern scientific racism, and thus a pioneering theorist of sub-personhood and disrespect.”47



While he argued that humans represent a unified species, he recognized that they were divided
into four races, with characteristic differences based on climate. Not surprisingly, Kant
considered “the Negro race” the lowest in the human hierarchy. It should be noted, however, that
Native Americans, though not classified as one of the four main races, were considered by Kant
to be beneath “Negroes.” He stated that “this race, too weak for hard labor, too indifferent for
diligence, and incapable of any culture, stands—despite the proximity of example and ample
encouragement—far below the Negro, who undoubtedly holds the lowest of all remaining levels
that we have designated as racial differences.”48
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Stuart J. Shields, “Fantastic read!. I really enjoyed this book. It encapsulated the struggles
people of color have to endure on a daily basis.It is a must read”

The book by Kelly Brown Douglas has a rating of 5 out of 4.7. 18 people have provided
feedback.
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