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If you are the big tree

We are the small axe

Sharpened to cut you down

Ready to cut you down

Sharpened to cut you down

Ready to cut you down

–Bob Marley, Small Axe







Introduction

To Eat from the Tree of Knowledge

They say a mind is a terrible thing to waste. Well, as the chains of bondage fell from four million formerly enslaved people in the aftermath of the Civil War, the Black mind became a matter of national security.

The South was in shambles, and even before the war, universal public education in the region did not exist for Black or white people. Schooling for the wealthy was private and exclusive, and for the poor, almost nonexistent. As the Southern school system began to take shape, around 1865, an argument festered that grew into a national fever. The question was, what kind of education should these newly freed Black Americans have—or should they have any at all? To most Black Americans, education was their North Star. Despite the seemingly insurmountable obstacles put in their way, they understood it was a key tool in guiding them on their journey toward liberation and self-determination.

The Battle for the Black Mind is the story of the epic struggle to seize control of Black education and mold generations of Black minds—a fight that began in the shadow of the Civil War and reached a boiling point with the landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision. It was a battle for the nation’s moral conscience, one fought relentlessly in the classroom that still rages on today. Everyone was involved—Black and white, in America and in countries abroad. And the stakes were sky-high: the very future of Black education, and by extension, the soul of the nation, hung in the balance.

The struggle played out in classrooms but also in the highest courts of the land. Brown v. Board declared that America’s “separate but equal” doctrine was no longer acceptable, taking a first step toward educational equity. Building on this momentum, Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson issued several executive orders enacting affirmative action policies and civil rights bills aimed at repairing past harms inflicted on marginalized groups. However, decades later, in 1978, another education-related Supreme Court case—Bakke v. Regents of California—shifted affirmative action’s focus away from directly addressing these harms enacted on specific groups toward the more amorphous concept of “diversity.”1 And most recently, in 2023, Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard and UNC Chapel Hill rolled back much of the progress that had been made by barring race from being considered as one of many factors in college admissions. These cases set the tone for how America confronts, or often evades, its deepest issues about racial equity and justice that echo across generations.

And we all know that Supreme Court rulings do not exist in a vacuum—their spirits reverberate into every corner of society.

Today, the battle continues—and it’s never felt more urgent. A war has been waged within the halls of our classrooms, communities, and poll booths across the country. With the second Trump presidency back in full swing and the promise of Project 2025 on the horizon, Black children, parents, and educators are entering a new era that threatens to dismantle decades of hard-fought gains in educational access and equity for our families. Books are being banned. Black authors are expected to stow away topics dealing with race, gender, or sexual orientation. Local school boards are fighting over whether they will allow the new AP African American Studies courses to be offered in high schools. “Stop Woke” laws are creeping into state legislation across the country, threatening to restrict educators from subjects considered “divisive”—which is really just a dog whistle for any topic that makes some white parents uncomfortable with their kids learning about our country’s racist past and inequitable present.

Imagine a classroom where entire swaths of history are erased, where discussions of race are labeled “divisive,” and where Black students are subtly, or at times explicitly, discouraged from seeing themselves as a part of the fabric in the rich tapestry of American life. This is not a hypothetical—under this administration, it is a promise. Under these new policies, many Black girls and boys will sit in classrooms stripped of books written by our greatest authors—luminaries like Toni Morrison and James Baldwin—without a chance for Black students to see their stories, their struggles, or their triumphs reflected. Lessons on slavery, civil rights, and the awesome contributions Black people have made to society could be whitewashed or silenced altogether. All to soothe the discomfort of a few. What these efforts show is that the classroom is where the core of American life takes shape. This was as true in the past as it is now.

This isn’t just a matter of politics. It is an attempt to shape the worldview of an entire generation, to limit the horizons of Black children, and to make them strangers to their own history and culture in their classrooms. That’s why The Battle for the Black Mind isn’t just a history book; it’s a road map. By looking back at the strategies and forms of resilience and resistance enacted by our ancestors, we can find the tools to not only survive what lies before us but thrive.

For Black Americans, education has always been a political act. During slavery, Black people went to incredible lengths to snatch bits of knowledge wherever they could—sometimes by hook, sometimes by crook. Despite laws that made teaching an enslaved person to read an illegal act, Black people found ways to learn. Fugitive sites of education—whether they were secret gatherings in cabins or in quiet moments amid grueling labor—became sanctuaries where Black minds could be filled with knowledge. Learning to read, write, do math, spell one’s name, decipher coded language, and read maps were more than just functional skills. Each of these forms of learning was an act of defiance—a deliberate stand against a system that sought to dehumanize Black people by keeping us ignorant. Gaining these skills meant gaining some measure of independence, whether that was spiritual, mental, or physical.

Black people gained an education during slavery by any means necessary. Some slaveholders disobeyed the law and taught their enslaved to read, often because it made business sense. Most enslaved people worked in the fields; however, some labored in offices, printing presses, and other trades where literacy was a practical skill. There were also slave owners who believed it was wrong to deny Black people access to the Bible, making churches another avenue for education. Others learned by observing their white owners, eavesdropping on business dealings and teaching themselves, risking their lives and freedom for knowledge.

Then they would spin the block, bringing what they’d learned back to their communities, passing it on to their enslaved brothers and sisters. Tidbits of education passed along from their white playmates. They learned math, reading, writing—fruit from the tree of knowledge that would nourish their Black minds and eventual destiny. But this was always done at a great risk. Those who dared to offer enlightenment to free or enslaved Black people put themselves in danger. Oppressors knew that knowledge was power, and educating Black minds threatened the very system on which they relied.2

As a NAACP award–winning author, sociologist, and professor, my expertise lies in two areas: studying how systemic racism works and exploring the rich history and culture of Black life. Over the past decade, I’ve had the privilege of teaching more than fifteen hundred undergraduate students on the history of race and education. My experiences at both a large, elite public university and a smaller, wealthy private university have given me the great opportunity to enlighten young minds not only about how racial inequality in education is perpetuated today but also to connect these present realities with the past. And that’s the story I’m here to tell you in The Battle for the Black Mind.

In this book, I will take you through a century of separate and unequal education systems in the US, and how the epic battle for Black education became a global phenomenon, shaping Black schools in Africa, the Caribbean, and across the Black diaspora. This is a multiracial story, but at the center of it all, Black people have always played a pivotal role in building their own educational institutions. However, not all Black people think alike—we are as diverse a people as any in the world. It’s a mistake, and frankly racist, to put us all in the same box. We will also explore the vast range of Black political thought around education that has brought us to the modern day, including by our heroes—some of whom may not be portrayed in the picture-perfect light in which you are used to seeing them. Others are unknown but need to be brought further into the spotlight.

Black people have always had their eyes on their freedom dreams. But the question of how to make them a reality has always been up for debate. And that debate is political.

The battle for the Black mind has been an ongoing war of ideas—a war over who and what Black people could be, a disagreement about our potential and state of being. Historically, many whites genuinely believed Black people were inherently inferior and therefore shouldn’t have access to the same education as their children. Instead, they advocated for a curriculum that suited their perceived limited capabilities and present conditions of Black life.

How comfortable would you be with your children’s curriculum—what they are allowed to learn in school—being determined by preconceived notions based on their race?

This was the stark reality of Black children for nearly a century following the Civil War. Dangerous ideas about Black inferiority found fertile ground in religious institutions, philanthropies, and local boards of education, creating a treacherous educational landscape that we’re still trying to repair today. In response, Black educators fought hard to build independent Black private schools, often against a new and more subtle system of oppression that kept shape-shifting, but never stopped growing.

While I am more than capable of giving you a lecture on the history of Black education, what better way to tell the story than through the villains and heroes—people who were busy at work trying to build educational systems of oppression and those who fought to tear those systems down. In the end, this book reveals the love and passion, messiness, and absurdity of what it means to be human in a rapidly changing and often unjust world.

The battle for the Black mind has been an ongoing Cold War—a slow-burning struggle for control over the narrative, values, and future of Black education. The events in this book aren’t isolated; they are part of deliberate, multidecade strategies, much like the promise of Project 2025. Plans like these begin as ideas, evolve into ideologies, and eventually drive political movements that crystallize into policy—oftentimes assaulting the core values that this country claims to uphold. So, too, was the battle for the Black mind. In the same way, the battle for the Black mind has been a relentless fight for autonomy, truth, and liberation set against the tides of the interests of the rich and powerful who are all too often dead set on maintaining control.

Martin Luther King Jr. is famous for saying that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” An arc isn’t a straight line though, and it’s certainly not without its pitfalls and setbacks. Our ancestors left us a legacy of educational excellence and a playbook for how to survive. We must understand this history, in all its complexity. Lest we take how far we’ve come for granted.
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For over 150 years, historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) have been the engine of higher education for Black people in America. They continue to graduate more Black doctors, engineers, dentists, and professionals than any other type of higher education institution. But HBCUs are more than just schools—they are cultural heirlooms for Black people worldwide. They represent not just educational values but also sites of love, recognition, and celebration of Black culture and history. From historically Black sororities and fraternities—the Divine Nine—to archives that hold precious Black historical documents and art, HBCUs have been sanctuaries of Black intellectual and cultural life.

For decades, HBCUs were some of the only places where Black ideas could be presented, preserved, and celebrated. In the early twentieth century, Black artists who couldn’t get their work exhibited in mainstream museums or galleries turned to HBCUs. These schools were more than just educational institutions; they were, and still are, places to gather. Much like the Black church in those days, they were the incubators of Black political thought, social movements, and Love.

But here’s the part that may be uncomfortable: not all HBCUs were born out of Black freedom dreams. Many were founded on principles that had more to do with controlling Black minds than liberating them. I want you to know the origin stories of how our beloved HBCUs were founded, the principles upon which they were built, and how many of them evolved into the elite and powerful institutions they are today.

The reality is that most HBCUs were founded by white men—people with a range of ideas about what the Black mind was capable of. This doesn’t mean that these schools are bad because of their origins, but it’s important to understand their histories. It allows us to appreciate what we fought so valiantly for—to transform these institutions into spaces that are for us, by us.

But what does it truly mean to pursue liberation through knowledge in a system designed to suppress it? And how have the battles waged in classrooms and courtrooms across generations shaped our present-day fight for educational justice? How did we create a blueprint for resistance in a society bent on subjugating us? What lessons can we draw from our ancestors’ resolve, and how do we apply them in today’s struggle against new attempts to co-opt, censor, and undermine our learning? The Battle for the Black Mind not only lays out the strategies and tactics used in the past to attempt to control the Black mind but also highlights the countless ways Black communities have pushed back, reclaiming education as a space for freedom and self-determination.

As you journey through these pages, you’ll find a playbook—a guide for navigating times when both the government and corporations aim to control what our children learn. You’ll uncover actionable steps you can take to protect our educational freedoms, rooted in the wisdom and moves made by generations of Black people who have navigated even more troubled waters than the ones before us. We, as a people, have done this before. And we can do it again. This book is a reminder of the deep reservoir of resilience, wisdom, and self-determination that has always sustained us. And a call to dip into the well once more.
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