
���������� ���	
������	��	�����������������
	�����������������������	
������	�	���	���
���������������   �!�����
������"�	#�������������$��������%�&���
����
��	��

�'�	������#������	
������	��	���
�
����
���	�� ��%()*+,-.)/+01-)2+345)1)56.-)7/682)1)9,+8:);<+0)=1<86-)>,82:<)?6-.)@<AB)4,<6-.)1)01556C:)D<+8:58)1.16-58)E<:564:-8)F<,0DG5)8<1C:3)H1-)+,8564:)+;)82:IAJA)K+-5,318:)6-)4+/-8+/-)F+<+-8+L)M-81<6+L)K1-141L)+-)@1-,1<*)NOL)POQRM<6:-813650L)82:)1-S6:-8)H<1-4)+;)218:)H:26-4)8+41*T5)1-86U=,5360)18868,4:5L):VD316-:4AW*)@:-X:)Y:50+-4UZ1<<65 [:-::A4:50+-421<<65\C+V0:461AS+0))]:H)PL)POQRL)̂_NO10)̀JFabcdefgbhijfdfkdlmnfopjfgjfbjgccfedqmbfbmhbmfjrfjsghqfrtabcderusrvgdfdbfkdlgbenw<1-61-)1S8<:55)F1<1-:2)(364++586)65)82:)581<)+;)82:)M5S1<U-+06-18:4);630)xyz{|}~z��}�L)H,815)�cf�d�mmkdfkmurkjb�)52:T5)D31--6-.)8+)H+*S+88)82:)(S14:0*)(/1<45)S:<:0+-*)6-D<+8:58)+;)Y+-134)F<,0DG5)m�mlpjg�mfrk�mk)8:0D+<1<63*)H1--6-.)6006.<1-85);<+0)5:C:-=,5360U01[+<68*)-186+-5L)6-S3,46-.)w<1-A�2*�)�F<,0DT5)C651)H1-);+<)w<1-61-5)65)<1S658L�)52:)8/::8:4)F2,<541*AF<,0DG5)C651)H1-);+<)w<1-61-5)65)<1S658A)�2:82:<)8265)/633)6-S3,4:)1)S,38,<13):C:-8)+<)-+8Lw)/+-G8)188:-4)82:��ld�me���dk�b)POQR)6-)D<+8:58)uglnj�gjjmknlre�������epur�)F1<1-:2)(364++586)7\8�1364++586B)@1-,1<*)P�L)POQR



���������� ���	
������	��	�����������������
	�����������������������	
������	�	���	���
���������������   �!�����
������"�	#�������������$��������%�&���
����
��	��

�'�	������#������	
������	��	���
�
����
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OPINION | MICHAEL P. JEFFRIES

Ferguson must force us to face anti
blackness
By  Michael P. Jeffries , November 28, 2014, 10:46 a.m.

Demonstrators held lighted signs spelling out “Black Lives Matter” during a protest in Boston. (REUTERS)

“Black lives matter” has replaced “Hands up, don’t shoot!” as the mantra of those protesting for

justice in Ferguson and throughout the country. The simplicity of the phrase is a national shame.

Among protesters’ implicit demands are freedom, respect, and dignity for black Americans, but

those ideas seem light years away in a country where black people are killed and those responsible

give interviews on national television with “a clear conscience.”
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Focusing on anti-blackness rather than just racism is sure to make some people uncomfortable. A

recent study finds that the word “black” is more closely linked to stereotypes and negative emotions

among white people than the phrase “African-American.” This not only demonstrates that thinking

and talking in racial, rather than ethnic, terms has political implications, it shows that the mere idea

of “blackness” generates disdain. If talking about racism is polarizing, talking about anti-blackness is

completely taboo.

But America needs to face the truth. How does thinking in terms of anti-blackness help us move

forward?

First, anti-blackness more accurately captures the dehumanization and constant physical danger

that black people face. The “anti” in “anti-blackness” is denial of black people’s right to life. Black

humanity is desecrated in plain view, as Mike Brown’s dead body laid uncovered on the street for

four and a half hours before being unceremoniously hoisted into an SUV. Brown is described as “it”

and “a demon” in his killer’s testimony, and killing black people is all too frequently rewarded, as

George Zimmerman and Darren Wilson raised hundreds of thousands of dollars in defense of their

actions, and Wilson remains employed. Martin and Brown’s deaths are proof that for black people,

walking home is risking one’s life. Akai Gurley’s death is proof that entering a dark stairwell is

risking one’s life. Marissa Alexander’s failed invocation of “Stand Your Ground” laws is proof that

black self-defense is an oxymoron. In the most basic sense, black people are not safe.

Institutionalized racism and white supremacy are toxic for all people of color. But the “black” in

“black lives matter” calls our attention to a related, but distinct, force that produces more deaths like

Trayvon Martin’s and Michael Brown’s: Anti-blackness.

Racism is a combination of prejudice, discrimination, violence, and institutions that reproduce

racial inequality and injustice, regardless of intent. Our schools, neighborhoods, and criminal-

punishment system actively privilege whites at the expense of people of color, even when the rules

governing these systems are racially “neutral.” Anti-blackness entails all this and more. It is not

simply about hating or penalizing black people. It is about the debasement of black humanity, utter

indifference to black suffering, and the denial of black people’s right to exist.
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Second, as Ta-Nehisi Coates, Patrick Sharkey, and others emphasize, the problems poor black

American communities face are problems of a different kind, not scale, when compared to other

disadvantaged groups. They are: the overlay of class and race segregation, persistent

unemployment, the near complete absence of social mobility across generations, wildly

disproportionate punishment and incarceration, and pulverizing social isolation. Sociologically

speaking, black suffering has no parallels in contemporary America, but it is not regarded as a

national crisis. Anti-blackness captures this erasure of black life and the collective refusal to

acknowledge the injustice.

Third, anti-blackness has political implications far beyond standard American conceptions of race. It

is tied to white supremacy, but it is not only practiced by white Americans. Anti-black ideologies are

adopted on continents half way around the world, as black labor is abused and black migrants

and workers are regarded as social pariahs. Within the United States, courageous thinkers like

Junot Diaz who belong to non-dominant ethnic groups are increasingly attuned to the ways anti-

blackness and color privilege echo through their communities. Many who engage in anti-blackness

are aware of the ways racism shapes and constrains their lives, but awareness does not prevent them

from engaging in anti-blackness themselves.

And finally, when well-meaning people shy away from discussing anti-blackness, they cede the

discussion to people like Rudolph Giuliani, who suggest that black people are exterminating

themselves, and “black crime” is the root cause of black suffering. Anti-blackness is already part of

the public discourse. We saw and heard it in the dehumanizing anti-Obama posters and slogans

during the presidential elections in 2008 and 2012. We can read it in the comments section of

articles about Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown, and on Twitter, as everyday citizens mock

“Hands up, don’t shoot!” by tweeting, “Pants up, don’t loot!” We can no longer ignore anti-

blackness. We must name it, and meet it with equal force.

Calling attention to anti-blackness does not diminish the oppression that other groups face, nor does it produce
petty competition over which groups have suffered the most injustice. It is simply speaking the truth.
Protesters know this, and their loud and unabashed condemnation of anti-blackness has fueled their fire and
increased solidarity, as demonstrations are carried out by people from all backgrounds and walks of life.
Chants of “black lives matter!” have not weakened the critique of institutional racism; they have strengthened
it. And if we are to survive, they must grow louder.
More coverage:

Editorial: After Ferguson report, police across the nation need to embrace reform
Opinion | Susan E Reed: Ferguson protests should end



5/2/2019 Ferguson must force us to face anti-blackness - The Boston Globe

https://www.bostonglobe.com/opinion/2014/11/28/ferguson-must-force-face-anti-blackness/pKVMpGxwUYpMDyHRWPln2M/story.html 4/4

Michael P. Jeffries is an associate professor of American studies at Wellesley College and author of

“Paint the White House Black: Barack Obama and the Meaning of Race in America.”
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Opinion | Susan E. Reed: Ferguson protests should end
Darren Wilson explains why he killed Michael Brown
Opinion | Renee Graham: For African-American children, there’s no ‘Officer Friendly’
Opinion | Michael P. Jeffries: Ferguson must force us to face anti-blackness
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Colonialism is defined as “control by one power over a dependent area or 
people.” In practice, colonialism is when one country violently invades and 
takes control of another country, claims the land as its own, and sends people 
— “settlers” — to live on that land. 

There were two great waves of colonialism in recorded history. The first wave 
began in the 15th century, during Europe’s Age of Discovery. During this time, 
European countries such as Britain, Spain, France, and Portugal colonized 
lands across North and South America. The motivations for the first wave of 
colonial expansion can be summed up as God, Gold, and Glory: God, because 
missionaries felt it was their moral duty to spread Christianity, and they 
believed a higher power would reward them for saving the souls of colonial 
subjects; gold, because colonizers would exploit resources of other countries in 
order to bolster their own economies; and glory, since European nations 
would often compete with one another over the glory of attaining the greatest 
number of colonies. 

Colonial logic asserted that a place did not exist unless white people had seen 
it and testified to its existence, but European colonists did not 
actually discover any land. The “New World,” as it was first called by Amerigo 
Vespucci, an Italian navigator and cartographer, was not new at all: People 
had been living and thriving in the Americas for centuries. 

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/colonialism-explained
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http://www.npr.org/2005/08/21/4805434/1491-explores-the-americas-before-columbus
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Yet, in many history books, Europe’s expansion is remembered as exploration, 
and the men who helmed ships that landed in foreign countries — and 
proceeded to commit violence and genocide against native peoples — are 
remembered as heroes. One of these men, an Italian explorer named 
Christopher Columbus, even has a federally recognized holiday to honor him. 
Columbus thought he was on his way to Asia, but found himself in the 
Caribbean instead. The first indigenous people he came across were the Taíno, 
who accounted for the majority of people living on the island of Hispaniola 
(which is now divided into Haiti and the Dominican Republic). They had 
a highly evolved and complex culture. But this did not stop Columbus from 
claiming the island and its inhabitants for Spain. By 1550, a mere 58 years 
after he first landed on the island, what was once a thriving culture and 
community was severely decimated by European diseases and the brutality of 
a newly instated slave economy. 

The second wave of colonial expansion began during the 19th century, 
centering around the African continent. In what is called the Scramble for 
Africa, European nations such as Britain, France, Portugal, and Spain sliced 
up the continent like a pie, creating arbitrary borders and boundaries, and 
claiming large swaths of land for themselves. These artificial borders split 
cultural groups, resulting in fierce ethnic tensions that have had devastating 
ramifications throughout the continent. Indigenous political, economic, and 
social institutions were decimated, as were traditional ways of life, which were 
deemed inferior. 

Among the most brutal of colonial regimes was that of Belgium under King 
Leopold II, known as "the Butcher of Congo." His well-documented acts of 
violence against the Congolese people resulted in an estimated 10 million 
deaths. Belgium, like a lot of the white Western world, can directly attribute 
much of its wealth and prosperity to the exploitation and deaths of indigenous 
people of color. 

The treatment of the indigenous people on the land now known as the United 
States is just as horrifying. The primarily British Europeans who settled here 
— just like the Europeans who settled in Africa and the rest of the Americas — 
overall did not care that there were people already living on the land. The 
majority did not want peace and harmony between cultures; they wanted the 
land for themselves. They did not want to share the abundant resources; they 
wanted to generate wealth to fill their own pockets. Most had no respect for 
indigenous cultures or histories; they wanted to enforce their own instead. 
These colonizers did not care that land was considered sacred and communal. 
Most believed that everything, including the earth, was meant to be bought 
and sold. 

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/indigenous-peoples-day-4-things-to-know
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http://www.history.com/topics/native-american-history/trail-of-tears


3 

 

The Europeans who first settled along the East Coast of the United States 
believed it was their Manifest Destiny, or God-granted right, to claim territory 
for themselves and their posterity. As they spread across the entirety of the 
continental U.S., they pushed the indigenous populations — who had lived on 
and tended to the land for millennia — farther and farther west. Native 
Americans were moved to reservations — parcels of land that were barren and 
far from economic opportunities. In 1830, President Andrew Jackson, hailed 
by President Donald Trump and commemorated on the U.S. $20 bill, signed 
the Indian Removal Act, which led to the forced removal, relocation, and mass 
death of thousands of indigenous people. In 1838, the Cherokee were forced 
west by the U.S. government, which seized control of their land. Forced to 
walk thousands of miles, an estimated 4,000 Cherokees died on what would 
later come to be called the “Trail of Tears.” This historic loss of lives, land, and 
culture has led to what Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart, social worker and 
professor, describes as historical trauma — intergenerational emotional and 
psychological damage. 

The legacy of colonialism continues to manifest in obvious ways: Many of the 
world’s poorest countries are former European colonies. Walter Rodney’s 
groundbreaking book How Europe Underdeveloped Africa makes the claim 
that poverty on the continent can be traced back to European exploitation of 
African resources. In the United States, those living on reservations 
experience extraordinarily high poverty, alcoholism, unemployment, 
and suicide rates. 

In less obvious ways, the violence of colonial thinking continues to shape the 
trajectories of countries that were once colonizers too. Colonizers believed the 
world was theirs for the taking, saw the masses of people as disposable, and 
believed that nothing mattered more than the currency in a white man’s 
pocket. As the world’s top 1% continue to hoard the majority of the earth’s 
resources, and the unending quest for profit trumps the needs of the majority 
of people, it becomes clear that colonialism is not just a relic of the past. 

Wherever colonialism has manifested in the world, from across the Americas 
to every corner of the African continent, it has been met with a fierce struggle 
of resistance. Throughout history, indigenous peoples have risen up and 
successfully overthrown colonial powers, demonstrating that while colonizers 
could steal land and resources, they could not take the dignity of a people 
determined to be free. 
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