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ERASING HISTORY

realm of education, it is first necessary to understand somb

of its representations and practices. According to the Nazi

political theorist Carl Schmitt, "[t]he specific political dis-

tinction to which political actions and motives can be re'

duced is that between friend and enemy."3 \Which is to say,

for fascists, being political means defining oneself against an

enemy. As such, fascist regimes selectively disenfranchise cer-

tain segments of their population and violently cast them

into what the political philosopher Elizabeth F. Cohen calls

"semi-citizenship," in order to emphasize the virtue and

worth of the dominant group.a

Fascist regimes are also typically organized around a char'

ismatic leader-and form social and political cultures cen-

tered on that leader, who is taken to be the violent and

powerful protector of the nadon. Russias Yladimir Putin is a

clear contemporary example. AII of Russia is centered around

Putin's rule, and Putin is represented as the powerful male

leader upon whose shoulders Russian greamess rests. But fas-

cism can also be leaderless. The southern United Staces under

the Jim Crow system of segregation, for example, was gov-

erned by a form of racial fascism premised not on a single

powerful leader, but on decentralized groups ofvigilantes and

terrorists. To fully understand the imminent threat of fascism

roday, we must pay carefi:l atrcntion to fascist movements

that are not necessarily based on reverence for the leader.

Regardless of how it is led, a fascist culture, or form of

-
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life, often has cerrain features thar make ir an
ment for fascist po.litics. These cultures u,ill, fbr
vate an alreadl, dominant group of people to a r

exalting rhem as ,.rhe 
people,, who consricur,

while relegating others to second-class cirizen
fascisr perspecrive, egalitarianism is a threar bec
rses to upser this hierarchy. The rhreat is fblr so
fascists are led ro cake joy in cruelry against rhos.
group, and others rvho srand ro bene6t from gre.
A fascisr form of life is suffused with fear rhsr
ac.hieve equal starus, a possibility cynically explorr
polirics.

A fascisr form of lifb also has certain require
haps most importanrly,, it requires an educatior:
can validate the dornrnanr groupt elevated sraru
fied conseq,ence ofhisrory racher than the fab..
of intentional choices. Ir does this, as ,r,e rvil.l se
rively doctoring the historical record, erasing p
and el,enrs thar are unflarrering to the dorninanr i
replacing them with a unirary, simplified accounr
ports its ideological ends,

In recenr vears, fbr example, the United Stace s

w.ave of righr-wingpolicical inrerference in educatrc
on banning cerrain concepts, authors, and bo
schools'libraries and curricula. The unstated goa.
bans is ro erase rhe perspectives and hisrories of mar

-)
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groups, incltrding most prominentlv rhe hisrorv of Black

Americans, ivhose ancestors were enslaved and brutally subju-

gated in this country.

These bans target especiallv concepts and theories used

co explain how that subjugation operaced, how it has

changed over time and persisted to this day, and how it

rnight be challenged--concepts such as structural racism, in-

tersectionality', and critical race theory (CRT). The concept

of structural racisrn, fbr instance, is targeted because ir ex-

plains racial subjugarion not in rerms of individr'ral bigotrv,

but as a result of underlying systems and practices-n'hether

in housing, schooling, banking, policing, or the criminal

legal system" It explains, for example, that the racial rvealth

gap in America (ii,hich is so extreme thar Black Americans

possess just over I 5 percent of white Americans' wealth) is a

product of racist policies such as discrirninatory lending and

redlining. The concept of intersectionality, introcluced [rv

rhe lar.v professor Kimberle Crenshaw, reveals the particu-

larly acute harnrs inficte d on groups that are ar the intersec-

rion of multiple oppressions.5

Critical race theory is the study of these concepts, and

ernerged from the work of American legal theorists in the

i980s and 1990s, centraily including Harvard Lau'prolessor

Derrick Bell, Northeastern professor ParriciaJ. Nflilliams, and

Professor Crenshaw". In the rhetoric of those who seek to ban

it, rhe term "critical rtce theory" has morphed into some-

-rto\\' "l'() (jttt_.\1.11 {N .\ ul.oc R \(

thing complerely unrelared to irs true meanrns
ined as something like 3 51.56srn for dividinr
categories of oppressor and oppressed, the purr
is co saddle white people wirh a permanenr an
sense ofguilr for rhe wrongdoing of rheir ance sr

In erasing these concepts, or rranstbrmin
meaningless slogans, the recent righr"r.r,ing cami
carional suppressior"r seeks to eliminate an impc
of understanding Black history. But critical ract
Black history are impossible to separare. Hisror,,
of not jusr people anel evenrs br.rr also the pracricc
and institutions thar shape rhern. Wlthour 

"c.these forces, hisrory is rerrclered flat and malle abi
manipu.larion by fascist po.lirics.

\Mhen fascists atrempr to rewrite history, rhe..
claim rhar rhey are erasing only rheories and inr.
of hisrorli which chey claini to be biased, rarher :
lving historical evenrs. Bur rhey know well rhar
r.entions resulr in the erasure of eyents thenrselr_e :
rhe 1>arterns rhey forrn. In her celebrate d 2021 boc
on Fire, the historian Elizabeth Hinton iderrrifies ;
pattern in mid-nvencieth_century US historv rha''che cycle," in llfiich over-rrnlici.* ..^J *_-r:

re berions wirhin ,n. ,ou"t'olicing 
and police vior

:ommuniries rhese pracricc. i
oattern, she explains, "helpecl clefine urban life in s,
-o*-income, Black, Mexican American, and ptrer
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communitiesi' and ultimately "put this nation on the path to

mass incarceration."6

Hinron's thesis is based not in abstract theory, but in an

account of the historical forces and events that led the United

Srares ro where it is today, \Without this hisror,v, it is impossi-

ble to understand, for example, how and why the United

States came to have the largest prison population of any coun-

trv in the world. Hinton's work shows how instittttions-

fi'om urban police to public housing and segregated,

underfunded schools-have, through their practices, et1-

trenched a racially unjust status quo. Ultimatell,, it is not

possible to teach the history of what happerred to Black

Americans without teaching about structural racism. Vhen

these concepts are banned, the result is, in pracrice, to forbid

schools from teaching any honest account of US history.

The Anti-Racist Teaching and Learning Collective

(ARTLC) is an organization in Connecticut that brings to-

gether teachers, organizers, and studenrs in orcler to, as the

group's website puts it, "address the oppressive efrects of

the racism that shape public education and society at large."

The website also includes a series of 6rschand accounts from

teachers of the practices they have employed in the classroom

to help build a common understanding of structural racism.

Nlarco Cenabre, for example, teaches literature at New

Haven Academy, a public high school in Ner,v Haven. In one

of Cenabre's classroom iessons, the sudents are asked to

Ho\\. .t.o cltBAl.li AN AU.t.o(iR \(
study rhe Civics portion of the US narur-alizaric
as a classic essay from Audre Lorde that discus
norms" re.lated ro age, race, class, and 5ex._ \I/ha
fbrmation an immigranr musr learn abour Ame
co becorne a narura.lized American reveai abc
norms ? Does ir elevate one group,s hisrorv or.er .jr allow cerrain misconceptions to be norma1ize ,f

Ruth Terry Walden teaches literature at \\,
School. a public school in Sramford, and fbcuse s
on themes of protest, resisrance, and direct acr
classroom, she inyites her students ro think abouc
rhe Colonial era, the ordinarypeople began to see
as an occupying arm1,, and how that led to the Aoi
olution. She asks them to consider this in rhe cci
Black Lives ,\latter mo*emphr ^- -
how Black residents #;r"; il,ilI ;H:
regard the police as an occupying army.

Other reachers who are parr of rhe ARTLC ce .
rmmense difficulqv of ceaching these sorrs of lessor:
sLrpporr fi-om schooj administrators. Samm Leska,
:r Staples High School, a public school in \\.esrpo::
:hat her peers are reluctant to engage in such te acj:
::ces, since they do nor ftel that the adminisrrarron
-rorr them if they become a rarger of political a:
::aching on supposedly controversirl toji.r. Since ;rq rhe exisrence of structural racism is considered
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race theoryi all but the bravest teachers tend to avoid dis-

cussing rexrs that present studenrs w'ith Black perspectives on

US histor;,. This means that it takes a measure of bravery to

te ach the works of the Nobel Prize -rvinning Black American

novelist Toni N{orrison, even in srates where that is legal.

k sl'rould be no surprise that righr-lr,ing politicians' efforts

to stilie any discussion of strr.rcttrral racism extend naturallv

into a proE;ram of combating on-the-ground efforts to redress

the harms of racism-and thx,arting efforts to build a trulv

multi-racial democracy that is inclusive of all groups. One way

rhat insdturions in the United States have soughc to address

racism is through u,hat are called Diversity, Equity, and lnclu-

slon (DEI) iniriatives. Predictablv, thesc efforts are often tar-

geted bv rhe satne right-rving forces that polrr so much energY

inro atracking the history and theory of racism. The argu-

ments are mutually reinforcing: if there is no racism, nothing

needs ro bc done about ir.

Broaclly speaking, DEI initiatives are any programs at

schools, ulriversities, or private companies that seek to ame-

liorate the effecrs of structural racism in teaching, hiring, or

institutional mission. For example, a DEI program at a medi-

cal school might seek ro make sure that doctors from alfluenr

rvhite backgrounds are a\.vare of the structural barriers chat

patients from other backgrounds may face. Such a progran'I

ma1,, for instance, provide non-disabled doctors r.r'irh insight

into the barriers facing padenrs who are disabled.

Ho\\, 1.o CliliA.l.E.{N AUl.OCR.\(

As rhey do with CRT, rhe righr_wing cr.iric
tentionally disrort rhese progra_, ,o ..J",. ,h,
thar those N,hose perspectives are finally being
Iike Black Americans, for instance*".. r...ivi,
of illicir benefir or ar

Brack Ameri"*n, *nl;::'::*i: ri,;,1i1 .,
influence and seek to delegitimlr. th"m as unde _r

ultimare goar is ro justify a cakeover of rhe j:
cransforming rhem inco weapons jn rhe war agarr
idea of multi-raciai dernocracy,
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