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Protest pedagogy: a meditation on unapologetic
blackness in the neo-liberal University
Brandon J. Manning

Department of English, Texas Christian University, Fort Worth, TX, USA

ABSTRACT
This essay analyzes literary and theoretical approaches to
teaching the Black Lives Matter Movement in a college class.
By focusing on the prevalence of memoir as a way of capturing
responses to racial violence, surveillance, and police brutality,
this essay argues that narratives of vulnerability and radical
declarations of Black livesmattering in the classroomprovide a
unique site of context for black liberation movements and
other Black Lives Matter Syllabi. In addition, the essay attends
to students’ difficulties in a course dedicated to analyzing
black dispossession and death.
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Ferguson faculty

I am a Black college professor, in my mid-thirties, born and raised in Stone
Mountain, GA – a suburb of Atlanta. At the center of the town is Stone
Mountain Park, a prodigious memorial to the confederacy, featuring the
images of General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, General Robert E. Lee, and
the President of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, carved into the side of the
mountain. The state park opened a hundred years to the day of Abraham
Lincoln’s assassination, and prior to that it was the site of the resurrection of
the Klu Klux Klan in 1915. Despite the park’s continued history as a site of
southern heritage and racial violence it is re-appropriated daily as a site of
fitness and leisure for the neighboring Black communities. Black folks tending
to their health and wellness, trying to undermine the effects of structural
inequality and access to clean foods, count their steps around the mountain.
They sweat as they scale the dome and stand in the same places as the swarm
of cloaked Klansmen did on that Thanksgiving night in 1915. This is me. This
is the South. Microbes in the soil mark the presence of lynching at the same
time as they mark family reunions. It is with this duality – this relationship to
racism and reclamation, this relationship to pain and self-care – that I ground
my understanding of social justice work in my pedagogical practices of my
Black Lives Matter (BLM) course.
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In early August of 2014, I graduated from my PhD program, and the
next day I started a cross-country trip with my father-in-law, children, and
dogs headed towards my first tenure-track job.1 We drove through the night
and as we got closer to St. Louis, MO I turned on the radio and heard there
were protests in the streets of nearby Ferguson, MO. It wasn’t until a week
later, after continued protest, that I was able to sit and reflect upon the death of
eighteen-year-old Michael Brown and his laying in the street for four hours
after he was killed on a hot summer day. I attended new faculty orientation
with his death weighing onmy psyche. I wrote my fall syllabus with the image
of his covered body in the street in my mind. I taught classes, led office hours,
and tried to make friends with this growing sense of loss and anxiety about
Mike Brown and my own sense of dispossession. The semester ended with
a jury deciding not to indict Darren Wilson, the 6ʹ4 police officer that said he
felt like a kid on the arm of Hulk Hogan as justification for his fear and
subsequent killing of Michael Brown. I vividly remember explaining the
jurisprudent process with my young sons as they questioned why the case
wouldn’t be taken to trial. And I remember grasping for Martin Luther King
Jr.’s “riots are the language of the unheard” as my sons watched the manifes-
tation of Black anger and anguish that set Ferguson ablaze. This would be my
first BLM classroom, and in it I came to understand the importance of
centering our emotions and confusion. Mining our collective affective experi-
ence, I quickly realized that one has to embrace the stillness of processing pain
and trauma. This stillness is the first place people begin to process the over-
whelming weight of Black violation. I also quickly realized that my sons, like
my students, needed to be able to pivot from this stillness to think through the
ways Black folks disrupt, reclaim, and fortify their bodies, time, and emotions
in the wake of Black death.

Social justice syllabus

My Black Lives Matter course was as an exploration into recent scholarship in
African American Studies geared towards contextualizing, highlighting, and
theorizing police brutality, the continued contestation of Black humanity, and
the response of #BlackLivesMatter as a movement. The course drew its critical
energy from literary scholars, historians, media scholars, law, and other related
disciplines. By studying this scholarship, we pursued questions such as the
following: How do Black Lives Matter? How does history inform the need for
visibility?Howdo scholars, and academiamore broadly, create sites for resistant
scholarship to shift racial paradigms? How do gender and sexuality operate
within narratives of police brutality and BLM’s response?We read and watched
Jesmyn Ward’s The Fire This Time (2016), Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s From
#BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation (2016), Angela Davis’s Freedom is
a Constant Struggle: Ferguson, Palestine, and the Foundations of a Movement
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(2015), Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World and Me (2015), Kimberle
Crenshaw’s digital text, SayHerName: Resisting Police Brutality Against
Women, Ryan Coogler’s Fruitvale Station (2013) and grounded these texts
with their historical antecedents like Baldwin’s “My Dungeon Shook” in The
Fire Next Time (1963), as well as his short story “Going to Meet the Man”
(1965), and Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing (1989). Most of the texts created
insightful dialog about the contours of love, life, and loss.

I foregrounded disruption and vulnerability in my pedagogy for the
course. From blocking interstates and highways to disrupting the centrality
of Black boys and men in Black liberationist movements, I articulated
critical vulnerability as an extension of Judith Butler’s work on wherein
“the point is to show that vulnerability is part of resistance, made manifest
by new forms of embodied political interventions and modes of alliance
that are characterized by interdependency and public action” (7). I pair
Judith Butler’s work of vulnerability with bell hooks’ notion of vulnerabil-
ity in Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (1994)
to include hooks’ assertion “That empowerment cannot happen if we
refuse to be vulnerable while encouraging students to take risks.” hooks
goes on to say, “If it is often productive if professors take the first risk,
linking confessional narratives to academic discussions so as to show how
experience can illuminate and enhance our understanding of academic
material. But most professors must practice being vulnerable in the class-
room, being wholly present in mind, body, and spirit” (21). My stories and
my vulnerability were integral to creating a safe-shared space in the class.
I read my short memoir first before students read theirs, and I’ve
attempted to pattern my personal narrative of this essay as part of that
transgressive work of vulnerability. Butler and bell hooks’ texts demon-
strate how vulnerability begins the crucial work of coalition-building in the
classroom. Part of my pedagogy of vulnerability is foregrounding the
relationships and tensions between power and resistance, structural
oppression and agency, and representation and performance within var-
ious narratives and literature.

As a literary scholar, I began the class by thinking about the relationship
between the Black Lives Matter Movement and memoir as a form. Similar to
the prevalence of poetry and drama during the Black Arts movement, memoir
is one of the primary modes of Black cultural production attempting to make
sense of this moment. We started the course reading James Baldwin’s The Fire
Next Time and Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World and Me. These patri-
lineal narratives about the fungibility of Black life and the centering of Black
boyhood set the landscape for a consistent interrogation of past Black social
justice and liberation movements to gender, in order for us to better under-
stand the instantiations and interventions of the Black Lives Matter
Movement. In addition to these more visible stories of Black masculine loss,

PROSE STUDIES 3



we also read JesmynWard’s introduction, whereWardmeditates on the death
of Trayvon Martin and relates it to her own experience of devaluation; and
Edwidge Danticat’s chapter “Message to My Daughters” in The Fire This
Time. Ward and Danticat’s texts, evoking that of Baldwin and Coates’, were
a powerful announcement that the course relied on the Black feminist and
queer traditions upon which the Black Lives Matter Movement was founded,
and that we were going to use these narratives and storytelling to create more
holistic narratives about who and how we should matter when we say “Black
Lives Matter.” I asked students to write short memoirs or stories about their
relationship to race and racism in this country as way of situating themselves
in the stories the cultural milieu of the course.

The course attracted a number of non-traditional students who were able
to bring a broad range of diverse experiences and evolving issues to the class.
Students came to the class with stories. We all did. Giving space for these
stories after we read Baldwin and Coates, especially for my non-traditional
students, let them know that this was their class. That they could speak
alongside James Baldwin, Ta Nehisi Coates, Jesmyn Ward, and Kimberli
Crenshaw helped them to mine their experiences as sites and spaces for
theory and criticism. The exercise also helped to look past this moment into
our collective pasts to think about how the subject of Black lives mattering
has been a persistent issue.

We followed up the study of memoir in the BLM moment with a rhetorical
analysis of the Black Lives Matter website. In this moment of mis-information,
it is important for students to understand what the movement is about and the
herstory of Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, the founders of the
Black Lives Matter Movement. The utility of a rhetorical analysis demonstrates
for students what BLMwas doing with itsmessaging as well as to interrogate the
rhetoric of the Movement – beginning primarily with the “#BlackLivesMatter.”
By studying rhetoric, the class was able to discuss the role of persuasion and
audience, and to participate in broader conversations about what rhetorical
tools social justice initiatives can use when white supremacist heteropatriarchy
routinely engages in systemic ignorance.

Students navigated the Blacklivesmatter.com and more specifically, the
“About Us,” “Herstory,” and “Principles” sections of the website to determine
its accessibility, audience, and success in messaging. By asking students to do
a rhetorical analysis of the website and specifically the herstory section of the
website, students were able to put the narratives of Black women founders in
conversation with the memoirs we read earlier in the semester. Students
determined that the website was crafted for people whowere already committed
to the Black Lives Matter cause, but did not provide enough introductory
information to sway the mind of someone that needed to be convinced.
Furthermore, the class acknowledged the overarching rhetorical issue with
“Black Lives Matter” as the slogan for the movement, yet we also engaged in
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a larger conversation about what the politics of persuasion meant in social
justice spaces and what obligation, if any, the Black LivesMatter movement had
to making itself clear to White America.

During the following weeks students read Keeanga- Yamahtta Taylor’s From
#BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation, which helps ground the socio-political
moment of the rise and corporatization of prisons and their populations. We
read this text while working with different cultural and literary artifacts like
James Baldwin’s short story “Going to Meet the Man” and Spike Lee’s film Do
the Right Thing. Students had a reoccurring assignment where they had to
respond to a critical question and answer for five times throughout the seme-
ster, and they often did this assignment over these readings. The assignment
was geared towards getting students to think about a research question, so they
had to ask what rhetorical questions the readings prompted them to answer –
and then shortly answer the question they posed. These questions often were
talking points throughout the class and helped to maintain a rigor and focus.

As part of their midterms, students had to collaborate for creative projects.
During the class, we spent a significant amount of time analyzing social media
and new media’s involvement in BLM movement. As part of this scholarly
endeavor, students completed group projects where they had to become
cultural producers of a BLM social media/new media artifact. Some students
created vlogs and podcasts, and they presented on their process and what they
hoped the new media accomplished in relationship to the Movement.

My course was the product of a moment in Black studies that prompted
several scholars to create public syllabi for both academic and non-academic
spaces connected to the BLM Movement. Frank Leon Roberts’ Black Lives
Matter syllabus and Marcia Chatelain’s #FergusonSyllabus have both been
integral in creating the intersecting space of public and scholarly discourse to
better understand this moment. Roberts’ syllabi for the Black Lives Matter
movement features a number of anti-racist texts like Marc Lamont Hill’s
Nobody: Casualties of America’s War on the Vulnerable, from Ferguson to
Flint and Beyond and Michelle Alexander’s New Jim Crow. His syllabus
heavily critiques the prison industrial complex and features documentaries
and other essays that help situate the present call for Black lives mattering
within a post-Civil Rights moment of surveillance and policing. Whereas
Roberts’ syllabus focuses on the intersection of Black life and the carceral
state, Marica Chatelain’s crowdsourced #FergusonSyllabus on Twitter allowed
for a broad range of resources to be curated under the hashtag on Twitter. As
such, Chatelain’s syllabus is much more capacious in its understanding of the
moment and its archiving of resources; in addition, it is not restricted by
a more traditional understanding of the word “syllabus.” For instance,
Roberts’ syllabus is tethered to a deliverable 14-week semester model bene-
ficial for educators, and on his website, he tells educators the way he would
like to be cited for the use or reproduction of his syllabus. Chatelain’s syllabus
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understands the use of a syllabus as a broader educational archive that does
not have to center the classroom experience or time frame. Instead, a syllabus
can bemore socio-cultural and center life-long learners. Chatelain’s syllabus is
broken up into the following categories: Teaching about race and Ferguson,
African American History/Civil Rights in the United States, Children’s Books,
Community Organizing- Leadership- Activism, Educational Issues, Film,
Media Studies and Journalism, Music, and Other Educational Hashtags on
Twitter, Personal Reflections, Poetry, Policing, and Race and Violence in
America. In addition to these more prominent and direct syllabi, there have
been numerous syllabi that highlight aspects of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment through their treatment of related social, cultural, and political phenom-
ena. For instance, there have been a number of Beyoncé/Lemonade syllabi and
Kendrick Lamar syllabi that center cultural representations of Black resistance
and resilience in the age of the Black Lives Matter Movement.

What sets my syllabus apart from these more prominent syllabi is my
training and emphasis in African American literature and culture and my
investment in thinking through historical formations of racism and recla-
mation, pain and self-care, and how the connectedness of these concepts
help to inform our understanding of the Black Lives Matter Movement.
Although the Black Lives Matter Movement is clearly the product of what
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor states is “a catalyst, an event that captures
people’s experiences and draws them out from their isolation into
a collective force with the power to transform social conditions,” we
centered contemporary memoirs and life writing alongside earlier fictional
short stories, novels, documentaries, and films to cultivate a genealogy of
resistance and representation (153). As an organizing structure the course
asked these central questions: How do Black Lives Matter? How does
history and Black cultural production inform the need to make visible
Black precarity? How do gender and sexuality operate within narratives of
police brutality and BLM’s response? How do Black cultural producers
center love, joy, and desire during the BLM moment?

(Dis)embodied blackness

By the time I taught my Black Lives Matter course in the fall of 2016, students
around the country knew the power of protest, and the BLMMovement had an
explosive summer that brought it to the front of national conversations on race.
In July, Alton Sterling was killed in front of a gas station, Philando Castile was
shot in front of his girlfriend and child, a sniper killed five police officers at
a Black Lives Matter protest, three police officers were killed in Baton Rouge
ambush, charges were dropped in Freddie Gray case, and, in August, Korryn
Gaines was killed in her home in front of her children. TheMovement was also
starting to manifest itself in pop-culture spaces with Carmelo Anthony, Chris
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Paul, Lebron James, and DeWayne Wade speaking at the ESPY awards in July,
and, in August, Colin Kaepernick began to protest the national anthem by
sitting and later kneeling during the national anthem. The previous spring,
Beyoncé released her visual album Lemonade – with her BLM inspired song
“Formation,” and Kendrick Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly with its BLM song
“Alright” had already gained traction the year before. I give this abbreviated
timeline of the Black Lives Matter Movement and its proximity to my course
because it is important in this social media moment to know students’ proxi-
mity to visualized Black death and violation. The majority of my students came
to the course having already done preliminary research and with critical ques-
tions, and, because of the inescapability of the BLM movement on their social
media timelines and newsfeeds, they came with the emotional and psychologi-
cal weight of being immersed in a world and field of study of death and
violation.

The heightened criticality of my students entering into the class, and
I would argue students across the country, was also partially the result of
BLM inflected protests at the University of Missouri in the fall of 2015, and
its ripple effect on different institutions across the country. Rising racist
incidents at the University of Missouri engendered the student group
Concerned Student 1950, named for the year the first Black student was
admitted to the University, to protest the University’s administration. The
protests culminated with student Jonathan Butler going on a hunger strike,
demanding that the University President should resign; and Black football
players supporting his hunger strike by refusing to play until Butler ate
again. A year earlier, Butler travelled the 116 miles from University of
Missouri to Ferguson to protest the killing of Mike Brown, and he says that
it was in Ferguson where he understood the power of protest (Pearce para.
9). Ultimately, Butler and the Concerned Student 1950 group were suc-
cessful in creating broad change and emboldening students across the
country to incite their own protests and demands at their institutions.
The Black Lives Matter movement had jumped from the streets to cam-
puses across the country, and had demanded that institutions attend to
racist structures and a lack of inclusivity for marginalized students. As Jack
Dickey wrote for the Times, “Animating every march, die-in and issuance
of demands this year, was one provocative, unassailable claim: Black
Students matter. They would no longer tolerate the status quo, no matter
the decades of apparent progress in higher ed and elsewhere.” The inter-
connectedness between protests in Ferguson and student protest at the
University of Missouri demanding their university be more diverse and
inclusive is indirectly responsible for Black students at various institutions
demanding change on their campuses – and in the case of Yale and
a number of other institutions that change was actualized on their college
campuses.
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The continuity of black death entangled with a more empowered student
body in class and compelled me to maintain our focus on the dispossession,
violation, and surveillance of Black people’s lived experiences. While we had
conversations that broadened the scope of BLM perspectives and engaged
readings like Angela Davis’s Freedom is a Constant Struggle: Ferguson,
Palestine, and the Foundations of a Movement that offered more global
paradigms, I unapologetically centered Black experiences in our conversations
of mattering. Inmost classes where race is centered, I’ve found students prefer
to use the term “people of color” instead of “Black” as a way of decentering
blackness. Students’ lack of comfortability with the word “Black” is a signpost
of anti-blackness’s far reaching implications in our social justice classrooms.
When students would gravitate towards terms like “people of color” as a way
to broaden the scope of our conversations to other groups – I would con-
stantly ask students to discursively and ideologically center blackness. This
subtle move helped to ensure that the narratives and the social justice bent of
the class did not get coopted in class discussion or allow non-black students
rhetorical and ideological access to discourses around mattering.

One of the pitfalls of social justice classrooms is the desire tomake suffering
accessible to everyone. Students are often asked to embody a particular dis-
possessed experience by imagining themselves as someone else, and I assume
by doing so, legitimate the experiences of oppressed people. For instance, I’ve
sat in on classes and use readers that prompt students to imagine themselves
in the role of a potential Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)
recipient. Unfortunately, these types of pedagogical exercises rarely help
students cultivate listening practices that help them leverage their individual
sites of privilege towards coalition building. These types of imaginative class-
room activities center empathy as a viable path towards mattering and often
leave students grasping for sites of dispossession and disadvantage in their
lives as a way to embody a relational form of blackness. For instance, I had
a white student early in the semester who began many her of classroom
contributions with the fact that she was married to a Black man and was the
mother of Black children. Instead of allowing her to embody what she thought
was a liminal site of blackness, I asked her to think beyond these qualifiers and
think through what her response as a white woman or any white person’s
response should be to BLM. The moment where I redirected her back to her
whiteness helped to ensure that any conversation we had about race and
racism was also a conversation about critically engaging whiteness, and that
her whiteness was an important place to speak and think from in social justice
spaces. As such, my class disembodied social justice work so that allies, or as
scholar Bettina Love calls them, coconspirators, know where and how to enter
into social justice spaces. However, my class was primarily invested in center-
ing blackness – that of my students, the subject matter, and my own.
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Central to the relationship of disembodied blackness for social justice work
and centering an unapologetic blackness as a guiding ethos of the classroomwas
an examination of how the founders of theBLMmovement used theCivil Rights
Movement as a site of negation. The class routinely would examine a reading
and/or a response of a BLM event and think about it against the backdrop of the
Civil Rights Movement. This comparative workmay seem disingenuous for the
ways that it could reproduce dominant culture’s narrative of BLMas unpatriotic
for its departure fromCivil Rights sensibilities and theway those earlier forms of
protest, as Nicole Fleetwood asserts, “become incorporated into a grander
narrative of the United States as the model of progressive democracy in which
citizens can actualize change and pursue liberties” (46). Indeed, the legacy of the
Civil Rights Movement was beginning its golden anniversary of 50 years for
a number of major events, and with the election of the first Black president, the
country wanted to celebrate a narrative of racial progress. However, when
I asked the class to compare the two moments it was to highlight Black cultural
commitments to the Race man figure, the erasure of Black women and queer
folk, and the spectacle of Black violability.

Through these conversations and assignments, students came to the realiza-
tion that the Civil RightsMovement drew boundaries around acceptable sites of
blackness – a blackness worthy to be rallied behind and to demand rights for.
The omissions of historical figures like Claudette Colvin and Bayard Rustin
during the Civil RightsMovement frustrated students, and they were able to see
how the BLM was attempting to be more inclusive from the de-centralized
structure of its chapters to the interventions of #SayHerName and Black trans
lives mattering as well as fighting for the rights of people who may have been
guilty of crimes. While the organizing structures of the two movements are
vastly different for the ways I’ve outlined above, our collective social and
cultural investment in centering Black boys and men as the most severe and
painstaking sites of loss demonstrates how even this ethos of inclusivity has to
work against American heteropatriarchy. In short, since Black feminists
founded this movement it captured a space “Brave enough to fuck with the
grays” (59). Ideologically, the gray is where many of my students found
themselves, so mining these intricacies and nuances between the two move-
ments was imperative for their proximity to the Black liberationist project.

We gone be alright: teaching and attending to ontologies

I try to perform being unapologetic as a radical act of disruption, self-love, and
mattering for my students. Black women in the academy have taught me what
I know to be an unapologetic love and commitment to self, and it is profoundly
pedagogical, and like Brittney Cooper being unapologetic is quickly becoming
my personal mantra (218). For Black women, to be unapologetic is to announce
that we should no longer treat them like mammies or mules. They are not here
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to coddle, to help, or to empower us; more importantly, Black women’s ability
to perform being unapologetic creates an emotional boundary for us to attend
to these stereotypes. To be unapologetic in the classroommeans to demonstrate
how my body and research matter on college campuses. As education scholar
Bettina Love asserts, “To begin the work of abolitionist teaching and fighting for
justice, the idea of mattering is essential in that you must matter enough to
yourself, to your students, and to your students’ community to fight. But for
dark people, the very basic idea of mattering is sometimes hard to conceptualize
when your country finds you disposable” (2). Performing this mattering in
social justice classrooms is very important in a BLM course. As a faculty
member of color on campus, my being unapologetic disrupts my students’
image and understanding of intellectualism, as well as the narratives about how
I am supposed to perform in the classroom. My body always already functions
as a site of disruption in the front of the classroom and on campus. There are
few Black men in higher education, so I come to the classroom with the
expectation that I am probably the only Black man students will have as
a professor and potentially one of a few Black faculty.

The prevalence and study of Black death is difficult for students in all
courses but especially one where it is the center of study and is ongoing
throughout the course. During the semester, Betty Jo Shelby shot and
killed Terence Crutcher in Oklahoma. Students were devastated. I was
devastated. This devastation was galvanized by the unending conversations
about surveillance and Black death that we discussed and theorized in the
weeks leading up to and after Crutcher’s death. Students were rightfully
enamored by theories of Black social death, afropessimism, and other
ontologies that demonstrated the genealogies of Black precarity. Early in
the semester, a student asked me what mechanisms I use or would suggest
to help them navigate the emotional and psychic weight of Black suffering.
As a response, I pointed to the literature, film, and music we centered up
until that point in the semester to show the quotidian expressions of joy
and love that Black people have been able to create and feel while living in
a white supremacist, heteropatriarchal society. Indeed, in each class meet-
ing I made space for students to think through issues of agency and desire.
While it is important to center Black joy and love in these classroom
spaces, it is equally as important to acknowledge that detailed structural
changes are needed to shift the cultural climate around Black life.

Note

1. My tenure-track job was as an Assistant professor of African American and African
diaspora studies with a joint appointment in Gender and Sexuality studies in an inter-
disciplinary department at an urban, public, research 1 institution in the West. The
University touted having one of the most diverse student bodies in the country achieving
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statuses as a Minority Serving Institute (MSI), a Hispanic Serving Institute (HSI), and
Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander-Serving Institutions (AANAPI).
While the abundance of racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity on campus was more the
product of the university’s location and not strategic planning, there was a significant
group of students invested in intersectionality and social justice work initiatives.
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