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Chapter I: Hopping the Fence 

 
“He who sits on the fence gets shot down from both sides.” – African Proverb 
 
 
Samori Camara founded and operated Kamali Academy, an African-centered, 

systematic home school, in our house on a quiet street in the Algiers section of New 

Orleans, Louisiana.  It was a small, independent school with no more than 19 students at 

any given time, systemic in its curricular approach of loosely structured classes in various 

subject areas.  Kamali was located across the street from one of the city’s many public 

charter schools.  The view from our front porch was the school’s high, windowless wall, 

eerily reminiscent of a prison.  On any given day, Samori and I would see at least 10 

students from that school—Black faces in bright orange polo shirts—hop the fence and 

sprint out of sight, many times passing in front of our yard.  They were boys and girls 

moving with an intent that suggested that there was something larger on the line than 

simply playing “hooky.” 

One afternoon, Samori and I were sitting on our porch when we saw one such 

student pass.  We called him over and asked why we always saw students cutting school.  

He replied, “Man, it’s boring.  They ain’t talkin’ ‘bout nothin’,” and then ran off.  Samori 

and I looked at each other.  We didn’t exchange any words, but shared a clear 

understanding.  We then walked inside to a house filled with a little over a dozen students 

eating lunch.  We had to get back to work. 
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I moved to New Orleans in the summer of 2009 to conduct field research on the 

city’s post-Hurricane Katrina housing crisis.  It had been four years since the storm and 

the city was still attempting to recover.  I was interested in the connections between the 

historical legacy of maroonage and the ways in which Black grassroots organizations 

were mobilizing resources to construct autonomous communities in the city.  Due to the 

municipal government’s denial of displaced residents to return to their properties, in 

tandem with the destruction of available public housing and the aggressive corporate 

takeover of housing reconstruction, the city’s homeless population—the overwhelming 

majority of whom were Black—doubled shortly after the storm and remained consistent 

through my arrival (Johnson 2009; People’s Hurricane Relief Fund 2008; Rameau 2008).  

The housing crisis was at an all-time high and suffering residents were looking for 

answers.  As a result, the particular organization with which I was working was 

attempting to organize housing and workers’ cooperatives to provide a temporary 

solution that would insert the issue into the public debate, while making provisions to 

advance a larger struggle of urban land reform. 

I had visited the city several times over the previous two years, was relatively 

familiar with the city’s layout, and had already established some working relationships. 

Samori Camara, a New Orleans native, and I were friends from the University of Texas 

and we became roommates when I arrived.  Samori and another teacher were in the 

midst of drafting plans for the opening of the BlackStar Educational Cooperative, a home 

school collective to be held in our house.  Although I did not participate formally in the 

cooperative, Samori and I spent many hours discussing its mission, vision, structure, 
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content, format, and recruitment strategies.  The school was important to me, as I had 

long believed that we, Black people, must control the institutions that govern our lives.  

In this way, schools are vital, as the process of education is also a process of socialization 

whereby students are inculcated with the values and interpretive skills that help shape 

their lives.  Yet and still, I kept my distance from BlackStar, as I wanted to neither 

impose upon nor interfere with Samori’s endeavor.  Instead, I spent that academic year 

(2009-2010) working as a Literary Specialist at an all-Black, all-boys, charter school, 

Henson Academy.  This was my formal introduction to both New Orleans’ youth culture 

as well as the charter school system that flourished in the city since Hurricane Katrina 

(Cooper 2008; Square 2012).   

Henson was a middle and high school.  The majority of my students were in the 

7th and 10th grades, but their reading levels fell far below.  As I began to teach with the 

goal of improving these students’ reading levels, I quickly noticed the administration’s 

preference for disciplinary excellence over academic achievement.  I rarely had all of my 

students in class at the same time, as one or another would almost always be suspended 

or absent.  Beyond that, there were several times where I would walk into classrooms 

looking for students, only to find a teacher with his feet on his desk, reading a magazine, 

or talking on a cell phone.  I had long heard about charter schools being the “privatization 

of public education” and my experiences at Henson only confirmed this statement.  The 

lengths to which administrators went to maintain funding—suspending students in danger 

of failing the state exams so as not to reflect poor performance, providing students with 

answers, etc.—had proven the school to be an unhealthy environment for students and 
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teachers.  I was looking for a way out.  After months of mounting frustrations, I left the 

position at the completion of the academic year. 

Samori had also had a rough year.  The partnership with the other teacher at 

BlackStar had disintegrated, leaving him to run the school alone for the greater part of the 

year.  By the end of the school year, there were only a few students, of which none would 

be returning.  Nonetheless, the year’s experiences had given him a clearer vision of what 

he wanted the school to be.  The new school would teach younger students and be named 

Kamali Academy.  He just needed the resources to bring it to fruition. 

Seeing this, and coming off of my year at Henson, I was ready to participate.  

Working at the charter school had confirmed for me the need for educational institutions 

concerned more with the student’s well-being and development and less with state 

standards.  I found this in Kamali, as it strove for academic excellence as measured by the 

students’ abilities to apply their knowledge towards solving the issues facing their 

community and not by test scores.  It was an intentional education, an education for 

liberation.  I began teaching Language Arts at the school in the late summer of 2010. 

At the same time, the work with the housing organization was inconsistent.  New 

Orleans is a seasonal city.  From Thanksgiving through Mardi Gras (late 

February/March), people and businesses were occupied with the holidays, making 

organizing work difficult.  There are a number of major festivals that take place from 

Mardi Gras through May, also complicating organizing efforts through the massive influx 

of tourists and greater availability of temporary work.  From June through September the 

summer heat is excruciating.  There are more festivals from August through October, 
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leading right back into Thanksgiving.  The organization could never seem to maintain 

momentum and, marred by miscommunication and disorder, took an extended hiatus in 

the winter of 2010, forcing my research to a halt.  I saw in this an opportunity, however, 

to shift my study to where my energies were already being directed: Kamali Academy.  

In some ways, this appears to be an abrupt transition.  In actuality, the core elements of 

my research remained consistent: independent Black spaces, autonomous communities, 

and maroonage.  In many ways, my work with the housing organization prepared me to 

approach Kamali Academy as a research site.    

 
This dissertation is about the ways in which disenfranchised Black communities 

mobilize cultural legacies of maroonage to empower themselves through the 

establishment of independent educational institutions.  Maroonage is traditionally defined 

as the practices and processes by which African peoples escaped the plantation complex 

in the collective pursuit of freedom.  There is a substantial body of literature that outlines 

the historic efforts of those who practiced maroonage—maroons—and the communities 

they formed—often referred to as maroon societies (Bilby 2006; Dallas 2002; Datta & 

Porter 1971; Edwards 2005; Honychurch 1995; Kopytoff 1978; Price 1996; Price 2002).  

This work, while instructive, employs a scope that has two primary limitations.  First, its 

emphasis on maroons and maroon societies inhibits its ability to successfully identify and 

analyze the larger process and concept of maroonage.  While the current scholarship 

acknowledges the widespread nature of maroonage, existing in numerous nations and 

colonies, it does not draw connections and identify patterns between these maroon 
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formations.  Consequently, it neglects the scope of maroonage as a social, political, and 

cultural phenomenon.  By so doing, it downplays significant evidence of African peoples’ 

collective desire and commitment to establish autonomous and self-determining 

communities—a desire and commitment that historically and culturally bind African 

people.  Second, this literature’s treatment of maroon formations as solely historical 

phenomena prohibits us from identifying these formations as part of a larger tradition of 

maroonage.  By overlooking the translocal span of maroonage and relegating it to the 

past, this scholarship prohibits the development of a socio-cultural theory of maroonage 

that assists us in understanding and interpreting one of the many ways in which African 

peoples have sought liberation.  The work of Afro-Brazilian scholars is instructive in this 

regard (Moura 2001, 1987; Nascimento 1980; Ratts 2006).  Clóvis Moura and Abdias do 

Nascimento, for instance, discuss maroonage as a cultural and social process.  This is an 

important intervention in that it allows us to effectively conceptualize maroonage beyond 

maroon societies and identify larger patterns across space and time.  These authors do 

discuss maroonage as historical, but only in the sense that it is part of a Pan-African 

legacy of community construction.  

In this project, I build upon this literature and argue that maroonage is neither 

confined nor limited to the past.  I expand the definition of maroonage to include the 

practices and processes by which oppressed African peoples disengage from the 

plantation complex and re-engage into autonomous communal spaces.  Disengagement, 

as the self-removal from an oppressive society, is necessary to maroonage.  In order to be 

productive, however, it must be coupled with re-engagement into an alternate and 
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affirming communal structure.   I maintain that maroonage is an African cultural tradition 

in that it grows from and is shaped by the historical and contemporary experiences and 

struggles of African peoples around the world.  To these ends, it continues to be 

implemented by African people living in oppressive societies.  The 21st century United 

States is one such society.  The persisting conditions of white supremacy and a racial 

capitalist political economy endemic to the social order of the United States marginalizes 

and oppresses Black people (Hartman 1997; Kly 1989; Mills 1999; Robinson 2000; 

Rodney 1981; Williams 1994).  Under these conditions, the neo-liberal socio-political 

structure of the US can be likened to the plantation system (O’Connell 2010).  The power 

dynamics that structured plantation America continue today and limit the collective 

quality of Black life through the objectification and exploitation of Black bodies.  In this 

way, the United States serves as a productive site for anthropological research on 

contemporary maroonage.   

Establishing from the outset that these contemporary manifestations have many 

forms, this project’s focus is on educational institutions and their relationship to our 

understanding of maroonage.  More specifically, I give particular attention to how such 

educational establishments—schools or other normalized community educational 

initiatives—represent what I have termed institutional maroonage, or the formation and 

maintenance of independent Black institutions that serve as spaces for community 

building and benefit the interests of Black freedom (Hotep 2001; Shujaa 1998; Wilson 

1993).  Institutional maroonage is unique in that it offers an organized means by which 

African people can consolidate resources and bolster autonomy in the midst of an 
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oppressive environment.  Institutional maroonage does not require large-scale flight or 

separation.  Rather, it calls for an intentional group of people committed to a shared set of 

goals.  Furthermore, institutional maroonage presents disengaging individuals with a 

productive and empowering alternative into which they may re-engage.  In the process, it 

fortifies Black communities besieged by the dominant society. 

Quality, community controlled, and independent education has been one concrete 

goal articulated throughout the history of Black people in the United States.  Education, 

as the intergenerational transmission of ways of knowing—of culture—has been a means 

through which Black communities have preserved their sense of collective self and 

purpose in the midst of a dominant and oppressive US society.  Articulated in many ways 

over time, including free schools, freedom schools, community control, and nation 

building institutions, this education has continually been conceptualized within a context 

of communal well-being—a well-being that has been challenged and undermined by said 

US society (Anderson 1988; DuBois 1907; Woodson 2000).  To combat this, some Black 

communities have been tenacious in the establishment of educational institutions that 

they have designed and controlled. 

Institutional Maroonge provides a productive framework for understanding and 

interpreting independent Black educational institutions in that it explicates the 

connections between such establishments, allowing us to identify them as part of a larger 

tradition.  This is significant in that it speaks to the various ways in which Black 

communities have exercised self-determination through education, designing and 

controlling the spaces where the intergenerational transmission of culture may occur.  
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The legacy of these institutions has not been ubiquitous.  It has, however, been consistent, 

an often-overlooked legacy within the history of Black people in the United States.  It has 

had ups and downs, peaks and valleys.  At some points, there have been more such 

institutions than at others, but this legacy is ongoing.  It has been a process.  This 

particular process has been institutional in that it has been a normalized community 

endeavor.  In this framing, I argue that Black people’s commitment to independent 

educational institutions has consistently involved disengagement from the mainstream 

society and re-engagement into community endeavors that are, at times, explicitly 

oppositional, but always creative. 

To this end, post-Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans, Louisiana, provides a useful 

site for examining the creative means by which Black people re-engage in community 

and participate in institutional maroonage.  Since its entry into the United States in the 

early 18th century, New Orleans has had a complex history of enslavement, liberations, 

and the multi-layered spaces of color, class, and culture (Blassingame 1973; Garvey 

1988; Germany 2007; Hollandsworth 2004).  Over time, New Orleans has grown into a 

popular destination for tourists who view the city as a bastion of expressive, cultural, and 

sexual freedom (Stanonis 2006).  At the same time, the home of the legendary Congo 

Square, where enslaved Africans came to celebrate, dance, share, and barter, has 

continued to be a site where Black people have struggled and consciously worked 

towards carving an appropriate cultural, political, and economic system and practice of 

existence (De Jong 2002; Hall 1995; Schafer 2003).  In this regard, the overall celebrity 

and imaginative promise of the city stands in stark contrast to the exploitation and 
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exclusion the city’s Black residents have historically experienced.  The creation of a 

Black underclass to serve the ever-growing tourist industry has been buttressed by the 

city’s historically low-performing educational system.   

The damage caused by Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath, in which many of the 

New Orleans’ social, political, and economic institutions were destroyed, was not the 

beginning of the failure in the educational system.  Although the merging of corporate 

and governmental interest to reconstruct the city in ways that primarily benefit middle 

and upper class residents and visitors did not help the plight of the majority Black and 

poor public school system, the New Orleans public schools had historically been 

notorious for substandard education and widespread corruption.  In the days following 

Hurricane Katrina, the state of Louisiana commandeered New Orleans’ public schools 

and assigned charters to private organizations to run the schools.  This model of charter 

education differed slightly from that of other cities in that it chartered nearly the entire 

school district, overtaking previously public schools. 

This mutation of New Orleans schools represents the latest trend in public/charter 

education.  This trend privatizes public education with limited input from community 

members, aligning it with the many other industrial complexes (i.e., prison, medical, 

military).  Many of these charter schools are emerging in urban areas with large Black 

populations.1  Because successful test scores largely determine funding, students are 

                                                
1 This is not to suggest that only Black people are attending charter schools.  Rather, I am calling attention 
to one trend affecting the primary population of this study. 
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often reduced to numbers.  They are praised when they perform well and discarded when 

they do not.   

Within this context, I assert that, in the United States, the education system 

operates as an institution of the modern day plantation system.  Through the schooling 

process, this system socializes Black youth for subservience and powerlessness—a 

contemporary enslavement (Boykins 1986; Carnoy 1974; Shujaa 1998; Woodson 2000; 

Wilson 1993).  A number of parents and students in New Orleans were not blind to the 

proverbial shackles being placed on them through the city’s educational system and 

curricula (Students at the Center 2011; Square 2012).  In the almost seven years since the 

storm, many parents and community activists were still largely dissatisfied with the 

violent and under-performing New Orleans educational system.  In response, they and 

their children disengaged from the dominant educational process.  In their process of re-

engagement, they sought out productive alternatives that were aware of and sensitive to 

their experiences, histories, and cultures.   

With this attention to disengagement and re-engagement as integral variables of 

institutional maroonage that most readily manifest themselves in educational institutions, 

I approached my fieldwork through a study of Kamali Academy.  Kamali, an independent 

educational institution in New Orleans, represents one such movement from 

disengagement to re-engagement into a community institution.  As a case study, Kamali 

explicates the process of community building through maroonage and speaks to the 

contemporary ways in which Black people are mobilizing and contributing to this legacy 

through the recognition and celebration of African humanity.  Through Kamali, we gain 
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insight into the process by which individuals—teachers, parents, and students—

disengaged from the dominant structure as represented by the New Orleans school system 

and constructed a positive and productive community into which they could re-engage. 

The construction of a re-engaged community has been neither flawless nor 

complete.  As this dissertation argues, however, maroonage is never complete.  It is a 

means of building a community autonomy from which the community must decide its 

next moves—whether it will remain autonomous, turn back to the oppressive society, or 

establish a wholly sovereign space.   

This study seeks to understand maroonage by focusing on the construction of 

autonomous spaces through the trials and triumphs of Kamali Academy.  It asks two 

primary questions:  What does the relationship between maroonage, as a political-cultural 

praxis, and independent Black educational institutions tell us about the construction of 

autonomous Black communities in the United States?  Specifically, what does Kamali 

Academy teach us about these communities’ viability as interventions into a failing 

educational system that marginalizes Black students and families in New Orleans, 

Louisiana? 

With these primary questions in mind, this project pivots into discussions of 

Kamali Academy and independent educational institutions in order to understand and 

illustrate how African people have and continue engage a global African tradition of 

maroonage, in its various forms, as a means of fostering autonomous, self-determining 

communities and building institutions that function on behalf and in the best interest of 

the collective. 
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KAMALI ACADEMY 
 
Kamali Academy opened its doors as the BlackStar Educational Co-operative in 

the fall of 2009 with two teachers and two students.  A “home school collective” was still 

a foreign idea in this New Orleans neighborhood and over the course of the school year, 

attendance fluctuated between 1 and 4 students and 2 teachers, finally ending with 3 

students and 2 teachers.  The next fall (2010), following a complete restructuring, Kamali 

Academy opened to 7 students and 4 teachers.  The students were younger and parental 

interest was greater.  By November of that year, the school had as many as 19 students—

ranging from ages 4-16—and 5 teachers. 

Kamali’s mission was “to develop a self-determining (kujichagulia) community 

of Afrikan2 people equipped with self-love, self-awareness, and a commitment to the 

resolution of our collective problems.”  Kamali viewed itself as a formation of 

individuals coming together to address and resolve community issues and extended 

beyond the school.  This study, however, focuses on Kamali Academy—the school—as it 

is the formation’s flagship institution.3   

Kamali began as a school for three primary reasons: 1) an effective way to 

reach a community is through its children; 2) the performance of New Orleans public 

schools has historically been poor and marginalized Black students pre- and post-

Hurricane Katrina (Cooper 2008; Morelli 2008; Square 2012); and 3) it was founded by a 

                                                
2 The use of the letter ‘k’ in the spelling of Afrika is used by some cultural groups as a recognition that 
“Africa” is not the true name of the continent.  In so doing, these groups are engaging in a cultural 
redefinition of self and kind. 
3 Over the course of my research, the school did open a childcare component, however it was in its 
formative stages.  
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teacher who understood that educational institutions are ultimately institutions of 

socialization (Shujaa 1998; Boykin 1986; Rist 1973).  Education is not neutral, but rather 

laden with values, ideas, and ideals that greatly impact the desires and behaviors of 

pupils.  To this end, Kamali attempted to inculcate in its students the particular values, 

skills, and desires that would contribute to the self-determination of Black people and 

communities.  In other words, it sought a positive socialization that would nurture 

students committed to the improvement of their families and communities.   

Kamali’s African-centered pedagogy and practice facilitated this socialization. 

The term “African-centered” refers to the centralization of the historical, cultural, and 

political experiences of Africa and its peoples.  It is a means of “seeing the world through 

the glasses of one’s own culture and history”  (Akoto 1992: 72).  As Mwalimu Shujaa 

writes, “an Afrikan-centered pedagogy is concerned with the acquisition of self-

determination and self-sufficiency for Afrikan people” (Shujaa 1998: 321).  Kamali, in 

both form and content, sought these goals by emphasizing the cultural identity of its 

students, staff, and families. 

This attempt occurred within the context of a changing educational landscape in 

New Orleans.  In 2004, the state of Louisiana began preparing to take over New Orleans’ 

failing and corrupt public school system (Morelli 2008).  When Hurricane Katrina struck 

the Gulf Coast in late August of 2005, the state found its golden opportunity and 

immediately began issuing charters to various organizations from around the country 
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(Brown 2012; Cooper 2008; Square 2012).4  While these schools have brought new faces 

to the city’s educational system, they have left some parents wondering exactly how these 

new schools are any different from the old.  The influx of short-term teachers (via 

programs such as Teach for America and TeachNOLA) from socio-economic 

backgrounds that do not reflect those of the students does not increase student 

engagement.  These schools’ reliance on high-stakes testing for funding, for instance, 

often creates a contentious learning environment that reduces students to numbers.  As 

such, there is no room for the relationship building that aids the educational process.  

Furthermore, the neo-liberal practices of the charter school system, where contracts are 

issued to private organizations that, in conjunction with the state of Louisiana, determine 

the educational form and content for a school system with a majority Black student body 

that has no say, has continued to marginalize the city’s Black population.  Consequently, 

the public school system in New Orleans, which the charter school system has 

commandeered rather than replaced, is still considered to be unsatisfactory by many 

parents and community activists (Johnson 2011; Lipman 2011; Square 2012; Weil 2009).   

This, however, is not unique to New Orleans.  Public education has long served 

the purpose of socializing pupils for particular roles in society (Boykin 1986; Ogbu 2003) 

and the attendant power dynamics (Foucault 1995; Shujaa 1998; Wilson 1998).5  In the 

United States, mainstream education has been used to place Black people in positions of 

                                                
4 In chapter II, I discuss the charter schools of New Orleans in depth. 
5 The Obama administration’s appointment of Arne Duncan to Secretary Education in 2009 confirmed the 
national move towards neo-liberalism in education.  Duncan’s work as CEO of the public schools of 
Chicago was marked by the large-scale replacement of neighborhood schools with charter schools. 
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dependence and subservience through culturally biased curricular content and a school 

environment that reinforces societal power structures through the normalization of 

behavior (Carnoy 1974; Wilson 1993; Woodson 2000).  If Black people are to be truly 

self-determining, if we are to control the institutions that govern our lives, we must have 

an educational process that is aligned with the goal of self-determination.  The current 

mainstream educational system, as a function of the state and promoter of state interests 

(Rist 1973; Shnyder 2009), renders these goals unachievable, as they run contrary to the 

interests of the power structure invested in the collective powerlessness of Black people.   

Independent Black institutions, however, present a viable alternative, as they may 

“serve as a liberated zone where Afrikan culture, spirituality, and economic self reliance 

is nurtured by a supportive community and is shielded by the communal energies of that 

community from the assimilative thrusts of white supremacists and its Negro apologists” 

(Akoto 1992: 61).  Much of the work of independent Black schools has been to create 

and maintain an educational system and process that serves the collective interests of 

Black people (Hotep 2001).  These interests do not refer to an ambiguous and idyllic 

uniformity.  Rather, they reference the needs, wants, goals, and aspirations of Black 

communities as identified and articulated by Black communities themselves.  For the 

people of Kamali Academy, these interests included a culturally empowering education 

in a safe, supportive, nurturing, and attentive environment.  This study examines these 

interests and considers them within both the particular and general context of their 

articulation.   
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KAMALI’S CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT 
 
In August of 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated the greater part of the United 

States’ Gulf Coast.  New Orleans, the region’s largest city, received the bulk of the media 

attention as images of flooded streets and pleading victims were broadcast to the world.  

Numerous scholars have highlighted the social, political, economic, and geological 

factors that left the city vulnerable to disaster (Birch & Wachter 2006; Brinkley 2006; 

Cooper 2007; Morris 2012).  Several have also extended great attention to the ways in 

which the city’s racialized topography shaped the experiences of survivors (Dyson 

2006b; Hartman and Squires 2006; James 2007; Reed 2006; Mann 2006).6  My concern 

here is with New Orleans’ disaster landscape before and after Hurricane Katrina came 

and the levees broke.  In other words, I argue that, with regards to the city’s majority 

Black population, the hurricane exposed as much destruction as it caused. 

Hurricane Katrina managed to blow the roof off of the great American secret of 

racism and poverty, as news reports exposed New Orleans’ pre-existing conditions of 

Black misery and suffering.  Some commentators compared poverty levels to those of the 

“Third World” (Brooks 2005; Sarvate 2005), suggesting a standard of Black life germane 

to New Orleans before Hurricane Katrina’s formation.  The racialized violence and 

vigilantism that swept the city in the days following the storm, where white citizens 

actively and openly sought, terrorized, and murders Black citizens, reveals a larger 

                                                
6 The city of New Orleans has seen significant increases in Latino and Asian populations over the past 
quarter century.  In fact, the city has one of the highest urban concentrations of Vietnamese residents in the 
United States (Airriess & Clawson 1991).  Despite this, these populations are largely absent from the public 
eye, as they tend to settle in enclaves and maintain their own professional, social, and religious institutions.  
As such, they do not disrupt the racial dynamics that have historically characterized the city.    
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organizing logic that allows for such conditions.  These ostensibly isolated acts of 

violence take on a systemic nature when considered within the context of the historical 

structural violence Black New Orleanians have suffered and continue to suffer at the 

hands of a white supremacist, racial capitalist order.  This structural violence has resulted 

in the disenfranchisement of Black communities that are overly dependent on the 

institutions of a mainstream social-political system that continues to marginalize them.  

This over-dependence was made clear through the myriad images of Black survivors of 

Katrina pleading for help from atop roofs where they remained for days before being 

dispersed across the country with no right or resources to return to their homes (People’s 

Hurricane Relief Fund 2008). 

All of this forms what Miller and Rivera (2009) refer to as a “disaster landscape.” 

In Hurricane Katrina and the Redefinition of Landscape, they examine the role Katrina 

played in altering the landscape of New Orleans.  Their study, they write, “seeks to go 

beyond infrastructure damage to view the physical landscape and how people are 

attached to it vis-à-vis an ecologic-symbolic approach, (Miller and Rivera 2009: 5).  This 

framework is particularly useful for our discussion here. 

The authors define disaster as a:  
 
…naturally occurring or human-induced event that causes severe damage 
to the surrounding environment in which agents of society incur physical, 
social, economic, and/or psychological damages, resulting in a disruption 
of the routine interactions, ultimately leading to a failure in the existing 
social network.  The failure in the existing or “normal” social order is soon 
replaced during the initial traumatization of the disaster by a new set of 
norms that govern existence (Miller and Rivera 2009: 4). 
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This “new normalcy” is the hallmark of a disaster landscape.  The argument I advance 

here, however, is that there was no “failure in the existing social order” to be replaced by 

a new set of norms.  Rather, even in the height of chaos, these norms remained strikingly 

consistent. 

 A.C. Thompson’s groundbreaking article published by in The Nation in December 

of 2008, speaks to this consistency.  In it, Thompson presents his findings of an 18-month 

investigation on white shootings of Black people in the days following the storm.  All of 

the shootings took place in Algier’s Point, a historically white neighborhood in the 

Algiers section of New Orleans.  Algiers, divided along racial lines, was also the 

neighborhood that Kamali called home.  Thompson’s article, “Katrina’s Hidden Race 

War” features the story of Donnell Herrington, a Black man who survived a close-range 

attack by a vigilante with a shotgun. 

 On September 1, 2005, Herrington (32), his cousin, Marcel Alexander (17), and a 

friend, Chris Collins (18), were heading to the Algiers Ferry, an evacuation point.  On the 

way, Herrington was shot.  He struggled to get up, but was shot again from behind.  As 

Thompson reports, Alexander and Collins were also hit.  “The buckshot peppered 

Alexander’s back, arm, and buttocks.”  Herrington told his companions to run when he 

saw the three white men who had shot him.  In his search for help, Herrington stumbled 

upon a pickup truck.  After pleading for help, the white men in the truck told him, “Get 

away from this truck, nigger.  We’re not gonna help you.  We’re liable to kill you 

ourselves.” 
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Finally, he made it to a neighbor’s house, a Black couple, and they rushed him to 

the nearest hospital.  Thompson writes,  “according to the records, a doctor who reviewed 

the X-rays found ‘metallic buckshot’ scattered throughout his chest arms, back and 

abdomen, as well as ‘at least seven [pellets] in the right neck.’”  Had Herrington not 

made it to the hospital when he did, he would have surely died, for “he had a hole in his 

internal jugular vein.”  Afterwards, Herrington went to file a police report, but officers 

forbid him from doing so. 

Thompson successfully sketches a picture of the post-Katrina vigilantism by 

interviewing “the shooters of Algiers Point, gunshot victims and those who witnessed the 

bloodshed.”  He writes (2008): 

Facing an influx of refugees, the residents of Algiers Point could have 
pulled together food, water and medical supplies for the flood victims. 
Instead, a group of white residents, convinced that crime would arrive with 
the human exodus, sought to seal off the area, blocking the roads in and out 
of the neighborhood by dragging lumber and downed trees into the streets. 
They stockpiled handguns, assault rifles, shotguns and at least one Uzi and 
began patrolling the streets in pickup trucks and SUVs. The newly formed 
militia, a loose band of about fifteen to thirty residents, most of them men, 
all of them white, was looking for thieves, outlaws or, as one member put 
it, anyone who simply "didn't belong." 

 
In all, Thompson reports 11 cases of shootings in the Algiers Point neighborhood.  

To this day, no one has stood trial.  Thompson quotes Tulane historian Lance Hill: "By 

and large, I think the white mentality is that these people are exempt—that even if they 

committed these crimes, they're really exempt from any kind of legal repercussion."  He 

continues, "It's sad to say, but I think that if any of these cases went to trial, and none of 
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them have, I can't see a white person being convicted of any kind of crime against an 

African-American during that period" (Hill as cited by Thompson 2008). 

Hill is implying a prevailing mentality and practice, the precedence of which was 

set by Supreme Court Chief Justice, Roger B. Taney, in the case of Dred Scott.  In 1853, 

Taney ruled that Black people are “beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to 

associate with the white race, either in social or political relations, and so far inferior that 

they had no rights which the white man was bound to respect.”  While the legal language 

may have changed in the 159 years since, there is ample evidence to suggest that the 

practices have remained the same. 

Partially due to Thompson’s article, a federal investigation was launched in 

Herrington’s case, and on July 15, 2010, the feds indicted Roland J. Bourgeois, Jr., on 5 

counts, including conspiracy (Thompson 2010).  He pled not-guilty.  In late September of 

2011, a judge ruled Bourgeois mentally unfit for trial and he was hospitalized under state 

supervision until he could be re-evaluated (Black Legal Issues 2011). 

In this sense, the “disturbing picture of New Orleans in the days after the storm, 

when the city fractured along racial fault lines as its government collapsed” that Thomas 

depicts, was one that Katrina exposed, rather than created.  This behavior found root in a 

long legacy of racism, segregation, and exploitation (Bridges 2001; Camara 2011; Moore 

2010).  For A.C. Thompson, a journalist, to be able to investigate these stories, locating 

and interviewing people involved from all sides, suggests that law enforcement officials 

are also capable of conducting investigations, the results of which have only yielded one 

suspect whose failing health will most likely prevent him from ever seeing trial.  By 
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virtue of their inactivity, law officials become complicit in this behavior.  That is, 

vigilantism against Black people becomes state sanctioned violence, further exhibited by 

wider cases of police murder during the days following the storm (Flaherty 2010).  It was 

not the only form of violence, however, that the state sanctioned. 

NEW ORLEANS’ DISASTER LANDSCAPE 
 
Leading up to the storm, New Orleans, a city whose population was nearly 70% 

Black, contained astronomical levels of poverty and racial segregation.  The Black 

poverty rate nearly tripled the white poverty rate, and the city was one of the most 

racially segregated in the country (Hartman and Squires 2006).  The average Black 

resident lived in a neighborhood that was 82% Black and likely to be areas of high 

poverty concentration.  Black people suffered from disproportionately high levels of 

unemployment and under-employment, as well (Miller and Rivera 2009).  Homicide in 

New Orleans was rampant.  In 1994, there were 421 murders, an all-time high.  By 2004, 

the number, still high, had decreased to 265.  When Katrina hit in late August of 2005, 

there had been 23 more murders than at the same time the previous year (Associated 

Press 2005).  Police brutality in Black communities was also on the rise, the continuation 

of a historically contentious relationship (Moore 2010). 

Hurricane Katrina was not a disaster in the sense that it created a “new 

normalcy.”  Black suffering in the city was in place before the storm.  I am not 

suggesting that pre-Katrina conditions were akin to a flooded city.  I am saying that the 

storm’s aftermath merely ushered in a “new” set of circumstances and conditions through 
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which the pre-existing normalcy could continue.  The city’s organizing logic, what Dylan 

Rodríguez refers to as a white supremacist animus, remained consistent.  This animus is 

“an everyday mode of existence that permeates both hegemonic institutions and ordinary 

people” (as cited in James 2007: 133).  It draws a connection between the forces that 

allow for rampant poverty, segregation, and social exclusion and white vigilantes free of 

legal repercussion.  Rodríguez appropriately warns, “we risk serious political error and 

moral bad faith if we conceptualize this ‘disaster’ outside of its crystallization of the 

complex social meanings of American white civil life.”   

New Orleans’ disaster landscape found its origin long before Hurricane Katrina 

and continues through today, where Black suffering is still extremely high.  The city has 

the highest incarceration rate in the country, with the majority of those incarcerated being 

Black males (Takei 2011).  The city’s homicide rate makes it one of the top five murder 

capitals of the world (foreignpolicy.com 2008).  According to the Census Bureau 2010 

American Community Survey, 65% of the Black children under age 5 were living in 

poverty.  Thirty-four percent of the city’s Black adults were in poverty.  Interestingly, 

several thousand Black males between the ages of 12 and 15 were living in poverty, 

while there were no white males in this age bracket categorized as such.  One 

commentator points out that the elevated poverty levels “may signal that blacks are not 

sharing equally in the employment benefits of recovery dollars.  Indeed, the city may be 

creating a new generation of chronically unemployed poor who were previously part of 

the low-wage working poor” (Hill 2011).  What we see, ultimately, is the continuation of 
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pre-Katrina trends whereby state institutions operate in ways that limit the life chances of 

Black people. 

We also see the emergence of what seems to be a paradox.  If anything, 

Katrina’s aftermath demonstrated Black people’s collective state of utter dependence on a 

social system that had abandoned them long before August of 2005.  White supremacy, 

as organizing logic, marginalized Black people in a city where they were the numerical 

majority.  Through an engagement with and chronic dependence on the city’s institutions, 

Black people were left vulnerable.  At the same time, however, the quality of life indices 

mentioned as remaining consistence before and after the storm—poverty, access to 

quality education, crime and incarceration, etc.—are also used by a growing number of 

social scientists as evidence of “disengagement.”  How could a group of people be 

dependent on a system, while simultaneously disengaged from that system?  As we shall 

see, disengagement as a social practice is not a clear and definitive break, but is instead a 

complicated process with nuance.  

DISCONNECTION TO DISENGAGEMENT 
 
Over the past decade, there has been much discussion amongst social science and 

social policy researchers on “Black disengagement” (Anderson 2008; Eckholm 2006; 

Edelman et al 2006; Fernandes et al 2009; Mincy 2006; Schmnader, Major, and 

Gramzow 2001;).   The term generally refers to the psycho-emotional and/or physical 

detachment from mainstream societal institutions and ideologies.  Several studies site 

growing unemployment, increasing incarceration rates, absentee fatherhood, and other 
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social “trends” to proclaim that “poorly educated black men are becoming even more 

disconnected from the mainstream society…” (Eckholm 2006).  A 2006 New York Times 

article sited “terrible schools, absent parents, racism, the decline in blue collar jobs and a 

subculture that glorifies swagger over work…as causes of the deepening ruin of black 

youths.” 7  

This line of research grows out of the “culture of poverty” theory of the 1960s 

(Harrington 1997; Lewis 1959; Moynihan 1965), which argues that poverty is 

perpetuated by a pathological value system that ensures its cyclic continuation over 

generations.  These theorists essentially ignore histories of structural inequality that 

continue today and identify the poor themselves as responsible for their plight.  

Ironically, the more recent studies are correct in identifying Black disengagement as a 

real and significant phenomenon.  They are misguided, however, in their inaccurate 

analyses and ill-informed proposals.  These studies use the terms “disconnectedness” and 

“disengagement” as synonyms, operating from the assumption that those who are 

disengaging should want to be engaged in mainstream American society.   

                                                
7 The article begins by establishing a dangerous and false dichotomy between Black men and women, as it 
works from the erroneous position that Black women and men operate independently of one another, 
treating us as if we are two distinct and isolated populations whose social conditions are not interlinked.  
The urban centers that serve as the foci of this article are inhabited by both Black women and men who 
share living, social, cultural, historical, and political spaces, in other words, a community.   

Beyond this, to suggest that social programs have created a “turnaround” for Black women and 
thus dramatically improved their lot (not so subtly implying that for whatever reasons, perhaps a pathology 
of the Black male culture of “swagger,” Black men just can’t get it together) blatantly ignores statistics that 
show, for example, that Black women face the fastest-growing incarceration rate in the United States and 
are the primary population to contract HIV/AIDS, not to mention a long and persisting history of isolation, 
depression, and a series of other physical and mental illnesses (Davis 2000; Fears 2005).  Another study 
published just two years later reports that Black females, in fact, have higher rates of disconnection than 
any other demographic (Fernandes and Gabe 2009). 
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When I was 14 years old, Amadou Diallo, an African immigrant, was shot 41 

times by New York City police officers in the Bronx who stormed Diallo with hundreds 

of bullets.  The unarmed man was guilty of holding a wallet.  The officers, charged with 

second-degree murder and reckless endangerment and acquitted of all charges the next 

year, were not found guilty of anything. 

When I was 22, Sean Bell, a man one year my senior, was assassinated by New 

York City police officers outside of a strip club on the eve of his wedding day.  He was 

shot 50 times.  The officers involved—charged with manslaughter, assault, and reckless 

endangerment—were acquitted of all charges. 

In 2009, 22 year-old Oscar Grant was shot in cold blood by a police officer with 

the Bay Area Rapid Transit in a train station outside of Oakland on New Year’s Day.  

The murder, recorded on the cell phones of people on the packed train stopped in the 

station, went viral in a matter of hours.  The jury in the case was presented with four 

options: acquittal, second-degree murder, voluntary manslaughter, or involuntary 

manslaughter.  They chose the fourth option.  The officer was sentenced on November 5, 

2010, and walked out of jail a free man on June 13, 2011, just 7 months later. 

These are only three cases within a cornucopia of state-sanctioned Black murder 

that takes countless forms, subtle and explicit (Patterson 1951; Roberts 1999; Vargas 

2008).  They are only three of countless men over the past several years alone that have 

been wantonly murdered at the hands of the white supremacist power structure.  Their 

cases are powerful insofar as they provide insight into the lack of recourse that Black 

people have in this social and political system.  Where do we turn when those in power 
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are responsible for the acts committed against us?  Even in the most heinous of situations 

where the evidence of murder is incontrovertible, the perpetrators receive a proverbial 

slap on the wrist at most and Black people receive further affirmation of the 

worthlessness of our lives.  

These three cases also represent a sickening progression: 41 shots. 50 shots. A 

single bullet in a crowded train station caught on tape and viewed around the world.  

Were this trend to persist, it would inevitably spill past the badge and foster an 

atmosphere in which white civilians would feel entitled and enabled to murder Black 

people at will with no legal ramification.  In early 2012, it did. 

On February 26, 2012, 17 year-old Trayvon Martin was walking back from a 

convenience store when George Zimmerman, 28 and a member of the local neighborhood 

watch group, spotted him.  Zimmerman called 9-1-1 and reported Martin as “suspicious” 

for “walking around, looking about.”  He then decided to follow the boy, ignoring the 

operator’s request not to.  After a confrontation, a struggle ensued and the unarmed 

Trayvon Martin was killed, shot by Zimmerman.  After a month and a half of national 

outcry and debate, George Zimmerman was charged with second-degree murder.  At the 

time of this writing, he awaits trial.  

 Another way in which the system further assassinated these males—particularly 

Bell, Grant, and Martin—and assassinates many more, is through the defamation of 

character.  In the case of Bell and Grant, juvenile criminal records were released—

records that are supposed to be sealed upon turning 18—as a means to criminalize these 

men and somehow justify their murder.  Similarly, in the case of Martin, it was revealed 
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that he had been suspended from school for “traces of marijuana…found in his book bag” 

(CBS 2012).  In America, traces of marijuana are sufficient cause to kill a Black man or 

boy.  

 It would be irresponsible and misleading, however, to focus strictly on the murder 

of Black men and boys.  Black women and girls are also dying at the hands of the current 

system.  That we do not have outstanding cases (as we do in the case of men and boys) 

that earn national media attention and spur public outrage is not evidence that these cases 

do not take place.  In fact, this silence speaks to the nuances of oppression faced by Black 

women.  Through criminalization and incarceration, medical discrimination and 

pathologization, and the myriad forms of state sanctioned violence, a key element of the 

oppression of Black women is that it is not discussed (Davis 2000; Disney 2008; James 

1996; Roberts 1999). 

These cases highlight the stakes of this study.  The current racial-capitalist order 

is literally killing us. Through a centralization of the cultural, political, economic, and 

historical realities of Black people, this study presents a new method of analysis with 

which we may challenge the assumption held by certain social scientists and critics that 

we should want to be engaged in this current political-social system.  Furthermore, it 

posits an alternate reading of disengagement that helps us better understand the motives 

and potential of Black disengagement by viewing it as a strategic self-removal from 

mainstream society as a means of self-defense and survival.  Perceiving, whether fully 

conscious as such or not, that the dominant power structure is antithetical to our well-

being (indeed, deadly), disenfranchised Black people are and have been disengaging. 
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Disengagement is not a clear and definitive break.  It is a process by which one 

first recognizes the contradictions of the system under which one discovers one’s self and 

then proceeds to transform one’s reality.  It includes the self-distancing from said society 

in the quest for an alternate one.  This does not always play out smoothly or at all.  In the 

history of Kamali, for instance, there have been parents who came to us after leaving the 

school system.  They expressed their disdain for that system, expounding upon its 

inadequacies and citing countless injustices from which their children had suffered.  

Some demonstrated a deep awareness and understanding of the historically racist 

underpinnings of said system.  Afterwards, however, as was demonstrated after the 

school’s first year, they would inquire as to whether or not their child would be able to 

successfully re-enter the school system for high school.  This is understandable, as the 

current racial capitalist/imperialist power structure is one that imposes limitations upon 

the imagination as a means of preserving hegemony.  In many instances, we cannot 

imagine ourselves outside of the current system, for we have not yet gained the 

vocabulary to articulate, nor the tools to construct, that which we seek.  As the process of 

disengagement matures, however, the vocabulary to purport a vision is developed, which 

the collective then becomes ready to enact.   

But if this disengagement, alternately defined, is and has been taking place, where 

can we find it?  What does it look like?  It can be found all around us, taking the form of 

the mundane and largely unnoticed, for we have not been trained to recognize it as such. 

Bill Cosby and others’ critiques of Black youth culture as one of “anti-intellectualism” 

are inaccurate (Dyson 2006a; Early 2004).  If we define “intellectualism” as the critical 
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examination of contemporary society, we find Black youth across the country analyzing 

and critiquing the current education system in the United States, arguing that it serves as 

little more than a source of Black self-hatred and an organized attempt to prepare Black 

children for life as menial workers or prisoners.  It may not always be articulated through 

means deemed acceptable by mainstream society, but it is being expressed.  Some use 

their words (Students at the Center 2011).  Others, as in the case of the students at the 

school across the street from our house, use their feet. 

Approaching this with an alternative lens and in the context of maroonage, 

disengagement is a source of hope, as it demonstrates that even in the height of state 

repression, Black people are still resisting white supremacy; that we have not yet been 

conquered by a society that has little more to offer us than urban death chambers, rural 

peonage, imprisonment, and enslavement.  It is not hopelessness or nihilism (West 2001).  

It is intelligence, the comprehension that the current order is not working.  

Disengagement is one means through which the space can potentially be created to 

enable us to discuss the terms of our realities, plot and plan.  At the same time, 

disengagement alone is not enough, as it can, and often does, lead to anti-social and 

destructive behavior—robbery, burglary, domestic violence, homicide.  Unfortunately, 

the overwhelming victims of these behaviors are other Black people (Fanon 1963; Wilson 

1991a, 1991b).   

Disengaging people must have a positive community into which they may re-

engage.  Ideally, this community would be able to construct institutions with which to 

sustain itself.  In other words, disengagement is a first step that must be followed by a re-
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engagement into something, i.e., schools, businesses, or community establishments more 

in line with the values and beliefs of those disengaging.  Re-engagement into such 

institutions does not guarantee protection from trigger-happy police or bloodthirsty 

vigilantes; but it does create strong communities better prepared and equipped to protect 

themselves.  Furthermore, it lends itself to the development of safe spaces in which the 

silence over the lives and suffering of Black women and girls can be broken. 

One particular tradition global African people have used for the construction and 

maintenance of such communities has been maroonage, or the practices and processes by 

which global African peoples sought escape from the plantation complex in the collective 

pursuit of freedom.  Much of the scholarship on maroonage focuses less on the process 

and more on its product, often called maroon societies, quilombos, ladeiras, palenques, 

etc, (Agorsah 1994; Bilby 2006; Bilby & Steady 1981; Corzo 2003; Dallas 2002; Datta & 

Porter 1971; Edwards 2005; Honychurch 1995; Kopytoff 1978; Landers 1999; Leaming 

1995; Moura 2001; Mulroy 1993; Price 1996; Price 2002; Robinson 1969; Stedman 

1988; Thompson 2006; Vansina 1996).  While this is helpful, it becomes inadequate for 

the purposes of this study because its isolationist decontextualization does not allow for 

the teasing out of connections, similarities, and differences that span both space and time.  

By identifying individual maroon formations restricted to the past and separate from one 

another, this previous scholarship overlooks fundamental consistencies that reveal larger 

organizational principles that can provide powerful models for positive community 

construction.  In am interested in excavation of a concept of maroonage as a global 

African cultural tradition rooted in the past, but not restricted to it.  In other words, I am 
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looking to move maroonage from the historical to the trans-historical by identifying 

central elements of this tradition and how those elements manifest themselves as lived 

practice.   

EDUCATION AND MAROONAGE 
 
There are two primary reasons that I am focusing on education and educational 

institutions.  First, education is most fundamentally a means for the intergenerational 

transmission of culture (Akoto 1992: Shujaa 1998; Konadu 2009; Nyerere 1967).  That is 

to say that the process of education passes on the particular values, ideals, mores, and 

aspirations that sustain and perpetuate a given group, society, and/or nation.  In a socially, 

politically, and economically stratified society such as that of the United States, power 

relations are also passed on.  Institutions, such as public education, serve as the conduit 

for such transmission. 

Second, education is one of the primary means through which “disengagement” is 

measured.  Test scores and drop-out rates are repeatedly used as evidence of Black 

America’s distance and disconnection from the mainstream.  This study’s re-

interpretation of our social reality, primarily through highlighting the alienating design of 

the school system and its attendant educational processes and placing it within the 

context of a multi-generational context, presents an alternative set of proposals and 

solutions informed by the collective aspirations and struggles of Black people.   

Kamali inherits a strong legacy of independent education that dates back to the 

18th century, with the African Free Schools.  This legacy continued through the Student 
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Nonviolent Coordinating Committee’s (SNCC) Freedom Schools, but found a 

particularly radical articulation after the Ocean Hill-Brownsville experiments in 

Brooklyn, NY, that led to the founding of Uhuru Sasa and the Council for Independent 

Black Institutions in the early 1970’s.  Kamali’s most direct forbearer is AHIDIANA, a 

cultural-political organization and school operating in New Orleans from the early 1970s 

through the mid-1980s.  Each of these schools and movements were governed by a 

commitment to the improvement of the collective condition of Black people.  I identify 

maroonage as a means by which they’ve established these institutions in the midst of an 

oppressive and oppositional society.   

Both education and maroonage have been used to develop self-determining Black 

communities.  While the former has gained prominence as a theme in the Black struggle 

in the United States, particularly for the past 150 years, the latter, I argue, is a 

coterminous, albeit less recognized, reality.  This study examines the relationship 

between maroonage, as a cultural tradition of global African people, and the 

establishment of independent, educational institutions in the United States for and by 

Black people. 

Education, as a process of cultural transmission, becomes an effective means by 

which to study maroonage for a number of reasons.  Because of education’s 

transgenerational nature, certain values and ideals are identifiable across time.  For 

instance, for Black people in the United States, education has historically been conceived 

of as a libratory process.  That is, the intention was never to elevate an individual above 

others (DuBois 2005, 1907; Anderson 1988; Ransby 2005).  Rather, those who received 
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an education did so with the understanding that that education belonged to a larger 

community and that their skills and talents were to be used for the betterment of all.8  

What does this reveal about the ways in which Black communities saw themselves, their 

responsibilities, and their goals?  How did this inform their personal, social, and political 

behaviors?  

In the case of Kamali Academy, we saw an epistemic maroonage through an 

African-centered pedagogy that made explicit the connections between knowledge and 

culture.  African-centered education is “rooted in the unique history and evolved culture 

of Afrikan people.  It is defined in its singular commitment to the education of that 

history, that culture, and the confirmation, invigoration and perpetuation of the Afrikan 

collective identity that emanates from that history and culture” (Akoto 1992: 46).  At 

Kamali, knowledge was believed to extend from the historical and contemporary 

experiences of the students, staff, and families.  These experiences, rooted in a 

Black/African cultural identity, shaped the content and objectives of the schools 

curriculum and practices. 

An examination of the means by which this education is affected reveals much 

about the intended purpose of that education.  The legacy that Kamali inherits 

demonstrates an understanding of the need for Black people to control the education of 

our students.  In the 19th century, it was Black communities denying federal funding, 

opting instead to fund schools themselves (Anderson 1988).  Today, it is a young man 

                                                
8 It was not until integration that this trend began to change (Clarke 1994; Afrik 1981; Mama Jennifer and 
Mama Rasheeda, interview, 3/5/12). 
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opening his house to provide a safe and autonomous space in which young minds can be 

challenged and developed.  In both cases, the education offered consisted of the practical 

application of knowledge. 

 Finally, education enables us to view the “how”: how does maroonage look in the 

21st century?  How is it being applied?  How have Kamali and other independent Black 

institutions approached the construction of autonomous communities?  In other words, 

how is this aspiration reflected in their day-to-day activities? 

This study examines this cultural and political tradition of maroonage through a 

case study of Kamali Academy, an independent, African-centered home school collective 

located in New Orleans.  Kamali is an attempt at the creation of an institution into which 

disengaging people may re-engage.  It grows from a long legacy of independent 

educational institutions, encompassing a broad range of techniques, tactics, and practices, 

but sharing one fundamental understanding: education is, and must be, a tool for 

liberation. 

Kamali parents have disengaged as individuals and sought to build a collective of 

people doing the same.  This study examines both the content and form of the means by 

which they are re-engaging.  Through an ethnographic study of Kamali and the 

individuals, families, and community involved, we gain insight into the ways and means 

of maroonage as a cultural tradition of political praxis. 
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AFRICAN-CENTERED SOCIAL SCIENCE 
 
An African-centered social science allows me a theoretical framework to identify 

the significance of Black institutions in general and Kamali Academy in particular.  

African-centered social science is grounded in the cultural-historical experiences and 

humanism of global African people.  While African people, defined by a “cultural, 

historical, phenotypic, psychological, and spiritual/cosmological affinity and linkage” to 

the continent of Africa (Akoto and Akoto 1999: 65), are not a monolith, this view 

suggests that we indeed share a common heritage that has transcended both space and 

time (Armah 2006; Diop 1989; Robinson 2000; Williams 1993).  In this way, African-

centered approaches extend beyond essentialized notions of Africa and African people 

and into a complex understanding of the multifaceted expressions of global African 

peoples.  It is appropriate for this study in that it presents an empirical approach to the 

interpretation of data, allowing for alternative perspectives on existing scholarship on 

educational institutions and maroonage that have often left much to be understood about 

how and why Black youth and communities employ particular means of organizing. 

Essentialism is a common critique of African-centered scholarship.  Critics 

maintain that it reduces African people to a singular historical experience and identity 

(Adeleke 2009; Ferguson 2011; Gilroy 1993).  In line with African-centered social 

science, my focus throughout this study is on the patterns found amongst various 

practices of maroonage through independent institutions.  This does not ignore 
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difference.  By acknowledging the varying ways in which African people have 

constructed independent institutions, we gain further insight into maroonage as a global 

African cultural tradition.  That maroonage is not practiced by all African people does not 

make it any less of an African tradition, nor does it make non-practitioners any less 

African.  Instead, it serves to highlight the dynamism and diversity of this global 

population.  In this study, I focus on a particular set of African people, existing in various 

temporal and geographical spaces, who practice maroonage through the construction of 

independent institutions. 

Authors such as Na’im Akbar (1996; 1984), Marimba Ani (1994; 1992), Wade 

Nobles (1985; 1978), and others have committed to the development of a “social science 

system reflective of our cultural reality” (Nobles 1978), one that is “inextricably welded 

to our historical practice, that can effectively contribute to Black people’s liberation from 

centuries of inexorable extermination” (Nascimento 1980).  African-centered social 

science is most consistently characterized by an emphasis on group identity and 

experience, as opposed to the isolated individualism of Western social science (Ani 

1994).  In this way, the “self” is conceptualized as a collective phenomenon.  The central 

concern becomes not how do individuals differ, but rather in what ways are people 

fundamentally alike? While it does not deny uniqueness and acknowledges difference, 

there is an emphasis on the sharing of particular experiences by a group of people joined 

by history, heritage, and culture.   

An African centered framework understands the material as the physical 

manifestation of the spiritual and views the most direct experience of self as being 
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through emotion or affect, as opposed to Western rationalism (Akbar 1984).  It assumes a 

universal knowledge rooted in the make-up of human beings themselves.  That is, “who 

feels it, knows it” (Marley 1978), as intuition (spirit), experience, and reflection serve as 

the basis of knowledge—not just in terms of the comprehension of facts, but the ability to 

apply these facts and information to lived experience. 

 Ultimately, African-centered social science is a method of analyzing and 

understanding the experiences of African people on our own terms.  In a study of 

maroonage and in the context of an African-centered independent educational institution 

created with the specific intention of self-definition and the creation of ways of knowing 

that pertain to and reflect their life experiences, this framework is appropriate, as African-

centered social science is self-referential and not established in relation to what it is not; 

it is not a reactive framework.  It is, instead, a proactive framework that centers itself and 

uses African “culture(s) as the paradigmatic framework for producing action-oriented 

research capable of transforming society and empowering both women and men” (Blay 

2008: 70).  It seeks “human liberation.  Since it deals specifically with humanly 

oppressive conditions experienced by African people throughout the diaspora, it has an 

immediate objective of offering an instrument for the social, political, economic, and 

psychological liberation of our people” (Akbar 1984).   

Nobles (1985) correctly argues that any social science created by a cultural group 

would be imbued with the epistemologies, axiologies, and ontologies of that group.  As 

such, Western social science is inadequate for the study of African people in general, and 

the study of African-centered Independent institutions in particular.  The founders of 
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Kamali Academy were deliberate in their construction of a space that centered the 

African identity and cultural heritage of its students and teachers.  As a result, 

approaching this study with the same Western social scientific approach that Kamali—

through its mission and practice—called into question, would lead to what Nobles refers 

to as a “transubstantive error,” wherein “the cultural substance of one culture is 

transformed into the cultural substance of another culture” (Nobles 46).  In other words, 

the values of Western society, expressed through its social sciences, become the means 

by which the merits of all “other” societies (and groups) are assessed.  For African 

people, this is not a congruent translation.  As Na’im Akbar observes, “social science 

represents as much an expression of a people’s ideology as it does a defense of that 

ideology…Consequently, the uncritical acceptance of the assumptions of Western science 

by African people is to participate in our own domination and oppression” (Akbar 1984).  

An African-centered social science provides a framework with which I may critically 

engage with the participants and subjects of this study on their own terms.    

METHODS 
 
This dissertation is based on the cumulative experiences of my three years living 

in New Orleans.  Although its primary focus is on my two years working at Kamali 

Academy, I also draw upon my year as a Literary Specialist at Henson Academy, a local 

charter middle and high school.  I began working at Kamali Academy in the late summer 

of 2010, teaching Language Arts twice a week.  After a restructuring and fortification of 

the BlackStar Educational Cooperative through a revamped curriculum, the school had 
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grown from 3 students to, at one point, 19.  In anticipation of the increased student body, 

the school moved into a bigger house more equipped to handle the school’s size. 

Although I was only teaching two days a week, I was heavily involved with the 

school every day.  I was awoken on my “off days” by excited children running through 

the house to the classroom in the back; I would fill in for teachers when they were 

running late or unable to show up; and I would play with or tutor students after school, 

sometimes until 5 or 6 o’clock, as they awaited their parents.  Samori often had students 

come over during the weekends, so this increased my time with them.  Beyond this, 

Samori and I were in constant communication about the progress of students, fundraising, 

or just general reflections on the experience. 

I began formal interviews with the students, parents, and staff during the fall of 

2011.  Only four students had not returned for the school year, so this enabled me to ask 

questions that drew from a larger pool of experience.  Of the four non-returning students, 

I was only able to contact and interview the mother of one.  Having had a pre-established 

relationship with everyone involved, I contacted parents, either in person or by phone, 

informing them about my study and asking their consent for participation.  I interviewed 

the students, each staff member, and at least one member of each students’ household.    

Interview questions for the students were restricted to past academic experiences, 

particularly with regards to schooling and views on Kamali’s social and academic 

atmosphere.  Interviews with Kamali staff focused on their personal journeys to Kamali, 

academic background, and their larger philosophies on education.  They also touched on 

their views of the strengths and weaknesses of the school.  Over the course of my 2 years 
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at Kamali, there were a total of 10 teachers.  I only conducted interviews with 2 of the 10, 

as only 3 (myself included) were at the school for longer than a month and a half.  

(Teacher turnaround is discussed in chapter V.)   

I also interviewed several prominent members of the New Orleans cultural 

community who discussed their experiences with New Orleans public schools, as well as 

the city’s climate pre- and post-Hurricane Katrina.  The most vital interviews were those 

with the parents of the Kamali students.  These interviews focused on the parents’ 

motivations for removing their children from public school and placing them in Kamali, 

as well as their children’s past academic experiences. 

Because of my pre-existing relationship with the participants’ in most cases, and 

my familiarity in others, the interviews were relaxed and candid.  The parents, in 

particular, were not hesitant to voice disapproval of Kamali practices when they 

disapproved and support when they agreed.  This was made possible because of the 

relationship that they had with Kamali: an understanding that the school serves the best 

interest of their child.  Yet, I have not overlooked the embedded power dynamics in the 

interviewee/interviewer relationship, as well as parent/teacher relationship.  As I will 

discuss in chapter V, I was also one of a few consistent male figures in the lives of many 

of the students.  This would inevitably shape the nature of the interactions. 

All participants, with the exception of two were given pseudonyms.  The two who 

were not chose to use their real names.  The pseudonyms chosen were names of African 

origin, whether Twi or Yoruba or Kiswahili.  This was consistent with Kamali’s view of 

the importance of names that reflect a larger, Pan-African cultural identity.  If students 
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chose, they were given names that reflected their character traits, reminding them of who 

they were as African children.  As such, I continued this practice by choosing 

pseudonyms from an African cultural milieu.  Henson Academy is also a pseudonym. 

Throughout this dissertation, I utilize titles such as “Baba,” “Mama,” “Sister,” and 

“Brother.”  This is a common practice in African-centered cultural communities, 

indicating a particular type of intra-communal relationships.  Baba, or father, is generally 

reserved for elder males within the community, as well as men of responsibility.  Mama 

describes elder women and women of responsibility.  These titles also connote certain 

social responsibilities: “father” and “mother” to the community.  Brother and sister are 

generally reserved for youth and young men and women.  

Each interview was subject to a content analysis whereby significant comments 

were classified under various subject headings.  From here, they were compared and 

contrasted with the other responses and incorporated into the text.  Open-ended questions 

were used to enable participants to provide information in their own words.  This method 

of narrative construction works to expose consistent themes across questions within a 

single interview, as well as among interviewees.  In other words, patterns of experience 

amongst participants allows for further insight into the social-political-educational 

process.  There was no compensation offered for this study.   

In the interest of transparency, I share that I am extremely invested in the success 

of Kamali Academy and believe in the tenets of the school.  This is not to say, however, 

that I cannot and have not cast a critical eye on the institution throughout both my 

research and the life process of the institution.  In fact, it is because of my investment that 
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I have been particularly critical of specific decisions, policies, procedures, and practices 

of Kamali.  

During my ethnographic research, I utilized the methodological and political 

approach João Costa-Vargas refers to as “observant participation” (Vargas 1999), which 

suggests a researcher’s explicit and active political investment through his or her 

involvement.  Such an approach broadens theoretical and practical possibilities for an 

activist Anthropology by altering the “terms of engagement.”  One’s active involvement 

with and investment in the research group, for instance, present a different set of research 

questions rooted in the experience.  One’s investment in a topic does not necessarily 

undermine the research process, but can, as I aim to demonstrate throughout this study, 

enhance it. This approach of “observant participation” was appropriate for this study 

because it enabled me to filter theoretical insights through this research experience, as 

opposed to the inverse. 

This is a work of engaged anthropology in that I am invested in a particular social, 

political, and cultural outcome (Gordon 1998; Harrison 1998): the health, well-being, and 

liberation of global African people.  That is to say, I am interested in an increase in the 

quality of life of this global population in a sustainable way.  While the scope of this 

study covers a small city in the geographic South of the continental United States, the 

nature of this population, naturally, cannot be limited to narrow geographical and national 

boundaries.  My theoretical and political grounding springs forth from a genealogy of 

self-determination and sovereignty, heralded by such figures as Malcolm X, Marcus 

Garvey, Harriet Tubman, Kwame Nkrumah, Ella Baker, David Walker, Queen Mother 
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Moore, Ida B. Wells, and many other thinkers and revolutionaries whose life work 

diverged from the mainstream historical narrative that characterizes the journey of 

African people in the United States as one of integration, assimilation, and dependence. 

The keen reader will notice a greater discussion of Black males throughout the 

study.  There are two reasons for this.  The first reason is that in Kamali’s second year, 

from which the interviews come, the student body was majority male.  The second and 

more revealing reason is that much of the literature on disengagement and schooling has 

focused on Black males.  There is a relative dearth in literature on the schooling and 

disengagement of Black females, a dearth towards which, admittedly, my contributions 

have been minimal. (Notable exceptions include Evans-Winters 2011; Lopez 2003; Paul 

2003.)  This does not undermine the thesis advanced herein, however, as the impetus 

towards and effects of disengagement are displayed in both males and females.  In 

chapter II, some parents speak to the ways in which boys and girls chose varying forms 

of disengagement.  Although this is beyond the scope of my study, the particularities and 

nuances are vital and deserve more attention than they are afforded here.     

  Throughout this study, I use several terms that bear explaining.  I use the terms 

“African” and “Black” interchangeably, although there are nuances.  The term “African” 

includes all indigenous peoples of the African continent, as well as those displaced and 

dispersed by the Trans-Atlantic trade in human beings, the MAAFA, and other means of 

migration (voluntary or otherwise), implying a cultural-historical continuum unbroken by 

either time or space (Konadu 2004).  Black is a racial signifier that refers to those people 

above described as African.  The term, in and of itself, however, truncates the history of 
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the people described above, foregoes a cultural grounding, and reveals global socio-

historical and political processes of racialization (Pierre 2002).  Black is used throughout 

this study to reflect a consistency with the participants’ use to describe themselves and 

others. 

Kamali Academy describes itself as an African-centered, systematic home-school.  

African-centered refers to “a philosophy and practice based on the accumulated wisdom, 

values, principles, and culture of African people at home and abroad” (Samori Camara, 

interview, 1/28/2012).  A systematic home-school, as Kamali uses it, is one in which 

classes are loosely structured around subject areas.  In other words, it provides a skeleton 

around which the day is organized and learning process takes place.   

I also use the term “independent” often when referring to the educational 

institutions discussed.  By this, I mean those institutions free from the direct financial and 

curricular determination of external groups or institutions, religious and/or secular 

(Ratteray and Shujaa 1987).  This does not necessarily mean that they do not accept 

occasional funds from outside sources, but that they do not rely on these sources for 

sustenance.   

Lastly, I use “autonomous community,” an intentional collective functioning on 

behalf, or in the pursuit, of its own best interests as it defines for itself.  This does not 

necessitate geographical proximity to one another for those who are a part of this 

community. 
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RELEVANCE OF THIS STUDY 
 
I began studying maroons when an ex-patriot in Brazil lent me her copy of 

Richard Price’s Maroon Societies (1996).  Although I had heard the term mentioned 

before and even knew a few people who were maroon descendants, this was the first time 

that I was presented with the breadth, both temporally and geographically, of maroonage.  

That was in 2003.   

The next year, I was in Ghana conducting field research in the village of 

Kormantse.  While, to the unassuming eye, it is merely a small fishing village on the 

Accra-Cape Coast road, this village’s legacy is global.  The descendants of Kormantse 

were involved in several of the major rebellions that took place in Jamaica and other parts 

of the English-speaking Caribbean during the 17th and 18th centuries.  Cudjoe, the great 

maroon leader, is said to have been a Kormanti9 (Johnson 2004).  “Kromanti” is also the 

name of the sacred language amongst the Moore Town maroons of Jamaica (Bilby 2006). 

At first, the maroons’ great heroism attracted me.  They represented a thorn in the 

side of white supremacy.  But as I furthered my research, travelling to Cuba, Brazil, 

Guadeloupe, and Belize, the significance of maroons, and more specifically, maroonage, 

was magnified.  There was something more here than a point for the collective self-

esteem of Black people.  What did it mean that maroonage was found everywhere in the 

Americas that African people were forcibly brought and enslaved? (Agorsah 1994; 

Moura 2001, 1987; Nascimento 1980; Price 1996). 
                                                
9 Kormanti is the name they were given in the New World. 



 47 

The literature was insufficient, focusing, at best, on maroonage as an act of 

resistance.  It certainly was, but the associated implications were that maroonage was a 

wholly reactive and isolated phenomenon. I was left wondering, if the maroons were 

resisting, what were they ultimately resisting for?  Sure, one could respond that they were 

resisting the oppressive and inhumane conditions of chattel slavery, but what did 

maroonage’s ubiquity reveal about African people?  Furthermore, how could we apply 

the lessons learned from that revelation to our current situation? 

Much of this study is a critical re-examination and re-interpretation of Black 

realities in a manner that centralizes Black people.  This includes re-interpreted historical 

and cultural realities that reveal an alternate set of motives, values, and aspirations for 

Black people.  Greg Kimathi Carr often states that the crisis of contemporary Africana 

studies (and, I would add, the study of Black people writ large) can be summed up by 

DuBois’ famous question from Souls of Black Folk (2005 [1903]), “how does it feel to be 

a problem?” (Carr 2009).  What Carr means by this is that the very premise from which 

the field operates is one of lack.  We are the problem, the issue that must be corrected, 

and the mainstream is the ideal towards which we must strive.  I place “resistance 

studies” in this same category.  For even though it identifies the mainstream as the source 

of the problem, it still bequeaths its power to said mainstream and it eventually runs out 

of possibilities.  That is to say that its research questions lead it into a conceptual dead-

end.  

My concern and focus is not so much with the mainstream as with us.  I see 

“resistance” in and of itself as reactive and unsustainable.  Maroonage, then, extends 
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beyond resistance and presents a constructive model by which we may strengthen our 

communities and improve our collective quality of life.  This can be done through the 

construction and maintenance of independent institutions.  The study of Kamali Academy 

exposes a larger tradition of independence and self-determination that provides critical 

insights into where we may go from here. 

Certainly, we may read Kamali as an act of resistance against the failing school 

system, but it is more than that.  The school is an attempt to construct a community of 

people dedicated to the fortification of their community.  This involves resistance, yes, 

but it is not predicated on it.  Through Kamali, we come to see that maroonage is a 

constructive process of re-engagement, not into the mainstream, but into culturally 

affirming institutions like Kamali Academy. 

ORGANIZATION 
 
Chapter II focuses on schooling and education as it pertains to Black people in the 

United States.  Education is understood here as “the transmission of cultural knowledge 

from one generation to the next” (Konadu 2009: 20).  This differs from schooling in that 

schooling is “a process intended to perpetuate and maintain the society’s existing power 

relations and the institutional structures that support those arrangements” (Shujaa 1998: 

15).  In this chapter, I discuss how this process plays out in the lives of Black students as 

well as how some are confronting this reality: disengagement.  To do this, I analyze 

several interviews with Kamali students and parents who shared their experiences in the 

public school system.  From there, I draw upon my experiences teaching at Henson 
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Academy, one of the many charter schools to emerge in New Orleans since Hurricane 

Katrina.   I end this chapter with the case of brother Kamal.  When I met him, he was a 

student at Henson.  The next year, he enrolled at Kamali.   

Chapter III builds upon this discussion of disengagement by placing it within a 

broader cultural tradition.  It examines maroonage as one such tradition and 

transhistorical praxis.  I begin with a review of the general trends in the literature on 

maroonage, identifying the major typologies.  From here, I examine the work of two 

theorists in particular, Clóvis Moura and Abdias do Nascimento, who offer an expanded 

view of maroonage as a continuum and patrimony, respectively.  From here, I emphasize 

the processual and trans-historical nature of maroonage in order to provide a framework 

of analysis for the historical and contemporary efforts Black people have made towards 

autonomous community construction.  This leads into chapter IV, where I identify 

another form of maroonage that has been utilized by Black people in the United States, 

particularly for the construction of educational institutions: institutional maroonage.  I 

sketch an outline of this concept and cite several examples of this legacy, all of which 

have shaped the work and identity of Kamali Academy. 

Next, in chapter V, I outline the life history, triumphs, and challenges of Kamali 

Academy.  I open with a summary of DuBois’ (2005) “On the Coming of John,” which 

chronicles the rise and fall of a Southern-born, Northern-educated Black man who aspires 

to improve his community through education, but is cut down by the prevailing order of 

the white supremacy of the Jim Crow South.  I then draw parallels between John and 

Samori Camara, founder of Kamali Academy.  Samori, like John, was born in the South 
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and has viewed education as a means by which to liberate his people.  Unlike John, 

however, Camara learned early that this cannot be done within the mainstream 

educational system and, as such, started his own school.  This chapter incorporates the 

voices of the school’s parents and provides a detailed history of the school and outlines 

its daily routines.   It also casts a critical eye on the school, highlighting several 

challenges—lack of resources, teacher turnaround, and low parent participation—while 

also offering solutions on how the school can successfully move forward and build the 

community it ultimately seeks to construct. 

Finally, in chapter VI, I analyze, through the life process of Kamali Academy, the 

relationship between maroonage and independent, educational institutions.  Kamali had 

only been in existence for two years.  Never, over the course of that time, did it have 

more than 20 students.  It’s importance, however, was not in its size.  It was in the forces 

of which it was a culmination.  Parents, understanding that the current system was not 

providing their children with what they felt was a quality education, sought something 

else.  The founder, working with a group of committed teachers, called upon a tradition 

that spans centuries and continents, and, along with parents and students, began to 

construct a community in which all could flourish.  This study documents and analyzes 

that journey. 
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Chapter II: Schooling in the Crescent City 

 
Kamali Academy opened its doors in 2010 at a time when the educational 

landscape of New Orleans was being transformed.  The destruction associated with 

Hurricane Katrina ravaged the physical structures of an overwhelming majority of the 

city’s schools.  These schools’ governmental structure, however, had long been 

destroyed, plagued by corruption and greed (Cooper 2008; Square 2012).  Rather than re-

build the same failing system, the state of Louisiana plotted an immediate takeover and 

replaced public schools with charter schools governed by private organizations.  The 

results for Black students (who comprised upwards of 90% of the school population 

before and after the storm), however, have not been dramatically different. 

 This chapter has two foci: schooling and disengagement as it pertains to Black 

people in the United States in general and in New Orleans in particular.  I argue that 

schooling is a socializing process that marginalizes and oppresses Black people through 

indoctrination and discipline (Foucault 1995).  As such, many Black youth are 

disengaging.  Some scholars view this disengagement as an anti-social and 

counterproductive phenomenon (Edelman et al 2006; Fernandes et al 2009: Mincy 2006; 

Ogbu 2003), as it disrupts the socialization process.  Upon closer analysis, however, 

disengagement represents the potential for positive communal transformation in that 

these young people are removing themselves from the educational institutions and 

systems facilitating their oppression.  In so doing, they create the possibility for an 
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engagement with culturally reaffirming institutions that empower Black youth and 

communities. 

 I begin by discussing the differences between schooling and education and how 

they function in the lives of Black youth.  Next, I examine discipline and disengagement 

in schools, highlighting the personal experiences of students and parents involved with 

Kamali Academy.  After providing a brief overview of public education in New Orleans 

pre- and post-Hurricane Katrina, I then delve into schooling in the Crescent City, drawing 

upon my own experiences working as a Literary Specialist at Henson Academy, one of 

the many charter schools to emerge in the city since the storm.  In so doing, I demonstrate 

a continuation of, rather than a departure from, the sub-standard education provided by 

the city’s public schools.  I then move into a discussion on how some students and 

parents at both Henson and Kamali have chosen to deal with such an education.  I end the 

chapter with Kamal and his mother.  When I met Kamal, he was a student at Henson.  

The next year, he was a student at Kamali.  Ultimately, this chapter argues that Black 

disengagement is one way Black people have chosen to confront the schooling process.  

While disengagement alone is not sufficient in transforming communities, it does provide 

a potential first step for such transformation.  

SCHOOLING VS. EDUCATION 
 
The work of John Ogbu has been a staple in the field of Educational 

Anthropology, particularly with regards to research on academic achievement and 

disengagement amongst what he refers to as “minorities,” specifically “African-
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Americans.”  From the early 1970s until his death in 2003, he committed himself to the 

development of a cultural ecological theory of minority student achievement.  Ogbu’s 

expansive body of work is intriguing, not because of its theoretical soundness, but 

because of its pervasiveness.  Critics in the field and beyond continue to engage his work.  

While most either agree or disagree, very few can dismiss his ideas completely.  It is 

precisely for these reasons that I address his work here.  I do not offer an in-depth 

critique, as this has been done elsewhere (Foster 2005b; Foley 2005; Gibson 2005; Perry, 

Steele, and Hilliard 2003).  Instead, I focus on several of his key and useful concepts still 

functioning in the field, analyzing and adjusting them where needed.   

Ogbu’s theory of minority achievement, while certainly more detailed, can be 

summed up as follows: there are two primary types of minorities.10  “Voluntary 

minorities” are those who came to the United States by choice and possess an 

“instrumental” approach to the institutions of American society.  They generally view the 

United States as the land of promise and make the best of available resources in pursuit of 

the American Dream.  “Involuntary minorities” (those in the United States through 

conquest or forced migration) on the other hand, adapt an “oppositional” approach to 

society and its institutions.  This approach is based on mistrust rooted in historical 

experince of what Malcolm X referred to as the “American Nightmare” (X 1992).  These 

differing approaches, argues Ogbu, are largely responsible for the academic success of 

                                                
10 He acknowledges “autonomous” as a third type of minority, but it is not the focus of his study (Ogbu 
1983; 1990; 1991).  I am uncomfortable with his use of the term “minority,” as I believe it is politically 
loaded with pejorative connotations.  When the term appears here, it is as he used it. 



 54 

the former and academic failure of the latter (Ogbu 1978; 1983a; 1990; 1995a; 1995b; 

2003). 

Ogbu acknowledges two sets of “forces” responsible for varying minority 

approaches.  The first are “system forces” or “system factors,” those barriers to success 

created and maintained by society and its institutions.  The second are “community 

forces,” or those habits and behaviors assumed by involuntary minorities as a response to 

their circumstances (Ogbu 1985; 1991; 2003).  Each of these play out in the process of 

schooling, which he correctly understands as the process of formal education that equips 

“young people with the knowledge, skills, values, behaviors, and language required to 

perform in their future workplace as well as in the political and social domains” (Ogbu 

2003: 46).  In the United States, this is the role of public schools.  He continues, “A 

public school education not only imparts to the individual the specific skills and 

knowledge necessary to function in modern societies, but it also socializes the individual 

in values and behaviors necessary to adapt in the workplace” (Ogbu 2003: 47).  This is 

precisely the point of contention for many scholars and community members whose 

children attend public schools.   

Boykin explains, “schooling in America represents a form of social domination, 

or hegemony11…That process supports the existing social order in many ways: for 

instance, it performs the critical function of socialization throughout most of the years of 

childhood” (Boykin 1986: 58).  From here we must inject racialization into Ogbu’s 

description of the process of education.  In other words, racialized students are socialized, 

                                                
11 Italics in the original. 



 55 

from young, for specific societal roles.  This is what Mwalimu Shujaa refers to as 

“schooling,” which is markedly different from education in that it is “a process intended 

to perpetuate and maintain the society’s existing power relations and the institutional 

structures that support those arrangements” (Shujaa 1998: 15).   

Boykin’s use of the “triple quandary,” which Ogbu cites, argues that there are 

three cultural realms which Black people in the United States must negotiate: mainstream 

American, Black cultural, and oppressed minority (Boykin 1986).  Each realm is distinct, 

“demanding nonoverlapping psychological and behavioral repertoires.”  In other words, 

for Black children, public schools become a site of conflicting cultural paradigms (Akoto 

and Akoto 2000).  Embedded in this quandary is the struggle with a “psycho-ideological” 

value system that “implies valuing existing power relationships, conditions for 

dominance and submission, and the political organization of the social order.”  Boykin 

explains: 

When Afro-American children are presented with this value system, they 
are being taught to see the world through the eyes of those who enjoy 
majority status.  As a result, they often come to see the existing order as 
legitimate even though they are not part of it themselves.  They may even 
come to internalize the very position of inferiority that they appear to have 
when viewed from the vantage point of the dominant group (Boykin 1986: 
82). 
 

This is accomplished through the presentation of universal and objective values. 

Akoto, sharing this understanding, argues that “where the content, form, and 

implementation of the education of a people is controlled by another people, that 

education serves no other purpose than the subordination of the less powerful group, and 

maintenance of control by the dominant group.  Education employed in this way is 
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simply indoctrination and is the preferred tool of war for the conquering group to 

maintain the compliance and subservience of the vanquished group” (Akoto 1992: 44). 

Hannibal Afrik confirms this with practical evidence, writing: 
 

You could find at least two sub-systems operating within public education; 
one that taught students the prerequisite information in order to manipulate 
the “system” to their advantage; while Blacks, poor and other oppressed 
people were trained so that they would remain exploited by the “system” 
(Afrik 1974: 3). 

 
 The impact of schooling on African people in the United States spans generations.  

Carter G. Woodson called this practice “mis-education” and his 1933 book, The Mis-

education of the Negro (2000), remains as pertinent today as the time of its publication.  

In it, he meticulously outlines the ways in which the education of Black people is 

designed to perpetuate dependence and subjugation.  In an often quoted, yet prophetically 

poignant observation, Woodson writes: 

When you control a man’s thinking, you do not have to worry about his 
actions.  You do not have to tell him not to stand here or go yonder.  He 
will find his “proper place” and will stay in it.  You do not need to send 
him to the back door. He will go without being told.  In fact, if there is no 
back door, he will cut one for his special benefit.  His education makes it 
necessary (Woodson 2000: xix). 

 
 Amos Wilson and others build on the legacy of Woodson by insisting that mis-

education ultimately serves to alienate individuals from themselves and their community.  

Their interests, values, and aspirations become those of the mainstream society (Akbar 

1996; Akoto 1992; Wilson 1993; 1999).  Hannibal Afrik explains:  

Our children begin school with the notion that their primary objectives of 
learning are to: allow them escape from their communities; provide 
upward mobility through good jobs, homes, clothes and influence; aid in 
the exploitation of those less fortunate…So the syndrome exists where 
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students are encouraged to improve reading, math and other fundamental 
skills for individual advancement instead of group needs (Afrik 1974: 3). 

 
This is schooling.  For Black people in the United States, it is necessarily a hostile 

process that socializes us to accept our powerlessness, valuing the social position of the 

white majority. 

While there are profound social and political implications of schooling, including 

a growing body of literature documenting the “school to prison pipeline” (Hartnett 2010; 

Shnyder 2008; Wald and Losen 2005), there are also deep-seated psychological 

ramifications that impact Black students’ self-esteem, self-image, aspirations, and, 

consequently, their general dispositions towards life (Mama Afivi, interview, 10/6/11; 

Kunjufu 2005). 

Ogbu finds this view of education as the perpetuation of a Euro-centric 

curriculum and culture “unfortunate” (Ogbu 2003: 47), but neither explains why nor 

dismisses it beyond providing an anecdote about a Trinidadian student studying in 

Oakland who does not complain about the absence of Trinidad in the curriculum.12  

Schooling is, as Ogbu suggests, among other things, a means of preparing students for 

roles in society.  Where his understanding falls short, however, is in its under emphasis 

on schooling’s function as a means by which the status quo is maintained and fortified.  

                                                
12 Ogbu, himself a Nigerian immigrant, often makes a distinction between the views and habits of 
“African-Americans” and Caribbean and African immigrants.  The latter, in keeping with his theory, 
possess an “instrumental” approach to education that does not result in an oppositional behavioral style.  
Walter Rodney, the Guyanese scholar and revolutionary, explains this difference: “…You teach an African 
student in a university this year, and the next year he’s in the Ministry of Finance as a permanent secretary.  
He’s actually making policy, trying to construct, in his own way, the lives of his people and intervening in 
history in a manner in which the black student in [the U.S.] knows he will never, in this system, be able to 
do.  I think the immediacy of the possibility of participating in change is a critical variable” (Rodney 1990). 
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All education is not equal, and the legacy of public education in the United States is one 

marked by “savage inequalities” (Kozol 1992) that have overwhelmingly benefited the 

country’s white majority.   

DISCIPLINE 
 
One means through which schooling upholds the status quo is through the 

normalization of behavior (Foucault 1995).  In the schools of post-Katrina New Orleans, 

a primary means through which this “normalization” occurs is through harsh disciplinary 

methods.  This is evident with the spike in security spending.  During the 2004-2005 

school year (before the storm), the Orleans Parish School Board spent nearly $46 per 

student on security.  During the 2006-2007 school year, the Recovery School District 

spent an average of $2,100 per student.  Even though RSD reduced security spending the 

following year, they still spent approximately $690 per student (Sullivan and Morgan 

2010). 

 The increase in spending also led to a greater presence of armed security guards in 

schools.  On May 4, 2010, a security officer at Sarah T. Reed Elementary shackled a 6 

year-old boy to a chair after he failed to follow his teacher’s directions.  Two days later, a 

different security officer handcuffed the same boy for arguing in the cafeteria (Chang 

2010).  Although, the Recovery School District ruled it an isolated incident, there were at 

least two other reported incidents at other schools (Zinshteyn 2011).   

 Families and Friends of Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children (FFLIC) is one 

organization that has taken up the fight against the militarization of New Orleans schools 
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and the criminalization of students.  In the spring of 2010, they published a report, 

Pushed Out: Harsh Discipline in Louisiana Schools Denies the Right to Education, a 

focus on the Recovery School District in New Orleans, which highlights the 

disproportionate punishment of students of color, particularly through suspension and 

expulsion, as well as the creation of prison-like environments.  They write, “this 

significant allocation of resources towards security in schools is favoring the 

criminalization of student behavior over an investment in supportive interventions and 

professional school staff that could better meet the needs of students and create healthy 

school environments” (FFLIC 2010: 19).  These “healthy school environments,” 

unfortunately, do not appear to be a priority for school officials. 

Discipline, however, does not always denote criminalization.  The students and 

parents of Kamali Academy expressed a wide range of frustrations with the schooling 

processes they experienced before coming to Kamali.  Many of them spoke of teachers 

“targeting” their children and using a variety of strict disciplinary methods to “correct” 

behaviors.   

Mama Naima, a mother of two Kamali students and director of Kamali’s child 

care, tells of an experience where a teacher tried to fail her eldest daughter, Imani, 

because another student was copying from her paper.  She also tells of differential 

treatment given to a white student in Imani’s class.   

So, you know, that, to me, I was getting sick of it. I really was, because I 
felt like she was being picked on for being who she was. Teachers there 
don't have her best interest at heart.  This is obvious, because if you would 
allow a little white boy–giving her F's. I mean, this is a child.  You're 
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scaring them half to death with F’s, and she’s an A student.  Like, why 
would you do that?   

And when I confronted the teacher, she’d say, “Oh well, I didn't 
really give her an F. I was just scaring her.” Why would you scare my 
child when someone else is copying off her page? (Mama Naima, 
interview, 10/6/11).  

 
Mama Naima was an active parent at Imani’s school.  Through volunteering, she gained 

insight into a process that less active or less aware parents may not know about, but 

certainly suffer from: 

But what I noticed there when I volunteered is that, if a child acts up, 
instead of the teacher, you know, pulling the student to the side to finish 
their work, they'll take the work from them and give them an F.  So, if 
your child is failing in school, 9 times out of 10 it is because they are 
probably misbehaving and the teacher is not allowing them to finish their 
work. So it's not that your child is dumb. And then what happens is, if 
your child continues to misbehave and the teacher continues to take that 
route, then they will probably say that your child needs to be put in special 
ed. and this, that, and the third.  You know, you–again: those folks did not 
have my child’s best interest at heart (Mama Naima, interview, 10/6/11). 

 
Yao, a 15-year-old male student at Kamali, did fail because of behavior-related issues.  

He tells us:  

My first suspension was in kindergarten.  If I’m not mistaken, something 
happened during nap-time and our teacher asked us not to ask for restroom 
privileges and I was suspended.  And I failed the first grade because of my 
behavior, just being distracted by other children (Yao, interview, 
10/11/11). 

 
Yao’s mother confirms Mama Naima’s observation about special education.  She says,  
 

I think like in the 3rd grade–no in the 1st grade and 3rd grade, they started 
trying to talk me into putting him into special ed., saying that, you know, 
he can’t keep up, he's a behavioral problem, he's not, you know, once 
again, not reading at his level, and that he's doing poorly with tests (Mama 
Asantewa, interview, 1/120/12). 
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Educator Juwanza Kunjufu offers an in-depth discussion on this phenomenon whereby 

school systems funnel Black students, particularly males, into special education (Kunjufu 

2005).  It has become so routinized as to become normal. 

This connection between “disciplined behavior” and “academic success,” 

particularly as it pertains to Black children, is a hallmark of schooling.  Remember, Ogbu 

stresses that education teaches skills as well as the behaviors necessary to adapt to the 

workplace.  In the case of Black children, “disciplined behavior” becomes synonymous 

with “subordinate,” “obedient,” and a banking method of education (Freire 2003) 

inconsistent with their cultural dispositions.  That is, schooling emphasizes “intraphysical 

self-sufficiency,” places primacy of rational over emotional thought and behavior, 

individualism, delayed gratification, the need for achievement, and compressed 

movement (Boykin 1986; Sampson 1977).  These behaviors are largely inconsistent with 

the cultural practices and inclinations of Black children. 

Mama Oyaile Daste, a long-time teacher, cultural leader, and respected elder in 

the New Orleans community, observes that “the majority of African-American children 

are kinesthetic,” and that they need a “place where they can run and move and play, 

because that, too, is brain development” (Camara & Johnson 6/26/2010).  Kim Worthy, a 

veteran teacher, affirms this, stating that “we learn through rhythm, we learn through 

symbols, and we learn kinesthetically” (Camara & Johnson 6/19/2009).  While she adds 

that these are by no means the only ways in which we learn, she emphasizes that they are 

crucial in Black child development.  The kinesthetic learning styles of African children 
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are often misread as “hyperactivity” or, even worse, low intelligence (Allen and Boykin 

1992, 1991; Gay 2010; Hilliard 1995; Kunjufu 2009). 

 The grandmother of one of Kamali’s students, Densu, said that before coming to 

Kamali, his school would call her every day, demanding that they “‘Give him his 

medicine. He cannot function without his medication.’”  As would be expected, Densu 

often found himself in trouble at his old school.  “He was always in trouble. And, right or 

wrong, he was a mark. He was like a marked child, you understand?” (Mama Jamila, 

interview, 1/9/12). 

Baba Ali, a father and part-time teacher at Kamali, shares a similar story about 

one of his sons, Jamal.  Jamal was homeschooled all of his life.  When he entered public 

school, however, problems arose. 

You know, Jamal is very verbal.  If he doesn't agree with something, or if 
he thinks you are telling him something that's not right, he's going to speak 
it. So they tried to get me to medicate Jamal, you know?  And start 
sending him to counselors and everything.  They’d say that he was 
rebellious and all of these different things.  That’s really when I was just 
like, “Okay. Ya’ll come home.  I’m off work right now. I have the time. 
I'll just bring you home until I can find somewhere that we are used to 
support you.” Because we never had a problem.  Jamal always got A's and 
B's in school. Now he's getting F's and different things like that…(Baba 
Ali, interview, 1/12/12). 

 
Because of their difficulties in adapting to environments inconsistent with their 

cultural dispositions, Black children are targeted and disciplined accordingly.  The 

parents of Kamali Academy noticed that these practices led to deeper behavioral 

transformations in their children that extended beyond poor grades and disciplinary 

issues.  One student’s grandfather said that, “you know, you give him something one day 
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and then, like, you know, he goes to school the next day like all the spirit done went out 

of him” (Baba Mukasa, interview, 12/19/12).   

DISENGAGEMENT 
 

There is much discussion amongst social scientists about Black youth 

disengagement (Anderson 2009; Edelman et al 2006; Fernandes et al 2009; Mincy 2006; 

Ogbu 1985, 1992, 1995, 2003; Schmander et al 2001), generally defined as the psycho-

emotional and/or physical distancing from institutions and society.  These authors cite 

increased unemployment, rising incarceration rates, teen-aged and out of wedlock 

pregnancies, crime, and school dropout rates as evidence of this phenomenon.  Parents of 

Kamali students reported several instances of the psychological aspects of this 

disengagement amongst their children. 

Mama Afivi, a mother of two students and teacher at Kamali Academy, noticed 

drastic changes in her children.  Her son, Kwame, then 7 years old, completely shut 

down. 

I believe it turned into such a challenge that he actually internalized that, 
“okay, I must be bad because I'm always in trouble. What are these people 
talking about?”  You know, he would come home, “I don't understand” 
you know? And this was during the point he was actually talking, right 
before he just stopped talking.  My son didn't speak for a while. He would 
come in and just be in his room and cry—don’t talk to anyone.  Also, at 
school, he would sit in the corner behind the desk and pile things in front 
of him as if he was isolating himself from whatever was out there in his 
school environment.  

So, those are the sort of reactions he had because of the 
relationships–the strained relationships. He would actually run from any 
adult. He had this huge distrust for adults in a school setting.  And that 
was him (Mama Afivi, interview, 1/26/12). 
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When Kwame first arrived at Kamali in the fall of 2010, his behavior was erratic.  He 

would go from quiet and unapproachable to boiling with rage in seconds.  One day, this 

exploded.  After continually breaking one of Kamali’s rules and facing the paddle as a 

disciplinary consequence, Kwame ran out of the school and down the street screaming.  

Two older students chased and eventually caught him.13 

 Kwame’s older sister, Ayana, now 15, came to the school at the beginning of the 

2011-2012 academic year.  Mama Afivi says that her response to the public school 

environment was slightly different from that of her son, but equally detrimental.   

I think with girls, they will work more to adapt–boys do, too.  But I'm just 
saying, in my experience, I think mainly girls will work to adapt to their 
social conditions and accept that “this is how I should be, obviously, 
because this is what they're saying I should be.  So maybe I shouldn't write 
this poem and, you know, because it's stupid.” You know, that kind of 
thing with her.  So those are the changes that I've noticed with her because 
my daughter would--she sews, she knits, she did all of these things, but 
she stopped drastically (Mama Afivi, interview, 1/26/12). 

 
Ayana is a young sister of many talents: writing, painting, acting, and singing.  She even 

won a spot on the television show “America’s Got Talent” as a stilt-walking rapper.  She 

refused to participate, however, because of what she says is her shyness.  Since she, her 

brother, and two other students lived in my neighborhood, I would drive them home on 

my days at Kamali and got to spend time with them in and out of the classroom.14  She 

still has not rapped for me. 

                                                
13 I shall discuss discipline at Kamali in chapter 4. 
14 When Kamali moved to its third location for the 2011-2012 school year, I moved into my own house in 
New Orleans’ 9th Ward. 
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 This is the true danger of schooling for Black children.  Through indoctrination 

and/or criminalization, schooling eats away at the self-image of the student, eroding their 

spirit and destroying their will (Perry, Steel, and Hilliard 2003; Walker 2010).  Baba Ali 

provides a descriptive analysis: 

That system, like I said–they want to take all of the round pegs–all the 
square pegs and make them fit into a round hole, when really you gotta let 
a square peg be a square peg, you know?  And you got to let an octagon be 
an octagon. You can't make an octagon into a circle, because it’s no longer 
what it was, you know? And you can’t shape a person into what you want 
that person to be (Baba Ali, interview, 1/12/12). 
 

By so doing, schooling attempts to create a population of docile workers to furnish what 

were once the country’s various industries and is now the booming prison economy, as 

evidenced by the over-investment in security (Shnyder 2008; Wilhelm 1993).  As the 

parents of Kamali Academy shared, disengagement (in various forms) becomes one of 

the ways in which Black students are dealing with this reality.  

To understand the conditions that have led to this disengagement, it is important 

to examine the history of the education of Black people in New Orleans over the 20th 

century.   

BEFORE THE STORM: DESEGREGATION TO DESTRUCTION 
 

Like most southern states, Louisiana was resistant to school desegregation.  In the 

spring of 1960, 6 years after the Brown vs. Board of Education case that outlawed school 

segregation, a federal district court judge ordered that Orleans Parish schools develop a 

plan for the desegregation of its public schools.  After a tussle with then governor James 

Davis, a staunch segregationist, the deadline was set for November of 1960.  Six Black 
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students were initially chosen to enter white schools, but two of them decided not to go 

through with it.  On the morning of November 14, 1960, four Black girls desegregated 

the New Orleans Public Schools: Leona Tate, Tessie Prevost, Gail Etienne, and Ruby 

Bridges, the most famous of them all.  Bridges was eternalized in Norman Rockwell’s 

famous painting, The Problem We All Live With.  Each of the girls was in the first grade, 

with the first three attending McDonogh 19.  Bridges attended William Frantz.  The white 

response was overwhelmingly contrary.  School desegregation in New Orleans had 

begun.  Many of the parents with children at the two now desegregated schools refused to 

send their children, leaving the girls, many times, in class alone (Bridges 2001).   

As with many cities across America, desegregation often resulted in the 

destruction of the infrastructure and institutions of Black communities (Clarke 1991).15  

Below, Mama Jennifer and Mama Rasheeda, two respected elders in the New Orleans 

cultural community, share their views of and experiences in pre-desegregated New 

Orleans schools.  To more accurately capture the flow of their conversation, Mama 

Rasheeda’s words will be in plain text. Mama Jennifer’s words will be italicized. 

Parentheses represent interjections and affirmations made during the primary speaker’s 

comment. 

But you look at the people who came out that public school system (Thank 
you!  Keep going.) and those principals who were mostly Black women 
(That’s right.) who ran those schools…And we also had Black men 

                                                
15 Baba Ali, a Kamali parent, speaking of his hometown of Detroit, shared, “we used to have 
doctors, lawyers, teachers, janitors, trash men, and bums living on our street. So when I got up to 
go to school in the morning, I saw the doctor leaving, the lawyer leaving, the teacher leaving. All 
of these men leaving to go to work.  Then after 8 mile opened up [and Detroit experienced 
residential desegregation], I'm getting up and going to school. All I saw was the bums hanging on 
the corner” (Baba Ali, 1/12/12).     
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(That’s right.) who were teachers (mmhmm.), ok?  And who were also, 
you know, principals.  And most of them came out of Xavier (That’s 
right!) and Dillard.  
That’s right. Southern [University]. 
Southern. 
Grambling. 
Yeah, but—and, you know, we took those standardized tests and guess 
what? 
Blew ‘em away! 
I remember being in third grade and them talkin’ ‘bout I was reading on a 
12.0 level. 
That’s right.  That’s it. 
And the so-called “dumb children” (So-called!  So-called.) 
And I say the so-called dumb children, ok? 
That’s right.  So-called. 
They were reading only at 5 point something. 
 (Mama Jennifer and Mama Rasheeda, Interview, 3/5/12) 

 
Mama Rasheeda goes on to talk about Booker T. Washington High School, a trade school 

for Black students.  Graduating students left Booker T. with licenses in their desired field 

of study, including master carpentry, landscaping, cosmetology, seamstress and tailoring.  

Mama Rasheeda explains that, “That’s where you went if you weren’t going to college.  

But you also—because many people went on to college—but you had the option to come 

out there licensed: a licensed LPN16!” 

When asked when these things within the school system changed, their response 

was brief: 

Integration. 
I told—there it is!...That was our downfall. 

 
As was the case throughout the country, school and institutional desegregation, 

was largely responsible for the ensuing white flight, whereby exiting white residents fled 

                                                
16 Licensed Practical Nurse 
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to neighboring suburbs, taking vital resources along with them.  In New Orleans in 1960, 

for instance, the city’s Black population was 37%.  10 years later, that number increased 

to 43%.  Over the next two decades, it would grow to 62%, and in 2000, the city was 

more than 67% Black (Ayers et al 2008; Dyson 2006b). 

 This white divestment from the city also resulted in a divestment from public 

schools.  By 2004, New Orleans schools ranked among the worst in the country.  Forty 

percent of the city’s adults, the same percentage living below the poverty line, could not 

read beyond an elementary school level. Researchers have linked poor education to 

poverty, decreased health, and crime (increased anger, self-destructive behavior, 

disregard for danger, smoking, etc.).  This is reflected in New Orleans having one of the 

highest indices of violence and incarceration in the industrialized world.  In an interesting 

statistic, we see that the city’s drop-out rate was slightly over 70%, the same percentage 

of Louisiana state inmates who did not have a high school diploma (Cooper 2008; 

Morelli 2008). 

Kathleen Whalen, one-time liaison between the New Orleans Public Schools and 
the Juvenile Court System observed:  

Sometimes, I go home and look in the mirror and say, “What is wrong 
with you?” I go into lock up and I look at these children.  I go into court 
and I look at these children, and I say, “You have got to go to school.  You 
have got to go to school.”  And I know full well three-fourths of the time 
there’s nothing happening at the schools they’re going to.  They’re going 
to be given a hard time.  They’re not going to receive an education.  Their 
teachers aren’t going to be caring or the teachers aren’t going to be there, 
(Morelli 2008). 

 
Of course, New Orleans Public Schools’ abominable performance was not the single-

handed doing of the teachers.  The city’s educational system suffered from the same 
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corruption and back-door-dealing that affected the city-at-large (ABA 2009; Liu et al 

2011).  Twenty-four school district leaders have been indicted for fraud and corruption 

since 2002.  In 2004 then superintendent, Anthony Amato, set up an FBI corruption 

investigation unit in the NOPS headquarters (Cooper 2008; New Schools for New 

Orleans 2010).  There was so much foul play in the New Orleans Public School System, 

in fact, that the state of Louisiana plotted a take over (Brown 2012; Square 2012).  

Hurricane Katrina aided their plans. 

AFTER THE STORM: STATE TAKEOVER AND THE CHARTER MOVEMENT 
 
 With only 16 of the city’s 126 school buildings undamaged by Hurricane Katrina 

and its aftermath, and 35% of the buildings completely unusable, the state and federal 

governments stepped in (Lehrer 2005).  They earmarked $20.9 million dollars for charter 

schools, and in November of 2005, legislature passed a bill transferring 112 out of 128 

Orleans Parish School Board schools to the state-run Recovery School District (RSD) 

(New Schools for New Orleans 2010; Newmark and DeRugy 2006).  New Orleans’ 

schools would now be run between the Orleans Parish School Board (OPSB), RSD, 

Louisiana Department of Education (LA DOE), and the Board of Elementary and 

Secondary Education (BESE). 

Charter schools receive both public and private money and differ from public 

schools in that they are not subject to the same regulations.  The operate with greater 

autonomy, but have an accountability system in which they must produce results as 

negotiated with the state of Louisiana.  By the spring of 2007, “over half of the city’s 56 
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post-Katrina public schools were public charter schools” (New Schools for New Orleans 

2010).  Forty of these schools served 56%, or approximately 32,000, students (Louisiana 

DOE 2007).  In 2008, 48 schools were serving 56% of the students (Louisiana DOE 

2008).  As of early 2012, the public schools are split primarily between OPSB and RSD.  

The Orleans Parish School Board had 6 traditional and 12 charters, whereas RSD had 16 

traditional schools and 50 charters.  In Algiers, the section of the city where Kamali 

operated until the 2011-2012 academic year, there were 8 schools run by the Algiers 

Charter School Association, in affiliation with both RSD and OPSB. 

 The boom of charter schools in New Orleans is part of a national trend fortified 

by Barack Obama’s appointment of Arne Duncan, an avid charter school advocate, to the 

position of Secretary of Education.  While there is overwhelming governmental support 

for charter schools, public opinion is divided.  In the particular case of New Orleans, 

critiques center on qualified and invested teachers, accountability, and an overemphasis 

on testing.  Out of 7,500 school employees, 400 teachers were fired when the state of 

Louisiana took over New Orleans’ school system (Goodman 2006).  Since then, non-

profit, teacher-training organizations have provided the city with young, inexperienced 

teachers who, on the whole, do not come from similar social, political, economic, racial, 

and/or geographical backgrounds as the students they teach.  Beyond this, with an 

average two-year commitment, their long-term investments are generally limited.17 

                                                
17 This is not to typecast all of these teachers.  Rather, it is to expose a larger critique of the structure of 
these organizations. 
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The recruitment of teachers and school leaders from outside of New Orleans has 

been one of the hallmarks of the city’s charter school movement.  New Schools for New 

Orleans (NSNO), for instance, is a “nonprofit organization committed to [a] vision of 

excellent public schools for every child in New Orleans.”  To accomplish this, they are 

“attracting and preparing talent to teach and lead in our city's public schools; launching 

and supporting open-enrollment public charter schools; advocating for accountable and 

sustainable high-quality public schools in New Orleans” (New School for New Orleans, 

2012). 

New Schools for New Orleans operates through the identification and cultivation 

of potential candidates. This includes professional development and charter preparation.  

Beyond this, through partnerships with such philanthropic organizations as the Walton 

Family Foundation, NSNO is able to provide grants to new charters.  Also, through 

affiliations with organizations such as Teach for America and TeachNOLA, they furnish 

start-up charters with young, new teachers.   

New Schools for New Orleans is organized around the two pillars of autonomy 

(in terms of curriculum, hiring power, salary settlement, and support service negotiations) 

and accountability.  This accountability is vaguely defined in terms of “student 

performance, safety and compliance, and financial and operational 

practices…Louisiana’s accountability standards for charter schools are among the most 

rigorous in the nation.” 

When Brother Samori began preparing for his return to New Orleans, he looked 

into New Schools for New Orleans as a potential option and noticed several coincidences.  



 72 

Once I started doing my research, I noticed that that was it.  Anybody who 
did not come through that program, did not get their charter approved by 
the state of Louisiana.  So I said, “Okay, they got some kind of racket 
going on here.  Or somebody is greasing somebody's pocket.”  So they're 
going to train these people, usually from out-of-state, to be, you know, the 
kind of “new leaders” with the same old philosophies to control the 
schools.  And nobody who's coming from outside of that, you know, no 
one was coming from outside of that Teach for America kind of--or 
KIPP18 kind of school model, then they don’t get a chance to build their 
own schools or, you know, direct their own schools here in New Orleans 
(Samori Camara, interview, 11/25/2011). 

 
Brother Samori’s observations are quite keen.  New Schools for New Orleans seems to 

uphold the critique of charter schools as the privatization of public education.  In their 

definition of autonomy, for instance, they identify “negotiating support services such as 

transportation and food services.” One is led to associate this with the slew of other 

industrial complexes, such as prison and healthcare.  Furthermore, when, in 2009, the 

Times-Picayune published the salaries of the highest paid principles in New Orleans, 

NSNO affiliated schools topped the list. The highest paid principle made $203,559, with 

the following 46 making more than $90,000 or more annually (Thevnot 2009). With this, 

one can safely assume that charter education in New Orleans is big business, and New 

Schools for New Orleans is its biggest tycoon (see appendix A). 

 The city’s charter school movement is unique in that it is comprised of mostly 

type 5 charters, which are charters that take over pre-existing public schools.  

Consequently, it is often difficult to make a distinction between “public” and “charter” 

education.  Since George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, there has been a 

                                                
18 Both Teach for America and KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Program) are partners with New Schools for 
New Orleans 
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hyper-dependence on test scores nation-wide.  In Louisiana, with the state’s strict 

Accountability System, this trend has been exacerbated, as test scores determine much of 

the funding for the charter schools.  The LEAP, iLEAP, and GEE are exams designed to 

determine student-progress.  The LEAP (Louisiana Educational Assessment Program) is 

administered at the end of 4th and 8th grades and determines whether or not a student is 

prepared to advance to the next grade.  The GEE (Graduation Exit Exam), administered 

at the end of the 10th and 11th grade years, determines whether or not students receive a 

standard Louisiana diploma.  Consequently, these tests create a high-stress environment 

for both students and teachers, whose jobs are largely dependent on successful test 

scores.  

HENSON ACADEMY 
 
 In the fall of 2009, my first fall in New Orleans, I began working as a Literacy 

Specialist at an all-boys, charter school, Henson Academy.  Working with students in 

grades 6, 7, 9, and 10, this was my formal introduction to New Orleans youth culture.  

The school was overwhelmingly Black, with one Vietnamese boy in the 6th grade.  A 

young, and somewhat naïve teacher, my relaxed teaching style, exemplified by my 

request to be called “Brother Johnson” instead of “Mister,” won me quick favor amongst 

my students who saw me as a stark contrast to the strict authoritarianism of their other 

teachers.  While this certainly came with its disadvantages and drawbacks, it did remove 

certain barriers that led to students sharing their frustrations with both the school’s 

administration and structure.  I didn’t have a steady classroom like most traditional 
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teachers.  This allowed me a flexibility to move about the school and gain a better 

understanding of the Henson environment.  

In the beginning of the spring semester, I was having a conversation with the 

track coach.  After telling him that I ran hurdles in high school, he asked me if I would 

like to join the team as hurdling coach.  This position, in addition to friendships with 

some of the teachers, also led to further insight about the charter school system. 

The school was divided into a high school and junior high.  At the time I was 

working there, the high school was led by a Black man from the mid-west.  The junior 

high was led by a Black woman from Tennessee.  Both principals came through New 

Schools for New Orleans, arriving in the city directly from Tennessee.  Each of them 

made $100,000 per year.  The majority of the school’s faculty and staff was divided 

between Teach For America teachers (white, Black, and one Asian), family members of 

the central administrators (brothers, sisters, sons, cousins, and in-laws), and friends 

brought from Tennessee (all Black).   

Many charters in New Orleans were established with a particular focus.  Henson’s 

focus was Math and Business.  Its mission was to educate urban males, prepare them for 

college, and instill in them such virtues as critical thinking, responsible citizenry, and 

positive community leadership.   

Henson boasted about its “structured environment,” but as one parent observes, 

this was inaccurate: 

Ok, when I first initially went to the meeting, they were telling me how 
they’re gonna teach them structure, but when I went to the school, they did 
not have that structure.  They told me in reference to their academic level, 
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it would increase.  It didn’t seem as if it was increasing (Mama Tamieka, 
interview, 11/8/2011).  

 
I noticed the lack of structure on the day of my interview.  I arrived at the school under 

the impression that I would be interviewing for a position as a Spanish teacher.  Once the 

interview started, however, I was informed that the available position was now that of 

“Literacy Specialist.”   

 I was excited to be working at an all-Black school, seeing this as an opportunity to 

engage students through culturally relevant material.  I expressed this in my interview 

and was immediately challenged by the principal who shared his belief that students 

should be exposed to “all cultures.”  Interested, I inquired as to what authors the students 

were reading at the time.  Mark Twain, T.S. Elliot, and Robert Frost.  I found it 

fascinating that, for him, “all cultures” meant all white people. 

The Friday before I started, I attended a training meeting where I was given a 

stack of workbooks.  My job was to work with small groups of students who were 

reading below grade-level.  I was told most of these students were two to three levels 

below.  In actuality, a majority of them fell further below that.  They were struggling with 

fundamental phonics and word structure.  

 In keeping with the charter school’s emphasis on statistical data, part of my job 

was to assess all of the students’ reading levels once per quarter.  As I entered different 

classrooms to call the identified students, I noticed, with eerie consistency how little 

learning was taking place.  Time after time, I would see teachers reading magazines with 

their feet on the desk as students thumbed through cell-phones or held boisterous 
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conversations.  There was one teacher in particular who, when asked for a student, would 

respond, “Take as many as you want.  Matter of fact, take them all.” 

 I was also struck by the arbitrary nature of the reading assessments.  One quarter, 

a student may have demonstrated a 2-level increase.  The next quarter, however, his 

reading may have fallen below his original level.  I noticed that there were a number of 

factors that influenced student performance.  For instance, by the third assessment, 

several students expressed frustrations with having to read the same stories over again.  

The students who voiced these protests, coincidentally enough, suffered decreased 

reading levels.19  This revealed a level of disengagement.  It was not that they were 

incapable of reading at higher levels.  It was that they perceived their efforts to be in vain.  

They had read the stories several times and were being asked to read them again.  Having 

seen no apparent transformation in their grades or academic standing, they limited their 

participation. 

 This example was also evidence of schooling in New Orleans charter schools.  

The school’s funding from both governmental and private agencies was determined by 

benchmarks measured through testing.  This created a high-pressure environment in 

which students either responded through stress or further disengagement.  Students who 

chose the latter were generally deemed troublemakers and spent time in detention or 

suspension.  They were being socialized to perform or suffer disciplinary consequences. 

                                                
19 In chapter V, we will see another instance of students’ disapproving response to testing. 
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DISENGAGEMENT AS A CHALLENGE TO SCHOOLING 
 
One is only left to wonder what societal roles the students at Henson were being 

prepared for.  As the Families and Friends of Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children point out, 

it seemed as if the school was more concerned with discipline through suspension and 

expulsion than with a healthy and productive learning environment (FFLIC 2010).  The 

school’s virtues of “critical thinking, responsible citizenry, and positive community 

leadership” seemed to appear on paper, but not in practice. 

One could offer a critique that two Black people led a majority-Black staff at 

Henson Academy and thus dismiss my claim of the prevailing white supremacist animus.  

On the surface, this may appear to be a valid critique, but upon closer analysis, we come 

to see that these principals were operating within the context of a larger system.  Again, 

their jobs were contingent upon success rates as determined by the government and other 

funding agencies.  As such, their ability to act independently of that system—if they 

wanted to or not—was limited.  Furthermore, New Schools for New Orleans, the white-

led organization that provided professional assistance and financial support, trained the 

principals for leadership.  Inevitably, this training would reflect the political aims of the 

organization.  Similarly, the majority Black staff came either through personal 

relationships with the principals or through Teach for America, another white-led 

organization pushing a particular vision for the education of “underserved communities.” 

I’ve discussed that, through various means, Black people in the United States are 

socialized to uphold the status quo.  The principal’s immediate challenge of my 
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suggestion to use culturally relevant literature with Black students, preferring white 

authors be used, confirms this.  A school’s direction is largely determined by its 

leadership.  When a school’s leadership is determined by those in power, it follows that 

that school will affirm that structure.  This is the function of schooling. 

 Schooling, however, is not an uncontested process.  Disengagement itself is a 

contestation of the process of schooling, whereby students, consciously or unconsciously, 

remove themselves—psycho-emotionally or physically.  On one level, it’s students 

performing poorly on reading assessments.  On another level, it’s students dropping out 

of school.  In this sense, disengaging students are challenging the schooling process.   

This begs a question: wherein lies the social problem of Black disengagement?  If 

the schooling of Black people in the United States serves to perpetuate a power structure 

that marginalizes us, then it would seem to be a natural act of self-preservation to remove 

ourselves.  Of course, The New York Times (Ekholm 2006), as a flagship publication of 

the establishment media, has a vested interest in the maintenance of the current structure, 

and thus views Black disengagement as potentially disruptive.  For those of us, however, 

who do not share this interest, increased disengagement represents a source of hope.   

I must quickly clarify this point, however.  I am not arguing that disengagement in 

and of itself is positive.  In fact, taken alone, I believe it to be quite negative. A Black 

student who drops out of school, for instance, is left with idle time and limited social 

options.  Unfortunately, this too easily lends itself to behaviors that threaten the well-

being of other Black people (Fanon 1963; Wilson 1991).  Its hope, however, lies in the 

potential for re-engaging into culturally affirming and community-empowering 
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institutions.  In other words, disengagement from the mainstream is a vital first step 

towards the construction of healthy and empowered individuals and communities.   

Of course, this requires institutions into which people may re-engage, an issue we 

will take up in the following chapter.  The case of brother Kamal and his mother, Mama 

Tamieka, speaks to this process. 

BROTHER KAMAL 
 

During my time at Henson, I met Kamal, a 15-year-old sophomore.  In the spring, 

he was one of my hurdling athletes.  The following fall, he was a student at Kamali 

Academy.  Kamal was dissatisfied with the level of education offered at Henson.  He 

describes the place as: 

…basically an environment where I would just basically sit down in the 
class, they’ll throw work at you, and the teachers would go sit down.  
They wouldn’t explain how the work is.  They’d just put on a slide show 
and just flip through different slides, and if you didn’t get it, you wouldn’t 
learn about it.  And also, like, most of the times that you’d be in the class 
and everything, you wouldn’t feel like you were actually learning stuff 
(Kamal, interview, 10/7/2011). 

 
His mother agrees: 
 

When I asked him what has he learned, because usually when he comes 
home I ask him, “Well, what did you do today?  What did you learn 
today?  Tell me something you did.”  And he can’t really tell me what it is 
he’s doing at the school.   

Then when I go to the school, the report card that they’re giving 
does not justify the work that they’re giving--if that’s making any sense 
(Mama Tamieka, interview, 11/8/2011). 

 
Kamal echoed this latter sentiment about his own work.   
 

Or if you got your grades back you wouldn’t feel that you actually earned 
those grades.  Like, you would work hard and do all these different things, 
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but you wouldn’t get the—get the grade, you know, you felt like you 
deserved, or the grade that you feel like “I put in the hard work to do this.”  
At most times, I’d just sit back and do nothing and then I’ll keep getting 
C’s over and over and over and I’d be like, “How am I getting these 
grades and I didn’t do anything?”  And then when I tried, I still—I got C’s 
and a B, showing that I improved a little bit, instead of actually doing a 
lot.  I mean, I actually tested that theory for myself: did nothing for one 
semester and then did a whole bunch of different stuff, and I only 
improved—it only showed that I improved 20%, when I was actually 
doing nothing for one semester and then did something for the rest 
(Kamal, interview, 10/7/2011). 

 
Ogbu (2003) speaks of “low effort syndrome,” which he defines as the inadequate 

expenditure of time and effort on schoolwork, as one of the factors affecting Black 

student achievement.  Kamal offers insight as to why he limits his participation.  After 

noticing his efforts did not greatly alter his grades, he chooses not to expend energy on 

something that will go unrewarded.  He also noticed that this was a structural 

phenomenon.  

… I started noticing they was changing grades and stuff.  
[What you mean?] 
The teachers were—every time you sit down with the teachers and talk 
with the teachers and everything, every single teacher would be like, 
“Yeah, but it’s strange how I send the grades out one way and they come 
back another way.”  Because, I know, [the principal’s] son, he didn’t even 
really care about what he taught anymore because they would change the 
grades so much… 

And you also had [another teacher]20, with the glasses and 
everything.  He said he thought he was gonna be going there to teach 
students and everything and inspire them to reach new levels and stuff like 
that, but he said as soon as he got there, it just wasn’t all the things he was 
promised (Kamal, interview, 12/15/2011).  
 

                                                
20 This teacher was a Black Teach for America Fellow who had graduated from Dartmouth the spring 
before arriving at Henson. 
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Funding for the charter schools was based on a head count at the beginning of the 

year and test scores at the end of the year.  Over the course of my year at Henson, I 

noticed that students, particularly my students, were disappearing in a trickle.  At the end 

of the year, however, that trickle became a torrent.  Kamal confirms why.   

 
So [the principal of the high school] would either be like, “You know 
what?  I’ma suspend you for doing thus and so.” Like, we would all be 
talking for a while and everything at lunch, and then he’d be like, “you 
talking too loud.  Go to the office.”  And the office would be like—they 
would send you home.  [He] would be like “I’m not playing with ya’ll.”  
Like that.  He would always get angry for no apparent reason and be like 
“I’m not playing with ya’ll.  As soon as ya’ll do one thing and ya’ll go 
into my office, ya’ll going home.”21 
[This was around LEAP time or all year?] 
Around LEAP time (Kamal, interview, 12/15/2011). 

 
Of course, suspension and expulsion were not the only methods used. 

 
They would tell certain students, like, they would tell them not to show up 
for the LEAP, or they would just come out of nowhere and suspend them 
for no apparent reason…Yeah, they would tell kids not to come to school 
and everything.  They skipped school and then wouldn’t count it against 
them. 
[Who would tell them this?] 
Oh, the principal.  The principal and the coaches would tell them.  [The 
junior high principal] would tell the sixth graders and everything, and [the 
high school principal], he would actually tell the older kids, the high 
school students, because he ran the high school (Kamal, interview, 
12/15/2011). 

 
At the end of his sophomore year, Kamal’s mother pulled him out of Henson Academy.  

In addition to her dissatisfaction with the education offered, she was concerned about 

some negative changes she noticed in her son, particularly “his whole attitude.  His 

                                                
21 Jordan Flaherty, a New Orleans-based journalist, provides one example of a New Orleans charter school 
that suspended a quarter of its senior class for “singing” (Flaherty 2011). 
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personality completely changed.  He started being much more aggressive.  And I 

understand he was reaching that maturity level, becoming a young man, you know, but he 

was becoming a little too aggressive in the way he was dealing with things” (Mama 

Tamieka, interview, 11/8/2011). 

 Kamal’s mother, Mama Tamieka, like the other parents at Kamali, found 

schooling to be inappropriate and unacceptable for her child.  

I put him in that—that environment because I thought that those 
instructors, most of them being firm and they’re males, it could be, you 
know a good positive role model for him.  But, it didn’t turn out to be that 
way (Mama Tamieka, interview, 11/8/11). 

 
That fall, she enrolled him in Kamali Academy. 
 

LEFT OUT OF THE DEBATE 
 
The U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said that Hurricane Katrina was 

“the best thing that happened to the educational system in New Orleans,” as it provided 

an opportunity to reform the failing system.  In the 7 years since the storm, the city has 

been overtaken by charter schools, which serve the overwhelming majority of New 

Orleans public school students.  Approximately 90% of these students are Black (Institute 

on Race and Poverty 2010; New Schools for New Orleans 2010).  Duncan’s comments 

echo those of educational reform critics across the country (and even globe) who sing the 

praises of the city’s efforts.22 

                                                
22 Paul Vallas was the Superintendant of the Recovery School District from 2007-2008.  Since his tenure, 
he has been hired as a consultant in post-earthquake Haiti (Flaherty 2010). 
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 Since the storm, test scores have slightly increased, as have graduation rates.  But 

as Jordan Flaherty suggests, part of the improved results could be related to funding.  Pre-

Katrina, New Orleans was one of the lowest funded school systems in the country.  Since 

the storm, foundations such as Rockefeller, Ford, Soros, and Walton have contributed 

millions of dollars to the city’s charter schools.  One would naturally expect a system to 

function better when they are working with better funding and facilities (Flaherty 2010). 

Furthermore, one must also ask if improved test scores are the true mark of 

achievement.  The parents of Kamali Academy didn’t think so.  For them, the issue was 

not one of numbers, but of the type of education their children were receiving and the 

environment in which it took place.  Teaching children how to prepare for a high-stakes 

test does not necessarily translate to a practical knowledge that fosters healthy and 

productive citizens.  They found New Orleans charter schools unacceptable for their 

children, with their primary concerns being violence, overcrowded classrooms, and the 

absence of an education that “looks like them” (Baba Ali, interview with author, 

1/12/2012). Beyond that, they were largely unimpressed with the overall performance of 

these schools, as the graduation rates were still well below desirable (Vanacore 2011). 

 My concern here is less with the public vs. charter debate in New Orleans and 

more with what this debate obfuscates.  Black students and parents (those most intimately 

impacted by these systems) were and are not active participants in the decision-making 

processes of either case.  The allegedly democratically elected school board in place 

before the state took over was wrought with corruption and nepotism.  After the storm, 

largely white-run, non-profit organizations from across the country were given millions 
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of dollars to design “best practices” in urban education, using New Orleans as a carte 

blanche from which to launch a revolution in school reform.  In both situations, Black 

students were reduced to bodies functioning as currency in a larger system of profit.  In 

this sense, Hurricane Katrina has marked a continuation of the city’s disaster landscape, 

as opposed to an aberration.  That is, both before and after the storm, New Orleans was 

and continues to be characterized by a white supremacist animus that acts to deny Black 

people access to power over the institutions that govern their lives.  Consequently, some 

Black students and parents in the Crescent City are disengaging.  

Ogbu tends to use Black American student disengagement as evidence of the 

absence of a desire/will to succeed (Ogbu 2003).  Through his “low effort syndrome” and 

its relative “norm of minimum effort,” he argues that Black American students, through 

their oppositional approach, essentially count themselves out.  This, along with several 

other “community forces,” is responsible for low achievement among Black students.  

 Of course, the major assumption here is that students should want to be engaged 

in the schooling process.  As I have demonstrated, for Black students in particular, 

schooling represents a site of alienation from one’s self and culture.  In the classroom, 

they are compelled to assume a value system that identifies them as the other/inferior.  

They are inculcated with a set of norms that demonstrate their collective and individual 

powerlessness in society, which they are forced to accept.  Should they fail to accept 

these norms, they are disciplined accordingly.  Furthermore, the ostensible benefits of the 

schooling process have proven themselves to be greatly limited.  Primary and secondary 

public education, particularly in underserved and impoverished areas, is not furnishing 
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students prepared to enter into an increasingly competitive (and global) job market and 

excel.  In fact, when nearly half of the adult population of New Orleans, a majority Black 

city, cannot read beyond an elementary school level, it becomes clear that this education 

system is not even furnishing literate citizens (Cooper 2008; Morelli 2008). 

Ogbu brushes over the system forces of his theory to place the primary location of 

poor student achievement within the Black community itself.  In the process, he fails to 

acknowledge that system forces influence community forces.  The “oppositional culture” 

of Black people has not been created out of thin air.  Rather, it has developed over 

centuries of enslavement, suffering, and oppression at the hands of mainstream white 

culture.  Black students notice this and respond accordingly.  Granted, not all students 

respond the same, but there are certainly general trends whereby Black students 

disengage to a greater or lesser extent.  Whether or not they are fully conscious of their 

behaviors and can articulate the reasoning behind their actions is not as important as the 

fact that a stance is being taken, even if that stance is not always the most productive.   

 

This chapter gave particular attention to the case of Kamal and his mother, as they 

come to represent a course of action taken by each of the students and parents of Kamali.  

When confronted with a schooling process that did not serve their interests, they 

disengaged.  They did not stop there, however.  They sought a productive institution that 

fostered a community into which they could re-engage.  By so doing, they were partaking 

in a practice shared by African people around the globe, a practice that spans both time 

and space: maroonage. 
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Chapter III: The Many Faces of Maroonage 

 
To better understand the phenomenon of Black disengagement, it is vital to 

discuss it within the context of a cultural tradition among African people that is both 

trans-generational and trans-spatial: maroonage.  Historically, maroonage refers to the 

process through which African peoples escaped from the plantation complex as a means 

of re-establishing autonomy and collective well-being.  This necessarily includes the 

restoration of an African humanity challenged by the plantation complex.  At its height, 

maroonage culminated in the formation of maroon societies, also known as quilombos, 

mocambos, palenques, cumbes, ladeiras, mambises, et cetera (Price 1996), or 

communities brought together by their insistence upon maintaining self-determination 

and, subsequently, refusing to submit to oppression.  My interest is in the excavation of a 

concept of maroonage as an African cultural tradition rooted in the past, but not restricted 

to it.  In other words, I am looking to move maroonage from the historical to the trans-

historical by identifying central elements of this tradition and how those elements 

manifest themselves as lived practice.  To do this, I give attention to maroonage’s 

processual nature.  

Maroonage is an African cultural tradition in that it has grown out of the 

experiences, histories, and struggles of African people and has both informed and been 

shaped by the worldviews they carried. Kobi Kambon defines worldview as “the distinct 

unifying cosmological, ontological, epistemological and axiological principles 

representing a racial-cultural group's natural cultural (conceptual) orientation, outlook or 
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perspective on and construction of reality" (Kambon in Jones 2004: 74).  He continues, 

“the conceptual framework of culture, our worldview system…determines how we 

perceive and respond to the various phenomena that characterize the ongoing process of 

everyday existence within our culture” (Kambon in Jones 78).  For Africans whose 

everyday existence included confrontation with a genocidal plantation complex, 

maroonage becomes an option informed by deep-rooted cosmological, ontological, 

epistemological, and axiological commitments (Ani 1997; Kambon 1992).   

There are two general trends within the English language scholarship on maroons.  

The first is its metaphorical deployment found most prevalently in Caribbean literature 

(Mahabir 2003; Lalla 1996).  Poet, cultural critic, and anthropologist Kamau Brathwait 

(1974) views maroonage as “the survival rhythm from which…transformation may 

proceed.”  The maroon is the venerated hero, warrior, and ancestral figure, the cultural 

forbearer of the current Afro-Caribbean who is marked by resilience, survival, 

resourcefulness, and innovation alongside ancestral guidance and tragic warriorhood 

(James 2002).  In tandem with this is Carolyn Cooper’s reading of the maroon woman.  

She identifies maroon leader Nanny as “the prototype of all less celebrated, unnamed 

Maroon women who excelled at both the domestic arts of nurturance and the military arts 

of survival.  Maroon women, as much as men, were warriors actively defending their 

communities” (Cooper in Agorsah 1994: 117).  

Conversely, Cynthia James characterizes the maroon narrative as consisting of 

“feelings of abandonment, exile, isolation, and withdrawal; lawlessness, plunder, and 

piracy; the plantation; slavery; domination;...a sense of historylessness and 
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dispossession...betrayal and revenge; an ambivalent relationship with the past, with the 

past home and with the adopted home as loved places, lost places, and places of 

hurt...dystopia and defilement; and a tendency to license and abuse" (James 2002: 15).  

While James goes on to list some positive markers (heightened sense of warriorhood; a 

desire to make history or to write oneself into history; and a desire to establish order out 

of disorder and to invent the world afresh), there appears to be a subtle conflation of 

"maroon" with "slave" in that she seems to suggest the maroon as a tragic hero, a lonely 

individual confronted by a world predicated on her or his enslavement.  There is no 

acknowledgment of maroonage as a desired goal of the enslaved, rather a tragic lot that 

can only be overcome through integration into the mainstream society. 

 A second trend is found amongst historians and anthropologists who view 

maroonage as a series of isolated incidents relegated to the past (Bilby 2006: Price 1996, 

2002);23 a historical phenomenon executed by a few unique bands of rebels who operated 

outside of any distinct cultural milieu. “Maroons” are separated from the process that 

created them: maroonage.  As such, this literature fails to effectively identify a concept of 

maroonage that would help us better understand its historical ubiquity and contemporary 

relevance.  There is no examination of its philosophy, or even its cultural logic.  What are 

its guiding epistemologies?  What are its cosmological imperatives? 

This leads us to a third trend that appears in Brazilian literature and is very helpful 

in assisting us expand our concept of maroonage.  It views the process of maroonage as 

                                                
23 These authors do devote attention to the study of contemporary maroon descendents.  They do is in a 
way that highlights specific groups, continuing to obscure the grander phenomenon of maroonage.   
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“a counter-acculturative phenomenon of rebellion against…the imposed life by the 

official society and the restoration of ancient values” (Carneiro in Moura 2001).  More 

than this, it places maroonage in a global African historical and cultural context 

(Nascimento 1980; Moura 2001, 1987; Ratts 2006).  This third trend, maroonage as 

process, is of most use to this study. 

In this chapter, I discuss maroonage as a cultural tradition global African people 

have mobilized to construct autonomous communities through disengagement and re-

engagement.  After presenting a general sketch of maroonage, I examine the work of 

Clóvis Moura and Abdias do Nascimento who offer an expanded view of maroonage as a 

continuum and patrimony, respectively.  From here, I emphasize both the processual and 

trans-historical nature of maroonage in order to provide a framework of analysis for the 

historical and contemporary efforts Black people have made towards autonomous 

community construction.   

 
Maroonage involves escape and rejection, resistance and pursuit, all in dialectical 

relationship with the dominant structure.  It necessitates a deviation from the norm in 

search of alternative community (Lalla 1996: 3).  As process, marronage includes 

“withdrawal, displacement, exile, and isolation on the one hand but involves resistance, 

endurance, and survival on the other…The maroon’s definitive action is withdrawal from 

the mainstream civilization as defined by others, into the wilderness, to make a last stand 

for freedom” (Lalla 1996: 2).  This “withdrawal, displacement, exile, and isolation” is 

self-imposed, for the true exile would be from the self were one to remain under the 
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plantation system.  Thus, physical exile from this system is done within a communal 

context through which a re-unification with the self may occur. 

Historically and contemporarily, maroonage speaks to the ways in which Black 

peoples, specifically in, but not limited to, the New World, construct forms of 

communities, spatially and/or psychologically, in which they engage in cultural, political, 

social, and/or economic practices autonomous of the dominant structure.  Maroonage is 

most commonly conflated with the historical “maroon communities,” one of its products.  

While I will delineate the two later on, it is an effective place to begin. 

Maroon communities do not simply represent a separation from the plantation 

complex, although this is not of negligible importance; they demonstrate the creation of a 

safe and sacred space, free from external determination and domination in which the 

maroon community can effectively exercise autonomy.  More vitally, they represent a 

collective understanding that the complete and uninhibited well-being of its members 

cannot be met within the current social order.  As such, they worked to develop and foster 

a new society based on their specific values, needs, traditions, and desires. 

In form, maroon communities were amorphous, taking on different shapes and 

structures depending upon the particular climate, both politically and geologically, in 

which they found themselves.  One thing that remained constant, however, was the goal 

of:  

…a territory in which the relations between people had no other hierarchy 
except that which was necessary to defend what united them: freedom.  
The status of prestige…was granted collectively to those who accepted the 
mandate of community: to defend it, organize it, and protect it…all 
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forming a unit that guaranteed the internal harmony capable to…unite its 
forces against invaders (Moura 1987: 104). 
 

These communities are generally classified in two categories: grand maroonage 

and petite maroonage.24   

GRAND MAROONAGE 
 
Richard Price defines Grand Maroonage as “marronage on the grand scale, with 

individual fugitives banding together to create independent communities of their own, 

that struck directly at the foundations of the plantation system, presenting military and 

economic threats that often taxed the colonists to their very limits” (Price 1996: 3). This 

refers to the great maroon societies of Nannytown, San Basílio, and countless others, both 

known and unknown. 

Neil Roberts offers a similar definition when he writes that grand maronage is 

“the purposive mass flight of individuals from slavery to form an autonomous community 

of freedom emphasizing geographic isolation, rejection of the life and ideals of property 

associated with the slavery regime, and avoidance of any sustained state of war through 

compacts, treaties, and negotiations for political recognition” (Roberts 2007: 215).   

Robert’s general sketch is accurate.  However, I take issue with the “avoidance of 

any sustained state of war.”  Not only is this imprecise,25 it paints a conciliatory picture of 

                                                
24 Anthropologist Richard Price is, perhaps, the most renowned (English-speaking) scholar on 

maroon societies.  His Maroon Societies: Rebel Slave Communities in the Americas (1996 [1973]) presents 
a hemispheric sketch of various maroon formations throughout the Americas, comprised of primary and 
secondary documents that span centuries.  The work is broken into six geographical regions (the Spanish 
Americas, the French Caribbean, the United States, Brazil, Jamaica, and the Guianas) and is given cohesion 
by Price’s introductory essay and brief passages introducing each section. 
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maroonage that is contradicted by ample historical evidence (Agorsah 1994; Carey 1969; 

Kopytoff 1978).  There are strong points to Robert’s definition, however.  His 

observation that “grand marronage’s emphasis on the community centers attention on the 

realm of intersubjectivity and how persons imagining freedom relate with one another” 

(Roberts 221), is particularly relevant to our discussion.  This reflects an understanding of 

the non-existence of an isolated freedom.  By extension, it suggests a view of life itself as 

a communal process. 

Daniel Sayers identifies two trends within grand maroonage: extralimital and 

intralimital.  Extralimital maroonage involves individuals or small groups of enslaved 

Africans who fled from the conditions of slavery to areas where slavery was not present, 

(neighboring countries, polities, or areas occupied by sovereign indigenous groups).  

Intralimital maroonage, on the other hand, refers to instances of maroons settling in 

remote locales (e.g., swamps, forests, etc.) as well as in well-population areas where 

anonymity was possible (e.g., urban areas) (Sayers 2004: 436). 

Cases of the Dismal Swamp in the United States (Love 1998; Orser 98; Robinson 

1997) and the various urban Quilombos of Brazil (Gomes 2010; Moura 2001; Reis 1995) 

represent intralimital maroonage.  Of the latter, historian João José Reis writes, “the city 

was surrounded by mobile quilombos and religious meeting places; if destroyed in one 

place, they reappeared elsewhere, nourished as they were by the uninterrupted stream of 

slaves capitalizing on the relative freedom of urban slavery” (Reis 1995: 41).  The 

                                                                                                                                            
25 Palmares, for instance, fought the Portuguese and Dutch for nearly a century (Moura 2001; Price 1996).  
The maroons of Haiti were also instrumental in the success of the Haitian Revolution (Carruthers 1985; 
Fick 1990; James 1989). 
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concept of an intralimital maroonage widens our scope from the hills, mountains, 

swamps, and forests, to include our own backyards. 

PETITE MAROONAGE 
 
Petite maroonage is another general category of maroonage, so common, 

according to Richard Price (1996), as to be accepted as part of the dominant 

system.  Price defines petite maroonage as a “repetitive or periodic truancy with 

temporary goals such as visiting a relative or lover on a neighboring plantation” 

(Price 1996: 3). While there were certainly cases of this, this definition is 

somewhat limited in its reductionism, particularly with its use of the term 

“truancy.”  It removes these acts from a larger, communal context and diminishes 

the motives of those involved.26   

Haile Gerima’s 1993 film Sankofa offers a particularly powerful depiction 

of petite maroonage.  In it, “secret societies” sneak off into the caves to meet with 

field hands from neighboring plantations as well as “free folks from up in the 

hills” who “done run away up in the hills and lived like free people.”  At these 

meetings, participants plot rebellions, take inventory of armaments, and conduct 

spiritual and initiation ceremonies, among other things.  

These covert meetings of the enslaved, petite maroonage, took place in 

preparation for many of the major revolts throughout the Americas, among which 

are the Haitian Revolution, the uprising of the Malês, the respective rebellions of 

                                                
26 For a full and in-depth critique of Price’s concept of maroonage and the maroons, see Johnson 2009. 
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Nat Turner and Gabriel Prosser, and numerous others, again, both known and 

unknown (Carruthers 1985; James 1989, 1995; Reis 1995; Robinson 1997).  Of 

course, petite maroonage did not always culminate in rebellion.  Sometimes it 

served the purposes of a temporary respite from the horrors of the plantation, an 

opportunity for enslaved Africans to commune with one another on their own 

terms.  As with maroonage writ large, petite maroonage is a communal process. 

BEYOND THE PAST 
 
These categories of grand and petite maroonage, while consistent 

throughout the literature and useful for tracing a general sketch, are a bit too rigid 

for our purposes and must be expanded.  As Gerima demonstrates, there are more 

nuances that cannot be accounted for in cut and dry binaries.  This is important in 

the effort for a transhistorical maroonage because, by understanding the 

process/manifestations in a historical context, one can identify it contemporarily.  

The idea of maroonage and the image of the maroon have often been used 

in many other ways.  Caribbean literature, for instance, often employs the concept 

to identify regional cultural origins (Cooper in Agorash 1994; James 2002; Lalla 

1996).  Kamau Brathwaite often speaks of “psychological maroonage” as a site of 

resistance within the Caribbean consciousness (Brathwaite 1974; Brathwaite in 

Agorsah 1994).  This is, in several ways, related to William Santiago-Valles’ idea 

of “intellectual maroons” (Santiago-Valles 1997).  While the latter refers 

specifically to groups of African-diasporic, anti-colonial intellectuals in the 20th 
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century, both speak to a sort of epistemic maroonage, whereby knowledge itself 

becomes a contested terrain. 

Brazil’s movimento negro (Black Movement) often identifies itself as 

inheriting the legacy of the maroons, or quilombolas, a source of both cultural 

pride and a symbol of resistance.  This strong legacy of maroonage has also 

birthed an intellectual tradition that calls upon itself, its history of struggle, and its 

indigenous wisdom to identify, address, and correct the social ills plaguing Black 

people in Brazil and throughout the diaspora.  

MOURA’S QUILOMBAGEM 
 
In “Quilombagem as an Expression of Radical Protest,” Clóvis Moura (2001) sets 

out, as its title suggests, to analyze the radical nature of the process of maroonage.  He 

writes, “Historically, the quilombo will appear as a unit of protest and social experience, 

of resistance and a reworking of the [enslaved’s] social and cultural values in all aspects 

in which the latifundist-slave society manifested itself.  It was its counterpart of negation. 

(Moura 2001: 103).   

Moura begins by establishing maroonage as, what Edison Carneiro calls, a 

“dialectical synthesis” (Carneiro in Moura 2001: 18).  By the very act of escape, the 

enslaved, as the physical and ideological currency upon which the plantation complex 

operates, undermines said system, and in so doing demonstrates “a total negation of 

his/her existential…universe” (Moura 103).  Moura takes this a step further by 

proclaiming that:  
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The interior of the quilmbola27 had, for this reason, as a permanent unit the 
desire to preserve the freedom gained when he/she objectively and 
subjectively denied the slave order and consequently his/her condition as a 
slave. He/she was, therefore, a being for his/herself on a level which 
he/she recognized and rediscovered in the denial of this order. But his/her 
substantiation expressed itself in the negation of the order (Moura 2001: 
104). 

 
Through escaping, therefore, the maroon becomes a human being.   
 

While useful, this is not Moura’s most intriguing argument.  His interest extends 

into the larger process in which this being is engaged, a process that he calls 

quilombagem, or the continuum of quilombos across the social history of slavery (Moura 

108).  This process begins with the rebellion of the enslaved African, protesting against 

his/her condition.  When said African escapes, he/she enters the second phase, which is 

characterized by the “socialization of this sentiment of protest” and the consequent 

organization with other escaped Africans (Moura 103).   

Moura’s broad approach allows us to understand this phenomenon across both 

space and time.  He writes,  

…the quilombo transformed itself into a social, cultural, economic, and 
political continuum during the term of the slave system: quilombagem.  It 
doesn’t interest us, for this purpose, the factual analysis of the victory or 
defeat of this or that isolated quilombo, but the analysis of quilombagem 
as a continuum of permanent deterioration of the social, cultural, political, 
and economic forces of slavery and its values.  And it is exactly this 
continual and permanent process of deterioration that gives quilombagem 
a level of revolutionary resistance because it destroyed or corroded, 
through permanent deterioration, the stability and efficiency of the system 
at its foundation: production (Moura 2001: 108). 

 

                                                
27 Maroon 
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Again, this broad approach allows Moura to deduce certain consistencies across maroon 

formations, the central one being the collective organization for “social resistance” 

(Moura 105).  This grows into a concept that he refers to as “Quilombola Power,” which 

is: 

…an intermittent power that restructured and reproduced itself 
historically: reworking features of African cultures, using the lived 
experience as the enslaved in the system, and elaborating defense tactics in 
the face of the violence imposed by said system.  This power has contact 
points that overlap, meet, and repeat throughout the quilombo experience.  
Zumbi, Ambrósio, Preto Cosme, and other quilombo leaders were 
different in geographical and historical space, but articulated themselves in 
a continuum of the deterioration of slavery (Moura 2001: 114). 

 
His focus within this process is different from ours in that his primary concern 

with studying maroonage is with its confrontational nature, as an act of protest.  It 

certainly was in that its very existence challenged the prevailing racial 

capitalist/imperialist order as it sought to create a new society centered on the well-being 

of all of its members.  By physically removing themselves, these Africans were removing 

the very base upon which this system constituted itself.  By ideologically disengaging, 

they were disrupting the foundational and anti-African epistemologies and methods of the 

plantation.   

Our concern, however, is with maroonage as a constructive process.  This is to 

say that, while the destruction of the dominant (in this case racial capitalist/imperialist) 

structure was necessary, insofar as it threatened the maroons’ collective well-being, 

maroonage was not primarily a response to the plantation complex, for that was merely 

the matrix in which this struggle took place.  Inside the collective maroon spirit existed “a 
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permanent…yearning to conserve the conquered freedom” (Moura 2001: 105).  The 

maroons’ quest for autonomy through maroonage was most fundamentally about the 

maroons themselves. 

Moura’s analyses, particularly his broad approach to quilombagem and his 

Quilombola Power, significantly broaden our understanding of maroonage.  More than a 

series of isolated events, maroonage is a process in which African people particpated 

throughout the Americas and the world.28  Beyond that, we see a separation between 

quilombagem/maroonage and the quilombo/maroon formation.  The former is a process 

and practice, while the latter is its product.   

While these typologies and understandings are very useful in helping us better 

conceptualize maroonage, they fall short of our trans-historical project by relegating 

maroonage to the past.  That is, they do very well in helping us understand maroonage as 

a historical act of a bygone era (namely chattel slavery), made most explicit by Moura’s 

claim that “quilombagem ended with slavery” (Agorsah 1994; Bilby 2006; Bilby & 

Steady 1981; Corzo 2003; Dallas 2002; Datta & Porter 1971; Honychurch 1995; 

Kopytoff 1978; Landers 1999; Moura 2001; Mulroy 1993; Price 1996; Price 2002; 

Robinson 1969; Thompson 2006; Vansina 1996).  Nascimento assists us in understanding 

maroonage as a practice that has extended beyond the past. 

                                                
28 In the same book as Moura’s essay is a piece by Kabengele Munanga, entitled “The Origin and History 
of the Quilombo in Africa,” which details the existence of quilombos on the continent.  Furthermore, in Ayi 
Kwei Armah’s masterpiece, 2000 Seasons (2000), he illustrates several examples of maroonage on the 
African continent during the era European slave raiders. 
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QUILOMBISMO 
 

In his landmark essay, “Quilombismo: An Afro-Brazilian Political Alternative” 

(1980), Afro-Brazilian scholar, artist, and activist Abdias do Nascimento offers a political 

platform for Black liberation based in the theoretical model of the quilombos by calling 

for a “Quilombist National State” inspired by Palmares (Nascimento 1980: 168).  One of 

this text’s major accomplishments was the re-writing of Afro-Brazilian history in a way 

that centralized African peoples, thereby challenging the dominant historiography.  He 

asserts the need for “a scientific theory inextricably welded to our historical practice, that 

can effectively contribute to Black people’s liberation from centuries of inexorable 

extermination” (Nascimento: 161).  This theory is Quilombismo. 

 Nascimento quickly clarifies that “Quilombo does not mean escaped slave, as the 

conventional definitions say.  It means fraternal and free reunion, or encounter; solidarity, 

living together, existential communion” (Nascimento : 161), whose “pivotal focal point is 

the human being, as actor and subject (not merely as passive object, as in the Western 

scientific tradition), within a worldview and a conception of life in which science 

constitutes one among many other paths of knowledge” (Nascimento: 162). Quilombismo 

is Pan-Africanist and anti-imperialist.  It understands that the liberation of all oppressed 

peoples can only occur through waging struggles rooted in their historical experiences.   

For African people, this culminates in the construction of a society founded on principles 

of justice, equality, and respect for all human beings (Nascimento: 160).  Ultimately, 

“Quilombismo articulates the diverse levels of collective life whose dialectic interaction 
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proposes complete fulfillment and realization of the creative capacities of the human 

being” (Nascimento: 161). 

 Nascimento opens the text with an emphasis on “the urgent need of the Brazilian 

Black people to win back their memory, which has been systematically assaulted by 

Brazilian Western-inspired structures of domination for almost 500 years” (Nascimento 

141).  From here, he proceeds to re-write Black history from the pre-Columbian era.  

Injected therein is a legacy of Black consciousness.  Certainly, one of the virtues of this 

text is its emphasis on the need to define our reality on our own terms.  While he is 

speaking specifically to Black Brazilians, this is also relevant for Black people around the 

world who have suffered under a white supremacist global order that has sought and 

continues to seek to dehumanize and “thingify” African people through fabricated 

histories, stolen legacies, and chronic misrepresentation. 

 Nascimento’s Quilombismo gives us a lot to work with in terms of expanding our 

understanding and conceptualization of maroonage by placing it within an African 

cultural-historical continuum (Konadu 2004).  He demonstrates that because our struggle 

is rooted in our collective historical experiences, philosophies are formed through the 

dual process of reflection and action: praxis.  It is not theorization based off of an active 

imagination alone.  Instead, it is something real and lived; it is the critical examination of 

collective experience, motivated by a guiding set of principles, that informs theory; “it 

was the materials constructed from a shared philosophy developed in the African past and 

transmitted as culture, from which revolutionary consciousness was realized and the 

ideology of struggle formed” (Robinson 2000: 309).   
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 Beyond this, Nascimento approaches Quilombismo as an inherited cultural 

tradition, what he refers to as a “scientific historical-cultural concept” (Nascimento 158).  

He writes that “the Quilombos of the 16th, 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries left us a patrimony 

of Quilombist practice.  It is for the Black people of today to sustain and amplify the 

Afro-Brazilian culture of resistance and affirmation of our truth” (Nascimento 161).  This 

patrimony, I argue, belongs to global African people.   

MAROONAGE AS CULTURAL TRADITION 
 

Edward Kamau Brathwaite roots this patrimony in culture, pointing out that:  
 

…people look at the achievements of Maroons & of slaves & of slave 
rebels but they do not see this achievement as an aspect of the culture 
from which the people come.  In other words we are invited to see 
maronage & slave revolt & African people survival as a kind of miracle & 
therefore quite inexplicable, when in fact the culture informs the 
achievement, (Brathwaite in Agorsah 1994: 120).   

 
This observation accurately calls attention to a major oversight in much of the literature 

on maroonage.  

In their groundbreaking essay, “An Anthropological Approach to the Afro-

American Past: A Caribbean Perspective” (1992), Richard Price and Sidney Mintz argue 

that African peoples were made anew through the middle passage and the process of 

slavery, concluding that the “New World it is, for those who became its peoples remade 

it, and in the process, they remade themselves” (Mintz and Price: 44).  Price and Mintz 

believe that Africans, taken from various cultural, linguistic, and regional groups, did not 

maintain a distinct culture, but rather were forced to forge a new one in the Americas.  

They emphasize the formation of new ways of life, cultures, and traditions that were 
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indigenous to the Americas, thus making them Afro-Americans.  The sources of these 

new ways of life were largely external, as evinced in Price’s insistence upon the central 

role of the indigenous peoples of the Americas.29  Unfortunately, we do not find any 

substantiation for the dismissal of a thesis of African origins. 

Mintz and Price base all of this on their limited and synchronic concept of culture, 

which they define as “a body of beliefs and values, socially acquired and patterned, that 

serve an organized group (a ‘society’)” (Mintz and Price: 4).  This is insufficient for our 

purposes.  African-centered scholars have paid particular attention to the development of 

a culture-concept that extends beyond tenuous racial constructions.  Nobles (1985) 

describes culture as “a set or sets of shared behavior and ideas which are symbolic, 

systematic, cumulative, and transmitted from generation to generation” (Nobles: 54).  

Culture presents a systematic way of ordering experience.  It is interconnected with ethos 

and worldview, the “collective emotional tone of a cultural group” and “the way in which 

a people interpret and understand their environment.”  In a phrase, “culture is ordered 

behavior” (Ani 1997: 4), acquired socially yes, but forged from and throughout history, 

for it is simultaneously “the fruit of a people’s history and a determinant of history” 

(Cabral 1973: 41).  

                                                
29 In the introductory essay to his Maroon Societies: Rebel Slave Communities in the Americas (1996), 
Richard Price does acknowledge that “maroons could and did look to Africa for deep-level organizational 
principles,” he quickly glosses over and reduces it to “naming their children…or systems of justice” (Price: 
28).  He mentions in passing that “the shared commitment to a ‘homeland’ ideology must have been the 
cement that allowed practices and beliefs from different areas to be incorporated more or less harmoniously 
into these developing systems” (Price: 28), but does not develop this.  Instead, he moves on to state that 
“however ‘African’ in character, no maroon social, political, religious, or aesthetic system can be reliably 
traced to a specific tribal provenience; they reveal, rather, their syncretistic composition, forged in the early 
meeting of peoples bearing diverse African, European, and Amerindian cultures in the dynamic setting of 
the New World” (Price: 29).  No further explanation is given (Johnson 2009). 



 103 

Bearing this understanding of culture—as a trans-generational composite of ways 

of thinking, feeling, and active (Nobles 1985)—in mind, it becomes possible that the 

methods used by enslaved Africans to navigate their new environments were developed 

and honed before they arrived in the New World.  In other words, the tools with which 

Africans negotiated their new world, their “grammatical principles” (Mintz and Price: 5), 

were previously developed cultural devices by which interpretations were informed and 

decisions made. 

Mintz and Price write “the term [culture] cannot be applied without some 

distortion to the manifold endowments of those masses of enslaved individuals, separated 

from their respective tribal and familial settings, who were transported, in more or less 

heterogeneous cargoes, to the New World” (Mintz and Price: 4).  This formulation 

removes the Africans in the “New World,” enslaved or maroons, from a larger history of 

cultural formation and interaction on the African continent that spans millennia (Diop 

1991, 1981; Armah 2006), interestingly enough echoing Anthropology’s long held 

conception of Africans as “people without a past” (Herskovitz 1964).  

 I am highlighting how the study of maroonage has largely been colored by 

certain political and emotional commitments that ultimately serve to maintain the status 

quo.30 The focus here is less about what particular African peoples made up what 

particular maroon societies, as opposed to an excavation of the organizing principles, the 
                                                
30 For evidence of this, we can look to the title of Price’s study, Maroon Societies: Rebel Slave 
Communities in the Americas.  By using the term “rebel slave communities,” Price affirms the ontological 
link between African and slave.  What does it take to no longer be a slave?  Maroons either escaped 
slavery, some of whom only a few hours after touching shore, or were born free, yet are still conceived of 
as “rebel slaves.”  While one could dismiss this oversight as a product of its era (the early 70’s), one cannot 
sustain this argument when speaking of the 1996 edition, released under the same title.  
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motivating logic of maroonage, not as a sudden act, a spontaneous movement spurred on 

by a singular set of events, but as a process of ongoing practices, as culture.  Much of the 

existing scholarship (in English) fails to treat maroonage as anything beyond a historical 

phenomenon.  There is no examination of its philosophy.  What are its guiding 

epistemologies?  What are its cosmological imperatives?  Enslaved Africans were not 

merely bodies, empty vessels into which the cultures, values, and mores of others could 

be poured.  As one scholar writes, “African labor brought its past with it, a past that had 

produced it and settled on it the first elements of consciousness and comprehension” 

(Robinson 2000: 122).  The very grounds from which enslaved Africans assessed and 

interpreted their New World environments were African, with its varied manifestations 

and regional idiosyncrasies.   This did not change because they were transported to 

foreign lands. 

The dismissal of the role or capabilities of African cultures and worldviews in 

enabling Africans to “make sense of their surroundings; make sense of life and of the 

universe” (Ani 1997: 4) reflects a particularly rigid view of culture as something static or 

incapable of adapting without maintaining its core values and principles.  This is the 

importance of understanding Ani’s formulation of ethos.  “It does not refer to ‘individual’ 

or idiosyncratic experience or response.  Ethos, like culture, is understood to refer to 

shared group reaction and group response” (Ani: 3).  In the instance of maroonage, the 

group response to a threatened well-being was and is collective flight in the sense that, 

even in instances of individual escape, a collective is sought.  When confronted with the 

new environment of an attempted enslavement that threatened the well-being of the 
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whole, it was the collective ethos and core organizing principles of African people that 

led them to the hills, swamps, forests, seas, etc., where the community could flourish.31  

Environment may influence the form of culture, but it does not alter the formula (Johnson 

2009).   

  
To return to Brathwaite’s quote, it suggests, and I agree, that maroonage is a 

cultural practice, as well as a social and political one.  Beyond this, in keeping with 

Nascimento’s “patrimony,” Brathwaite implies a tradition embedded in the culture of the 

maroons, the rebels, and African peoples throughout the globe. 

 Cedric Robinson refers to this as the Black Radical Tradition (Robinson 2000), 

identifying a “revolutionary consciousness that proceed[s] from [our] whole historical 

experience…and not merely from the social formations of capitalist slavery or the 

relations of production of colonialism” (Robinson 2000: 169).   This tradition, often, but 

not solely taking the form of maroonage, disengagement, and/or flight, is guided by an 

“epistemology [that] grant[s] supremacy to the metaphysics, not the material” (Robinson: 

169).  It is grounded in philosophies and cosmologies developed in an African homeland 

and honed through struggle across both space and time.  In the context of the racial 

capitalism of the modern world, this metaphysical grounding has allowed African peoples 

to “conserve their native consciousness of the world from alien intrusion, the ability to 

imaginatively re-create a precedent metaphysics while being subjected to enslavement, 

                                                
31 Other responses still demonstrated a shared ethos (Robinson 2001). 
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racial domination, and repression” (Robinson: 309), all the while laboring for what 

Robinson calls “ontological totality,” or complete being.  

The Black Radical Tradition is radical precisely because it is, down to its very rudiment, 

the opposite of the forces with which it has been at war (i.e., white supremacy, racial 

capitalism, etc.), further illustrated when Robinson writes “the evolution of black 

radicalism has occurred while it has not been conscious of itself as a tradition,”  

(Robinson: 169).  This would suggest that deep within the collective consciousness, 

African people have and continue to possess the cultural mechanisms that allow us to 

partake in this tradition, whether knowingly or not.  

MAROONAGE AS COMMUNITY BUILDING 
 
Maurice Bishop accurately observed, “the maroon is a traditional voluntary act of 

collective work” (Bishop 1986).  Maroonage occurs within a group context, as its 

ultimate goal is an autonomous community of well-being, and not the nominal “freedom” 

of an isolated individual.  This, I argue, is the historical difference between the runaway 

and the maroon.  The runaway only becomes a maroon when he/she joins a community of 

people engaged in constructive activities “outside” of the plantation complex.   

The ultimate goal of maroonage is an autonomous space in which the health and 

well-being of the whole can be achieved.  This “well-being” necessarily includes the 

restoration/protection of an African humanity challenged and undermined by a plantation 

complex committed to the objectification of African people in the pursuit of power and 

profit. This same language of “well-being” is employed by a movement of urban, 
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homeless people in Salvador, a city in the northeastern state of Bahia, Brazil.  The 

Movimento dos Sem-Teto de Salvador (MSTS)32 calls for “communidades de bem-viver,” 

or communities of well-being.  The MSTS is a majority Black organization, with Black 

women representing 70% of the membership.  Their slogan is “occupy, organize, resist” 

and they operate through the occupation of abandoned buildings in the center of the city, 

calling attention to the poor distribution of land and urban space (Johnson 2009). 

It is here, in the occupied buildings, that the MSTS seeks to build these 

communities of well-being.  They ask, “where can we evaluate, correct, and construct an 

internal regiment of conduct between the residents; where can we organize our brigades 

if not in the occupations (MSTS 2007)?”  We can see Carneiro’s dialectic at play (in 

Moura 2001).  The MSTS is attacking the system, on the one hand, by radically 

challenging the notions of space and private property, and on the other (and more 

primarily), they are building the type of community they feel can foster their well-being.  

But this is simply one form that maroonage has taken.  As a process, it is amorphous and 

shaped, in many ways, by the conditions under which it emerges. 

Because of the conflation of “maroonage” with “maroon societies,” the literature 

has come to be shaped by a particular vision of maroonage as the formation of a self-

sustaining and autonomous “community” in the geographically proximal sense of the 

word.  The over-emphasis on a misinterpreted grand maroonage as isolated phenomena 

and underemphasis on a petite maroonage too easily dismissed as a relatively harmless 

                                                
32 The Movement of Those Without Roof of Salvador 
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aspect of plantation life, lends itself to historical inaccuracy and limits the potential of the 

concept of maroonage.   

Historically speaking, grand maroonage developed where the socio-political-

geological conditions permitted and, consequently, manifested in the creation of a 

physical space in which maroon communities could work and live.  Petite maroonage, on 

the other hand, emerged in stricter environments and necessarily expressed a greater level 

of flexibility.  This does not mean, however, that it was always “small” or of less 

significance, as its name inaccurately suggests.  This community may have at times been 

spatially decentralized, but it was always united by a shared set of practices, values, and 

aspirations.  Maroonage is the process through which this community is both brought 

together and maintained. 

 
One of the means through which Black communities have sought autonomy is 

through the establishment of independent institutions.  Black Wall Street in Tulsa, 

Oklahoma, comes to mind, a successful Black business district established in the early 

1900s.  The post-emancipation Black townships that emerged throughout the US South 

and Midwest are other examples.  These institutions, although of finite duration, have 

served as spaces for community construction and illuminate a new aspect of maroonage.  

In the next chapter, I will explore the concept of institutional maroonage through a 

legacy of independent educational institutions, a legacy which Kamali Academy inherits. 
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Chapter IV: Institutional Maroonage: Theory and Practice 

 
In this chapter, I explore one particular manifestation of marooange to take shape 

in the United States roughly over the past 150 years: institutional maroonage.  I begin by 

sketching an outline of the concept and then develop it through the examination of 

several examples of such institutions.  In keeping with the theme of this study, I focus on 

independent educational institutions. 

This chapter serves three inter-related functions.  First, it articulates a new 

concept of institutional maroonage.  Second, it explores this concept across time through 

several models of educational institutions in the United States.  This allows us to see 

maroonage as a living tradition instead of an isolated series of events relegated to the 

past.  Lastly, it helps us better contextualize Kamali Academy, a contemporary 

independent African-centered educational institution.  

COMMUNITY AUTONOMY 
 
I would like to expand the previous chapter’s discussion on the typologies of 

maroonage to include a form that has largely taken shape in the post-emancipation era: 

institutional maroonage, or the formation and maintenance of independent, Black 

institutions that serve as spaces of community building.  The term “institution” in this 

instance refers to “any regular or orderly social interaction that acquires a normative 

character, and can hence be employed to meet recurrent needs” (Mintz and Price 1992: 

12). This new typology highlights maroonage as a process and illuminates aspects 
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previously overlooked, particularly with regards to space and community.  By 

establishing such institutions, African people could forge community autonomy within 

the dominant structure.  

Roberto Flores offers a working definition of community autonomy as “self-

empowerment with dual short- and mid-term purposes of taking care of immediate needs 

that have been neglected by ‘official’ government as well as to develop the grass root 

base” (Flores 1997).   For him, community autonomy includes “the ability…to take 

independent organized initiative on its social, cultural, economic, educational, and 

political affairs” (Flores 1999), through a process that necessitates the development and 

identification of community resources and strengthens relationships.  This is what Flores 

identifies as an asset-based model, whereby the community is seen as “a collective of 

resourceful and equal subjects” (Flores 1997). 

Flores acknowledges autonomy as serving short- and mid-term purposes, such as 

making provisions for government-neglected needs (Flores 1997).  Once a community 

can mobilize sufficient resources, it then has greater leverage when interacting with 

governmental forces and the broader society.  Most importantly, however, autonomy also 

serves “the long-term empowerment process through which communities develop 

themselves to bring about an eventual, total displacement or redefinition of government 

as we know it today” (Flores 1997).  In a move that at first appears contradictory, Flores 

points out that community autonomy does not seek to separate from any country or larger 

society.  He clarifies by highlighting that “Community Autonomy is a process and 
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method of integrating a community on its own dignified terms into a gradually redefined 

national project” (Flores 1999).   

I include this here as one possible option, a decision available to a self-

empowered and autonomous community.  Because community autonomy serves short- 

and mid-term purposes, the long-term aspirations are constantly forming and re-forming.  

As such, it is an indispensible element of institutional maroonage, meeting immediate 

needs (economic, political, social, cultural, educational), while simultaneously 

strengthening a grass root base. 

INSTITUTIONAL MAROONAGE 
 
One of institutional maroonage’s exemplar manifestations is the Underground 

Railroad.  From the start of the 19th century through the early 1860s, the Underground 

Railroad is estimated to have seen between 30,000 and 100,000 people out of the slave 

states of the US South.  The railroad extended to the Northeast reaching into Canada, the 

Mid-West, and even the western territories of the US (Sayers 2004). 

DuBois points out, “the organization is best known from the side of the white 

abolitionists who aided and sheltered the fugitives and furnished them means” (DuBois 

1907: 26).  However, as another author observes, “it was the intelligence, desire, and 

courage of the fugitive slaves themselves that jolted the Underground Railroad into 

movement” (Robinson 1997: 31).  DuBois agrees, writing, “the running away of slaves 

was too systematic to be accidental; without doubt there was widespread knowledge of 

paths and places and times for going” (DuBois 26). 
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Harriet Tubman is correctly celebrated for her heroic efforts, making numerous 

trips to the South to lead Africans out of the region’s explicit bondage.  However, as 

mainstream historiography often seeks to isolate and celebrate individuals, it obscures the 

historical reality that Tubman was part of a movement of Black rebels, returning to the 

South, not to uphold the virtues of American liberty, but to liberate African people.  

Mama Harriet was undoubtedly the greatest example of them all, but to paint her as the 

only one undermines the legacy she represents.  DuBois quotes an author writing at the 

time of the Underground Railroad’s operation: 

In the Canadian provinces there are thousands of fugitive slaves; they are 
the picked men of the Southern states, many of them are intelligent and 
rich and all of them are deadly enemies of the South; five hundred of them 
at least annually visit the slave states, passing from Florida to Harper’s 
Ferry on heroic errands of mercy and deliverance…Here obviously is a 
power of great importance for a war of liberation, (DuBois 1907: 26-27). 
 

Once formerly enslaved Africans participated in this collective act of their own liberation 

via the Underground Railroad, they became maroons.  Sometimes, they settled in small 

communities with other maroons (Sayers 2004).  Other times, they left the country “for 

the sake of having better chances for development’ (DuBois 32). 

My goal here is to highlight an example of maroonage through engagement with 

an institution.  The Underground Railroad was not a centralized location.  It was, instead, 

a series of networks, an ordered interaction fit to meet recurring needs.  Participants 

formed a community with people they had never previously met and would most likely 

not see again. All, however, were committed to a shared goal of freedom, a complete and 
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collective well-being that could not be fostered in the slave society of the South.  Many 

would find, unfortunately, that even in the North, this well-being was elusive.   

Throughout the 19th, 20th, and now 21st centuries, African peoples, specifically in 

the United States, have created and maintained a series of institutions with similar aims.  

While the cauldron has been a white supremacist society founded on enslavement, 

exclusion, and exploitation, the motives have been rooted in cultural values and 

principles expressed in tradition.  From social aid & pleasure clubs, benevolent societies, 

and churches, to insurance companies, community centers, and banks, Black people have 

formed co-operatives to foster communal well-being. 

For the purposes of this study, I will focus on independent educational 

institutions.  Just as education has long played a central role in the struggle for freedom, 

independent schools have also served as means of institutional maroonage. 

A LEGACY OF INDEPENDENT BLACK EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS 
 
Historian James Anderson points out that, “Indeed, a central theme in the history 

of the education of black Americans is the persistent struggle to fashion a system of 

formal education that pre-figured their liberation from peasantry” (Anderson 1988: 2-3).  

This is a vital observation in that it exposes Black people as historical agents in the 

design of our own formal educational processes.  This is not to suggest that we have not 

met resistance, for we certainly have, or that we’ve accomplished these goals, for we 

certainly have not.  It simply illustrates that this has been, and continues to be, a necessity 

for Black people.  Furthermore, it demonstrates the equation of education and liberation 
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and how this process has been intended to extend beyond the isolated individual and 

include the entire community.  In other words, one is not educated for one’s self, but for 

one’s community. 

Anderson’s observation is also important in that it explicates a larger history of 

struggle, not for integration and assimilation, but for independence and self-

determination.  Here, we examine several examples of institutional maroonage through 

the creation of independent educational institutions.  It is by no means exhaustive, but 

organized in such a way that it reveals a legacy, a tradition, that Kamali has inherited.   

DUBOIS AND A LEGACY OF CO-OPERATION 
 
In an obscure work entitled Economic Co-operation Among Negro Americans 

(1907), W.E.B. DuBois presents an in-depth study that spans centuries of Black efforts 

towards self-determination through the mobilization of their collective resources.  He 

writes, “we are studying the conscious effort in economic lines not, primarily, so far as 

individual effort is concerned, but so far as these efforts are combined in some sort of 

effort for mutual aid, that is: it is a matter of group co-operation that we have before us” 

(DuBois 1907: 11). 

 Although published relatively early in DuBois’ career, Economic Co-operation 

reveals the Pan-African allegiances he would develop throughout his life.  He begins by 

establishing the historical background of such cooperation, tracing it back to the various 

cultural practices found throughout the African continent.  In the context of the Americas, 

and particularly the United States, DuBois locates the church “or rather the organization 
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that went by the name of church” (DuBois 24) as central to co-operation.  It was here that 

Africans met, communed, and planned. 

 The bulk of the work meticulously details examples of cooperatives from the 18th 

century through the early 20th century.  These cooperatives fall into various categories 

(the Church, Schools, Beneficial and Insurance Societies, Secret Societies, Co-operative 

Benevolence, Banks, Co-operative Business) that may potentially culminate in creation 

of a “Group Economy” whereby the “co-operative arrangement of industries and services 

within the Negro group [tend] to become a closed economic circle largely independent of 

the surrounding white world” (DuBois 179). 

 In DuBois’ discussion of schools, we discover a strong and widespread legacy of 

independent Black schools established not to integrate its pupils into the mainstream 

American society, but rather to foster generations of African men and women prepared to 

work towards the improvement of their collective condition.  Such institutions existed all 

throughout the country and in both form and content, worked towards these goals. 

 While DuBois sites several cases from the 18th century, records indicate that these 

schools flourished in the 19th century.  In the District of Columbia in 1818, for instance, 

“free colored families” were encouraged to support a Black school through subscription 

or by sending their children to attend. Between 1800 and 1861, Washington, D.C., had 

“no less than fifteen different schools” run and largely supported by Black people.  

Similar means were employed in Cincinnati, where, as an experiment, “as early as 1820 a 

few earnest colored men, desiring to give their children the benefit of a school, raised by 

subscription a small sum of money, hired a teacher, rented a room and opened a school; 
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but with such uncertain and limited funds it was possible to continue the school for only a 

few weeks, and it was finally closed altogether...[Eventually] the schools in Cincinnati 

continued to flourish, and the Negro population in the state increased till many other 

schools were established” (DuBois 75).    

In Cleveland in 1832, John Malvin, a Virginia-born “free colored preacher” who 

had learned to read as a child, sought to teach the children of a few Black families.  

Enough subscriptions were collected to guarantee a teacher’s salary of $20 per month and 

the school opened.  After three years of “indefatigable work,” Malvin organized a 

convention in Columbus with the aim of devising “some way of increasing the means to 

educate their people.” 

 DuBois points out that “to the Negro slave, freedom meant schools first of all.  

Consequently schools immediately sprang up after emancipation” (DuBois 77).  Echoing 

this statement, Anderson observes that “the former slaves’ fundamental belief in the 

value of literate culture was expressed clearly in their efforts to secure schooling for 

themselves and their children” (Anderson 1988: 5).  In Georgia, for instance, 191 day 

schools and 45 night schools were reported in 1867.  96 of these were either wholly or 

partially supported by the freedmen and women.  Similar cases were found throughout 

the South and Midwest (DuBois 1907).    

Certainly, the history of education for Black people has been marked by efforts at 

the improvement of their collective lot through the creation of a hospitable society that 

nurtures their skills and talents.  Education did not only cover the “three Rs.”  It sought to 

develop the broader community through the development of a communal-minded 
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individual.  As DuBois thoroughly illustrates, in both education and other areas, 

cooperatives were always employed to increase the quality of life for African people by 

mobilizing their collective resources towards autonomy and independence.  Efforts 

towards this autonomy and independence were routinely undermined, however, by the 

United States government. 

In his monumental study The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (1988), 

James D. Anderson presents a history of education from Reconstruction through the 

Great Depression.  He successfully sketches two phenomena that forever shaped 

education in the United states: 1) the commitment that Blacks had to the development of 

an educational system that would secure their “emancipation,” and 2) the successful 

cooptation of Black education by philanthropic groups with specific political agendas, 

specifically its thrust for universal public education. 

As reflected in both Anderson and DuBois, the extent to which African people 

were committed to their own education after the legal end to chattel slavery in the United 

States became clear with schools emerging all throughout the South, even in places the 

Freedman’s Bureau hadn’t reached.  Anderson tells us “many missionaries were 

astonished, and later chagrined, however, to discover that many ex-slaves had established 

their own educational collectives and associations, staffed schools entirely with black 

teachers, and were unwilling to allow their educational movement to be controlled by the 

‘civilized’ Yankee” (Anderson 6).  He continues, “In 1867, for instance, the Freedmen’s 

Records complained about the tendency of ex-slaves to prefer sending their children to 

black-controlled private schools rather than supporting the less expensive northern white-
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dominated ‘free’ schools” (Anderson 12), suggesting that “self-help and self-

determination underlay the ex-slaves’ educational movement” (Anderson 5).  For 

instance, in 1864 and 1865, the Freedmen’s Bureau took over schools in New Orleans.  

After proving themselves unprepared for the task, they withdrew support.  Black 

communities, concerned with the education of their children, however, pooled resources 

and maintained the schools themselves (Anderson 9-10). 

Anderson’s work is particularly relevant to our study because it highlights a 

history of Black efforts towards self-determination through the establishment of 

educational institutions reflective of the needs and wants of the Black community, for we 

see “the ex-slaves struggled to develop a social and educational ideology singularly 

appropriate to their defense of emancipation and one that challenged the social power of 

the planter regime” (Anderson 33).  In other words, it was not simply an education for 

education’s sake, but rather a means of making sense of and equipping themselves to 

prosper in their new world. 

Anderson’s discussion of the white investment in Black education is also 

important.  The time period he discusses, the late nineteenth century, is one in which the 

foundation for the education of Black people was being established.  National debates 

and conferences were dedicated to the issue of the newly “emancipated Negro’s” 

education, ultimately deciding on an industrial education that essentially locked them into 

a state of peonage.  This was accomplished through the control of “teacher training 

intuitions,” which “rested on the assumption that those who shaped the beliefs and 

behavior of the teachers would also influence heavily the minds and hearts of black 
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schoolchildren” (Anderson 115).  The Hampton Institute was one of the flagship 

intuitions of this philosophy, and it “was deliberately teaching prospective black leaders 

and educators economic values that were detrimental to the objective economic interests 

of blacks workers” (Anderson 52). 

 In spite of this, however, Black communities persisted in their commitment to 

institutions that served their needs, whether formal or informal.  During the first part of 

the 20th century, intellectuals from throughout the African Diaspora started study groups 

in Harlem and committed themselves to researching the true history of African people 

with the intentions of liberating themselves socially, politically, and economically (Ball 

1999; Carr in Carruthers and Harris 1997).  A few decades later, in the South, another 

form of school emerged.  

SNCC FREEDOM SCHOOLS 
 
During the Mississippi Freedom Summer Project of 1964, the Student Non-

Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) held forty-one Freedom Schools in twenty 

communities with the goals of educating people and equipping them with critical thinking 

skills.  In Freedom Schools, “organizers taught literacy skills and academic subjects to 

young blacks and, in turn, learned about the underlying economic structures of white 

supremacy from their students” (Ransby 2003: 299-300). 

Freedoms Schools found root in a long legacy of emancipatory education 

influenced by such notable scholars as W.E.B. DuBois, Book T. Washington, Marcus 

Garvey, and Carter G. Woodson.  Its architects, however, were Septima Clark, Bernice 
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Johnson, and Ella Baker, all of who were educators who shared a profound understanding 

of the effectiveness of a collective education based in the lived realities of the 

participants.   

Freedom Schools were “constructed as a necessary component of the community 

education process, and by extension, the civil rights struggle” (Smith 2000: 99).  As such, 

they did not take the form of “traditional” schools.  There were no textbooks and the 

limited curriculum was to be developed by the SNCC members, as “any curricular 

package was secondary in importance to the larger goals of developing critical 

questioning skills and developing a sense of connectedness to the larger Freedom struggle 

in the hearts and minds of students” (Smith 100).  Of course, this was only appropriate.  

How could they disrupt the status quo by following the means and methods that status 

quo was employing?  Freedom Schools were about exactly what their name suggested: 

education for liberation.  They sought to foster within students the ability to challenge the 

myths of society and discover alternatives.  Barbara Ransby notes, “teachers hoped to 

encourage students to be more literate and knowledgeable and to apply those skills to the 

black freedom struggle” (Ransby 327). 

Many of the teachers at Freedom Schools had little to no previous teaching 

experience.  Credentials were given by the people and earned through commitment to the 

larger principles.  Similarly, many were not overly familiar with the content they were 

teaching (primarily Black history and American government).  This is particularly 

relevant.  In order to achieve their goals, they needed a new approach.  Participation in 

the Freedom Schools, whether as “teacher” or “student,” was guided by a commitment to 
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a larger goal: freedom.  Through discussion, debate, and intense questioning, participants 

acquired the critical thinking skills necessary to grasp both the material at hand and apply 

to their current situations.   

For instance, teachers and students grappled with a series of fundamental 

questions that guided their study: why are we in Freedom School?  What is the Freedom 

Movement?  What does the Freedom Movement offer us?  Once these questions were 

thoroughly discussed, they led to further questions: What does the majority culture have 

that we want?  What does the majority culture have that we don’t want?  What do we 

have that we want to keep? (Smith 107). 

The education of the Freedom Schools, in both form and content, was highly 

intentional and introspective.  They were not teaching/learning for the sake of 

teaching/learning, but for the sake of liberating.  This is the legacy that independent 

Black schools continue.  Education for liberation, always connected to a purpose larger 

than an isolated, self-serving knowledge.  After the successful movement for integration, 

however, this began to change.  As Black students were integrated into white schools, 

they were integrated into a cultural-political system designed to reinforce their 

subjugation and further indoctrinate them into subservience (Carnoy 1974). 

It became clear, shortly thereafter, that this would be insufficient.  Black people 

would need more than access to the same institutions as white people.  We would need 

control over our own institutions (Sales 1994; Ture and Hamilton 1992; X 1990, 1992a, 

1992b).  A few years later in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville section of Brooklyn, a 

concerned community took this to heart.    
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OCEAN HILL-BROWNSVILLE AND COMMUNITY CONTROL 
 
In the fall of 1967, after growing unrest throughout the city’s Black and Latino 

communities, New York’s mayor and the Ford Foundation instituted an experiment in 

community control, whereby local boards would play a more active role in their 

neighborhood schools.  Over the next year and a half, a chain of events, centered around 

the Brooklyn neighborhood of Ocean Hill-Brownsville, would affect the lives of over a 

million schoolchildren and change the history of public education forever. 

Jerald E. Podair recounts that “the Ocean Hill-Brownsville community control 

experiment had its genesis, perhaps fittingly, in a display of Board of Education 

bureaucratic arrogance: it would not permit a woman to speak at one of its meetings 

because her name was not on the proper list” (Podair 2004: 71).  That woman, Lillian 

Wagner, was joined by others in the crowd who wished to address the board.  The Board 

of Education’s president, Lloyd Garrison, descendant of the abolitionist Henry Lloyd 

Garrison, adjourned the meeting as chants of “Let her speak!” grew louder.  Activist 

Ellen Lurie led an impromptu sit-in of twenty to thirty people from various local and 

national organizations that resulted in the election of Milton Galamison as the president 

of the “People’s Board of Education.”  After more than a day and a half, the protesters 

were arrested, but they were merely a handful of participants in a larger cause that 

extended beyond the neighborhood, city, and even nation. 

 The concept of a “People’s Board” was not unique to Ocean Hill-Brownsville.  

Community unrest was ripe as the city’s white residents adamantly refused school 

integration.  As public school teacher and eventual founder of Uhuru Sasa Shule, an 
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independent Black educational institution in Brooklyn, Jitu Weusi, observed, “the largest 

[school strike] took place in March 1964 when over half million children boycotted the 

New York City schools and organized freedom schools and other types of schools 

protesting the racist outlook of the Board of Education.  All during the 1960s there was 

this low-intensity struggle around school integration in New York City” (Hotep 2001: 

42).  School integration for Black and Latinos in New York was about access to the 

power and resources afforded white schools.  It was not about access to shares social 

spaces with white people. 

 In 1966, the Board of Education boldly announced its integration plans for 

Harlem’s IS 201: 50 percent Black and 50 percent Latino, with a Jewish principal.  The 

decision was a slap in the face to the schools’ parent council, an ad hoc committee 

formed to carry out integration.  That September, East Harlem residents, including 

parents, students, and community leaders, boycotted the school.  The following month, 

the BOE “agreed to allow community participation and, tacitly, it also agreed to the 

demand for a principal of African descent to be chosen by the East Harlem community 

(Konadu 2009: 11).”  In a move that came to characterize school and community conflict 

throughout the city, the largely Jewish United Federation of Teachers (UFT), who saw 

these actions as extreme, met this decision with a counter boycott. 

 In Ocean Hill-Brownsville, for instance, its Board of Education sought to 

combine it with the white and middle-class East Flatbush, forming one school district 

(Number 17) in order to ensure racial balance in the district’s schools.  Instead, “East 

Flatbush residents…commandeered all the seats on the district’s local school board, 
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denying representation to Ocean Hill-Brownsville” (Podair 73).  Ocean Hill-Brownsville 

consisted of six elementary and two junior high schools.  Its student population was 95% 

Black and Latino.  Of the 865 principals, only four were Black.  Of the 1500 assistant 

principals, only 12 were Black.  As a result of these gross disparities and the 

commandeering of the school board by East Flatbush, by 1967, the “People’s Board of 

Education” grew into the “Independent School Board No. 17.”  Initially, the Independent 

Board, which had no official legal standing, found support from the largely Jewish 

United Federation of Teachers who viewed this as an opportunity for more advances 

within the New York public schools. 

 But community control in Ocean Hill-Brownsville can be equated just as much to 

community pressure as to local government opportunism.  Certainly, “this struggle had its 

roots in a longstanding Black nationalist tradition, which expressed itself more vigorously 

in the Black Power and Consciousness movement of the 1960s and 1970s and 

represented a broad and visionary sociopolitical movement and network” (Konadu 9).  

Another crucial element to this story, however, was the New York City mayor’s attempt 

to cajole more funding from the State Legislature.  To do so, mayor John Lindsay 

proposed that each borough be viewed as separate entities.  With conflict brewing in 

places like Harlem, Brooklyn, and all throughout the city, the state responded with a 

request for the decentralization of the city’s public educational system altogether.  

Lindsay obliged and quickly assembled a task force to decide which of the city’s 

communities would be first to participate in this experiment (Podair 2004). 
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 The task force, led by the Ford Foundation president McGeorge Bundy, chose IS 

201 in East Harlem, Two Bridges in the Lower East Side of Manhattan, and Brooklyn’s 

Ocean Hill-Brownsville.  The latter neighborhoods “Independent School Board No. 17” 

and plethora of local activists hinted at an already existing infrastructure for community 

control.  As Podair points out, the decision benefited local residents, as well: “community 

control…promised to end the political marginalization of the average Ocean Hill-

Brownsville citizen, by creating an alternative route to empowerment” (Podair 80). 

 Bundy’s choice was influenced by what he had seen throughout the city. “Given 

the fact that many white parents were violently opposed to any form of integration in the 

schools (this held true for a majority of parents in the outer boroughs of New York—

Queens, Staten Island, the Bronx, and Brooklyn), Bundy came to believe that it was a 

waste of time and needlessly divisive to continue with efforts to integrate” (Rooks 2007: 

90).  This worked out well for local residents because community control “spoke to their 

basic concerns.  In addition to the hope of improved educational opportunities for their 

children, it offered the possibility of changing the rules governing the public education 

market in the city to make more jobs and political power available to them” (Podair 80).  

As one observer remarked, parents “looked to community control as a means to improve 

the quality of the education of their children, to boost the self-image of black and 

Hispanic students, to bring more minority teachers into schools, and to make the 

curriculum more relevant to minority students” (Hampton, Fayer, Flynn 1991). 

 In practice, “community control” wasn’t the most accurate term.  The Board of 

Education still maintained the bulk of power and sought “to make local school boards, 
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which had heretofore been virtually irrelevant, into limited partners, but not co-

managers” (Podair 79).  The people of Ocean Hill-Brownsville, however, would not fall 

for the symbolism.  From the fall of 1967, when the plan was implemented, through early 

1968, both the city and local school boards floundered over the exact roles, 

responsibilities, and powers bestowed through community control.  Confusion was so 

thorough that the principal at Two Bridges decided to quit. 

 Brownsville, under the leadership of Rhody McCoy, however, did not wait for the 

city to figure out exactly what it wanted from the community control experiment.  In May 

of 1968, thirteen teachers, five assistant principals, and one principal were “involuntarily 

transferred” to central headquarters for reassignment, an act that was common practice in 

the NYC school system.  The United Federation of Teachers saw this as a large-scale 

firing.  Consequently, they called for a strike resulting in nearly 500 teachers walking out.  

Members of the African-American Teachers Association kept the Ocean Hill-

Brownsville schools open during the strike (Konadu 2009). 

  Negotiations dragged on throughout the summer to no avail and, in September 

1968, the UFT struck all of New York City’s schools.  The strikes lasted nearly two 

months, affecting over 1 million schoolchildren and further dividing the city, with a 

majority of the city’s white population siding with the UFT.  As Podair points out, 

“ethnic,” religious, and political differences were settled in order to present a common 

front.  The city’s Jews and Catholics saw cause for unity in the maintenance of power 

(Podair 2001). 
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 In mid-November of that year, the strikes ended largely in the UFT’s favor.  The 

teachers were reinstated and the experiment in community control was abandoned.  But 

the Ocean Hill-Brownsville case plays a pivotal role in the history of independent Black 

education.  It reveals the mainstream political system’s investment in white domination, 

and consequently, the domination of the education of Black children.  Furthermore, it 

exposes the lengths to which certain groups will go to exclude Black people from the 

power to participate in the processes that govern and affect their lives.  For African 

people in New York and throughout the country at the time, the Ocean Hill-Brownsville 

case convinced them of the need for independent schools that were designed, maintained, 

and controlled by them. 

THE EAST AND UHURU SASA SHULE 
 

In the midst of the turmoil within the New York City public schools, a group of 

Black teachers came together in the Bedford YMCA in Brooklyn and formed the Negro 

Teachers Association in 1964.  Two years later, they changed their name to the African 

American Teachers Association (ATA) and escalated their participation within the 

struggle for quality Black education (Konadu 2009).  As Jitu Weusi, one of the founders 

of ATA and a former teacher in the Ocean Hill-Brownsville public school district, points 

out,  “it was through ATA that we formally impacted on that struggle.  From 1964 to 

1966, we went through our period of calling for different coalitions, parent involvement 

in the schools and so on culminating in a convention in May 1966 at which we officially 

took the position of advocating community control of the public schools in the 
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communities where we reside” (Hotep 2001: 42).  He continues, “it was the capitulation 

of that [community control] struggle in 1969 that led people like me to take the position 

that we did need to develop schools outside of the public school system in order to get the 

kind of control over the education of our children that we needed” (Hotep 43).  

Consequently, Weusi left the public schools and continued working with a committed 

group of teachers and students, many of whom were members of the African American 

Students Association.  The ASA’s increased political activism resulted in massive 

expulsions and suspensions, “thus creating a large contingent of students unoccupied with 

meaningful work and an appropriate place to go” (Konadu 27). 

 As the group’s work continued, they recognized the need for an adequate 

headquarters.  The money they had been saving for a building and bail fund provided the 

necessary money for an abandoned three-story building.  Over the summer of 1969, the 

ASA raised nearly $10,000, calling upon the community for services such as painting, 

plumbing, carpentry, and electrical work.  This quickly developed into The East, a multi-

faceted political and cultural organization based in Brooklyn, NY.   

 In A View From the East: Black Cultural Nationalism and Education in New York 

City (2009), Kwasi Konadu presents an in-depth case study on the rise and fall of the 

East.  Placing the organization within its proper historical, political, and cultural context, 

the study offers a thorough analysis of the organization’s strengths, weaknesses, 

challenges, and triumphs. 

The East began as a cultural center at the tail end of 1969.  It hosted a series of 

events, the most notable of which was the Black Experience in Sound, a weekly concert 
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featuring some of the era’s leading local and national artists, among which were Max 

Roach, Sun Ra, Roy Ayers, Pharaoh Sanders, and countless others.  These events also 

incorporated poetry, plays, dance, drumming, and lectures.  Kwame Ture, Sundiata Acoli, 

and H. Rap Brown made appearances at the East. 

Within its first two years of operation, the East exploded into a dynamic cultural 

organization with a series of political, economic, and social ventures that reached as far 

as South America. Black News, a newspaper with international subscriptions, quickly 

became central in the communication and dissemination of their ideas.  The bookstore 

Akibu Mkuu and the radio program, “A View From the East,” were also developed.  The 

East Kitchen and Caterers, along with Tamu Sweet-East, fed the organization and the 

community.  Kununuana, a food-buying program, and Mavazi Clothing were local 

cooperatives that introduced and fortified the principle of Ujamaa, or cooperative 

economics, within the Brooklyn community (Konadu 2009). 

The East’s central institution, however, was the Uhuru Sasa Shule (Freedom Now 

School), which emerged as the primary nation-building component of the East.  Uhuru 

Sasa was a “nationalist enterprise built upon the knowledge and practical application of 

the Nguzo Saba.33  Its mission was the development of the skills and thinking necessary 

for nationhood and liberation from the dominant political and cultural thought and 

behaviors” (Konadu 89).  The school’s programs sought to meet the needs of the 

students, families, and broader community. 

                                                
33 The Nguzo Saba, or the seven principles of Kwanzaa, are Umoja (Unity), Kujichagulia (Self-
determination), Ujima (Collective Work and Responsibility), Ujamaa (Cooperative Economics), Nia 
(Purpose), Kuumba (Creativity), and Imani (Faith). 
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Jitu Weusi recalls: 
 
We started in February 1970 with about 40 high school students.  Most of 
them had been members of the ASA and had been suspended or kicked 
out of public schools for various infractions.  All they needed was a 
chance to get their high school equivalency and then get ready to enroll in 
college by the fall of 1970.  Lo and behold, as soon as this program got off 
the ground, I began getting calls from people who wanted their elementary 
age children in our school.  These calls forced us to set up an elementary 
division which started with 20 children in April 1970, and that became 
Uhuru Sasa Elementary School (Hotep 2001: 45). 

 
That summer, they organized the Uhuru Sasa Preschool.  By September of 1970, they 

had three divisions: 

 
(1) Imani Child Development Center (level A) 
(2) Primary (Levels B-C), Elementary (Levels D-G), and Secondary (Levels H-K) 
(3) Evening School of Knowledge (Konadu 90) 

 
 While there were a number of regular staff numbers, the school also enlisted the 

help and support of community members, especially parents, committed to institution 

building.  Parents were central to Uhuru Sasa, which had an “open door policy.”  Parents 

prepared lunch, taught classes, cleaned, decorated, painted, and did nearly anything else 

they could.  Weusi remembers “we used parents in all aspects, and the school was always 

open to them” (Hotep 2001: 46). 

 Uhuru Sasa understood that the home-life of the student went hand-in-hand with 

the effectiveness of the school.  That is, the firmer the student’s base was established in 

the home, the more impact the Uhuru Sasa education would have.  To these ends, the 

school was also an institution for parents and parenting, with educational programs 

structured in a way that met the needs of both the students and their families.  In fact, the 
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school’s “policymaking body…consisted of a student-, teacher-, and parent-governing 

council” (Konadu 90), which was concerned with fundraising, complaints about teachers, 

delinquent tuition payment, budgeting, and curriculum.  Uhuru Sasa was designed to be a 

community school, whereby the teachers played active roles in the lives of the students 

both in and out of school.  They were on call 24 hours and lived in the same 

neighborhood as their students.  They attended cultural activities and family functions, 

believing that “if the teacher reached the child at a personal level and related to him or 

her as such, the learning process would then be progressively advanced” (Konadu 2009: 

97).   

Beyond this, the people of Uhuru Sasa understood the fundamental need for a 

new value system, what Karenga, Madhubuti, and others would call a “Black value 

system” that transcended sheer academic curriculum (Brown 2003; Madhubuti 1992).  

Teachers became models for the nation they were trying to build.  The way they spoke, 

dressed, behaved, and addressed and interacted with one another, were all part of the 

curriculum.  Thus, “the major qualifications necessary to teach at the school were 

dedication and the ability to learn how to teach in an African-centered environment and 

through the corresponding approaches to learning and teaching” (Konadu 2009: 90). 

 Weusi affirms this: 
 

The curriculum was regarded as a contributor to consciousness by 
instilling values, identity, and a historical sensibility through African 
history, geography, and cultural life; African experiences in the Americans 
and Caribbean; Black aesthetical expressions of art, music, dance, drama, 
and poetry; school and class as a family concept; and by speaking 
Kiswahili and using African terms and expressions in dress, ceremonies, 
rituals, pledges, songs, and symbols to reaffirm desired goals at various 
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times in the school day.  In other words, the curriculum should create the 
capacity and ability to do, that is, to take control of all aspects of one’s life 
by virtue of having developed adequate concepts, skills, and perspectives 
(Hotep 2001: 100). 

 
 Uhuru Sasa was open for more than 15 years before closing its doors some time 

in the mid-1980s.  While the particular factors of the school’s demise are debated, there 

are a few key elements that were at place.  The first of which is Weusi leaving his 

position as director of the East and headmaster of Uhuru Sasa in 1978.  He was replaced 

by Dr. E. Curtis Alexander.  Alexander, however, would only hold the position for one 

year.  It is unclear as to whether he left on his own or was pushed out.  What is clear, 

however, is that in that year Alexander eliminated Black studies from the Uhuru Sasa’s 

curriculum. He also replaced all of the schools’ teachers with college-educated persons 

by implementing a mandatory college-level teaching course (Konadu 2009).  Naturally, 

this had a fundamental impact on not only the schools day-to-day functioning, but also 

the execution of its larger mission. 

 As the East moved into the 80s, it, along with Uhuru Sasa, met a string of 

challenges, from a $10,000 electric bill, to political struggles within the organization, to 

the losing of the armory where the school was located.  At its height, Uhuru Sasa had 

over 400 students, ages 3-17.  Its reach extended across the country, into South America, 

and even to the continent of Africa.  More than anything, it demonstrated not only the 

need for independent, culture-based education, but that we possess the capability to 

provide it for our people. 
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THE COUNCIL OF INDEPENDENT BLACK INSTITUTIONS 
 
The Council of Independent Black Institutions (CIBI) was founded in 1972 CIBI 

with the intention of giving “support to our schools, as well as to provide incentives for 

other communities to start independent institutions” (Hotep 2001: 51).  The Council’s 

mission requires “building Pan African nationalist educational institutions rooted in not 

only academic excellence, but also self-reliance and self-definition, not for mainstream 

integration, but for independent nation building, that sets it apart from all other 

educational institutions that serve the African American community” (Hotep 35).  CIBI 

grew out of the efforts of three organizations: the African American Teachers 

Association, the California Association for African-American Education, and the fifth 

Black Power Conference, which spawned the Congress of African People (CAP).  We 

have already addressed the ATA, so here we focus on the latter two organizations. 

 In mid-August of 1970, the California Association for African-American 

Education hosted a three-day conference in East Palo Alto, California.  The city was 

home to Nairobi Day School and College, and the conference sought “to discuss 

strategies and consider viable methods of sustaining community-controlled 

schools…identified as Independent Black Institutions (IBIs), and defined as an 

‘organized, revolutionary approach by Black people to control the development of the 

mind and consciousness of our community through the self-reliant process for 

progressive educational institutions’” (Afrik 1992: 2). 

 A few weeks later, from September 3-7, the fifth Black Power Conference took 

place in Atlanta that served as the first meeting of the Congress for African People, “a 
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broad based Pan-African nationalist collective initially organized by Maulana Karenga 

and led by Amiri Baraka after Karenga’s imprisonment” (Hotep 2001: 31).  One aspect 

on which the conference’s participants agreed was that they must begin to focus on the 

development of independent Black institutions instead of continuing the struggle for 

community control of public schools.  This signaled “a growing shift on the part of Black 

educational activists away from mainstream integrationist educational goals like bussing 

to achieve racial balance and community control of public schools toward more 

nationalistic ones such as establishing African American controlled private schools” 

(Hotep 32).  This view extended beyond those attending the conference, as indicated by 

the continuing emergence of independent schools all across the country.   What these 

institutions lacked was a formal infrastructure, a central body to formalize the growing 

network. 

 CIBI emerged out of a 1972 meeting in Philadelphia in which a small group of 

independent schools called for a national conference of independent Black institutions.  

That conference was held that June in Frogmore, South Carolina.  There were 

representatives from an estimated 18 schools throughout the country on hand, ranging 

from full-time to Saturday schools to afternoon schools. 

One of CIBI’s initial actions to support the developing institutions was to 

organize Teacher Training Institutes to address a shared issue: finding qualified, 

competent, committed teachers.  Teachers who graduated from the two-week program 

were then eligible to teach at CIBI institutions.  Through these annual sessions, they were 

allowed to work out ideologies and educational philosophies, which were brought back to 
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participants’ respective institutions. Thus, the Teacher Training Institutes “became the 

vehicle for our discussions of what we were doing and how we were doing it, and what 

worked and what did not work” (Hotep 51). 

 Throughout its existence, the Council of Independent Black Institutions has 

hosted annual conferences, science fairs, published books, journals, and articles, 

produced films, and sponsored international trips to bolster the effectiveness of its 

institutions.  It has grown and shrunk, reflective of the larger social and political trends.  

In the 1980s, when economic depression, drugs, violence, and incarceration pummeled 

Black communities, CIBI saw three of its schools close their doors.  It saw a revivication 

in the early to mid-1990s that reflected the larger cultural trend of African-centeredness.  

Today, CIBI has 12 member-institutions “characterized by their unwavering commitment 

to, and record of, developing among our people an increasing number of children and 

adults who possess the spiritual-moral direction, academic-intellectual fervor, cultural-

political intelligence, psycho-emotional-physical wellness, collectivity, and commitment 

necessary to bring about our people’s return to righteous living and sovereignty 

(nationhood/liberation/freedom)” (CIBI 2009). 

AHIDIANA 
 
The movement for independent Black education during the 1960s and 1970s 

touched the entire country.  AHIDIANA, a Pan-Afrikan Nationalist organization, is 

another organization of particular importance to Kamali Academy.  Founded in New 

Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward in the early 1970s and heavily influenced by the Kawaida 
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principles developed by Maulana Karenga’s US Organization, AHIDIANA sought to 

strive for and maintain the “national liberation of Afrikan-American people by working 

unceasingly for the unification, liberation and independence of: 

a.) Afrikan-American people  
b.) all people of Afrikan descent, and  
c.) the continent of Afrika as a whole” (St. Julien 3).   

 
 AHIDIANA grew out of the Dokpwe Work/Study Center, an independent Black 

institution (IBI) started in 1971 by Tayari kwa Samlaam and Kenneth Ferdinand.  

Ferdinand, a New Orleans native, had worked with an IBI in New York City.  When he 

returned to New Orleans, he partnered with kwa Salaam and a group of activists and 

parents dissatisfied with the education their children were receiving. 

  During the school’s first year, however, a split emerged within its ranks.  Some 

participants felt that the community needed more than a school.  They needed a full-

fledged organization prepared to address the many ills plaguing Black people in New 

Orleans.  Others were only interested in maintaining the school.  The former went on to 

found AHIDIANA.  Nilima Mwendo, secretary of AHIDIANA, clarifies the difference 

between the two formations: “Dokpwe was a school.  AHIDIANA was a lifestyle” 

(Camara 2011). 

Samori Camara tells us that, “The organizers of AHIDIANA knew that an 

educational institution must be accompanied and superseded by a healthy Black 

community with all its benefits. They attempted to develop this community, for without it 

the establishment of the institution would remain tentative and provisional” (Camara 

2011).  This did not, however, mean that AHIDIANA intended on becoming a mass-
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based organization.  Instead, like Karenga’s US, AHIDIANA became a cadre 

organization, or a small group of highly organized persons committed to the common 

goal of liberation.  For AHIDIANA, this commitment took the form of weekly Sunday 

meetings for exercise, school cleaning, food preparation, business-related discussions, 

and study. 

 This study led to a particularly developed theoretical understanding of the 

struggle in which AHIDIANA was engaged.  Similar to many of their contemporary 

political organizations, however, the organization understood that theory must inform 

practice.  Summing this up in the vernacular of the time, Chairman Fred Hampton of the 

Chicago chapter of the Black Panther Party explained, “We saying that theory’s cool, but 

theory with no practice ain’t shit” (Foner 1995). 

 AHIDIANA published a working document around 1974 entitled Upon the 

Shoulders of Elephants We Reach the Sky: A Parent’s Farewell to a Collegian, which 

outlined the organization’s positions.  Therein, they state their purpose as “always to 

strive for and maintain our own national liberation (i.e. the establishment of sovereign 

self-rule)” (St. Julien 4).  The organization also defines such key terms as liberation 

(“freedom from external domination in order for us to resolve our own internal 

contradictions.  The first step of liberation is always to deal with external enemies but the 

decisive step of liberation is to free ourselves from our own internal enemies”), 

independence (“self-reliance [i.e. the ability to do for self while simultaneously willing to 

help others and to accept assistance.]), and their identity as Afrikan-American: “We say 

Afrikan-American people because our ancestors are Afrikan, therefore we are genetically 
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and historically Afrikan, and because our most recent particular and unique history as 

well as our contemporary conditions and circumstances are America, therefore we are 

environmentally American.” 

 To realize this purpose, AHIDIANA found that “at this present period (the 

seventies) in America, for our people, the primary and most effective technique for 

gaining, maintaining and using power is by building independent alternative and 

affirmative Black institutions” that were “designed to go beyond the immediate in order 

to serve the future” (St. Julein 5).  They continue: 

In order for institutions to survive and contribute to the development of 
our people they must always be independent (i.e. self-determined and self-
reliant), they must also strive to be an alternative (i.e. more dynamic and 
progressive than that which presently exists—dynamic means that they are 
characterized by growth and results and progressive means that they are 
morally superior to that which already exists) and finally our institutions 
should be affirmative (i.e. based on and propagating our own interests and 
ideals)…Any institution of power for our people must also be Black (i.e. 
controlled by Afrikan-American people who are Black),  (St. Julien 5). 

 
They defined the three criteria of Blackness as color, culture, and consciousness. 
 
 The organization identified four primary institutional types that needed 

development: politics, economics, ideology, and education.  They called for “politically 

sophisticated institution (sic) that will guide our politics to real power and not sham 

establishment politics which leads to illusions rather than actual power” (St. Julien 7).  

Following the principles of the Nguzo Saba, AHIDIANA pursued the notion of 

cooperative economics, or Ujamaa.  They also viewed morals as the basis of a truly 

effective ideology and thus sought the development of righteous character.  
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 With these guiding principles, AHIDIANA developed a series of mass based 

programs and operations including New Afrika Books, a book store which today is 

known as the Community Book Center; AHIDIANA Habari, a publishing company; 

Steady Striders Health and Nutrition Club, which stressed exercise, healthy eating, and 

study; and a Black Community Organization, a political body whose objective was to 

“offer political education to the Afrikan-American community, wage struggle against 

exploitation and oppression and aid in the process of national liberation” (St. Julien 15).  

But just as Uhuru Sasa was the East’s central institution, so was the Work/Study Center, 

an educational institution serving children ages 3-5, the central institution of 

AHIDIANA.   

 As one of the four institutional types AHIDIANA viewed as necessary, they spent 

much time developing a theory around the role of education.   

Education is the process of defining our needs, shaping our wants and the 
transferring of knowledge and skills….[It] is not neutral (i.e. void of value 
judgments and class or cultural interests) for education not only passes on 
knowledge and skills, the process of education also, and most importantly, 
shapes our attitudes and gives us values.  To send our children to others 
gives others the power to shape our attitudes and values.  In other words, 
this gives aliens the power to shape our wants and define our needs for us, 
and, most often, against us.  It is vital to our survival that we build 
independent alternative and affirmative Black educational institutions.  
Not controlling our own educational system is a contradiction to our 
efforts toward self-determination and thus a blockage of power (St. Julien 
7-8). 

 
Kalamu ya Salaam compliments these sentiments in an article published in the newsletter 

of the Council for Independent Black Institutions, entitled “The Right and Responsibility 

to Educate Black Children is Finally Ours Alone!”  He writes, “we do not see these 
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alternative institutions that we create today as an end in themselves.  They are only 

intermediary (although necessary) steps in our march forward to nationhood and true 

Black public educational systems.  In reality, what we are doing is struggling with our 

oppressors for the minds of our children…Picketing the school board is fine, but building 

schools is infinitely better” (ya Salaam 4). 

AHIDIANA’s Work/Study Center, founded in November 1973, was a Black 

independent and affirmative institution of vital education that sought the development of 

politically progressive, socially advanced, academically excellent, and physically sound 

students.  Fully funded by a community of supporters and refusing governmental 

assistances, the program stressed “both academic excellence and social responsibility.  

We prepare our children to excel in public and private school and we teach our children 

to be committed to the development of our people” (AHIDIANA).   

The Work/Study Center went up to the third grade and focused on five areas of 

development: Communications, Culture, Math, Science, and Taburu (physical 

development).  Their teaching technique revolved around a five-step procedure. 

Introduce, State, Drill, Test, Assess, Homework.  Kazi, or work, played a central role, as 

it was a time for students to work independently and engage in a series of tasks that were 

self-corrective, self-instructive, and self-reinforcing.  It served as an opportunity for 

students to actualize the very values, knowledge, and skills they had been learning, while 

also affording teachers the chance to observe student progress. 

 The Work/Study Center’s concern was raising children who were emotionally 

committed to Black people first.  They viewed the discipline of self-control as one 
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method in achieving this and developed a protocol for students and teachers that would 

encourage thoughtful action.  Of course, all of these relationships rested on trust and the 

Work/Study Center faculty and staff gave much attention to the emotional needs of their 

students.  There were five primary ways through which teachers built trust with students: 

1. Touching our children 
2. Respecting our children 
3. Praising our children 
4. Struggling with our children 
5. Demanding truth and telling the truth  

 
They were also cognizant of the need to pay attention to their students’ presence, 

acknowledge their work, and appreciate their particular gifts and talents (AHIDIANA 

1985). 

AHIDIANA, along with other independent Black institutions, understood that the 

process of education is just as much a process of socialization.  More than this, for 

African people, specifically in the United States, it requires a de-socialization away from 

mainstream values that perpetuate subservience and degradation and a re-socialization 

that is both positive and affirming.   Curriculum alone cannot accomplish this.  It must be 

affected through a series of practices and behaviors.  AHIDIANA was very clear on the 

meaning of protracted struggle and sought to prepare children who would continue that 

struggle. 

 The shifting political climate of the 1980s deeply impacted Black political 

organizations across the country.  The intense and overt governmental repression of 

Black activists left many burnt out.  What imprisonment, character assassination, or 
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murder did not quell, crack cocaine did.  AHIDIANA was not immune and in 1986, they, 

along with the Work/Study Center, closed their doors. 

 I have quoted rather heavily from Upon the Shoulders of Elephants because it 

serves as an invaluable primary source document of a rather obscure organization who 

has had a lasting legacy on the Black community of New Orleans.  There has been 

virtually no scholarly attention given to AHIDIANA beyond passing references, usually 

associated with Kalamu ya Salaam, one of the organization’s most prominent members 

whose career as a writer, activist, and architect of the Black Arts Movement preceded, yet 

was bolstered by, AHIDIANA.  Samori Camara’s dissertation on the Black Power 

Movement in New Orleans (2011) features a chapter dedicated to AHIDIANA, replete 

with interviews with former members.  In the spirit of AHIDIANA, Camara used this 

opportunity for more than an academic exercise and asked questions and sought advice 

that would assist Kamali Academy. 

TOWARDS A TRANSHISTORICAL MAROONAGE 
 

While certainly not exhaustive, this extended discussion on independent 

educational institutions has sought to serve several functions.  First, it illuminates the 

concrete manifestations of institutional maroonage through the 20th century.  Institutional 

maroonage is unique in that it offers an organized means by which African people can 

forge autonomous spaces in the midst of a hostile and repressive environment.  My 

attempt has not been to create a hierarchy of typologies of maroonage.  In fact, in 

practice, it is difficut to discern between each.  In Gerima’s example discussed in the 
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previous chapter, for instance, the maroons of the hills (living what would be classified as 

grand maroonage) met and communed with those fleeing the plantation temporarily 

(petite maroonage).  Institutional maroonage bares many similarities with petite 

maroonage, but differs in the formal organization of centralized institutions of the 

former. 

The second function of this extended discussion has been to demonstrate 

maroonage as a proactive tradition, one in which Kamali Academy partakes.  It gives us 

greater insight into the types of communal spaces these practitioners of maroonage have 

worked to create.  While they have not all been identical, they have had several 

consistencies.  Throughout each, we see a shared understanding of the need for an 

autonomous space in which to educate pupils in such a way that they may grow and 

become positive contributors to their communities.  Embedded in this is a certain 

implication of the nature of our struggle, namely that it is protracted and therefore trans-

generational. 

I must emphasize the proactive nature of this tradition.  One may be inclined to 

argue that Black schools were a necessity only because segregation prevented Black 

communities from accessing white schools.  We see throughout history, however, the 

extent to which Black communities actively sought control over their own institutions.  

Anderson, for instance, offers examples of Black communities refusing money and 

teachers from the Freedman’s Bureau in order to maintain autonomy.  The Ocean Hill-

Brownsville case shows that Black communities in New York were seeking community 



 144 

control more than they were integration.  After this attempt failed, one group explored 

another option: the creation of their own school.   

This point is summed up quite accurately by Ratteray and Shujaa (1987) when 

they write, “It is important to make two distinctions here between social protest and 

institution-building activities like the formation of independent neighborhood schools.  

Social protest is directed at a symbol of authority, but it cannot produce a change in the 

balance of power unless the desired outcome is ‘granted’ by the authorities.  Institution-

building, on the other hand, is focused not on an opposing authority figure but on the 

internal development of the group.  It is an act of self-empowerment that may or may not 

have the indirect effect of changing power relationships” (Ratteray and Shujaa 42).  This 

is to say that the primary focus of independent institutions is self-empowerment.  Altering 

power relationships is important, but this can only be accomplished once the group has 

developed the requisite resources to do so. 

The third function of this conversation has been to illuminate the cultural nature 

of this tradition.  In the later examples (Uhuru Sasa, CIBI, AHIDIANA), we find an 

explicitly African-centered cultural orientation—the adoption of African names, altered 

styles of dress, a curriculum that centers African people and history, and pedagogical 

methods more in line with the learning habits of African children.  These, however, are 

merely the outward manifestations of a cultural paradigm consistent throughout this 

specific tradition of institutional maroonage, characterized by particular axiologies and 

epistemologies.  From the co-operatives and early schools DuBois and Anderson 

describe, all the way up through AHIDIANA, these institutions have placed primacy on 
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the well-being and flourishing of the family and community.  This included a respect for 

and commitment to the development of the individual as an integral part of a whole 

(Akbar 1984; Ani 1994; Kambon 1992). 

Next, this chapter highlights a tradition that Kamali inherits.  Samori and those 

involved with the formation of Kamali were very familiar with the history of independent 

Black education in the United States and mobilized their knowledge to strengthen 

Kamali.  I’ve already mentioned Samori’s relationship with the founders of AHIDIANA.  

We also looked to groups across the country.  The model of an “educational cooperative” 

was borrowed from a childcare collective in Brooklyn led by people who were either 

students or supporters of Uhuru Sasa. 

Finally, this discussion demonstrates the ways in which Black people have used 

educational institutions to build autonomous communities.  Community autonomy 

(Flores 1997; 1999) is a useful model in that it re-centers “disenfranchised” communities, 

highlighting available skills and resources as sources of potential strength.  Each of the 

cases discusses consisted of communities of Black men and women from diverse 

backgrounds with numerous of experiences.  This asset-based model, the belief that 

everyone has something to contribute to the collective, illuminates greater possibilities 

than a model of deficiency or dependence.  Community Autonomy speaks directly to our 

contemporary context, while highlighting a set of concepts, patterns, and practices 

identifiable throughout the history of African people in the United States. 

I have spent a significant amount of time on the East and AHIDIANA because 

they represent a particularly developed political and cultural praxis, whereby their theory 
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and practice informed one another.  Additionally, they tell us much about institutional 

maroonage.  Both organizations are now defunct.  Uhuru Sasa Shule and the 

Work/Study Center have closed their doors.  But if we read these particular institutions in 

the context of their larger ideology, we see that they have served their function.  

Institutional maroonage is not necessarily about the creation of perpetual institutions, but 

the process of building institutions through which participants are brought together and, 

by such means, transformed.  In other words, the institution’s success is not measured by 

the length of its life, but by the productivity of its existence.  Again, the ultimate goal is 

the well- and complete being of the whole.  But we mustn’t confuse this goal with a 

destination.  Rather, as we shall see throughout this study, it is a process. 

Ella Baker, whose life and work spanned the greater part of the 20th century 

exemplifies this point.  For her, “revolution was an ongoing process intimately bound up 

with one’s vision of the future and with how one interacted with others on a daily basis.” 

(Ransby 2003: 251).  It was founded on relationships; it was “about the ways in which 

ordinary people could transform themselves and their communities” (Ransby 113).  This 

is not to imply some sort of abstract idealism, whereby participants get a proverbial A for 

effort.  Rather, it is to reveal the protracted nature of our struggle for freedom, not as a 

continuous effort, but one of ups and down, starts and stops.  

Yes, the schools of the East and AHIDIANA are closed.  But each year, 

thousands of Africans from all across the world head to Brooklyn every 4th of July 

weekend for the International African Arts Festival, a festival which started out as a 

celebration at the end of Uhuru Sasa’s school year.  And each morning, around a dozen 
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students gather in a backyard in New Orleans to pour libation to their Ancestors and 

recite the Afrikan Alphabet developed by AHIDIANA.  By looking to the institutions and 

ideas of those who came before, Kamali identifies its tradition, calls upon it, and 

mobilizes its lessons, values, and aspirations as a means to move forward.  
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Chapter V: Kamali: The Spirit That Protects the Youth From Death 

 

THE COMING OF JOHN, THE LEAVING OF BROTHER CAMARA 
 
Buried in DuBois’ classic Souls of Black Folk (2005 [1903]) is a 15-page short 

story, “Of the Coming of John,” which tells of the life, education, and death of John, a 

young Black man from a small town in southeastern Georgia.  His hometown, Altamaha, 

like most of the US South at the dawn of the twentieth century, is divided along racial 

lines.  John’s community is made up of maids, servants, and sharecroppers held in place 

by Jim Crow and tradition.  In an attempt to break this barrier John’s mother sends him 

off to school, to which the local white folks respond: “it’ll spoil him—ruin him.”  The 

Black community, however, rallies behind her decision and converges on the town’s train 

station to see him off.   As the train pulls off, a new phrase, pregnant with the hope of 

generations, emerges: “when John comes.” 

Off to school he goes, where his “loud and boisterous” ways make him somewhat 

of an outcast.  Eventually, his tireless mischief gets him expelled for a semester.  For the 

first time, John comprehends the weight of his responsibility.  He pleads with the dean, 

“But you won’t tell my mammy and sister—you won’t write mammy, now will you?  For 

if you won’t I’ll go out into the city and work, and come back next term and show you 

something.” 

Sure enough, John returns to school with a new level of determination, as “the 

world toward which he strove was of his own building, and he built slow and hard.”  
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With this, he matures into a man with “a new dignity crept into his walk.”  John grows 

indignant at the “color-line that hemmed in him and his” and “daily found himself 

shrinking from the choked and narrow life of his native town.” 

But after 7 years, John could no longer put off what was his destiny, what an 

entire town heralded as the greatest moment of their lives.  Oh, what plans they have had 

for John’s coming!  Upon his return, however, they notice that his nature, once warm and 

jovial, has now become cold and distant.  He uses big words the people don’t understand 

and harbors a quiet anger.  His little sister, noticing this, asks if studying and learning lots 

of things makes everyone who does it unhappy.  When John answers yes, she replies, “I 

wish I was unhappy—and—and…I think I am, a little, John.” 

His anger aside, the town is proud to have John back, and when the Judge grants 

him permission to run a school for Black children, their hopes are realized.  The Judge 

makes the conditions of the position clear: 

You know I’m a friend to your people.  I’ve helped you and your family, 
and would have done more if you hadn’t got the notion of going off.  Now 
I like colored people, and sympathize with all their reasonable aspirations; 
but you and I both know, John, that in this country the Negro must remain 
subordinate, and can never expect to be the equal of white men.  In their 
place, your people can be honest and respectful; and God knows, I’ll do 
what I can to help them.  But when they want to reverse nature, and rule 
white men, and marry white women, and sit in my parlor, then, God!  
We’ll hold them under if we have to lynch every Nigger in the land.  Now, 
John, the question is, are you, with your education and Northern notions, 
going to accept the situation and teach the darkies to be faithful servants 
and laborers as your fathers were,—I knew your father, John, he belonged 
to my brother, and he was a good Nigger.  Well—well, are you going to be 
like him, or are you going to try to put fool ideas of rising and equality 
into these folks’ heads, and make them discontented and unhappy? 
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Of course, upon accepting, John is provided with little by way of support.  The 

schoolhouse is in an overcrowded and under-supplied shanty.  Still, John pushes on, 

teaching his students the fundamentals.   

 When the postmaster tells the Judge that he believes he “did heah somethin’ about 

[John] givin’ talks on the French Revolution, equality, and such like,” however, the Judge 

has heard enough and marches into the school, where he announces that the school is 

closed, for “the white people of Altamaha are not spending their money on black folks to 

have their heads crammed with impudence and lies.” 

 On the solitary walk back to his house, asking God when his imprisonment will 

end, John decides that he cannot live in this small town and must leave at once.  As he 

makes his decision, he discovers his sister off in the pines, struggling in the arms of the 

Judge’s son, his Princeton-educated childhood playmate, also named John.  With no 

hesitation, Black John seizes a fallen limb and strikes white John “with all the pent-up 

hatred of his great black arm, and the body lay white and still beneath the pines, all 

bathed in sunshine and in blood.” 

 By the time the lynch mob, led by the Judge, catches up to John, he is atop a cliff 

overlooking the sea.  He looks at his would-be assassins with pity.  As the crowd 

approaches, John stands, turns around, and with his eyes closed towards the sea, “the 

world whistled in his ears.” 

 
 “On the Coming of John” is a particularly rich story, despite (or because of) its 

brevity.  Like a master seamstress, DuBois pulls all of the themes in his book into a 
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single dramatic narrative.  Through John, DuBois illustrates the limitations imposed on 

Black life by white society.  The white folks of Altamaha begrudgingly allowed John to 

pursue his education, but the minute he tried to share that with his community, they put 

an end to it and him. 

There have been two primary readings of John’s end.  Did he jump, or was the 

“whistling world” a lynch mob celebrating their success?  Whichever the case, John’s 

death was inevitable.  His condition was pre-determined.  But his sister’s inquiry, 

expressing the desire to be “unhappy,” implies that his work and life may not have been 

in vain.  John brought the world to the Black people of Altamaha.  Naturally, seeing their 

hopes and dreams of the past seven years (and certainly generations more) snuffed out so 

effortlessly will discourage and frighten some of them.  But there are a few, perhaps 

Jennie, John’s sister, who will continue towards that ray of light they see as the world 

beyond Altamaha, the world beyond the apartheid South, not for themselves, but for their 

whole community. 

 DuBois is offering a critique of Jim Crow society.  This much is obvious.  But, in 

my view, “Of the Coming of John” is more about us; about the obstacles we will 

encounter in our pursuit, not of education, but of liberation.  Remember, DuBois is a firm 

believer in the emancipatory nature of education.  He is not so much of an idealist, 

however, to believe that education alone will set us free.  Thus, John becomes a tragic 

hero whose life and death bares lessons for us all. 
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Samori Camara was born and raised in the William J. Fischer Housing 

Development in the Algiers section of New Orleans in 1981.  He graduated from Edna 

Karr, then a magnet high school,34 in 1999.  After attending Tougaloo College for one 

year, Samori transferred to Louisiana State University, where he graduated in 2003 with a 

degree in English.  In 2011, he received his Ph.D. in American History from the 

University of Texas at Austin. 

Like John, Samori felt the need to leave the South and so, the day after he 

graduated from college, he moved to Prince George’s County, Maryland, where he took a 

job as a high school English teacher.  Two years later, his mother became ill and he 

returned to Louisiana, enrolling in LSU’s Masters program in African/African-American 

studies.  There, Samori began reading voraciously and committing himself to resolving 

the issues facing Black people.  He was also back in the classroom, teaching 7th grade 

English at a middle school in Baton Rouge. After growing dissatisfied with the school’s 

practices, Camara quit at the end of the year.  He decided that change needed to occur on 

a larger level and, in 2006, he ran for school board as a 24 year-old “Independent” 

candidate, who “would have been Black Panther Party if [he] could have been.” 

He lost, only receiving 20% of the votes and the following January found himself 

in the classroom again.  This time, however, his approach was different.  “Even before 

going there, I knew I was gonna be a rebel,” he remembers.  On his first day, he asked his 

all-Black, 10th grade English class how many Black people were in their textbook.  Maya 

Angelou was the only one.  Samori’s response was to tell them to put their books away 

                                                
34 Karr is now a charter school. 
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and only bring them back on the last day of class.  After some resistance from the 

students, he explained that he would teach them all they were supposed to learn and 

more, but he would do it using people who looked like them. 

He taught the elements of poetry through Tupac and Lil’ Boosie35 lyrics, as well 

as Sonia Sanchez and Nikki Giovanni.  They also addressed topics of critical thinking 

and creative writing through engaging texts such as A Raisin in the Sun.  The 

Autobiography of Malcolm X allowed the class to delve into Black history and culture, 

instilling in them a strong distaste for injustice.  All along, Samori stressed that the 

purpose of education was to serve your community and that if one was not being taught 

to solve one’s problems, one was being miseducated.  That spring, things came to a head.   

Samori’s students had been preparing all year to take the Graduation Exit Exam 

(GEE).  After they completed it, they were confident, with his assistance, that they had 

done well.  Two weeks later, however, the school announced that they would be holding 

another two days of testing.  This time, the tests were trials to improve the GEE for the 

following year. 

Samori and his students were outraged.  They had just taken a test for which they 

had not yet received the results.  Why didn’t they just examine those tests to improve the 

exam?  When he asked his students what they were going to do, the responses were 

many. Some said they would stay home.  Others said they would go to sleep.  Still, others 

said they didn’t feel like they had a choice.  They would have to take the test.  Samori 

took this opportunity to remind them about the lessons they had been learning all year.  

                                                
35 Lil’ Boosie is a Baton Rouge rapper with relative regional popularity. 
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What other options were available?  The class decided to stage a protest.  They would 

show up and refuse to take the test.   

The following day was a Wednesday.  The students were divided alphabetically, 

so Samori’s students were spread out across several rooms.  When he passed out the 

exam to his room, the only two students who took the test were not in his class.   

Afterwards, the rest of Samori’s students were exuberant.   

“Brother Camara, we did it! Only one person took the test in my class” 

“Only two people took the test!” 

“Nobody took the test in my class, Brother Camara!  You shoulda saw it!” 

One of Samori’s students in another class rose to explain to the proctor why he 

wasn’t taking the test.  When he was finished, a sister joined him.  Eventually, a majority 

of the class was on foot.  An emotional Camara attended a mandatory faculty meeting 

that afternoon where the issue was addressed.  Pulling courage from his students, he 

continued to defend them, demanding that other teachers join him.  He stood alone. 

The next morning, when he arrived for work, the school’s principal met him in the 

parking lot to inform him that he was to report to the school board immediately.  Samori 

asked for the opportunity to gather his things from his classroom, and as the principal 

escorted him through the hallways, students raised their fists.   

Before leaving his room, Samori offered his students one last lesson.  On the 

chalkboard, he wrote, “Fight the power and stand up!”36  As he walked to his car, his 

                                                
36 That day, the vast majority of students did not take the test, opting, instead, to wear signs that read, 
“fight the power and stand up!”  It was an experimental test that did not affect their academic standings. 
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students calling from the distance, he knew he could never return to the public school 

system again.  That summer, he moved to Austin.  Two years later, he opened what 

would become Kamali Academy. 

 
 There are several parallels to be drawn between Samori and John.  Both were 

Southern born and held a certain level of contempt for the prevailing racial order.   Both 

viewed education as a means of improving the condition of Black people and labored 

tirelessly towards these ends.  They differed, however, in that Samori realized the 

impossibility of achieving these goals within the mainstream educational system early in 

his career.   

John sought to provide for his people an empowering education that would 

challenge the very foundation of the system responsible for their “cursed lot” (McKay in 

Lewis 1995) and improve their collective condition through the establishment of a 

school.  He failed, however, because he attempted to do so with the permission of that 

very system, as represented by the judge—the steward of white supremacy.  The story’s 

setting—one generation after formal chattel slavery in a multi-racial town—complicates 

the options available to Black communities.  The post-emancipation South saw a rise in 

white-on-Black racial violence that extended beyond the structural violence of chattel 

slavery, as the white population feared that the ostensibly changing socio-political order 

would disrupt their way of life (Griffin 1996; Hartman 1997).  Consequently, Black 

communities, particularly those located in close proximity to white communities, suffered 

an oppressive level of surveillance that monitored their every move.  In John’s case, it 
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was the white population’s close attention to what he was teaching Black children at the 

school.   

John’s decision to leave the South for the second time was motivated by his 

understanding that the prevailing racial order would never allow for the liberation of his 

people.  He was naïve to believe, however, that his individual escape was possible.  There 

is no isolated freedom.  The opportunities that John had received bound him, relationally 

and physically, to the very community of hard working and suffering Black folks that had 

made such opportunities possible.  It was his responsibility to use the fruit of those 

opportunities for the betterment of his community.  There was no escape.   

Perhaps John had to die for Samori to come to this realization.  In this sense, John 

becomes a mythic ancestor, an eternal teacher whose life leaves behind a valuable lesson: 

we must do for ourselves.  Samori, born nearly a century later, heeded that instruction, 

pursuing his education and returning to the neighborhood that raised him where he 

opened Kamali Academy, an African-centered independent school geared towards an 

“education for liberation.” 

This chapter serves two inter-related functions.  First, it chronicles the first two 

years of Kamali Academy’s growth and development.  After providing a sketch of the 

school’s history and daily activities, it focuses on the trials, tribulations, and triumphs the 

school has experienced in the development of an African-centered independent 

educational institution.  I highlight several challenges before offering some solutions that 

may further advance the school’s work.   
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Simultaneously, this chapter provides insight into the process of institutional 

maroonage, rooting the theory discussed in chapters III and IV in the lived experience of 

Kamali Academy by drawing heavily from my two years of teaching and field research at 

the school.  As both an incubator of community and the purveyor of a transhistorical 

tradition, Kamali offers a replicable model of institutional maroonage functioning within 

a contemporary, neo-liberal socio-political order that continues to marginalize Black 

communities.  In this context, neo-liberalism operates through the public charter school 

movement in New Orleans.  Kamali, as an example of institutional maroonage, provides 

a viable alternative for Black communities. 

A FRIENDSHIP IS FORMED 
 
I first met brother Samori in late August of 2009 in the student offices at the 

Center for African and African-American Studies at the University of Texas at Austin.  

One of the first people I’d met on campus, he was reading a book and wearing a black T-

shirt that read “I [heart] Afrika.”  I greeted him and, with a rich baritone, he responded, 

“what’s up, brother?  Samori.” 

We had a brief conversation that afternoon and exchanged information.  The next 

evening, he invited me to a poetry reading.  When I picked him up from campus, the first 

question he asked me was, “So, how can we solve the issues facing Black people?”  As 

time moved on, the initial seriousness I perceived in him was balanced by a deep sense of 

humor.  We got along well, and halfway through our first semester in Austin, we had 

earned a radio talk show on a local Black station.  Eventually, the show grew into an 
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internet show with international reach.  From there, the working partnership and 

friendship grew. 

From the time I met him, Samori had been talking about opening a school to 

provide an education for Black people that was not, and indeed could not be, offered in 

the “public fool system, or the private fool system, or even the charter fool system,” one 

that countered mainstream society’s assault on the dignity and well-being of Black people 

by producing the type of students equipped to solve our problems.   

He first realized the need for our own schools on the school board campaign trail 

in 2006, when canvassing a neighborhood, he happened upon an older Black woman 

sitting on her porch.  After he introduced himself, the woman invited him to sit down.  

Samori began expounding upon the ills of the current school system: the overcrowded 

classroom, the under-resourced teachers, and the criminal absence of a culturally relevant 

curriculum.  When he was finished, the woman told him, “I have two grandbabies in 

those schools.  I’m not gonna vote for you.  I don’t vote.  But I like what you’re saying.  

You got good talk.  We need that.”  Then, easy as the sun setting just on the horizon, she 

told him, “but until you have your school, I gotta send my babies to them white folks in 

the morning.”  He had heard his calling, but was not yet ready to respond. 

THE BLACKSTAR EDUCATIONAL CO-OPERATIVE 
 

New Orleans’ summer sky is covered by a blanket of clouds.  The sun doesn’t 

exactly shine and the humidity wraps its arms around you like an over-affectionate lover.  

So it was when I arrived at the three-bedroom house in the Algiers section on the west 
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bank of the Mississippi River.  Samori’s two nephews were jumping from the Sassafras 

tree in the front yard.  When he came out to greet me, his first words were, “Shoulda 

came down in September.  These summers ain’t nothing nice.”  It was the middle of July.  

He had moved back from Austin in early June and hit the ground running, working with 

brother Oba in preparation for the coming school year.   

Brother Oba was in his mid-30s and very present in the New Orleans cultural 

community.  The two had met when Samori was in high school.  Brother Oba came in as 

a substitute teacher for two days, but his impact was lasting.  “I just remember this cat 

coming in…and he was just talking Black.  So I sat next to his desk the two days he was 

there.  And that’s the only time I saw him.”  Samori was so inspired by brother Oba that 

he began studying African proverbs in search of ancient sources of wisdom.  Several 

years later, when Samori was a student at LSU, the two reconnected, maintaining 

sporadic contact.  When Samori decided it was time to start his school, he sought brother 

Oba.   

Oba grew up in Algiers and, like many people in the neighborhood at the time, 

knew Samori’s father, who was somewhat of a local celebrity.37  He passed away when 

Samori was 10, so Oba felt it was his duty to show Samori off to the neighborhood.  

“Look at Quack’s son,” he would say.  “I bet you didn’t even know Quack had a 

son.”  

                                                
37 There are some who believe that “Who Dat?”, the phrase that has come to characterize the New Orleans 
Saints, was originally started by Samori’s father as a rally cry for L.B. Landry High School. 
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 One such conversation was with a business owner who happened to be very good 

friends with Samori’s father.  He was proud to see Samori pursuing his education and 

passing what he learned on to his community.  He offered to support them in any way 

possible. 

 They were talking outside of the man’s laundromat, which shared a parking lot 

with a defunct beauty salon.  When asked about it, the man told Samori and Oba that it 

was his, but he wasn’t doing anything with it.  It needed renovations and he didn’t see 

any immediate benefit to it.  They then proposed to transform the space into a bookstore 

and café.  This would allow them a source of income to fund the school.  It would also 

provide their students with vocational skills such as carpentry, plumbing, and electrical 

work, as well as business management and customer service.  The man agreed and 

BlackStar Books and Caffé was born.  Now they only needed students. 

 Both Samori and Oba had studied the teachings and methods of Elijah 

Muhammad and the Nation of Islam.  “Fishing” was a means by which the NOI recruited 

new members.  They identified the most impoverished, the most downtrodden members 

of society, and provided them with alternatives in which they could see their “true 

selves.”  

To recruit students, the two headed to the projects. 

“Yo, we got a school.” 

“Is it gonna put me in my right grade?” 

Several people were interested in attending BlackStar, but when the school year 

began, they only had two students: DeAndré, a 14 year-old boy from the housing 
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development where Samori grew up, and Akil, a 13 year-old boy whose aunt attended 

LSU with Samori.  Their parents would register them with the state of Louisiana as 

home-school students and send them to BlackStar for “tutoring.”  The school opened in 

early September of 2009.  It was held in our kitchen. 

Samori and Oba would split the days of the week, Samori teaching English and 

Ourstory38, and Oba teaching Math and Science.  Oba, who had carpentry skills, had 

taken on the responsibility of renovating the café, but with limited resources it was taking 

longer than expected.  This left the school to depend solely on the $150 (in cash or kind) 

tuition and community support.  Some of Samori’s contacts in Baton Rouge, particularly 

a sister by the name of Uyai Imabasi,39 donated book bags, notebooks, pens, and pencils.  

Samori’s mother, who worked at a school, provided old workbooks, desks, and filing 

cabinets.  They also sold T-shirts online to generate some revenue.  Still, the needs were 

great.  On top of this, at the end of two months, brother Oba’s attendance was less than 

stellar and the two decided it would be best for Samori to take over full time. 

As the year progressed, BlackStar acquired a new student who was preparing for 

his GED exam.  He didn’t stay at the school very long.  DeAndré, who was often in 

trouble with the law, eventually stopped coming as well.  When BlackStar Books and 

Caffé opened in April of 2010, Akil was the school’s only student. 

                                                
38 By replacing the “his” of history with “our,” the term comes to reflect an approach to the study of the 
past that centers those studying it, i.e., African people. 
39 Sister Uyai was a close friend, comrade, and confidant of Samori’s from his days at LSU.  A consistent 
supporter of his endeavors, sister Uyai passed away in 2011 at the age of 27. 
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            BlackStar Caffé quickly became a meeting place for intellectuals, artists, activists, 

and “cats from ‘round the way.”  Any night of the week one would encounter laughter 

and debate late into the evening.  Furthermore, brother Oba’s magnetic personality and 

the café’s location on a busy street attracted regular foot traffic.  Brother Oba, his 

girlfriend, Mama Efua, Samori, and myself divided the hours when it first opened.  A 

little later, my involvement shifted when my band became the house band for the packed-

house “Liberation Lounge” open mic events that took place every Sunday.  There were 

also weekly study groups, movie nights, youth poetry readings, and storytelling events 

for children. 

            To ensure that someone would be there at the 11 a.m. opening time, Samori began 

holding the school’s classes at the café.  One morning when I went by, I saw two new 

students, a brother and sister, 10 and 8 respectively.  Samori later told me that brother 

Oba’s mother, a social worker, had heard about their case and referred them to the 

school.  They were under the guardianship of their grandmother who was nearly blind.  

Their mother was in and out of jail, and they hadn’t been in school all year because the 

charter lottery system did not pick them.  This was in April. 

            The boy, Shaka, was extremely bright and caring.  He looked up to brother 

Samori and Akil, BlackStar’s older student.  In the time he was at BlackStar, it seemed as 

if his mind was provided with the environment and material it needed to flourish.              

The girl, Shayla, was friendly, but extremely shy.  She was also very sensitive and would 

sometimes burst into inconsolable tears.  When Samori found out that she had been 

sexually assaulted by a family member, he enlisted the help of a young woman, sister 
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“Mama” Tolu, who had been frequenting the café and expressed interest in working at 

the school. 

            As the year drew to a close, the BlackStar Educational co-operative had 3 students 

and two teachers.  The café was up and running, but Samori and Oba had overlooked the 

start-up costs of a business.  The café was barely making ends meet, so there was no 

money for the school.  Furthermore, personal and political differences between Samori 

and Oba led to a permanent split between the two.  It was a rough year.  Samori, 

exhausted and uncertain of the next step, took some time to regroup.  His seed had been 

planted, though.  That fall, he would reap a harvest. 

KAMALI IS BORN 
 

My involvement with the BlackStar Educational Co-operative was limited.  I was 

working at Henson Academy that year, which kept me away for the greater part of the 

day.  More forthrightly, though, this was Samori’s baby and I didn’t want to step on his 

toes with my two cents.  I had learned from three years of working with him that we both 

had strong personalities and sensitive pride.  With that, I offered my support from a 

distance.  But I had seen how the school year had affected him.  He wasn’t defeated, but 

he had certainly taken a beating.  Here he was, finally living his dream, yet it appeared as 

if there were more obstacles than triumphs and he wasn’t sure which way to turn.  None 

of the students would be returning, for instance.  While their parents were extremely 

satisfied with BlackStar, they felt it had done a great job of preparing their children for a 

return to public schools.  Furthermore, Samori felt that the previous year’s model was 
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unsustainable and the lessons he’d learned informed a larger vision that necessitated more 

support and resources.40   

I realized my integrity was being called to the line.  I thoroughly believed in the 

school and his vision.  I had spent years talking about the need for independent Black 

institutions, particularly schools that would equip us with the knowledge and resources to 

build strong communities.  Now, in my own living room, I had the chance to participate 

in one and I didn’t.  Beyond that, this was my friend.  I could not live in the same house 

as a brother struggling and not extend my hand when I had the means to do so.  So, I did. 

Conquering, or at least temporarily getting the better of, my pride, I approached 

him one evening and apologized for my distance.  Then I offered my assistance in any 

way needed. 

 “Can you teach English two days a week?”   It was as if he’d been waiting for me 

and, as simple as that, I was Kamali’s newest teacher.   

Around this time, Mama Efua joined the team to teach Reading.  Sister Akosua, 

who had known Samori for a few years and frequented the café, commuted all the way 

from Hammond, LA, an hour drive, to teach Mathematics.  Her cousin, Kumi, also came 

to teach Physical Education.  Sister Tolu was still on the staff, although her schedule did 

not permit her as much flexibility as the previous year. 

                                                
40 Samori temporarily teamed up with Kuumba Academy, an African-centered school started before 
Katrina.  Kuumba was opening its doors for the first time since the storm in the fall of 2010 and wanted to 
bring Samori on as co-director.  The school was located in New Orleans East, on the other side of the city.  
Although there were many benefits to taking the position, including more money and more free time, 
logistical concerns prevented the partnership from solidifying.  Samori felt a responsibility to the 
community that raised him, Algiers, and could not arrange a means for his students to make it to a school 
all the way in the East. 
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 Because we were all volunteers, we arranged a schedule whereby no one would 

teach for more than 4 hours a week.  This allowed each of us to tend to other aspects of 

our lives.  Samori, for instance, was teaching classes at a local community college.  

Akosua and Kumi, coming as they were from far away, would only have to make that trip 

twice a week. 

 The student body transformed, as well.  BlackStar sought to work with high 

school-aged students, as the assumption was that their minds and bodies were more 

mature and therefore better prepared to perform the personal and community work ideally 

required.  Samori learned, however, that the process of mis-education the students had 

received from mainstream schooling was so thorough that their age and maturity level did 

not necessarily correlate.  We would have to start younger and intercept the socializing 

process sooner in order to develop students who have committed themselves to the 

betterment of their community. 

Sister Efua and brother Oba had two of their daughters come to the school.  

Another brother who was friends with Oba sent his two children, a boy and a girl.  

Samori’s mother recruited the son and niece of one of her friends.  Kamal and his mother 

heard Samori speak at an event and signed up.  Two other families also heard Samori 

speak at another event and enrolled their children, another boy and a girl.  That girls’ 

cousin came to orientation and decided she, too, wanted to attend the school.  When her 

mother saw the environment, she also enrolled her 4 year-old daughter. 

 I am attempting to demonstrate the rapid nature with which the school grew.  By 

the first day, we had 11 students and 6 teachers.  There were 7 girls and 4 boys.  Five of 



 166 

the students, two of whom were siblings, came from a household where a father was 

present.  The majority of them had been kept back at least once.  All of the students, 

except two, had attended public schools prior to coming to Kamali. 

 To reflect the new school, Samori chose a new name: Kamali, Shona for “the 

spirit that protects the youth from death.”  The students covered a wider age range (4-16) 

and we were better prepared for them.  Each of the people involved, parents and faculty 

alike, brought with them a different set of resources.  The parents could supplement what 

they could not pay of the monthly $200 tuition with volunteer hours or food donations.  

We reduced costs by requiring the students to bring their own lunch.  Fridays would be 

reserved for Home Economics, where we cooked together. 

 At the end of the previous spring, Samori and I had moved into a bigger house 

with a large extension fit for a classroom.  Through our internet show, we put out a call 

for support and set up an on-line registry.  Within days, we had donations coming from 

all across the country—from pencils, to toilet paper, to printing paper and notebooks, to 

wall maps, projectors, and computers.   

It was an exciting time for all involved and suggested a growing interest in 

independent education.  There was a surge in the number of independent, African-

centered schools in the United States during the late 1980s and early 1990s, reflective of 

the larger cultural trend of “Afrocentrism” (Akoto 1992).  These schools took the shape 

of private schools, Saturday schools, and after-school and community rights-of-passage 

programs (Kifano 1996; Lomotey 1992; Shujaa 1998; Ratteray and Shujaa 1987).  As the 

decade drew to a close, however, the interest in independent schools subsided and many 
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schools either closed or converted to charter schools (Hotep 2001).  In the last few years, 

however, there has been a rise in homeschooling and homeschool cooperatives amongst 

Black people across the couuntry (Wheeler 2012; Whitfield 2010).  Parents state various 

reasons for this decision, from violent and unhealthy school environments to a desire for 

a more culturally reflective curriculum.  Wheeler observes, “not all parents can keep up 

with the demands of the curriculum” and as such, “only the most committed parents…can 

make it work” (Wheeler 2012).   

The staff of Kamali took this notion as a challenge.  Quality, independent 

education should not be denied to families because parents were unable to commit 

themselves solely to the education of their children—thus why homeschooling has 

historically been a practice amongst white, middle-class families (Ray 2009).  We would 

create a school in which students could receive an excellent education and parents would 

be incorporated to the extent that they were available.  Drawing upon various models at 

our disposal, we would build something new. 

A NEW/OLD STRUCTURE 
 

In the summer of 2010, a few months before Kamali opened its doors, the Council 

of Independent Black Institutions (CIBI) held their annual national meeting in Baton 

Rouge, LA.  A Baba I knew came to New Orleans to spend a few days in the city before 

attending the conference an hour’s drive away.  He was the founder of an independent 

school in Philadelphia that had been operating for five years, and for two days, he sat 

with brother Samori, sister Akosua, borther Kumi, and myself.  He shared his knowledge 
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on running a school, recruiting students, and dealing with parents.  He also assisted us in 

the clarification of our mission and vision.  Although brief, our time with the Baba was 

invaluable.   

We were fortunate enough to have access to several such resources.  Although 

Kamali was not a member of CIBI, members of the organization were very open to 

sharing with us, whether through curricular materials or insight.  Beyond CIBI, former 

members of AHIDIANA, the organization and school, were extremely supportive of our 

efforts.  In fact, much of Kamali’s pedagogical approach was borrowed directly from 

AHIDIANA.41  Uhuru Sasa, particularly in its formation as a community institution, 

served as another model for the school.  Through both conversations with former students 

and research, we gained insight as to how they went about building an independent 

school around which a community was built. 

 Kamali’s mission was to “develop a self-determining (kujichagulia) community 

of Afrikan people equipped with self-love, self-awareness, and a commitment to the 

resolution of our collective problems.”  First with BlackStar and then with Kamali, 

Samori felt that the one-room schoolhouse model that had educated generations of 

African people was a useful means to foster the type of educational community necessary 

to accomplish this mission.  Students across age levels and academic abilities could 

partake in the learning process together, bringing individual skills and experiences to the 

table in a manner that benefited all involved.  Also, the unfortunate reality was that, after 

years of miseducation, the academic level of most of the students was relatively low, 

                                                
41 The particulars of this approach are outlined in chapter IV. 
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despite age.  As the year progressed, the students were grouped according to academic 

ability.  A group of students who were more advanced accompanied Samori to his classes 

at the community college, where they participated in class, took exams, and were exposed 

to the academic lifestyle of college students. 

 As a systematic home school, Kamali offered the standard subjects, such as Math, 

Language Arts, Reading, Science, and Foreign Languages.  It also offered Ourstory, 

which emphasized and centralized the role of African people throughout world history. 

Later on, Kamali would incorporate a bi-weekly enrichment period whereby people from 

the local community would come in and share their skills and talents through interactive 

workshops.  It would be a way to expose the community to Kamali and Kamali to the 

community.  Painters, scientists, storytellers, musicians, dancers, and many more would 

share their passion with the students.  Parents would also be encouraged to share their 

talents with the students and would teach classes such as Health and Nutrition, 

Gardening, and Crocheting.  Of course, these subjects have been more like guidelines in 

that the African-centered praxis that Kamali employs does not operate off of strict 

divisions.  Rather, all subjects are transdisciplinary.  There is Math and Science in 

Language Arts, Reading in Math, Science in Ourstory, and so forth.  

 This African-centered educational praxis extends beyond the “blackening of a 

curriculum.”  In other words, it is not the wholesale replacement of white faces with 

Black faces.  African-centered praxis refers to an holistic approach to education that 

centers the axiologies and philosophies of African people, including an epistemology that 

focuses on the “knowledge and discovery of historical truths through comparison; 
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hypothesizing and testing through debate, trial, and application; through analysis and 

synthesis; through creative and critical thinking; through problem resolution processes; 

and through final evaluation and decision making” (Akoto 1992: 116).  This includes 

expanded pedagogical methods aligned with the cultural dispositions and behaviors of 

African students (discussed in chapter 2).  It is a “praxis” in that it extends beyond the 

classroom and into lived experience (see appendix C).   

Elenni Tedla (1995: 211) identifies 5 goals of “Sankofan education,” an 

educational model rooted in pan-African cultural values: 

1) Cultural excellence 
2) Academic excellence 
3) Spiritual development 
4) Community-building, mastery of practical skills and excellence in the 

workplace 
5) Physical fitness and health 

 
These goals aim at the collective empowerment of African people through the 

identification of liberatory cultural principles and the creation of autonomous spaces in 

which communities may be constructed. 

Again, this extends beyond curriculum.  Mwalimu Shujaa correctly observes, “it 

seems inappropriate to treat the curriculum as the purveyor of Afrocentricity when it is 

actually the extent to which there exists Afrocentric transformation among individual 

teachers that ultimately will determine how curriculum content is perceived and delivered 

through pedagogy” (Shujaa 1998: 375).  At Kamali, this “Afrocentric transformation” 

among teachers took the form of engagement with African-based spiritual systems, study, 
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and participation in African-centered cultural activities, although this could have been 

more intentional. 

Kamali took seriously the mission set forth by the Sudanese proverb: “We wish to 

bequeath to our children two things.  The first is roots.  The other is wings.”  This was 

reflected in a curriculum that centralized the student as an African child.  We 

incorporated a Pan-African consciousness into our lessons to the greatest extent possible.  

This included, on the one hand, factors such like geography lessons about the African 

Diaspora, the celebration of heroic men and women from throughout the Black world, 

and crafting study questions and lessons around topics relevant to students and their 

reality.  On the other hand, it meant employing pedagogical approaches more in tune with 

the learning styles of the students.  This took the shape of a more interactive curriculum, 

replete with call and response, movement, and dynamic assessment tools.  This also 

meant particular methods of discipline. 

I must pause here to clarify what may seem to be a contradiction of practice.  I 

mentioned in chapter II that schooling was a site of discipline, with “subordination” and 

“obedience” being implied goals.  Kamali also used disciplinary tactics.  The difference 

between the two, however, is in the ends for which this discipline was sought.  Kamali 

did not want “subordinate” and “obedient” students who would continue on as such 

through life in the mainstream social system.  Our use of discipline was intended to teach 

and direct, with strong emphases on responsibility and moral character.  The paddle was 

one means of discipline.  Each of the parents, spare one, gave permission for the use of 

the paddle.  It was, however, only used as a last resort.  Other disciplinary methods 
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included conversations, reflection assignments, group discussions, isolation, and the 

suspension of privileges.  

In the spirit of ujima, collective work and responsibility, many forms of discipline 

were structured to foster group accountability.  In these cases, the class was disciplined as 

a whole.  This, too, was incorporated into classroom lessons.  In one instance, after a 

school computer disappeared, the students were given a day to produce the computer.  If 

it didn’t, each student would receive the paddle every day until it showed up.  This may 

seem like a harsh punishment, but we were trying to create a new moral standard at the 

school rooted in communal responsibility.  I took this as an opportunity to engage 

students.  Many of the students were upset that they were being “punished” for something 

that they didn’t do.  It was certainly a charged topic.  In my class, the frustrations were 

palpable, so I had them direct that into their writing.  I had them write a letter to brother 

Samori, explaining their position and proposing alternative solutions.  I wanted them to 

learn how to express themselves effectively in a manner that was solution-oriented.  It 

turned out to be a very fruitful exercise, as students had to grapple with difficult ideas.  

Some were surprised when they concluded that perhaps the proposed measures were the 

most appropriate.  Others struggled to articulate why they felt these methods were 

incorrect.  In the end, the computer turned up and a precedent for addressing 

disagreement had been set. 

We placed heavy emphasis on the principles of the Nguzo Saba.  Our goal was to 

create a new level of assumptions through the centralization of new norms more in line 

with our cultural reality.  “Kweku” or “Sabali” would become names as common to 
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students as “Jonathan” or “Jennifer.”  Proverbs were used heavily to encourage critical 

thinking and teach moral lessons within a Pan-African cultural context.  We sought to 

expand the students’ worldview beyond that of the neighborhood, the city, and even the 

country.  When they could identify with a global population of human beings, they would 

cease to view themselves as “minorities” and step into the true power they possess.  In a 

phrase, a large part of our work was self-image building.  To do so, we needed to uproot 

the warped images already placed in them by mainstream society (primarily via schools 

and the media) that ate away at their self-esteem and self-worth. 

 Each day began with a libation, calling upon familial and national ancestors to 

guide the students and teachers throughout the day.  We would also recite morning 

affirmations, such as this: 

Who are you? 
 
I am the seed of my Ancestors.  I am the hope of today.  I 
am a builder for those unborn.  I am a promoter of the 
Afrikan way. 
 
What is your purpose? 
 
To use my personal skills and talents for the betterment of 
my community; to think of others first and build, Umoja—
Afrikan Unity. 
 
Where are you from? 
 
Mama Afrika is my home, liberation is my song.  You can’t 
steer me wrong, I’m Afrikan to the bone.  Birth is not the 
beginning.  Death is not the end.  I am because We are.  
Together We shall win! 
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This was followed by the Afrikan Alphabet, the pledge of allegiance to the Red, Black, 

and Green Liberation Flag, the Afrikan pledge, and the Black National Anthem (see 

appendix B). 

 From there, the first class began at 9 a.m.  Depending on the day, Physical 

Education or Enrichment took place from 11-12.  Lunch was from 12-1 and followed 

Dead Prez’s guideline: “No meat, no dairy, no sweets.”42  The last class of the day was 

from 1-3 p.m.  Classes were offered on a bi-weekly basis. Ourstory and Science were 

Monday and Wednesday.  Reading/Language Arts and Math were on Tuesday and 

Thursday.  Friday was reserved for Home Economics, weekly assessments, movies, and 

field trips.  During the second year, Physical Education was eliminated43 and Reading 

and Language arts were extended to a full two hours.  Enrichment took place on Tuesday 

and Thursday afternoons. 

IN THE TRENCHES 
 
I was excited to be teaching at Kamali.  It was very much an environment to 

which I could commit myself fully, as our values and beliefs were consistent with one 

another.  Admittedly, however, I was harboring some apprehensions that stemmed from 

insecurities.  Henson Academy was the first time I’d had my own classes.  I had been 
                                                
42 In Dead Prez’s “Be Healthy” song from the album Let’s Get Free! (2000), they rap “I don’t eat no meat, 
no dairy, no sweets.  Only ripe vegetables, fresh fruit, and whole wheat.”  They continue, “Be careful how 
you season and prepare your foods, ‘cause you don’t wanna lose vitamins and minerals, and that’s the 
jewel.  Life brings life, it’s valuable, so I eat what comes from the ground.  It’s natural.”  Understanding the 
wide-ranging impact that diet has on health, particularly for Black people living in impoverished 
neighborhoods, where access to healthy options is severely limited, Kamali worked to challenge students 
and parents to prioritize healthy eating. 
43 Eventually, noticing the poor level of physical fitness amongst students, I began taking the students on 
brief runs before lunch on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  This, however, was irregular and insufficient. 
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working with students since I was a freshman in college, but that was always in more of a 

“tutor” capacity.  If I were to assess my teacher performance at Henson, it would 

certainly have been unsatisfactory.  I could connect with the students on a personal level, 

but could not translate that to an academic one.  I was afraid that I would bring the same 

inabilities to Kamali. 

 Part of this was also rooted in my experience watching Samori teach.  I’ve long 

said that he is an artist in his ability to open students’ minds to new and challenging 

ideas, and he does it with the ease of someone performing a task they were born to 

perform.  He often says, “the root word of ‘education’ is ‘educe,’ or to bring forth what is 

already inside.”  From pre-K to graduate studies, Samori manages to accomplish this. 

 As I expressed this to him, he quickly identified the source of my problem.  My 

approach was incorrect.  “Don’t try to connect on an academic level.  That will come.  

Teaching is about relationships: relationships between the people involved and the 

subject matter.  But it’s about people first.”  His meaning was clear.  The role of the 

teacher is to illuminate the connection of the student to the material.  This is nearly 

impossible, however, if the student does not have a relationship with the teacher. 

One way to do this was to teach through the students’ interests.  Kamal was the 

oldest student at Kamali and the most academically advanced.  In order to feed his 

intellectual appetite, Samori found out about his passion for video games.  What some 

would have passed off as an idle hobby, however, Samori saw as a teaching point.  He 

began studying the games that Kamal played, taking an interest in the student’s interest.  

As they developed a relationship, Samori encouraged Kamal to articulate why he loved 
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video games so.  Eventually, Kamal shared that he wanted to be a video game designer.  

Samori then tailored all of Kamal’s lessons—from math to science to ourstory—around 

video games.  The only catch was that Kamal’s video games had to contribute to the 

betterment of African people.  Kamal is currently making arrangements to attend a school 

for video game design in Orlando. 

At Kamali, we were seeking to create a new educational culture rooted in 

traditional values of communal centeredness.  This necessitated the development of 

individuals so as to make the whole stronger, for as a popular proverb at Kamali teaches, 

“sticks in a bundle cannot break.”  Our lessons were structured in a way that emphasized 

group work and encouraged students who understood the material to assist those who 

didn’t and in the process, reaffirmed their own knowledge of the subject. 

Samori often reminded us that “we are the curriculum.”  In other words, the 

students will be watching what we do more than they will be listening to what we say.  If 

we are “teachers” in the traditional mainstream sense of the word, conducting ourselves 

according to mainstream values and behaviors, we will only reproduce traditional 

mainstream relationships with the students.   

This approach required a lot from us as teachers.  Educator and author Baba 

Agyei Akoto describes the mwalimu (teacher) as one who comes before the “wanafunzi 

(students) as a representative of the whole culture.  The mwalimu is entrusted with the 

task of inculcating the essential values of that culture and thereby guaranteeing its 

continuation” (Akoto 1992: 99).  He continues: 
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The mwalimu must bring enthusiasm, conviction, ideological clarity, 
moral integrity, and courage, as well as knowledge, to the 
teaching/learning environment.  The latent messages and information 
shared by the mwalimu through physical nuance, voice pattern and tone, 
hair style, dress, and character are as important to the effective 
teaching/learning environment as the structured lessons (Akoto 1992: 
100). 

 
The mwalimu, then, becomes an ideal type through which the transmission of culture is 

facilitated.  

Many of the teachers at Kamali were teaching subjects that we hadn’t studied in 

years.  I, for instance, had to spend time reviewing the rules of grammar in order to teach 

the students.  Our belief was summed up by a popular motto: “What I know I must teach.  

What I don’t know, I must learn.  Each one, teach one.  Together we’ll win.” 

Beyond this, and more importantly, we had to be vigilant in our commitment to 

righteous character.  Our house was a school long before and after the actual school day 

ended.  Some of the students showed up around 7 in the morning and left late in evening.  

Others even spent weekends there.  They would have seen any questionable behaviors on 

the part of Samori or me.  Although they most likely would not have said anything, as it 

would only re-affirm what they saw everywhere else, it would subconsciously discredit 

any claims that we made to the contrary and undermine our larger mission.  Thus, we 

strived to constantly be aware of our behaviors to the greatest extent possible.  This also 

required another type of vigilance. 

 We all agreed that self-love was severely lacking in the Black community and 

saw it first hand in our students.  In our classes, we had to be adamant about stomping out 

any manifestations of self-hatred and encouraging self-love.  This took two particular 
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forms.  The first was the low self-esteem and poor self-image of our students.  One 

student, Nyla, was 11 years old.  Nyla had trouble writing, but was an extremely eager 

student.  As she got a better grasp of her letters, she would write on everything.  One day, 

on the back of one of her assignments, she had written, “I am a Black monkey.”  I 

immediately asked her about it and she responded, “What?  That’s what I look like.” 

Nyla’s case leads into the second form: name calling and denigration.  When Nyla 

first came to us, she could barely read.  Whenever she was asked to, she quickly shut 

down.  On one occasion, she broke into tears.  I called her into the other room where she 

sobbed that her mother told her that she can’t read because she’s stupid.  

 This also took place in the classroom.  One day, one of the students, who had a 

rich, dark complexion, called another student of equal hue a “Black monkey.”  I 

immediately stopped class to address the issue.  Rather than reproach the student, I chose 

to give him an opportunity to explain his position.  I asked him if he felt that he, too, was 

a “Black monkey,” to which he responded that he didn’t.  As the conversation 

progressed, and other students joined in, he became aware of his contradiction.  From 

there, we were able to explore colorism.  We used Baba Malcolm X’s “dictionary 

experiment” whereby we looked up the definitions of “black” and “white.”44  We also 

watched a video on Dr. Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s doll experiments and a show Samori 

and I had done on the color complex.  It was not the last time we would hear self-hating 

                                                
44 Samori had beat me to the punch, as they had already done this with him.  I told them that this would be 
a review, then. 
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comments, but it was the start of the establishment of an environment where such 

attitudes and values were unacceptable. 

Because we were not bound by state regulations and our curriculum was not 

dictated by state exams, we could work at our own pace.  We knew that our students, as 

survivors of the schooling process, had been completely debased and our work included 

foundation building.  Of course, we could not expect to undo 8 or 10 or 15 years of 

conditioning (not to include the generations before their arrival) in one or two years.  We 

could, however, do our part by representing an alternative that had their and their 

community’s best interests in mind.  That is to say that when these young brothers and 

sisters are deciding what type of people they are going to be, they will have us as models 

in addition to everyone else in their lives.  If we did our part, with kindness, firmness, 

persistence, and love, they will make the decision that best serves all of us. 

THE STRUGGLES OF AN INDEPENDENT INSTITUTION 
 

Kamali Academy was doing great work.  Over the course of the two years that I 

worked there, it was in a constant state of becoming, formulating and reformulating its 

vision.  This, along with the material conditions of its existence, also presented a series of 

challenges. 

 Kamali understood that a consistent element in Black life is inconsistency.  We 

sought to provide for our students a stable environment in which they could depend upon 

certain expectations, such as a constant presence.  Unfortunately, we fell victim to our 

larger social reality in several regards. 
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 The teacher turn around at the school was high.  Over the course of two years, 

there had been a total of 10 teachers.  Samori and I were the only two to remain for the 

full two years.  The first to leave was sister Tosin.  She grew frustrated with her role at 

the school, which was vaguely defined because of a severe lack of communication.  After 

her, Kumi was asked to leave after he stole a cell phone from one of the students.  This 

was both a shock and an eye opener for us to be very mindful of whom we let in our 

midst.  Shortly thereafter, Kumi’s cousin, sister Akosua, had to resign because she could 

not manage the travel by herself and she needed to find a means to generate income.  

Next, Mama Efua was asked to leave the school after she failed to intervene in a fight 

amongst the students.  We had noticed several changes in her teaching performance, 

including an antagonistic approach towards students.  We attempted, on several 

occasions, to speak with her about it, but she declined.  When she left, she took her two 

daughters with her.  Also around this time, all before the end of Kamali’s first semester, 

Mama Afivi came to the school with her son.  Mama Afivi, an artist and educator steeped 

in African-centered traditions and practices, brought a new energy to the school and was 

welcomed with open arms by both students and faculty.  She taught Reading. 

 There was also a high level of student turnaround, although not as severe as the 

teachers.  In November of 2010, I was introduced to a woman, Mama Kia, in the café.  

She and her family were from Detroit and had moved to New Orleans a few months 

prior.  Her children had been to African-centered schools all of their lives, but were 

currently in public schools since they didn’t know of any other options.  I gave her 



 181 

Samori’s number and that weekend she and her husband, Baba Ali, went to visit him.  

The next week, their five children, three boys and two girls, were students at Kamali. 

 They presented an interesting case.  They were a polygamous family from out of 

town and familiar with African-centered schools.  The academic level of the children was 

stellar, with an attitude that matched.  The youngest child was 7 and the oldest was 15. 

Baba Ali became active immediately, volunteering to teach Science and Gardening.   

 These new students presented a silent challenge to the other students at Kamali.  

The new students weren’t arrogant and didn’t boast, which probably made them even 

more of an anomaly.  Instead, the other students watched them with quiet admiration as 

they excelled in and out of the classroom.  Unfortunately, their presence at the school was 

short-lived.  Due to some complex family arrangements, only the youngest of the siblings 

returned after the Kwanzaa break. 

 The student turnaround also revealed another inconsistency: poor communication.  

There were several times where I would show up for my class and see a new face.  He or 

she would not have been introduced to me, nor had I been prepped for a new student.  

Kamali did not actively recruit, as we were already operating over capacity, but word of 

mouth was a powerful tool and families came knocking.  At the time, Samori would not 

say no to anyone seeking to come on board.  Thus, we had to stay on our toes and assist 

new students acclimate to the Kamali environment.   

 This poor communication also manifested in other ways.  There would be times in 

which I would be informed of a field trip the day before it took place.  Sometimes one 

teacher would set rules that another didn’t know about and, therefore, couldn’t follow.  
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Students may have had certain privileges taken away, but other teachers wouldn’t know 

to enforce it.  While seemingly small things, these instances reveal a larger problem that 

can eat away at the infrastructure of any institution. 

 This, in my reading, is the true root of Kamali’s challenges: lack of infrastructure.  

Samori is a teacher first and foremost.  This does not always translate into an effective 

administrator.  Without a solid plan or blueprint, there will always be challenges and 

changes that catch people off guard.  This is, by no means, to suggest that Kamali was a 

free-for-all.  It is merely to say that, considering the nature of Kamali’s objectives and the 

environment in which it seeks to achieve them, it must have a very tight and methodical 

plan of operation. 

This lack of infrastructure was also largely responsible for Kamali’s severe 

resource deprivation.  There was no formal means by which to organize fundraising 

efforts.  Even the online registry was not systematized.  Thus, the school was left to 

depend on tuition.   

In the fall of 2011, Kamali moved to a new location better equipped to support the 

growing school, as it was expanding to include a child care component.  This new house 

marked a 50% increase in rent.  While the school has relatively little overhead, $1,500 a 

month on rent alone is significant.  Of the school’s 12 students at the beginning of the 

2011 school year, only 5 were to pay full tuition.  Mama Afivi’s two children attended for 

free.  Siblings, of which there were 2 pairs, were to pay $150 each.  Unfortunately, no 

more than two parents paid tuition on a regular basis. 
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PARENTAL PERSPECTIVES 
 
Thus far, I have discussed what Kamali sought for its students.  Now, I turn to 

what parents wanted for their children.  What were their intentions in sending their 

children to Kamali?  What did they see in the school that was an acceptable alternative to 

what they had been offered before?  What expectations did they have?  Ultimately, what 

did they find? 

I began conducting interviews with the parents of Kamali Academy in the fall of 

2011.  A majority of the students had been at the school the year before, so their parents 

had almost a full year of experience with the school.45  My primary concerns were with 

their motives for coming to Kamali and their aspirations for their children.  I also asked 

questions about their ultimate satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the school. 

Attention and identity were two consistent themes parents raised throughout the 

interviews.  They felt that Kamali would be a place where their children would receive 

the former and a strengthened sense of the latter.  They found attention important because 

many of their children needed greater one-on-one interaction.   

In chapter II, I mentioned Densu, whose previous school would call every day, 

ensuring that he was taking his medication (Ritalin).  In the weeks before the 2010 school 

                                                
45 There were three new students at the school.  Four students from the previous year did not return.  One 
of them was sent to a prestigious, all-male private school.  His mother, Mama Esi, reported that she did not 
remove him from Kamali because she was dissatisfied.  She had done so because it was a tradition in her 
family that the males attend this school. 
 The other three students that didn’t return were kin, two sisters and a cousin.  The mother of the 
sisters wanted her eldest daughter to be “in a regular seventh grade.”  One afternoon, I ran into the mother 
of the cousin.  She told me she was concerned that her daughter had fallen in with the “wrong crowd” and 
was getting in trouble at her new school.  The mother said that she wanted to send her daughter back to 
Kamali.  She never did.  
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year, Densu began visiting our house and spending days with Samori.   As Samori got to 

know Densu, he requested that his mother take him off the medication.  Samori felt that 

he didn’t need Ritalin as much as he needed attention and an environment in which his 

energies could be expressed instead of repressed.  Densu hasn’t used the medication 

since.  Mama Jamila, his grandmother, noticed positive changes in him. 

You know, I noticed a difference in him over there, so I don’t know if it is 
the [vegetarian and low-sugar] food.  I think, really, it’s the small group 
that, you know—and he have the attention.  He get the attention that he 
need over there. (Mama Jamila, interview, 1/9/12). 

 
Mama Kia’s comments, while underscoring the same point, speak to a fundamental 

aspect of the Kamali educational model:   

…Just the ability and the willingness to be able to, I guess, accommodate 
each child is important to me.  Because I know that out of my children, 
when I teach them at home, one may get this a certain way.  The other 
may need hands on. Another may need visual.  The other may just need an 
oral.  And some of them need all of them…So I think that that is important 
so children don't feel like they are being left behind or they’re dumb 
because a lot of times, the way they're taught is not necessarily to their 
advantage (Mama Kia, interview, 12/15/11). 

 
Mama Kia’s observations found resonance with other parents.  They hoped that at Kamali 

their children’s particular learning habits would be identified and catered to, as opposed 

to ignored and regulated.   

Samori is very passionate on this point.  He often remarked, “we don’t need 

standardization.  We need customization and Africanization,” or the development of 

culturally appropriate pedagogical approaches founded on African-centered principles 

and practices.  At Kamali, this meant identifying and developing the skills and talents of 

individual students with the expectation that those skills be used for the improvement of 
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their community.  This falls in line with the second major theme of the interviews: 

identity.   

 Kamali was explicit in its African-centered cultural identity and intention.  While 

the majority of the parents may not have come from identical ideological standpoints, 

they certainly shared the belief that a strong sense of identity was crucial to the 

development of their children. 

 Each of the parents agreed on the need for an environment in which their 

children’s African identity was affirmed, viewing it as an essential part of the educational 

process: 

If you have a better love and understanding of self, then growing up as an 
adult, you won't be so confused about what it is you need to do, you know, 
what your purpose is here in life.  Because, you know, [my daughter] 
learning more about who she is, she has an understanding of the world she 
lives in, so she knows better.  She knows she can see through the smoke. 
That, you know, learning about self and self-awareness, again, that helps 
with self-esteem, definitely. It gives you a sense of pride (Mama Naima, 
interview, 10/6/11). 

 
The themes of attention and identity are to a greater or lesser extent, however, a common 

desire amongst many parents seeking quality education for their children.  I was 

interested in why this was important to them and how they felt Kamali could fulfill that.   

As the interviews progressed, it became clear that parental concerns with attention 

and identity were rooted in the desire for a positive and encouraging environment in 

which their child was safe and able to receive a quality education.  Parents used phrases 

like “self-esteem” and “home-like environment” often.  Mama Esi thought “it was good 

that it felt more like a family environment. They sat down to eat, washing dishes-I really 
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liked that–everybody having to have some sort of responsibility instead of just, you 

know, sit around.  I just liked the whole home-like environment” (Mama Esi, interview, 

1/13/12). 

Parents noted positive role models as another aspect that they looked for in the 

Kamali environment.  Baba Zayid found integrity amongst the staff important, because 

“kids hear what you saying, they listen to what’s coming out your mouth, but they—80% 

of they vibe comes from what you do.  How you walk, how you talk.  So if everything is 

consistent with them, with seeing you just all the time, “ok, this must be a sound brother, 

a sound sister, a sound person…[because] he always like this” (Baba Zayid, interview, 

10/6/11).  This was important to him because he was looking for a place where teachers 

were more than baby sitters; he wanted a place where they not only took an interest in his 

children, but set positive examples for them.  

Both he and Baba Ali expressed that they had found this in Kamali.  Baba Ali, 

discussing a conversation he had with his son, Sadik, explains: 

[Sadik told me] “Yeah.  I’m getting my Ph.D. like brother Samori,” you 
know.  Because he says to himself, “here’s this Black man with this 
degree.”  Not the white teacher, you know, not this teacher, not a 
Hispanic, not an Italian, but somebody who looks just like me is a doctor. 
Doctors are hard to be, but when he sees you guys, you know, he’s like, 
“oh, I’ma just be like them.  I’ma do this.  I’ma go to college for this.  
I’ma go to college for that” (Baba Ali, interview, 1/12/12). 

 
Mama Kia pointed out what she felt was the vital role of Black male teachers, saying “I 

like the fact that there are a lot of male teachers. I think that that balance is important, you 

know. Especially for the young–well, not just for the young brothers, but it is good for 

the young brothers to see other brothers in situations where they are dealing with children 
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that are not their own—you know, who are in a nurturing situation, in a teaching 

situation” 

She continues: 
 

I think it is important for us to see that because so often, you know, so 
many children come from broken families and there isn’t a real role model 
and the role models that they see are not necessarily positive. So for them 
to be able to see black males in a situation that is nurturing and teaching, I 
think that is really good for them and kind of gives them hope that those 
things that you hear, that I heard coming up as well, you know, “well, men 
this and black men that”–to see the exact opposite and actually have that 
one-on-one time with that male, I think that's a good thing.  And, you 
know, the sisters too, they are also very nurturing and mother like.  I think 
that is important in the learning environment (Mama Kia, interview, 
12/15/11). 
 

This emphasis on “nurturing” reveals much about parental interests.  My focus on these 

comments is to underline some non-curricular elements that parents demanded of an 

educational environment.  In fact, “curriculum” appeared sparsely throughout the 

interviews.  Parents were more concerned with the people and space of Kamali as a site 

of a holistic education that extended beyond curricular content.   

Several parents expressed the desire for an environment (a nurturing 

environment) that developed a sense of responsibility and character in their children.  

One of the ways both the school accomplished this was by focusing on the development 

of healthy relationships.  Mama Afivi, a mother of two Kamali students and a teacher at 

the school, explains:  

Not only the relationship between the students themselves, but the 
relationships between the adults and the students.  I think that makes a 
huge difference in the academic development of students, where they 
trust—like, there's a genuine trust. And not only them learning the 
academic material that is given to them, but also with personal 
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challenges—just joys, you know. Things that are happy.  Things that they 
can share. And that's very, very big at Kamali Academy, where I think the 
whole student is addressed (Mama Afivi, interview, 10/6/11). 

 
This emphasis on relationships reflects an African-centered epistemology whereby 

knowledge is understood as relational (Ani 1992; Kambon 1992).  Furthermore, as 

educator Kimberly Worthy points out, “an African axiology—its highest value is 

relationships, so when a teacher knows that about African children, you know that there 

will be no learning done unless there is a relationship” (Camara & Johnson 6/19/2009).  

This is what brother Samori was addressing when I expressed my apprehensions about 

teaching: knowledge is built through relationships—student and teacher, student and 

subject, teacher and subject.  Beyond knowledge, community is built through 

relationships.  Mama Afivi’s comments above speak to Kamali’s community building 

efforts. 

The emphasis on relationships also highlights what Gibson (2005) correctly notes 

as a growing body of research on “caring” or “affective teaching/learning” (Gay 2000; 

Noddings 2005; Osterman 2000; Osterman & Freese 2000; Valenzuela 1999, 2002), or 

the teacher’s investment in the well-being of the student as both pupil and person. Ogbu 

(2003) also discusses the emphasis that participants in his study placed on caring.  

Valenzuela (1999) points out that the literature on caring is “properly premised on the 

notion that individuals need be to recognized and addressed as whole beings” 

(Valenzuela 108), in keeping with Mama Afivi’s comments.  We did this in a number of 

ways: through positive reinforcement, by attending student non-curricular events (athletic 
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events, performances, etc), and occasional phone calls commending students on their 

progress. 

This conversation on affect begs a discussion on gender roles at Kamali.  In 

certain ways the school was challenging Western hegemonic gender norms. As Mama 

Kia pointed out, there were males in “nurturing” positions such as caretakers and 

teachers—roles typically identified as female.  At the same time, Kamali also reproduced 

mainstream gender roles.  Parents’ celebrations of the school’s “home-like environment” 

in which Black males had a strong presence disrupted mainstream Western views of 

Black masculinity that characterize men as absent from the home (Madhubuti 1991; 

Moynihan 1965; Wilson 2010).  Ironically, however, the disruption of these views at 

Kamali sometimes served to reinscribe Black women into mainstream female roles.   

There were three primary teachers at the school for a majority of my years there, 

with volunteers (male and female) present for short periods of time throughout.  Men 

generally taught those disciplines commonly more respected and deemed more 

“challenging” by the United States education value system, (ie, Math and Sciences).46  

Women at the school tended to work with the younger children (“the babies”—ages 16 

months to 5 years).  In the views of the parents, Samori and I were anomalous because 

                                                
46 Kamali’s first math teacher was sister Akosua, who left the position because the travel was 
unmanageable.  Samori then began teaching the class.  In the fall of 2011, a young sister took some of the 
younger students and began teaching them in order to provide for more individualized attention.  She 
stopped a few months later, however, when she moved out of the city.  One of Samori’s male students from 
his class at the community college then came to the school.  He taught math to the older students, while 
Samori taught the younger ones. 

I must say that availability was a large factor that determined who taught what.  When the sister 
mentioned above, for instance, showed up, we asked her what she could teach and was placed accordingly.  
My conversation here, however, is informed by general trends. 
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Black men “don’t usually” teach or have an active and nurturing engagement with 

children, while Mama Afivi was doing exactly what women “usually” do.  In many ways, 

the celebration of Black men as teachers at Kamali served to normalize women’s roles as 

caretakers and childcare providers and undermine their work at the school.  At the same 

time, the reinscription of hegemonic gender roles at Kamali may also have been a 

response to an overarching desire that parents, students, and teachers expressed in 

wanting to rebuild Black homes and communities. 

Several Black feminist scholars have critiqued African-centered institutions for 

their maintenance and affirmation of hegemonic and patriarchal gender norms (Hill 

Collins 2000; White 2001).  The school’s staff was aware of this critique, and while we 

did not necessarily use these particular terms, we did discuss the need for modeling 

healthy and productive female-male relationships and an egalitarian environment.  In its 

simplest construction, this took the form of, whenever possible, having both a male and 

female teacher present in the classroom at the same time.  Although the philosophical 

intent of Kamali was to foster and maintain complimentary female-male relationships, the 

staffing logistics of the school and the teaching positions that women and men fulfilled 

played themselves out in ways that appeared to reflect more traditional, mainstream 

gender roles.  In an educational space that was considered “home like,” an un-even 

gender power dynamic was acknowledged and consciously or unconsciously praised by 

parents, students, and teachers.   

This converging of the home and work space was complicated by the positions 

teachers occupied outside of their classroom responsibilities and is instructive when 
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considered within the context of Black women’s historical experiences of working and 

teaching outside of the home (Giddings 1985; Jones 2009).  As a result of unequal 

economic and social dynamics within the United States during and post-African 

enslavement, Black women have often been forced to go outside of the home to work on 

behalf of other families and communities (Bambara 2005; Collins 2000; Davis 1983).  

This historical trend was disrupted at Kamali in that Black women worked in the “home” 

on behalf of their own extended family, but were not restricted to it.  Mama Afivi, for 

instance, headed up much of the school’s public relations, coordinating the teachers for 

the school’s enrichment periods and organizing field trips and special events.  These 

responsibilities placed her in the public sphere, a space that typically excludes women.  

Furthermore, the staff and parents at Kamali offered their support to Mama Afivi’s 

entrepreneurial efforts.  She was an author as well as the creator of a line of natural health 

and beauty products.  Many of the parents bought her books or used her products, while 

others opened their homes to her women’s group meetings. 

Rather than use Mama Afivi as a token of gender equality at Kamali, my intention 

is to highlight the complexities involved in the process of maroonage.  Gender dynamics 

at Kamali highlighted one of the many ways in which the school, as an institution 

engaged in the process of maroonage, was still informed by and struggling within the 

gendered, social, and economic systems of the dominant society.  This does not excuse 

any replications of traditional mainstream patriarchal gender roles.  It does, however, call 

attention to the need for a level of vigilance in the construction of maroon spaces, as they 

are susceptible to the reinscription of counterproductive practices and oppressive 
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relationships of power.  Unchecked and unchallenged patriarchy within a “maroon space” 

does not undermine women alone, but rather limits the potential for the construction of a 

new and radical society. 

BUILDING COMMUNITY 
 

Ultimately, through both explication and implication, the parents expressed a 

desire for community.  Mama Kia explains, “with the breakdown of the family structure, 

it was important for my children to be in a learning situation that felt similar to home or 

similar to family, you know?”  This had a practical effect: 

You know you can't go to school and act out because mama such and such 
talks to daddy every day, or we talk online, or whatever. So outside of 
school there is still another relationship. So those teachers or other parents 
may be involved in our personal lives outside of the school, which gives 
the children another respect for the adults (Mama Kia, interview, 
12/15/11). 

 
This is reminiscent of the one-room school houses of old and the communal educational 

institutions established by the East, AHIDIANA, and many others.  This is a community: 

a group of people working together for the common good.  In the instance of Kamali 

Academy, that common good was the quality and cultural education of children who 

would grow to be adults who assumed responsibility for themselves, their families, and 

their communities.  It was a powerful ideal that was easier conceived than executed. 

Even though parents were intentional in placing their children at Kamali, parent 

participation was relatively poor at Kamali.  In addition to not paying tuition, the majority 

of parents didn’t, for the most part, take an active involvement in the education of their 

children, who often came to school with no homework, no pencils, or no book bags, and 
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we rarely saw parents outside of the times they came to pick their children up from 

school.  There were also several students whose attendance records were deplorable.  Our 

4 year-old student, for instance, would miss many days per month.  When we asked her 

older sister about her whereabouts, she would say, “Oh, she told my mother she didn’t 

want to come today.” 

In the fall of 2011, we attempted to encourage parent participation by 

implementing two mandatory volunteer hours per month.  Considering the nature of what 

we were trying to do—restore a positive culture around education—it was necessary to 

have active parents with whom we could foster a community where the teachings of 

Kamali were being reinforced in the home and visa versa.  We failed.47  Admittedly, we 

should have known better than to think that the source of the issue wasn’t as deeply 

rooted as it was.  Ogbu’s “community factors,” as pointed out in chapter II, are the 

product of “system factors” (Ogbu 2003) that operate across time.  This manifested itself 

in a number of ways.  First, we were dealing with a general culture whereas parents had, 

through the public education model, come to view the school’s role as separate from their 

own. In turn, school was an institution over which they felt they had little power.  

Teachers, then, became “parents” whose job it was to “raise” the students.  Similarly, not 

                                                
47 Mama Tamieka provides some insight as to part of the reason why:  

 
It seems as though things keep changing, even though you all put it down in your little 
pamphlet of what you all are going to offer the next year.  It seems as though it’s 
changing every so many months.  With the volunteering work or the food thing, instead 
of having everything outlined in the beginning of the school year, this is how it’s gonna 
be, nothing’s gonna change.  I like consistency.  It’s not being consistent  (Mama 
Tamieka, interview, 11/8/2011). 
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all of the parents at Kamali had developed the necessary habits to best assist in their 

child’s education.  Due to a number of factors (employment demands on their time, 

limited educational experience, or uncertainty about ways in which they could 

contribute), Kamali parents were not as present as we would have liked.  This is by no 

means an attempt to disparage the parenting skills of Kamali parents.  It is, rather, an 

observation of a prevalent reality.  

 This is not the reality we were looking to reproduce.  We wished to create an 

environment in which students would work, study, and operate from a series of values 

(among which were mutual respect, love, and commitment) that best served them, their 

family, and all they came into contact with.  In a word, we desired a community.  This 

could only be accomplished if parents and teachers made a concerted effort towards these 

ends.  Although the parents expressed a desire for such a community, the strains and 

stresses on their time did not always allow them to actively participate in its construction.  

We, too, could have devised more effective means to facilitate parent participation; 

means that took into account the constrictions on their time and mobility, but that also 

encouraged them to make provisions to be more active in the educational lives of their 

children. 

This is not to suggest that the relationship between parents and the school was 

completely fractured.  It is merely to say that it wasn’t as strong as we would have liked, 

although there were instances that affirmed we were on the right path.  One day, for 

instance, Densu was sulking because his mother wouldn’t allow him to eat pork at home.  

She said that since he couldn’t do it at school, he couldn’t do it in the house.   
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Parents were looking to the school, in many ways, to fulfill certain things that 

weren’t being fulfilled in the home.  In some instances, as Mama Kia pointed out, Samori 

and I were the most consistent Black males in the lives of some of our students.  There 

were many occasions when parents would call Samori, informing him that their child had 

misbehaved and asking that he get to the bottom of the situation.  This—parents looking 

to the school for assistance—was not always a bad thing, as in the instance above.  It 

revealed the trust that parents had in the school, a foundation for any relationship.  It also 

demonstrated the role that the school played as a stable and positive institution in the 

lives of the families involved. 

MOVING FORWARD 
 
My extended conversation on challenges is not to undermine the work of Kamali.  

Quite to the contrary, it is an attempt to fortify it, for I do not believe that the issues 

facing the school are insurmountable.  They only require a concerted effort and, as the 

school grows in experience and wisdom, it will certainly address them.  Several things 

have already become clear. 

To strengthen its infrastructure, Kamali must first develop a thorough business 

plan, with specific short, medium, and long-term goals.  From here, it can take an 

inventory of its available resources (human, financial, information, etc.).  This will enable 

it to better identify what it needs and call upon its community48 with specific requests.  

                                                
48 Community here is used to refer to the collective of individuals invested in the success and well-being of 
the school.  They do not necessarily have to be of one accord, but they do need to believe in the school’s 
work.  They may be located in New Orleans, but, as experience has shown, do not have to be. 
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This may mean, for instance, finding someone with administrative skills to organize a 

centralized system of communication, perhaps through bi-weekly logs.  This will increase 

communication and clarity, allowing faculty to move on one accord. 

 Fundraising must be given top priority.  One way to accomplish this is through 

the identification of (perhaps some of Samori’s) college students who will research 

various fundraising activities and non-invasive grant possibilities.  This will decrease 

teacher turnaround in that teachers will have a greater investment in the work.  It is an 

unfortunate reality, but people tend to be more invested in that which compensates them.   

 Tanzanian leader Julius Nyerere believed that schools should be production units 

(Nyerere 1967), whereby students are also learning about the production of goods in their 

curriculum.  This was the idea behind BlackStar Books and Caffé, but it never played out.  

Nonetheless, this is a fruitful line of thinking in that it encourages students to be, as Amos 

Wilson says, “job makers instead of job seekers” (Wilson 1993). 

 More funds will also enable us to recruit more “tutors.”  We’ve had several over 

the past two years, generally college students, who come once or twice a week to work 

with a small group of students.  This has been very helpful, but has never lasted very 

long.  While the teacher to student ratio is still much better than public schools, it is still 

not enough to give the individualized attention the students deserve.  Tutors would 

facilitate this.  As it stands now, with the school being located in an “inconvenient” 

location on the West Bank,49 it is unreasonable to expect consistent tutors to volunteer.   

                                                
49 In the fall of 2011, Kamali moved to the neighboring city of Harvey, La.  This is even further into the 
West Bank and New Orleans’ inefficient public transportation system prohibits easy mobility. 
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 Continuing with the discussion on fundraising, the school must draw a hard line 

on certain matters.  The rule, as it stands, is that a student who does not pay tuition on the 

first of the month cannot return to school until tuition is paid.  This is not enforced.  Thus, 

we communicate that we do not respect our own rules and the parents come to view them 

as “suggestions.”   

 A similar hard line should be drawn on the acceptance of new students.  The 

school’s inventory/business plan should take the school’s capacity into account.  While it 

is difficult to turn students away, as we believe in the education we are offering, it is also 

difficult to provide a thorough Kamali education to an over-crowded classroom.  The 

Kamali environment is vastly different from any most students have experienced before.  

This requires a period of adjustment, which is difficult to undergo in the middle of a 

semester.  By only allowing students to begin at the start of a new semester, the school 

would ease the transition for all involved.  

  Lastly, the school could increase parent participation by identifying the parents’ 

needs and interests; in other words, by using the same approach it does towards students.  

Obviously, by sending their children to Kamali, they are interested in their child’s 

education.  We can begin by increasing opportunities for them to be invested in their 

child’s work.  This may mean assigning homework assignments that include the parents, 

such as family histories or story writing.  It may also mean designing worksheets that 

require the student to explain what they have learned to their parents.  This certainly 

makes demands on the parents’ time, but we believe that a parent active in their child’s 
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education is a parent active in their child’s life.  Once this is normalized, it allows for a 

next level of participation. 

Several years ago, I attended a talk by Kwayera Cunningham, founder of Ifetayo 

Cultural Arts Academy in Brooklyn, NY, an arts and cultural organization dedicated to 

supporting the creative, educational and vocational development of youth and families of 

African descent.  She was saying that the Academy began with dance classes for children 

because they knew that through the child, one could reach the family.  As the classes 

went on for a few months, they noticed that the parents would have conversations while 

they waited for their children.  In these conversations, parents were expressing needs, 

such as cooking classes or educational enrichment classes.  Ifetayo listened, and today the 

Academy has grown to touch the lives of thousands of children and adults in New York 

City.  This model can be very effective for Kamali, seeking as it does to develop a 

community.  Through the students, we may reach the parents and beyond. 

The significance and power of Kamali Academy’s model of a systematic home 

school collective lies in its replicability.  This collective only requires a space, students, 

and teachers.  None of the teachers need to be full time, thus allowing them to maintain 

other means of employment.  If properly organized, teachers would only have to teach a 

few hours a week.  This term “teacher” should not be misleading, causing one to think of 

someone who is state-certified and steeped in the academic study of a given subject.  The 

truth is that everyone is an expert on something.  If someone in the community knows 

about cars, they can teach a class on mechanics.  If there is a local artist, they can teach a 

class on fine arts. College students are ideal for this, as they typically have fewer 
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restrictions on their time.  The school has already sought to do this through its enrichment 

periods.  The only true requirements are a commitment to the vision and mission of the 

institution and the creative identification of resources.   

KAMALI ACADEMY AS INSTITUTIONAL MAROONAGE 
 

While functioning within the context of a neo-liberal socio-political order 

represented by the city of New Orleans’ growing charter school movement, Kamali 

maintained an autonomous approach to the education of Black children and served as an 

institution that engaged a community—whether through the school’s curricular content, 

enrichment periods in which members from the larger New Orleans community came in 

to teach lessons, or through the schools annual Kwanzaa celebration.  The school was an 

incubator of community through its development of an educational institutional model 

that centered participants—students, faculty, and parents.  Kamali Academy was a model 

of institutional maroonage. 

Kamali was different from other community schools in several ways.  First, 

Kamali maintained an explicit identification with African-centered and Pan-African 

traditions than span generations, infusing them into the school’s practices and curriculum.  

This created an educational culture that stood in stark contrast to the schooling practices 

of the New Orleans’ public charter schools and made it attractive to parents seeking a 

more holistic education for their children.  Secondly, the flexibility afforded the school 

through its home school formation allowed for greater attention to the academic and 

personal needs of the students.  Furthermore, in line with institutional maroonage, this 
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enabled a safe space where these issues could be identified and addressed.  This also 

afforded students the opportunity to discern and pursue interests in a guided manner. 

 Kamali Academy saw the role of a school as that of a central institution within a 

larger community.  It was to prepare students to fortify that community through the 

development of their skills and talents.  We certainly could not have expected to build a 

healthy and vibrant community in two years.  On the one hand, none of us had ever 

started and maintained an independent educational institution before.  Mistakes would be 

made and lessons would be learned.  On the other hand, this was an educational 

environment unlike any other that the majority of our students or parents had ever 

experienced before.  Years of conditioning through schooling could not be undone in the 

short time that we were with them.  What we did accomplish in those first two years of 

the school was a beginning.  We started, each day, reminding ourselves, “an elephant is 

eaten one bite at a time.”  It was a process.  It was maroonage. 
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Chapter VI: Kamali and Beyond 

 
I return now to the story with which I opened this study.  When Kamali moved to 

its second location, it was across the street from one of the city’s many charter high 

schools.  Every day, Samori and I saw at least 10 students from that school rushing over 

the fence and sprinting out of sight long before the school day was through.  One day, we 

called one over. 

 “Why we see ya’ll cutting school every day?” 

 “Man, it’s boring.  They ain’t talkin’ ‘bout nothin’.” 

 From one perspective, this statement epitomizes what some have viewed as “anti-

intellectual” tendencies of Black youth culture.  From another, it articulates an incisive 

critique of the current educational system.  I have already addressed both of these views.  

My interest here is to analyze this statement within the larger context of its scenario.   

 In chapter II, I discussed the role and function of schooling in the creation of a 

class of disenfranchised people subject to the will and whim of the powerful.  This 

system necessitates the presence of a Black body.  Physically, this body is a source of 

labor.  Ideologically, it is a “constitutive other” against which “normativity” may be 

established (Mills 1999; Fanon 1967; Gordon 2005; Hartman 1997; Foucault 1995).  

Whether in school or in prison, this body becomes a currency with which this system 

operates  (James 2005; Alexander 2010).  “Cutting school” or dropping out, as 

understood by the power structure, is a politically and socially abominable act precisely 

because it removes said Black body from and aborts the schooling/socializing process.  
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From a different perspective, however, this can be seen as a potentially revolutionary act 

of dissent, reflective of Moura’s concept of quilombagem as a form of radical protest 

(Moura 2001) discussed in chapter III. 

But white students cut school, too.  Are they suffering from the same conditions 

as Black students, who in this sense are not unique?  The schooling process, as one of 

socialization, ultimately teaches how to deal with power (Wilson 1999).  For some, they 

are taught how to deal with its possession.  Others are taught how to deal with its lack.  

Some white students might very well find school boring, but school is merely one 

institution in a complex of other socializing institutions that reaffirm whiteness and afford 

it privilege.  From media to law enforcement to mainstream religious institutions, 

whiteness is centralized and normalized as the natural possessor and inheritor of power.  

The identity of white students who cut school, or even drop out, is reaffirmed throughout 

society. 

 The young, Black student’s statement “they ain’t talking ‘bout nothin” is a prime 

example of the disengagement discussed in chapter II.  The school has “nothin” that he 

finds relevant, interesting, or useful, so he wants no part of it.  When they can, he and his 

peers hop the fence and go on to do things that can better hold their interests. 

My goal here is not to paint a romanticized picture of Black youth rebellion in 

which these youth become heroes.  In fact, I believe it to be a very crude and counter-

productive rebellion, if it is one at all.  Once these youth escape the school, they proceed 

into a greater world of limited options.  Black employment in New Orleans, for instance, 

was higher in early 2012 than it was at the economic recession’s peak in 2009 (Louisiana 
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Weekly 2012).  Crime and violence were prevalent in this city with one of the highest 

murder rates in the world (Foreignpolicy.com 2008).  Beyond this, the social stigma of 

“high school dropout” will follow them through life.  “Disengagement” from the system 

via school often leads to a re-engagement into the system via prison, with New Orleans 

also having one of the world’s highest incarceration rates (Morelli 2008; Cooper 2008).  

In parlance, cutting and dropping out become instances of jumping “out of the frying pan 

and into the fire.” 

Nonetheless, the impulse to leave is real.  These youth, to a greater or lesser 

extent, understand what they are up against.  They are told to stay in school, but know 

that a high school diploma does not automatically open any more doors.  Furthermore, it 

is likely not difficult for them to see that their presence in the schools is of greater benefit 

to their teachers and administrators whose salaries, in many instances, are higher than a 

student’s total household income (Thevenot 2009). 

This is the context out of which Kamali Academy emerged.  As parents saw the 

ways the mainstream school system was marginalizing and alienating their children, they 

sought other options.  Kamali was that option.  Their decisions were a following through 

from disengagement to re-engagement.  This was maroonage through the establishment 

of a centralized institution whereby a community could develop and flourish.  I must 

point out that this is not to say that participants were, at all times, fully cognizant of the 

actions they were taking.  As Cedric Robinson points out, however, “the evolution of 

black radicalism has occurred while it has not been conscious of itself as a tradition”  
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(Robinson 2000: 169).  What is clear is that they were making active decisions in search 

of a better education for their children. 

 
 In this final chapter, I analyze the relationship between maroonage and 

independent educational institutions.  While this small school has only been in existence 

for a relatively small amount of time, its significance supersedes this.  In Kamali, we find 

the culmination of communal intention.  While, as I reiterate in this chapter, it was not 

without flaw, it does present a replicable model by which we may construct institutions 

that foster communal well-being.  That is, it presents an informative case of institutional 

maroonage in a contemporary context. 

FIXING WHAT’S BROKEN 
 
The idea of a systematic home school as an organized collective of children is 

something practiced by groups across the country (Ray 2011).  In the case of Kamali, the 

school never had more than 20 students at a time.  In this regard, it was not doing 

anything particularly unique.  So, what do a handful of Black children in a devastated city 

teach us about education and independent institutions?  On the surface, Kamali appears to 

be just another group in the growing movement for “culturally appropriate education” 

(Gay 2000); but if we look deeper, we come to see that the school comes to indicate 

something much larger than its numbers would suggest. 

Samori shares an observation: 

That’s what we find a lot of times is the people whose children are doing 

so-called “okay” in the European system, they’re comfortable with that 
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and they are not gonna try to send them somewhere else.  So—but we get 

the people who are like, “the system ain’t working for us anyway, you 

know?  Go’head on and take him.  We can do a little experiment, I guess.  

See what happens. 

 
“The system ain’t working for us, anyway.”  Herein lies the school’s significance.  

Kamali’s rapid growth indicates not only a dissatisfaction with the current system, but 

that people are actively searching for alternatives.  It represents individuals assuming an 

active role in their lives, countering forces that try to dictate their behaviors.  The “see 

what happens” attitude is more of a willingness to pursue the unknown than a resignation 

to defeat, more a calculated archer’s aim than a helpless toss of the horseshoe. 

 For Kamali parents, the “experiment” was placing their children in an 

environment that was humane and intent on developing children into adults through a 

positive socialization with emphasis on both academic and character development.  This 

environment was one in which their children would receive an education that placed 

them, as Black children, at the center, fostering a healthy self-image.50  By choosing 

Kamali, these parents affirmed this systematic home school as a viable model of 

specialized education. 

In chapter V, I mentioned “identity” as a common theme in parental interviews.  

Interestingly, in their interviews, several parents took the theme of identity past their own 

children and connected it to the education of Black children in general.  One mother said, 

“…in order for our kids to know where they are heading, they have to first know where 

                                                
50 For an extended discussion on Independent Black Institutions, particulary in the 1990s, see Shujaa 1998. 
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they’re coming from, and a lot of them don’t.  Maybe if they realized the significance, the 

struggles that they made, they would work harder towards their goals where they want to 

be” (Mama Tamieka, interview, 11/8/11).  A father pointed out, “…our race is suffering 

right now…We need to start with a group that is able to go forward in life and have this 

strength, this foundation behind them—that they can go forward and teach” (Baba Zayid, 

10/6/11).  This last statement aligns with legacies of Black self-help found everywhere 

from DuBois’ talented-tenth to the vanguardism of the Black Panther Party for Self-

defense. 

 These observations expose a larger critique of both the education and state of 

Black youth.  That is, because of the current educational model’s inability to reflect and 

fortify the identity of the students, they become alienated and, ultimately, counter-

productive.  As Mama Jamila shares: 

…The only thing our children know is what’s being shown on 

television…To defend themselves is to shoot somebody. You know, fight 

back–the only “fight back” they know is shooting…they straight up shoot 

them (Mama Jamila, interview, 1/9/12). 

 
Mama Jamila accurately assesses this as the natural conclusion of a “culturally 

mis-oriented” educational process: self-destruction (Wilson 1991; 1993).  This 

brings us to the crux of maroonage. 
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MAROONAGE: DISENGAGEMENT TO RE-ENGAGEMENT 
 
One must ask, if it is in fact true that Black people dissatisfied with the 

mainstream process of education are consequently disengaging, and if schools such as 

Kamali Academy represent such viable alternatives, then why aren’t families flocking to 

enroll their students?  An immediate and practical response would be that families, by 

and large, do not always know about these institutions, which, because of their 

independent and relatively inadequate funding sources, tend to be smaller and capable of 

facilitating a limited number of students.  While this response would be somewhat 

accurate, it is not complete.51  

A more significant reason there is not a large-scale exodus from public schools 

and into independent schools can be found in what Wade Nobles refers to as “conceptual 

incarceration,” or the ideological paralysis engendered by the acceptance, assumption, 

and integration of alien and oppressive theoretical tools and concepts” (Nobles 1985).  

Conceptual incarceration is a “meta-epistemological dilemma” for Black people because 

“we find ourselves seeking an awareness of our own reality, yet the parameters of the 

definition of what constitutes knowledge about reality is defined according to the (White) 

conceptions of reality” (Nobles 1985: 47).  Through hegemonic societal structures 

(schools, media, government, etc.), we are socialized to believe in the sole validity of the 

current order, simultaneously undermining and dismissing all else (Boykin 1986).  The 

result is either the wholesale rejection of anything outside of the established norm or the 

inability to conceptualize any such thing.  Thus, parents continue to enroll their students 
                                                
51 For an extended discussion about how independent institutions often limit themselves, see Hotep 2001. 
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in schools that they ultimately find dissatisfactory because anything else would be either 

irresponsible or impossible.   

We saw this former belief after the BlackStar Educational Co-operative’s first 

year, when parents decided to send their children back to public schools.  They praised 

Samori’s efforts and were satisfied with the education their children had received.  

Nonetheless, they still viewed it as a temporary solution before sending their children 

back to what they sometimes referred to as “real school.” 

Both of these beliefs—the irresponsibility and/or impossibility of a viable 

alternative—are particularly pernicious in that they reveal a sense of powerlessness and 

resignation to the reality of our condition.  This term resignation is appropriate in that it 

implies a reluctant abdication.  The older woman in Baton Rouge with whom Samori 

spoke about the need for our own schools was not eager about sending her “grandbabies 

to them white folks.”  She simply felt she had no choice. 

This perceived lack of choice breeds disengagement.  In chapter II, I shared the 

comments of one student’s grandfather who noticed “all the spirit done went out of [his 

grandson]” when he had to go to his previous school.  The boy’s name was Kofi.  He felt 

he didn’t have any other options.  He knew he had to go to school and was told he had to 

do well, but he did not see how that was possible when there were fights everyday and 

the teachers “didn’t care about [the students]” (Kofi, interview, 10/13/2011).  As such, he 

lost interest and, like so many other Black students, disengaged. 

In chapter II, I also discussed disengagement as a potentially positive 

phenomenon, as those disengaging move away from mainstream structures, opening up 
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the possibility for a re-engagement in more culturally affirming institutions.  

Disengagement alone, however, is not enough.  By itself, disengagement often leads to 

anti-social behavior, of which the overwhelming majority of victims are, unfortunately, 

other Black people (Fanon 1963; Wilson 1991a, 1991b).  Put differently, disengagement 

must be a beginning, not a conclusion.  Otherwise, it is underdeveloped and destructive.  

Maroonage, on the other hand, is a constructive process that begins as disengagement, but 

matures into a process of re-engagement, not into the mainstream, but into culturally 

affirming institutions.   

To disengage is to be a runaway.  To re-engage in and construct communal 

institutions is to be a maroon.  The students, parents, and teachers of Kamali left the 

“system” as individuals in search of positive institutions into which they may engage.  I 

include the teachers in this statement because they reveal a particular level at which 

maroonage was operating.  There were three primary teachers at Kamali my second year: 

brother Samori, Mama Afivi, and myself.   Each of us was enrolled in the advanced 

stages of our respective Ph.D. programs.  On the one hand, this can be read as us being 

intimately engaged in the mainstream educational system as pursuers of its highest 

degree. 

 The model of petite maroonage, however, allows for a different reading.  While 

we were actively involved in our studies, we also used the resources afforded us by our 

association with the academy to establish an institution outside of it.  One may 

immediately associate money with the term “resources” (and they would be correct, as 

fellowships and student loans freed us from the burden of obtaining other forms of 
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employment), but this process taught us to broaden our outlook to include a greater series 

of valuable resources.  Informational resources, such as access to libraries, journals, and 

archives, for instance, allowed us to engage in research that bolstered our efforts.   

Social capital was a resource that proved to be more valuable than we initially 

thought.  Through Samori’s academic and teaching credentials, he was given a social 

validation that earned him television and radio appearances, speaking engagements, and 

added a general authentication to his views and claims.  The most invaluable resource 

that the academy afforded us, however, was time: time to think, time to study, time to 

experiment, time to work.  Building an independent institution would certainly be a 

greater challenge were we constricted by a 9-5 work schedule.  With relatively less 

restrictions on our time, the three of us were able to devise a schedule that was beneficial 

to all involved.52 

While we were undeniably “in the system,” we were also forging a space for 

ourselves and others outside of it through institutional maroonage.  All of us, from 

teachers, to parents, to students, were operating within and “engaged” with mainstream 

society at several points throughout our day.  Parents dropped their children off in the 

morning before heading off to work.  Teachers had car notes, rent payments, or, as in the 

case of Mama Afivi, children to feed.  Students went home to listen to music that 

exploited women or to watch violent movies and television programs that attempted to 

convince them of their powerlessness.  But between the hours of 8 a.m. and 3 p.m. at 

                                                
52 We had arranged a similar schedule for the first year, as well, however, we had worked out the kinks by 
the second year. 
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Kamali academy, we strove to create something different—a safe space in which we 

countered the values and ideals of a society laden with messages of individualism, 

consumerism, materialism, hypersexuality, and objectification.    This was, at least, what 

we worked towards: a healthy and productive community. 

Beyond our university resources, we also tapped into social networks.  From 

Samori’s mother providing us with desks and other resources from the school where she 

worked, to friends offering paper and copying services, to supporters donating money, 

computers, projectors, book bags, notebooks, and many other materials.  We knew that a 

community, whether fully formed or not, would be the strongest resource.  We also 

understood, as the proverb teaches, “a community solves community problems.”  The 

issue facing Black people in general, and Black children in particular, could only be 

addressed and resolved through a collective effort over which we had control. 

Along these lines, Kamali was very much a community institution.  In other 

words, although the particulars of the school were Samori’s vision, he was responding to 

a larger need.  He often quotes one of his college professors who often told him, “You’ve 

made the observation.  Now you have the obligation.”  Because he had the passion and 

the means, he opened a school.  As the school grew, it incorporated the visions, wants, 

and needs of those involved.   

BATTLES ON THE HOME FRONT 
 
As I pointed out in chapter V, by the end of my two years, it was by no means a 

harmonious culmination of communal intention.  It was, in line with maroonage, engaged 
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in a growth process that contended with the material conditions in which it operated.  We 

struggled with organization and infrastructure building.  We operated with limited 

physical resources, and consistent teachers were hard to come by.  These, however, were 

the least of our worries.  Kamali did not exist in a vacuum.  The ills and pathologies of 

the general society, inevitably, found their way into the school.   

Literally being in a house offered the school a “home-like” feel to teachers and 

students alike.  The comfort created a hospitable learning environment.  Where Kamali 

ended and where the home began, however, was sometimes difficult to negotiate.  There 

were several instances, for example, of theft, ranging from food to computers.   

 One night in the fall of 2011, several students spent the night at the school to 

watch a college basketball game.  After the game, Samori announced that they could stay 

up and talk, but had to keep the noise down.  They could eat the food, but they would 

have to clean up after themselves.  Later, a bag of chips was missing.  No one could 

understand where it went, as it was unopened during the game.  They checked the kitchen 

and living room, looking in the garbage cans and cupboards.  Still, it did not turn up.   

The next day at school, a student found the missing bag of chips in a cabinet in 

the bathroom.  We were perplexed.  Why would a student horde and hide chips that were 

available to him for free?  In other words, why did he feel he needed to steal what he 

could have eaten and enjoyed openly? 

 I read this as a significant case because it illustrates a larger reality facing Kamali.  

Mainstream society places great emphasis on the acquisition of material goods; the 

emphasis is so great, in fact, that one’s personal worth is often tied to how much “stuff” 
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one has.  When one does not feel one possesses the means to acquire such goods and, 

consequently, does not feel valuable, theft becomes an option to change that.   

 Samori often spoke about “catching” our children.  “Either we gonna catch them 

on the front end and give them an education that will benefit all of us, or we gonna catch 

them on the back end when they busting us over the head to steal our wallets.”  This was 

a struggle for us.  Whereas our first impulse was to sometimes “make an example” out of 

offending students by suspending or expelling them, our better judgment understood that 

this undermined our mission. 

I am by no means attempting to paint a picture of Kamali students, or Black 

children in general, as ruthless miscreants.  I am trying to demonstrate that an integral 

part of the work of Kamali was to re-orient the morals and values of our students.  In the 

process of doing this, we sometimes suffered consequences and learned hard lessons. 

 We, as parents and teachers, also brought counterproductive behaviors into the 

school.   When Mama Kia passingly acknowledges the female teachers at Kamali, for 

instance—“And, you know, the sisters, too.  They are also very nurturing and mother 

like” (Mama Kia, interview, 12/15/11)—she (assumingly) unconsciously undermines the 

presence and efforts of Mama Afivi.  Brother Samori and I become anomalies because 

we are occupying roles that are not often occupied by Black men (nurturing and caring 

teachers, pursuers of advanced degrees, etc).  Mama Afivi, as a woman who does the 

same, is not as noteworthy, the assumption being “that’s what she’s supposed to be 

doing.”  My intention is to call attention to the reality that we sometimes carry into “safe 

spaces” the very principles and practices from which we are trying to escape.   
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 This is further illustrated in the inclusion of “getting your Ph.D.” as part of the list 

of reasons why Samori and I are “good brothas” and qualified role models.  One must 

ask, is our “goodness,” at least somewhat, being equated with reaching the heights of the 

mainstream academic process?  Again, I must be careful here not to obfuscate the 

speakers’ meaning.  The reasons given were not just a list of academic credentials.  In 

fact, they centralized character traits above all else (in the instance of Samori, he was 

caring, funny, passionate, and committed). 

This brings me back to my earlier statement about carrying on the “principles and 

practices we are trying to escape,” as it reaffirms that maroonage is a process of 

disengagement/re-engagement governed by a certain level of intentionality.  We had to 

be intentional about our words and deeds.  We also had to be vigilant in questioning 

which aspects of our behaviors were carried over from the conditioning we were trying to 

undo.  What power dynamics were at play—male/female, student/teacher, teacher/parent?  

How could we effectively address them in order to better build a healthy institution?  

These are questions that, perhaps, do not have definite answers.  Rather, they play 

themselves out through the life of the institution and beyond.  Part of being intentional, 

however, is being aware of and constantly revisiting them.  

THE WORK OF TRANSFORMING LIVES AND SELF 
 
In chapter IV, I mentioned the legacies of Uhuru Sasa Shule and the Work/Study 

Center of AHIDIANA as demonstrating that the quantity of institutional life is not as 

important as the quality of that life.  I stand by this, but must qualify it.  Both of these 
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institutions lasted for over a decade.  While, in the grand scheme of ourstory, that may 

not seem like a long time, it was long enough to provide a primary and secondary 

education for a generation.53  Consequently, these institutions directly touched hundreds 

of lives (students, parents, and faculty) that proceeded into the world with an educational 

foundation that affirmed their identity and fostered a commitment to the well-being of 

their community.  I mention this because it demonstrates that these institutions were 

around long enough to effectively engage in the work they set out to do.  Perhaps they did 

not accomplish all of their goals, but this, too, highlights the processual nature of 

maroonage.  Maroonage, as a tradition, necessitates a legacy that informs and inspires the 

work of those who follow.54 

 Part of the productivity of independent educational institutions is in the role they 

play as promoters of personal transformation (Shujaa 1998; Asante 1988).  Although 

Kamali had only been in existence for two years, parents had already noticed major 

chlanges in their children.  Mama Asantewa, Yao’s mother, notices, “his self-esteem is 

built up.  He feels good about his work.  He approaches it with a good attitude.  His 

homework—he has decided to do it” (Mama Asantewa, interview, 1/20/12). 

 Mama Jamila has noticed an intellectual maturity in Densu: “He talks with a lot of 

understanding and he talks about things that make sense.  He do.  He really do.  A lot of 

things he discuss at school, he will come back and he will tell me.  And I’m like, ‘oh, 

                                                
53 AHIDIANA only focused on primary education. 
54 In this sense, Palmares and Nanny Town, great maroon societies, assume mythical proportions.  My use 
of “myth” mirrors Ford (1999) in that it refers less to “unwarranted falsifications” and more to “unceasing 
truths.”    
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really?’  Some things I didn't really know and he will tell me, ‘Granny, did you know so-

and-so?’” (Mama Jamila, interview, 1/9/12). 

 Mama Afivi expressed a fundamental change in her son, Kwame. 
 

I've seen my son transform completely. He is no longer the angry child 

who isolates himself.  I mean, he would isolate himself to where he will sit 

in a corner and put things in front of him so you can’t see his face. He's 

not that child anymore. He's very outgoing. He doesn't sit in his room and 

be quiet. I attribute all of that to Kamali Academy (Mama Afivi, 10/6/11). 

 
Kwame was the student who, when first arriving at Kamali ran through the back door and 

down the street.  In his time at the school, he had truly grown into a young man eager to 

learn and quick to engage other students and teachers in friendly conversation. 

 But students are not the only ones who have been transformed by this process.  

Brother Samori shares: 

I’ve got a whole different level of patience.  A whole different 

understanding of the motivations and values of our people, as well.  

Because, a lot of times, before you get into a situation like this, you have a 

very idealistic kind of view on what it’s going to take to change the minds 

of children, or, you know, change the minds of your community.  But, it’s 

real in the field, I have learned.  I think Amílcar Cabral says, “mask no 

difficulties, mistakes, failures.  Claim no easy victories,” and yo, you 

cannot.  It ain’t easy.  It ain’t easy, but it’s oh so necessary work.  It’s 

necessary work.  And I find joy and pleasure in doing it (Samori Camara, 

interview, 3/13/12). 
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Still, Mama Naima’s comments, when describing her daughter, illuminate the larger 

struggles of Kamali: 

She asks more questions, I notice. She is more engaged, in my opinion. 

You know, she still has things she can improve on as an African child, but 

I've definitely seen a major growth in her since she's been here (Mama 

Naima, 10/6/11). 

 
I mention Mama Naima’s comments last because in them, she effectively sums up 

the location of Kamali Academy after two years of operation.  We can still 

improve.  We still have work to do. 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 
 

One ironic aspect common to maroonage is its connection to the plantation, from 

which maroons often appropriate resources that help sustain their existence.  In this 

sense, maroons come to be dependent, to a greater or lesser extent, upon the very system 

from which they sought to separate.  Samori has completed his degree and is no longer a 

student.  I am approaching the end of my studies, as well.  The resources that we have 

gained from the university and applied towards Kamali have “dried up” and we must now 

look elsewhere.  This is the major challenge to maroonage as a theoretical and practical 

model.  Autonomy must be a means, not an end.   

The Saramanka and the Djuka people, two of the largest maroon groups in 

Suriname, for instance, have been autonomous communities in the rain forests for 

centuries.  Their ancestors spent very little time, if any, on the plantations, choosing to 

escape immediately.  As such, they have managed to develop a society governed by 
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indigenous principles and practices (Allen and Evans 1981; Price 2002, 1993).  There 

have, however, been ongoing land disputes between the maroons and the governments of 

Suriname and France that seriously challenge the maroons’ ways of life.  This, along with 

multi-nation corporate interest in the lumber of these rain forests, has posed great threats 

to the Saramaka and Djuka.  In May of 2005, 8 maroon representatives were elected to 

the National Assembly (Minority Rights Group International 2008) with the intention of 

giving a “formal voice” to these communities.   

 Kamali moved from its second location because the house in which we were 

living/working went into foreclosure.  The landlord, who lived out of state, did not 

inform us.  Instead, we were notified by an 8.5” x 11” sticker on our front door one 

afternoon.  It was temporarily beneficial for us, because we were living rent-free for 

several months.  This came to an end, however, when one day, while playing dodge ball 

in the front yard with the students, the Sherriff’s Department showed up to deliver our 

90-day notice. 

 Both of these examples demonstrate the limits of autonomy.  One can only 

speculate about the maroons’ prospects for maintaining autonomy now that they have 

entered the mainstream political system of Suriname.  Interestingly, one can also question 

the condition of their autonomy before entering the political system, as they were 

constantly under attack by the nations of Suriname and France (via French Guiana) who 

sought to seize their land. 

 For Kamali, we were autonomous to the extent that we weren’t directly bound by 

state educational regulations.  But how far can autonomy go when the material means of 
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one’s existence can be quelled by outside forces at any time?  We were being forced out 

of the facility that housed us.  

 Autonomy must be a means of achieving sovereignty, “the ultimate prototype of 

freedom and the highest expression of political authority” (Aharone 2008: 1).  As Flores 

(1999) has observed, autonomy means neither complete separation nor independence.  It 

is, rather, a means of mobilizing collective resources to meet immediate and mid-term 

goals.  It is certainly not an ends, for external forces such as multi-national corporations, 

local, state, or federal governments continue to possess the capabilities to greatly impact 

the realities of these communities.  Maroons cannot be maroons forever, as this is a 

perpetual state of war.  Once the resources the maroons liberate from the plantation are 

no longer available, their very existence is placed in jeopardy.  Only by using their 

autonomy as a space to construct sovereignty can they truly liberate themselves from the 

plantation.  AHIDIANA understood this, as discussed in chapter IV. Echoing Nkrumah’s 

“contested zones” (Nkrumah 1968), ya Salaam writes, “we do not see these alternative 

institutions that we create today as an end in themselves.  They are only intermediary 

(although necessary) steps in our march forward to nationhood and true Black public 

educational systems.  In reality, what we are doing is struggling with our oppressors for 

the minds of our children” (ya Salaam 1974: 4).   

 Although this is a challenge to the theoretical, cultural, and practical model of 

maroonage, it is also a potential strength.  If done intentionally, it can serve as a 

movement towards sovereignty.  It is a means to advance larger goals through the 
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creation of autonomous spaces from which to operate.  In a contemporary context, 

independent institutions can serve this function. 

The experiment in community control in Ocean Hill-Brownsville is an appropriate 

example.  Concerned members of the Black community in Brooklyn, dismayed by the 

severe disparities in resource allocation to de facto segregated New York City public 

schools, sought the power to educate their own children through taking up a more active 

role in the public school system—engagement.  After several displays of the explicit 

white supremacy of the school board, teacher’s union (the United Federation of 

Teachers), and city government (strikes and back-door deals), however, it became clear 

that if Black communities in New York wanted to control the education of their children, 

it could not be done within the public school system—disengagement.  Consequently, 

comprehending what Malcolm X’s proclamation of the need for our own school system 

within NYC (X 1992), a group of Black students and teachers formed study groups—re-

engagement—that eventually grew into an organization that built a school and several 

other institutions that served their community and left a living legacy—maroonage.  

These institutions did not last forever, but they contributed to a living legacy of self-

determination that is continually being built upon. 

 My attempt here is to acknowledge significant factors that may complicate the 

practice of maroonage, not to suggest that it is impossible; nor am I suggesting that 

governments and corporations have a monopoly on power.  They certainly do not.  

Roberto Flores makes a poignant observation when he writes, 
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The globalization of economies (transnationalism) has paradoxically 
hastened the inability of nation-states to govern and this in turn has had a 
paradoxical liberating effect on civil society worldwide. World Bank and 
IMF austerity programs tend to micro-manage affairs from a new global 
supra-structure leaving no significant decision making to the nation-
state…Civil society is quickly becoming aware that it must do what 
governments have no will to do and no longer can. Out of the global 
political-economic ruins are being born several phoenix movements that 
offer liberating solutions of democratic autonomy, participatory 
democracy. These are proactive self-sustenance; movements aiming to 
rebuild society from the bottom up (Flores 1999). 
 

This is an insightful observation.  It is important to contextualize, however, that African 

people have always been in economic ruins, as “globalization” is what inaugurated 

African people into the modern world.  The ages of exploration, colonialism, and the 

Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade are all processes and products of a global economy (Robinson 

2000).  

 What we are currently seeing, these “phoenix movements,” must be placed within 

a larger trajectory.  For African people, these movements towards autonomy and self-

determination date back to before the arrival of the first enslaved Africans stolen from 

their homelands.  While the strategies have been many, maroonage as both cultural 

tradition and political praxis, continues to hold great promise, even, or especially, in 

today’s context of social, political, and economic marginalization and exploitation.  

Institutional maroonaege is a practical and amorphous attempt at autonomy.  Similar to 

autonomy, however, maroonage is a means, a process.  Ultimately, our coexistence with 

and partial dependence on the mainstream socio-political system render maroonage a 

transient phase that must lead towards a more permanent stage determined by those 

involved. 
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 If these concepts seem vague at points, it is because they are constantly being 

developed.  Black autonomy in the United States is an ongoing process that must adapt 

and adjust to varying circumstances and conditions.  Institutional maroonage is appealing 

and appropriate because it is highly applicable to our current conditions, in which a 

general exodus is difficult and likely undesired.  Institutional maroonage allows us to 

work from exactly where we are right now—spatially, geographically, politically, 

socially, economically.  It only requires an intentionally engaged group of people 

committed to similar values and shared goals.  These goals, determined by participants in 

the community, will not be accomplished over night.  The process of their pursuit in and 

of itself, however, is part and parcel of their achievement. 

It’s a bookstore, where people come, discuss, and debate.  It’s a weekly drum 

circle, where dancers and drummers convene to beat and stomp their pains and stresses 

away.  Or it’s a school where a handful of people are imagining and working towards 

something better for themselves and their people.  They may not have all the answers, 

yet.  But they are searching.  Together. 
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Epilogue: Roots and Wings 

 
In the previous chapter, I discussed how parents saw their children transform and 

grow as a result of being enrolled at Kamali Academy.  I even shared how Samori 

Camara, the school’s founder, saw himself transform.  What I did not mention, however, 

is how my two years at Kamali transformed me. 

 Growth is not always something that we can detect as it is occurring.  When we 

are children, we suddenly notice that we don’t have to stretch and strain as much to reach 

the cereal on top of the refrigerator.  When we are older, we look back at pictures from 

our youth and barely recognize the smiling face staring back at us.  These are all after the 

fact.  Sometimes, though, we are fortunate enough to have an experience that reveals to 

us the growth process in real time.  This happened for me one night in the late fall of 

2011.   

 A friend of mine had a weekly backyard party featuring food, friends, and fun.  A 

corny alliteration, I know, but it’s the best way to describe it.  Folks from the city’s many 

walks of life gathered to enjoy pleasant company and good music.  On this particular 

Friday, as I approached the yard, I saw a very large group of young, Black people 

approaching.  They appeared to be a tour group, but I couldn’t figure out what brought 

them to this neighborhood at this time of night. 

 When I realized they were heading to the party, I hurried into the yard before 

them.  Waiting in a line 30 people long for a hand made burrito would certainly take 

some time and I had been saving my appetite for the greater part of the day.  Either way, 
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when I finished placing my order, I heard a young lady call my name, her voice 

uncertain.  When I turned around, her face was bright with a smile. 

 “Oh my God!  It is you!  What are you doing here?” 

 It took me a second to place the face, but when I did, my smile matched hers.  Her 

name was Omi.  She was a student of mine when I taught at a mentoring program in 

Austin.  At that time, she was still in high school.  Now, she was a junior in college.  

We ate our burritos together, catching up on all that she’d been up to.  She asked 

about Samori, who had also taught at the program, and pledged her support to Kamali.  

She also shared how Samori and I were two positive images in her life at the time and 

that our work at the school encouraged her in her leadership endeavors.  It was a nice, 

easy conversation that left me thinking of a proverb we often use at Kamali: “Wherever a 

man goes to dwell, his character goes with him.” 

What were the odds that on a random Friday night I would run into a former 

student of mine from a place several hundred miles away?  Until she told me, I didn’t 

know that she viewed me as a positive example in her life.  What would have happened if 

I had been carrying on in that backyard?  This particular weekly party was a place where 

I encountered several Kamali students on a regular basis.  What if I were out there 

disrespecting women or using foul language and drinking alcohol?  What if my words 

were inconsistent with my deeds?  How would that affect their image of me and, by 

necessary extension, Black men? 

I raise this last question not as a vain inquiry, but as a genuine concern.  Haki 

Madhabuti and others rightfully remind us that we are in a war for the hearts and minds 
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of our people (Madhubuti 1992).  One of the means through which hearts and minds are 

conquered is through image.  What was my image in the eyes of my students? 

In the middle of this chain of thoughts in that New Orleans backyard, it became 

clear.  My time at Kamali had taught and trained me to walk in the pursuit of integrity.  I 

use this word “walk” because it implies an ongoing, lived action and process. 

Right, I had never made a habit of carrying on in public, disrespecting women, or 

drinking alcohol, but that wasn’t the point.  My interaction with Omi revealed to me that 

the stakes were now greater than ever before.  I am responsible for the well-being of 

people’s children.  At all times, young eyes are watching me and learning my ways.  If 

we, indeed, if I want better, I must do better, not in an abstract sense, but in action.  

Beyond that, whether I know it or not, whether I choose to or not, I am setting an 

example of some kind to all of the people I encounter.  It is up to me what type of 

example I want to set.  My time at Kamali trained me how to walk with purpose, with 

intentional movement where word and deed are aligned. 

 
At Kamali, we were engaged in something much larger than teaching the three 

R’s.  We were playing active roles in the rearing of both children and community.  “The 

spirit that protects the youth from death.”  We were setting examples of adulthood that 

would shape the adults that they will become.  We strived for a responsible and creative 

adulthood, a nurturing and productive adulthood.   

“We seek to bequeath, to our children, two things.  The first is roots.  The other is 

wings.”  For this, we committed to the development of our best selves so that those roots 
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would flourish in fertile ground and those wings would not be weighed down with the 

burdens of our shortcomings.  

“When these young brothers and sisters are deciding what type of people they are 

going to be, they will have us as models in addition to everyone else in their lives.  If we 

did our part, with kindness, firmness, persistence, and love, they will make the decision 

that best serves all of us.”  Our part was to provide them with the best materials from 

which to craft themselves.  In so doing, by committing to this necessary work, we were 

also crafting ourselves. 

Walk in the pursuit of integrity: a lesson I’ve learned at Kamali.  A lesson that has 

and will continue to extend far beyond the school’s walls. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: SALARIES OF HIGHEST PAID PRINCIPALS AND VICE-PRINCIPALS 

 

PRINCIPAL SALARIES SKYROCKETS IN FREE MARKET
With dozens of New Orleans charter school boards of directors now in control of hiring and setting
salaries, the pay for public school principals has jumped substantially, with a handful making as much or
more than is typical for a district superintendent. In the process, a new kind of executive position has
emerged for leaders who oversee principals at multiple schools operating under one charter board.
Here’s what the city’s school leaders are paid in the 2008-09 school year:

*Riedlinger’s salary includes car allowance of $5,000
**Jay Altman, the executive director of FirstLine schools, also serves as the interim principal of S.J. Green school, one of two schools in overseen by FristLine. Alt-
man makes $132,000; for accounting purposes, FirstLine allocates $80,000 for his work as Green principal.
Note: Principals’ salaries include payments under the state’s Professional Improvement Program, or PIP, which accounts for a small portion of some principal’s pay

Source: Louisiana Department of Education; staff research

Salary Principal’s name School School type
$203,559 Kathy Riedlinger* Lusher Charter School OPSB - charter
$186,000 Charles “Mickey” Landry Lafayette Academy of New Orleans RSD - charter
$150,000 Timothy Rusnak Benjamin Franklin High School OPSB - charter
$132,000 Jay Altman** FirstLine Schools (two schools) RSD - charter
$110,000 Andre Perry UNO charter network (four schools) RSD - charter
$109,610 John Hiser Edna Karr Secondary School RSD - charter/ACSA
$105,435 Sheila Thomas Andrew H. Wilson Charter School RSD - charter
$105,018 Mary Laurie O. Perry Walker Senior High School RSD - charter/ACSA

$105,000 John Alford Langston Hughes Academy Charter School RSD - charter
$105,000 Melrose Biagas James M. Singleton Charter School RSD - charter
$102,018 Lewis Henderson Algiers Technology Academy RSD - charter/ACSA
$101,018 Rene Lewis-Carter Martin Behrman Elementary School RSD - charter/ACSA
$100,000 Tiffany Hardrick Miller-McCoy Academy RSD - charter
$100,000 Keith Sanders Miller-McCoy Academy RSD - charter
$100,000 Rhonda Kalifey-Aluise KIPP charter schools (five schools) RSD - charter
$100,000 Ben Kleban NOLA College Prep Charter School RSD - charter
$98,231 Janice Dupuy Audubon Charter School OPSB - charter
$97,337 Doris Hicks Dr. M.L.K. Charter School for Science & Tech. RSD - charter
$97,297 Alexina Medley Warren Easton Senior High School OPSB - charter
$96,928 Gerald Debose John McDonogh Senior High School RSD - operated
$96,000 Mardele Early Lake Forest Elementary Charter School OPSB - charter
$95,898 Anna Marciante Alice Harte Elementary Charter School OPSB - charter
$95,573 Vanessa Eugene G.W. Carver High School RSD - operated
$95,000 Bridget Ramsey New Orleans Charter Science and Mathematics HS OPSB - charter
$95,000 Michael Booker P. A. Capdau School RSD - charter
$95,000 Peta LeBlanc The Intercultural Charter School RSD - charter
$95,000 Dahme Bolden William J. Fischer Elementary School RSD - charter/ACSA
$94,770 Alfred Jones Walter L. Cohen High School RSD - operated
$94,770 Wilfred Johnson Fredrick A. Douglass High School RSD - operated
$94,019 Jonathan Williams Harriet Tubman Elementary School RSD - charter/ACSA
$93,594 Shawn Maggio Einstein Charter School OPSB - charter
$92,500 Michelle Douglas Edward Hynes Charter School OPSB - charter
$92,375 Paulette Bruno Robert Russa Moton Charter School OPSB - charter
$92,054 Philip White McDonogh #35 Senior High School OPSB - operated
$92,018 Monica Boudouin Dwight D. Eisenhower Elementary School RSD - charter/ACSA
$92,018 Lee Green McDonogh #32 Elementary School RSD - charter/ACSA
$91,884 Pamela Randall Live Oak Elementary School RSD - operated
$91,884 Ella Butler Albert Wicker Literacy Academy RSD - operated
$91,884 Josette Ripoll H.C. Schaumburg Elementary School RSD - operated
$91,354 Wanda Brooks James Weldon Johnson School RSD - operated
$91,350 Sharon Clark Sophie B. Wright Inst.of Academic Excellence RSD - charter
$90,740 Nobert Estrella Joseph S. Clark Senior High School RSD - operated
$90,729 Donald Jackson Sarah Towles Reed Senior High School RSD - operated
$90,000 Sean Gallagher Akili Academy of New Orleans RSD - charter
$90,000 Heidi Campbell NOLA College Prep Charter School RSD - charter
$90,000 Natasha Baker NOLA College Prep Charter School RSD - charter
$89,726 Ronald Ayler Thurgood Marshall School RSD - operated
$89,726 Annette Hagan Julian Leadership Academy RSD - operated
$89,719 Cheryllyn Branch Benjamin Banneker Elementary School RSD - operated
$89,719 Beverly Johnson Murray Henderson Elementary School RSD - operated
$89,683 Perretta Mitchell A.P. Tureaud Elementary School RSD - operated
$89,595 Marion Johnson McDonogh #42 Elementary Charter School RSD - charter
$89,232 Eileen Williams Harney Elementary School RSD - operated
$89,214 Leonard Bartlett John Dibert Elementary School RSD - operated
$89,206 Mavia Marsalis Rabouin Career Magnet High School RSD - operated
$89,096 Brenda Bourne Lusher Charter School OPSB - charter
$88,920 Tyrone Casby Orleans Parish PM School OPSB - operated
$88,842 William Delaney The Alternative Learning Institute OPSB - operated
$88,659 Wiley Ates Lusher Charter School OPSB - charter
$88,556 Daphyne Burnett Sarah Towles Reed Elementary School RSD - operated
$88,394 Catherine Boozer Milestone SABIS Academy of New Orleans BESE - charter
$88,192 Willette Crawford Agnes L. Bauduit Elementary School RSD - operated
$87,194 Troye Madison F.W. Gregory Elementary School RSD - operated
$86,892 Kelly Batiste Fannie C. Williams Elementary School RSD - operated
$86,689 Olga Johnson-Walters Paul B. Habans Elementary School RSD - operated
$86,619 Sheila Nelson Lusher Charter School OPSB - charter
$86,184 Sharon Warren Carver Elementary School RSD - operated
$86,019 Michelle Biagas Priestley School of Architecture/Construction OPSB - charter
$86,000 Adam Meinig KIPP Believe College Prep (Phillips) RSD - charter
$85,774 Aisha Jones Mary D. Coghill Elementary School RSD - operated
$85,202 Marc Merriman Dr. Charles Richard Drew Elementary School RSD - operated
$85,176 Janet Johnson Laurel Elementary School RSD - operated
$85,000 Heidi Sargent P. A. Capdau School RSD - charter
$85,000 Edward Brown Nelson Elementary School RSD - charter
$84,669 Sean Goodwin Joseph A. Craig School RSD - operated
$84,000 Mark Martin Langston Hughes Academy Charter School RSD - charter
$83,706 Bridgette Frick Eleanor McMain Secondary School OPSB - operated
$83,668 Karen Bryan Sylvanie F. Williams School RSD - operated
$82,330 Charlotte Matthew Benjamin Franklin Elem. Math-Science Magnet OPSB - operated
$82,000 Todd Purvis KIPP Central City Academy RSD - charter
$81,361 Mary Haynes-Smith Mary Bethune Elementary Literature/Technology OPSB - operated
$80,145 Jared Lamb KIPP McDonogh 15 School for the Creative Arts RSD - charter
$80,000 Kyle Shaffer KIPP McDonogh 15 School for the Creative Arts RSD - charter
$80,000 Korbin Johnson KIPP Central City Primary RSD - charter
$80,000 Channa Cook Sojourner Truth Academy RSD - charter
$80,000 Aqua Stovall Arthur Ashe Charter School RSD - charter
$77,000 Cuneyt Dokmen Abramson Science & Technology Charter School RSD - charter
$75,000 Melinda Martinez A.D. Crossman-Esperanza Charter School RSD - charter
$74,180 Melanie Tennyson International School of Louisiana BESE - charter
$70,000 Anna Robertson Crocker Arts and Technology School RSD - charter
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APPENDIX B: KAMALI ACADEMY MORNING MEETING 
 

Afrikan Pledge 
 
We are an Afrikan people 
We will remember the humanity, glory and suffering of our ancestors 
We will honor the struggles of our elders. 
We will strive to bring new values and new life to our people. 
We will have peace and harmony among us. 
We will be loving, sharing and creative. 
We will work, study and listen so we may learn, learn so we may teach 
We will cultivate self-reliance. 
We will struggle to resurrect and unify our homeland. 
We will have discipline, patience, devotion and courage. 
We will live as models to provide new directions for our people. 
We will be free and self-determining 
We are an Afrikan people, 
We will win, and we have won 
We will win, and we have won 
We will win, and we have won! 
Asé 

 
 
Kamali Affirmations: 
 
Who are you? 
 
 I am the seed of my Ancestors. I am the hope of today. I am the builder for those unborn. I am the 
promoter of our Afrikan Way. 
 
What is your purpose? 
 
 To use my personal skills and talents for the benefit of my community. To think of others first and 
build Umoja—Afrikan unity. 
 
Where are you from? 
 

Mama Afrika is my home. Liberation is my song. You can’t steer me wrong. I’m Afrikan to the 
bone.  Birth is not the beginning and death is not the end. I am because we are. Together we shall win. 
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RBG Pledge 
 
We pledge allegiance to the Red, Black, and Green.  Our flag, the symbol of our eternal struggle, and to the 
land we must obtain.  One Nation of Black People, with one God of us all, totally united in the struggle for 

Black Love, Black Freedom, and Black Self-determination. 
 
 
 
Kamali Academy Cultural Alphabet (modified from AHIDIANA) 
 

A is for Afrika: land where our ancestors are from. 
B is for Build: step by step, one by one. 
C is for Create: to make things better. 
D is for Determination.  We won’t give up ever. 
E is for Example: to be what we believe. 
F is for Focus: to pay attention to our needs. 
G is for Growth: to change from good to best. 
H is for History: we’ve been put to the test. 
I is for Identity.  Afrikan people are we. 
J is for Journey: our Maafa on land and sea. 
K is for Knowledge: to fill our minds. 
L is for Love of self and kind. 
M is for Many, both young and old. 
N is for Nation: our own land to control. 
O is for Organize: to get it together. 
P is for Power: the more the better. 
Q is for Question: to know the how, what, where, why, and when. 
R is for Reliance: to be strong from beginning to end. 
S is for Struggle: to fight our enemies toe to toe. 
T is for Teach: to pass on to our people whatever we know. 
U is for Unity, together both day and night. 
V is for Values: to know the wrong from right. 
W is for Work, which is our best hope. 
X is for the unknown, which is the negro. 
Y is for Youth.  The future are we. 
Z is for Zero, which is all we get free. 

 
 
 



 231 

 
Life Every Voice and Sing by James Weldon Johnson 
 

Lift every voice and sing, till earth and Heaven ring, 
Ring with the harmonies of liberty; 
Let our rejoicing rise, high as the listening skies, 
Let it resound loud as the rolling sea. 
Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us, 
Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us; 
Facing the rising sun of our new day begun, 
Let us march on till victory is won. 
 
Stony the road we trod, bitter the chastening rod, 
Felt in the days when hope unborn had died; 
Yet with a steady beat, have not our weary feet, 
Come to the place for which our fathers sighed? 
We have come over a way that with tears has been watered, 
We have come, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered; 
Out from the gloomy past, till now we stand at last 
Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast. 

 
God of our weary years, God of our silent tears, 
Thou Who hast brought us thus far on the way; 
Thou Who hast by Thy might, led us into the light, 
Keep us forever in the path, we pray. 
Lest our feet stray from the places, our God, where we met Thee. 
Lest our hearts, drunk with the wine of the world, we forget Thee. 
Shadowed beneath Thy hand, may we forever stand, 
True to our God, true to our native land. 
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APPENDIX C: THE COUNCIL OF INDEPENDENT BLACK INSTITUTIONS (CIBI) 
DEFINITION OF AFRIKAN-CENTERED EDUCATION 

 
The Council of Independent Black Institutions (CIBI) defines Afrikan-Centered 
Education as the means by which Afrikan culture — including the knowledge, attitudes, 
values and skills needed to maintain and perpetuate it throughout the nation building 
process — is developed and advanced through practice. Its aim, therefore, is to build 
commitment and competency within present and future generations to support the 
struggle for liberation and nationhood. We define nation building as the conscious and 
focused application of our people’s collective resources, energies, and knowledge to the 
task of liberating and developing the psychic and physical space that we identify as ours. 
Nation building encompasses both the reconstruction of Afrikan culture and the 
development of a progressive and sovereign state structure consistent with that culture. 
 
We, in CIBI, further believe, that in practice, Afrikan-centered education: 
 
1) acknowledges Afrikan spirituality as an essential aspect of our uniqueness as a people 
and makes it an instrument of our liberation (Richards, 1989; Clarke, 1991; Anwisye, 
1993; Ani, 1994); 
 
2) facilitates participation in the affairs of nations and defining (or redefining) reality on 
our own terms, in our own time and in our own interests (Karenga, 1980); 
 
3) prepares Afrikans “for self-reliance, nation maintenance, and nation management in 
every regard” (Clarke, 1991, p. 62); 
 
4) emphasizes the fundamental relationship between the strength of our families and the 
strength of our nation; 
 
5) ensures that the historic role and function of the customs, traditions, rituals and 
ceremonies — that have protected and preserved our culture; facilitated our spiritual 
expression; ensured harmony in our social relations; prepared our people to meet their 
responsibilities as adult members of our culture; and sustained the continuity of Afrikan 
life over successive generations — are understood and made relevant to the challenges 
that confront us in our time; 
 
6) emphasizes that Afrikan identity is embedded in the continuity of Afrikan cultural 
history and that Afrikan cultural history represents a distinct reality continually evolving 
from the experiences of all Afrikan people wherever they are and have been on the planet 
across time and generations; 
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7) focuses on the “knowledge and discovery of historical truths; through comparison; 
hypothesizing and testing through debate, trial, and application; through analysis and 
synthesis; through creative and critical thinking; through problem resolution processes; 
and through final evaluation and decision making” (Akoto, 1992, p. 116); 
 
8 ) can only be systematically facilitated by people who themselves are consciously 
engaged in the process of Afrikan-centered personal transformation; 
 
9) is a process dependent upon human perception and interpretation [Thus, it follows that 
a curriculum cannot be Afrikan-centered independent of our capacity to perceive and 
interpret it in an Afrikan-centered manner (Shujaa, 1992)]; 
 
10) embraces the traditional wisdom that “children are the reward of life” and it is, 
therefore, an expression of our unconditional love for them. In order to best serve Afrikan 
children our methods must reflect the best understandings that we have of how they 
develop and learn biologically, spiritually and culturally. 
 
(Adopted November 11, 1994) 
 
Source: www.cibi.org 
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