
The Long Labor of Unlearning 

 
How the Lie Meets Those Who Refuse to Carry It 

The previous three essays traced the lie’s interior journey: how it pressed inward as 

inferiority, distributed outward as superiority, and reproduced itself through pedagogy 

across generations. This essay closes Turn Two by turning to the work of undoing - the 

slow, demanding, courageous labor of releasing a story that was written into the body 

before the mind could resist. 

Unlearning is not the acquisition of a new opinion. It is not reading a book and deciding 

to think differently. It is not attending a workshop and emerging cleansed. It is the 

deliberate dismantling of a structure built into the self - into the reflexes, the assumptions, 

the very sense of who one is - and the rebuilding of a self on ground the lie tried to 

destroy. The trained reflex does not release because you wish it to. The silent curriculum 

does not evaporate because you have named it. The verdict that traveled inward does not 

lift because you have judged it false. What was written into you before you could read 

does not come out in a single act of seeing. It comes out slowly, through the patient, often 

painful work of practicing a different way of being until the new way becomes the reflex 

and the old one loses its grip. 

This is the essay where the counter-ground shifts from naming the wound to naming the 

ground of recovery. Across the turn, ubuntu has diagnosed the lie’s deepest operation: it 

severed relations to take hold. In Essay 5, the pressing inward required isolation. In Essay 

6, the gift required the acceptance of a smaller self. In Essay 7, the pedagogy required the 

severing of relation before the child could be sorted. In each case, the counter-ground 

named the wound and pointed toward the reweaving. Here, the reweaving becomes the 

argument. The recovery is not the acquisition of a new identity. It is the restoration of a 



self to the web that always held a truer account of its worth - the web that preceded the lie 

and will outlast it. 

For the organizer doing internal work, for the educator transforming a classroom, for the 

community building a different curriculum - this essay matters because it reveals that 

unlearning is possible, but only as a disciplined practice, never as a single decision. The 

possibility of undoing is real. The lie was made, and what was made can be unmade. But 

the unmaking is labor, the labor is communal, and the ground it stands on is older than 

the lie. 

The Cost of Seeing 

Unlearning begins with seeing, and the seeing is itself a kind of violence - because it 

destroys the world the lie built. 

James Baldwin named this with a clarity that has not dimmed. In The Fire Next Time, 

published in 1963, and across the essays that followed, Baldwin described the experience 

of confronting the lie from within - the moment when a person discovers that the story 

they were told about themselves, or about others, was never truth but a weapon disguised 

as a gift, a verdict disguised as a description, a curriculum disguised as the world. 

Baldwin’s prose carries the full weight of that cost, and he does not rush past it toward 

resolution. The seeing is devastating before it is freeing. The ground shifts beneath you, 

nothing sits where it did, and the self that was organized around the fiction must be 

rebuilt from the foundation up. 

Walk the mechanism of confrontation carefully, because Baldwin’s insight runs deeper 

than the familiar language of awakening. The comfortable fiction does not release its hold 

gently. It fights back, because it has become the self - not a belief the self holds, but the 

structure through which the self perceives the world. To see that the fiction is false is to 

see that the self built upon it is unstable, and instability is terrifying. The person who 

begins to see will reach for the old certainties, the old reflexes, the old account of who 

they are and where they belong. The unlearning does not proceed in a straight line from 

blindness to sight. It staggers, doubles back, loses ground, recovers it. The cost is not paid 

once. It is paid daily, in every encounter where the old reflex fires before the new 

perception can arrive to check it. 

Draw the connection to Du Bois’s double consciousness, which has carried through this 

turn. The double vision Du Bois named - seeing yourself through the eyes of a world that 

denies your full humanity - is also the beginning of unlearning. The split is painful, but 

the sight it produces is knowledge the lie's beneficiaries never acquire. What was 

imposed as a wound becomes, in the labor of unlearning, a source of clarity. The person 

who has lived the gap between what the world says she is and what she knows herself to 

be holds an understanding of the system that the system itself cannot afford to see. This is 

not a consolation. It is an observation, and it is the ground on which the unlearning 

stands: the first thing the lie loses, when a person begins to unlearn, is its monopoly on 

defining what is real. 

Hold Baldwin in context, as the collection has held every source. Baldwin wrote from the 

specific experience of Black America - the Harlem of his youth, the church of his father, 

the exile that gave him distance enough to see clearly. His insights illuminate the cost of 



confrontation with universal force, but the essay must not collapse all experiences of 

unlearning into his frame. The white person confronting the gift, the colonized subject 

confronting the verdict, the immigrant confronting the categories that preceded their 

arrival - each meets the cost differently, and each must do the work within their own 

circumstances. Use Baldwin’s voice; hold the context. 

What Baldwin gives this essay is not a theory of transformation. He gives the lived 

intensity of a person who undertook the work and survived it - not intact, not unscathed, 

but enough to name what he saw. His prose is the evidence that the cost is survivable, 

that the seeing, however devastating, does not destroy the seer. It destroys the fiction. 

And the fiction, unlike the person, was never real. 

The Classroom as Practice of Freedom 

But the seeing is not enough - and the essay must say so plainly, because the language of 

awakening has become a shortcut that shortcuts too much. To see the fiction is to begin 

the work, but only to begin it. The reflex that fires before thought does not release 

because you have named it. The curriculum absorbed at the family table does not 

evaporate because you have read a different history. The trained reflex requires a 

different training, and the training is not intellectual persuasion. It is embodied practice, 

repeated in community, until the practice becomes the habit that displaces the old one. 

bell hooks names this with a clarity that cuts through the fantasy of transformation 

without labor. In Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, 

published in 1994, hooks argues that education can be a “practice of freedom” - that the 

classroom, the community space, the reading circle, the gathering can become sites for 

the deliberate unmaking of internalized domination. Drawing on Paulo Freire’s critical 

pedagogy, she insists that unlearning engages the whole person - body, emotion, relation 

- and not the intellect alone. The student who reads the text may understand it. But 

understanding does not release a reflex drilled in by a lifetime of reinforcement. That 

reflex requires a different curriculum, taught in community, practiced daily, until the new 

response grows as automatic as the old one was. 

Unlearning, then, is institutional, not merely personal. The lie was transmitted through 

institutions - the family, the school, the daily encounter - and the unlearning must be 

institutional too: the classroom that teaches relation rather than rank, the community 

space that models reciprocity, the organization that builds accountability into its very 

structure. hooks gives the essay its institutional frame, and the frame is essential, because 

the lie's transmission was never solely personal. It was embedded in the institutions that 

compose the society, and the interruption must reach the same level. A person can decide 

to see differently. But seeing differently does not change the school that sorts children by 

perceived ability, the workplace that distributes status along the line of race, the 

neighborhood that practices redlining in all but name. The unlearning demands both the 

personal labor and the institutional work, and the two are inseparable. 

Name the discipline required, because the essay must not offer false resolution. 

Unlearning is not a mood or a feeling. It is a practice - repeated, communal, accountable. 

It asks the willingness to be wrong, to be corrected, to sit with discomfort without 

retreating into the old certainties. The discipline is the point: a reflex drilled in over a 



lifetime does not release because you wish it to. It releases because you have practiced a 

different response until the different response becomes the reflex. Whoever undertakes 

this work must accept that it will take years, that the old reflexes will fire even after the 

mind has decided otherwise, that the process will be frustrating and non-linear and will 

demand the patience to hold discomfort without abandoning the practice. 

This answers the previous essay’s argument about pedagogy directly. Essay 7 held that 

the lie reproduces through pedagogy - the silent curriculum of the home, the stated 

curriculum of the school, the trained reflex that settles into the body. hooks reveals that 

the interruption is also pedagogical: a counter-curriculum, taught in communities of 

practice, that replaces the sorting of the world into kinds with the recognition of relation. 

The classroom that teaches this counter-curriculum does not merely transmit information. 

It cultivates a different way of being - one that sees persons before categories, practices 

reciprocity rather than rank, and holds accountability across difference rather than 

retreating into the comfort of the familiar. The practice is the teaching, and the teaching is 

the practice. 

There is a communal dimension to this discipline the essay must honor. No one 

undertakes unlearning alone. It requires people who hold you accountable, who model a 

different way of seeing, who refuse to let the reflex stand unchallenged while refusing, 

too, to abandon the person in whom the reflex lives. The community is not an accessory 

to the work. It is the ground the work stands on. A person severed from community has 

no one to name the reflex when it fires, no one to model the truer response, no one to 

hold the space where discomfort can be borne without collapsing back into the old 

certainties. The community is the laboratory of the practice, and the practice is the labor 

of the community. 

The Reweaving 

And here, where the essay has named the cost, the discipline, and the communal ground, 

the counter-ground gathers - not as the closing argument, but as the ground from which 

the closing argument rises. 

Across Turn Two, the counter-ground has shifted gradually from diagnosis to remedy. In 

Essay 5, ubuntu named the wound at the heart of the pressing inward: the lie required 

isolation to take hold. In Essay 6, communal selfhood named the poverty of the gift: the 

self that swells at another’s expense has in truth grown smaller. In Essay 7, Ma’at named 

a different curriculum: the child raised in truth and balance rather than rank and 

hierarchy. Now, in this closing essay, the counter-ground reaches its fullest expression. 

The reweaving is no metaphor. It is the practical ground of recovery, and it is the place 

the whole turn has been moving toward. 

Ramose, whose philosophical account of ubuntu has carried through the collection, 

supplies the frame for the reweaving. The principle - a person is a person through other 

persons - is not merely a critique of the lie's severing. It is the ground on which the 

healing stands. The person who internalized the verdict of inferiority, the person who 

accepted the fiction of superiority, the person who absorbed the sorting curriculum - each 

was severed from the web that gave them their reality, pried loose from the relations that 

held a truer account of their worth. The reweaving is not the acquisition of a new identity. 



It is the restoration to the web that always held that account - the web that preceded the 

lie and will outlast it. 

Gyekye sharpens the practical frame. In his account of the Akan ethical scheme, 

personhood is achieved through moral conduct and communal participation. The self is 

cultivated, not assigned, and the cultivation happens in community, through the daily 

practice of relation, reciprocity, and accountability. This is the precise inversion of the 

lie's mechanism. Where the lie assigned a rank at birth and pressed it inward until it felt 

like nature, Gyekye insists that personhood is something built - built in relation, tested by 

conduct, strengthened by the community that holds you to your own best self. The 

unlearning is not the shedding of an old self. It is the cultivation of a truer self in right 

relation, and the cultivation requires the community that makes it possible. 

Mbiti anchors the communal dimension in its widest frame. In African Religions and 

Philosophy, he described the community as encompassing the living, the dead, and the 

unborn - a body so vast no room can hold it, a communion so deep that no individual can 

stand apart from it without ceasing to be fully real. The reweaving binds the person back 

into this extended community, and the binding restores the accountability the lie had 

severed. The one who accepted the verdict of inferiority learns that they belong to a 

lineage older and sturdier than the verdict. The one who accepted the fiction of 

superiority learns that they are accountable to the same web as the people they were 

taught to see as lesser. The reweaving reaches not only to the present community but to 

the ancestors who carried the truth before the lie arrived, and to those yet to come who 

will inherit the choice between the old curriculum and the new. 

Bring the reweaving before the lie's mechanism, and the mechanism stands exposed as 

not merely harmful but impossible. The lie required the severing of relation to take hold. 

But there is no such thing as a severed self. A self pried loose from the web is not a 

person. It is a specimen - and the lie mistook the specimen for the person. The reweaving 

creates nothing new. It restores what was always there: the web the lie tried to break but 

could never erase, still present beneath the machinery, older than the calipers and more 

durable than the statutes, patient and unbroken. 

This is the culmination of the counter-ground across Turn Two. The lie’s deepest 

operation was the same at every stage - sever the person from the web, set them down 

alone, speak the falsehood to the solitary figure who has no one left to say otherwise. The 

counter-ground's deepest answer is the same at every stage: the web is still there, and the 

return to it is the refusal of the lie. The pressing inward met the reweaving of community. 

The shrinking self met the expansive web. The sorting curriculum met the curriculum of 

relation. And here, the long labor of unlearning meets the long labor of reweaving. The 

labor is one labor. The ground is one ground. The practice is one practice. 

Hold this reply not as summary but as culmination. The turn has been gathering toward 

this convergence. The counter-ground has not merely diagnosed the wound; it has named 

the ground of recovery. The reweaving is not a promise. It is a practice, and the practice 

belongs to communities, never to individuals laboring alone. What was learned can be 

unlearned. What was severed can be rewoven. And the rewoven self is the self the lie 

tried to destroy but could not erase. 



The Widening: What Was Learned Can Be Unlearned 

We began Turn Two at a threshold - the moment the lie crossed from the external 

structure into the interior self. Let us close by naming what that crossing achieved, what 

it cost, and what can be done about it. 

The lie pressed inward as inferiority. It distributed outward as superiority. It reproduced 

itself through pedagogy across generations. Three essays, three mechanisms, each 

manufacturing a different dimension of the lie’s interior life: the verdict that traveled 

inward until it felt like self-knowledge, the gift that went unquestioned because it felt like 

nature, the lesson absorbed before the child knew she was learning. Together they formed 

the lie's most patient and most durable work - not the raising of a structure outside the 

self, but the building of one inside it, so deeply embedded that the person carrying it did 

not know they were carrying anything at all. 

But across these four essays, a counter-movement has gathered. The pressing inward 

required isolation, and ubuntu named the web that cannot be severed. The gift required 

the acceptance of a smaller self, and communal selfhood named the poverty the gift 

disguised as wealth. The pedagogy required the sorting of children before they could 

resist, and Ma’at named a different curriculum. And the unlearning - the long, 

demanding, courageous labor of releasing the story written into the body - rests on the 

reweaving of the relational bonds the lie severed to take hold. The counter-ground has 

moved across the turn from diagnosis to remedy, from naming the wound to naming the 

ground of healing. The healing is not theoretical. It is practical, it is communal, and it 

stands on ground older than the lie. 

For the organizer doing internal work - who sees the reflex fire in themselves and does 

not flinch from the seeing - this history matters because it reframes the work as labor, not 

failure. The reflex that fires before thought does not mean you have failed to unlearn. It 

means the unlearning is still underway, and the way forward asks practice, accountability, 

and the community that holds you to it. The cost of seeing is not the end of the work. It is 

the beginning, and the beginning is survivable - because Baldwin survived it and named 

it, because hooks built institutions around it, because the communities that practice the 

reweaving are standing in a truth the lie cannot touch. 

For the educator transforming a classroom - who refuses to sort children by perceived 

ability, who teaches the complete history, who disciplines without bias - this history 

matters because it reveals that the unlearning is pedagogical, and pedagogy can be 

interrupted. The classroom that teaches relation rather than rank is not merely a better 

classroom. It is a site of unlearning, a place where the trained reflex meets a different 

response and the different response is practiced until it becomes the habit. The educator 

who does this work is doing the work of reweaving, whether she names it so or not. 

For the community building a different curriculum - who makes spaces where children of 

every background learn together, where the full history is told, where accountability is 

practiced across difference - this history matters because it reveals that the unlearning is 

communal, and the community is the ground the work stands on. The lie was transmitted 

communally. The unlearning must be too. A person alone cannot reweave a web. The 

web requires weavers, and the weavers require one another. 



But Turn Two ends here, and the ending must be honest. The unlearning is real. The 

reweaving is possible. The counter-ground is sturdy, and the ground beneath it is older 

than the lie. Yet the lie did not only live in the self. It organized the world. It wrote itself 

into the streets and the neighborhoods and the maps of the cities. It shaped who the state 

saw and who it did not, who was protected and who was policed, who was granted the 

full dignity of the human and who was granted only partial recognition under ever-

changing names. The personal labor of unlearning meets the structural labor of remaking 

the world the lie built, and at the intersection of those labors the recovery continues. 

Turn Three follows the lie as it moves from the interior into the built environment - from 

the lesson absorbed in childhood to the architecture that surrounds the adult. The 

everyday encounter. The map of the city. The recognition, or refusal, of the state. The lie 

learned to press inward, and the inward pressing was devastating. But the lie also learned 

to build outward, and the building is what holds the lie in place long after the doctrine has 

been discredited and the statute repealed. The unlearning is the work of the self and the 

community. The remaking is the work of the world. 

The lie was learned. And what was learned can be unlearned. 
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