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In light of recent events, I’ve noticed many different opinions and attitudes about the ongoing 
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issue of police brutality and protests that have sparked around the country. People have found 
creative mediums to express their opinions in many ways, using things like protest signs, t-
shirts, and even face masks to make a statement to get their point across. I find this to be 
great; nearly everyone is taking the necessary steps to acknowledge what we as a community 
need to do in order to implement change. However, when it comes to how we should proceed, 
many think that we should disregard our history and move in a completely new direction. This 
brings me to a trend that I’ve taken notice of, and it leaves a bitter taste in my mouth; the 
uncalled for phrase of, “I am not my ancestors.”

This is not the nuanced and clever ideology that you think it is.

Due to the whitewashing of history, Black people over the centuries have often been thought of 
as a docile and fragile people who just so happened to fall victim to a bad situation. Though we 
come from humble beginnings and monumental civilizations, we often see a stigma connected 
with the days of old. We have dismissed what was once known as something of an ancestral 
warrior spirit, even going as far as to associate those who came before us as people who we 
can only learn what not to do from. We have mistakenly made the assumption that Black 
people back then were a monolith, as many people make that same mistake about us now.

Have we forgotten the fact that our ancestors are prime examples of who we should strive to 
be like?
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Periods in American history like the Civil War and the Civil Rights Movement often paint Black 
people as helpless individuals who have to rely on white saviors to rescue them from absolute 
chaos, overlooking the strides they made. This is why President Abraham Lincoln has been 
frequently praised and exalted as the best president, or why the signing of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 supposedly fixed discrimination. 

Time and time again, society chooses to overlook our acts of strength and resistance to make 
us look like we can’t stand on our own two feet without help from outside sources. We’re 
taught that Rosa Parks was a tired old woman on the bus, when in fact, the only thing that she 
had been tired of was being treated like a second class citizen. We’re taught that Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. was just a man who sang “we shall overcome” and preached nonviolence when 
he also said that, “a riot is the language of the unheard.”

They have limited King to a speech and Rosa to a seat.



The phrase, “I am not my ancestors” is an erasure of the narrative of Black struggle, both in the 
United States and worldwide. It suggests that Black bodies endured oppression and inequality 
with no means of fighting back. It erases the Denmark Vesey’s, Nat Turner’s, and Toussaint 
Louverture’s (pictured) of the world. Our ancestors did not simply succumb to being put in 
chains or sprayed with water hoses. Instead, they chose to organize; during slavery our 
ancestors planned revolts on plantations, and they fought to their last dying breath. During the 
Civil Rights Movement, some understood the power of the Black dollar and chose to break the 
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economy, spending their money where they would be treated with respect, even starting their 
own grocery stores, clothing stores, and restaurants. 

White acceptance was never the goal, but self-preservation was. In the eyes of outsiders, that 
was political, and always will be. Audre Lorde once wrote, “Caring for myself is not self-
indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.” To those who have 
never had to walk in our shoes and fight the good fight, prioritizing our own needs and our own 
communities might be viewed as radical, when it is in fact, what every other group does.

We should refrain from looking down on our ancestors when they are the shoulders we stand 
on and the blueprint that we build from. The battles that they fought for and won are sewn into 
the fabric of our very society when it comes to advocating for humanity as a whole. To separate 
ourselves from those who came before us is to let go of the very essence of our humanity. It’s 
time we reclaimed our ancestral power and that we stop disrespecting them by misinterpreting 
them as weak when they were in fact, the complete opposite. 
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