
D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E



2D E S C E N DA N T D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

Film Summary

Director’s Statement

Letter From A Descendant

About This Guide

Shades Of Meaning

Discussing Real-World Connections

Placing Yourself In History

Chronological Thinking

Meaning—Making

Responding To The Story

Thinking About The Film As Art

Thought-Provoking Quotes

Further Investigating With Primary Sources

Discussing Uncomfortable Moments

Discussing Environmental Justice

Take Action Right Now

Community Organizing

Record Your Family’s Story

Investigate Environmental Concerns 
In Your Community

Resources

3
3
5
6
7
8

12
13
14
15
16
17
19
21
24
26
27
28
29

30

Table of Contents



3D E S C E N DA N T D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

Film Summary

Director’s Statement

In telling the story of the Clotilda and the community left in its wake, Descendant 
(2022) director Margaret Brown lays bare the aftermath in the film. Decades of unjust 
land appropriation and zoning practices have left Africatown posterity surrounded by 
heavy industry, including a hazardous waste dump, a lead manufacturing plant, and 
chemical refineries for paper and oil industries.

The Meaher family were slave traders and financiers of the Clotilda. Their estate has 
had a lasting and detrimental impact on the Africatown community and “continues 
to profit from land originally designated for descendants of the Clotilda,” says 
Descendant producer, Essie Chambers.

Fourteen years ago, I made a documentary feature about Mobile’s still openly segregated Mardi Gras 
celebration. The Order of Myths centered on the tangled, interconnected histories of two Mardi Gras 
queens, Black and white. The white queen, Helen Meaher, was a direct descendant of Timothy Meaher, 
who local legend said had brought the last slave ship to America, illegally in 1860. The Black queen, 
Stefannie Lucas, was a direct descendant of one of the African captives who was allegedly brought to 
America on that ship. The ship was called the Clotilda, and the parallel histories represented by these 
two girls made up the emotional core the film was built around.  In making The Order of Myths, I came to 
be close with some residents of the enclave called Africatown. This is a somewhat isolated residential 
area of Mobile, surrounded by big industry, and said by its residents to have been founded by former 
enslaved peoples who had arrived aboard that last ship, The Clotilda. I also became quite close with a 
research Folklorist at the University of South Alabama, Dr. Kern Jackson, who has spent more than two 
decades recording the oral histories of the Africatown community. The story stayed present in my life, 
but I didn’t think I would ever revisit it as a filmmaker.

Then, in 2018, a friend sent me an article saying that a ship’s wreckage had been found in the Mobile 
River and it was thought to be that of the Clotilda. This would be a monumental discovery, and the 
national media knew it, for no slaving vessel had ever been discovered in North American waters. But 
even more starkly for Mobile, what many had always called a myth could be proven real, and the story of 
the Africatown community I had come to know could be verified. Two weeks later, I headed to Alabama 
to begin documenting.
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What interested me at first was to try to get at the differences in how the story was being told within 
different  communities of Mobile. How did ‘white Mobile’ understand the Clotilda history vs. how the 
Africatown residents told it — that old duality of Mobilian storytelling I knew so well. As seen in The 
Order of Myths, my own family comes in part from this milieu, and reckoning with what might be my own 
family’s secrets is never far from my mind. What I found instead was that white people, most particularly 
those directly connected to the story, didn’t want to talk about this story at all. Silence. Africatown, on 
the other hand, was a community brimming with pride, deeply connected to its history, celebrating and 
conjuring its story in present and dynamic ways as it confronts current day challenges.”

The story of the Clotilda was not a “myth” or a “legend” as it was often referred to by white people, 3 but 
an already present history, just one that was not told or accepted as the dominant “American” narrative. 
I came to recognize that this rich and insistent connection to the past represented something quite 
meaningful well beyond Africatown and Mobile, something that touches on the experience of the Black 
community as a whole, and really on the whole nation’s understanding of itself. 

The story of the Africatown community is not mine to try to tell. Fascinations with the Old South, and 
ghosts and slave ships and murky rivers — these tropes have tended to be used to hide more truths 
than they’ve helped reveal.  

The pitfalls of trying to make a film like this against that backdrop are many, and the challenges and self-
adjustments have been constant throughout the process. I hope that in the end — through collaboration 
with Dr. Kern Jackson and the others on the team we built, through the closeness of my friendships 
with the film’s characters, through a willingness to be honest with ourselves throughout and recognize 
the limitations in telling a story like this — hopefully, we’ve succeeded in making something moving 
and meaningful and expansive, and that leaves the audience with a set of questions they may not have 
otherwise felt comfortable to ask. For me, this film feels like my life’s work til now. It is an opening to all 
that’s driven me creatively since I first picked up a camera and tried to tell a story. 

My hometown of Mobile, Alabama, is a city of closely guarded secrets. Its founding father, the 
Frenchman Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne, supposedly had snakes tattooed over his torso, to be revealed 
only when with his Native American trading partners. Its Mardi Gras, the oldest in the nation, is famously 
characterized by masked mystic societies of anonymous membership and storied pasts. In Mobile, 
myths are a way of life, and the truth is often hidden in plain sight. But what underpins all that storybook 
Mobilian lore is the one darkest, most painful, and indeed most American of secrets: the brutal reality 
of slavery. This is the big truth I was not taught in school, though its lasting impacts were right there, 
surrounding us every day. But how could there be such a startling disconnect in what we call ‘History’? 
Much of my journey in life and pursuits as a filmmaker stems from this disorienting question.

MARGARET BROWN
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Letter From a Descendant

We are the descendants of the West Africans who were brought to Alabama aboard the Clotilda, the last 
documented slave ship to arrive in the United States years after the capture, sale, and transport of enslaved 
Africans had been outlawed. The enslaver attempted to conceal the crime by burning the ship and denying the 
truth. In spite of this deception, this is a truth that we all knew and secretly carried in the stories of our ancestors. 
Thankfully, through the gift of the film, Descendant, now you know it too. 

We are very fortunate to be able to trace our families’ history back to the ship that transported our ancestors
against their will and then to the communities that they founded, joined, and made their home, communities that
some of us still call home.

In response to Descendant, our former First Lady Michelle Obama encouraged us all to share our stories with 
our families. We should also share our stories outside of our families, with each other. The legacy of the Clotilda 
Africans has survived because of the power and tradition of oral history. Through the sharing of stories among 
Clotilda descendants, not only have we found ourselves, but in our shared story, we have found each other. As 
we extend the hand of our growing community to you, It’s important for you to watch and discuss this film with 
your community. When we take the time to discuss and share thoughts, our shared learnings and curiosities can 
inform everyday practices that transform us individually and move us collectively toward a world of equity, unity, 
and peace.

Africatown is a community that is a product of the greed, audacity, and inhumanity of the enslavers. Great 
wealth was generated through the enslavement of our ancestors that has not been shared with them or their 
descendants. Subsequently ravaged by urban renewal, redlining, and environmental injustice, Africatown 
remains a marginalized community to this day.

Disparities exist.

Africatown is also the product of resistance, resilience, imagination, and the self-determination of our ancestors.  
Through their memory, triumphs, traditions, and celebrations, we exist.

It is because of our ancestors that we are able to connect with you. If not for their strength, you would not be  
reading this letter today.

Descendant awakened the spirit of our ancestors and renewed our energy to take the wheel, own our narrative, 
and birth a collective vision to see Africatown restored. As we, the Clotilda descendants, work together to learn 
from the story of the past, create the story of the future, and invest in a new reality shaped by those stories, we 
invite you to contribute to shape and invest in the future with us.

During your Descendant experience, take the time to deeply engage. Honor the determination of our ancestors.  
Consider the forces that seek to take the wheel and drive our narrative and take ownership of our legacy. 
Remember what it took for our people to survive. Understand the innovative economic strategies that built a 
thriving community. Harness the power of cooperation and love. Seize the opportunity to show up differently in 
the world.

Thank you so much for taking this journey with us. Enjoy your time together.

PEACE AND LOVE,
VEDA ROBBINS
Descendant of Pollee & Rose Allen
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About this Guide
This resource guide is intended to be adaptable to Descendant viewers of all ages. 
It aims to engage audiences in critical discussions centered on the film’s major 
themes and to inspire actions in the pursuit of justice, reconciliation, and healing, 
in communities everywhere. With references to key moments, the guide includes 
discussion questions, suggested individual and group activities, and hyperlinks to 
handouts and other resources intended to deepen viewers’ understanding of the 
ideas and events depicted in the film.

The discussion questions and activities are anchored to specific clips from the  
film to deepen understanding of key themes. Please see the grant of permission for 
educational screenings to view this film.

https://help.netflix.com/en/node/57695
https://help.netflix.com/en/node/57695
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Shades of Meaning
Explore the interconnectivity of the film’s vocabulary.

•	 Shades of Meaning handout
•	 Scratch paper
•	 Pencils or markers
•	 Blank sheet of paper or chart paper for each group

1.	 Distribute materials and prepare for screening by categorizing a 
list of words and ideas you will encounter in the film.

2.	 Split into small groups of 3-5 and work together to categorize 
the word list.

3.	 At the end of the allotted time, share your categories and the 
rationale behind your choices with the other groups.

After viewing Descendant, return to your categories to prompt 
discussion: Did you recognize any events in the film that fall into 
one or more of your group’s categories? Describe the moment in 
the film and explain how it fits into your category.

MATERIALS

PROCEDURE

EXTENDED DISCUSSION

Begin before the film.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1L9vQuC1MUC6nzYQJiWl8CryhpOuzD5_v/view?usp=sharing
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Discussing Real-World  
Connections
Prepare to make deeper connections with universal concepts in Descendant by 
analyzing similar real-world examples. 
CHOOSE ONE OF THE FIVE QUESTIONS that most interest you, or choose more 
than one!

•	 Internet access or prints of linked resources
•	 Questions are either printed out or projected for viewing.
•	 Notebook paper and pencils (for personal notes)

1.	 Use the provided resources and questions to facilitate 
discussion of real-world issues encountered in various 
circumstances. Consider using discussion strategies such as 
whole group, think/pair/share, jigsaw, independent work, and 
written conversation.

2.	 When the activity is completed, and you are prepared to view the 
film, remember to look for similarities and differences between 
these real-world examples and those in Descendant.

MATERIALS

PROCEDURE

Complete before the film.
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Discussing Real-World  
Connections - Questions

Utah County, United Way of Utah. “Teaching Kids about Family History Helps Increase 
Resilience.” Medium, EveryDay Strong, 28 July 2020, medium.com/everyday-strong/teaching-
kids-about-family-history-helps-increase-resilience-bc37df09da31

Review this information: “Triangular Trade.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia 
Britannica, inc., 2023, britannica.com/money/topic/triangular-trade

QUESTION 1: WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE A DESCENDANT?

QUESTION 2: DID TRIANGULAR TRADE HAVE LASTING EFFECTS?

Complete before the film.

•	 Of whom are you a descendant? Where did they live? What did they do?  
What was important to them (their values and ethics)?

•	 Do you know any stories about your ancestors?

•	 How do you think your ancestors’ access to knowledge impacts your life?

•	 How does having either more knowledge or less knowledge about your 
ancestors contribute to your understanding of your identity?

•	 Who benefited from triangular trade? (individuals, businesses, cultures, 
regions, countries?) In what ways did they benefit?

•	 Could their status today still reflect the benefit of their role in Triangular Trade?

•	 Who was harmed by triangular trade? (Individuals, businesses, cultures, 
regions, countries?) What kind of harm did they endure?

•	 Was the harm ever repaired? Does anyone continue to be harmed?

https://medium.com/everyday-strong/teaching-kids-about-family-history-helps-increase-resilience-bc37df09da31
https://medium.com/everyday-strong/teaching-kids-about-family-history-helps-increase-resilience-bc37df09da31
http://britannica.com/money/topic/triangular-trade
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Discussing Real-World  
Connections - Questions

View the first 3 minutes of this 6-minute video: “Introduction to Zoning.” YouTube,  
YouTube, 17 Jan. 2017, youtube.com/watch?v=9kVWDWMcLT4. Accessed Oct. 2023

The American Lung Association says, “Emissions from sources providing commercial, 
institutional, and industrial heat and power directly impact lung health and contribute  
to air pollution.”
Read the section “Emissions From Buildings Affect The Air We Breathe” and linked 
information from The American Lung Association.

QUESTION 3: WHO DECIDES IN WHICH PART OF A CITY  
		       A BUSINESS OR FACTORY IS BUILT?

QUESTION 4: HOW DOES POLLUTION AFFECT OUR HEALTH?

Complete before the film.

•	 What is zoning?

•	 Can you identify how some areas in your city are zoned?

•	 How are zoning decisions made?

•	 What is your role as a citizen in these decisions?

•	 What is particulate matter? Where is sulfur dioxide most often found?

•	 What are hazardous pollutants, and what are the major causes  
of toxic air pollutants?

•	 Why would anyone live near a refinery or a busy highway?

•	 If we benefit from the products created by these industries, are we  
responsible for the pollution?

•	 Can you identify areas of industrial pollution near you?  
What communities are most impacted?

http://youtube.com/watch?v=9kVWDWMcLT4
https://www.lung.org/clean-air/outdoors/what-makes-air-unhealthy/commercial-and-industrial
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Discussing Real-World  
Connections - Questions

QUESTION 5: WHAT IS JUSTICE?

Complete before the film.

•	 To whom did the property belong? How did it come into the  
possession of someone else?

•	 Who benefitted from the artwork being returned? How?

•	 Was anyone negatively impacted by the artwork being returned?  
If so, how?

•	 Was justice served?

Read this article, then discuss why you believe justice was served or not  
served in this situation.
Andrew, Scottie. “Schiele Drawings Stolen by Nazis Have Been Returned to Their Former 
Owner’s Heirs More than 80 Years Later.” CNN, Cable News Network, 20 Sept. 2023, cnn.com/
style/schiele-paintings-stolen-nazis-returned-heirs-cec/index

http://cnn.com/style/schiele-paintings-stolen-nazis-returned-heirs-cec/index
http://cnn.com/style/schiele-paintings-stolen-nazis-returned-heirs-cec/index
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Placing Yourself
in History
Place yourself and your family within the timeline of this historical narrative to gain 
perspective on the story told in Descendant which spans generations.

•	 Pencil
•	 Placing Yourself In History Handout

1.	 Can you name an ancestor whose parents were alive  
at the end of the Civil War?

2.	 Can you name or tell a story about a family member who was 
either formerly enslaved or alive to interact with formerly 
enslaved people?

3.	 Complete the “Estimating Your Generation Timeline” handout 
to provide a rough estimate of the timeframe in which your 
ancestors lived, to help confirm your responses.

1.	 Return to the handouts and place the estimated birth years of 
your ancestors on the Descendant timeline.

2.	 Could any of the family members you added have been formerly 
enslaved or have interacted with formerly enslaved people or 
their children?

3.	 Share insights or surprises on how your generation’s timeline 
interacts with the Descendant timeline.

MATERIALS

PROCEDURE BEFORE VIEWING THE FILM:

PROCEDURE AFTER VIEWING THE FILM:

Begin before the film. 
Finish after the film.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1dCaTBsWUbQevJT9LOJL5BwRCZ493tPvz/view?usp=sharing
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Chronological
Thinking
Understand the story’s place in a broader historical view and examine historical 
succession, duration, and change patterns.

Chronological thinking is a critical skill in historical reasoning. Critical examination of a 
timeline can cue us into what might be missing or under-represented throughout history. 

•	 Provide context for us to understand 
the broader circumstances in which 
events occur.

•	 Provide insight into the pace of 
progress for different patterns  
of change.

•	 Help visualize and identify 
relationships among events  
over a period of time.

•	 Help demonstrate how the past 
impacts our present lives.

•	 Descendant Timeline Handout
•	 Pencils
•	 Descendant Timeline for  

screen or whiteboard (optional)

1.	 Distribute the Chronological Thinking Handout and review the Descendant 
timeline, making note of the span of time between a couple of related events.

2.	 On the Chronological Thinking handout, recognize the pace of progress for 
different patterns of change. Complete numbers 1-2 on the handout before 
viewing the film.

3.	 After viewing the film, return to the handout as a group and complete 
numbers 3-4. Use the timeline to aid the discussion of the film.  
What information stands out or provides surprising context to the  
story told in Descendant?

TIMELINES MATERIALS

PROCEDURE

Begin before viewing the film and finish  
after the film. Or begin after the film.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/11Ahf4sEYw9gkeuY2vVJ3FkxdbGEs20Vs/view?usp=sharing
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Meaning—Making

Interpret the film’s core concepts by transforming them into symbolic  
images of your own design.

•	 Scratch paper
•	 Drawing paper
•	 Pencil
•	 Markers/Colored pencils (optional)

1.	 After screening the film, write a sentence or two describing what 
big ideas stuck with you.

2.	 Share what you wrote and ask the group to help describe some 
of the scenes that reinforce the shared ideas.

3.	 Design a symbolic representation of the big ideas in Descendant 
and include a brief description that explains your thinking. 
Begin by brainstorming examples of common symbols. Ex: 
dove (peace); general prohibition signal, a red circle with a red 
diagonal line inside it (no/do not); fire emoji (fire/excellence), 
heart (love), etc.

4.	  Share your creations with the group when finished.

The activity can be completed on a whiteboard, digitally with slides, 
on notebook paper, on canvas; as a sculpture or a collage. Make the 
engagement as formal or informal as suits your needs.

MATERIALS

PROCEDURE

VARIATIONS

Begin after the film.
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Responding  
to the Story
Interpret the sculpture, “The Memory Keeper,” a three-dimensional response to the 
ancestors’ story, installed in 2023 at the Africatown Heritage House.

The ability to identify, describe, and interpret individual characteristics in a piece of 
artwork is a skill that transfers to multiple fields. [i.e. medicine (diagnosing) and law 
enforcement (detective work), etc].

1.	 Decide on how you will view the artwork ( i.e. printouts, online, or in  
projected images) and distribute the worksheet.

2.	 Review the “Elements of Art” and “Principles of Design.”  
Handouts from the Getty are linked.

3.	 Use the worksheet as a guide to analyze the artwork, alone or in pairs.

4.	 When finished, share your insights. Do you have similar conclusions?  
Are there disagreements about interpretations?

PROCEDURE

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE SCULPTURE AND THE ARTISTS WHO CREATED IT:

Begin after the film.

•	 “Student Handout: Elements of Art - Getty.” The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2011,  
getty.edu/education/teachers/building_lessons/elements_art.pdf.

•	 “Student Handout: Principles of Design - Getty.” The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2011, 
getty.edu/education/teachers/building_lessons/principles_design.pdf

•	 Images of “The Memory Keeper”
•	 Art Analysis Worksheet
•	 Pencils

MATERIALS

“The Memory Keeper” Sculpture Explained
www.mobilecountyal.gov/the-memory-keeper-sculpture-1/
Hartin, Amanda. “Potter Charles Smith, Known the... - Mobile Bay Magazine.” Facebook, 
Mobile Bay Magazine, 2020, mobilebaymag.com/the-test-of-fire/. Ledbetter, Frank. “Frank 
Ledbetter Metal Art.” Frank Ledbetter Metal Art, 2023, frankledbetter.com.

http://getty.edu/education/teachers/building_lessons/elements_art.pdf
http://getty.edu/education/teachers/building_lessons/principles_design.pdf
https://photos.app.goo.gl/yfYyosFPdSfHReCS6
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1iwzRAikApiAY8Uw7jNO_ULFb8ZFmcG1r/view?usp=sharing
http://mobilebaymag.com/the-test-of-fire/. 
http://frankledbetter.com
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Thinking About  
the Film as Art
Think about the film as art, examining the purpose and function of the filmmakers’ 
choices in the use of symbolism.

1.	 Think of the filmmakers as storytellers. They are artists who make creative 
choices when constructing their stories, much like writers. You can think about 
the purpose, function, and meaning of their creative decisions and whether 
those decisions were effective.

2.	 Briefly discuss examples of three of the symbolic images filmmakers weaved 
throughout Descendant, for example:

3.	 In groups or as individuals, choose one symbol and analyze its significance to the 
film, creating a work product such as an essay, multimedia presentation, skit, or 
poster using the following prompt:

In a story the repetition of an object or an idea can have significance to the meaning of 
that story. Descendant is filled with symbolism. As you reflect on the film, analyze the use 
of one of the following three symbols and the multiple meanings it conveys: Water, Land, 
or Silence. Pay attention to the context(s) in which the symbol appears, and the mood or 
reaction connected to it. Then discuss what significance it represents in the film.

PROCEDURE

PROMPT

Begin before the film.
Or begin after the film.

•	 WATER In the opening minutes of the film both Kamau and Emmett make statements 
about water. Images of water and within water are prominent throughout the film.

•	 LAND Land and land ownership are also prominent throughout the film. One strong 
example is when Lorna says, “They told us, ‘Never give up the land.’”

•	 SILENCE There are many instances of silence throughout the documentary, 
including the pauses of silence in Veda’s responses, the imposed 100-year silence 
referenced by Judge Finley, and the silence that accompanies Joycelyn’s piercing eyes 
after reading from Barracoon, to list only three.

A.	 In what scenes can we view specific examples of the symbol appearing in the film?
B.	 What is the symbolic meaning?
C.	 What is the symbol’s function in the film?
D.	 How does the symbol help the viewer to understand the purpose of the film?
E.	 Is the symbol used in an effective way? Is it artful?
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Thought-Provoking 
Quotes

THOUGHT-PROVOKING QUOTES

Joycelyn Kamau

“I don’t want the momentum of the story 
to just be focused on the ship. It’s not all 
about that ship.”

“This is a crime against humanity. And we 
got sufficient evidence to know that a crime 
has been committed here…As we talk about 
healing and reconciliation there has to be in 
that discussion a sense of justice. How do 
we frame that question of justice?”

TIMESTAMP 25:44 TIMESTAMP 59:59

Think about how the characters’ own words act as a shorthand for the main ideas in the 
film and/or are representative of a commitment to community ideals.

These quotes can be adapted as discussion starters, assignment prompts, or with the 
reflection activity described below.

Comment in three different formats for each quote selected,  
processing ideas in the order below:

QUOTATION COMMENTARIES

•	 PARAPHRASE: In your own words, rephrase the meaning of this passage 		
in a short paragraph.

•	 INTERPRET: Explain the meaning of this passage, describing 
why it is significant.

•	 COMMENT: Express your opinion about this quote. Do you find it valuable 
or not? Why? Why do you agree or disagree with the character?

This exercise was adapted from Cross, K. “Teaching Technique 46 Quotation Summaries.”  
The K. Patricia Cross Academy, 3 Dec. 2021, kpcrossacademy.org/techniques/quotation-summaries/.

http://kpcrossacademy.org/techniques/quotation-summaries/
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Ramsey

Lorna

Kern

Emmett

Vernetta

Veda

“… it’s astounding that the contours of 
injustice from 1860 to 2019, in terms of 
who is doing harm unto whom, that those 
things are still cleavaged along the same 
people, the descendants of the Meahers 
and the descendants of the Clotilda.”

“The history is like a puzzle is like a puzzle 
that fits together. My grandmama, at 
night, she sat by the fireplace and tell us 
stories. Passing it down so we could tell 
the stories the way they would’ve told ‘em. 
Now, they call me the treasure keeper in 
my family. I take the role and try to keep 
the history alive by telling the story to 
whoever will listen.”

“They created this thriving place. …And they 
told their story and that story sustained 
itself about these people coming from 
these places in Africa and speaking all 
these languages…That sense of who they 
were spilled over into the other folks’ sense 
of who they were. They’ve been holding it 
down and fighting ever since.”

“From birth, I spent my whole life in this 
graveyard. With everything that I was taught, 
I learned it right here. Even learning his 
name, Cudjo, I learned that in the graveyard. 
I didn’t get a classroom. I didn’t get a 
campfire with my family…”

“It’s kind of like an adopted child that keeps 
searching for that birth mother, …Well 
that’s -in my inner soul, I’m searching for my 
ancestry and if I could put my finger on any 
part of it I would feel more complete.”

“It’s going to be another tourist stop that me 
as a descendant can come and visit.”

“I don’t want to be a part of it. I want to be it.”

TIMESTAMP 35:58

TIMESTAMP 06:15

TIMESTAMP 17:02

TIMESTAMP 19:24

TIMESTAMP 14:50

TIMESTAMP 1:11:42

Thought-Provoking Quotes
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Further Investigating 
With Primary Sources
Look at primary source materials about Cudjoe Lewis for yourself to determine in what 
ways they enrich your understanding.

“Primary Source Analysis Tool.” Library of Congress, 2023, loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/
getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Primary_Source_Analysis_Tool_LOC.pdf

“Analyzing Photographs and Prints.” Teacher’s Guides and Analysis Tool, Library of Congress, 
2023, loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/
Analyzing_Photographs_and_Prints.pdf

“Analyzing Newspapers.” Teacher’s Guides and Analysis Tool, Library of Congress, 2023, loc.
gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_
Newspapers.pdf

“Analyzing Oral Histories.” Teacher’s Guides and Analysis Tool, Library of Congress, 2023, loc.
gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_
Oral_Histories.pdf

TEACHER’S GUIDES AND ANALYSIS TOOL

Begin after the film.

•	 Internet access or printouts of primary sources
•	 Primary Source Analysis Tool handout(s)
•	 Pencils

MATERIALS

1.	 Print out the Primary Source Analysis Tool and the teacher’s guide that best 
match the materials you will examine. Decide whether you need to print the 
materials or will be using the internet.

2.	 Use the Library of Congress’s guides to observe and reflect upon the primary 
source materials to investigate the life of Cudjoe Lewis further and contribute 
your understanding, along with developing additional questions.

PROCEDURE

http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Primary_Source_Analysis_Tool_LOC.pdf
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Primary_Source_Analysis_Tool_LOC.pdf
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Photographs_and_Prints.pdf
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Photographs_and_Prints.pdf
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Newspapers.pdf 
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Newspapers.pdf 
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Newspapers.pdf 
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Oral_Histories.pdf 
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Oral_Histories.pdf 
http://loc.gov/static/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/documents/Analyzing_Oral_Histories.pdf 
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Primary Sources

Image of Cudjo Kassula Lewis “Cudjo Lewis,” Mobile Public Library Digital Collections, accessed 
October 2023, digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/1824.

Image of Abache and Cudjo Kassula Lewis “Abache and Kazoola,” Mobile Public Library Digital 
Collections, accessed October 2023, digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/ 1830.

Voter Registration document of Cudjo Lewis, Peter Lee, Polee Allen and others.
Mobile County, Alabama. Book of voter registration oaths taken in Mobile County, Alabama, from 
1875 to 1904. 5 July 1875. Digital Collections, Alabama Department of Archives & History, digital.
archives.alabama.gov/digital/collection/voter/id/2286. Accessed 2023.

Records on Cudjo Lewis and family in the 1880 census “1880 Census,” Mobile Public Library Digital 
Collections, accessed 2023 digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/1915.

1935 Newspaper Article Announcing Death of Cudjo Lewis by Emma Langdon Roche, American 
writer & artist, best known for her work Historic Sketches of The South (1914), in which she features 
Clotilda Africans Emma Roche, “Last Survivor of Slave Ship Deeply Grateful to God, Man,” Mobile 
Public Library Digital Collections, accessed October 2023, digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/
show/2195.

Video: Martha West Davis, Granddaughter of Cudjo Kassula Lewis, interviewed by Dr. Kern Jackson 
(1999) Martha West Davis, National African American Archives & Museum, and Museum of Mobile, 

“Martha West Davis Interview Clips,” Mobile Public Library Digital Collections, accessed October 20, 
2023, digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/2191.

Granddaughters Martha West Davis (Timestamp 11:32) and Mary, Mother of descendant Gary 
Lumbars, pose with their grandfather Cudjo Lewis. (Timestamp 1:26:00). “Lewis, Cudjo with great-
granddaughters Mary Lumbers, Martha Davis; Twins born in 1923.” Erik Overbey Collection, The Doy 
Leale McCall Rare Book and Manuscript Library, University of South Alabama.

http://digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/1824
http://digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/ 1830
http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/digital/collection/voter/id/2286
http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/digital/collection/voter/id/2286
http://digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/1915
http://digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/2195
http://digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/2195
http://digital.mobilepubliclibrary.org/items/show/2191
http://“Lewis, Cudjo with great-granddaughters Mary Lumbers, Martha Davis; Twins born in 1923.”
http://“Lewis, Cudjo with great-granddaughters Mary Lumbers, Martha Davis; Twins born in 1923.”
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Discussing  
Uncomfortable  
Moments

We all carry memories that came out of the material that made  
us, and at times those memories can be difficult to navigate.  

 
We are grateful to our informants for sharing these  
uncomfortable moments to help us move forward.

Engage in thoughtful discussion about specific moments in the film that highlight the 
discomfort we, Americans, often experience when discussing our country’s past.

Select one or more of the following 4 scenes from the film to discuss and examine 
from the perspective of each participant. Strategies such as think/pair/share, jigsaw, 
independent work, and written conversation are all suitable approaches to this activity.

1.	 Queue the film to the moment you will discuss and decide upon your discussion 
strategy.

2.	 Present (verbally or in writing) a clear purpose for the discussion, such as:
•	 Promoting critical thinking by examining the complexity of the  

uncomfortable situation(s).

•	 Identifying core problems underlying the discomfort and exploring  
possible solutions.

3.	 Establish with the group and agree to ground rules for the discussion, such as:
•	 Listening respectfully, without interrupting.

•	 Commenting to share information and ideas, not to persuade.

•	 Challenging ideas, but not criticizing individuals.

•	 Leaving space for others to speak.

•	 Be open to changing your opinion.

•	 Accept that not everyone will come to the same understanding.

4.	 Play the queued moment from the film and begin a conversation using the 
corresponding questions.

5.	 When the discussion is completed, you may ask participants to share or reflect 
upon one or more of the following questions:
•	 What are 2 of the most important points you learned today?

•	 What important questions remain unanswered for you?

•	 What did you learn specifically from what someone else said?

PROCEDURE
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Discussing Uncomfortable Moments

UNCOMFORTABLE MOMENTS

1. At the Shipwreck

2.	 Talking with Veda

TIMESTAMP 01:29:30 – 01:31:40

TIMESTAMP 01:04:21 - 01:05:35

•	 Does anyone in the scene seem uneasy about the moment they find 
themselves in? Explain your thoughts.

•	 Why do you think Mike Foster shared Cudjo’s description of  
Captain Foster then?

•	 In what ways do you think Darron, Gary, and Mike’s imaginations of their 
ancestors are similar to one another’s? In what ways do you think their 
imaginations might differ from one another’s?

•	 Why do you think Kamau chose to comment on Mike’s inference?  
Do you believe it was necessary? If so, why?

•	 We all carry memories that came out of the material that made us, and at times 
those memories can be difficult to navigate. We are grateful to our informants 
for sharing these uncomfortable moments to help us move forward.

•	 Do the comments and questions posed by Mary Elliot, Smithsonian Curator,  
at the beginning of the clip provide any insight into this interaction?

•	 In what ways could there be justice for the Africans held captive on the Clotilda?

•	 What makes the concept of reparations uncomfortable for so many?

•	 What is being communicated about the African American experience in the 
statement “That was 400 years ago. Get over it?” Does it express a reasonable 
expectation?

•	 Why does Veda say “oh well” to describe her feelings about justice?

•	 What does Veda mean when she states: “This community is not the only community 
that has this story. You know, all these black people came over on some ship.”?
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Discussing Uncomfortable Moments

UNCOMFORTABLE MOMENTS

3. Talking with Herndon

4. With Anderson at the National Memorial For Peace And Justice

TIMESTAMP 01:17:44 - 01:19:39

TIMESTAMP 01:14:50 – 01:16:44

•	 Do you think the setting in which this interview was filmed impacts your reactions 
to what Herndon is saying? Why or why not?

•	 Herndon shares that he experiences guilt and shame for the actions of his 
ancestors. Are these feelings justified? Do you believe these feelings are common 
among white Americans? If white Americans carry emotions about slavery, then do 
you believe it is common for African Americans?

•	 What are the benefits and drawbacks of discussing discomfort with history?

•	 Herndon could have decided not to invite filmmakers into his home or not to share 
his family history. What pros and cons might Herndon, the Meahers, and other 
community members consider when deciding whether to participate in the film?

•	 Like Herndon, is it necessary to acknowledge the complexity of ancestors whom 
we loved yet who also overlooked an inhuman social order?

•	 How would you describe Anderson’s mood in this scene?  
What in this scene was contributing to his lack of peace?

•	 What is the function of commemoration?

•	 Can commemorative sites stimulate the imagination? If so, explain.

•	 Is it possible for commemoration to inspire action to redress the past and be  
healthy at the moment?

•	 How can Joycelyn be interpreted in the film as a response to Anderson’s call?

•	 Using Joycelyn as a model, what do we see her doing to act on her values and 
beliefs? What do you believe is her motivation to take action?



24D E S C E N DA N T D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

Discussing  
Environmental
Justice
Engage in thoughtful discussion about environmental justice issues 
highlighted in the film.

1.	 Begin by sharing the EPA’s definition of environmental justice.  

Environmental justice is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all 
people, regardless of race, color, national origin, or income, with respect to 
the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, 
regulations, and policies.

2.	 Use the questions below to facilitate discussion using the discussion  
strategy of your choice.

3.	 Follow up with one of the following activities included in this guide:  

“TAKE ACTION RIGHT NOW,” “COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS,” OR  
“INVESTIGATE ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS IN YOUR COMMUNITY”

PROCEDURE

Begin after the film.
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Discussing Environmental Justice Begin after the film.

•	 What are some of the psychological, physical, and spiritual effects that the Africatown 
community has faced as a result of being surrounded by heavy industry?

•	 How is economic status a factor in Africatown’s environmental condition?

•	 List and describe how community organizing has been demonstrated in Africatown.

•	 In what ways does the history of slavery influence how environmental racism has 
impacted Africatown?

•	 In the film, Darron Patterson stands on a busy roadway, recalling the neighborhood 
razed for the construction of the Cochoran-Africatown USA Bridge. What social and 
environmental factors should be considered when evaluating the costs and benefits of 
public works projects like this? Are any social or environmental costs accompanying 
massive public works projects justifiable for the greater “public good?”

•	  As the lumber industry makes decisions, what ethical and non-ethical values might be 
at play that ultimately lead to a scenario in which Lorna Woods is pointing inside the 
industrial fence line to identify family burial sites?

•	 Can you identify any industrial plants in your area? If so, which communities do you 
suspect are primarily affected by their pollutants?

•	 At panel discussions after the film is screened, Dr. Kern Jackson often talks about 
democracy and civic engagement in terms of being “a good neighbor.” What does it  
mean to you to be “a good neighbor”?

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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Take Action Right Now

Get comfortable with active civic engagement by initiating contact with 
elected officials.

•	 Internet access
•	 Personal email addresses

1.	 Introduce yourself to your city councilperson. Make an initial connection so that 
you feel comfortable letting them know how you feel about the issues important 
to your community as they arise.

2.	 Search your city’s website for your council person’s contact information and 
send a simple email introducing yourself. Here is a template:

Hello [Elected Official],

My name is [Your Name], and I live at [Your Address]. [Name of City/Town] 
has been my home for [length of time]. I wanted to let you know that your 
commitment to service is appreciated, and I look forward to supporting 
you in making our community more resilient and livable for everyone.

Sincerely,

[Your Name]

REQUIREMENTS

PROCEDURE

Begin after the film.
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Community Organizing

Examine community organizing strategies and vet the authenticity of organizations  
by looking for key information.

Four of the organizations in Africatown can be found linked to  
https://participant.com/actions/support-africatowns-community-organizations/.

•	 Internet connectivity
•	 Whiteboard or chart paper
•	 Community Organizing handout

1.	 Search the web for a definition of community organizing and share a variety of 
definitions.

2.	 Brainstorm examples of how change-makers in Africatown demonstrated 
community organizing in the film. Keep a list of responses on a whiteboard or 
chart paper.

3.	 Distribute handouts and use them to learn more about the community 
organizations represented in the film. Find evidence online demonstrating the 
organizations’ participation in some of the activities on your generated list. Are 
these organizations representative of your definition of community organizing?

4.	 Follow up by completing one of these tasks:

•	 Join one of the organizations.
•	 Write a letter of support to one of the organizations.
•	 Write to ask how you can help.
•	 Look for similar organizations in your area and join.

MATERIALS

PROCEDURE

Begin after the film.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1srw4ZCAv20o-7c-avy18iD45B72xkDET/view?usp=sharing
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Record Your  
Family’s Story

•	 Record Your Family Story handout
•	 Internet connectivity
•	 Standard mobile device with recording capabilities
•	 Screen or whiteboard

1.	 Use the QR codes on the handout to view resources about recording  
your family story.

2.	 With a group, discuss the information you found most helpful.

3.	 Pair up for brief practice interviews.

4.	 Before leaving, share your next steps for scheduling and recording your interview.

REQUIREMENTS

PROCEDURE

RESOURCES

Begin after the film.

Create a plan of action to record a family oral history using your mobile device.

Smithsonian Institution Archives: Oral History At Home: 5 Easy Steps 
youtu.be/pxrkkhLExxw?si=59y1S3PNz0Olh0Fy 
nmaahc.si.edu/sites/default/files/files/blog/familyoralhistoryguidelines_2.2.21.pdf

American Folklife Center “Preserving Family Stories”
loc.gov/static/portals/families/documents/PreservingFamilyStories.pdf

Story Corps “Great Questions” 
storycorps.org/participate/great-questions/

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LZwPG3BzJIqgBCOACgwYUlg11sFYhXxu/view?usp=sharing
http://youtu.be/pxrkkhLExxw?si=59y1S3PNz0Olh0Fy 
http://nmaahc.si.edu/sites/default/files/files/blog/familyoralhistoryguidelines_2.2.21.pdf
http://loc.gov/static/portals/families/documents/PreservingFamilyStories.pdf 
http://loc.gov/static/portals/families/documents/PreservingFamilyStories.pdf 
http://storycorps.org/participate/great-questions/
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Investigate Environmental  
Concerns in Your Community
Use the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) interactive online software to 
access demographic and environmental information for locations in the United States.

The EPA’s “EJScreen” is a color-coded mapping tool and report generator that combines public 
information about environmental factors and socioeconomic indicators, health disparities, critical 
service gaps, and climate change data.

The information includes percentiles that show how residents in the identified area compare to 
everyone else in the United States. Similar percentiles are available that show comparisons between 
the specific community and the rest of the state.

You can enter your location and select the environmental and socioeconomic indicators displayed.  
You also have the option to add other features to your map, including but not limited to schools, 
hospitals, public housing, and places of worship.

FOR DETAILED INSTRUCTIONS ON USING THE EJSCREEN, CLICK HERE.

NOTE:

Begin after the film.

•	 Familiarity with mapping software
•	 Familiarity with database filters
•	 Internet connectivity

•	 Projector and screen (optional)
•	 Practice Using the EJScreen With 

Africatown Handout

1.	 Go to epa.gov and click on the “About EPA” tab then select “Our Mission And What We Do.”

2.	 Go to epa.gov/ejscreen

3.	 Use the Practice Using the EJScreen With Africatown Handout to practice using the ejscreen 
tool. You may wish to complete the handout as a group. 

*Remember that when interpreting data, national and state percentages indicate the percent 
of the total population at less risk than those in the identified group.

4.	 After you use the tool, try a query on your own:
•	 Generate a report for your location.
•	 Compare your location’s report with reports on other areas.

	» Compare to a more affluent area.
	» Compare to a less affluent area.
	» Compare to Africatown, Alabama.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

PROCEDURE

https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen/learn-use-ejscreen#:~:text=EJScreen%20has%20a%20mobile%20version,desktop%20version%20of%20the%20tool.
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1x3mFzBbmrg0JnqmCVUcR0WJsax40RnKU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1x3mFzBbmrg0JnqmCVUcR0WJsax40RnKU/view?usp=sharing
http://epa.gov/ejscreen 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1x3mFzBbmrg0JnqmCVUcR0WJsax40RnKU/view?usp=sharing
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