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June 2, 2019 
  
Greetings Deerfield Academy Faculty and Staff, 
 
My name is Riché J. Daniel Barnes, Ph.D. I was cautiously excited to hear that Deerfield had 
selected Homegoing, A Novel by Yaa Gyasi as the communal read for this year. Excited 
because it is a book I read and immediately decided to teach in my Sex and Gender in the Black 
Diaspora course at Yale University, a course I developed and have taught for ten years. While I 
usually focus on ethnographies, this novel captured kinship, religious expression, cultural 
memory, as well as the political and economic histories I lean on in my own studies.  It also 
reflected so much of what I see my students grapple with, some of whom are recent immigrants 
from Africa, some of whom are international students from Africa, and some of whom are 
Americans descended from enslaved Africans in the US and the Caribbean. Of course, there 
are also white students, Latinx students, and students from a host of backgrounds who are 
learning alongside them and the combination is what can be attributed to my cautious 
excitement.   
 
Much of what makes this book difficult to teach is the fact that it is rooted in the history of 
colonialism, imperialism, slavery, and racism. And viewing these topics as history alone allows 
us to accept the idea that these things happened in the past and have no contemporary 
connection. Gyasi’s historical fiction takes us through seven generations of the same family line, 
forever separated by these atrocities and unable to fully heal or advance around them because 
of the personal and communal impact over several generations. This is the kind of story that is 
painful on many levels for those who are of African descent and those who are not. 
 
To engage with the text, the members of the Board of Trustees were asked to consider a family 
artifact that has been passed from generation to generation. Later this week, I will ask the 
students to do the same with the caveat that not all of their artifacts will be material. As 
members of the faculty and staff who will be guiding community discussions I ask that you 
consider the history of a family artifact as well. In addition, I ask you to engage a little deeper:  
 

• As you read the book, consider your own concerns about talking about race and racism 
and/or teaching this book. Consider how students will feel about broaching some of 
these topics and since Deerfield remains a majority white space and this book highlights 
the experiences of African descended people, often in tragic ways, how will you engage 
ALL students in the conversation without singling out the Black students and/or the 
students of color? Who will you expect to do the heavy lifting? How will you keep it from 
being a black/white conversation? For greater context see Beverly Daniel Tatum’s 
“Talking About Race, Learning About Racism: The Application of Racial Identity Theory 
in the Classroom.” https://equity.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Tatum-Talking-
About-Race.pdf.  

 
• Once you read the text, think about your own family’s story. One of the things I have my 

students do in my kinship course is to create a contextualized genealogy. Choose one 
side of your family to think through and think back (or ask family members) as far as you 
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can and record each members sex/gender; date of birth or year of birth; date of death or 
year if he/she is deceased; date of marriage; highest level of education (i.e. high school 
grad., college grad.); profession (i.e. teacher, entrepreneur, homemaker, lawyer); city of 
residence. Organize these things generationally so that each generation is on one page 
i.e. your generation is you and your siblings, your mother’s generation is her and her 
siblings, her mother’s generation is your grandmother and her siblings, etc. Then 
consider turning points. What was going on in the world at various points in each 
generations’ lives? Was there a drought in your great-grandmother’s generation that 
forced a move, a war in your grandmother’s, a change in family circumstance that 
allowed girls to go to college when maybe they hadn’t before, has there been a shift in 
education levels across generations, etc. This is a good way to pull yourself and your 
family’s story into Maame’s family story. 

 
• Consider the themes that arise out of the novel, choose one to explore outside the novel. 

If possible, make a connection to your own subject matter or sphere of influence, and 
prepare a lesson that engages that theme.   

 
I thank you in advance for being willing to read this book and continue to create an inclusive 
community. I commend you on the incredible progress you have already made in these areas 
and want to assist in any way I can in this current engagement. I am more than willing to talk 
further with you as you complete your summer work and I prepare for our work together moving 
forward. 
 
Warm Regards, 

 
 
Riché J. Daniel Barnes 
Dean of Pierson College 
Affiliate Professor of Anthropology 
Yale University 
riche.barnes@yale.edu 
www.richébarnes.com 
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