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editor’s letter

FMO letter

Looking Back, Moving Forward

Levitate. Levitate. Levitate.
For many of us, integrating into the elite society of an
institution such as Northwestern is symbolic. We are
socialized to be the “exceptions” of our respective communities – mama’s pride and the reason she reps purple
paraphernalia everywhere she goes. Mama sees you here
as levitation. This issue is here to challenge mama. To
challenge notions of hierarchy and whatever it may mean

As you peruse these pages, I want you to
question what personal levitation looks like
for you.
to ‘move on up.’
I never knew why it was so important to rep being from
Detroit until I left. Which is hilarious, because 12th grade
me was so ready to leave. And now, I have the recurring
fear that I’ll lose more and more Detroit as I traditionally levitate higher and higher. But isn’t the point of rising
higher to grow firmer into yourself? If so, there would be no
point of fear. The jig is up. It’s been up.
This issue takes everything we’ve been taught about
“making it,” and flips it on its head. Levitate isn’t some
vapid definition of climbing higher into academia and developing 14-letter words to describe the conditions people
4 4BlackBoard
BlackBoardWinter
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facing them can’t even understand. Levitate isn’t normalizing capitalism among marginalized communities
while the ‘hood still starves. It isn’t smiling in pictures
with Morty.
What if everything we swept under the rug were the
real sources of our levitation? If movements against the
prison-industrial system led our thought of literal and
symbolic chain breaking. If #BlackLivesMatter started
with queer, with femme, with dark, with fat. If resisting
two-party systems wasn’t met with intra-community resistance. If we allowed Black Mediocrity the same space
and validity as “Black Excellence.” If pain and joy were
allowed to exist simultaneously.
This issue, the BlackBoard team hopes you will see
these “ifs” as reality as you flip through the pages of the
first print edition in years. We’re done letting the state
define what levitating means for us. We do it on our
own terms on account of the fact that we built this $h!+.
All of it.
As you peruse these pages, I want you to question
what personal levitation looks like for you. And by “levitation,” I mean growth, love, truth — all of the things
your résumé can’t necessarily measure, but matter
nonetheless. How do you vibrate higher ? How do you
come in tune with the universe better?
I still have the tiny fear that home will feel less like
home as I make my respective journey. But today, I am
hopeful. I see bits and pieces of Detroit when I write,
when I speak, when I create, when I cry, and when
I prosper. My levitation still screams Motor City; it
screams my whole story. And for that, I push forward. Or
rather, upward.
Thank you all for everything you have done to ensure
this magazine went from being a dream to a reality.
Whether you bought some mac & cheese or donated
to a GoFundMe or trusted your work with us, you have
truly shown why Ubuntu stands as the glue that holds
BlackBoard together. We continue to be, because you
are. Thank you to all who have given love and support
on Facebook, in the Black House, and on Sheridan. I
hope we have made you proud.
And with this letter, I allow BlackBoard to levitate by
handing the reigns of Editor-in-Chief over to Princess-India Alexander. When we define levitation for ourselves,
there are no ceilings. And I can’t wait to see how much
higher India can take us.
Thoughts? Comments? Questions? Concerns? Don’t
hesitate to contact us at BlackBoardMagazineNU@
gmail.com. Enjoy, family.

Letter to the Editors:
On For Members Only
and Communal Support
by Cheron Mims

Dear Fellow Community Members,
It is with great pleasure that I serve as the Coordinator of For Members Only (FMO)
this 2016-17 academic year. Though I do not promise to lead perfectly, I do promise
to dedicate the necessary time and energy for the further developmental success of
the Black community. We have been through a lot as a community and, in a way, we
have bonded over our continued fight for justice, equality, and adequate representation. We have gained some progress in our on-campus endeavors regarding these
issues. However I hope that we can be able to support each other not only in times
of adversity, but through love and shared experience. I hope to catalyze a successful
reinvigoration of community: having fellowship with others, as a result of sharing
common attitudes, interests, and goals.
The mission of FMO is to encourage political, social, cultural and intellectual unity
and growth first and foremost within Northwestern University’s Black community,
but also within the broader Northwestern community as well. Understanding it is
impossible to tackle all facets of the mission in one year, we tailor our actions to fit
the immediate needs of the current community. Therefore, the mission of this year’s
executive board is to build cohesiveness and unity amongst the Black community
through meaningful programming.
Finally, I encourage you all to attend not only our events, but other community organizations’ events designed to express our culture and uplift each other. Should you
have any concerns regarding the community, ideas on how to further our mission,
or just would like to talk, be sure to drop by office hours, attend general meetings,
and attend executive board meetings which are open to all members. The rest of the
board and I are here to help and support you all, but please remember that we are
students too. We are going to make mistakes and take some actions that everyone in
the community will not agree on. However, understand that we are always keeping
the best interest of the community in mind in everything that we do.
Warm Regards,
Cheron Z. Mims
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Macs Vinson
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here is a one-of-a-kind person
exercising Black excellence right now
and they are representing you as your
current ASG Vice President.
Their name is Macs Vinson. Hailing
from Inglewood, California, all they
came here for was for one reason — to
slay. You can thank them later.
Currently in their senior year as an industrial
engineering major, Macs
has a history of doing
something relatively different from their career
path at school: they are
rooted in and cares about
the marginalized groups
and identities on campus.
As the first openly queer
and Black vice president
ASG has ever seen in its
existence, Macs often
puts their own foot first into unknown
territory, usually to magnify the voice
of the marginalized communities at
Northwestern.
“ASG can do things in a way that can
empower marginalized groups” Macs
said. “I saw the direction in which I
wanted to take ASG and that was to
serve marginalized groups on campus.”
Even though Macs has the community’s best interest at heart, the road was
still very difficult for them during the
2016 ASG Presidential Race. Between
facing their vice presidential opponent
Archit Baskaran in numerous debates,
and filtering constant backlash, plat-

form scrutiny and mixed media coverage, Macs often saw the road to victory
as quite narrow. They had determined
from the beginning, however, that
despite any outcome they must finish
what they started.
“You are not allowed to be public
about [the race] until the beginning
of Spring Quarter,” Macs said.” The
campaign though was extremely

them has held this position. Knowing
that ASG usually primes its candidates
for the role of vice president in what
is called the Presidential Leadership
Initiative, Macs understands how
important it is for them to do their
job well and pioneer a new definition
for this role because no one had put
them through the PLI program, which
focuses on mentoring and grafting potential presidential/vice
presidential candidates
for election.
“I wasn’t destined to be
Vice President of ASG,”
they said. “no one had
prepared me, and there
had been no one before
me that I could identify
with before coming into
this position. It is inherently lonely in this space.”

“The campaign though was extremely

difficult, I would have to say it was the
hardest time during my three years at
Northwestern so far.”
difficult. I would have to say it was the
hardest time during my three years at
Northwestern so far. There were a lot
of times where I would just say ‘this is
really stressful’, it was wild.”
Macs ran for the vice presidential
ticket because they wanted to serve
minority students. They believe ASG
can be used to empower these groups
on campus rather than ignore or
underfund them. So although ASG
has a strong history of serving mostly
white students, Macs saw its potential
direction.
They recognize there is no precedent
for them to study since no one like

Macs draws their inspiration from a multitude of sources, and
they says they wouldn’t be here if not
for their main source: women of color.
Women like their running mate and
ASG President Christina Cilento, or
former FMO Director Sarah Carthen
Watson came to their mind. They say
the Black women on campus paved the
way for their success to even happen in
the first place.
“It has always been important to give
the credit where its due,” Macs said.
“Women of color have laid the groundwork for me to succeed.”
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he term excellent perhaps
doesn’t capture the whole picture. You
can officially call this Northwestern
junior a professional because this
past summer communications junior
Robert Cunningham acted alongside
Nicolas Cage in Mom and Dad, a horror movie set for release in 2017.
Robert calls his time on set “a crazy
and wild experience.” And those might
just be the most apt words to
describe his summer with Cage.
“My friend had an internship
at this place and he told me to
come audition for Mom and
Dad,”Robert said. “I showed
up just thinking I would get the
experience of auditioning. I remember I was watching Netflix
in my room one day and they
called me saying I got the part!
I got to meet Nick Cage, I acted
on set in Kentucky for about the
whole month of August. It was crazy.”
Robert, however, couldn’t help but
wonder about a couple of the director’s decisions for his character. For
instance, the director was specifically
looking for a Black man to play the
role of the white daughter’s boyfriend.
Furthermore, Robert’s screen father,
and the only other Black man in the
film with lines, is a struggling alcoholic
partially responsible for causing the
movie’s central conflict.
Each of these decisions left Robert
questioning the meaning behind his

role and what each stereotype meant
for his own acting decisions.. However,
this is position he’s become acquainted
with over the years.
As one of few Black people in the
Communications Department, Robert often feels othered in such a white
environment. But according to his
recent success, and his own outlook
on the craft, he’s able to rise above the
obstacles.
“I always knew I wanted to get into

by someone white. Here he says it’s
important to “make the character an
individual” and he does so to combat
the lack of representation he often
finds while on stage.
“There are not that many Black
people in the Communications Department, so there isn’t a large pool to
choose from,” he said. “In a project I
was involved with called Devoted, they
explained my role as ‘ A Black republican who falls in love with a beautiful
white woman’ and I felt like a
pawn in some sense, that I can
be tokenized or feel tokenized.
But like I said before, I try to
own it. But I was still playing
‘Black’.”
In every role, Robert owns the
character and takes control of
how said character is expressed,
making them more human and
relatable than what’s on paper.
“You have to work twice as
hard to get the same results as
maybe another student in your class.”
Robert said.
As a Black actor, in Mom and Dad
and in general, Robert feels he can
bring a talent to the table not available
to others. From reaching out to the
Black acting community to erasing racial barriers by humanizing Blackness
on screen, Robert uses his acting to
connect with those that might otherwise have ignored him.

In every role, Robert owns the
character and takes control of
how said character is expressed.
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performance. I was always attracted to
how TV and radio was so accessible.”
Robert said. “I consider myself to be
a social person, pretty extroverted. I
am always interested into seeing what
makes people tick.”
To Robert, acting is more than just
portraying a character. While playing
the boyfriend of Nicolas Cage’s daughter in the movie, he made sure to play
the character to the best of his ability.
Of course this is an always when acting, but Robert gives careful attention
when playing a Black character written

BlackBoard Winter 2017 9

TTHE
TH
HEE
H
EEVOL
EV
EVOLUTION
VVOL
OLU
O
LU
LUTI
LU
UTI
UTION
TTIIO
IO
ON
N
OF BLACK
OF
B
BLAC
LACK
ACCCK
K “
MUSIC
MUS
M
MUSI
MU
USIC
SC
SI

B

Feature/Black Music

lack music has “that thang,” says
Kamila Muhammad, a musician and recent graduate of the
Bienen School of Music. “That thang”
is something you can’t really put your
finger on, but you know it’s there. You
hear it, you feel it, and you love it. The
best way to explain it would simply be
heart and soul, something that Black
music wouldn’t be the same without.
While the many genres of Black music
in America, like blues, rock, jazz, and
trap, may seem wildly different, this is
the common thread linking them all
together.
Music has always been important to
Black people and Black culture in this
country. While slaves were legally not
allowed to be literate, they chose song
and dance as ways to document their
stories of joy, pain, and struggle. Music
gave Black people a voice. Negro
spirituals, the blues, jazz, and so on,
were all ways for Black people to communicate in a special way only

Black music to develop and flourish.
Brittnay Proctor, a graduate student at
Northwestern studying Black popular
music with an emphasis on Black funk
musicians of the 70’s, compares Black
music to an encyclopedia.
“You have all these different entries
inside an encyclopedia, but ultimately it refers to the same text,” Proctor
explained. She says that Black music
has this same intertextuality that an
encyclopedia has, taking note of the
overlay of many black music genres —
for example, blues, soul, and rhythm &
blues all borrow and build upon each
other. It is also important to notice
how popular the sampling of old
records was in hip hop of the 90’s and
still is today.
The biggest aid in the continuous
progression of Black music, and the
transformation of blues to trap, is the
development of the internet and the
ever-evolving world of technology.
Professor Weheliye calls attention to

With the internet and recent technology came the ability to produce
more music and spread it to a global
audience. This globalization of Black
music is both a good and bad thing,
according to Muhammed.
“It sort of makes it feel like there
are infinite possibilities with what you
can do,” Muhammad says, but she also
feels like it has given any and everyone
a platform to insert their contribution
to Black music, while not every one
of those people is serious about the
artform.
Proctor felt similarly. As is evident in
many facets of Black culture, as Black
music gains popularity, appropriation
becomes even more apparent. Because
it is so much easier now for non-black
identified people to create and spread
“Black music,” she says there are so
many more questions to ask.
“What is the role of Black
popular music because of its
popularity now and because of

they could understand.
In America, the blues was the first
form of popular music and its origin
can be found within the spirituals and
field songs of slavery. Through music
Black people created a voice and a language made specifically for their ears.
Over time this unique sound crossed
over to many audiences.
Alexander Weheliye, an African
American Studies professor at Northwestern, says the blues gained so much
popularity because of the newfound
technologies used to record and spread
music. As its Southern, rural roots
were urbanized, it reached across the
nation, becoming the first form of
Black music accepted into popular
culture.
From here the blues became a
stepping stone for other genres of

how turntables completely revolutionized hip-hop in the 80’s and 90’s.
He also notes how recent technology
now allows musicians to create from
home. These resulting mixtapes, or
underground CDs, usually free to the
public, were important to contemporary hip-hop and rap, but essential in
the development and distribution of
early trap music.
Thaddeus Tukes, a Bienen School of
Music graduate, points out how computer programs have further changed
the way that music is created. Instead
of just sampling and mixing, producers
are now able to “take a bass drum in
the program and just mess with the
soundwave. Now you get this real big,
booming, resonating sound,” Tukes
explained. With this technology, trap
music took off.

its accessibility by so many non-Black
people?” Proctor questions. “What is
Black music? Who is allowed to create
it? Can black people once again have
something for themselves that is created by themselves?”
As for the future of Black music?
Perhaps there will be a definite breakdown in strict genres, as the lines
continue to blur. But more concretely, there seems to be one statement
all could agree on. Black music will
remain important to the Black community as a tool for storytelling. From
documenting our struggles through
the blues to expressing our joys in
booming trap beat, Black music will
always be our way to be heard.

“

Black music sort of makes it feel like there
are infinite possibilities with what you can do

by Tyra Triche

Itio magniatur magnatectae eos magni sae doluptur aut verferumque nem re, quatas
eostrum re mo imentus sande num excerum verrovitiat adi consectibus autem eos ulpa
nonsed moluptas etur, quasperores etur aut magnam rest, que nam etumquibusam di
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Through Time
A subversion and reimagination of the Victorian
Era within an afrofuturistic landscape.

Photography: Courtney Morrison
Art direction: Courtney Morrison
Production design: Lauren Harris
Styling: Princess-India Alexander, Lauren Harris, Courtyney Morrison
Make-up: Darcelle Pluviose
Models: Faith Ogungbe, Fred Bugyei, Gavin Williams,
Jayleen James
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“ frofuturism is an intersection of imagination, technology, the future, and liberation...I
generally define Afrofuturism as a way of imagining possible futures through a black
cultural lens.”
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Brief/ Profile

“ fro-futurism is an exploration
and methodology of liberation,
simultaneously both a location and
a journey.” - Unknown

An Interview with Ashley O’Shay
By: Princess-India Alexander

C

ontrolling narratives. The term
is nuanced in both meaning and
application, but if ever there were a
way to simplify the definition of this
phrase, then Ashley O’Shay would be
it. O’Shay is a filmmaker and recent
Northwestern grad with a particular affinity for shedding light on the
marginalized while telling their stories
with clarity and truth. Her documentary Unapologetic follows this creed.
With this work she dives into what it
means to be an organizer and, while
doing so, embodies her own brand
of Black Girl Magic. BlackBoard sat
down with O’Shay to find out what
went into the documentary and exactly what fuels this filmmaker.
18 BlackBoard Winter 2017

BlackBoard: What do you do and
why?
Ashley O’Shay: I am a freelance filmmaker here in Chicago and that’s basically just a mix of cinematography and
editing I do with different production
companies throughout the city. I was
trained on [cinematography] while
I was at Northwestern. Most of the
pieces I have directed or been a part
of I’ve always taken a role of assisting
with the visuals and figuring out how
to bridge the gap between artistic ideas
and the technical requirements it takes
to make that idea tangible. My brain
just sorta works that way. I like processing and trying to take things

from the abstract and turn them into
the concrete.
BB: What inspires you and your work?
O’Shay: I do a lot of people-based
work. I like to work on and be a part of
things that are a reflection of the communities that I’m involved in and are a
reflection of real issues that are being
faced. So I feel like everything I take
part in is usually based in that community aspect and just providing more access to underserved communities that
don’t necessarily have the traditional
access to film and to media. So while
I’m not trying to spoonfeed the same
messages that mass media is, I’m also
not trying to reflect those approaches.
I’m trying to be more reflective of the
BlackBoard Winter 2017 19
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All my Niggas in the Whole Wide World

marginalized and the people that are
not as easily integrated into society.

I

BB: What inspired Unapologetic?
O’Shay: So it actually started in a fairly
unconventional way. I was interning at
Kartemquin Films, which is a documentary production company here in
Chicago. They basically assigned all
the interns to come up with a short
documentary idea, produce that idea
and have a showcase at the end of the
semester. I have been tapped into the
activism community in Chicago after
moving back after graduation. So
while doing some research I thought
“Wow there are so many Black women
at the forefront of all the organizing
and activism that’s happening in the
city, but there are no comprehensive
media pieces that reflected that story.”
And that really bothered me. So i got
in contact with my first subject Janaé
Bonsu. We started filming in the fall
[of 2015] and realized the story was
way bigger than just this one organizer.
So when I got back in January I hit the
ground running and started filming.
Then I found my other two subjects
Bella and Paige. Now it’s grown into
a feature film. It follows just a year in
the life of these Black women and the
communities they’re involved in and
how the work goes beyond what people see. They’re my inspiration.
BB: Could you tell me a bit about
them?
O’Shay: Janaé was the co-chair of
BYP100 at the time and she transitioned into a national position with
the organization so she’s the public
policy chair now. That sort of falls in
line with her work as a PhD candidate
at UIC for social work. She’s really
about participatory research and having people that are most affected by the
problem being the people that come up
with the solutions.
Bella… how to describe Bella?! Bella
organized with a group called the Let
Us Breathe Collective which is more
20 BlackBoard Winter 2017

of an arts advocacy group. Basically
BB: What do you hope your documenwhat they do is use different modes of tary achieves?
artistic expression to talk about politics
and how to get closer to this idea of
O’Shay: One of the main goals for it is
I really want it to serve as a piece for
the community. I think often times
“There are so many Black
when you’re so in the work and so
women at the forefront of all
focused on reaching certain goals that
the organizing and activism but you forget the work that you have
there are no comprehensive
done. I want it to serve as a reflective
piece not only for my three subjects
media pieces that reflected
but also all who are involved in this
that story.”
work. Just so they can sort of see it
from a more emotionally nuanced
Black freedom. She also is a performer. place. Whatever they want that to be
She likes to call herself a rap-tivist. She for them it can be, whether that’s healsort of integrate
ing or whether that’s helping further
all of the work that she does as an
build the movement. I think it’s just
activist and organizer and translates it important to have that sort of docuthrough rapping.
mentation. On top of that I just wanted
Paige was one of the founders of a
to serve as a gateway for more Black
group called Assata’s Daughters, which women and gender nonconforming
focuses on building a community of
folks to get involved with the moveradical Black women and girls. She
ment, and sort of get a multidimenorganizes with them and works with
sional picture that shows there’s more
all different age groups. And on top of than one way to get involved. And I
that she’s a teacher at Village Leaderthink Unapologetic will speak to a lot
ship Academy downtown.
of people to serve as a gateway to get
involved and support these organizations.

By Darcelle Pluviose

f you weren’t clear on it before, Black girls are magic.
With “A Seat at the Table,” Solange not only solidifies herself
in the music arena as a multitalented genius (not that us
loyal fans didn’t know already), but she also exposes the
intimacies of her Black experience. Solange unapologetically
announces her Black girlhood and transposes herself
on the album cover as a holy figure. She forgoes the
tired out likeness to the Virgin Mary and reimagines herself as a Black girl Jesus with multicolored barrets. Her eyes dare you to question her
choice.
It’s noticeable (and appreciated) how Solange
has maintained an 80s pop/disco/funk throughout her legacy as an artist, despite its current
underrated statusin mainstream music. With
each song, she reintroduces her reincarnation of these genres. The expansiveness of
the album (where she is credited as the sole
writer for almost all of the songs) is wothy
of time and space that I don’t have, so
while the entirety of the album is a sonic
self actualization, just a few songs will be
mentioned here.
One of the best collabs Solange
gives us, F.U.B.U., is arguably one of the
most #relatable tracks on the album,
with The Dream and BJ the Chicago
Kid. Solange’s silky voice envelopes
the precarious tension of existing as
a Black person; living simultaneously as the main inventors of creative
content in media and receiving no
credit. Her lyrics and message are
seemingly simple, and the pace and
backing track remain steady
throughout the song but her state
ment is radicalized in a world
that craves to consume, copy
and subsume Black culture.
With her centering of what I
hesitate to call Pan-Africanism
and instead use Pan-Black
ness, she ensures that her
audience knows that her
blackness is global.

It seems to be the year of Black femme artist clapbacks
to their hair, its versatility, and all its glory. When we hear
“Don’t Touch my Hair,” we know. We’ve all had that experience, we all get it. We as in Us. Us as in the coily-curled, Us
as in the nappy-headed folk. The natural hair movement
has been liberating and guiding for many Black women
and femmes, but rearranges hierarchies of beauty and
worth in its own way; only certain types of hair and looks
are generally accepted.
Not only was Solange rocking a fro to red carpet events
before it became more common (which, if y’all remember,
was the source of controversy and shock at the time), but
she transports me back to a time where I first encountered
hair and its presence. She rocks the beads, the barrettes,
and disturbs the boundaries in politics of propriety.
My favorite line, “What you say to me?” is constantly and
consistently repeated throughout the lyrics and she does so
alongside Sampha, another Black artist who has come under scrutiny for his locs. She fashions an imaginary space
into reality, where she directly engages with the observer.
The gazed upon is not only responding but challenging,
demanding a response. I’m interested in the answer.
The various forms of oppression and the effects many of
us experience are garnering more exposure, but there is
a lack of research on the psychological impacts that they
make. “Cranes in the Sky” is a raw realization of hurt and
failed attempts to subvert confrontation with these issues, which is especially important coming from a person
allegedly struggling with mental illnesses. Though what I
appreciate most about this song is the up-beats. Solange
invites you to come dance with her through the confusion
and painful realities, through the moments of departure
with identity. These are the wholes of ourselves that are
supposed to stay private. But sometimes reconciliation
looks like acknowledgement, and unapologetic proclamation of the difficulties you are facing. Solange uncovers the
hidden, relishing in the secrets. She undresses the sanctity
of shame.
While the album is titled, “A Seat at the Table,” her album cover suggests that “all the niggas in the whole wide
world” have always been present, but also that we belong
at the head of the table. It is a departure from her previous
records; it’s as if Solange has grown, acquired, and is imparting that wisdom with us. Solange affirms many shades
of blackness without diluting its saturation. “A Seat at the
Table” reminds us that we can fly.
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t’s that sting of “All Lives Matter.” It’s the pestering
arguments between the “oh so different” MalcolmX’s
and Martin Luther King Jr.’s. It’s respectability and it’s
ignorance. It’s misunderstanding and misrepresentation.
Whether virtual or physical, what it is, is the constant
critique of Black protest.
Arguably since day one, Black liberation movements
have garnered continuous disapproval from anti-Black
commentators. In fact one needn’t look beyond last year
to find an example. In August of 2016 San Francisco
49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick dove headfirst into
this issue when he chose to kneel instead of stand during
the national anthem. The act was in a show of solidarity
and, as he said in an interview with NFL Media, a refusal
to “show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses
black people and people of color.”
Almost immediately he received backlash from white
America. A poll on Fox News labeled him the most
disliked NFL player while Bob Knight, a former NCAA
basketball coach, said he would have “got rid of the
guy” for a “distraction like that.” These were the tame
responses. Many others called it “disrespectful,” stating
there were more peaceful ways he could have protested.
Kaepernick’s actions, however, are perhaps the posterchild for “peaceful protest.”
Drafting respectability politics onto Black protest isn’t
a new tactic though. Policing Black activism through
22 BlackBoard Winter 2017
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demonization has been in practice since the Civil Rights
Movement. And throughout these years of activism
perhaps we can come to answer then what is the “correct”
way to protest — or if one has ever really existed.
Debunking a “Respectable” History
“We all need to breathe.”
As she spoke to a crowd at “Breathe-In: Teach-In” for
the Center for African American History’s second annual
series on Black history, African American Studies professor Sherwin Bryant expressed how the history of Black
liberation is frequently conflated with ideas of respectability politics.
“All too often,” Bryant said, “we’ve allowed the Civil
Rights Movement to be torn asunder from Black Power,
as if it belongs to a more respectable Black history. As
if Black history month had to be respectable in the first
place.”
The trimmed narrative taught in most schools today
pervasively erases the radical nature of the Civil Rights
Movement. Bryant chose to quote Rosa Park’s statement,
“If we can protect ourselves against violence, it’s not actually violence on our part. That’s just self-protection.” This
image is much more in line with what the public knows of
Malcolm X instead of the sweet, matronly figure plastered
on the memory of Rosa Parks. Bryant says Rosa Parks remains “an emissary of non-violence whose interest in the
Black Power Movement and outspoken embrace of the

ACTIVISM
necessity of Black self-defense becomes an inconvenient
footnote.”
An inconvenient footnote. Such is what years of sanitation have done to both Rosa Parks and the Civil Rights
Movement as a whole. But what is now the respectable
pinnacle of Black protest was once a heavily criminalized
movement. Specifically, the FBI saw all forms of Black
liberation movements as a threat to the state.
In an interview with NPR Tim Weiner, author of
Enemies: A History of the FBI, said, “[J. Edgar] Hoover
saw the civil rights movement from the 1950s onward…
as presenting the greatest threats to the stability of the
American government since the Civil War. These people
were enemies of the state, and in particular Martin Luther King [Jr.] was an enemy of the state.”

“There’s never been a good or
safe time in American history for
black populations to protest
against violence, racism, oppression.”
This “enemy of state” title was a particular type of categorization. While it seems synonymous with criminal,
one doesn’t necessarily have to do anything illegal to end

up in that position.
As a result this distinction the FBI was legally allowed to
target King and all of his affiliates. Regardless of the peaceful manner in which he and the movement are seen today,
it still stands that, at the time, they were criminalized
just as activists are today. In this light the seemingly stark
contrast between the “tame” Civil Rights Movement and
the “radical” Black Panthers unravels. While today they
are pitted against each other like some twisted trope of
good and evil, they are much closer to simply being forms
of Black protest differing perhaps only in their historical
portrayals.
This problem continues today. These sterilized narratives steal legitimacy from the visceral reactions in current
movements. Media coverage characterized protesters in
Ferguson as rioting mobs acting through anger. When
similar chaos occurred after contested sporting events,
after the firing of a sexual predator and after the release of
new electronic devices, mainstream media characterized
those creating havoc as fans celebrating a victory or even
as college students just being college students. The media
framed images of flipped cars and fires as revelry instead
of senseless destruction. The politics of respectability
infiltrates these reports to portray communities protesting
injustice as irrational.
These protests have a rich history in American culture
because they are, in every way, inconvenient. As Professor
Hesse stated, “There’s never been a good or safe time in
American history for Black populations to protest against
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violence, racism, oppression.” How these inconveniences decide to manifest themselves can be highly individualistic.
#StillActivism
Protest signs are to Facebook posts what marches
are to Twitter trends. The Internet, has without doubt
added another tool to the activist arsenal. But with this
addition has come the same forms of oppression and
invalidation.
Is retweeting activism?
Journalists have written countless think pieces on
the power and limitations of social media-based social
movements. Media pundits and various Twitter users
have voiced either vapid denigrations of slacktivism,
legitimate questions of accountability, or an optimistic
respect for a new generation of awareness-based protest. With the death of Michael Brown and countless
others at the hands of the police, the debate swirling
around the influence of hashtag activism has resumed.
Black Lives Matter. I am Mike Brown. I can’t breathe.
Say her name. These are the phrases that have defined
the current movement. Phrases that started as hashtags
and a vocalization of pain and grief and a need to define narratives outside of mainstream media. “The history of blackness is also a history of erasure. Everybody
has told the story of Black people in struggle except
Black people.” DeRay Mckesson said in an interview
with The Atlantic. Mckesson has emerged as one of a
number of leading organizers against police brutality in
the aftermath of Ferguson. “There were a million slaves
but you see very few slave narratives. So what was powerful in the context of Ferguson is that there were many
people able to tell their story as the story unfolded.”
That said, social media has become an integral
component of activism for this current generation and,
along with micro-aggressions, it has been belittled for
its association with young women and men of color.
“It’s not like social media activists dropped the ball or
are doing worse than what people did in the past, that’s
a trope that we buy into that’s crap.” Said director of
African-American Student Affairs, Charles Kellom.
As it stands we would not have Black Lives Matter, at
least in its current iteration, without the Internet. For
although some choose to depict its creation as some
haphazard occurrence, it was intentional, and thought
out. Citing the Black Liberation Movement as inspiration, Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors and Opal Tometi
founded the Black Lives Matter hashtag looking to
spark a movement.
“Hashtag activism has been super crucial to getting
people together, getting people talking, raising the consciousness of a lot of folks over great distances, build24 BlackBoard Winter 2017
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Rosa Parks remains
“an emissary of
non-violence whose
interest in the Black
Power Movement
and outspoken
embrace of the
necessity of Black
self-defense becomes
an inconvenient
footnote.”
ing solidarity,” Northwestern student activist, Darien
Wendell said. “It has been crucial to making those
connections and getting people to step up and do more.
I don’t really think you can discount it if it’s doing work,
which it clearly has been.”
From the Streets to the Students
Professor Ava Greenwell, one of the professors
involved in the South African Journalism Residency
program, teaches broadcast classes in Medill. She advocates for socially-just educational practices and builds
curriculums that aim to create reporters sensitive to the
realities of varied lived experiences. Greenwell was integral to changing the curriculum of the South African JR
prerequisite course. For the first time last year the class
made a point of comparing the American Civil Rights
Movement and South African apartheid.
“Not to ground [the students] with some of that
knowledge would be irresponsible,” Greenwell said. “I
created this word the other day, to try to combine the
word activism with education. The two really go hand
in hand. ‘Acticate’ if you want to call it that.”
Challenging and disrupting dominant narratives

from within is a concept very close to most educators
of color. As a professor at Northwestern’s Law School
specializing in interactions between minorities and the
law, Destiny Peery also uses her influence as an educator to address issues that many of her colleagues find
uncomfortable. “I don’t hide the ball on disparities,” she
said. “I don’t hide the ball on the fact that the system
is set up in a way that disadvantages certain groups,
particularly men of color.”
On the other hand, sophomore Sarah Oberholtzer’s
activism is physical. She occupies and organizes events,
using it as a deeply personal release for the emotions
that come with being parts of targeted communities.
She describes her activism, the spaces she creates as
selfish because she herself needs “a space to be really
mad and angry, to be publicly mad and angry.”
Oberholtzer went to Chicago the night the grand jury
in Ferguson failed to indict Darren Wilson. Protesters that night shut down Lake Shore Drive in a public
demonstration of anger and grief. “I personally think
that public demonstrations are more of a disturbance
in the normal flow of societal activity,” she said. This
disruption is the most visible form of activism, but she
won’t discount the importance of social media activism, which she calls “an informative mode of resistance.” Oberholtzer says social media activism is vital
for “introducing narratives that often aren’t discussed,
aren’t often brought to light. Actively challenging discourses, popular discourses, white discourses.”
“As difficult as it may be to face the reality that for
centuries, constitutions and politics have suggested that
a Black life matters substantially less than a white one,
we owe it to ourselves to breathe love into the language
we use with and amongst each other,” said Florence
Adibu, a third-year graduate student in the Department of African American Studies.
“The act of anointing the words we use with the love
that has sustained us in the midst of anti-Black violence, to me is a revolutionary act.”
Along with naming the dead and shutting down
highways, along with drafting legislature and screaming our anger so loud it cannot be ignored we must
also celebrate each other and celebrate ourselves. We
cannot continue to sacrifice our emotional and mental
well-being and we must strive be carefree in the face
of a society that desperately wants us to care. In that
unique and banal way, we can ensure that Black lives
continue to matter.
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CONGRATS!
YOU’RE A DECENT HUMAN BEING!

Personal Essay

D

uring a conversation with one of my guy friends,
I stopped to ask him if he was a feminist. After his
simple “yeah,” my first reaction was “Oh ok ….so he’s
the one.” But then I stopped myself. Why am I praising
him for not being mediocre? Why does he get kudos
for believing in equality between people of all and every
gender and even those who identify with none of them?
Why, so often, do I find myself praising people for being
decent human beings? Are my standards too low, or has
being complacent to oppression become so normative
and engrained in society that meeting someone who
believes that oppressive systems need to be dismantled
is refreshing?
When it comes to social justice
movements, like Black Lives
Matter, allies are extremely
important. Allies should never
be in the forefront of the movements they are trying to support because often that diverges
attention from the people being
marginalized and reinforces the
idea that those people are so invisible that they can’t be the face
of their own oppression. But
praising the white guy wearing
a “Black Lives Matter” shirt for being “woke”?

cially now, following President Trump’s inauguration,
the fight for the safety and livelihood of marginalized
people has become dire. A rise of hate incidents has
permeated out society, fueled by Trump’s divisive
rhetoric and the negligence of the two major political
parties that have allowed it to become more normalized in political discourse. There is a “renewed” need
for action and solidarity.
Too often I share a Facebook post with a petition or
donate to a GoFundMe page without actually mobilizing to help the cause although I have the physical
and financial capacity to do so. Grass-roots organizing that mobilizes the public to change policy has
been so effective in social movements. But, this type
of organizing can’t continue to have a great impact if
people aren’t willing to volunteer
their time and resources to make
this happen. Raising awareness
through sharing articles and
wearing clothing is great, but
we as allies should constantly
question how we volunteer our
resources to directly benefit the
group in need and the extent to
which we are willing to fight for
marginalized groups.

To be a good advocate
and a good ally is to
utilize this privilege
to lessen the plight of
groups in need.

By Alecia Richards
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So no, simply knowing that Black Lives Matter
shouldn’t make you special. Advocating for trans
people of color whose lives are often forgotten by
I can’t personally thank someone for not being “color
mainstream media doesn’t make you exceptional. Doblind” and acknowledging that we don’t (contrary to
nating time or resources (if you are able) to organizers
popular belief) live in a “post-racial society” (shocking, helping those being negatively affected by the DakoI know). In order to be an ally, in order to be a decent
ta Access Pipeline doesn’t make you revolutionary.
human being, you must see my blackness. You must
There are too many people who risk losing their jobs
acknowledge my struggle. As a cis white man, you must and safety in an effort to fight for people who need
see your privilege. As Northwestern students with the
support. Not everybody has the ability to show their
privilege to be receiving an education, we must see ours. solidarity in this way, and to make this assumption
As a cis woman, I see mine. To ignore the struggles and and scold people for their lack of advocacy would be
oppression people experience on a daily basis is to align classist and ableist. But, again, we need to be critical
yourself with the oppressor and contribute to the system about our willingness or lack thereof to support these
that erases marginalized peoples.
groups and praise those who don’t go beyond a simple
acknowledgement of inequality. Acknowledging the
To be a good advocate and a good ally is to utilize this
world and all of its injustices doesn’t make someone
privilege to lessen the plight of groups in need. Espeintellectually superior, it makes them a decent human
being in an indecent world.
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he term “Afro-Latino/a” has historically been understood and used to describe people of African descent whose
origins can be traced back to Latin America or the Caribbean. So phenotypically speaking, it means Black people of
Spanish-speaking origins. However, some have also started using it to describe what it is to be both African-American
and Latino.
Of the 11.2 million African slaves brought to the New World, only 450,000 came to the Unites Sates — the rest were
brought to Latin America or the Caribbean. Now, about one-fourth of U.S. Latin Americans identify as Afro-Latino. Still,
Blackness and latinidad are viewed as mutually exclusive phenomena, forcing those who experience both to choose a side
or to get boxed into a culture they cannot identify with. Black people are seen as absolutely African-American and unable
to be Hispanic.
Here are the stories of a few people connected to Northwestern/the Chicago area, and how they experience being Black
and latino, simultaneously.

Vincente Perez, University of Chicago Senior:
African-American, Mexican
Perez considers himself ethnically mestizo but Black,
Afro-Latino, Afro-Mexicano, and Afro-Chicano are all fine
labels for him.
“I realized very young that I was treated differently
because of my hair texture and length. I’ve been called a
N*gger before by other Latinx people so I believe most
people code me as Black when they see me. However, not
speaking Spanish is the criteria most mobilized against me
to deny me a place in Latinidad.”
When connecting with Latinx folks, he sees language as
a barrier but continues giving room to both cultures.
“Being Afro-Latino signifies a historical and/or deep
connection between Blackness and Latinidad. I think it
represents the liminal space that many folks exist in if
they come from both spaces.”

BY DEBBIE-MARIE BROWN
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Tyler Holmes, Northwestern freshman: African-American
and third-generation Cuban

Nia Adurogbola, Northwestern freshman: Dominican,
Nigerian, Ecuadorian

“Your identity has a lot to do with how people see you.
Other Black people are always dying to know what you’re
mixed with, and that’s very problematic. At times, it comes
paired with saying ‘oh you’re so pretty, what are you mixed
with?’ As if you can’t be pretty and just be Black.” She
grew up in a community that was predominately Mexican, Cuban, and Puerto Rican but never felt like she was
also Latina. “I definitely feel that I can connect with Black
people way easier.”
“Being Afro-Latina just means what my ethnic makeup is.”

Adurogbola has never singularly identified as Black
or latina. She is more in tune with two of her identities
ethnically, as a Dominican and a Nigerian. She says she
does not identify with Black culture as much and, moreso, experiences life as an African in America instead
of the “African-American” cultural experience. She
“definitely has felt that speaking Spanish is a qualifier for
being Latina,” and feels less so because she cannot.
“Being Afro-Latina means that I have the privilege
of having such a rich cultural background. I don’t
know what it means to be anything but Afro-Latina.”

Sayeed Sanchez, Northwestern freshman (Weinburg, ‘20):
African American (French Creole), second-generation
Mexican (Toluca)
“A lot of kids actually think I’m Indian and my name is
Arabic,” he shares. “I’m either too dark or too light.”
He’s never felt fully accepted in Mexican or Black communities. He learned Spanish as a kid and still considers
himself fluent, but has a lot of insecurities about his accent.
“My community didn’t necessarily welcome me into
learning it. You had to be born fully Mexican or fully
Latino.” He struggled with balancing both cultures, and
thought he had to perfectly split between them. But there
are commonalities he can enjoy, too. “Both my peoples can
dance, both my peoples can handle spicy food and family is
a big cornerstone.”
“Being Afro-Latino means taking both my cultures
and admiring their commonalities but also being aware
of the problems we face in both.”

Karla Lopez, Northwestern junior: Dominican (Santo Domingo)
Lopez was born in the Dominican Republic and identifies primarily as Latina. She’s embraced her Afro-latinidad
since coming to the United States and realizes she straddles two cultures.
“I do identify as Black because I believe African culture is deeply rooted in Dominican culture. I went to a predominantly half-Latino, mostly Mexican and Puerto Rican, and half-Black [high school]... It was like, ‘Oh, I speak Spanish
so I fit in here’ but, when a person looks at me the first they think is that I am African-American… You’re in between,
but you obviously identify with Latinidad a little more. And that’s because it’s how you grew up, speaking Spanish and
eating the dishes.”
“ Being Afro-Latina means being a mix of cultures, and it’s something to be proud of. Being a minority in every
sense of the word, I’m trying to make my background, my culture, and my people proud as an Afro-Latina.”

*I use African-American in place of “Black” for clarity, some come
from Latinx backgrounds that are phenotypically dark-skinned
(black) but not “Black” in the American cultural understanding of the term which implies an ethnic descent from US slaves.
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A 45-YEAR RIOT

BY PRINCESS-INDIA ALEXANDER

F

or over 45 years now six letters have represented
the very essence of revolution. A single word-turned
chant has wrapped up definitions for rebellion, freedom
and protest, transforming them into a single simple
notion. Say it once and your cause is heard. Say it twice
more and the message is undeniable.
Attica! Attica! Attica!
September 13, 1971 was the first time this, now
famous, cry was heard and now, more than forty-five
years later, the Attica Prison Riot is stapled into history.
The 1960s and 70s marked a time of constant revolution for much of America’s marginalized, and the justice system was no different. In 1866 the U.S. Supreme
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Court ruled that prisoners had no constitutional rights.
This case, known as Pervear v. Massachusetts, wasn’t
overturned until 1963, nearly a century later. And though
prisoners had just regained their constitutional rights,
their fight for justice was far from over.
The Perfect Storm
Attica was not an isolated moment. It was the result
of a many surrounding issues and protests finally giving
way to a single explosion.
The Prisoner’s Rights Movement raged most heavily
during the 60s and 70s, demanding better living conditions, attorney rights, and much more. In this time
prison riots became something of a norm. In 1970

You could feel it in the air and you knew
something was brewing… Every night we
expected it.

“

ATTICA

“

Feature/Attica

New York State alone recorded six riots. And while
these smaller outbursts were largely unsuccessful, they
furthered the Prison Rights Movement and created the
atmosphere for which Attica could happen.
One of the biggest grievances within the movement
were overcrowded and understaffed prisons. At one point
Attica reported there were around 70 prisoners to every
one correctional officer. Furthermore, for all of the 2,243
inmates there were only two trained doctors, who were
rarely of any help. In fact, an inmate once died in their
care while the doctor responsible was neither fired nor
were there steps made to better medical treatment.
Due to the flurry of movements going on prisoners
were becoming more and more educated. They learned
about law, became (or were already) involved in social
justice movements such as the Black Panther Party and
were reading prison memoirs such as the one by Austin
Reed.
This knowledge lead to an acute understanding of the
injustices faced and Attica inmates were devoted to doing
something about it. Contrary to popular belief however,
their preferred method was a very democratic one. In
June of 1971 inmates crafted a manifesto to outline their
demands and grievances. The manner in which they
wrote was closer to something expected of an academic
rather than a “criminal.”
It began with a “Dear Sir” and continued on to describe
a list of 28 demands which included: ending physical
abuse by guards, religious freedom for Muslims, improvements in the working and living conditions, and
a change in medical staff, policy and procedure. The
document ended clearly indicating that rioting was the
last thing on their minds.
“These demands are being presented to you,” they said.
“There is no strike of any kind to protest these demands.
We are trying to do this in a democratic fashion.”
That month the New York State Correctional Services
commissioner, Russell Oswald, found the manifesto, and in spite of the amicable nature of the letter, he
felt the manifesto represented the coming together of
once-warring groups. Inmates across racial lines and
religious backgrounds were now collectively asking for
justice. However, instead of directly addressing the issues
outlined in the manifesto, Oswald enforced harsher rules
within the prison. For example, any inmate found with
the manifesto was subject to anything from keeplock,
meaning they were grounded in their cells, to solitary
confinement.
After months of this indirect treatment and no real
change in prison conditions, inmates were increasingly

agitated.
Trust became an outdated commodity. And while there
was no formal planning for a riot nor was there a true
desire for one, inmates and guards alike knew there was
no turning back.
“You could feel it in the air,” one lieutenant said in testimony after the riot. “You knew something was brewing…
Every night we expected it.”
Breaking Point
On Sept. 9 a seemingly small miscommunication ignited
the flames.
The day before in A Yard Leroy Dewer celebrated his
release from keeplock with a friend when nearby guards
mistook his celebration for the beginnings of a fight.
Lieutenants Curtiss and Maroney answered the call and
attempted to remove Dewer from the yard and place him
back under keeplock. Their attempt was unsuccessful.
Dewer rebelled, punching Maroney while inmates both
Black and white swarmed. They heckled the guards, demanding they release Dewer. One in particular, Lamorie,
broke through the crowd and declared to the guards they
were going to “leave this kid alone.” Between the pressure from other inmates and the protests of Lamorie, the
guards left the yard altogether.
And thus the power shifted.
Not only did an inmate disobey a guard, they did so
with physical force—and got away with it. It wasn’t until
late in the night that guards returned to capture Dewer
and Lamorie. They were removed from their cells around
midnight and placed in Housing Block Z (HBZ). Again,
inmates were not silent. They shouted in protest, throwing
random items at the guards until they were out of reach.
The next morning while Company 5, to which Lamorie
belonged, headed to breakfast, an officer ordered the gate
to A Yard locked. Company 5 was known as the more
“radical” company, comprised mostly of younger inmates
assumed to be a part of the Black Power Movement. In
short, they worried administration and considering the
last 24 hours they were all to be on keeplock. This message
however, did not reach the officer escorting them from
breakfast.
The entire company was in the tunnel headed to A Yard
as normal when their CO noticed the door was locked.
Company 5 sat stuck in a tunnel panicked and unsure.
They were already riddled with anxiety over Dewer and
Lamorie’s punishment; it was a firm belief among inmates
that prisoners sent to HBZ during the night were severely beaten along the way. This compounded with already
strained relations was the final straw.
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The next four days saw 42 hostages,
about 1,000 rioting inmates.
Inmates attacked both the lieutenant and the CO accompanying them. And in one swift moment the Attica
Prison Riot began.

was heightened public knowledge of prison conditions.
And, unlike other riots, Attica prisoners demanded that
the media cover their protest. Because of this, the public
gained a rare look inside prison walls and thus acquired a
better understanding of what inmates faced. After Attca,
the movement as a whole gained a new type of visibility;
which, as we know now, was long-lasting.

Into the Riot
The next four days saw 42 hostages, about 1,000 rioting inmates and seemingly endless negotiations.
Said discussions revolved around a manifesto created
during the riot. Titled The Attica Liberation Faction
Forty-five Years of Riot
Manifesto of Demands, the document included 33
Although the Prisoners’ Rights Movement and Attica
demands mirroring those from the first manifesto with made great strides, much of the criminal justice system
only the addition of amnesty for all inmates involved in did not change. And what did change wasn’t always for
the riot.
the better.
The negotiations were, in a word, unsuccessful. By
Immediately after the riot, Commissioner Oswald
Sept. 12 neither side showed
refused all of the demands
any signs of resignation. And
in the manifesto and for the
while Oswald accepted 28 of Attica Correctional
most part Attica’s conditions
Facility
the demands, he refused to
remained unchanged. Overgrant amnesty, thus stalling
crowding persisted, inadeany real progress. By this
quate medical care continued
point the state opted out of
and prisoners were still left to
further negotiations and
arguably inhumane condiinstead planned a takeover by
tions.
B Cell Block
lethal force.
Fast-forward to today and
The assault the following
many of the same issues
B Yard
D Yard
Mess Hall
morning saw the death of 33
from 1971 still exist. March
C Cell Block
D Cell Block
inmates and 10 prison emof 2015 William C. Holman
C Yard
A Yard
ployees, making the riot one
Correctional Facility inmates
A Cell Block
of the goriest in history.
in Alabama rioted against
allegedly inhumane living
The Impact
conditions. And, as in Attica,
Some accounts of the riot
physical pain and mental
do exist; the most acknowlabuse were central causes in
edged include The Official
their protest.
Report of the New York State
A 2014 report stated, “AttiSpecial Commission on Attica is in dire need of a regime
ca and Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison Uprising
change… because the conditions here are no different
of 1971. In reality, however, much of Attica is still a
now than they were in 1971.” The Attica Prison Riot remystery.
mains a fixture in history because of its impact both then
Until recently the majority of the documents and
and now. But looking into what these inmates fought for
research done on the riot were kept from the public,
suggests perhaps this protest is much more than a molocked within New York state’s control. Even now not
ment past. Instead the Attica legacy is one continuously
all the information is readily available. For context, it
lived out by inmates and a riot for justice that must, if
wasn’t until 2000 that New York state paid $12 million
need be, continue on for another 45 years.
to settle the case and 2005 that they settled with families of slain prison employees with another $12 million.
Perhaps it might be another 45 years before new developments surface. But right now it is still possible to
note the effects and legacy Attica left behind.
A mean goal within the Prison Rights Movement
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Moving beyond the
Private Prison
By Kali Robinson

I

n 2016 alone, the Washington Post counts nearly
800 instances of fatal police shootings. Although
most of these victims were white, when adjusted for
U.S. population, Black people are 2.5 times as likely
to be shot and killed by the police.
Confronted by such perilous odds, activists across
the nation have lost faith in the criminal justice system. Nearly 80 percent of Black Americans surveyed
in 2014 by the Marist College Institute for Public
Opinion perceived problems with the justice system
due to race. Some have turned to a radical solution:
Don’t bother reforming the police. Abolish them.
And yes, it is imperative to ask if this police free
world can actually exist, but it is equally important
to realize it’s not as unfathomable as it may sound.
In fact, the ubiquitous “modern,” professional
police forces were born in the 19th century with
the creation of the Metropolitan Police of London.
Previously, nations often relied on their military,
government-appointed authorities, volunteers or
privately-funded watchmen to keep the peace.
So a police-free society is not unprecedented, and
to supporters of alternative justice systems, nor is it
unimaginable in a modern society. According to Erica Meiners, a professor of Justice Studies at Northeastern Illinois University, not only are there viable
alternatives to the American punitive justice system,

the alternatives are more effective.
“The system we have right now… it’s built exactly
as we planned it, but it’s not delivering public safety,”
Meiners said. “Locking people away just warehouses
the problem.”
For some, the better solution is transformative
justice, a method which forgoes police or prisons
and instead seeks to “transform” victims, offenders
and communities. In addition to restitution, this
process aims to improve the wellbeing of all parties
involved, and addresses systemic factors contributing to injustice.
Transformative justice requires society to stop
assuming crime is inherently harmful, Meiners said.
Oppressive ideologies such as racism, toxic gender
roles and heteronormativity need to be dismantled
to actually address some of the factors causing people to commit an offense, or to believe police-intervention effectively resolves those offenses.
“We need to dismantle and work on chipping
away at the systems that condition us to call 911
when there’s too much noise in the neighborhood,”
she said.
Undoing those systems, however, means completely reimagining justice. Americans equate justice
with punishment, but police intervention and
punitive measures do not increase public safety in
the long term, Meiners said. A more effective mechanism is tackling the systemic and social factors
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The system we have right now is built exactly as we
planned it, but it’s not delivering public safety. Locking
people away just warehouses the problem.
-Meiners
that cause crimes to occur. Rather than investing
in prisons or arming the police, Meiners suggests
funding mental health care programs, affordable
housing and quality education to better remove
people from situations that could cause them to
commit a crime.
But destroying these forms of oppression can’t
happen overnight. Alternative forms of justice
don’t have a static formula and their implementations varies in each situation. Furthermore, communities who begin using these mechanisms may
not succeed every time.
“It’s an ongoing process, it’s not a finish line,” she
said. “The work is to shift paradigms, not to come
up with solutions to 110 scenarios.”
Police-free justice is a complex process that
yields mixed results. In a 2011 edition of the
academic journal Social Justice, California State
University-Long Beach professor Mimi E. Kim
examined the results of a real-life scenario where a
Korean community center eschewed police-intervention to address a sexual assault in their community.
When a visiting drumming teacher assaulted a
student, community members assembled to confront the teacher directly. They demanded he step
down from his position and attend feminist therapy sessions. Meanwhile, center members attended
sexual assault awareness workshops, and held a
drum performance centered around healing from
sexual violence. During this event, facts about the
assailant and his offence were shared publically to
ensure that blame for the incident did not fall on
the victim.
Although the Korean drumming community
was able to unify to address the assault, the results
of their actions were less than satisfactory, Kim
wrote Following the incident, the community’s cohesiveness wavered, and the victim lacked a “sense
of justice.”
“The victim even felt at some point, ‘maybe we
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should’ve just kicked his ass. Now, I feel like I’ve got
nothing. I don’t have the police report. We didn’t
throw him into jail.... We didn’t do nothing,’” said the
drum center’s president, identified only as “Liz” by
Kim.
This incident demonstrates one truth of transformative justice: it is a proactive process. Dismantling
toxic systems will take time, and in the interim,
offences will continue. During this period, other
options must be employed, such as in the case of the
community center. Such methods might include
restorative justice, a revitalization of pre-modern
peacekeeping requiring both the atonement of the
offender and participation of the victim in deciding a
resolution to the offense.
The resolution may be decided in a “peacemaking
circle,” wherein community members, the victim and
offender communicate to decide how the offender
will atone for their crime. According to lawyer and
restorative justice advocate Ora Schub, this practice
has roots in historical, indigenous conflict-resolution
practices.
Although indigenous groups of the past may not
have experienced the variety of crime seen in the
U.S.—from misdemeanors to white collar crimes and
mass shootings—restorative justice is nonetheless
successful in achieving justice in a variety of situations. When the offender is forced to acknowledge
the person or community they have harmed and the
affected parties decide how justice is achieved, they
are more likely to feel satisfied with the results, she
said.
Although restorative justice is already being used
on a small scale, it is not a common practice, and
Schub is not totally confident that police abolition is
possible. For her, the problem lies not in the power of
alternative justice methods or in getting communities to adopt them, but with police themselves.
“Police enforce the laws of society,” Schub said. “I
don’t see the people in control giving that up.”

Dark Leaf

Avendah Watson

I’m alone. In every sense of the word.
I was alone when I was born, enveloped in the darkness,
torn apart by vessels of blood and decay, a frozen embryo
placed quietly under cascading trees, deprived of immortality.
I was alone when I began school, listening to the vowels, the syllables,
the rhymes, the chaos, the laughter, the depravation.
I listened to the silent mumbles of crisp chatter,
my teachers explaining to me that I wasn’t special,
only a catalyst to be thrust into the world
morphed by a focus unfamiliar to my childish eye.
I was alone when I returned home,
fearing my father’s booming voice, a crawling wasp of encouragement,
a threat to be better, to hold success and ambition in my naked palms
for fear that life would erupt, that my life would
hum from the throat of a woman with no future.

maternal, cont.

Darcelle Pluviose

black girl
black and girl they separate black girl
do that
do this
black and girl too desparate black as
your favorite dessert girl only for your
pleasure
with whiteness as the measure
for your girlhood, they say it’s dessert
black girl
refusal of your womaness rejection of
the fixed finesse
of bodies of bathrooms of being
being thrown up in bathrooms this fat
body you are seeing QUEER thoughts,
how thick blood drops howfastrumwashed
down lurid images of porn in the
present lurid images of being torn in
the past
or wait the present?
black woman
unallowed to scream for fear of fitting
into stereotypes validated by your

between my legs only for me and my
undesired phenotype
beau(s) to be understood
unallowed to scream for fear unallowed
to scream
my gender is fluid~flawed~flawless~FEblack woman unallowed
ROCIOUS body brimming~bro• be strong
ken~badass~BODACIOUS black
• (be) black
femme
black
please accept yourself
woman is what you wanted isn’t it?
understand that your mere existence is
act like it
a threat and recognize the power you
support your brother
hold we were never meant to be
<up>
black and femme black bitch(!!)
lift
see the scars in your skin and those that
<up>
run even deeper in your heart and love
light sister
them
[cis]ter
battle scars for this war that you did not
cistematically use all advantages affordstart and might not finish but nonetheed to you to maintain within the ci$tem
less are apart of your self love is an act
accept your role as mother
of survival
remain the archetype for other
your ability to go on in spite of is
black and girl*
breathtaking black femme
why they can’t understand my black woqueer and dark and fat and beautiful
maness why they rip apart my girlhood
black babe you are beautiful
that my black femme magic has nothing
both black and femme black femme
to do with what clitdickotherstructure lies
I am beautiful
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Dawn
Avendah Watson

