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Letter from the Editor
Family,
Excellence is at its most pow-

erful when it is nurtured, cared for, 
loved, and supported. Excellence 
knows not the meaning of limits, or 
denials, or condemnations. How-
ever, it is well aware of setbacks, 
obstacles, and pain, as well as victo-
ry, triumph, and accomplishment. 
Black Excellence, to me, exists on 
a plane that sits far beyond where 
Excellence resides. Excellence is 
perseverance, but Black Excellence 
is unrelenting pursuit. Excellence 
is mastery,  but Black Excellence 
is domination. Excellence is over-
coming adversity, Black Excellence 
is overcoming the world. Fear of 
Black Excellence abounds across 
the globe, and although the light 
can never be blown out, actions of 
the many have dimmed it through-
out history. I am brought back to a 
quote by American paleontologist 
Stephen Jay Gould, which reads:

“I am, somehow, less interested 
in the weight and convolutions of 
Einstein’s brain than in the near 
certainty that people of equal talent 
have lived and died in cotton fields 
and sweatshops.”

 True emancipation for our 
people - intellectual emancipation, 
artistic emancipation, emancipation 
from the chains that bind us to an 
institution designed to exploit our 
whole existence - will never be giv-
en to us. Human history has never 
seen a moment where oppressors 
suddenly realized our humanity, 
and in seeing the persistent longing 
for freedom in our eyes, proclaim 
the immorality of their actions. Our 
progress has always been duly not-
ed unto ourselves, and our activism, 

our journey to rediscover our pur-
pose, and our place on this planet 
we call Earth has been defined and 
redefined by the will of the Black 
body alone. In layman’s terms, the 
progress that has made us who we 
are today was made because we 
took it by force and molded it with 
our bare hands.

 In America, the icon that is 
the Black Panther Party and its exis-
tence from 1966 onward represents 
the very Black Excellence I speak 
of, the one that the world fears. 
Portrayed as dangerous, gun-toting, 
democracy-hating  revolution-
aries, the world aims to shroud 
and disable the Party’s expression 
of constitutional rights that, on 
paper, are guaranteed to them.  
Their advocacy of self defense, 
and second amendment exercise, 
warped to now portray a war ready, 
aggravated and angry group. Their 
philanthropic movements that 
transformed neighborhoods and 
communities into self-sufficient and 
powerful circles of Black mobility, 
twisted into a narrative of an evil 
straying from America’s capitalism. 
A force of awe-inducing men and 
women, determined to rebuild their 
identity and futures, sabotaged 
through assassination, deportation, 
and the framing of the movement’s 
leaders by the very government 
whose very job is to protect their 
rights.

Their light never blew out.

 In a metaphorical sense, 
or perhaps a literal sense, you are 
a Black Panther, and I am a Black 
Panther. Most of us had not the 

opportunity to 
push the move-
ment forward in 
the 60’s, however the 
opportunity to push our move-
ment forward has not expired. Our 
movement: to express our art, our 
love, our sexuality and gender, our 
intellect, our ideas, our businesses 
and education, our right to belong 
in a space and recognition for our 
merits, our hopes and dreams and 
fears and doubts and pursuits of 
anything that we could possibly 
think of, is not under any person’s 
jurisdiction to give to us. 

It is ours to take.

 As you read the stories 
curated by our writers here at 
BlackBoard, remember those that 
came before us who personified 
Black Excellence and fought for our 
positions and identities, against all 
odds. I ask this of you, not to reflect 
and remain complacent as way of 
appreciation for our ancestral work, 
but rather the opposite. The world 
for centuries has made an innumer-
able amount of attempts to define 
what Blackness is, however there 
was one key problem that prevented 
them from succeeding.

Black people.

 Do not strive to be just ex-
cellent. There is a bigger canvas to 
paint on than the one the world has 
given to you. Just make sure you 
bring the Family to paint with you. 

Best,

Aaron Lewis
Editor-In-Chief
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Letter from FMO

Kasey S. Brown
FMO 2017-18 Coordinator

From The Coordinator’s Desk to the Community
To My Family,

Many of you know me, but all of you do not know my story. As your Coor-
dinator of FMO I believe it is my duty to be as transparent with you as possible, which 
is something I feel like I have failed to do thoroughly throughout my term. If someone 
were to ask any of you who Kasey Brown is, I’m almost certain your answer would be 
something like, “Oh, she’s the really tall girl that does all the FMO stuff. I think she studies 
economics and always has her sh*t together, she usually has on a hat, and hangs out with 
Nneka. She’s a little intimidating so I don’t talk to her much, but some of my friends said 
she’s pretty chill. And I think she’s an AKA”. For a long time, an answer like this would 
have been just fine for me - but now, I am proud of all that I am.

I am a Black, queer, first generation, Pell Grant recipient, female, from Detroit, MI. 
Clearly, I have a lot of intersecting identities that society has tried to silence and bury - but 
still, I rise. But even as I write that, it feels a bit unsettling because my “rise” has not been 
easy.

My identity as a Black female is obvious to everyone, but my identity as a queer Black 
female is something I was able to be silent about for almost 8 years. For 8 years I thought I 
was happy in shadows, under the guise of heterosexuality. I believed the silence was good 
for me, and that  I  was the one choosing to be silent. But I had it all wrong. I was silent 
because society had told me to silence anything that did not fit the dominant heteronor-
mative white culture. Society had showed me that being Black already set me back, and 
adding female  and  queer on top of that was basically setting myself up to lose before I 
started the race. Society told me that even if I was queer, I should keep this part of my 
identity in a closet, because it could cost me my life, my future, and my happiness. I had 
not silenced myself - society had silenced me.

But, in April of 2017, I put an end to that silence. It has been a long, bumpy road since 
then, but I have never been so full of joy and posed a greater sense of self. This is not just 
an experience I can learn from. I hope we all continue to live in our truth. To allow all of 
our identities to shine bright. And to not allow society to silence us anymore. This act may 
look different for everyone due to various reasons, but generally I hope each and every 
one of you finds joy in  all  of you. Even though this is easier said than done, do not let 
them. Shine. Be great. Be you. Live your truth. Love all of you - because that is how you 
resist society’s silencing.

I have thoroughly enjoyed serving as the 50th Coordinator of FMO, and thank you all 
for the love and support as I battled silencing society this year.
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As co-founder of her local Black Lives Matter 
chapter, freshman Mariamawit “Mari” Gashaw 
already has a strong history in activism. Before 
coming to Northwestern, she helped lead a pro-
test of over 40,000 people called “Fight Suprem-
acy”. 

The white supremacist rallies in Charlottes-
ville inspired a similar alt-right free speech rally 
in Boston, which lies near Gashaw’s hometown. 
After this, local Black Lives Matter chapters and 
other Boston organizations (such as Violence in 
Boston) came together to form a counter-pro-
test, which garnered mass support. On top of 
this, Gashaw chained herself by the neck with 

u-shaped bike locks to the Cambridge City Hall 
for nine hours to fight against the lack of afford-
able housing in mixed-income units, leading to 
her arrest. The result: close to double the pros-
pected affordable housing than before from 11.5 
to 20 percent. 

The start of Gashaw’s activism career started 
as young as 5 years old. She credits much of it to 
her father. Originally born in Ethiopia, she and 
her family immigrated to America in response to 
the country’s violence and political unrest at the 
time. From a young age, Gashaw’s father en-
couraged her to practice her right to free speech, 
something that wasn’t a luxury back in Ethiopia.

Black(Board) 
Excellence

Mari Gashaw

Mari Gashaw
via Facebook

by Sakke Overlund
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Gashaw’s father brought her along 
to his political meetings and laid the 
groundwork for Gashaw’s fierce activism. 
In 2005, after an election scandale and 
a massacre of 193 civilians by police. In 
Ethiopia, Gashaw stood in front of hun-
dreds of Ethiopians in her community to 
“be a voice for the voiceless.” These early 
experiences gave her the confidence and 
wisdom to always be the first one to speak 
out in the face of injustice. 

Many of Gashaw’s friends describe 
her as carefree and outgoing, willing to 
put it all out there, but despite her unre-
served demeanor Gashaw identifies as 
an introvert. She believes in the power of 
humor to relate to others, but her greatest 
asset is her ability to listen intently and 
sympathize with others. In order 
to be an effective leader and orga-
nizer “it’s really important first to 
build relationships with people,” 
says Gashaw through past experi-
ence. And that’s exactly what she 
has done on campus, earning the 
nickname “The General” amongst 
her peers within four months 
of being at Northwestern. But, 
before Gashaw will do anything 
really big on campus she is biding 
her time to make the necessary 
connections to create real change.

“One of the things that’s really im-
portant to me is mass incarceration and 
the way Northwestern is complicit in the 
prison industrial complex, especially in 
relation to where our money is invested,” 
says Gashaw who is working to under-
stand all the ways Northwestern sub-
scribes to maintaining an unjust system. 

Since coming to Northwestern, 
Gashaw has joined the FMO freshman 
Executive Board, but has refrained for 
active political organization her fresh-
man year. However, on a smaller scale, 
her impact has already been felt by. “Mari 
will just make you be unapologetically 

you, unapologetically Black,” says Jhadin 
Beaco a friend of Gashaw. Gashaw has 
worked hard to make sure that Black 
students on campus feel a sense of com-
munity. She noticed immediately how 
disconnected and cliquey much of the 
Black community at Northwestern felt. In 
her typical self-reliant mindset Gashaw 
has been trying to create social events 
for students of color to come together. 
Creating a place where students of color 
can feel comfortable on campus is a key 
target of hers. 

After going through SESP, which will 
enable to develop her community orga-
nizational and leadership skills further, 
Gashaw’s long-term goals are to build a 

Mari Grashaw via Facebook 
    

city “similar to Wakanda, a place where 
we actively choose to live in a loving 
and liberating community. A city where 
everyone has a home, access to high 
quality health care and education, envi-
ronmentally sustainable and responsible. 
A city that does not use state sanctioned 
violence against its people, but engages in 
restorative and transformational justice.” 
Gashaw is still grappling learning how to 
adjust to the cultural differences at North-
western, but she understands the power a 
Northwestern degree can give her in the 
future to return to her community and 
enact change.

 Winter ‘187



Black(Board) 
Excellence

Kali Williams
by Tyler Holmes

Kali Williams is a current junior at North-
western from Fayetteville, Georgia. She is a 
member of Refresh Dance Crew and an execu-
tive board member of Vision Concept Crew, two 
on-campus dance organizations. She also works 
two jobs and works in a lab. This repertoire be-
comes even more impressive when considering 
Williams’s major: chemistry. The Department 
of Chemistry at Northwestern is notoriously 
daunting, and this is no surprise given its top 
nationwide rankings. However, the difficulty of 
chemistry is what drew Williams to to the field 
in the first place.

“I signed up for AP Chem my junior year. 

That was one of the first and only classes I strug-
gled in during high school,” Williams says. “Then 
I reached a certain point and I got it, so it was 
like the combination of the satisfaction of getting 
something that was difficult to understand in the 
first place, and then like, perseverance. It was re-
ally affirming for me as a person because I put a 
lot of self-worth into my ability to master things.” 

The chemistry field is not only difficult, it is 
also lacking in diversity. On average, the North-
western Chemistry Program graduates perhaps 
one—but often zero—Black students each year, 
says department head Fred Northrup. This fact 
has been a staple of Williams’s experience. 

Courtesy of 
Kali Williams
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This is a sentiment many North-
western Students can relate to, but as 
Williams is the only Black woman in 
the Class of 2019 Chemistry Depart-
ment, the lack of diversity is particularly 
stark. Not only are there an infinitesimal 
number of Black chemistry graduates 
each year, but there is a lack of Black 
instructors as well, which contributes to 
William’s heightened sense of otherness, 
she says,        

“I always feel like if I raise my hand 
and say the wrong answer, it’s reaf-
firming something in [the professors’]  
minds, even though I don’t have any 
context or proof of that,” Williams says.
“But what was most important at the end 
of the day was getting out of my own 
head and whatever I thought they were 
going to say, or do, or feel, and focus on 
what I needed to pass the class.” 

When it comes to passing classes, 
Williams relies on her independence and 
personal accountability. She describes 
Chemistry majors as “clique-ish” due to 

the department’s 
extremely small 
size, with less 
than 20 people 
per graduat-
ing class. And 
unlike Black 

engineers or pre-med students, there are 
no organizations specifically to support 
Black chemistry majors. She describes 
seeing another Black face in the Chem-
istry department as an “anomaly,”—after 
all, there, is only one other Black chem-
istry major in the class of 2019, and 
Williams didn’t have a Black, female TA 
until this year.

“I walked in, looked at her immedi-
ately and said, ‘Who are you? I’ve never 
seen you before, there’s absolutely no 
way you’re in the class of 2019,’” Wil-
liams says. “I was trying to place her. I 

Courtesy of  Kali Williams     

literally sat next to her. I was like, I’m 
gonna figure it out at some point because 
like, we’re it... The professor introduced 
her and I wanted to stand up and start 
clapping but I thought that was too 
much.”    

Williams credits much of her in-
spiration to her faith, but also to her 
mother, a Black woman who studied 
math and computer science and worked 
at NASA. After graduating in 2019 
with both her Masters and Bachelors of 
Chemistry, Williams hopes to go into the 
industry as a chemist, rather than pursu-
ing a career in academia. Her advice to 
any aspiring Black chemistry majors is 
simply to own it.

“Be comfortable in spaces with peo-
ple who don’t look like you, and be able 
to navigate those spaces,” Williams says. 
“Its hard when you’re already doubting 
if you should be there, or you don’t feel 
comfortable advocating for yourself. I 
was too worried about my presence in 
the space versus just owning the fact that 
I was present in the space.”  

“I always feel like if I raise my 
hand and say the wrong answer, 

it’s reaffirming something in [the 
professors’]  minds”

 Winter ‘189



It is the summer of 2017. I 
am in Kigali, Rwanda, in a room 
filled with students done with 
high school, hoping to study 
abroad. I am to give advice 
on what to do and what not 
to do during the preparation 
and application processes. We 
start with introductions and ice 
breaker questions, one of them 
being “which great historical 
figure inspires you the most?” 
Black historical figures, such as 
Patrice Lumumba, Fred Gisa 
Rwigema, Thomas Sankara, and 
Martin Luther King. Jr. were 
some of the answers; however, 
these names were too few com-
pared to the many white histori-
cal figures that were given.

Many Black Africans aspire 
to white figures, such as Winston 
Churchill, whose loyalty was to 
Britain and her white citizens. 
Churchill’s heroism in fighting 
against the Nazis is taught in 
depth with no mention of his 
stand against the independence 
and freedom of Black lives in 
Britain’s former colonies. This 
one-sided education is detri-
mental to Black Africans. It has 
led to feelings of inferiority and 
of lack of self-worth among 
Black Africans, and it has led to 
ignorance in matters related to 
Africa and race.

Education in Africa is tilted 
to a white western ideology. It 
fuels neocolonialism, and it is 

to a great extent the same mis-
sionary education that Africans 
adapted during and after colo-
nialism. Professor Mahmood 
Mamdani, a native of Uganda 
and professor of government at 
Columbia University, argues in 
his article entitled Politics and 
Class Formation in Uganda, “the 
political usefulness of mission-
ary education, it should be clear, 
stemmed from its dual nature: 
that it was technical as well as 
ideological, that it imparted 
skills such as reading, writing, 
and arithmetic as well as values 
such as loyalty to the existing or-
der and disciplined self-sacrifice 
in the interest of that order.” 

Young minds are taught to 

by Innocence Rumaya

Education and Inferiority

Doug Linstedt via Unsplash
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idolize white excellence and 
European civilization as the “res-
cue” from Africa’s “primitive-
ness”. In general, black signifies 
an inherent inferiority and evil-
ness while white signifies supe-
riority and purity. These meta-
phors are not just a coincidence, 
but rather a colonial tool that 
has found its way into elementa-
ry school education. Moreover, 
devout African Christians be-
lieve that Jesus was white. Young 
Africans harbor an anti-black 
sentiment in their subconscious 
and aspire to be like the white 
man. Although lands and bodies 
have been liberated, minds are 
still enslaved and colonized.

Salome Kariuki, a Kenyan 
sophomore in the McCormick 
School of Engineering, de-
scribes her experience growing 
up, “I remember as a little child 
playing games, such as ‘niĩ ndĩ 
mũthũngũ’, which in English is 
translated to ‘I am white’. We 
competed to find a nearby huge 
rock to stand on as a sign of 
cleanliness and power. Looking 
back, I realize, that with this fa-
natical mindset coupled with the 
inherent colorism around me, 
I grew up in a community that 
subconsciously upheld white 
superiority.” Society’s appreci-
ation and acceptance of a skin 
color that if not white, is close to 
white causes some dark-skinned 
women to go as far as to bleach 
their skin to match white beauty 
standards.

According to Obumneme 
Godson Osele, a Nigeri-
an-American freshmen in Mc-
Cormick, disparities in grading 

Western vs African related 
questions, highly Western in-
fluenced curriculum, and a lack 
of sophistication and fluidity in 
teaching African history led to 
him having an inferiority com-
plex and identity crisis as he 
came to the United States. He 
points out, “it is necessary that 
our education focuses more on 
our history and that it is taught 
with an African perspective. Our 
education should tackle even the 
sensitive issues regarding our 
history because we are at risk of 
letting its dark fragments repeat 
themselves.”

There is an enlightenment, 
however; a sort of stepping stone 
toward a decolonial mind when 
Africans come to the United 
States. As Kariuki puts it, “ap-
preciation of African culture and 
my skin color has grown more 
significantly as a result of my 
coming to the United States be-
cause being black finally meant 
something and I had to take a 
step back and evaluate all the 
things I subliminally picked up 
growing up.” In addition to  Kar-
iuki’s point, I can say that due 
to an easier access of a richer 
African history taught in African 
and African-American cours-
es, my pool of Black historical 
figures to aspire to increased and 
my feelings of Black and African 
pride grew significantly. 

Most Black African do not 
refer to themselves ‘Black’, since 
everyone has a black skin. They 
have different tribes and ethnic 
groups. However, the education 
system, imperialism, and color-
ism play along racial lines. The 

same lines Black Africans find 
themselves entangled in today 
as they were a century and a half 
ago during chattel slavery and 
decades ago during colonization. 
Seyi Adedoyin, a Nigerian junior 
in McCormick points out that, 
“because we have a lack of rich 
history from an African per-
spective, we fail to realize that 
our cultures and ethnicities have 
always been fluid and dynamic, 
which prevents us from embrac-
ing, in addition to tribes, a more 
universal black identity.” 

Schools should play a crit-
ical role in the empowerment 
of Black Africans. One such 
school that’s doing its part is 
the African Leadership Acad-
emy in South Africa. One of 
its alumni, Stephanie Mbida, a 
Cameroonian-American fresh-
men in Weinberg, says that 
ALA, “made a tremendous effort 
to encourage us to learn about 
African history and included 
special mandatory courses in 
its curriculum where we would 
learn about the history of the 
continent in our junior year. In 
senior year, we would specialize 
in fields such as history, medi-
cine, media, and others from the 
lens of the African experience.” 
She goes on to explain how this 
is important for future gener-
ations, “I had the privilege to 
grow up with parents who en-
couraged me to learn a lot about 
world history in its entirety so I 
never grew up feeling like there 
were certain objectives I wasn’t 
supposed to be able to reach be-
cause of the color of my skin.”

 Winter ‘1811



The Black 
Panther Par ty

styling by Jessica Onyi
makeup by Maia Brown
photography by Sakke Overlund & Courtney Morrison
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The Black 
Panther Par ty

The Black Panther Party stood as a beacon of Black power and 
reclamation. Opposing the institutional and systemic forces 
that oppressed margialized communities, the Party was un-
apologetic in every facet of their movement. Our photos re-
flect the power and pursuit that the Panthers were known and 
feared for.
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models: Alyssa Johnson, Taylor Tyler, 
Brittany Henry and Jeanette Akuamoah
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by Kali Robinson

#METOO & 
THE BLACK 

FEMME
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In true 21st-century style, it 
all began on Twitter. “If you’ve 
been sexually harassed or assault-
ed write ‘me too’ as a reply to this 
tweet.” 

The hashtag #MeToo be-
came a rallying cry for millions 
of women, who proclaimed that 
they would be silent no longer. A 
dark commonality bound them 
together;each had suffered from 
some form of sexual harassment 
or violence. With a mere hashtag, 
the injustices they suffered were 
thrust to the forefront of our social 
consciousness. The media areare 
calling it a reckoning.

But the words “Me Too” did 
not materialize spontaneously. 
The phrase was coined in 2006 
by Tarana Burke, a Black woman 
invested in helping young, poor 
women of color heal from sexual 
violence. Yet Tthe figureheads of 
this “reckoning”, however, tend 
to be wealthy, white and famous. 
Although their efforts have forced 
many to face the realities of sex-
ual violence, they simultaneously 
reinforce a single model of victim-
hood. 

For marginalized groups, such 
as Black women and femmes, 
breaking the taboo against ad-
dressing sexual violence is a step in 
the right direction, but there is still 
a long road ahead. Whether it is 
from the media or society at large, 
Black women who have survived 
sexual violence are continually 
denied the empathy reserved for 
white women.

— 

Last year, the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention pub-
lished the results of a 2010-2012 
survey, which indicated that 38.9 
percent of non-Hispanic white 
women will experience some form 
of sexual violence in their lifetime. 
Similarly, 35.5 per-
cent of non-Hispanic 
Black women share 
the same fate.

“Just because we 
are not seeing our 
faces in the media 
doesn’t mean it’s 
not pervasive,” says 
Sevonna Brown, 
Director of Communications and 
Gender Justice at Black Women’s 
Blueprint, Brooklyn-based orga-
nization focused on empowering 
Black women and girls through 
advocacy, education, and changes 
to political policy. “There’s more 
survivors than people know.” 

Brown and the other leaders 
of Black Women’s Blueprint are 
survivors themselves. She is no 
stranger to the suppression of 
Black survivor’s narratives, and 
says she has seen a disturbing 
pattern in the reactions to Black 
women’s stories of sexual trauma.

“A lot of people don’t believe 
that Black women or women of 
color can be raped,” Brown says. 
She explains how when people still 
assume Black women constantly 
seek sex, those assumptions lead 
to a tendency to blame victims, 
rather than perpetrators, for sexual 

When people still assume 
Black women constantly seek 
sex, those assumptions lead to 
a tendency to blame victims, 
rather than perpetrators, for 
sexual violence.
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violence. Even young girls are not spared the 
effects of this stereotype that casts them as Jezeb-
els, Brown says.Brown says. 

 
But this lack of empathy is unsurprising con-

sidering America’s long history of legitimizing 
violence against Black women. The rape of Black 
slaves by white men was commonplace and legal 
in Antebellum America, but long after emanci-
pation, the violence prevails. This is due in part 
to racial fetishization, a phenomenon studied 
by Ji-Yeon Yuh, a professor of history, race and 
gender at Northwestern. Fetishization refers 
to the sexual objectification of a person based 
on racial stereotypes, treating them as pleasure 
vehicles instead of individuals, Yuh says. White 
bodies are considered the norm of sexuality and 
humanity, and other races are measured against 
this standard. For Black bodies, the result is 
hypersexualization.

“There’s a formal definition of fetishization, 
and it’s ‘That which repulses and fascinates at 
the same time,’” Yuh says. “Because they are ‘less 
than human.’ It becomes then okay to rape them, 
assault them, and molest them…. Public reac-
tion is just ‘Ho hum, we don’t care.’”

—

Beyond believing that yes, Black women can 
and do experience sexual violence, there is a 
deficiency of empathy in the quality of support 
offered to Black survivors. Chardonnay Mad-
kins is well-acquainted with this reality. Not 
only does Madkins work with survivors in her 
role as  Program and Operations Director at the 
non-profit End Rape on Campus, she herself has 
suffered from sexual violence.

The first incident occurred in 2012, when 
Madkins was a sophomore at Occidental College 
in Los Angeles. The perpetrator was the student 
body president, a man beloved by the campus’s 
Black community, who saw Madkins as a traitor 
for daring to report him, she says. Shunned by 

her peers and feeling isolated, Madkins sought 
refuge with her friends at Hampton University, 
an HBCU.

But in 2014, Madkins again suffered from 
sexual violence, and although she filed a com-
plaint against that perpetrator, Hampton ad-
ministrators ultimately chose not to hold him 
responsible, she says. During this time, she felt 
people were more concerned with the sensation-
al details of the incidents than  the process of 
Madkins’s own healing.

“I was used almost like a martyr,” Madkins 
says. “That’s what a lot of Black folks have to 
go through, like ‘we’re going to put up this case 
but we’re not going to humanize this person.’ I 
understand that you want to support me, but it 
would be supportive if you could tell me how I 
could get accommodations to continue in class, 
or if you could speak to this teacher for me be-
cause this teacher really doesn’t want to give me 
an extension.”

In her current job at End Rape on Campus, 
Madkins focuses on advocating for Black survi-
vors, but also for survivors of other marginalized 
identities. In her experience on various college 
campuses, she has noticed that antipathy toward 
marginalized survivors is often obvious in the 
lack of diversity and cultural competency in the 
support services available to them. 

Often, counselling services are limited to a 
handful of staff who may not be representative of 
the populations they are serving. This was true 
in Madkins case. At the time, Occidental had a 
grand total of only two counselors, of which only 
one of whom was a woman, and she happened to 
be white, straight, and cisgendered. For Mad-
kins, this wasn’t situation that could promote her 
healing.

“Even if I did open up, I just knew that there 
was so much that she was going to understand, 
and if she didn’t understand I was gonna have to 
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be the person to explain it. When you’re kind of 
processing and going through trauma, that’s not 
the best situation for you to be in.”

— 

So long as discussions of sexual violence are 
a part of the news cycle, the invisibility of Black 
women as legitimate survivors and targets for 
empathy is will always be a source of concern. 

“It’s something that we’re having a conversa-
tion that alludes to rape culture,” says Darcelle 
Pluviose, a senior in the School of Communica-
tions and a member of NU’s Sexual Health and 
Assault Peer Educators (SHAPE). “At the same 
time it’s ‘Who gets to be harmed? Who is able to 
be harmed?’ The empathy that exists for white 
women does not exist for POC.”

The situation may not be hopeless. The 
Times Up campaign, founded in January, aims to 
support people of various marginalized identities 
in the fight against sexual violence. For advo-
cates like Pluviose and other SHAPE members, 
this development warrants wary optimism, but 
whatever the long-term effects of movements 
like #MeToo and Times Up may be, the Black 
women and femmes of Northwestern who face 
sexual violence still require empathy and support 
here and now.  

Jayleen James, a Weinberg senior, is one of 
dozens of SHAPE’s peer educators, who work 
with the Center for Awareness, Response and 
Education to direct survivors to appropriate 
resources. SHAPE members are somewhat ra-
cially diverse, but CARE staff is not, James says, 
although CARE Director Erin Clarke emphasizes 
the importance of intersectionality and diversity 
in their training. But at the end of the day, rep-
resentation matters when students are deciding 
who they can turn to with their trauma.

“Marginalized people know that SHAPE is 
there, but it depends on the faces in SHAPE that 
make people decide if they can seek refuge with 
us,” James says.

But even if someone does not feel comfort-
able turning to SHAPE or CARE, any individ-
ual can learn how to support them. From their 
experience with SHAPE and as Co-President of 
Rainbow Alliance, James has found that simply 
creating safe spaces for Black women is a power-
ful form of support. But most of all, James says 
Black women need to be heard.

“It’s really important for everyone to get 
behind the survivor. Show them that they will be 
listened to, and that they’ll be loved when they’re 
listened to.”

via Philadalphia Tribune
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Black Women: The Roots of 
Organization and Movement

 Since the beginning of time, 
Black women have been the back-
bone of our community. They act as 
the nurturers, the breadwinners, and 
the wizards that seamlessly create and 
provide infinite opportunities and 
ways to support and love us all, while 
simultaneously being magic in their 
very existence. As Black people, there 
are multiple preconceived notions 
and stereotypes society has enforced 
upon us. But, as Black women, these 
misconceptions and caricatures 
become objectively worse with how 
we’re often pigeon-holed into boxes 
with clearly defined boundaries and 
edges, that have historically prevent-
ed us from having and exercising 
much of any sort of agency. 

 Despite the multiple oppres-
sive forces that attempt to stop Black 
women, though, they have for centu-
ries found way to work towards en-
acting social change through activism 
and organizing efforts. “Throughout 
the Civil Rights Movement, through-
out slavery and across the world, 
Black women have used their Black-
ness and their womanhood together, 

to challenge patriarchy and to chal-
lenge racism”, says SESP freshman 
and organizer Mari Gashaw. 

 Too often though, this activist 
work that Black women accomplish 
and execute is underappreciated or 
unknown, thanks to the two-fold 
oppression experienced from the 
intersecting identities of our Black-
ness and our womanhood. Dr. Sekile 
Nzinga-Johnson of the Women’s 
Center here at Northwestern says that 
this phenomenon is common and 
long-established, but Black wom-
en remain “at the front lines of all 
these issues because most of them 
are connected to their reality.” Black 
women consistently show up and 
show out when needed, because they 
are the most impacted. This becomes 
problematic when the work of Black 
women is erased and credited to men 
or overarching institutions of power.  

This erasure of Black women’s 
work has been well documented by 
anthropologists Judith Goode and 
Jeff Maskovsky in The New Poverty 
Studies: The Ethnography of Power, 
Politics and Impoverished People in 

by Taylor Bolding
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the United States, which explains that “ 
forms of voluntary action already present 
in poor communities,  particularly those 
that have been sustained primarily by 
African-American women, have either 
been ignored entirely or co-opted by the 
state and incorporated into local level 
bureaucracies”. 

 On Northwestern’s campus as 
well, there has been a long standing 
history of Black women’s work towards 
enacting social change and organizing 
being overlooked and disregarded. Kath-
ryn Ogletree, who was coordinator of For 
Members Only in 1968, shared that her 
work and contributions towards leading 
and expanding FMO were ultimately 
only recognized by her peers. The over-
arching administration ignored her, as a 
young Black woman, and would almost 
exclusively negotiate with the Black male 
graduate students. During her time as a 
student, she laments that Northwestern’s 
Black community was predominantly 
filled with and led by male athletes. Ogle-

tree says that even though Black 
women have traditionally been expected 
to stand up and do whatever is neces-
sary for societal change, they were also 
expected to let the Black men take the 
lead role. “During my time period, it was 
predominantly male and that kind of re-
flected the sentiment that the men should 
be at the forefront,” she says. 

 But, Ogletree continued to make 
strides for Northwestern’s Black com-

munity, never letting anything or anyone 
stop her. Black women are forced to 
combat and overcome patriarchy, insti-
tutionalized oppression, and a lack of 
agency, while still managing to serve our 
community at large. Hopefully, stories 
like Ogletree’s, and of the countless other 
Black women responsible for the ad-
vancement of our community who get 
overlooked, serve as not only affirmation 
to Black women activists and organizers 
but as a call to action to the rest of our 
community. We cannot remain com-
placent in the erasure of Black women’s 
labor and determination to get things 
done in the face of adversity. 

 Winter ‘1823



Black 

Greek
&

Black 
&

Greek
Black fraternity & sorority members exist beyond the 
Divine 9, but their choice of Greek life can be seen as 
controversial. What does advocacy and blackness look like 
when norms are challenged?

by Rory Tsapayi
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    It’s day one of sorority re-
cruitment under the Panhellenic 
Council and Titobi Williams, a 

Northwestern first-year, 
is unsure if she, as a black 
woman, should enter into 
a system she has known 
to be “a fleet of white, 
blonde women who look 
the same.” But she’s here, 
having only recently de-
cided to give it a chance, 

if only to see what sorority life is 
like for herself. 

    “You walk into the auditori-
um and it’s this entire room filled 
with white brunette girls with the 
straight hair and you’re like, ‘Wow.’ 
At first you thought you didn’t 
belong there, but now you know.”

    What is it like for Black stu-
dents in the glaringly white Greek 
system here at Northwestern? 
Three freshmen-Titobi Williams, 
Afnan Elsheikh and Ethan Tay-
lor-shared their experiences with 
me.

    One of Kappa Kappa Gam-
ma’s newest recruits, Afnan arrived 
at Phi Kappa Psi’s house to have 
a good time with her sisters. But, 
not looking like a typical sister 
of the sorority, she wasn’t readily 
welcomed. 

    “I had struggles getting into a 
frat party, I was like, ‘I’m a Kappa,’ 
and they were like, ‘No you’re not.’

    “They made me give them my 
name, made me spell it five differ-
ent times and they kept fucking it 
up.”

    From these accounts, it 
seemed to me that sorority life as 
a black woman is a constant state 
of being out of place. I couldn’t un-
derstand why someone would get 

involved, so I asked.
    Afnan explained that expe-

riencing a tough fall quarter left 
her wanting community as soon as 
possible, “A sorority, some type of 
organization that really made me 
feel like something bigger.” So why 
Kappa? “This is gonna sound fun-
ny but the diversity. Most of the 
sororities are very homogenous.”

    Ethan Taylor, a black fresh-
man who’s joined the aforemen-
tioned fraternity Phi Kappa Psi 
(aka Phi Si), explains his choice, 
too: “I just liked a lot of the guys 
that I was hanging around with. 
Part of it is I do enjoy partying. 
There’s a lot of opportunity to do 
that. And beyond that, it’s a good 
resource to have, you meet tons of 
new people.”

    It would be easy for me to 
criticize these decisions, to ask 
why a Black student looking for 
community would turn to the 
endlessly problematized and 
problematic Greek system when 
other platforms exist. Why would 
somebody voluntarily intensify 
their status as a minority? 

    But in Ethan’s case, that status 
doesn’t really exist. “In my po-
sition as a mixed person, there’s 
some sort of privilege,” he says. 
“People don’t look at me the same 
they might look at a dark-skinned 
person.”

    Titobi, who joined Alpha Ki 
Omega, says, “It’s just who you 
choose to surround yourself with. 
Now that I’m in it I feel less rare.”

    Afnan sometimes feels like a 
minority but says, “I think they’re 
very good at making sure that it’s 
not something that makes me feel 
uncomfortable.”

“I had struggles getting 
into a frat party, I was 

like, ‘I’m a Kappa,’ and 
they were like, ‘No you’re 

not.’”
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    The same positive feedback can’t, 
however, always be found within the Black 
community who tend to stigmatize Greek 
Life. According to some freshmen, mem-
bership in “white frats and sororities”—
PHA and the Interfraternity Council 
(IFC)—has been seen as disgraceful. 

    Titobi has been called a “traitor”. 
Afnan, an “Oreo,” says a friend told her: 
“You rushed a white sorority, you really 
are from Iowa, you’re so white.” 

    It’s widely held that Greek Life, 
particularly PHA and IFC, embody and 
uphold an array of outdated and discrimi-
natory social values, including those about 
race. For example, the hyper-efficient, 
“no-frills”, values-based sorority recruit-
ment process is meant to limit bias but 
both Titobi and Afnan felt like they were 
at a disadvantage from the beginning.

    “I knew I was bound to be dropped 
somewhere because I’m Black and not tall 
and skinny or whatever,” says Afnan.

    Is it a lost cause, then? Should a stu-
dent reject the convention by default? Or 
is there a space for change?

    I spoke to Juliette Johnson, presi-
dent of PHA and a black woman, and she 
insisted that there is progress being made 
within the system. 

    “‘Diversity and Inclu-
sion’ doesn’t mean a whole 
lot,” Juliette laughs, tell-
ing me about her former 
position as Diversity and 
Inclusion Chair, a role only 
created in 2014. “I think the 
ultimate goal is that it doesn’t exist any-
more.”

    Juliette has made significant efforts 
toward achieving this goal. Notable is her 
work in standardizing expectations of the 
Diversity and Inclusion job, designing 
training, increasing financial inclusivity 
and creating confidential “Affinity Spaces” 
for people of specific marginalized iden-

tities to discuss their experiences within 
PHA and recommend changes. 

    “We are challenging the status quo, 
we are challenging these institutions that 
have been around for hundreds [sic] of 
years and saying, ‘Look, your policies are 
outdated. Your policies are too conserva-
tive. We want change.’”

    Advocating for “moving away from 
this idea that we need to have people 
with marginalized identities in our com-
munity,” Juliette is focused on ensuring 
everyone has an equal experience within 
the system, rather than prioritizing equal 
representation in it. 

    “Our community was not made 
for everyone,” she reminds me. But it is 
important  to her that it is accessible to 
everyone.

    Juliette’s work in Diversity and Inclu-
sion focuses on three key questions: “Do 
people with marginalized identities feel 
like they can go through recruitment? Or 
feel like they can join our communities? 
And do they even want to?” 

    PHA and IFC aren’t where this story 
ends though, Greek Life isn’t “just white”. 
Northwestern also has a historically 
Latinx and Asian Multicultural Greek 
Council (MGC) right next to the Divine 

Nine, historically Black fraternities and 
sororities. 

Formed in 1930, the National Pan-
hellenic Council (NPHC) consists of 
nine historically Black Greek letter or-
ganizations, five of which have chapters 
at Northwestern. The Divine Nine was 
created to allow African-American stu-
dents to enjoy their own version of Greek 

“Is it a lost cause, then? Should a student 
reject the convention by default? Or is there 
a space for change?
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Life, distinct from the exclusionary preexisting 
system.

    “Our whole creation was the opposition of 
what they were doing at the time,” says Javahn 
Iverson, president of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, 
Inc. (Alphas).

    But perhaps this is news to you, the Divine 
Nine isn’t exactly a household name at North-
western. Its chapters have little visibility com-
pared to their PHA and IFC counterparts and 
their small numbers at a predominantly white 
school like this keep them out of the public eye. 

    “Take a small pool of black students; then 
take out a small pool of black students interested 
in Greek Life; then, a small pool of those inter-
ested in Black Greek Life, you end up with very 
small chapters,” says Alisa Nazaire, the president 
of Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc. (aka Zeta). She is 
also the sorority’s only member.

    Alphas are a large chapter by comparison, 
with seven members. 

    “People don’t even know that NPHC exists 
and I can’t really blame them,” says Alisa, “so 
even when we’re shouting as loud as we can, it’s 
really easy to be overlooked.”

    Both Javahn and Alisa highlight the lack 
of on-campus housing for Black sororities and 
fraternities as a leading reason for their lack of 
visibility. 

    “White fraternities have a whole area of 
campus isolated with their letters on it,” says 
Javahn, “it’s always been a weird dynamic to me 
for us to not have frat houses. It kind of puts 
things into perspective.” 

    An on-campus space for the entire Divine 
Nine has been proposed but the process hasn’t 
gotten past talks. The issue is mostly financial, 
NPHC chapters can’t put forward the funding for 
houses, not having enough members to raise the 
money. This , in turn, keeps their membership 
small.

    “It’s kind of like the chicken or the egg 
thing,” says Alisa, “we will have more members 
if people know we’re here. If we take up space on 
this campus we will attract more people.” 

    She reminds me that “more people” doesn’t 

just mean “Black people”. Traditionally Afri-
can-American fraternities and sororities often 
come under criticism for being overtly exclu-
sionary but that is not the case at all. 

    “There’s nothing stopping intermixing,” Al-
isa says, explaining that anyone is welcome, “but 
there is a reason why we chose to do it this way.”

    Joining Zeta in search of a community of 
black women, Alisa is currently the only active 
sister. But that hasn’t hindered her sorority expe-
rience. She is actively involved and constantly at 
work and benefits from a network of graduated 
sisters around Chicago. 

    “I don’t feel like I’m by myself,” she says. 
    But the fact is, Alisa is alone. On paper at 

least. So is Afnan, one of four black sisters. So 
is Titobi, the only black recruit in her sorori-
ty. Ethan is one of two black pledges in Phi Si. 
Whether in PHA, IFC or NHPC, Northwestern’s 
black students are quite isolated in the Greek 
system and that can only change if people are 
willing to get involved. 

    There will be no reform and no growth 
without representation. Considering that Afnan 
blames the lack of diversity in PHA on “a lack of 
interest from the other side,” I am led to believe 
that the onus is on us, the students of minority 
status, to get involved if we want to see a diversi-
fied Greek system. Everyone I spoke to advised 
students of color to get involved. If you’re curi-
ous, listen to Ethan and “give it a chance.”
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Black Heroism Can’t 
Be Contained By A 

Movie Screen

The president of Marvel Studios told ABC news 
that Black Panther is the best film the company’s 
ever made, and I don’t think too many movie pa-
trons would disagree.

Box Office Mojo places the recently premiered 
superhero movie, based on the Black Panther of 
Marvel comics, at the fifth largest opening of all 
time. The first weekend of the movie made $242 
million domestically, $77 million more than origi-
nally predicted; so it’s been a little more than pop-
ular. The motion picture presents us with generous 
doses of beautiful black heroism, smack dab in 
the middle of Black History Month. With a black 
director (Ryan Coogler) and a nearly all-black cast, 
the movie makes any Black person walk out of the 
theater feeling seen. 

 There’s no question that it’s adored by Black 
and non-Black people alike, but it leaves me won-
dering what this same viewership would make 
of, say, an international screening of the work of 
radical black Black Panther Party leaders; leaders 
who haven’t been afforded the same indiscriminate 
praise. 

The Black Panther party was a revolutionary 
socialist organization founded in 1966 to monitor 

Black neighborhoods and to protect residents from 
police brutality. It was responsible for countless 
community programs that gave vulnerable Afri-
can-American communities access to resources, 
such as medical clinics and free breakfast.

Black Panther is Marvel’s attempt at incorporat-
ing Black people into the superhero roles that we’ve 
been absent from. However, I maintain that every-
day Black folks have been doing superhero work 
for centuries. We just haven’t gotten the credit. In 
fact, the FBI has specifically targeted and murdered 
black Civil Rights leaders. I contend that there is 
no universe, even Wakanda, where the collective 
American imaginary can conceptualize radical 
black resistance as courageous.

“The extraordinary heroic acts by ordinary 
everyday black folks needs to be chronicled, cele-
brated,” says Dr. Tracy Vaughn-Manley, the Afri-
can American Studies Director of Undergraduate 
Studies at Northwestern.

With this vacuum in mind, I offer examples 
of three radical Black heroes in American history 
whose valuable work may also leave Black people 
across the country feeling seen. 

by Debbie-Marie Brown
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Fred 
Hampton was very much seen as a threat. Hampton was a leader of 

the Black Panther movement on the West Side of Chicago, and 
existed as a relentless force of good in the city. Here’s a quote 
from a speech he gave in 1968:

“We’re gonna organize and dedicate ourselves to revo-
lutionary political power. [We’re gonna] teach ourselves the 
specific needs of resisting the power structure, arm ourselves, 
and we’re gonna fight reactionary pigs with international pro-
letarian revolution. That’s what it has to be.”

Hampton said that people get the word revolution mixed 
up by thinking it’s a bad word. But he insisted that revolution 
was similar to having a sore on your body, and then putting 
something on the sore to cure the infection.

He’s presented through mainstream media as a radical 
threat to the community, says Dr. Vaughn-Manley. And be-
cause he was such an unflinching force toward the police, Chi-
cago leaders, the FBI and more, they greenlit a modern-day 
lynching of him.

“They broke in his home early in the morning, shot him in 
his bed. He didn’t have a weapon. They said he shot back, but 
all of the bullets came from them,” Vaughn-Manley continues.

Forbes says that the Black Panthers were an easy target 
because the public wanted to believe that they were just thugs, 
with leather jackets and guns. However, similar to the initial 
goals of the Black Panther movement in Oakland, California, 
it was about providing resources in their communities that 
were void of them.

“Hampton started the Free Breakfast Program for the 
children in the community so, that they would have breakfast 
before going to school. He believed that you couldn’t go to 
school and really learn on an empty stomach… It was more 
than just empowering rhetoric, it was about trying to meet the 
needs of their community that had been neglected, forgotten, 
and ignored,” says Vaughn-Manley

The Black Panther Party evokes a mental image of black 
berets, leather jackets and aggression. However, said militancy 
should not be parsed from their radical love for their commu-
nities.via Chicago 

Tribune Archives
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is described by Vaughn as the most militant voice among early Afri-
can-American protesters. Born in 1785, by the 1820s he’d evolved into 
Boston’s leading spokesperson against slavery. 

Walker insisted that slavery was a sin and that God would punish 
America for it. He published his Appeal in pamphlets in 1829. Walker’s 
Appeal was a rendition of the Declaration of Independence, but rewrit-
ten in a way that critiqued the notions of democracy in the US. Here is 
a quote from it:

 “See your Declaration Americans!!! Do you understand your own 
language? Hear your languages, proclaimed to the world, July 4th, 
1776—”We hold these truths to be self evident—that ALL MEN ARE 
CREATED EQUAL!!... Compare your own language above, extracted 
from your Declaration of Independence, with your cruelties and mur-
ders inflicted by your cruel and unmerciful fathers and yourselves on 
our fathers and [on us]!!!!!!”

He wanted to get his pamphlets in the hands of the enslaved men 
and women of the South, so he relied on sympathetic Northern sailors 
to hide and deliver them to Southern ports. Walker was able to conceal 
the pamphlets by sewing them into the lining of sailors’ clothing.

The Appeal is incredibly radical for the time period in which it 
was published. In it, Walker called for the immediate and uncondi-
tional emancipation of slaves, which was not a position held by most 
antislavery advocates in the 1820s. For a Black man to publicly call for 
the abolition of slavery and equal rights for Black people was not only 
revolutionary, but also very dangerous. 

Walker remarks on their condition: “That we are the most degrad-
ed, wretched, and abject set of beings that ever lived since the world 
began; and I pray God that none like us may live again until time shall 
be no more.” 

Walker proclaimed that White Christians subjected African slaves 
to the worst conditions ever suffered by any people in the history of the 
world.  The Appeal then has a call to action to Blacks across the coun-
try to awaken themselves to their condition and forge unity against 
enslavers, as well as against those who offered empty reforms.

David 
Walker
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remains one of the nation’s most 
prominent anti-lynching activists of 
the 1890s and early 20th century.

She was born enslaved in Holly 
Springs, Mississippi in 1862. By the 
1880s, Wells’ parents’ deaths left her 
as the primary caregiver of her six 
siblings. She attended Rust College; 
and divided her time between car-
ing for her family and teaching in 
schools.

Wells began protesting how black 
Southerners were treated in 1884, 
on a train ride from Memphis to her 
teaching job at a rural school. The 
conductor ordered Wells to move to 
the smoking car, and she refused on 
the grounds that she’d purchased a 
first-class ticket. The conductor, as 
well as others aboard, attempted to 
physically remove her from the train. 
On her return to Memphis, she filed a 
lawsuit against the train car company 
and won at the local level. However 
the the decision was overturned in a 
federal court.

Sparked by this, as well as the 
murders of her friends in 1892, Wells 
focused her scrutiny on white mob 
violence. She was not convinced that 
the reasons violent whites gave for 
lynching were rooted in truth, so she 
investigated several cases and pub-
lished their findings. 

The following is an excerpt from a 
speech she gave at the National Negro 
Conference in 1909:

“Why is mob murder permitted 
by a Christian nation? What is the 
cause of this awful slaughter? 

This question is answered 
almost daily— always the 
same shameless falsehood 
that “Negroes are lynched 

to protect womanhood.”... This is the 
never-varying answer of lynchers and 
their apologists. All know that it is 
untrue. The cowardly lyncher revels 
in murder, then seeks to shield him-
self from public execration by claim-
ing devotion to woman. But truth 
is mighty and the lynching record 
discloses the hypocrisy of the lyncher 
as well as his crime.”

Wells travelled internationally, 
to make plain to other countries 
the lynching Black Americans were 
subject to. She also openly critiqued 
the white women in the suffrage 
movement that ignored the plight of 
African-Americans.

Wells was an unflinching voice 
for the cause, and her identity as a 
Black womxn makes her contribution 
all the more significant. She wrote,

“First, lynching is color-line mur-
der. Second, crimes against women is 
the excuse, not the cause. Third, it is a 
national crime and requires a nation-
al remedy”

Dr. Vaughn-Manley says that 
there’s a whole generation of black 
people who have roots to the South. 
Who’ve come out of these really 
difficult situations; who have connec-
tions to grandparents, great-grand-
parents who were enslaved, but who 
are ashamed of owning or facing that 
history.

However, the means that African 
slaves used to survive, and come out 
of their circumstances is heroic. As 
you enjoy your next viewing of Black 
Panther, also keep in mind that the 
nobility and heroism of our enslaved 
ancestors and their descendents are 
ours to claim as well.

Ida B. 
Wells

via Chicago Tribune Archives

via 
Chicago 
Tribune 
Archives
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the mixed race struggle
   by Austin Gardner

Being a mixed race person in America means 
living a constant struggle of belonging. It means 
making people uncomfortable when they can’t 
easily compartmentalize your identities in their 
mind. It means not fitting into society’s precon-
ceived boxes of racial stereotypes and tropes. 
Society’s usual solution is to denote your most 
prevalent or expressed racial identity as your ra-
cial tagline, effectively erasing every other aspect 
of your racial identity. A blanket of assumptions 
and expectations is placed upon you, leading 
to the overgeneralization of your experiences. 
These generalizations are subconsciously perpet-
uated during inter/inner-race interactions and 
puts pressure on mixed-race individuals to meet 
society’s expectations and preconceived notions 
of race. Your ability to conform to these notions 
allows you entry into certain groups and fail-
ure leaves you without a community. For those 
whose racial identities do not neatly fall under 
this blanket of expectations, this leads to feelings 
of alienation and othering, and mixed race peo-
ple experience this twofold. Here in lies one of 
the biggest struggles of the mixed race american.

I’m a cultural and racial blend of Black and 

White to the point where I can’t comfortably fit 
into either racial world. I grew up in Oregon, a 
state void of diversity because of its Black Ex-
clusion laws that were not repealed until 1926. 
As a result Oregon effectively functioned as a 
White “Utopia” and hasn’t progressed much in 
its racial makeup with a dismal current state-
wide 2.1% Black population on the 2016 census. 
I was always denoted as the Black person in any 
group, space, or community I joined, however, 
I never had the opportunity to socialize within 
any Black communities myself. My Black family 
lives in California and as such I always partook 
in family gatherings and events most frequently 
with my white relatives. This built my knowledge 
of White “culture” and lead to me forming my 
conceptualization of Blackness very far afield 
from the expectations society frequently places 
upon me. This led to a very alienating experience 
once I arrived at Northwestern. 

Northwestern’s campus culture is very 
polarizing due to the vast range of identities 
and ideologies represented in this space. Ra-
cial groups form to represent themselves and 
this leads many students of color to coalesce in 

blackerasure
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erasure
spaces where they can have a reprieve from the 
often times patronizing empathy or lack there-
of from their white peers. Unfortunately, these 
groups can feel exclusive towards students who 
don’t align with the blanket of expectations and 
assumptions that enwrap them. 

This feeling of exclusion was immense for 
me. I was trying to reconcile with my Black-
ness, having grown up without anyone to instill 
Black culture within me and I felt  fraudulent 
when interacting with Black students at North-
western. Many would crack jokes around me 
and I wouldn’t understand the punchlines, 
certain phrases and words would go over my 
head and references to popular Black culture 
would escape me. My alienation intensified  as 
I grew to understand the dissonance between 
my culture and race, and how my Black friends 
would find amusement in my ignorance.  They 
would either respond with incredulousness or 
by sharing my ignorance with their friends for 
a good laugh. To them, they were just harmful 
jokes. For me, these experiences made me fur-
ther question my belonging in Black spaces.

Kimani Isaac, a sophomore theatre student 
at Northwestern relates to my experiences 
with accessing Black spaces, but for a converse 
reason. Her mother is of Germanic/Polish/Jew-
ish and African American heritage, but, due to 
the one drop rules identifies as a black woman. 
As such, Kimani grew up with Black culture 
instilled in her and holds a very strong cultural 
connection to Blackness. However, Kimani’s 
Blackness is hidden by her Saudi Arabian and 
Pakistani phenotypes, and, due to society’s 
tendency to compartmentalize racial identity, 
her Blackness is often erased.

“I love who I am but I no longer feel com-
fortable fully owning my Blackness because 
the world doesn’t see me as Black” she said. 
One prolific example of this process can be 
seen during the Northwestern Diversity and 
Inclusion True Northwestern dialogue where 
students were asked to silently stand when an 
identity they identified with was named. Kima-
ni stood when the moderator spoke of african 

americans, and recalls the following response:
“I stood up and looked around and I re-

member there was this one dude who looked 
at me and he was so shocked, visibly shocked, 
like now I think about it and it was funny, but, 
there was this 
one woman who 
looked at me and 
I felt like an im-
poster, I felt like 
Rachel Dolezal 
… and I don’t 
think that I’m an 
imposter, but I 
worry the world 
thinks I am.”

This fear of being branded an imposter, of 
alienation by our own Black community, is a 
concern many Black mixed individuals hold. 
My Whiteness is erased by the one drop rule 
and as such white communities will never 
accept me as anything other than a Black man 
If the Black community in return choses to 
disacknowledge or question my ability to claim 
this Blackness, then I am unable to ever feel 
content or that I belong. I’m simultaneously 
told I’m too Black and not Black enough.  

Of course there are some individuals in the 
Black community who are accepting and won-
derfully supportive of those of us experiencing 
this dissonance. But, without the support and 
empathy of the community at large, and with 
the large systematic perpetualization of these 
issues, it’s hard to ever feel like there will be a 
solution to this exclusion.

It is uncomfortable at times to be made 
aware of how you are complicit with identity 
erasure and exclusion. Nevertheless, my piece 
is not intended to create a plan of action for 
you. I have no solution. However, recognizing 
Blackness and appreciating it in all its com-
plexities is a necessary first step. Please consid-
er the stomach wrenching anxiety that we feel 
as we struggle to find a place to belong, and 
recognize that we are Black too.

This fear of being 
branded an imposter, of 
alienation by our own 
Black community, is a 
concern many Black 
mixed individuals hold. 
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BlackBoard Asks: 

I feel like every day I get on Twitter and Facebook, I see a new hashtag 
trending and all of a sudden everyone wants to be an #activist. As tech-
nology continues to expand and social media’s influence on the world 
grows more powerful, this phenomenon of online activism, given the 
term ‘slacktivism’ is becoming increasingly popular. So maybe I’m just 
a pessimist and it’s a good thing that everyone seemingly wants to get 
involved? I decided to ask a few people who are involved in activist 
organizations for their take on slacktivism in this digital age. 

Lauren is a member of Black Youth Project 100, an organization based on the South Side 
that is working towards Black liberation through a Black, queer, feminist lens, a chair of 
the community development committee for Black Lives Matter-NU and has been ac-
tive in the UnshackleNU divestment campaign. She said that she has observed many 
people get on platforms like Twitter to chime in on varying societal issues and get into 
arguments, but often times that is the extent of their action. To Lauren, unless your Twit-
ter rants are accompanied by “mobilizing, strategizing, and pushing toward systemic 
change… you’re not really an activist, you’re just opinionated.”

Lauren Adams, 20, SESP Junior

Is #Slacktivism the New Activism?
by Tyra Triche
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On campus, Onyinyechi Jessica is involved with the Black Lives Matter chapter 
as a chair of the community development committee. In addition to that, she is 
involved in reproductive rights efforts and volunteers for the Chicago Women’s 
Health Center. She says that she observes a lot of advocacy work taking place 
by way of social media. She said that social media has allowed for people to 
“amplify their voices over institutional communications like the media, espe-
cially federal briefings of what’s going on.” Though Onyinyechi Jessica would 
not equate this advocacy work with activism, she thinks that its position within 
freedom struggles remaints of much importance. In her opinion, one of social 
media’s greatest assets is that it allows for everyday people and those orga-
nizing revolutions to have a role in controlling the narratives of the injustices 
taking place in their communities.

Onyinyechi Jessica Ogwumike, 20, Weinberg Junior

Danté is a member of Black Liver Matter-NU and has been active in Unshackle-
NU in the past. In his opinion, an activist is someone who “prioritizes using their 
positions of privilege and power to disrupt the idea of privilege and power,” 
and this can manifest in a number of different ways. From his observations, 
social media platforms can bear useful, fruitful conversations, but he would 
call this consciousness-raising as opposed to activism. While he feels that this 
consciousness-raising plays a vital role in contemporary activism, social media 
often gives way to what he calls “call-out culture.” He said that he’s witnessed, 
“a lot of people feel like because they can call somebody else problematic, 
they can be on some form of moral high ground and be like ‘okay, I’m good, 
that’s all the work I need to do.’” Danté feels that in order to generate real 
societal changes, genuine, in-person conversation is needed and social media 
shouldn’t be the main focus.

Danté Gilmer, 20, Weinberg Junior
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