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Le!er from 
the Editor

  Somewhere in the Bible, right next to Genesis 12     
  and right before the whole forbidden apple 
  debacle, God made Black people and promptly 
  broke all connecting molds. He simply said, “Let 
  there be excellence” and called it a day. And if we’re 
  all honest Black people took this lead and ran with 
  it. 

  There isn’t too much out there that our people 
  haven’t looked at and known for a fact that we 

could make it infinitely better. Rihanna is in a constant state of re-defining fashion. T-Pain 
looked at autotune and gave us all the give of “Buy U a Drank.” And in 2013 when Black Lives 
Matter hit the scene the very idea of protest was rewritten. If you have any question about the 
matter just look to every other cause out there using the “BLANK Lives Matter” phrase like it’s a 
Mad Libs prompt. And from the beginning BlackBoard wanted to follow in this example.  

When this magazine began in 1971 there was no precedent to follow or outline for guidance. 
The only constant was the idea that the Black community on this campus deserved a platform 
with which to share its voice. Our experiences as POC on a PWI were more than simple acro-
nyms that rolled off the tongue. They were perspectives giving context to something under-
stood only by those walking in these identities. They usurped definitions of mental health and 
put together new notions of blackness because it was (and is) ours to construct and recon-
struct as we see fit. 

BlackBoard hangs its principles on this idea because the community we represent is one exist-
ing beyond boundary and beyond all normative standards. And such is a privilege I can’t begin 
to explain. 

Put simply: We broke molds. And if the last few issues are any indication I know BlackBoard 
will continue to even when I’m gone. I can’t say I’m proud enough that this is my last issue and 
that, honestly, this publication is just getting started. 
As always if you have any comments, thoughts, concerns or even want to join our team please 
feel free to reach out! Our email, BlackBoardMagNU@gmail.com is always ready to hear from 
you. 

Sincerely,
Princess-India Alexander
Editor-In-Chief

Le!er 
from FMO

To My Family,
Most of us are in no way blood related - but we are 
related. When I was first elected as the Coordinator 
of For Members Only, I saw it as an opportunity to 
serve my community. 5 months into the position, I 
see this as an opportunity to lead my family. As an 
executive board, our mission statement for the 2017-
18 school year was simple: To build, foster, and main-
tain a fruitful, inviting, and engaging Black commu-
nity for all. We have yet to fully fulfill this mission, but 
the groundwork has begun. As a board we have more work to do, and as a family we can do 
better.

Fifty years ago, 100 students put their education on the line to fight for the rights, resources, 
and privilege we sit in now at this university. Although the university made tremendous efforts 
to keep them separated and defeated, these Black students came together to takeover the 
Bursar’s Office and ignite change on this campus and around the nation. The group of stu-
dents came from all walks of campus life - from actors to engineers, and was lead by a fierce 
Black woman, Kathryn Ogletree. They broke the chains that the university tried to bind them 
with, and responded by using those chains to literally shut the Bursar’s Office doors for thir-
ty-eight hours. Thirty-eight hours they sat and fought for us. Thirty-eight hours.

This year we have the opportunity to continue and build upon their legacy. We have a fight to 
continue. We have change to make. Most of us have our own small families on this campus in 
the arts, or in STEM, but we are all apart of a bigger family, and a bigger history just by being 
Black Northwestern students.

I am halfway through my term as Coordinator, and have a lot of growing to do, but my request 
is that we begin growing together. To build that cohesive family I know we can achieve, we all 
need to put in work. There is no better time than now to build, to come together, and to make 
our mark. There has never been as many Black students on Northwestern’s campus than now, 
and I believe in all of you and the history that we are destined to continue.

A hundred students sat in an office for thirty-eight hours for us to be here. As we approach the 
50th year commemoration of the Bursar’s Takeover this coming May, I ask you to simply think 
about how you can better this family for those who will come after us. Break the box that you 
are in and leave your mark - because this family legacy will live forever.



           
  hen Alyssa Johnson first arrived to North-

western University, she was eager to get involved 
within the black community. As a new student, 
she knew that she could use her leadership skills 
to make a positive impact, and unite her fellow 
black freshmen. 

“I know that in previous years, black students 
didn’t feel like their relationship to each other was 
as strong,” Johnson said. “I want to rebuild the 
community and make a cohesive family where we 
all feel welcome.”

This incoming freshman class included the larg-
est percentage of black students in Northwestern 
University’s history, and like Johnson, many of 
those students are dedicated to strengthening 
the black community on campus. In response 
to this noticeable interest, Northwestern’s black 
student union, For Members Only (FMO), came 
up with the idea of a Freshman Executive Board. 
Meant to provide leadership opportunities for 
freshman members, the group is expected to 
plan their own social and fundraising events to 
achieve their goals within the community.

“Coming into this year, it was a priority for us 
to have the freshmen get involved,” said Kasey 
Brown, the current president of FMO. “I saw that 
they were all super excited, not just to be com-
ing on campus, but they were putting out ideas 
to make change and make an impact before 
they were even here. They were so eager, we had 
to give them an opportunity.” In addition, since 
most members of the current executive board 
are seniors, a board of freshmen would be a 
chance to prepare a new group of members to 
take over next year.

Brown and the rest of the FMO executive board 
voted unanimously to create the Freshman 
Executive Board, or FEB. The five positions cor-
respond with those of the main exec board, so 
that each new member would have a mentor to 
help them properly fulfill their roles. Freshman 
members were allowed to nominate themselves 
or others, and were required to write a speech 
for why they were qualified for the position. After 
the candidates were determined, other mem-
bers had a week to vote for the positions. 

Freshman 

Executive Board

W
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“The turnout was way bigger than I expected, 
which made me really excited,” said Brown. “Not 
just for the number of people who applied, but 
for the number of people who voted. I think 60% 
of the black freshmen actually participated in the 
voting.” 

Once being elected, this group of first-years wast-
ed no time in beginning their initiatives. 

“It’s clear that we all want to plan a ton of events 
this year,” commented Secretary Mari Gashaw. 
“Through all of the events and organizing and 
discussion that will go down, I want us to know 
that this is our school and we deserve to feel wel-
come.” Since being elected, the group has already 
hosted a showing of Moonlight, and have made 
efforts to continue hosting showings of movies for 
and about black people.

Many of the ideas expressed by the members of 
the board are social events, since one of their pri-
mary goals is creating a sense of unity among the 
black freshmen. Gashaw continued, “I want us to 
really cement the black community here. I want 
us to be able to leave freshman year thinking, ‘I 
know all of the black people on campus.’ I want 
us all to be tight so that if I’m in any class I will be 

supported by someone there.”
Though he is passionate about the social as-
pect of FMO, Treasurer Nelson Okunlola wants 
to make sure the group places emphasis on 
philanthropy as well. On his own, he has already 
sold cookies in Norris to raise money for gloves 
to give to homeless people in Evanston. 

“Along with my vision of allowing FMO to be a 
place where we can promote black solidarity, 
I also want to focus on giving back outside of 
Northwestern,” He said. “I plan on incorporating 
a lot of community service-based activities into 
FMO to try and show our black excellence not 
only on campus, but off campus as well.”

The board has now had two meetings of their 
own, as well as attending each of the FMO exec 
board meetings. Now the vice-president of the 
FEB, Johnson is confident in the group’s ability 
to make change. 

“We definitely have some stuff planned, but for 
now it’s under wraps,” She said. “I think we all 
have a common goal, and we're going to do our 
best to achieve that goal. We get along pretty 
well and I'm excited to see what we do in the 
future.”

By Maia Brown



Jayleen James

Black(Board) 
Excellence
By Kira Riley

Jayleen James is a friendly, passionate and outspo-
ken person who brings transforming, welcoming ener-
gy to the Northwestern community. Some may recog-
nize Jayleen from their intricate outfits and expressive 
makeup or their sharp, inquisitive tone during those 
difficult discussions saying things that need to be said. 
Whichever way you may end up crossing paths with 
this individual, you will leave the interaction feeling 
inspired to think critically about how you contribute to 
the spaces around you. 
Jayleen identifies as a fat Black femme and their iden-
tity can attract varying reactions. Growing up in the 
conservative, white dominating town of Wellington in 
South Florida, Jayleen had to constantly battle with 
racism and the de-sexualization of fat bodies. Although 
James knew of queer spaces in their hometown, they 
never felt comfortable being a part of those spaces as 
a Black queer person. Coming to Northwestern where 
the culture is still white male dominated, Jayleen chal-
lenges themselves to stand more boldly in their iden-
tity and makes it a goal to challenge heteronormative 
ideals. 
“I am always going to be and act like myself. I will never 
compromise myself for appearances or respectability. I 
am always going to be that loud, laughing fat nonbina-
ry person with the wild makeup and outfit no matter 
the space I go into,” says Jayleen. 
At first it was difficult for Jayleen to feel empowered in 
their identity. During Jayleen’s freshmen year, Laverne 
Cox came to Northwestern and shared a message to 
encourage the queer community to live in their truth 
whether or not they were officially out to their friends 
or family. Cox ensured the queer community that they 
were valid in their identity even if it is hard to claim 
their queerness in certain spaces. At the time, Jayleen 
had only informed a few community members of their 
identity but the validation from an iconic Black trans 
woman made them feel empowered to go further in 
their journey to accept and display their queer identity. 
Jayleen believes it is important to uplift queer Black 
and non-Black POC and empower one another 
through community. This Fall, Jayleen along with the 
collaborative efforts of members in Rainbow Alliance 
organized a Black Queer Utopia event on campus. The 
event featured work from queer artists and performers. 
Jayleen wants people to know that the queer commu-
nity has an abundance of skills and assets to offer and 
they want the queer community to be paid for their 
labor. 
Jayleen recounts the Black Queer Utopia event saying, 
“It meant EVERYTHING to see so much passion, love, 

and community for each other in a space where we all 
started off awkward not talking to each other to turn 
into a dance party where people were meeting and 
dancing with each other and finding community.” 
Jayleen’s involvement on campus highlights their 
mission to serve queer POC and circulate compassion 
and positivity for marginalized identities. Jayleen is a 
member of SHAPE which is a student organization 
that creates dialogue centered on healthy sexuality. 
SHAPE works to promote sexuality and make conversa-
tions about sex more normalized. SHAPE also works to 
combat sexual violence by educating the community 
about sexual assault and connecting the community 
to resources on campus such as CARE. As the co-pres-
ident of Rainbow Alliance, it is Jayleen’s personal goal 
to create programming around marginalized identi-
ties and making Rainbow Alliance a more inclusive 
community. Jayleen wants to be able to create the 
safe spaces they felt that they did not have when they 
needed it the most. Jayleen aspires to connect with 
more queer and Black queer freshmen on campus to 
ensure that they know there is a community waiting to 
support and value them. 
Jayleen is currently studying Gender and Sexuality on 
a pre-health track to become a Physician’s Assistant. 
Jayleen wants to make the medical field a more wel-
coming space for queer POC and promote the health 
and wellness of marginalized groups. Jayleen recogniz-
es the racist, homophobic history of the medical field 
and wants to help transform the relationships doctors 
have with their queer POC patients. Through tremen-
dous community work and engagement, Jayleen is a 
powerful influencer who will undoubtedly bring justice 
to their future career.  



 ust like there are multiple shades of Black, there are 
various meanings of Blackness. Attending a  Predom-
inantly White institution, or PWI, Black students in 
particular can become hyper aware of one’s Blackness. 
“Am I too Black to be in these mostly or all White spac-
es?” “Am I Black enough to be welcomed in primarily 
Black spaces?” These are questions that many Black 
students, myself included, have asked. It becomes 
increasingly difficult to navigate a campus when 
plagued with these questions that can make a huge 
impact on one’s experiences.

Dominique French, a fifth-year senior here at North-
western, notes how, as a biracial woman, her relation-

ship with Blackness is often times confusing.
“I started to realize the ways in which I felt like I 
couldn't claim a biracial identity without playing into... 
Color politics… and shade politics. And like feeling as 
though I was trying to get closer to Whiteness, but I 
also felt a fundamental distance from Blackness be-
cause I didn't grow up very close to it," She said.
Concerning how her Blackness is perceived, French 
thinks that non-Black students do not offer her the 
ability to exist as a completely three dimensional hu-
man being.

“You can't accept something if you don't see it.”, she 
said.

The invalidation of the Black experience is something 
common. Dominique feels it. And others do too. Mark 

by Taylor Bolding

Black Drops
in a White 

Ocean
J
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they were not accepted as mixed. Rather, these spaces 
upheld and enforced preconceived notions towards 
them, only accepting Danté as either Black or White. 
Fortunately, Danté no longer feels these identity pol-
itics in the same way since attending Northwestern. 
However, their Northwestern experience hasn’t been 
free of conflict.

 “We have marginal safety. That’s what I’d say. I'm out 
here confused because even on an institutional level, 
they want us but they don't.”, says Danté. "Blackness is 
like fifty fifty accepted. They like us, but they don't want 
the real us. They want what we look like."

Going into their third year here at Northwestern, Danté 
does not feel completely safe as a result of their Black-
ness. And that is not okay in the slightest.

Born and partially raised in Nigeria, freshman Nelson 
Okunlola views Blackness here as a united commu-
nity because we make up such a small portion of the 
population. Since he grew up in the homogenous 
country of Nigeria, his perception of race was much 
different. According to Nelson, Blackness is defined as 
a representation of deviancy and opposition, specifi-
cally, in opposition of Whiteness, and that Blackness is 

never truly accepted nor included within mainstream    
society. 

“Blackness is tolerated with a nice White smile”, he 
said.

Each student no matter how similar or different, pro-
vided valid and insightful answers. One key takeaway 
is that being Black at Northwestern is not a monolithic 
experience. Blackness comes in different forms and 
manifests in different ways. Navigating and defining 
that can be difficult, and that difficulty increases when 
one is plunged into the Sea of Whiteness that is North-
western, or any PWI. To some extent, most of us naÏvely 
thought we knew exactly what type of experience we 
were signing up for, but, in some ways, we had no idea. 
However, that does not mean we can not thrive in spite 
of these obstacles. In the words of Deray McKesson, “I 
love my Blackness. And yours.” And don’t you forget it.

Settles, a freshman here at Northwestern who claims 
a multiracial identity of being Black, Native American, 
Portuguese, and Indian, is one of those people. Cou-
pled with being low-income, growing up, Mark felt 
isolated and confused about his identity and where he 
actually belongs.

“With White-passing people, or multiracial or biracial 
people, it’s a different kind of struggle. It’s more mental 
I think. And I think what happens is if people were to 
see me naturally, there’s this subconscious or maybe 
it’s conscious idea that goes ‘Okay. Even if this dude 
is half-Black, he’s not going through half the struggle 
that I go through’”, Settles said.

Another interesting part about Mark is this: he has yet 
to step foot in the Black House since the start of the 
school year. 
“It’s difficult to identify with a community that doesn’t 
accept you one hundred percent.”
It is something he says he is working on and that one 
day he will eventually come inside, but right now, he is 
in the process of discovering and defining his identity. 

I am unable to fully relate to Mark’s experiences as I 
have never had my Blackness questioned, because I 
appear as Black. But, just because you 
appear as Black, does not mean you 
are always accepted into the Black 
community at Northwestern. Ericka 
Woods, a sophomore in SESP from the 
Southside of Chicago thinks that the 
Black community can be alienating as 
a fully Black woman.

“Sometimes I don't feel completely a part of the Black 
community”, Ericka said. “Not that it's completely bad, 
but sometimes it's just kind of weird. You’re either in or 
you're out."

Ericka points out that the Black community can at 
times be clique-ish and does not always serve as a 
source of comfort or community for her. She also ob-
serves that the Black community on campus is “wom-
an-led and woman-filled”, and that there is a lack of 
Black men present or involved in the community. As 
a visibly Black, darkskinned woman, Ericka does not 
always feel included amongst other Black students.

Compared to previous accounts of Blackness, junior 
Danté Gilmer’s experiences vastly differ. Danté iden-
tifies as mixed with their father being Black and their 
mother being White. However, Danté does not iden-
tify with Whiteness at all, despite their blue eyes and 
blonde hair. They point out that Whiteness is consid-
ered a norm, and that they are the antithesis of that 
norm. Growing up, Danté was never able to exist in 
predominantly or all Black or White spaces because 

“We have marginal safety. That’s what I’d 

say. I’m out here confused because even on 

an institutional level, they want us but they 

don’t.”



Therapy for Black Girls covers issues regarding 
mental health and personal development, and 
is dedicated to black women. The program was 
created by psychologist Dr. Joy Harden Bradford, 
and is meant to combat the stigma surrounding 
mental health issues in the black community. 
Example episodes include eating disorders, 
healing from sexual assault, and building proper 
friendships. The show also has special On the 
Couch episodes, which analyze prominent black 
female characters on television, and how they 
represent black women and mental illness in 
mainstream media. Episodes drop

Why you should listen: Anyone who identifies 
as a black woman or femme should listen to 
this podcast. If you are one of the many people 
who has struggled with romantic relationships, 
friendships, or mental health, there is an episode 
that will speak to you.

Episode to start with: “On the Couch” 

By Maia Brown

Four Fire
Black Podcasts
.01 .02

At some point, it is healthy to take a break from 
the stress of social awareness. In this podcast, 
hosts and longtime friends Crissle and Kid Fury 
discuss (and make fun of) relevant topics in 
black culture. Not only is The Read hilarious, but 
its hosts are unapologetically Black, queer, loud, 
and opinionated in a way that is both refreshing 
and comforting. While they occasionally discuss 
more serious current events, The Read is mainly 
known for analyzing pop culture. Episodes drop 
every Thursday, and last anywhere from an hour 
and a half to three hours.

Why you should listen: The Read is perfect for 
those who want a brutally honest, refreshing 
take on pop culture or current events in the 
black community. If you’re up to date on the 
lives of Black celebrities, or you just want to 
laugh until you cry, this is the show for you.

Episode to begin with: Any of the five mailbag 
episodes.

Podcasting has been around for decades, but a couple of years ago, the medium began experi-
encing a huge increase in popularity. According to Forbes, roughly 112 million Americans listened 
to podcasts in this year alone, which is an 11% increase from 2016. This is an important trend. While 
podcasts are clearly reaching large numbers of people, the low production costs and the prevalence 
of the internet have made podcasting accessible in a way that most other forms of media aren’t. 
Though there has been progress in the past few years, most mainstream media is still struggling to 
amplify Black voices. Podcasting has recently proved itself as a way for Black voices to be heard,and 
for Black listeners to experience content that is relevant to their specific experiences. Here are four 
podcasts bringing these Black voices to the forefront. 

One of the more popular programs on this list, 
Still Processing is a New York Times podcast fo-
cused on identity politics. Culture writers Wesley 
Morris and Jenna Wortham, began this podcast to 
combat the overwhelming nature of the regular 
news cycle. The program usually takes a major 
issue, which varies from gentrification to interra-
cial relationships, and analyzes its root and im-
portance. The show also features interviews with 
personalities such as Barry Jenkins, the director 
of Moonlight, and Joanne Hyppolite, the curator 
of the National Museum of African History and 
Culture. The episodes usually last from 45 minutes 
to an hour, and come out on Thursdays.

Why you should listen: If you’re at all overwhelmed 
by the current news cycle, or if you want to learn 
about recent events and hear cool, new perspec-
tives without having to read, this is the show for 
you.

Episode to start with:“’Confederate,’ ‘Detroit,’ and 
Who Owns Stories About Blackness.”

Afropop Worldwide is technically a music pod-
cast, but unlike most, it is based in historical and 
cultural analysis. The show discusses how the 
African diaspora and the spread of its music has 
affected the rest of the world. The NPR-affiliated 
podcast discusses everything from the African 
roots of Puerto Rican Salsa to the role of music 
in Jamaican social commentaries. The show also 
has special episodes called “Afropop closeups,” 
which delve into very specific topics and feature 
several interviews with expert producers. The ep-
isodes come out on Thursdays, and usually don’t 
last longer than an hour.

Why you should listen: Afropop Worldwide 
analyzes Black Music at a level not often seen in 
podcasts. In addition, anyone with an interest 
in African studies or sociology would enjoy the 
information they provide.

Episode to Begin With: “Afrobeats comes to 
America”

.03 .04



Growing up in Rwanda, where a dark skin is the norm, 
I never considered myself Black. Black was like any other 
color used to describe something a black book or a black 
shoe. I was surrounded by people who looked like me, so 
the only description box I had to fill was my name and not 
my ethnicity or race.
“My name is Innocent. You can call me Inno. I am from 
Rwanda, a small country in East Africa.” These were the 
words I repeated upon reaching the United States for 
WildCat Welcome. I used silly gestures as well, as if I were 
trying to give people an explicit form of what my country 
looks like. I was told that some Americans know little of 
Africa or Rwanda aside from images the media portrays: 
famine, war, poverty, disease. But there’s also a cross-cul-
tural curiosity. 
Many Africans are fascinated with Black American culture, 
especially the music. Artists like Jay Z, 50 Cent, Destiny’s 
Child, and the Notorious B.I.G are so popular their songs 
play on local TV and radio stations constantly. I myself fell 
in love with rap music as a teen. 
It gave me insight into the Black American community, 
describing everything from societal problems to econom-
ic aspirations. But these rap songs, coupled with movies 
and other mass media, helped me build a false perception 
about Black Americans and the U.S. as a whole. To me, the 
U.S. and all other first-world countries were where people 
had everything their hearts desired. Experiencing racism 
in an American context changed that.
Growing up, race was a concept I knew existed but didn’t 
give much thought to. Slavery in the Americas  and white 
imperialism in Africa were both rooted in racism, but 

A n A fr i ca n J o u r n ey 
to Em b r ac e a B lac k I d en t i ty

unlike Black Americans, Africans, after Independence, had 
their lands given back to them. We retained some of our 
culture, and so the psychological impact of racism didn’t 
compound generation after generation as it has for Black 
Americans. Additionally, in African nations where Blacks 
are the majority, it is unlikely that Africans will  experience 
the same racism like that exists in America. But my experi-
ences here are enlightening to say the least.
I remember watching videos and reading articles about 
victims of police brutality and questioning why viewers 
and readers were so preoccupied with the victim’s choice 
in hoodie. It was baffling that someone’s life could be de-
termined by clothes. The victim and I shared the same skin 
color and a love for hoodies, which made me think about 
how this could impact me. I asked myself: “Would I get 
shot too? Would I get stopped and frisked too?” 
The morning after Donald Trump was elected a Black 
woman stopped me on my way to class and with a warm 
smile said everything will be alright and that Black peo-
ple should stick together. I was speechless. Apparently, 
she thought I was sad and American. If a Black American 
would confuse me to be one of her people, then what are 
the chances of not being a Michael Brown or a Philando 
Castile? Every time my mind lingered over these moments 
I told myself I was Rwandan not African-American, trying 
hard to keep back my budding Black identity. 
I tried in vain to distance myself from the horrors of un-
fairness and the realization that I am a minority; a part of 
a race that for centuries has been named the “damned” of 
the earth. It didn’t take long to break free from the cloak 
that I had let cover my eyes and cloud my judgement, for 
I knew racism is not based on a nation or a continent. It 
is based on the color of one’s skin. I became conscious of 
how my skin tone affects the way I am perceived, the way I 
am treated, and to a larger extent, a struggle against racism 
of which I am now a part. 
I am African and I am Black. Two identities I embrace. 
And from these identities I also embrace beauty, hope, 
disappointment, happiness, anger, a soul scarred by the 
colonization of my ancestors, and a childlike,carefree 
innocence ruined by the knowledge of self in relation to 
racism. 

by Innocent Ruhamya
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BLACK MASCULINITY IS FRAGILE AND IT’S TIME WE 
BREAK IT. THIS SERIES LOOKS INTO THE INTIMATE AND 
UNSEEN LAYERS OF BLACK MALE EMOTION, GIVING SPACE 
FOR THE CONVERSATION NECESSARY TO END

CONCEPTOIONS OF THE HYPERMASCULINE BLACK MALE. 
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BLACK MALES

ARE RARE... 

WHO REFUSE
CATEGORIZATION

- bell hooks





In front of a pile of broken computers, SZA stares you 
down from her spot on the grass. Maybe she’s smiling, 
maybe she’s angry, maybe she’s about to stand up and 
leave, maybe she only just sat down. You can’t be sure 
what she’s doing, what she’s thinking or what she’s 
planning but one thing is clear  — the next 49 minutes 
of your life will operate on her terms.

An exploration of power, vulnerability, love and self-
worth, Ctrl is a 14-song confessional. As the album un-
folds, Solána Imani Rowe first gets to know herself and 
defines who she is. 

We begin in a place of hurt, SZA has been slighted and 
replaced and she doesn’t know what to do. Needy, 
desperate, angry and empowered all at once, in the 
stripped-back acoustic guitar opener, “Supermodel”, 
she bounces between desire and dignity, before mak-
ing up her mind in “Love Galore”. Bopping to a tropical 
beat, SZA and Travis Scott throw the fuckboys, the 
fuckgirls and the fuckwhomevers aside, asserting that 
if there’s no love they’ll direct their attention elsewhere, 
there is no time to trifle. As “Doves in the Wind” begins, 
the lo-fi production with a distinctive radio static crack-
le is interjected with the word “pussy” exactly 28 times 
in less than five minutes we see SZA deriving power 
from her own sexuality, she knows her worth and is 
unashamed of it. This is proud, proud music.  

By Rory Tsapayi

Ctrl :  Rebuilding a Broken Heart 



sensual harmonies with Isaiah Rashad) are the official 
announcements of this new resolve. First addressing 
the men in her life and then speaking to herself SZA 
acknowledges the hardships she’s faced but refuses 
to be scarred by them. She is on her way to happiness 
at last. 

Closing with a sombre and reflective guitar ballad 
that takes us back to where we began, SZA looks at 
her past, present and future in “20 Something”. She 
remains hopeful at the end of her story, uncertain of 
what’s to come but sure that the worst is over. 

Ctrl is a showcase of organic growth, it details a nat-
ural cycle of development and regression. Not shying 
away from complications of love, SZA recognizes that 
matters of romance are not clear cut, she embraces 
that things are murky and painful and difficult. Across 
14 songs, SZA’s heart, body and mind pull her in three 
directions but ultimately she chooses a fourth, know-
ing nothing more than it’s her best option.

And then it all crumbles. “Drew Barrymore” is where SZA 
slips. Insecure in the shadow of a new woman, her vulner-
ability comes to the surface as she pleads for her worth 
to be validated. Sugary, guitar and drum-driven pop gives 
way to heartbreaking, cinematic strings at the end, telling 
us love is no simple thing and that what’s worst for you 
can often be the only thing you want even if it’s tragically 
unavailable. “Prom”, despite its peppy disco-pop sound, 
takes us further into this woeful introspection. SZA re-
flects on her own maturity (or lack thereof) and asks that 
her partner be patient with her as she tries to grow up. 

A smooth and sexy electronic R&B intro leads us into “The 
Weekend” where we see SZA’s solution: compromise. Em-
bracing the role of the side chick and stripping away the 

stigma around it, SZA is happy to keep her Saturday-Sun-
day man, getting what she wants out of the relationship. 
As “Go Gina” goes on to confirm, the fact is that this emo-
tion-lite situation works for her, the cinematic and omi-
nous string-heavy outro, however, threatens something 
darker to come. 

Emotions have crept back in. SZA has a pattern: she 
gets hurt, she empowers herself and she falls back down 
again. “Garden (Say It Like Dat)” sees SZA catching feel-
ings even though she knows they won’t be returned. 
“You’ll never love me, but I believe you when you say it 
like dat,” she wails, her voice higher and higher with each 
repetition before she disappears, leaving the synth beat 
to play out without her. Insecure and asking for support, 
she finds herself caught up in this cycle where she is con-
stantly undervalued, “Broken Clocks” chronicles the ups 
and downs of SZA’s love life: an endless ricochet between 
attempts to move on and the hopeless salvaging broken 
relationships. 

But enough is enough as we move into “Anything” 
(sounding like a vintage arcade game soundtrack under-
scored by marching drums) and “Wavy”. These quick-fire 
songs show SZA’s new resolve to put the work in and rise 
above the toxic, worthless relationships that have been 
holding her down. Throwing away her inhibitions and 
taking things day by day, SZA has decided to get bet-
ter.  “Normal Girl” and “Pretty Little Bird” (thick with dark, 

Across 14 songs, SZA’s heart, 

body and mind pull her in three 

directions

I couldn’t have been more than seven. My father and I were 
driving through endless St. Louis counties and for some reason 
that Saturday he decided to give me my first of many lessons on 
manhood. 

“Not today, maybe not even tomorrow, but eventually, MJ, you’re 
going to have to decide what kind of man you want to be. You’re 
going to have to decide what you choose to believe in and what 
you’re willing to stand for because at the end of the day, that’s all 
a person is.” 

He’d rephrase and repeat this message as I grew older. Eventual-
ly, I got tired of hearing it. I thought I knew what he was talking 
about: be strong, be diligent, handle your business, show no weak-
ness. Be a man. But now, at 20-years-old, I actually understand. 
He kept telling me this because truly understanding oneself is a 
constant process. 

I was his Black son traversing through a white world demanding 
my pledge of allegiance while refusing to respect my existence. 
False conceptions of my identity were forced down my throat on a 
daily basis and the least my father could do was help me develop 
a strong sense of self. But it took 13 years for me to grapple with 
his advice in a way that was refreshing, revealing, and involved 
myself just as much as it involved each multifaceted hue of Black-
ness.

&4:44
The Privilege of the 

Black Masculine



The resolution?

My day to day heteronormative behavior contributes to 
the desolation of Black women and the Black LGBTQIA 
community. I came to this realization in stages scored 
by the various metaphors and flows of hip-hop. It 
started with Biggie, shifted to Outkast, turned to Jay Z 
and arrived at Kanye before sidestepping to Kendrick. 
Eventually I returned back to Hov upon the release of 
his 13th studio album, 4:44. All of them contributed to 
the journey, Hov’s just happened to drop summer 2017: 
a time when I was hyperfocused on masculinity’s role 
in my life and how my actions, as a Black, cisgendered, 
heterosexual man, help facilitate the suffering of my 
people. 

“There is a kind of impossibility to exist as Black in this 
world without violence”, says Theodore Foster, a North-
western graduate teaching assistant. “Gender is a part 
of that. To be a Black, gendered subject is to violently 
occupy some category. I say violent because there’s 
real sexual, and gendered regulation historically that’s 
taken place”. 

Darlene Clark Hine expounds upon some of the regu-
lation Foster refers to in her essay, “Culture of Dissem-
blance”. According to Hine, the degree of rape and 
domestic violence that historically and currently faces 
Black women breds a dissemblance. Specifically, it 
forces them to maintain a facade of openness that ob-
scures their truths and struggles from their oppressors.                                                                                                                                      

Those looking for a modern day example for what 
Hine and Foster are pointing towards can find it on 
Jay Z’s title track, “4:44”. Here, Hov comes clean about 
what seems to be everything: his dismissive lack of 
appreciation for Beyoncé, his inability to be emotion-
ally available, and his infidelity that almost broke their 
relationship. Sewn throughout all of this is a repeated 
expression of apology and guilt on behalf of the leg-
endary MC. But let’s be real, Black men, the contents of 
Hov’s dirty laundry doesn't differ much from the drama 
discussed in Black barber shops every week. 

I’m not suggesting Black men are the only group of 
men behaving this way. All creeds of men do. But they 
aren't the focus, at the moment. However, you, my fel-
low heteronormative Black men, are. And quite frankly, 
hiding behind the guise of “all men do it” doesn’t help 
solve the problem. We all, in some capacity, contribute 
to the belittling of Black women. Some of us just do it 
in different ways. 

I know for a fact that in my own life, I’ve done this. At 
5-years-old I demanded my older sister come inside 
from shovelling snow because it was “a man’s job.” Oth-
er moments saw me subconsciously giving my father’s 
opinions clout over mother’s. And in general it’s my 
lack of acknowledgement of any of the personal issues 

facing most of the Black women in my life despite 
keeping them abreast about all of mine. My role has 
not been nonexistent. I may not be cheating on one 
of the most influential artists of all time, but in my 
own way I feed the oppression of Black women. 

“Black women tend to have to make themselves feel 
small because Black men need to feel big. It’s just 
the way it is,” claims Ahlaam Delange, a Black North-
western University junior. “When it comes to spousal 
relationships, if [the Black woman] aspire[s] to be 
too great or too big, a nigga gets nervous.”

Delange breaks down that society doesn’t hype up 
the black man. And while it does allow him access 
to patriarchal privilege he is still disenfranchised 
in some ways.As a result, Black women aren’t just 
left with the typical demands of any interpersonal 
relationship. They are also left to choose between 
solidarity in Black empowerment and calling out mi-
sogynist behaviors. Therefore, my fellow Black men, 
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the problem becomes how we don’t give back what 
we’ve been given. As Delange says, for Black heter-
onormative women “there’s no mutual support and 
there’s a lack of mutual respect”. 

This lack of acknowledgement that we, as a collec-
tive, partake in extends to Black queer folk as well. It 
simply manifests differently. Tre’vell Anderson, a Los 
Angeles Times journalist and queer, gender non-con-
forming man, can attest to this fact. 

“[If you] walk down the street and talk to a variety of 
Black folk about people they know who have been 
victims of any sort of violence, but particularly po-
lice violence and you’ll hear the names Trayvon, Eric 
Garner, Philando Castile, Mike Brown,” he says. “You 
might hear a Sandra Bland, but you definitely won’t 
hear Islan Nettles or any one of the over 20 Black 
trans women who have been killed this year.” 
Anderson explains that this misrepresentation has 
structural roots as well as social ones. Typically media 

outlets and even police reports covering trans deaths 
misgender their subjects and effectively erase their 
identities. This then becomes a conversation about 
exactly who’s black life matters.

“It often ends up only looking like Black male lives mat-
ter,” he says. “Sometimes Black female lives matter but 
never Black trans lives.”

As I took in one of 2017’s most noteworthy hip-hop 
releases, I asked myself, why do we, as Black men, op-
erate this way? This is where “The Story of OJ” comes in. 
As a Black man in America, you’re either a, “light nigga, 
dark nigga, faux nigga, real nigga/ rich nigga, poor 
nigga, house nigga, field nigga” but at the end of the 
day, you’re still just a “nigga”. Yet, we rarely seem to talk 
about  these labels have shaped us. They’ve informed 
how we operate, how we think about ourselves, and 
how we think about others. 

One could argue that the modern day use of “nigga” 
differs extremely from it’s historical existence. But Hov 
uses it here to point towards the limited slew of iden-
tities that Black men are currently able to exist within. 
Mr. Carter then spends the next 2 verses illustrating 
the importance of generational wealth and how to 
achieve it. But this hyper focus on wealth and achiev-
ing the “American Dream” is crippling. It’s not Hov’s 
fault though. His celebrity doesn’t protect him from a 
pursuit of something he can never have. 

“Black men want to be like white men. They want to 
be at the top. But this order created by whiteness, has 
white, cisgendered, hetero men at the top”, argues Fos-
ter. “So the question becomes how do you get to the 
top? What’s the top?” 

The top is probably a middle class home. At least that’s 
what the 50’s-inspired American Dream developed. 
The problem however, is how this ideal centers on 
masculine ideals and proximity to whiteness. If the 
only thing distinguishing Black, straight, cisgendered 
men from their white counterparts is that white part, 
then that is the only thing they need to worry about 
being a threat to their control. Black folk outside of this 
identity are therefore excluded from the “dream.” And 
perhaps it’s time we as Black men acknowledge this. 

“Hiding behind the 
guise of ‘all men 
do it’ doesn’t help 
solve the problem. 

We all, in some ca-
pacity, contribute 
to the belittling of 
Black women.”



an NFL Coin Toss & the fate of black protest

By Brandon Ford

Historically Black forms of protest have ended in one of 
two ways. Either they are criminalized for their “militarism” 
or they’re co-opted by outside forces. In both cases the orig-
inal intentions are obscured in structural barriers and in re-
cent weeks the Kaepernick protest has taken the later form. 

Midway through the 2017 NFL regular season Colin Kaeper-
nick, the former San Francisco 49ers starting quarterback, 
is still a free agent. Although fully healthy and eager to play, 
teams have refused to sign the player who started a na-
tional anthem protest against state-sanctioned anti-Black 
violence.

“I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a 
country that oppresses Black people and people of color,” 
Kaepernick originally told NFL Media in a 2016 interview. “To 
me, this is bigger than football and it would be selfish on 
my part to look the other way.”

But his protest has been digested quite differently across 
the board. Every NFL game since August 2016 has raised the 
question of which players will decide to protest, and the 
fashion in which they will do so. Some NFL players continue 
to kneel before games. Others remain standing, denounc-
ing the protest as disrespectful of the American flag and 
war veterans. A small yet significant number of players stand 
with raised fists as a salute to Black power.

NFL owners, however are not interested in accepting 
Kaepernick, or the ongoing protests. During an October 
meeting at the NFL headquarters in New York, Houston 
Texans owner Bob McNair said that the NFL could not 
have “inmates running the prison” in reference to the play-
er’s on-field resistance. This statement comes as the latest 
affirmation of strife between NFL leadership and players. It 
also reveals the racist double standards driven by capitalistic 
interests. Although the league proclaims a stance of neu-
trality, many believe the manner in which they address the 
protests proves otherwise. 

“It’s interesting how fans can venerate Black athletes and, at 
the same time, be anti-Black,” says Theodore Foster, a grad-
uate student professor at Northwestern University. “I heard 
it all the time in Alabama: ‘I love Jalen Hurts,’ or, ‘I love Trent 
Richardson.’ But as soon as they leave the field, they’re dis-
posable as any Black person.” 

This past September Donald Trump addressed an Alabama 
crowd saying NFL owners should bench any “son of a bitch” 
who protests during the national anthem. The Sunday 
after players and owners who had never protested before 
kneeled, effectively rekindling the “kneel or stand” flame. 

During one game Jerry Jones, the owner of the Dallas Cow-
boys and an ally to Trump, linked arms and took a knee 
with his team before the anthem then stood as the anthem 
played. Jones later threatened to bench any player who pro-
tested during the anthem itself. 

“If you’re gonna link arms, you shouldn’t do anything, be-
cause that’s BS,” says freshman Eliza Gonring. “You should 
only kneel if you’re going to recognize what it’s for. If you 
think it’s about being anti-Trump or anti-whatever that’s not 
police brutality, then don’t do anything.”
Both Gonring and Foster are disappointed by the way that 
the NFL has ‘hijacked’ Kaepernick’s kneel. For Foster specif-
ically these divergent forms of protest represent “degrees of 
respectability” instead of a close-grained critique of an-
ti-Blackness. 

Contrary to the dominant narrative, Kaepernick’s kneel-
ing protest does not have a radical backstory. Kaepernick 
conceded to white pressures that suggested sitting down 
during the national anthem was an anti-military act. By his 
own choice, Kaepernick met with Nate Boyer, an NFL free 
agent and Green Beret veteran. Boyer wrote an open letter 
to Kaepernick in August that mentioned his initial anger 
about the protest, although he said he was “trying to listen.”

“I also know that racism still exists in our country, as it does 
in every other country on this planet, and I hate that I know 
that,” wrote Boyer. “I hate the third verse of our national 
anthem, but thankfully we don’t sing that verse anymore. I 
hate that at times I feel guilty for being white.”

Regardless of Boyer’s white guilt, Kaepernick never said that 
he was protesting the national anthem. He said that he 
would, for symbolistic purposes, protest against the oppres-
sion of Black people during it. To Kaepernick, sitting down 
was his original method of refusal. Taking a knee suggested 
that he had given into something else. 

“Kneeling has a long cultural history that is about respect 
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and deferral,” said Foster. “The way that I view 
neoliberalism in that statement or in that con-
text is: Kaepernick [is] appealing to who? 
As applied to the United States, neoliberalism 
is an economic philosophy emphasizing the 
privatization of social life. And according to 
Foster this ideology mobilizes social movement 
strategies to obscure whatever original critique 
was being made. For example, the Black Pan-
ther Party began as a coalition for the empow-
erment of Black people against state-violence. 
However by the late 70’s the FBI labeled the 
organization as a terrorist group, labeling some 
of its central leaders as public enemies. By 1982 
the group was effectively disbanded. 

Government approach-
es to Black protests ha-
ven’t changed much 
since. This August the 
FBI released a report 
labeling Black activists 
(specifically those in 
Black Lives Matter) as 
“Black Identity Extrem-
ists” and America’s 
newest “terrorist threat.” 
This literal criminaliza-
tion of Black protest 
works to delegitimize 
the fight against state-sanctioned violence 
against Black bodies. And although this is on a 
much larger scale, it resembles the manner in 
which NFL kneelers are regarded by the league 
as problem children. For example, NFL commis-
sioner Roger Goodell recently released a plea for 
all anthem demonstrations to stop.

"The controversy over the Anthem is a barrier 
to having honest conversations and making 
real progress on the underlying issues," Goodell 
wrote to NFL teams shortly before the rollout of 
the league’s plans to end the demonstrations. 

Goodell wants to “include such elements as an 
in-season platform to promote the work of our 
players on these core issues, and that will help 
to promote positive change in our country.” His 
compromise is that "everyone should stand for 

the National Anthem."
Northwestern freshman Jayden Logan believes 
comments like Goodell’s indicate the larger tra-
jectory for the protest.

“They’re just waiting until it goes away. I don’t see 
this continuing throughout the entire season or 
even into the next couple of seasons,” he says. “In 
time it will just go away and Kaepernick still won’t 
be playing.”

In some ways Logan may be right. In late October, 
the NFL supposedly invited Kaepernick to a meet-
ing between NFL players and owners, possibly to 
weather the storm of Kaepernick’s case against 
them. However, emails exchanged between 

league executives re-
vealed that Kaepernick 
had been phased out 
of the conversation. A 
pessimistic Foster does 
not believe the NFL 
will undergo any major 
changes.

“If anything,” said Foster, 
“the NFL will remain a 
site for a conversation 
about honoring or dis-
honoring the flag, and 

not a site for critical discussion about Black suffer-
ing.” 

Given that Kaepernick’s protest angers a majority 
of white spectators no matter its military-inclu-
sive evolution, there is likely nothing will satisfy 
that crowd. As they develop, future Black protests 
must stay revolutionary, because Kaepernick’s 
situation proves that some people will criminalize 
or co-opt them no matter their fashion.

“If anything the NFL will remain 

a site for a conversation about 

honoring or dishonoring the flag, 

and not a site for critical discus-

sion about Black suffering.”

By Debbie-Marie Brown

Home Don’t Stop Existing 
When You Get Here: 

Black Culture as Liberatory Praxis

Sunday mornings are a ritual for me. I always wake up around 7am without an alarm. It’s compul-
sive Sunday morning cleaning. If we’re talking cleanliness on other days of the week, forget about 
it. But Sundays I alternate between bachata and traditional gospel playlists, because those are my 
mother’s favorites. I hear her in my head, “C’mon Debbie, just do your chores,” and this time, I really 
do want to do them. Some Café Bustelo sits on the stovetop, and if you listen close enough, you can 
almost hear my four younger siblings fighting in the vicinity. It’s fall in New England, and I’m home 
again. 

The memories of home my cleaning sessions evoke are a form of psychological and emotional com-
fort, and I recall those memories deliberately. 

“Things that remind you of home are important. It helps you feel like you’re your complete best self. 
It grounds you [when] you’re in a space that’s completely different,” says Dr. Olivia D. Hoskins, a staff 
psychologist at CAPS and the liaison to the campus’s Black community.

Yet, oftentimes, many students don’t immediately recognize the toll that not “being grounded in 
the familiar” may take on our mental health. As Black and Latinx students, specifically, we underes-
timate the exhaustion we meet when these cultural methods of family and community healing (be 
it cleaning with family, the Black church, café on the porch in the mornings, etc.) that we may have 
subconsciously relied on to regenerate in times of crisis are inaccessible. 



it both more difficult to conceptualize and more 
easy to neglect. As a result, Black and Latinx people 
shoulder their mental and emotional health simply 
because they’re accustomed to doing it. 

“When you’re used to struggling and that’s your 
norm, you’re not exactly sure when you’re supposed 
to ask for help because the struggle is just always 
there,” says Rosemary Magaña, a CAPS Staff Thera-
pist and a liaison to the campus Latinx community. 
“It becomes, when is it enough to ask for help?”

Now compound all of this with the pressure we 
experience as racialized bodies to succeed in these 
white, elite, exhausting academic institutions. We 
get here and think we have to be impenetrable 
against academic stress and racial discrimination-- 
whether overt or microaggressive. 

A Vanderbilt study called “Reimagining Critical Race 
Theory in Education: Mental Health, Healing, and 
Pathway to Liberatory Praxis” explores “grit.” They 
define the term as a racial mental toughness Black 
students are forced to adopt in order to pursue 
traditional forms of educational advancement. 
High-achieving Black students are compared to the 
historical figure John Henry, a slave who quite literal-
ly worked himself to death to prove his worth.

“We have witnessed Black students work themselves 
to the point of extreme illness in attempting to es-
cape the constant threat of perceived intellectual in-
feriority,” says Ebony Mcgee, assistant professor of di-
versity and urban schooling at Vanderbilt’s Peabody 
College of education and human development. 

And Northwestern Black students need more than 
grit to survive this place. 

A 2017 study titled “Constellations Of Social Support 
Among Underrepresented College Students: Asso-
ciations With Mental Health” explores this very idea. 
According to its findings, the lack of social support 
experienced by underrepresented college students 
suggests the most vulnerable students may require 
greater support to have a psychologically healthy tran-
sition to college.

But if anything, we have taught ourselves to repress 
our discomfort. And there are several forces encourag-
ing us to repress that discomfort daily. 

“It took a really long time for my dad to even accept 
mental illness as a concept and he still doesn’t really 
agree with it or believe in it,” says Audre Sorem Smikle, 
a Black Junior RTVF and African-American studies 
double major. 

Smikle’s experiences aren’t unique. In "Black Mental 
Health Matters,"  a study published in the Journal of 
Psychosocial Nursing and Mental Health Services, 
researchers found that stigma and judgement around 
mental illness in Black communities prevent many 
from seeking treatment. 

For many low-income or first generation Black/Latinx 
students, not having the money for professional sup-
port can make subjects more willing to neglect their 
mental/emotional health. 

Samantha Alzate, a practicing Licensed Clinical So-
cial Worker in Connecticut, says that clients with low 
economic standings may not feel as comfortable in 
therapy sessions if their basic needs have not been 
met before a session.

When these critical mental health resources are finan-
cially inaccessible, knowledge around mental health 
services is distant enough to become stigmatized. At 
this point it becomes a “not for us” situation. 

Furthermore, it’s easy to see an empty fridge, a broken 
car or clothes that are too small to fit your child. But 
mental illness is not as tangible or as visible, making 

“

Dr. Hoskins says that students who come in to see 
her who’ve had some form of struggle, come in 
resilient. But sometimes, she continues, it’s hard for 
students to know how or when to accept services 
and support. She wants students to use her more. 

“Finding people and understanding and conceptual-
izing what help I can ask, what help I need and who 
can give me what I need was the most difficult part 
of dealing with my mental health here,” says Sorem 
Smikle. “A lot of people don’t know what help looks 
like.”

Black and Latinx students who may find themselves 
feeling uncomfortable in certain spaces on campus 
should not feel like they must keep up the pretense 
of comfort. You’re uncomfortable because the insti-
tution does not know how to cater to your cultural 
needs and sensitivity, as a predominantly white 

place, it’s not designed to be specifically comfortable 
for you. 

“I think it’s not that [CAPS counselors] don’t care about 
Black people or brown people, it’s that the institution 
doesn’t care, and it’s clear,” Smikle continues. “It’s the 
trying to take away space from students at the Black 
House. It’s not hearing the demands of Black people at 
Black protests and like, the silencing of people. If there 
is an issue, we can’t talk about it.”

CAPS knows this. They acknowledge their limitations 
as well. 

“There is research that shows that you cannot be 
healed in a system that’s also hurting you… We may be 
Black, brown, whatever our identity is but we’re still 
part of this system,” says Magaña. “As much as I care, I 
can’t be hurt because you want to see someone else 
because I’m part of this system, I’m gonna send you 
wherever is gonna be best for you.”

And so, I challenge Black and brown Northwestern 
students to try to “ground themselves in the familiar,” 
as Dr. Hoskins originally suggested. I challenge you to 
make conscious strives to find familiar things outside of 
this community and to bask in them. I challenge you 
to reject the notion that this campus contains every-
thing you need to make you feel like a whole person. 
I challenge you to take extra steps to pour back into 
yourself, as we are too too used to pouring out.

Chicago has good, authentic foods; we are not bound 
to this Evanston campus. You can’t always bring your 
family parties or your church here, but you can find 
churches, salsa groups or hair shops with Black womxn 
galore. Buy an apartment with a porch and relax on it 
with some Café Bustelo. Decorate your walls with all of 
the things you love.

Know that just because this is your home for four years, 
it doesn’t mean that it can offer you all the things that 
home encompasses for you. We must be as diligent in 
protecting our mental health as we may be protecting 
our GPAs.

“The process of healing from racial battle fatigue and 
institutional racism requires significant internal com-
mitment and external support,” the grit study states. 
“Black college students are brilliant, talented, and cre-
ative, and they dream as big as other students. Pursu-
ing higher education should not make them sick.”

“When you’re used to 

struggling and that’s 

your norm, you’re 

not exactly sure when 

you’re supposed to ask 

for help because the 

struggle is just always 

there.



Trauma in the 
Black Family, 
My Mother’s 

Experience and 
Why 

Acknowledging 
Pain is Dire

As Black preople, trauma is something that a number of us carry. If you are lucky enough you’ll to find 
people with whom you can openly discuss heavy topics. For some individuals, this is a staple of their twenties, 
a self reflection and open dialogue about things that have shaped them growing up. Mulling over this idea I 
could not help but think about my family. The lack of comfort I feel engaging in serious dialogue about men-
tal health and traumatic experiences with my parents is glaring. I continually wonder why I feel this way. It 
was hard for me to believe my parents were simply oblivious to the realities of trauma, and so it was difficult 
to understand why this was something that was never addressed in our household. I chose to investigate this 
by engaging in open dialogue with my mother about her own experiences. I wanted to hear her story and 
learn how she engaged with her own mental health. And so I began. 

By Tyler Holmes

BlackBoard: What does the term 
mental health mean to you?

Timbolin Holmes: Mental health is 
just as if not more important than 
physical health.  How one feels 
can negatively impact the body in 
many ways. 

BB: Do you feel your own family 
acknowledged your mental health 
growing up?

TH: No,  I do not feel that my 
family acknowledged my 
mental health growing up.  I 
grew up in a household that 
believed that children were 
to be seen and not heard, so 
many times my issues were 
minimized or ignored.

BB: Do you feel as though things 
that deeply affected you growing 
up still affect you today?

TH: I feel that childhood trauma 
absolutely impacts you for the rest 
of your life.  As you get older, if you 
have a supportive environment, 
however, you can learn effective 
coping mechanisms to deal with 
what happened to you when you 
were a child.

BB: You responded to that ques-
tion pretty vaguely but definitely 
alluded to the fact that there are 
things still affecting you today, 
would you be willing to talk 
about some of those things in 
detail?

TH: [laughs] I don't know which 
one to pick. Whenever some-
thing traumatic happened to 
me, I would take it to my mother 

and she wouldn't believe me. It 
made me feel crazy. One sum-
mer when I was around 8 years 
old, she had some teenagers 
come stay with us who were 
responsible for caring for us 
when they were at work.  When 
my parents were gone they 
would torture us. They beat us, 
made us take our clothes off 
and stand outside-- they tried to 
make us do unthinkable things. 
When my mom asked about 

The way the words roll off her tongue effortlessly, the way she can talk about these things without a break in 
her voice, caused me to wonder if time had indeed healed these wounds or simply allowed them to numb.

Suddenly I found myself opening up to my mother in ways that I only ever fantasized that I would be able to. 
Then it dawned on me; I had never seen my mother allow herself to be completely vulnerable. My mother did 
not seek a therapist at any point in her life because she never felt her problems were enough; she was con-
stantly told, and told herself,  they were unworthy.  I soon made sense of it all. No, my mother had never direct-
ly minimized my feelings, or purposefully perpetuated an environment in our household where we were not 
allowed to be emotional, but rather, I learned by example. I minimized my own feelings and trauma because I 
had learned to do anything else. I was scared to be vulnerable to my parents for fear of how they would react, 
how they would judge me.  By the end of this interview, I was crying. 

The key to moving forward within our own families becomes simple: push back against the attitude that inter-
nalizing trauma is normal.  It is easy to fall into the same cycle of prioritizing someone’s response to your feel-
ings over the cathartic nature of being completely honest and open for your own sake. Obviously, the world in 
which we operate is filled with everyday struggles. This makes it hard to acknowledge that our own individual 
trauma is important and worth talking about, but that’s something we have to actively combat. We have to 
eliminate the notion that vulnerability equals weakness, that one has to be deserving of expressing their pain. 
In reality, vulnerability can allow us to grow in ways we may have never thought we were capable of.

the bruises she didn’t believe me 
when I told her where they came 
from. I don’t know so much if it's 
still affecting me today now that I'm 
older... but it really affected me at 
that time. The more time passes the 
less affected I feel. But now whenev-
er people minimize my feelings it’s 
really triggering to these memories. 
Being given corporal punishment 
messes up your self-esteem forever. 
I mean it doesn’t ruin it but it defi-
nitely still has an effect. That’s why 

I never hit my kids because I 
know how it made me feel. 

BB: You said that your family 
was a very be seen and not 
heard type of environment, 
how then did you learn to 
cope with the trauma that 

you elaborated on?

TH: Number one, time heals all 
wounds. Number two, I know it was 
not my fault and I was not a bad 
person, and lastly, I know that my 
mother did not respond appropri-
ately when I told her things hap-
pened to me.

“The key to moving 
forward within our own families be-
comes simple: push back against 

the attitude that internalizing
trauma is normal.”



Christelle Fayemi, Weinberg Junior: China 

Fayemi expressed how her time in Beijing and Hanjxhou, China made her feel more confident in her 
identity. Fayemi said, “I think you become more solidified in your identity when you are challenged in 
it. By putting yourself in different environments, you learn more about yourself and that’s the benefit of 
travelling.” Fayemi also described her experience in China as an opportunity to learn to not let outside 
circumstances affect her inner being. Fayemi described some instances where she would be stared at in 
public and even talked about in Chinese by others, but she did not allow those situations to discourage 
her from connected with her new environment. “I could be there [in China] my whole life and I’d still get 
stares and stuff, so it made me more accepting of that. I didn't want it to shadow my perspective of the 
country. I met a lot of cool people. I love the culture and I had a great time.” Her willingness to remain 
calm and compassionate during perceivably uncomfortable situations allowed her to be open to build-
ing relationships with locals and gaining an appreciation for the culture. Fayemi is interested in doing 
more programs that will allow her to return to the area. 

IT was a cold, rainy day when I arrived in Belgrade, Serbia. My taxi driver did not speak English, 
but we found my hotel just fine. I made sure to tip him well, and he was shocked by my gesture. I 
wanted to make sure he never believed the stereotype that Black people don’t tip. I did not know 
what to expect from this foreign place, and I did not know that the next eight weeks would be so 
important for understanding myself as a Black scholar. Being Black in an Eastern European world 
warranted countless stares and curious questions. Sharing myself with this new community gave 
me a platform to redefine other people’s conception of Blackness. It is hard to imagine yourself 
being free or valued in foreign spaces, especially when your identity is constantly under attack do-
mestically and globally. My study abroad experience challenged me to view my complex identity 
as an advantage rather than an obstacle. After returning home, I was curious to find out how my 
peers felt about being Black abroad. 

By Kira Riley
How Does It Feel To  Be Black Abroad

Noelle McGee, SESP Junior: Scotland

McGee is currently studying abroad in Edinburgh, Scotland and she describes her experience being 
abroad as a challenge to protect herself and her identity. McGee describes instances where she would 
feel herself being hypervisible in public spaces and vulnerable to the white-gaze. McGee says, “[I am 
usually] one of a few Black people around… and I catch people staring at me in new spaces.” She also 
goes on to describe her presence in the club scene in which people will approach her and her friends 
and feel the need to touch their hair or dance with them without permission. McGee was shocked by 
the boldness for people to approach them and even touch them without permission, but her local 
friends have become desensitized to these situations. McGee says, “[I have] more amplified conscious-
ness because I’m by myself. I am always conscious back home [in Chicago]. I can’t take comfort in a 
group having my back [here].”

Emilie Umihire, Weinberg Senior: Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina 

For her going abroad gave her the opportunity to reassess her place in the world and her aspirations. 
Umihire expressed that being away from friends and family made her more independent and gave her 
time to revisit her goals. Umihire said, “Being away from my friends and family…gave me time to…really 
think of life and what I am contributing to the world.” Umihire is on the pre-med track and her compara-
tive public health program in Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina helped her to remain strong in pursuing a 
career related to global health. 

Ahlaam Delange, Medill Junior: China

She recounted her time spent in Beijing, China as an opportunity to be true to her identity as a global 
citizen. Delange emphasized the importance of learning the local culture and not just gravitating to-
ward tourist spaces. She was appalled that many of her peers were very proud of the fact they hadn’t 
made any efforts to learn about the culture before arriving. While being submerged in this new culture, 
Delange reminded herself to remain grounded in her experience. “I learned not to generalize but to per-
sonalize my experience and remained strong about that [when explaining my experience to others].” 

?How Does It Feel To  Be Black Abroad
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