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Letter from the Editor
Hey family,
I love BlackBoard Magazine. I adore it! Our magazine was
started back in 1971, but it was recently relaunched in the spring of 2016,
after three-four years without being printed. There weren’t instructions
on what printing a quarterly magazine would look like, logistically, and
there were certain skill sets that this initiative necessitated, skill sets we
didn’t necessarily have.
Despite the barriers of a smaller pool of writers, designers, photographers and editors, BlackBoard Magazine has put out seven entire
issues of content since the Winter 2017, not including our digital content.
We’re constantly aimed at improving ourselves journalistically, as well
as artistically.
Ubuntu, “I am because we are,” is the slogan of the magazine
that acts as a symbol for a unified Black community, for we realize that
honoring all of our intricate and diverse identities is the only way to
build solid, authentic community.
I want to acknowledge everyone who was a part of this magazine, one we have themed “Queer(ing) Love.” This theme has two meanings for us. The first is that we intend to prioritize the experiences of
Black LBGTQ+ people in this issue. The second is that we implore our
school community to queer the ways that we express love to one another,
in all types of relationships. It is my belief that when we search for creative, innovative ways to express love to people, we just do a better job
of it. Let’s focus our lens on Black queer people while we also become
better lovers, and better friends!
In Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology, authors E. Patrick
Johnson and Mae G. Henderson write that while “queer” challenges
ideas of heteronormativity and heterosexism, “black” resists notions of
assimilation and absorption. We use the word “queer” here as theorists
and activists of the 90s did when they first reclaimed to term. “Queer”
seeks to replace stable categories of sexual expression with fluid movement
between different types of sexual behavior.
Enjoy the magazine, and give a high five to every friend of yours
you see in this issue.
If you have any thoughts, comments or 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. Please ‘like’ BlackBoard Magazine on Facebook and follow @blackboardmagnu on
Twitter and Instagram.
Best,

Debbie-Marie Brown
Editor-in-Chief, BlackBoard Magazine
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Letter from For members only

Dear Black People,
At the beginning of my junior year, I began a deliberate
journey of self-learning and self-loving in a way that I had never
done before. I realized that there were a lot of ways that I felt uncomfortable at Northwestern, in my skin, in my identities. I decided that I would embrace myself, just being.
Through embracing the ways I express my Blackness, I fell
in love with us, Black People. I fell in love with our hair. Through
my loc journey I studied the way bBack hair spins, twirls, and
curls. I fell in love with our hair. The way it falls…or doesn’t. Our
hair has been compared to the roots that ground ancient trees.
Our hair has been compared to the clouds that float above everything, light and lifted. Our hair exemplifies our versatility and
beauty.
I fell in love with our swag. Whether we are rocking
sweats or a new fit, Black people have swag. Not the backwards
cap, forced whips and naes naes type of swag. The clean, the
smooth, the brush the dirt off your collar type of swag. Maybe it
comes from the last glance in mirror I take on a good day, or the
confidence I feign on a bad day. Regardless of how we move about
this campus, know you look good doing it.
I fell in love with our strength. There are struggles in this
world that only we know. There are frustrations at this campus,
that only we have. We go to classes despite the pain of racist
pseudo-scientific claims. We build community, despite the institutions that tear them down. We our strong, Black people. Know
Black people that you are loved for just being. So continue just
being.
All the love,

Anyah Akanni
Your FMO Coordinator
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SHAPE

By Ada
m

Mahon
ey

Sexual Health and Assault Peer Educators, also known as SHAPE, has
been on Northwestern’s campus since
the 2006-2007 school year. The student-led organization is an affiliate of
the Northwestern University Health
Service under the Center for Awareness,
Response, and Education (CARE).
The group aims to combat rape culture
and works to create an atmosphere of
healthy expressions of sexuality both on
Northwestern’s campus and beyond.
SHAPE actively uses education, public events, and open dialogues
on sexual health, sex positivity, and sexual assault in order to fulfill its mission
of increasing students’ awareness about
sexuality. This also means encouraging
students to learn and adopt healthy sexual behaviors, including contraceptive
usage, verification of verbal consent,
and how to have sustainable relationships.
“I think it’s important that everyone has access to sexual education,
and having that knowledge allows students to empower themselves and make
choices about their body on their own,”
says Senior Toni Akunebu, SHAPE’s
Co-Community Chair.
Education and empowerment
are cornerstone ideas of SHAPE. Every
winter they take in a new cohort of
students to contribute to this commu-

nity of peer educators. In order to attend
a general meeting and become a certified
SHAPE educator, you must be inducted into the organization after a 10 week
SHAPE training process with a total of 40
hours. This process entails learning the ins
and out of SHAPE, such as how to facilitate dialogues on sexual health, support
survivors of sexual violence, and prevent
STIs. Once given membership, students can
begin their journey of educating the larger
Northwestern community and participate
in giving presentations, hosting workshops,
and managing the G-Spot table.
This idea of empowerment is
a main draw for members interested in
joining SHAPE, especially students from
communities where talking about sex is
considered taboo.
Executive Director of SHAPE
and Senior, Serene Singh, says “[SHAPE]
provides a formal alleyway for all students
to be educated on these very important
topics that affect every intersection on this
campus.” She also highlights the fact that
SHAPE is especially important for students
that “don’t have either the intrinsic motivation or the resources to go and pursue their
own sexual education.”
SHAPE often holds presentations
and workshops for different groups on
campus like clubs, fraternities, and sororities. But another key aspect of SHAPE is
their G-Spot tabling, which takes place on
9

Fridays in Norris University Center.
G-spot tabling allows SHAPE to present
itself to the broader Northwestern community, to pass out things like condoms,
and answer questions around sexual
health from a more general audience.
G-Spot Chair, Celestine Emberton, who also serves as the student
liaison between SHAPE and CARE,
understands just how important SHAPE
is to creating a healthy and inclusive
community through education on
Northwestern’s campus.
“One of the most important
pieces of [SHAPE’s] educational component is making sure we have everyone’s perspective taken into account and
having resources for everyone to ensure
comfortability,” says Emberton.
Arguably this is even more
important for students of color, specifically Black students on campus who
face historical and systemic stereotypes
around sexuality.
“As a women of color, I think
it’s really important to understand how
the intersections of gender and race
affect one’s sexual health,” says Emberton. This idea of intersectionality moves
beyond salient identities and can affect
“how students think about sex, and how
that can affect their opinions on sexual
assault,” she says.
For this reason, SHAPE has
actively shifted towards diversifying its
membership and the organizations they
collaborate with.
Although historically SHAPE has been
a majority white organization and has
focused on the education of members of
greek life, with the help of new leadership the organization has worked to
collaborate with different Black groups
on campus like The Collective, a club
meant to explore Black masculinity, and
For Us, By Us, an organization intended to be a safe space for Black womxn-identifying individuals on Northwestern’s campus.
These collaborations emphasize
education around our salient identities
and how those identities play a role in
one’s sexual expression.
“It’s important to understand the historical aspects of Black sexuality… including the stereotypes around Black male

TS::

and female sexuality and how they
have been used to police and control
Black bodies,” says Akunebu.
The organization also makes
it clear that when entering the realm
of Black sexuality it is important
to remember that this reclaiming of
sexuality is apart of self-exploration
that can only be done individually,
but with guidance from SHAPE.
SHAPE is unique in its
ability to highlight and affirm student
voices on campus, which makes it an
invaluable and compelling resource
for Black students on campus who
may have strifes about reaching out
to administration or adults surrounding sexual topics. The organization
has also used this past school year to
underscore the importance of understanding how the ideas of mental
health, physical ability, body positivity and queerness intersect in one’s
beliefs surrounding sexual health.
SHAPE is continuing to
grow and reach new corners of
this campus, and is always open to
collaboration with the greater Northwestern community.
“I see within the next one to
two years, [SHAPE] continuing to
grow and build relationships, while
having a stronger hold on marginalized communities that need this
support just as much as other communities on this campus,” says Singh
of what the future has in store for
SHAPE.
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By Camille Williams

I

n 2016, two Black, femme-identifying students
auditioning for Lipstick Theater’s Burlesque show felt
excluded and disrespected by the portrayal of a polyamorous relationship. The first people of color Burlesque
show was established in collaboration with the student
group Living in Color (LIC), before becoming its own
student group the following year.
The theme of the third annual B. Burlesque
show is “B,” which can mean anything you want it to:
bold, black, beautiful or just “be,” says the current president of B. Burlesque and School of Communications
junior, Rekhia Adams.
“We are just trying to make a space where
everyone of whatever identity can have the power to actually represent themselves, instead of having someone
else represent them,” Adams says.
Before joining the executive board last year,
Adams performed in B. Burlesque’s inaugural show as a
freshman.
“I think a lot of people mistook it as coming out
of hatred, or not accepting or going against Lipstick’s
Burlesque,” she says of the first show. “But everyone
involved saw it as a way of reclaiming something for
these bodies that we were trying to present had been left
out of.”
This year, leaders of B Burlesque, Lipstick
Theater’s Burlesque and SHAPE have come together
to address why the separation occurred years ago and
figure out how Lipstick can make their process more
inclusive without taking away from what B. Burlesque
has become. Lipstick Theater will release a statement to
the community, and for the first time, both organizations
will work toward marketing each other’s events.
B. Burlesque has a tradition of featuring a local
artist to perform and choreograph group numbers; this
year’s guest is Cruel Valentine, also known as “Chicago’s own Community Chest,” who is an award-winning
international burlesque entertainer. The show will also
include a SHAPE presentation during the program
because they want the audience to understand that the
show isn’t just entertainment, but a form of personal
growth.
“We felt as though in such a space, there’s a
lot of consent that needs to be talked about,” Adams
says. “There’s a lot between the audience, there’s a lot
between dancers, and we just wanted to create a space
where we know people are going to be vulnerable with
their bodies, and sometimes their sexuality.”
There are no auditions for B. Burlesque, and
students self-choreograph most of the numbers. Since
last year, B. Burlesque has brought in burlesque dancers of color from Chicago to lead workshops, to make
newcomers more comfortable.
Though this is Weinberg junior Brittany Hen- 11

ry’s first year performing in B. Burlesque, she says she’s
not as uncomfortable as she thought she would be.
“I thought I’d be like, ‘Oh, God, I’m about to
show everybody my yams, like everybody’s finna see my
whole cheeks,” Henry says. “I’m like, these are two different me’s, and I’m just going to remove my brain from
this and just think solely through this different person…
like putting on a proverbial wig.”
Joel Alvarez, an executive board member and
Weinberg junior, got involved as a performer last year.
He opened up the show in a trio with two close friends
to Beyonce’s “Partition,” in which they walked him on a
leash and paddled him in front of 400 people.
“I think it was a very valuable space to join and

community to find myself in, because I was still
a drowning sophomore, and it gave me a sense of
community with other minority students that I can
identify with,” he says.
Alvarez further explained that the community is very intersectional, and provides a place for
people all across the sexuality and gender spectrum
to express themselves.

Above: B. Burlesque rehearsal from Monday, February
18, 2019. Photo via Camille Williams.
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How to Have

ex can be awesome,
freeing, and exhilarating. It can also
play out as a scary, uncomfortable
and shameful experience. BlackBoard says, fuck that! We believe that
college-aged students deserve to have
fulfilling, positive sexual experiences, if they want sex. If they don’t, we
went them to have that too. We sat
down with Dr. Alexandra Solomon,
a licensed clinical psychologist who
specializes in love and sex, and she
gave us several tips.
Before we jump into those
tips, Dr. Solomon encourages us to
name the reasons why it’s difficult
to easily have this conversation, and
why our preconceptions of sex might
already be jacked up.
First off, sex education around
the country is inconsistent and inaccurate. A 2017 study by the Guttmacher
Institute shows that only 13 states in
the nation require sex education to be
medically accurate. A second reason
our preconceptions might be off is that
we’ve all internalized certain binaries
about sex and what each person is
“supposed to do” during intercourse.
This limits the kinds of incredible,
creative experiences one might make
with a partner. Continue on below to
learn how to make your sex life yours.
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1. Break out of the binary!

By Debbie-Marie Brown

2. Recognize that owning and learning
your sexuality is a lifelong process

The narrative arch of sex is heavily scripted and culturally bound. When
there is a cis male and a cis female body,
you have that huge, old, rigid script about
who does what to whom, who’s supposed
to lead and who’s supposed to follow. That
binary also plays out in non-hetero ideas
of “active/passive,” “leading/following,”
and “giving/receiving” roles. These can be
equally rigid, and can compromise intimacy. Intimacy is two people coming together,
sharing space and creating something together. The moment you say ‘I am this, you
are this,’ you’ve limited who you each can
be in that space. Break out of the binary!

We have to unlearn all of the wrong
things we think about sex. We bring internalized, inaccurate and unhelpful messages
about sex into the experience with us; messages that tie together sex and fear, sex and
sin, and sex and danger. Solomon encourages students to commit themselves to being
lifelong learners about their own sexuality.
Look up a diagram of a vulva, and make
sure you can name the labia, vaginal opening
and clitoris. If you can name your own
parts, you are more likely to be in a position
to advocate for what your body wants and
needs. Sex education has to be a continuing
education process for all of us.

3. Establish some level of trust and safety
with your partner before you fuck

4. Practice communicating your sexual
needs in a mirror, or with a friend

Great sex starts before you take
any clothes off, or even enter the bedroom. Being mindful during sex means
that you’re able to be present and enjoy
the sexual experience without worrying,
‘What are you gonna think about me?
What are you gonna say about me to other
people? Have we determined ahead of
time what’s in bounds and what’s out of
bounds?’ When you set those parameters
before you enter a sexual space, it allows
you to be present to your body, your partner’s body and to the experience overall.

It can be hard to talk openly about
sex, but it’s so important to do so. Two
ways you can practice the conversation you
want (and need) to have are in a mirror, or
with a friend.For example, get in the habit
of saying aloud, “I’m so excited to go to
bed with you, and I want to make sure
we’re clear on how we’re going to keep our
bodies safe.” Or, “I’m really up for ‘x,’ but
I’m not up for ‘y’.” Soloman says we’ve
developed a very “all or nothing” mentality
with sexual partners, believing we either
have no sexual relationship with the person
or every sexual act is on the table. This
mentality isn’t realistic.

5. Let your sexual journey with a partner take place over
time, it doesn’t have to all happen in one session

6. Honor your bodily cues, which starts with a slow
appreciation of your own body

A sexual journey can take place
over several episodes. For example, you
can have a really great hour-long make-out
session. The next time, it can be a makeout
session with some clothes coming off. The
experience can be a progression, instead of
an all-or-nothing experience. Being very
comfortable saying, ‘I love what we’re
doing, I’m super comfortable here and I’m
not ready to go any further,’ is an important
skill.

Imagine kissing, then check in with yourself. You might
think, ‘That’s going to make me feel really good.’ Imagine being
naked, then check in with yourself. If you think, ‘I don’t feel
ready for that yet,’ that’s a cue. Walk yourself through the sexual
experience and notice what comes up in your body, especially
emotions like fear and anxiety, which are stop signs.
College-aged students often override the red signs their
body is telling them because popular sex culture makes you
think, ‘I’m 20 years old, I should be ready for this.’ A better way
to respond to your anxieties would be, ‘Okay, when I imagine
that sex act I feel really fluttered anxiety. Let me just stay and
unpack that, and wonder what’s getting in the way.’ Honor where
your body is ready to go, and where it isn’t ready to go.

Dr. Alexandra
Soloman works at the Family
Institute at Northwestern as a
clinical psychologist and as a
clinical assistant professor in
the Department of Psychology
at Northwestern. Check out her
book Loving, Bravely, which is
about understanding yourself and what you bring into
relationships. Her next book,
Taking Sexy Back, comes out
February 2020.

But I’M A CHEERLEADER...
FINDING QUEER IN STRAIGHT PLACES

L

ast November I turned 20 and decided I wanted this year to be one of honesty. I want
my twenties to be dedicated to becoming a better
version of myself because, for the majority of my
teens, I dealt with a lot of self-hatred. Coming to
college, I assumed that my mental health would
magically be cured and that I would suddenly be
this new, happier person.
This idea I had was clearly wrong. It
manifested itself in me refusing to go to therapy,
behaving recklessly, and, overall, not caring about
my wellbeing during my first year. This past fall
quarter—the beginning of my sophomore year—
was a continuation of those patterns, and it took
me going home for winter break to realize some of
the things I had been avoiding. It was after I randomly decided to watch “Love, Simon” at 2am—
and proceeded to bawl for an hour on my couch—
that something had finally broken to the surface. I
think I always knew that I had questions about my
sexuality and, for a long time, I never felt comfortable figuring out answers to those questions. Well,
until now.
To start, I’m Black and a woman, two
visible traits that I have had to navigate and understand for 20 years. However, my sexuality isn’t
outwardly apparent. It’s something you can’t physically see, unlike being a woman or being Black,
and so I never felt forced to scrutinize it. I grew
up in a town in the South named Johns Creek,
Georgia within a methodist congregation that
didn’t acknowledge LGBTQ+ identities as legitimate. There were never open conversations about
sexual identity in the classroom, in my family, and
certainly not in church. Any questions I had about
my sexuality, I jammed them into a box, put that
box in a car, and then pushed that car off a cliff.
Back in Johns Creek, my hometown, there
weren’t any visible queer people. Northwestern
flipped that script. Upon my arrival here, I met so
many beautiful and intelligent Black people that
identify as bisexual, queer, and non-binary, among
other identities. This was also the first time for me
where being queer didn’t feel shameful, abnormal
or something that could never be spoken about.
In fact, classes such as the Black Diaspora taught
me new, critical knowledge about queerness, and
sexual identities and their intersections within the
black community. Getting the opportunity to learn
about queerness and talk about it in an academic
setting gave more reaffirmation to the feeling of 13
“this is okay.” I remember one day walking with

By Alyssa Johnson

one my friends, somehow getting into an excited
conversation about our campus crushes. I said
to them, “Oh I have a huge girl crush on—!” To
which they responded, “You know you don’t have
to say ‘girl crush’, you can just say you like her,”
while chuckling at my obvious state of delusion.
I brushed it off, and reassured them it was only a
“girl crush.” However, this one simple statement
was something I think I’d been waiting a long
time to hear. This reassurance that if I were to like
anyone that wasn’t a straight man, that it would be
okay, and that it wasn’t strange or weird.
What made it particularly difficult to
accept that I may not be heterosexual is that I’d
put myself in roles that reinforced heteronormativity. I’ve been a cheerleader since the 8th grade,
I’m currently on the Northwestern cheer team. It’s
always been reinforced that the cheerleader “dates
the football player” in movies and pop culture, but
no one ever thinks to imagine the “cheerleader is
dating the other cheerleader.” Heteronormativity
also dominates my experience in greek life. Most
people assume your date to events is going to be
a “boy that you like,” or that you have a pledge
husband. Were these roles going to trap me for
the rest of my college experience? For so long this
idea that heterosexuallity was the only normal or
“right” way to live was finally coming undone.
Meeting Sonia, another “non-heterosexual” girl in
greek life; realizing my “girl crushes” are in fact
normal crushes; learning about queerness in the
classroom; and meeting and befriending beautiful,
Black queer Northwestern students all have led me
here, coming to self-acceptance.
The way I like to describe this is almost
like I’ve been wearing a heavy, itchy turtleneck
sweater. Sometimes I never notice the uncomfortability, sometimes the sweater feels non-existent. Other days it’s choking, unbearable, tight
like a python wrapped around my neck, and so
restrictive I can’t move. Other times it’s reduced to
a barely existent itch. However, despite its different forms and shapes, the sweater has always been
there, and the idea of taking it off is scary. In a
way, despite how awful and ugly the sweater has
been it has acted as a protective shield and a privilege, guarding me from the violence and harshness that the world will inevitably hurl at me once
it comes off. But, at the same time, it has been
slowly killing me, and preventing me from reaching this possibility of happiness. So, I’m finally
deciding to take it off, and I’m ready to start loving
every aspect of myself. Here’s to my twenties!

QUEER
AFRICA:
linking pre-colonial and
contemporary lgbtq communities

“H

omosexuality is
un-African,” is one popular
phrase uttered by many Africans. The danger with this
is that it perpetuates discrimination, and worse, violence against Africans of the
LGBTQ+ community. This historical fact, however, one that
has been altered and shunned
by colonialism, shows that true
Africanness celebrates diversity
and promotes acceptance.
The idea that queer identities are a colonial import being
enforced in African countries
Above: Two young woman hold a hand-written sign protesting the criminalization of LGBTQ individuals in several
by the West has rallied, and
Commonwealth countries. The sign is sending a message to Yoweri Museveni, the president of Uganda, to hold himself accountable for years of hate crimes against the LGBTQ community. Photo via Alisdaire Hickson.
continues to rally, many Africans
with anti-colonial sentiments, to
push back on LGBTQ+ activism. It is of no surprise that many politicians have used such
attitudes to increase their power base and popularity points as a “revolutionary” response to
combat neo-imperialism.
The infamous 2014 Uganda Anti-Homosexuality Act, for example, was proposed by
the Ugandan Parliament and signed into law by the president, Yoweri Museveni, on February 24, 2014. In fact, the Amnesty International for LGBTQ+ rights, in May 2018, mapped
out anti-gay laws in Africa and found homosexuality to be legal in around 37 countries and
punishable by death in three regions.
Strict policing against queer expressions are also enforced in the entertainment
industry. One example of this is in Kenya, where a movie called “Rafiki” was banned by
Kenya’s Film and Classification Board (KFCB) in April 2018 because of its “homosexual
theme and clear intent to promote lesbianism in Kenya contrary to law,” according to Dr.
Ezekiel Mutua, the Chief Executive Officer of the board.
“Rafiki,” a Swahili word which translates to “friend” in English, is a drama film
directed by Wanuri Kahiu, and inspired by Ugandan Monica Arac de Nyeko’s 2007 Caine
Prize-winning short story Jambula Tree. According to the film’s promotional material,
“Rafiki” is “a story of friendship and tender love that grows between two young women
amidst family and political pressures.” Like all other opponents of queer expressions, the
KFCB invoked the so-called authenticity of African culture stating, “Kenya is a country
with a culture, beliefs, and shared values which must be respected.” This exclusive and false
perception of culture has negatively impacted the LGBTQ+ community in Kenya and Africa
as a whole.
14

O.T.—a student at Northwestern
whose name and identity will not be given
for privacy reasons—explains, “The main
reason I have not yet come out to my family
is that they are religious. I do not know how
my father will react if I tell him I am gay.”
He continues, “Many people believe that
being gay is a form of demon possession.”
The irony of such attitudes, however, is Christianity and Islam. There are
imported religions from Africa that were not
apart of the African cultures that so many try
to protect from a so-called foreign culture of
homosexuality.
Above: Another woman protests Uganda’s current presidential administration. In February of 2014,
“In primary school, people quesPresident Museveni signed a law that increased the severity of punishments against queer folks—now
set to life in prison just for being queer. Photo via Alisdaire Hickson.
tioned my flamboyant personality. They
would ask me, ‘Why are you acting like a
girl?’ I was too young to care until high school,” says O.T. “It got to a point where I had to
suppress everything. I had to force myself to act like how a boy should act. I went to the gym
a lot, played sports like rugby, all to put up this façade of tough masculinity.”
The lack of accountability for the colonial criminalization of queerness by the West
has furthered feelings of moral superiority of Western civilization and culture over not just
today’s Africa but over African descendants all over the world. In fact, observations of homosexuality in various African cultures were considered to be further proof of African inferiority.
But Shaman Malidome Somé of the Dagaaba people of Ghana says that gender is not
dependent on sexual anatomy but is “purely energetic.” He continues, “In that context, one
who is physically male can vibrate female energy, and vice versa. That is where the real gender is.” There were also female-female marriages in various African societies, including the
Nandi and Kisii of Kenya, the Igbo of Nigeria, the Nuer of Sudan, and the Kuria of Tanzania.
Queer African linguistics also show evidence of queer expressions before colonialism. In “The Idea That African Homosexuality Was a Colonial Import Is a Myth,” Bernadine
Evaristo explains that, “In the 18th century, the Khoikhoi of South Africa used the word
“koetsire” to describe men considered sexually receptive to other men.”
Nigerian gay rights activist Bisi Alimi points out that in his local language,Yoruba,
“the word for homosexual is adofuro, a colloquialism for someone who has anal sex.” This
word, he explains, is “not a new word; it is as old as the Yoruba culture itself.” While the
Yoruba word might be more about behavior than identity, the Hausa term “yan daudu”—a
language spoken mostly in the Northern part of Nigeria—is used to “describe effeminate men
who are considered to be wives to men,” according to Alimi.
He explains, “You have to look and act like a yan daudu to be called one. It is not an
identity you can just carry. These words are neutral; they are not infused with hate or disgust.”
It is time we acknowledge queer Africa and the human rights that queer folks are entitled to enjoy. It is time we decolonize education in hopes of retrieving the true Africanness
that embraces and celebrates diversity.
“I like people to know that I am gay and proud to be gay. People have this notion that
we choose to be gay, but this is how I was born. I cannot change who I am. We are people like
you,” says O.T.
By Innocent Ruhamaya
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Album Review:
By Taylor Bolding

I

Negro Swan

n “Negro Swan,” Devonté
Hynes, better known as Blood Orange,
transports listeners to a place in which
the Negro Swan is revered—or even
holy. While not explicitly identifying his sexuality, he provides a sonic
memoir that juxtaposes traditional
ideals of beauty with being Queer
and Black. Ultimately, queerness and
Blackness are both held in contention
with traditional heteronormative, Eurocentric narratives, hence the birth of
the mythical Negro Swan. The Negro
Swan as Blood Orange has crafted exists in a dimension in which multiple
parts of his identity can co-exist, and it
manages to be a beautiful being while
refusing the constraints expected and
placed on him by society. The entire
album exemplifies the shift Hynes has
experienced in his own perception of
himself in regards to his Blackness
and in his queerness, from adolescence
until now.
In “Orlando,” Blood Orange
recounts a story from his youth as a
16-year-old, amidst the street clamor
and cars honking, and “feel[ing] so
numb that it’s deafening, walls’ll give
in.” The numbness of existing as a
marginalized person and being fed
subliminal messages that your identities don’t matter—that you don’t
matter—while the world still revolves,
either not caring or feigning ignorance.
Blood Orange manages to maintain an
upbeat, almost hopeful vibe throughout the track while discussing the inextricable pain and trauma of existing
as a queer Black man and the lessons
absorbed from those experiences.
				
Commonplace throughout his musical
memoir are harmonious melodies that
are accompanied by monologues from
other marginalized people, with Blood
Orange’s vibrant, yet somber serenade

supporting in the background. In
“Jewelry,” the song begins with an
introduction by Janet Mock discussing
the experiences of marginalized people
in spaces in which they aren’t welcome. Mock firmly states that of being
unwelcome, “we walk in and we show
all the way up,” claiming ownership of
these spaces and asserting their right
to exist.
As we continue the journey
into Blood Orange’s universe, we
stumble across “Holy Will,” marking
a departure from the melancholic,
reiteration of his previous experiences
and now employing a more gospel-like
sound. Here, he incorporates religion,
and on this track, Blood Orange is
appealing to God for wanting to be
“highly favored” and seen by the Lord.
He wants to be purified by the love
and comfort he has felt from partaking
in religion. When the track ends, he
returns to heavily synthesized beats
that are synonymous with his overall
sound.
Blood Orange’s album concludes with “Smoke.” Unlike the
rest of the album, this song lacks the
ever-so-familiar synthesized beats
and relies heavily on guitar playing,
with his rhythmic plucking providing
support to his soothing, smooth vocals.
He repeats a mantra in the outro, “The
Sun comes in, my heart fulfills within.” Here, we reach a resolution and
new-found resolve from the artist.
Hynes has found catharsis with his
identity and thus provides a hopeful
conclusion to the adventures of the
Negro Swan.
Despite the traumas and hardships he has experienced, Blood Orange manages to survive and emerge
victorious as the Negro Swan. He
provides more than an album—he has
crafted an homage to all of the queer,
Black people often told they were too
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much or less than while accepting and
acknowledging them for who they are,
and for surviving against the odds.
Devonté Hynes affirms the necessity
of unapologetically living your truth
just like the Negro Swan, who maybe
isn’t mythical after all.

PPhoto via iTunes

Breaking The Fourth Wall
LGBTQ+ Youth Experiencing
Homelessness are Healing
Trauma Through Art
and Performance at the
Youth Empowerment
Performance
Project

Story By Tyra Nicole Triche
Photos via Youth
Empowerment
Performance
Project

“I

come from experiences that were extremely complicated,
harmful and traumatizing,” Bonsai Bermudez reflected. “As a
queer, femme person in Puerto Rico living in a very conservative household community environment-very religious, very
machista-I went through a lot of suffering.” (Note: Bermudez
uses she/he/they pronouns interchangably. For the purpose of
clarity, we will use the pronoun “he/him/his” to reference Bermudez in this article.)
On February 23, 2003, Bermudez attempted to take his
life.
After years of going to psychiatrists, therapists and
multiple hospital visits, he realized that none of these things
were truly effective. His past traumas were not being addressed
in ways that were useful for their restorative process.
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A dancer since the age of 12, and having studied theatre
in college, Bermudez had a passion for for art and performance.
To work through his past anguish, he says, he had to get back to
his roots.
“I had to develop my own journey of healing, and art
continued being that main tool for me to really go as deep as I
could through the darker places that existed in my life,” he says.
“Art was that thing that kept me alive, kept me going, and kept
me in hope that [life] could look different for me.”
It was this experience of using art to work through his
trauma that inspired his choice to go back to school to become a
therapist, which allowed him to use his theatre background. On
March 1, 2011, he formally founded the Youth Empowerment
Performance Project, also known as YEPP. YEPP seeks to aid
LGBTQ+ youth experiencing homelessness work through their

experiences, explore new ways to confront adversity and find
strength through theater performances that they write- based

on their own life stories.
Bermudez acts as YEPP’s Executive and Creative Director. He says the healing performance program
is the heart of YEPP, but they also have three other programs for the queer and homeless youth that find themselves at YEPP. Located on the corner of W. Addison
St. and N. Reta Ave., the organization hosts a leadership
program, an initiative to deconstruct violence amongst
the community called CUTE (short for “Creating Unity
for Trans and Gender Non-Conforming Equality”) and
other general arts programming.
There are no membership requirements for
YEPP’s programs. Bermudez says that the youth he’s
worked with are simply looking for a place where they
feel seen, heard and cared for.
“We aim to create the safest space that we can
create here for people to relax, and do that self discovery
work in ways in which they can reconnect with themselves. In a way that they can start looking for ways to
break free from what is happening in their lives, heal,
explore options and bring more action into what they
need to do,” Bermudez says.
Malia Santiago is one of YEPP’s Community
Engagement Coordinators. She got involved with the
organization in 2015 after moving to Chicago to pursue
her career in performing arts. She says that she’s previously been involved with programs that attempt to do
work similar to that of which YEPP does, but they do it
from a more clinical position than YEPP does. YEPP has
been a more interpersonal experience for her.

“Being on stage and performing my own story was empowering because I was able to relive that
moment in my life, but to live it in a different way,” she
says. “I was able to live that moment and reflect on it,
and see where I could have done things better in life. I
was also able to see things that were not my fault. That
empowered me.”
With the healing performance project, the
youth work with a cohort of their peers for six to seven
months, so they are able to create genuine relationships
with one another. “To know that you have people to hold
you when you’re ready to fall on that stage is empowering,” Santiago says.
According to a study by the University of Chicago’s Chapin Hall-a policy research institution-LGBTQ+
youth are twice as likely to experience homelessness
than their non-LGBTQ+ peers. Those who identify as
LGBTQ+ and Black (or multiracial) have the highest
rates of homelessness within this demographic. The
study concluded that one of the most important aspects
of organizations that effectively address LGBTQ+
homelessness are the services that “help young people
re-establish positive and reliable connections in their
lives.”
“I want to believe that this is a non-transactional
place,” Bermudez says. “That means that we celebrate
long term relationships, we celebrate relationships, point
blank. We treat each other as human beings.”
Those involved with YEPP become like family, and you can tell. When you walk into the building,
everyone is welcoming. As you walk up the stairs and
past the primary colored stained glass, it’s a space that’s

“I think that something I want to believe we provide here is a sense of family,” - Bonsai Bermudez
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teeming with love. And love, according to Santiago, is
something that Chicago is lacking.
“It’s the hardest place to live in America, almost,” she says. “And if you can make it here, honey,
you can make it anywhere else.”
Santiago is a trans woman of color who is currently experiencing homelessness. Her gender identity
has made it challenging for her to secure a job, which in
turn makes it difficult for her to find permanent housing.
Along with the lack of love here, “Chicago is slow, and
doesn’t have enough resources for the amount of people
who are here,” she says.
This is something that Ka’Riel Gaiter, YEPP’s
Community Engagement Coordinator, has witnessed
first hand. Having experienced homelessness since
childhood, Gaiter first got involved with YEPP in 2013
and has since secured permanent housing. He reflected
on spending hours waiting in lines to sleep in shelters or
get access to food banks. The resources that Chicago has
geared towards ending homelessness are also centered
on the city’s North Side, he says. This makes it particularly challenging for queer youth of color on the South
and West Sides to access these means.
Bermudez says that while the city has been making efforts to alleviate homelessness, he’s worried the
city of Chicago and leaders in this community are recreating things that are not working,” he laments. “From a
harm reduction place, some people and some communities are meeting their needs. I’m just concerned that the
most, most, most vulnerable people are still unseen and
unheard, and still on the streets.”
“Those other organizations don’t really teach

you how to come up out of cycles, where as YEPP
does,” Santiago says. “YEPP teaches you to dig deep
within self and face those traumas. To find better ways
to deal with those traumas and break through from those
cycles. They do it through art, and I think that’s the
thing that really makes it stand out.”

The theatrical performances that YEPP produces are written by the
LGBTQ+ youth and based on their real life experiences.

“Being on stage and performing my
own story was empowering because I
was able to relive that moment in my
life, but to live it in a different way.
I was able to live that moment and
reflect on it.”
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YEPP performs for audiences across the country.

QUEERING EVERYDAY LOVE:

Your Guide to Being

a Better Friend

BY SOPHIA CRUM

“W

e had just run the mile, she was
throwing up, I was holding her hair back
over the trash can. I was thinking, ‘This
is what friends do,’” Chloe Butler-Jones
said.
“I remember it was pink because
I had eaten hot cheetos!” laughed Janelle
Yanez, clearly fond of the messy memory.
Butler-Jones and Yanez have
been friends for five years, since their
freshman year of high school. When they
became freshman again at Northwestern,
they found solace in seeing each others’
familiar face during the trying time that
is one’s first year of college.
“It was definitely nice already
knowing Janelle because I knew there
was someone I could relate to,” Butler-Jones says. “Just having a friend here
makes you not feel as lonely.”
Having strong friendships is
extremely important for our general
mental health and well-being, according
to Taylor Pettway, a Marriage and Family
Therapist at the Chicago Center for Relationship Counseling. The human desire
that we have for connection is our way
of expressing our existence in the world,
she says.
“Connection is one of our
biggest desires, and one of our biggest
motivations for change,” Pettway says.
“Being able to have friends, being able to
be social, being able to have support and
talk to, caucus, and council with people,
are all things that we thrive on.”
Feeling like we have agency in
who we choose to be our friends is one
specific factor of the human experience
that we thrive on. Pettway explains that
one of the main driving forces in picking
our friendships is our awareness of ourselves. The characteristics we like about
ourselves often cause us to gravitate to
those who also share those characteristics. It’s egotistical, in a way.
But that “egocentric frame,” as
Pettway puts it, can often cause us to be
inconsiderate of the person we are in a
relationship with, and this goes for any
type of relationship—friendly, romantic,
familial, etc.
On the most basic of levels,
we simply have a bad habit of always

thinking of ourselves, which can cause
metaphysical distance in our relationships. This is not necessarily a phenomenon that occurs when one becomes a
young adult; it is a behavior ingrained in
us from our early development.
All babies are obsessed with object permanence until toddlerhood. This
is the idea that you are “only focused
on being yourself” and “what’s in your
purview,” as Pettway says. A baby does
not understand that the objects in front
of them still continue to exist when out
of sight. We enter this phase again in
adolescence when we are again focused
on ourselves, and our own development.
“Unfortunately, because of traumas and things that happen to us in the
world, we can get stuck in that egocentric frame,” Pettway says.
Getting “stuck” may be related
to the argumentative social climate we’re
currently in. Our political climate, for
example, can cause “polarization,” and
doesn’t allow us to be open to other people’s experiences. We “forget the basic
tenets of humanity,” Pettway says.
A fraction of this polarization
has to do with the prominent role social
media plays in how we communicate
with others. As much as we want to pretend that it has its benefits, social media
can potentially negatively impact our
friendships.
“The more access that we have
to technology, the more we think we
know and the less we realize we don’t
know,” says Pettway. “When we all
become experts and there’s no room for
people to learn, our desire to wonder is
gone.”
But, when one has a healthy
awareness of the self, heart, and mind,
social media can be used for genuine
connections. Especially in college, it
is not uncommon to juggle multiple
long-distance friendships, at which point
social media can become integral to the
sustainability of your salient relationships.
But even salient relationships
can falter. It is not uncommon in a
friendship for one of the partners in the
relationship to resist connection and
actively disconnect from the other. For
example, emotional trauma can cause us
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text message
drafts
to keep in
your notes app
can’t find the words to say
what you’re TRYING to say? WE
GOT YOU.

Messaging a friend when you’re
seeking emotional support:
“I have a lot going on with me,
do you have the mental stage
right now to hold what it is
that I have to say?”

Hitting up a friend when you’re
worried about them:
“Hey, we haven’t been able to
talk in a while and I totally understand if you need a second,
but I’m here if you need anything. If you want to be able to
talk about what happened with
US, that’s important to me and
that’s important to our friendship. I’m willing to do that.”

Above: Sophomores Janelle Yanez (left) and Chloe Butler-Jones
(right). Photo via Maryam Ikuforiji.
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Above: Sophomores Rory Tspayi (left) and Nelson Okunlola (right).
Photo via Lauren Washington.

Positive affirmations to shower on
your friend:
“Just want to let you know that I
care about you, and I’m thankful
that you’re in my life.”
“All of those feelings are valid,
and a lot to hold.”
“It’s okay to be emotional, I understand why that would affect you
this way.”

to reject the possibility of vulnerability
out of fear that human connection may
further injure us emotionally. This can
manifest in a decrease in communication,
canceling of plans, or even violating any
expectations established within the relationship. When issues in your friendships
arise, there is only one way to go about
dealing with them.
“Responding to them and showing compassion out of the curiosity of
their experience,” Pettway says when
asked what advice to give to someone
whose friend is actively disconnecting
from a friendship. “When people’s stories are witnessed, and they feel heard,
then they can change. But if they don’t
feel heard and they don’t feel liked their
experience is being witnessed, then they
can’t hear you. How can you witness
someone’s experience and make them
feel validated?”
The relationships that can withstand disagreements are the ones that
are going to last longer. Every argument
that you have should be making your
relationship stronger, if you’re able to
come out of it together. But, not having
arguments at all throughout your friendship is acceptable as well. The bottom
line is: if there is a nagging issue in your
relationship, only the strongest of friends
will have the level of communication to
overcome it.
“There’s no use in bearing things
and hiding it,” says Butler-Jones. “That’s
not a conductive way to go about things.”
Butler-Jones says neither she nor Yanez
conducts themselves that way.
This style of communication
seems to be a trend in other healthy
friendships. Nelson Okunlola and Rory
Tspayi, both current sophomores, have
been best friends since their fall quarter
of freshman year. They met in the “Black
@ NU ‘21” GroupMe—a group chat
where approximately 155 students from
the class of 2021 can meet, discuss important social issues, and promote their
organizations—and the rest is history, at
least, as Okunlola says.
“I feel like communication is a
really important thing for any relationship,” he says. “Especially when conflict
arises, sometimes some things might not
be said, people have different perceptions
of that. It helps when you talk things out,

when you feel comfortable enough to
bring something up to someone or check
someone.”
“We’ll share experiences, but I
feel like when I’m telling Nelson these
things, there’s just a lot of empathy
there,” Tspayi adds.
Pettway describes three essential
elements in developing strong relationships, these elements are pursuit, purpose, and boundaries. “Pursuit” refers
to the mutual, consensual interest two
people share in putting work into the
friendship. “Purpose” refers to the type
of effect that a person has on your life.
What are you getting out of the relationship? But, perhaps the most important
component to remember is boundaries.
“You have to be safe in any
kind of relationship you have so there is
physical safety, of course, but there’s also
emotional safety,” explains Pettway.
It’s just as important to set
boundaries for yourself in a relationship
as it is to be aware of what you need in a
relationship. Make sure you can communicate topics like how much you want
your partner to be emotionally invested
in your life, how much physical touch
you are comfortable with, and how little
time you need to elapse between visits to
feel secure in the relationship. Recognizing your partner’s ability to respect your
boundaries allows for trust to develop
within the relationship.
Okunlola and Tspayi, for example, will go distinct periods of time
without seeing each other. This period of
distance and independence allows them
to constantly learn new things about each
other when they are reunited. It’s this
intrigue, along with their unique differences, that has enabled them to become
so close.
“We bring different things to the
table,” Tspayi says.
“I love talking to Rory, he
always has something to contribute,”
adds Okunlola. “Rory is always there to
add something to improve my thought
process.”
“I feel like you always have
something to teach me. We have these
conversations where I’ve just learned so
much from them.”
“We also help each other grow.”
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“I think we’re better for it.”

Surfing the Love
Spectrum:

How Queer Love Visibility has Changed
with Social Media

S

By Aaron Lewis

ocial media has presented a platform for
LGBTQ+ people to exist and unapologetically take up
space unlike any other medium before. Even the dawn
of the 21st century, just 19 years ago, was a completely different space that could not facilitate queer expression of love the way we see it today. The internet
and the concurrent development of social media as a
sophisticated platform used to celebrate queer love is
unique to our world today.
The Stonewall Riots of 1969, a watershed
moment for the queer liberation movement, resisted
police and state oppression of LGBTQ+ people of
color in America, and was catalyzed by the desire for
queer love to be recognized and established as legitimate. It is widely regarded that the riots started with
Marsha P. Johnson, a prominent, transgerder LGBTQ+
activist who said, “I got my civil rights” as she broke
the first mirror of the riot with a shot glass. Queer love
just 40 years ago was a phenomenon that ultimately
had to be experienced in secret. Police constantly
raided popular gay bars beyond Greenwich, like Gene
Compton’s Cafeteria and The Black Cat. Homosexuality remained a designated mental illness until the
American Psychiatric Association voted to remove it
in 1973. These are just a few of the institutional and
social factors that have helped delegitimize expressions of queer love.
The gay rights movement has made significant
strides in acquainting the world with queer existence
and queer expression of love. From the inauguration
of the first Gay Pride Parade in 1970 (on the anniversary of the Stonewall rebellion) to the 2015 Obergefell
v. Hodges decision that legalized gay marriage in all
50 states, queer love expression in the past 40 years
has become more and more public.
What’s left to discover, however, is how it is
expressed and experienced after such strides. Social
media, specifically the medium of Instagram, but also
Twitter, are platforms created in the past 15 years that
have facilitated the creation of an online queer community, and the development of a homogenous queer
culture in unprecedented ways. Queer love expressed
on the internet has impacted popular, heteronormative
culture in innumerable ways. But, most significantly,
it has established itself as a love to be respected and 34

praised in its own right.
Social media has allowed queer love to be witnessed.
The significance of heightened queer love visibility is the
reach and cultural change. Such exposure can facilitate for
how we perceive love between humans. @QueerBlkQueens,
an instagram page created by Northwestern alumni Kasey
Brown and Adhana Reid, demonstrates greater queer visi-

“So many of the images we were consuming
were strictly heterosexual, and in the offchance there was something that highlighted
a lesbian experience, it would be through the
male gaze in the form of hyper-sexualized BS.”
bility by sharing their life as a queer, Black, female couple
through pictures and captions of their lives.
“We created @QueerBlkQueens to celebrate our version of Black Love,” Brown and Reid said in a joint interview
with BlackBoard. “So many of the images we were consuming were strictly heterosexual, and in the off-chance there was
something that highlighted a lesbian experience, it would be
through the male gaze in the form of hyper-sexualized BS.”
Brown and Reid met on Northwestern’s campus and
made the decision to establish a page focused around their
own queer Black partnership after seeing a lack of that expression at the school. As they felt more comfortable in their
relationship as well as a “pull” to enhance queer love visibility on campus, Brown and Reid made @QueerBlkQueens to
highlight their day-to-day experience together. At the time of
this writing, the page has accumulated 21.7 thousand followers on Instagram since their first post on September 5, 2017.
“Every time we post on @QueerBlkQueens it feels
liberating, for us. Each post is an attempt to normalize or at
least destigmatize our relationship,” they said. “We expect the
future of queer expression to have no bounds. We will be able
to live and love freely out in society free of judgement and
fear.”
@QueerBlkQueens isn’t the only page on instagram
that promotes Black queer joy and love on the internet. Other
pages like @mrsandmrs_, @BlackwomenlovingBlackwomen, and @twomommiesandababy use their platforms to make
posts about women expressing queer love. @mrsandmrs_,
for example, describe themselves as a “Platform for Women
in Relationships” and accept submissions from women, in
relationship with other women, that fit their page model. The
photos range from gay wedding day photos, to nights out on
the town, to easy-going pool days, couples lying around and
basking in one others’ queer glory. @mrsand mrs_ shows a
broad range of the experiences of life that queer women in
relationships experience and demonstrates that this public
expression is not only legitimate, but perfectly normal.
@BlackwomenlovingBlackwomen is an account
similar to @mrsandmrs_ and @toobeautifulsouls is similar
to @QueerBlkQueens, but have each taken their own unique
paths to demonstrate how their queer love can be expressed. 35

Dev and Tink Miler, two married Black women that created
the page @toobeautifulsouls, place a public emphasis on the
bond and love they share amongst each other, while Asya
Spencer, the creator of @BlackwomenlovingBlackwomen
gives detailed accounts and goes in depth on the lives of
featured queer Black women. Spencer in particular shows
an avenue of queer love not often expressed in the media or
online; a page that hones in on introducing queer couples as
comprehensive, interesting human beings.
“I was minding my Black business scrolling down
my Instagram feed and I wanted to see queer Black women
loving on each other.” Spencer said. “I wanted to see myself
represented. Most of the pages that already existed were
just ‘shout out’ pages of Black lesbians, but there was no
substance or story behind the photos. The audience was not
aware of how they met, their real names, etc.”
Spencer intended her page to show off Black lesbian
couples under the spotlight, highlighting each couple’s unique
love and journey with one another.
“I have the page public because I want everyone to
witness Black women loving Black women. There is not one
way to be Black nor is there one image for Black love.” she
said.
Since its launch on May 6, 2018, and at the time of
this writing, @BlackwomenlovingBlackwomen has amassed
a following of 6,389 followers in 88 posts.
Instagram, although an efficient platform to tell the
story of queer love through photos and videos, is not the only
platform to host online queer love expression. Twitter is another online medium that makes it possible for a community
of LGBTQ+ members to come together and celebrate queer
love in their own space. The popular hashtags #queersoftwitter and #queersbreaktwitter are two examples of interactions
between the platform and the queer community that celebrate
public queer love and affection by breaking down heteronormative practices and normalizing queer expression.
The difference between Instagram and Twitter is that
Twitter makes it much easier for queer dialogue and online
queer-aimed resources to be shared underneath tweets. Connections to other queer pages and queer culture grow as the
community continues to link with each other on the online
forum. For example, Javaughn, or @jyoungwhite, is a popular queer twitter user who often interacts with both members
of the queer community and those outside the community on
queer topics. One recent post that promotes queer talent and
love is his sharing of Kehlani’s new mixtape, #whilewewait,
to his 122 thousand followers. Twitter allows users like Javaughn to share queer content like this on a massive base and
grant visibility to queer work and expression of love unique
to the social medium.
In the past, visuals of queer love and displays of
affection were shut down or attacked by bigoted groups like
the Center for Family and Human Rights or the government,
but through Instagram, queer lovers, parents, partners and
the community as a whole are able to tell their story through
normalized visuals and storified captions that allow people to
see and realize that their love is just as legitimate as any love
out there.

Above: Seniors Sydney Thomas and Anyah Akanni.
Photo via Zaria Howell.

IN CONVERSATION W/ BLACKBOARD...
An Interview with Anyah and Sydney
By Zaria Howell

“T

omorrow is Valentine’s Day!,” Sydney Thomas
screams.

Q: What have you guys learned in the year that you’ve
known each other that you feel like you can pass onto
other couples?
A: I think it’s hard to give advice about relationships
because it’s really just about what you need. But I think
one big thing for me, being in a queer relationship, is
that people don’t see our relationship as we see it all the
time. Those tensions sometimes matter in real ways. And
I guess my advice is to push through and know that that’s
just part of what the experience of being Black and queer
and in a relationship in this world is.

“A capitalist holiday!,” exclaims Anyah Akanni in response.
Anyah and Sydney, both seniors at Northwestern, sat
down with BlackBoard to discuss what they’ve learned
from their relationship. It should also be noted- which
Anyah wanted to make sure was made explicit - is that
“any couple would be lying if they said, ‘It’s all easy and
rainbows and all fine all the time.’ We for sure have our
challenges, so I don’t want that to go unsaid.”

Q: What has being in a relationship taught you about
yourselves but also life in general?
S: We’re always constantly talking to each other about
everything. I think that a lot of problems or things that
we view in a very individual perspective and having that
other person to be able to talk through those things is
really rewarding. I know there are a lot of things that I
don’t think I would be able to do without getting to talk
through it with you [Anyah] and getting that motivation
and support.

The couple, who eyed each other for weeks before finally
speaking to one another, say their love affair was sparked
by a direct message.
Q: What prompted you to slide into her DMs?
Sydney: It was during finals week of spring quarter last
year. We have a mutual friend that Anyah came up and
started talking to. And I guess, I don’t know, we just
started talking. I guess what prompted me—I don’t know,
she’s a cutie, I liked the energy.
Anyah: We ended up hanging out the next day.

Q: Do you feel like you’ve ever had to change your own
ways of approaching issues, because of being in a relationship?
S: Yeah, we’re constantly checking for each other and
adjusting to each other. In many ways we’d be very similar, but we’re also really, really different, and being able
to think outside of yourself, and being like, ‘Okay, this is
how this person is different and this is how I can accommodate them in that way.’
A: It’s not even like a compromise type of thing when it
comes to the things that are important to you. It’s more
like, ‘Okay, well where can we compliment each other?’
S: Also we just take a lot of time to have fun. It’s really
hard just being queer alone, Black alone, and a woman
alone. With any of those things it’s really hard to just exist
in a space. We specifically take out the time and the space
to go do things for ourselves and do things with each other. If we can make this one [relationship] a good fulfilling
one, that’s important.

Q: Do you guys have any traditions or favorite memories?
Both: Yeah, we do. Odds.
A: “Odds” is like if there’s anything that we kind’ve want
to do but it’s risky, we just odds it.
S: Like what’re the odds you’ll skip class to come get
cheeseburgers right now? She’ll be like 1 in 5. We do it so
we can keep things spontaneous.
A: We also have a debrief. It’s just debriefing our day, like
what was good, what was bad. It wasn’t even something
we had set up, it just kind’ve happened every night.
Q: Where’d you guys learn these habits and tricks to keep
your relationship healthy?
A: I think, for me, probably just responding to a lot of
things in my past that didn’t work. And I think together
we’re just really honest about what we need, from space
to more love.
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The way you smell after we fuck
Is like something I found
In the back of my closet once
When I was cleaning out all my old stuff
—Putting shirts into the pile for goodwill,
Cutting my jeans into crooked cutoff shorts,
Trying to make myself fit into the smallest
places—
Behind the bag of old dance costumes
And the bin full of stuffed animals
That still have all of their names
Buried underneath the shoe boxes that house all
of my old birthday cards
Where people scrawled out how much they love
me in black pen

The Black Girl I Never Was
The black girl I never was has
a name one name
Not a series of compromises used to
make her title fit easier in the dimples
of every Christopher Columbus
tongue

Poetry

The black girl I never was does not go to help the drunk white boy who called her the n
word
The black girl I never was breaks the bottle, spits battery acid, starts the race war right
there

You smell like that thing—
Hiding in darkness,
Right in the middle of me,
Sweaty and tired and comforting—
Something I didn’t know I was missing
Until I found it again

The black girl I never was ties herself to a hurricane just to see how far she can go
The black girl I never was does not hit against steel bars every time she passes a cop car

– Kourtni McNeil

The black girl I never was reminds them she is black every time they forget

Black Bodies

The black girl I never was did not have an identity crisis at age 8 because she liked Jesse
McCartney and that is (capital W) White people music

Black bodies
Get beaten beneath the baton
Brushed under the rug
Bashed in by the barrel of a gun
Black body bags.

The black girl I never was paints flowers on her arms in the morning, paints comets at
night
The black girl I never was never refers to her vagina as the moon, or the sun, or any of that
other corny
shit

Black Boys
Black boys pull at my shirt
Big hands grasp my curls
Begging to know what I know
Behaving erratically to bare my
Black skin

When her brother wakes up to find a noose outside of his
dorm- The black girl I never was flies hundred of miles to
Connecticut,
waters the plants with gasoline, scorches this earth, starts
the race war right there

Yes black skin
I’ve got black sin
And a black heart too.
You’ll look at me and wonder
Where your black sheep went
While you were so busy with black bodies in
white beds.

The black girl I never was does not say
sorry
The black girl I never was is made of broken bones and r
evolution
The black girl I never was is made of papaya and Brooklyn twilights of yesteryear so that
when
she breathes you can remember what it means to be built of
need and hunger and music

Black bodies in beds
Smeared mascara
Dark lips, full lips
Strong legs and wide hips

The black girl I never was smells like her mother and her mother’s
mother

I wonder if I’ll ever be more than a black body.
I wonder if I’m more to you than just a black
body.
Bite me till im black and blue and maybe then
you’ll know how your harm tastes from fetishizing black bodies.
– Alyssa Johnson

The black girl I never was knows her way home and knows how to put out the fire every
time
someone tries to burn it
down
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– L.A Streeter

Wilted
My faith died like a flower.
Withered down to nothing more
Than a rustling, dry whisper.
A mess of paper petals and leaves.
The life lifted out of it like vapor.

In a desperate attempt at salvation,
I plunged myself into a pool of cerulean.
When I rose I was still dead.
But dazzling, glistening, and wet like that,
I felt beautiful.

I was soulless.
Bleached colorless from too much sun.
I didn’t find any answers in my prayer book,
So I turned to a gardening manual instead.
They both said the same thing: Water.

– Kourtni McNeil

“A Javanna Moment.”
[...]
Be careful, man,
But know that the Promised land came from broken tithes;
From freedom fighters who had not a glint of carefulness in their
eyes.
They realized slow and steady wins the race,
But it doesn’t set the pace.
It follows suit.
My interpretation.
Don’t shoot the messenger.
Please.
I’m just saying to please see the forest through the trees.
They didn’t kill us off with ease.
Know that.
I hate it when they throw that in our face.
Like hey, how does it feel to be the enslaved race?
Bitch, get out my face
Before I hit you with this mace.
But then I’d know my place,
For they’d place me back in chains if they could,
And they could.
These days, them white boys don’t wear the hoods or the masks.
They wear the smug glances in the gender studies class.
They get a pass for every motherfucking thing they do.
Oftentimes, they look like you, Brock.
Or Jason.
Or Darren.
Blonde haired, blue eyed devils.
Issa evil world we living in.
For real.
I started spewing because I feel anything but careful.
I feel discredited and undermined.
I feel like I need to get my behind down south, whether that’s the
local or global south.
Just gotta get the fuck out of here.
I don’t know if I’ll be in Chicago this time next year.
It’s weird.
I was like Chicago, Chicago, Chicago,
I’m coming back home to you,
On my Daniel Caesar ish.
Then I saw those boys in blue.
One of them stared at me too and told me to take off my headscarf.
“‘Gainst judges orders,” he blatantly lied.
I eyed that decorum order and nowhere did it say anything about a
scarf.
So I put it back on and he ain’t say shit else,
Cause he knew I was a journalist,
And the red hats fear our wrath.

Ida B. Wells set the path.
Social justice journalism is the love child of her sacrifices and her
wit.
Fuck your broke down journalism.
I don’t want no parts of it.
I want to sit on my throne.
Keep your careful ass at home.
You go be a clone - a puppet.
This self love, I will cup it, and freeze it and store it.
My inner being, I adore it,
So I can’t ignore it.
I came here for one reason and one reason only - to set my people
free.
Fuck you if you think we deserve bondage.
Fuck you if you justify genocide.
Fuck you if you think Black lives matter is picking sides.
Fuck you if you hide behind ethnic appropriation because you think
it’s a personality trait.
Fuck you if you think America was ever great.
Wake the fuck up and see.
America was built on the backs of people like me.
The America where we could be free,
They abolished that shit,
So now we sit on land we don’t own not knowing our true home.
Is it Africa?
Is it America?
I mean, who the fuck knows?
I chose to let all this fester so it could come out in my art.
That part.
I’m having a heart to heart with myself and we are managing but
not adjusting and I’m trying to avoid spontaneously combusting.
I’m scared that I’ll become them.
I almost did in high school cause I had no book to teach me how to
love myself.
It was self taught.
So, to bring this all together, I fought.
I brought myself through the Underground Railroad of cultural
assimilation and emerged Jay. Tha Poet.
It’s my name, and I know it
Because I chose it
Because I own it.
This is not a Kodak moment.
This is a Javanna moment.
A moment of truth.
Be careful with me,
Cause I’m not for everyone,
Especially not you.
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– Javanna Plummer
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