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A Work In Progress: Looking Closely at Change is comprised of a written document, a 

digital anthology (including music samples, experimental sound projects based on 

recorded interviews, thematic illustrations and concept maps), as well as a proposal for 

a community-based interactive installation. This developing, emergent project analyzes 

the notion of change in regard to the fundamental rights of the black community in the 

U.S. since the Civil Rights movement. By investigating progress and digressions, and 

including discourse around issues of representation, themes of accessibility, 

disenfranchisement, tokenism, degradation of self worth and value, this document 

provides an array of ethnographic evidence and demands that its reader play an active 

role in moving beyond racialized oppression in the US.  

Calling upon ways of unlearning, rethinking, creating and sustaining change through the 

framework of cultural engagement, these conversations or ‘vignettes’ function as 

windows into an even bigger dialogue about racialized injustices and the role of the arts 

as a vehicle for change. By including the personal accounts and experiences of 

colleagues and professionals involved in the arts and culture, I aim to elicit strategies for 

facilitating radical change within the creative and cultural sector. This is a call to arms. 

Only by reconciling differences, soliciting open dialogue and taking part in actively 

challenging the unhelpful rhetoric about these issues will the United States be able to 

move forward, beyond oppression, in an inclusive manner.   1

 Note to reader: This thesis meant to be a series of episodic snapshots; a thematic collection of ideas 1

and experiences. My intention is to bring a diverse range of material together in an interesting and 
complex way. Please read at your own pace, leaving ample time and space for reflection.
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to be free 
of the rigmarole 

of age old traditions 
based on submission and fear 
one must pay with the courage 

to stand alone 

“Said the Shotgun to the Head”, Saul Williams  
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INTRODUCTION:  
HOW DID I GET 
HERE? 
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You may be asking yourself, ‘what is race?’  

race1  

[reys]  

adjective  
1. 

denoting or relating to the division of the human species into specific groups on 

grounds of physical characteristics 

social construct1  

[soh-shuh l - kon-struhkt] 

noun 
1. 

a social mechanism, phenomenon, or category created and developed by society; a 

perception of an individual, group, or idea that is 'constructed' through cultural or 

social practice 
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I understand that it can be dangerous defining race as a social construct . Terms like ‘colorblind’ 2

and ‘post-racial’  immediately come to mind, describing moments beyond racial division, where 3

all people are treated as equals regardless of color.  The danger lies in the belief that race, as 

an identifying feature, just all of a sudden, no longer exists. Individuals who claim 

‘colorblindness’, those who claim that they can ignore a person’s skin color, are discrediting the 

history, customs and cultures of people of color. Often, those who claim ‘colorblindness’ are 

actually just ‘color blind racist’  both intimidated and afraid to talk about issues of race, thus 4

diverting the conversation. Although the category ‘race’ was initially constructed by society, one 

can find examples of structural racism , institutional racism , interpersonal racism , individual 5 6 7

 Yes, the concept of race is a social mechanism, but I believe that it is also based on lived, personal 2

experiences.

 “A term used to describe a society or time period in which discussions around race and racism have 3

been deemed no longer relevant to current social dynamics. Popularized after the election of Barack 
Obama to the presidency of the United States of America in 2009.” "Post-racial." Urban Dictionary. 
February 12, 2010. Accessed June 30, 2015.

 Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo. “Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial 4

Inequality in America”, Third Edition. 2010. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.

 “Structural Racism in the U.S. is the normalization and legitimization of an array of dynamics – historical, 5

cultural, institutional and interpersonal – that routinely advantage whites while producing cumulative and 
chronic adverse outcomes for people of color. It is a system of hierarchy and inequity, primarily 
characterized by white supremacy – the preferential treatment, privilege and power for white people at the 
expense of Black, Latino, Asian, Pacific Islander, Native American, Arab and other racially oppressed 
people.” Lawrence, Keith, and Terry Keleher. "Structural Racism." Chronic Disparity: Strong and 
Pervasive Evidence of Racial Inequalities POVERTY OUTCOMES, 2004, Race and Public Policy 
Conference.

 “Institutional racism occurs within and between institutions. Institutional racism is discriminatory 6

treatment, unfair policies and inequitable opportunities and impacts, based on race, produced and 
perpetuated by institutions (schools, mass media, etc).” Lawrence, Keith, and Terry Keleher. "Structural 
Racism." Chronic Disparity: Strong and Pervasive Evidence of Racial Inequalities POVERTY 
OUTCOMES, 2004, Race and Public Policy Conference.

 “Interpersonal racism occurs between individuals. Once private beliefs come into interaction with others, 7

the racism is now in the interpersonal realm. Examples include public expressions of racial prejudice, 
hate, bias and bigotry between individuals.” Lawrence, Keith, and Terry Keleher. "Structural Racism." 
Chronic Disparity: Strong and Pervasive Evidence of Racial Inequalities POVERTY OUTCOMES, 2004, 
Race and Public Policy Conference.
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racism , and even internalized racism , rampant in the lives of many who live in the United 8 9

States of America and elsewhere today. The issues that affect the black community are a direct 

result of the many years of oppression and are thus, deeply rooted in the black psyche.  

This document calls upon ways of unlearning, rethinking, creating and sustaining change 

through the framework of cultural engagement. By including discourse around the issues of 

representation, themes of accessibility, disenfranchisement, tokenism, and degradation of self 

worth and value, this document provides an array of ethnographic evidence and demands that 

it’s reader play an active role in the work that must be done to move beyond racialized 

oppression in the US. Resulting with a proposal for an activated space where learning can take 

place without judgement and issues of disparity can be confronted, this is a call to arms. If the 

current state of racial tension in the US is not acknowledged and examined under a lens, then it 

will continue to exacerbate as the black body count increases. Only by reconciling differences, 

soliciting open dialogue and taking part in actively challenging the unhelpful rhetoric about these 

issues will the United States be able to move forward, beyond oppression, in an inclusive 

manner.  

One of the most visible manifestations of racism in recent years has arguably been experienced 

under Apartheid . Apartheid is a policy or institutionalized system of discrimination, systematic 10

intolerance, and oppression based completely on race and often based on a system of servitude 

 “Individual or internalized racism lies within individuals. These are private manifestations of racism that 8

reside inside the individual. Examples include prejudice, xenophobia, internalized oppression and 
privilege, and beliefs about race influenced by the dominant culture.” Lawrence, Keith, and Terry Keleher. 
"Structural Racism." Chronic Disparity: Strong and Pervasive Evidence of Racial Inequalities POVERTY 
OUTCOMES, 2004, Race and Public Policy Conference.

 “The poison of racism seeping into the psyches of people of color, until people of color believe about 9

themselves what whites believe about them -- that they are inferior to whites.” Lawrence, Keith, and Terry 
Keleher. "Structural Racism." Chronic Disparity: Strong and Pervasive Evidence of Racial Inequalities 
POVERTY OUTCOMES, 2004, Race and Public Policy Conference.

 Du Toit, André, and Hermann Giliomee. 1983. Afrikaner political thought: analysis and documents. 10

Volume 1 Volume 1. Cape Town: David Philip.
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and slavery. Apartheid in South Africa is one of the most notable recent instances of this.  11

However, apartheid in the US has been no less active in breeding hate and violence on 

American citizens over the past hundreds of years. In both South Africa and the US, colonizers’ 

initial desires to industrialize and profit from human bondage ultimately led to the search for 

legal reasons to seize land, and resources, to enslave people, and frequently to discredit or 

destroy their culture. Embraced by both academics and activists, Michel Foucault , argued that 12

the, 

“law is neither a condition for the liberation of the individual, nor is it solely the result 
of class domination. Law cannot be adequately comprehended from the standpoints 
of subjects of action- whether they be based on individualism, class or gender- or 
from the general structures through which everyday life is produced and 
experienced.”  13

It is important to note that there is no discussion of race in Foucault’s essay of law, power and 

knowledge, even though structures of apartheid are heavily embedded in the law of power. The 

pillars of this concept allude to the act of turning the people against themselves, of finding ways 

to influence self-hate within those that make up a group, and as a result, creating chaos and 

profiting from the conflict. Evidence that Foucault’s theories are applicable to race can be seen 

as the stronghold that is white supremacy in the US historically and even today.  

Through enslavement (and later by ‘civilizing natives’), economic contradictions, and legalized 

systematic discrimination, apartheid was able to be established and continued to be legitimized 

for many years. In the US, The Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 did not put an end to 

slavery. Nearly 100 years after the document was published, black people across the country 

were still legally oppressed through the “Jim Crow” laws. At both the local and state levels, 

 Michigan State University. 2000. “South Africa overcoming apartheid, building democracy.” East 11

Lansing, Mich: MATRIX.

 “French historian and philosopher, associated with the structuralist and post-structuralist movements. 12

He has had strong influence not only (or even primarily) in philosophy but also in a wide range of 
humanistic and social scientific disciplines.” Gutting, Gary, "Michel Foucault", The Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy (Winter 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.)

 Turkel, Gerald, “Michel Foucault: Law, Power, and Knowledge”, Journal of Law and Society, Vol. 17, 13

No. 2 (Summer, 1990), pp. 170-193
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blacks were segregated from the white population. They were not permitted to use the same 

public facilities as their white counterparts, separate but equal bathrooms, theaters and 

restaurants were common. It was not until 1954, when the U.S. Supreme Court amended the 

Constitution, abolishing state-sanctioned and otherwise legal discrimination, that this kind of 

segregation began to disappear. The Civil Rights movement gave birth to an entirely new 

generation of activists who used nonviolent protest and civil disobedience in the hopes of 

adjusting both attitudes and legal frameworks. Finally, things began to change as the federal 

government issued initiatives such as the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the Civil Rights Act of 

1968.  

The 1960’s were a time of progress and hope within black communities as many battles against 

discrimination were won, yet the idea that, ‘one day’, a national black leader would rise to power 

and provide reparations, salvation and redemption to black people seemed like a fantastic 

daydream. However, on November 4, 2008, Senator Barack Obama of Illinois was elected 

president of the United States . Becoming the 44th president meant that after over 220 years, 14

this nation would finally have a black leader in the White House. His campaign was supported 

with mantras of ‘change’ and ‘hope’. He spoke directly to new generations-- the youth, the 

disenfranchised and to black voters by integrating innovative tactics, like his use of social 

media, into his otherwise grassroots-like approach. For once, someone in government seemed 

to be interested in the future, into looking forward, and making positive change. Obama was the 

perfect archetype for the embodiment of change- a confident, charming, and scholarly bi-racial 

lawyer who had hopes of becoming president of the US. When President Obama was re-elected 

in November 2012, I looked forward to addressing the question of what change actually looks 

like and what it could mean moving forward. Since then two years have past, Obama remains 

the president elect, and many Americans are still looking to strategizing ways to make change 

effective. Were President Obama’s promises for ‘change’ empty?  

 "Barack Obama." History.com. 2009. Accessed June 30, 2015.14
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Each February that passes, deceased, historical black leaders and figures are pulled from 

behind the shadows and dusted off to be displayed next to living legacies as a symbol of honor 

and triumph. This past Black History Month, various photoshopped images of Martin Luther King 

Jr. with President Barack Obama demonstrated a type of diluted national pride for 28 days, only 

to be returned to their dusty graves until the following February. As a result, attempts to 

celebrate the legacies of these individuals and their accomplishments becomes inconsequential. 

Instead of remembering MLK Jr. for a lifetime of achievements, he exists in the history books 

and in the minds of many individuals as ‘that man who had a dream’ . Although there is much 15

to be proud of in the progress that came as a response to the catastrophic events and protests 

across our nation, no one left Selma , or Washington , or Chicago  having won. Arguably, not 16 17 18

much changed. Violence and death should not be the price for progress. One of the problems of 

reflecting in nostalgia is a tendency to hold on to the moments of victory, thus losing sight of 

present, ongoing issues. And though the Civil Rights movement is spoken about as though it’s 

 * ”Who is Martin Luther King Jr.?", an international graduate student answers this question on a US 15

civic test in SAIC’s ‘Law, Politics, and the Arts’ course, Spring 2015.

 “On February 18, 1964 white segregationists attacked a group of peaceful demonstrators in the nearby 16

town of Marion. In the ensuing chaos, an Alabama state trooper fatally shot Jimmie Lee Jackson, a young 
African-American demonstrator. In response to Jackson’s death, King and the SCLC planned a massive 
protest march from Selma to the state capital of Montgomery, 54 miles away. A group of 600 people set 
out on Sunday, March 7, 1964 but didn’t get far before Alabama state troopers wielding whips, nightsticks 
and tear gas rushed the group at the Edmund Pettis Bridge and beat them back to Selma. The brutal 
scene was captured on television, enraging many Americans and drawing civil rights and religious leaders 
of all faiths to Selma in protest.” "Selma to Montgomery March." History.com. 2010. Accessed June 30, 
2015. 

 “The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom took place in Washington, D.C., on August 28, 1963. 17

Attended by some 250,000 people, it was the largest demonstration ever seen in the nation's capital, and 
one of the first to have extensive television coverage.” Ross, Shmuel. "Civil Rights March on Washington: 
All about the March on Washington, August 28, 1963." Infoplease.com. 2000. Accessed June 30, 2015.

 “On January 7, 1966, Martin Luther King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) 18

announced plans for the Chicago Freedom Movement, a campaign that marked the expansion of their 
civil rights activities from the South to northern cities. The campaigns had gained momentum through 
demonstrations and marches, when race riots erupted on Chicago’s West Side in July 1966. During a 
march through an all-white neighborhood on 5 August, black demonstrators were met with racially fueled 
hostility. Bottles and bricks were thrown at them, and King was struck by a rock. Afterward he noted: ‘‘I 
have seen many demonstrations in the south but I have never seen anything so hostile and so hateful as 
I’ve seen here today.” "Dr. King Is Felled by Rock: 30 INJURED AS HE LEADS PROTESTERS Many 
Arrested in Race Clash Marchers Come to King's Assistance Police Remove Heckler." Chicago Tribune, 
August 6, 1966.
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ancient history, as though the plight of the black community is a thing of the past, one can easily 

find traces of it’s painful residue in 2015.  

The outrageous police violence seen in 1964 at Selma, AL is mirrored by that of this past year in 

Ferguson, MO, where tensions between the community, protestors and the police quickly turned 

violent . Black men and women are being murdered by the police at such an alarming rate, so 19

frequently it seems as though there is another death almost every week. It is only fifty years 

since the march on Selma, and it becomes more and more evident that American citizens are 

living in a police state. Not only is it difficult to see examples of change in the past seven years 

of President Obama’s two terms, but on an even grander scale, what changes have American 

people actually seen in the past 50 years? Are the experiences of the black community in 2015 

any different from the experiences in say 1963,  1965  or 1968 ? By looking backwards and 20 21 22

reflecting on history-- from slavery, colonialism, emancipation, the civil rights movement, to the 

election of the first black president of the US-- I will juxtapose the many acts of legal 

discrimination, racism, protest, and activism of the past 50 years with the tragedies of today. 

Due to the fact that it is increasingly difficult to evaluate something as it is happening, this 

document questions how change is measured according to a diverse pool of individuals, and if 

there is really any validity in claiming that something as deeply rooted in the foundation of the 

US, like racism, could actually change?  

 Taylor, Alan. "Violent Protests in Ferguson, Missouri." The Atlantic. November 25, 2014. Accessed June 19

30, 2015.

 “On August 28, 1963, more than 200,000 Americans gathered in Washington, D.C., for a political rally 20

known as the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Organized by a number of civil rights and 
religious groups, the event was designed to shed light on the political and social challenges African 
Americans continued to face across the country. The march, which became a key moment in the growing 
struggle for civil rights in the United States, culminated in Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech, a spirited call for racial justice and equality.” "March on Washington." History.com. 2009. 
Accessed June 30, 2015. 

 “President Lyndon Johnson proposes the Voting Rights Act to Congress, which would guarantee 21

African-American voting throughout southern states.” Lewis, Femi. "African-American History Timeline: 
1965 to 1969." About Education. 2015. Accessed June 30, 2015.

 “Three students at South Carolina State College in Orangeburg are murdered by police officers as part 22

of the Orangeburg Massacre.” "African-American History Timeline: 1965 to 1969." About Education. 2015. 
Accessed June 30, 2015.

!14



This thesis is a snapshot of the past two years- art made and encountered, people I’ve come 

across and the stories they’ve shared with me. This document exists as a window into the 

research and the questions of change and progress that I’ve asked others and that I continue to 

ask myself. Consider this a work in progress, an evolving, developing, emergent investigation. 

Consider this a giant tapestry, that builds on what others have already established. Consider 

this a record chronicling the experience of one person on the path to finding their own version of 

black consciousness in the 21st century. 
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Methodology: 

This thesis project began with an attempt to define my own racial identity. Where do I fit in this 

grid? Where did my family come from? Where is my home? On October 31, 2014, I took a DNA 

test through www.ancestry.com. On November, 21, 2014, the results arrived. As a result,  now 23

all I have are more questions. I used to be an optimist, but somewhere between taking this test, 

which visually illustrated the complexities of what blackness means, and the continued 

oppression seen in the black community on a daily basis, that optimism no longer seems to be a 

viable option. How is it possible to measure inequalities in a society that makes claims of 

‘colorblindedness,’ ignoring persistent prejudices? How can our nation move forward if we aren’t 

willing to confront the past or the present? It is now time to open our eyes, to see the injustices, 

to call upon realistic strategies and to support those who are otherwise neglected. I am 

interested in listening to the personal experiences of others as evidence of change, how the 

selected interviewees have made changes in their own lives, but also how they see conditions 

as they live their lives and what contradictions they experience.  

In the hopes of eliciting strategies for facilitating action within my own industry, I turned to the 

personal accounts and experiences of others who are also involved in the arts and culture. This 

 * Moss, Jessica. “Assumption Map vs Reality Map”, Digital Image (2014). Before the results arrived, I 23

decided to keep a written record of this project and to make a visual catalogue of my assumptions. 
Through this process, I began to learn and discover different cultural tropes and customs from one 
country to the next. The Assumption Map is only rooted in inclination and feeling, no factual evidence is 
applied here. To make this map, I utilized google as a tool to see what people from each country in Africa 
generally looked like. I studied their facial features to see if I saw any of myself in them. Next, I had 
conversations with my friends from Africa about their unique customs, languages and cultures. I have 
mostly Nigerian and Ethiopian friends, with a few Somalis and Egyptians mixed in there as well. On 
11/10/14, I wrote on the map that I felt a pull towards Nigeria. I joked that my life would change so much 
upon this discovery that I might come back from winter break with two Nigerian flags tattooed on my arms 
as full sleeves. I ended up finding one girl, @misstrysha, in particular on social media. I saw so much of 
my face in hers, I began to follow her on all social media platforms. Now, we have a discourse from time 
to time. The experience of learning something new about yourself was a powerful and curious realization. 
But this journey wasn’t just about the curiosity of taking a DNA test. It wasn’t just an investigation into my 
family history. This test represented an moment that so many American people do not have a chance to 
experience. This opportunity taught me that there are many things that can not be theorized. And like so 
many of the interviewees, my deeply personal investment is what makes telling each of these stories so 
important.
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document is a catalogue of those conversations. These ‘vignettes’ or portraits aren’t just a 

conversation, but function as windows into an even bigger dialogue about a complex issue. I 

selected interviewees  based on their involvement within the creative and cultural sector. 24

Utilizing the typology created by The Work Foundation, I defined the creative and cultural sector 

as encompassing three key components: core creative fields, cultural industries and creative 

services . Referencing those who are in the same industry that I am, provides some focus and 25

acts as a microcosm for a larger audience.  

Looking back at the Civil Rights era, the movement’s leaders taught us the importance of not 

just speaking philosophically, but also speaking through personal experiences. The theory for 

this material is not in text books, but it lies in individual stories, exchanges, in the personal 

triumphs and failures. Arguably, one’s personal experiences are closer to the core beliefs of that 

individual, and thus more important, than second-hand material. By categorizing chapters based 

on the individuals and their experiences, rather than overarching concepts, I demonstrate the 

plurality of voices that make up what might be called a community. I am interested in the 

individual voice, in unique stories and how they are formed. This thesis doesn’t need to be 

united in conventional terms, the interviewees are placed together here based on their 

understanding of themselves in relation to a larger idea, the black experience.  

  The individuals selected as interviewees are both men and women, ranging in ages from 12 to 68, 24

from different geographical locations in the US, and diverse races themselves, presenting a diverse pool 
and a plurality of experiences. 

 “Core Creative Fields: focus on the production of “originals” (e.g., visual arts, artisan crafts, designer-25

makers) and “experiences” (e.g. live theatre, dance, and music as well as heritage). Their commercial 
outputs possess a high degree of expressive value and invoke copyright protection. 
Cultural Industries: focus on creative content-producing industries, whether private or public, which exploit 
intellectual property (IP) through mass production (e.g., film and television production, broadcasting, 
record companies, book and magazine publishers, computer games and leisure software). Their activities 
involve mass reproduction of expressive outputs based on copyright. 
Creative Services: are based around providing creative services to clients, earning revenue through fee-
for-service and providing IP that has a high degree of both expressive and functional value (e.g., design 
consultancies, advertising agencies, architecture practices, digital media firms). The use of expressive 
value is essential to the performance of these sectors.” "Defining the Creative and Cultural Sector." 
Artscape DYI. 2010. Accessed June 30, 2015. 
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The format and style of the written interviews are meant to imitate the actual interview 

experience. Because some interviewees were more loquacious than others, it was important to 

include as much of the conversation as possible to get their point across. Other conversations 

seemed to flow as narratives, taking cautious note of the environment, the interviewee’s body 

language and appearance. Additionally, others were more formal, so they exist in this document 

as a traditional transcript. The seven individuals mentioned in this document are representative 

of a small pool, as I completed over 25 private interviews during this project. I selected these 

seven diverse individuals in hopes of demonstrating a series of reflections on what it means to 

actively engage in facilitating change. Throughout each chapter, I have created sub-headings as 

a means of synthesizing main points of the conversations for the reader. Written between the 

chapters, the reader should utilize the short interludes or poems as a space for meditation and 

reflection. Fill these moments with imagination, as I often have. It is important to mention at the 

very beginning that this document will not end with a period, there is no final recommended 

solution, there is no correct answer. By organizing individual interviews as vignettes, or brief 

glimpses into the conversations, I hope to illuminate the plurality of the black experience. 

The journey begins with an interview with Englewood community activist, Robbin Carroll. The 

discussion concerns self-imposed limitations and how individuals see themselves as being able 

to act or not. Atlanta music producer Coreyl ‘Brave’ Chambers and I had tea and talked about 

the perception of the black man and it’s relation to police brutality. Artist and maker Catherine 

Scott told me about her experience in the fine arts industry as a student and teacher for over 30 

years and through 3 masters of fine art programs. My partner of ten years, Adam Griffin, tells 

me about his experience of white privilege and how it affects him in the workplace. International 

filmmaker, Caleb Davis and I relate on the influence that black culture has had on American 

culture . Masters student and community youth leader, Ruby Erdman, was the most vulnerable 26

 As a cumulating result of the research required for my Arts Administration and Policy Management 26

thesis, I felt compelled to bring a discourse to campus that both engages and encourages conversation 
around black culture. 
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I’ve ever seen her when discussing her genealogy and the concept of ‘passing’. And lastly, 

event planner and LGBTQ advocate Kristen Kaza leads me through a protest on the north and 

southbound red line, where I learned how to fly. 

Because listening is such an important part of this process, all interviews are recorded so that I 

can be present with the interviewee and not focused on note-taking or misquoting. The recorded 

interviews then inform the written practice. As I write, I listen back to the audio taking note of 

sensory elements I might’ve not noticed during the conversation-- a song playing in the 

background, the way the waiter addresses those at the table, how the environment affects the 

interviewee. Next, the writing and the initial recordings inform my art-making practice. This 

creative practice, explores the stories of others through the form of curatorial practice, 

experimental sound, oil painting, and drawing. By translating these themes into artistic media, 

my intention is to create a visual language as another tool for research. The illustrative, or 

creative work is not meant to substitute for the argument, but rather in addition to it. This 

commitment to arts discipline included an intensive and long-term study of the humanities and 

fine arts , the development of apprenticeships , extensive training in contemporary art and 27 28

history , and a studio practice with the aim of developing professional levels of artistic skills.  29

 2014 Winter Painting Residency at Ox Bow School of Art and Artists in Saugatuck, MI with Molly 27

Zuckerman-Hartung and Cauleen Smith; 2015 Large Format Painting at The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago with Mary Lou Zelazny.

 Working with artists and administrators Eliza Myrie and Theater Gates on the 2015 Black Artist Retreat 28

[B.A.R.] in Chicago.

 Previous instructors have included: Maud Lavin, Andres Hernandez, Adam Greteman and Delinda 29

Collier.
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Bildungsroman 
[bil-doo ngz-roh-mahn; German beel-doo ngks-raw-mahn]  

noun  
1. 

a novel concerned with a person's formative years and development 
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The term bildungsroman is often used to describe a creative broadening of acquired skills 

without any restrictions or limits. Established structures and forms only limit possibilities and 

illicit rigid borders. Considering function as well as design and content, I began this project from 

an entirely unstructured space, a place of unrestricted outcomes, a blank canvas. As a result, 

this thesis will exist as three parts: a written document, a digital anthology (including music 

samples, experimental sound projects based on recorded interviews, thematic illustrations and 

concept maps), as well as a proposal for an community-based interactive installation. At this 

stage of the thesis, the community-based installation will not be realized beyond the proposal, 

though it is my full intention to complete the project once the academic requirements are met 

through this document. 

To me, art is simply a way of illuminating the world. The roles of artist, viewer, and critic all 

demand a collection of various intelligences to perform at their highest potential. As a student, a 

painter, writer and illustrator, I deem it necessary to embody, create, perform and exhibit. To 

include all these various intelligences as a benefit of the arts based research. In The Authentic 

Dissertation: Alternative Ways of Knowing, Research, and Representation, author Four Arrows 

writes, “Today, film, narratives, poetry, computer-based images, are all resources for 

researching the world. We don’t need artificial constraints. We need, I think, to find new sea on 

which to sail rather than old ports at which to dock” . In agreement I would add that we know 30

the authentic value of a story or image or poem that can convey knowledge. And likewise we 

know the effect that these creative endeavors can have on future generations. Yet, reproducing 

knowledge through blueprints must avoided. Arguably, a greater focus should be placed on the 

importance of challenging precedents and avoiding conformity for conformity's sake. Again, 

Four Arrows writes; 

 Jacobs, Donald Trent. 2008. “The Authentic dissertation: Alternative ways of knowing, research, and 30

representation.” London: Routledge, pg 59.
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“We read culture within the multiplicity of texts and cultures read us. We 
write ourselves as we read. Within these perceptions of reading and 
writing lies an aperture of hope. The lens opens us to the complexities, 
the richness, and multiplicities of human nature and its possibilities, the 
infinitely diverse ways to knowing the world” . 31

It’s important that the black experience, in all it’s multitudes, be documented. It’s important that 

we record our stories, that we share our experiences. Without these moments, these writings, 

theses images, the culture will not survive. Without a record, in whatever form it takes, of the 

past histories, the culture can not progress. Without the inclusion and support of all people, 

willing to acknowledge and move beyond differences, the notions of ‘hope’ and ‘change’ will 

remain restlessly static. There are no proven formulas or “successful strategies” for moving a 

culture forward. As mentioned, this thesis is an evolving and emergent process, and this work 

requires your participation. I challenge you, the reader of this document, to consider ways that 

you might actively contribute to this bildungsroman, and build upon these ideas with your own. 

Document and record your own journey and find ways to share it with others, challenge them to 

do the same, and encourage this cyclical pedagogy to continue. Whether it exist as a private 

interview or a public conversation, explore the potential of simply engaging someone else in a 

challenging dialogue about race, identity and culture. You might be surprised by the potential of 

what a conversation may hold.  

 Jacobs, Donald Trent. 2008. “The Authentic dissertation: Alternative ways of knowing, research, and 31

representation.” London: Routledge, pg 62.
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INTERVIEW 1 : 
'We don't have to be 
who we're told.' 
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An interview with Robbin Carroll, 2/11/15, 2:25pm 

Robbin Carroll is the founder and president of I Grow Chicago, a 501(c) 3 nonprofit 

organization in Englewood, IL. Formed for exclusively charitable and educational 

purposes, their mission is to provide a safe, inter-generational haven for children and at-

risk community members. Through sustainable farming and educational programs in 

nutrition, movement yoga, and the arts, I Grow Chicago fosters the creativity, wellness 

and empowerment of individuals in the community as a whole. It is important to include 

Robbin’s voice because she offers an example of what community leadership can be. 

As a white woman, she acknowledges the racial disparity in the city of Chicago, instead 

of cowering from it, and has made it her place to do something about it. 

Initially, it was my thesis advisor, Nick Lowe, who suggested that I reach out to Robbin. 

Not only is she a staple of the Englewood, and great Chicago, community but she has 

set the bar high in terms of engagement and community building. Robbin’s effect on the 

community that she works in is unlike anything I have ever seen, her presence is 

commanding yet incredibly delicate and gentle. Essentially, she really cares. And she’s 

willing to get her hands dirty (Literally. She worked with neighbors in Englewood to build 

a community house, The Peace House) to get something accomplished. 
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Based on my initial thesis proposal , which called upon the experiences of black 32

women in the Chicago arts and culture sector to inspire a larger discourse, Nick 

suggested convening a conversation through art that articulated the experiences of 

individuals who lived in the south side of Chicago. As a result, this caused me to think 

about my audience and subject matter more broadly. I knew that a strong focus of this 

project would be built around starting a dialogue with a diverse group of individuals. In 

early conversations, it seemed like our goal was to create some kind of community-

based project that could exist outside of the ‘white box’ of the gallery, outside of the 

usual and traditional institutional spaces that we often turn to, while still receiving the 

support of the artistic community and providing an opportunity for artists who might’ve 

otherwise been neglected. What we all agreed upon was that people enjoy the 

opportunity to come together, to share work, and to feel a sense of community in a 

shared creativity. Robbin and I met in the SAIC student center on Wednesday, February 

11, 2015 to talk through these ideas about art, community, and responsibility. 

 From 12/1/2014: “A WORK IN PROGRESS: Representing Black Women in the Arts- Chicago’s Black 32

renaissance began as early as 1930. The movement included such famous Black female creatives as 
Margaret Walker, Gwendolyn Brooks and Lorraine Hansberry. The next evolution of Chicago’s Black 
Renaissance is happening today with fearless Black female creatives like Romi Crawford, Tempestt Hazel 
and Mellody Hobson. These women are examples of the many influential leaders and makers of today 
who are not afraid to confront issues of disparity, accessibility, economic disadvantages, and racial or 
gender biases. As both an artist and an administrator, I intend to learn from and contribute to a critical 
presentation of the history and current state of discourse around the representation of Black women in the 
arts. Through qualitative research methods like interviews, questionnaires, focus groups, and a 
disciplined studio practice, I will situate myself into the local Chicago arts ecosystem. By focusing on 
communities and individuals, by investing in future generations of leaders and makers, and by 
strategizing methods to move beyond racial politics with some of the most powerful and inspiring 
creatives in my field, I hope to give others agency to have conversations about art, race and culture 
instead of being subjugated into someone else’s history (or not).”
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“People Don’t Vote” 

Robbin Carroll (RC): Just yesterday Chuy Garcia’s  wife came out to talk to us about 33

being a politician’s wife. And I was amazed, but most of the guys raised their hands and 

said flat out, ‘I’ll never vote. Nobody cares about us.’ And it was the perspective where 

you normally don’t-- you know why people don’t vote, but normally no one says why 

they don’t vote. 

Jessica Moss (JM): And not right in front of you like that. 

RC: That’s exactly right. And they’re like, ‘Nobody cares. You’re going to get elected and 

you’re going to move back. And you’re never going to look at Englewood.’ So I think that 

you could take those questions and it would be fascinating to see what we get back 

from that. Because it will be random, it will not be anything that I think we plan on 

hearing.  

JM: And I think that’s what’s so excited about these conversations. I’m in this law class 

and so, now I’m thinking about everything in terms of law. But we’re learning in this 

class about where people form their opinions from. And it’s so social, its your 

environment, it’s your parents, friends, it’s where you surround yourself. What you see 

on tv. You and I are watching different things.  

 Jesús G. "Chuy" García is an American politician and member of the Democratic Party who serves on 33

the Cook County Board of Commissioners. He is currently running against current Chicago Mayor Rahm 
Emanuel for the 2015 Mayoral runoff election. "Cook County Commissioner Jesus Garcia joins mayor’s 
race". WGNTV. October 28, 2013. Accessed June 30, 2015.
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RC: We all think we form our own [opinions], but we don’t. 

JM: And so i think that that’s what so exciting about this. Depending on the group, the 

responses are varied. 

“Privilege” 

RC: It will be extremely varied. But I know that it will give you a different perspective 

than what you’d get in other places. And so I think whatever questions you want to 

frame, we want to frame them so they aren’t embarrassing. We did a whole thing on 

privilege. But we had to actually go back and explain what privilege was, right? So, you 

want to think of it in those terms because we don’t want anyone to feel left out. But we 

could do like a small group, maybe six, or more, and we could do pizza or something. 

And we could just talk. That will also show you a lot about social economics. Because 

this is truly-- our community truly lives in poverty. Some are just more wealthy in their 

poverty than others, but everyone lives at the poverty line. It will give you, just a different 

[perspective] than all of this. 

JM: And a huge part of this conversation is access and privilege. So we talk about 

things like unpaid internships. Well, one, you have to already be in academia because 

to work for free the employer generally requires some form of higher education or 

degree.  
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RC: And you have to be able to get there. Which means you have to have some money. 

JM: And the hours that these unpaid internships happen are the same hours that you 

would normally be working for money so that you could afford your rent. It’s totally 

privilege. And for some people, it doesn’t click for them in that way. 

RC: It doesn't. Take a look at what you have in your own life. You are privileged. And 

now let’s back up and look at why, why are you privileged? Because I think sometimes 

we forget that. We get told what we are. And we forget we also, we have shoes, you 

have heat today. Your neighbor might not have heat-- 

JM: --you woke up today. 

RC: Exactly, that’s exactly it. That’s how we all put that together. I don’t remember your 

second question, you gave me three but the second one I found fascinating.  

“Themes of accessibility” 

JM: ‘In what ways are institutions not filling the role that they should and what should we 

do about that?’  

RC: Yea. That, for us is a really big issue. Because schools no longer fill the void, right? 

Police force doesn’t fill the void. Churches don’t fill the void. So there is no one in 
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communities anymore that fill this. And that’s where, however it is, that this art piece is 

going to come in and fill this... You know, tomorrow, we meet with the Alder to talk about 

art therapy and how to start bringing that in. Because we started using it but then 

realized that we don’t know anything about what we were doing. I started having kids 

draw their hearts and things like that, and they’d say ‘it’s smashed to pieces and broken’ 

and I was like, OK, I need more help. But again, we want to use these kinds of events to 

create people coming together. We don’t care how you come together, just come.  

JM: There is a student whose already graduated, they graduated last year. And he 

created this project for this class called Museum as Critical Curriculum . The whole 34

point of the class is to make the museum answer a question you have for it. So this 

question was, ‘Can homeless people get into the museum?’ Thursday night is the free 

night at Art Institute of Chicago (AIC), so it stays open later, and all you have to do is 

show a government ID and you get in. But if you’re homeless, you don’t have a 

government ID. So they say OK, just show us a bill. Again, if you’re homeless, what bills 

are you paying? So it became very clear, very apparent, that they just don’t want 

homeless people in the museum. It was like they weren’t willing to negotiate. 

RC: We’re doing it, but we shut you out. 

 SAIC course description: “As museums develop more sophisticated education and community 34

programs, how can teachers, artists and arts organizers become more effective using a museum's 
resources to create curriculum? This course will survey innovative strategies developed locally, nationally 
and internationally to imbed museum-based curriculum in the active lives of communities, and to imprint 
the cultural initiatives of communities on museums.” 
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JM: So then it’s these questions of accessibility. This place isn’t for everyone. That’s 

really what that message sends. Which I think is 100% wrong, specifically because in 

the mission statement of the Art Institute , it says that it is a diverse collections, 35

representative of people from all over the world.  

RC: But you can’t come in. 

JM: You can’t. It’s all of these themes of accessibility, privilege and who is this for?- 

That’s what I’m thinking about. 

RC: But they are in our heads too. Like, remember what you said about the stories we 

tell ourselves. I mean, we have a library four blocks from [the Peace House ] but most 36

people don't go to it. They do not feel like they can go in there. Now, they can, but they 

don’t feel they can. Same kind of situation, you can say you’re going to let in the 

homeless, but you can’t do it. And so we all act like you can, but you can’t. You’re really 

not invited. You’re not invited. 

JM: You’re not invited. 

 “The Art Institute of Chicago collects, preserves, and interprets works of art of the highest quality, 35

representing the world’s diverse artistic traditions, for the inspiration and education of the public and in 
accordance with our profession’s highest ethical standards and practices.” The Art Institute of Chicago. 
2015. "Mission and History", The Art Institute of Chicago. Accessed June 30, 2015.

 “The I Grow Chicago Peace House is an intergenerational community driven site, intended to serve and 36

support our neighbors. We offer free programming including yoga, meditation, mentoring, gardening and 
services to support varying needs in the Englewood community. The Peace House is currently in 
construction, so during summer and fall months, we hold our events and activities outside until the house 
is finished.” "Our Peace House", I Grow Chicago. 2014. Accessed June 30, 2015.
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RC: And, we all know we’re not invited too. You know, I mean, you can think that 

everybody doesn’t know it, but they know they’re not invited. And then that closes down 

everything. 

JM: Last year, and I had this evening event on a free night at the museum where I was 

advocating for black men, specifically, between the ages of 20-30 because that was the 

least present group in the museum, I’m sure you can imagine. But then, the ‘then what’ 

moment happens- I got you to the museum, we had a great conversation, but then 

what? It’s almost like, I hate to say it, but what’s the point? Maybe you had this great 

experience for an hour-- But was that the point? Yes, that’s the point, of course. And 

then what? Are you going to come back? Is it worth you coming back?  

RC: And they’re like, we’re never coming back. And they’re not. 

JM: And then it’s like, also at the same time: Art is not the answer. Or is art the answer? 

Is this what we need to solve our problems? 

RC: Well we say too, everything goes back to belonging. Everything comes from 

belonging. And so many people do not belong so many places. And we don’t belong to 

each other. We don’t belong to the communities. We just don’t belong. Everything is in 

it’s box to those that belong. And if you get caught in that, crossing those lines are close 

to impossible. Which is pathetic. Same thing with the library. You can get free passes to 

all the museums and I’m always saying ‘ You guys, all we need is a library card and we 
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could all go, Ill drive, we can all go.’ I might as well have said that we’re going to take a 

rocket to the moon. It’s just that unaccessible. 

“…art …is making the change.” 

JM: Maybe this is a philosophical question. I heard you when you said that you think art 

is the answer. Right, like through oppression, creativity is born. So, what will get us out 

of this oppression? Is it actually art? Is that altruistic? Is there some legitimacy? 

RC: When I look at some of the movements right now, let’s say, Million Hoodies , or 37

even #blacklivesmatter . Art is starting to do it. Even the graphics on the T shirts. 38

However, it is, it’s getting people to start moving a bit. Even all those T shirts, ‘I can’t 

breathe’ . I was in Mexico, I was wearing one back from Mexico and my kid had a fit 39

because the customs officer pulled me over. But he wanted to know. My kid was like, 

‘take that shirt off, Robbin’, he thought he was really upset. But he wasn’t, he pulled me 

 “Million Hoodies Movement for Justice is a national racial justice network with 50,000 members 37

founded to protect and empower young people of color from mass criminalization and gun violence. By 
leveraging strategic communications, grassroots organizing, and creative technology, we seek to build a 
safer and fair America by transforming the public narrative on the criminalization of young people of color 
while providing the tools necessary for communities to protect themselves. Million Hoodies empowers a 
network of online members and college chapters across the U.S., and is home to the Frequency, our 
online media platform.” "About Million Hoodies", Million Hoodies Movement for Justice. 2014. Accessed 
June 30, 2015. 

 “#BlackLivesMatter is working for a world where Black lives are no longer systematically and 38

intentionally targeted for demise.  We affirm our contributions to this society, our humanity, and our 
resilience in the face of deadly oppression.  We have put our sweat equity and love for Black people into 
creating a political project–taking the hashtag off of social media and into the streets. The call for Black 
lives to matter is a rallying cry for ALL Black lives striving for liberation.” "All #BlackLivesMatter. This is Not 
a Moment, but a Movement", #blacklivesmatter. 2014. Accessed June 30, 2015. 

 “The ‘I Can’t Breathe’ campaign started when New York resident Eric Garner was suffocated by New 39

York City police officer Daniel Pantaleo on July 17, 2014. In recordings captured by onlookers, Garner 
was heard saying, ‘I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe’.” Boachi, Danielle, "Black Women’s Lives Matter", The 
International Action Center. September 7, 2007. Accessed June 30, 2015. 
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over to ask, ‘Is it really that bad in America?’. But again, it’s a shirt! And so however it is 

that those images started, I don’t know if it’s philosophical, I think this next moment 

won't come from, let’s say marches, but will come from people getting together and 

doing. Like Louder than the Bomb , does an amazing job at their poetry. They can 40

move an entire group of people. There is a really awesome play being held this 

weekend at Hamilton Park in Englewood. It’s called Let Hope Rise . I had brochures, I 41

think I gave them all out today. Anyway, we’re all going and I’m driving as many people 

off the block as I can. Anyway, it’s called Let Hope Rise, and they show Chicago from 

the very beginning. Like, why is, why is Chicago so violent? And then afterwards, there’s 

an entire conversation about, ‘How as a community do you feel about this?’ It’s 

awesome, right? So how do movements start in the day? I’ve found that they’ve been 

doing things like this in the south side and somehow Black Law at Northwestern 

demanded that they show it there. And I ended up going because Black Law asked and 

they ended up doing it. Northwestern had no intentions of hosting this. They got about 

 “In 2001, poet and Young Chicago Authors (YCA) Artistic Director Kevin Coval had a vision to give 40

Chicago youth a platform to share their stories across the city. During that time, Chicago enforced an anti-
gang loitering law that gave police powers to arbitrarily select people for arrest and punishment, resulting 
in innocent youth across Chicagoland being denied their right to peacefully assemble. The Twin Towers 
had also recently fallen and people of color were being discriminated against across the globe. Louder 
Than A Bomb (LTAB) was co-founded with educator, PhD Fellow and former YCA Program Director Anna 
West as a way to celebrate the identity of all people in a new and radically diverse public cultural space. It 
has become the world’s largest youth poetry festival.” "History & Mission", Young Chicago Authors. 2014. 
Accessed July, 3 2015. 

 “Hosted by the 2015  Northwestern University Martin Luther King Chicago Campus DREAM Committee 41

& Northwestern Law School's Black Law Students Association: In the wake of the Mike Brown and Eric 
Garner incidents that have sparked protests around the country, it is important to understand the situation 
that is going on in our own backyard. Crime Scene Chicago: Let Hope Rise, is a timely theatrical reaction 
to Chicago’s history of violent crime and a call to discover what it might take to create lasting change in 
our city. The show couples nonfiction source material such as interviews, articles, and online comments 
with re-enactments of true Chicago crimes and examples of people working to increase the peace to raise 
critical questions surrounding segregation, poverty, the news media, popular culture, and our numbness 
to it all. The performance will include a post-show community discussion about the ongoing violent crime 
epidemic.”Moseley, Anthony. " Crime Scene Chicago 2015: Let Hope Rise." Theatre, Live Performance 
from The 2015 DREAM Committee of Northwestern University School of Law and Feinberg School of 
Medicine, Northwestern Black Law Students Association, & Collaboraction, Chicago, January 21, 2015.
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200 people and it was an awesome conversation. Next weekend, what will our guys 

who are shot at daily, and shoot back, stand up and say when they see this? Or when 

you know that Chicago has been violent since the day that it was developed? But again, 

that’s going to come in the arts... At 12pm they do pizza, skating, rap stuff, at 1pm they 

do the play. At 2:15pm they go into the conversation, but again, that is art that is making 

the change. it’s not Martin Luther King [Jr.] walking down the street. I think this is it. I 

think these are the things going to change it… 

JM: There is a mural competition for Martin Luther King Jr. on the corner of Congress 

Parkway and Wabash. Anyone could apply for it. I applied and I got selected. It’s 

essentially, windows and you paint them from the inside so they can be seen from the 

outside. It’s the second floor. And it’s right by the train- pink, green, orange, brown line- 

all right there on the corner. I have a photo of it I can should you. They are so great. And 

SAIC does this every year. 

RC: Have they started painting yet?  
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!  
Moss, Jessica. “Brothers + Sisters”, acrylic on glass, at Hostelling International Chicago, 95.5" x 44” (2015).  42

 * “Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s legacy is one of peace, love and hope. With the alarming amount of Black 42

men and women who have been shot and killed by police officers, security guards, and vigilantes during 
the past year, it's increasingly difficult to see the impact of Dr. King's work in our world today. Brothers + 
Sisters lists the names of over 30 individuals who were executed at the hands of police officers during 
2014. While we collectively fight to make sure these names are never forgotten, it’s important to keep in 
mind that many have suffered the same fate before them. There are far too many who have been 
tragically shot at and even killed this year and their names, stories, and lives matter. Brothers + Sisters 
asks it's audience to reflect on Dr. King's message in light of our country's current civil rights challenges, 
to contemplate the injustices that so many people in this country face everyday, and to never forget those 
whose lives were sacrificed in hopes of one day achieving justice and equality. Let us honor the words of 
leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who asked of us to never stop fighting, 'Until justice rolls down like 
water and righteousness like a mighty stream.’” Moss, Brothers + Sisters’ artist statement, January 2015.
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JM: Oh, they’re done. They’re all up and they’re up there until the 28th. There are six of 

them. This is what mine looks like. It’s referencing ‘Hands Up’, and it says ‘Until Justice 

Rolls Down Like Waters’, which is a quote from the Martin Luther King Jr. speech, ‘I 

Have a Dream...’. And then those are close to 40 names of black men and women 

who’ve been shot at or killed by police in 2014. And it is just a sample of them. 

RC: This is what I think is it. I think you just did it. You hit it.  

JM: And people see it. And people question what that is.  

RC: Even if you can’t tell somebody else, whatever, right?-- My dad is the first to say, 

‘Well, I don’t know, why doesn’t everyone just get over this Ferguson thing?’ But when 

you start seeing that, somewhere in your head you have to say, ‘Hm, I wonder?’. You 

might not do it out loud, but you have to actually start to wonder. And that’s where I think 

it is. I love this, I’m going to go right away. 

JM: Let me know what you think about it. And there are many more, I think there are six 

total students who participated. ‘Until Justice Rolls Down Like Waters’, and it’s inside of 

a hostel, so it’s an international audience. People from all over the world see it. And it 

was crazy, when I was painting, people were coming up to me asking, ‘Who is Martin 

Luther King Jr.?’ And I was like, ‘Wait...’. 
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RC: Somebody donated 15 tickets for us to see Selma . And I immediately thought that 43

I would just walk down the block and say ‘Please, let’s all go to Selma’. Not only did no 

one on the block know what Selma was, but then when it came to Martin Luther King 

Jr., they said ‘Oh yea, that’s the one that we sing that song every January to.’ And I’m 

like, ‘Oh, wait, you guys, we need to back up and have a conversation.  

JM: This is really important. 

“…some sort of context…” 

RC: This is important. This is history. Not just Black History, but this is history in 

America. And I was like, wait a second, ‘Seriously?’ And we had to go back through it all 

because no one knew what we were going to see. 

JM: You know, I get so torn by this because it’s like, on one hand, the repetitive images 

of black people that keep showing up in the media where it’s like ‘King, King, King, King’ 

, or ‘slavery, slavery’, you know this is what you see and I’m like, ‘Why is there not a 

Barack Obama movie? Where it’s showing up the potential, or the hope, That’s current, 

that’s happened in the past 10-15 years? Can it be something new? Because don’t act 

like there is only a handful of black people who created change, or risen through 

 “Selma is a 2014 historical drama film directed by Ava DuVernay and written by Paul Webb. It is based 43

on the 1965 Selma to Montgomery voting rights marches led by James Bevel, Hosea Williams, and Martin 
Luther King, Jr. of SCLC and John Lewis of SNCC. The film stars actors David Oyelowo as King, Tom 
Wilkinson as President Lyndon B. Johnson, Tim Roth as George Wallace, Carmen Ejogo as Coretta Scott 
King, and rapper and actor Common as Bevel.” "Selma." IMDb. January 9, 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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oppression because it’s not. But then at the same time, I’m like, but these kids don’t 

know.  

RC: They don’t even know who they are. 

JM: They don’t know! And so maybe there is some validity in having these repetitive 

stories every year, to remind people that slavery happened and that it was a real thing. 

And for 600 years these people were like-- but then on this hand again, I’m like, ‘But you 

could watch Roots.’ I don’t know which way I feel about it. 

RC: Most of the young guys who went with us, let’s say ages 17-23, had no idea that 

they never were allowed to vote. Why do you think going to school, and getting the right 

to vote matters to you? So however we’re also using the images, they are just the 

image. There is nothing behind that. 

JM: There needs to be some sort of context.  

RC: Yes, there is no context. That’s a good word for what’s missing.  

JM: That’s so wild. And it’s the same as when you’re not exposed to it in your 

environment, or your parents aren’t talking to you about it, or the urgency of how 

important it is to vote, then it’s not. It’s not a priority. 
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RC: It doesn’t exist. It’s irrelevant. And I have to believe if I’m having conversations 

about slavery, short of being tied in a boat, there’s not much, again, there’s nothing 

behind really what that fight was. 

JM: Do you think that’s representative in all cultures with major catastrophes that 

happened? Like, do you think Jewish kids understand the gravity of the Holocaust 

today? In the same way Jewish kids 40 years ago did? 

  

RC: I don’t think you could live in a Jewish family that would not.  

JM: So what’s the difference? 

RC: Have you ever read the book ‘Brainwashed’, it’s by Tom Burnell ? He talks about 44

really what happened in black slavery, and overall, and how divided it required everyone 

to be. And how isolated. The woman could not depend on the man. And you had your 

children, but you couldn’t care about your children. Because they were going to be 

taken. So why can’t this be like Jewish culture, why can’t it all be together with the 

families, because the African American coming here on slavery was told their whole 

roots were to be isolated. Their whole roots were to stay quiet. To not stand out. And he 

writes a beautiful book. He was a public relations manager, and he owned a firm in the 

city. He writes about how propaganda completely keeps this mold going. And to break 

out of it is close to impossible. Because the propaganda never stops, and that’s why 

those conversations don’t come up in homes. My husband is a Russian-Jew that came 

 Burrell, Tom. 2010. "Brainwashed: Challenging the Myth of Black Inferiority," New York. SmileyBooks 44
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here. There is no way, he is already telling-- my son is adopted, my son could care less 

about Russian Jews. My kid will know everything about Russian-Jews there is to know 

and that will just be that. I can’t imagine my husband ever thinking that he wouldn’t tell 

that. 

JM: Do you agree with that statement that there is almost no coming back from that? 

RC: No, that’s why I’ve asked over and over again. I want to meet [Tom Burnell] and 

figure out, ‘What’s your plan for a culture?’ And if you have one, can we just take this 

one block we have? Let’s use your plan for culture with this one block.  

JM: As like, a microcosm. 

RC: That’s right. Tell me how you break this, and then let’s take our 24 houses and let’s 

see what we can do. That’s my goal with him. There’s another book that just came out, 

‘Habit’ , same thing. It’s about how cultures develop their habits. And they, by doing 45

those habits, how do you stay in those habits? And the first part I just started reading 

[was about] Rosa Parks. Now granted she was not the first one to sit where she did on 

the bus, but why was she able to take and change a habit and how did that habit then 

change the culture? Because then I think we can do something.  

JM: And it’s slow. 

 Duhigg, Charles. 2012. "The Power of Habit: Why we do what we do in life and business," New York. 45

Random House.
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RC: It’s slow, but … you know what, maybe if we identify [the habits] , it might not be 

slow. Maybe we see it, and we can get past government oppression, right? That’s the 

biggest-- but that doesn’t have to stay that way. If you know you can be out of it-- 

JM: --can you be out of it?  

“We don’t have to be who we’re told.” 

RC: Yes, we can. Yes. We don’t have to be who we’re told. That’s what I firmly believe. 

Everybody out there knows. They’ve told you you’re poor. They’ve told you you’re 

worthless. They’ve told you you’re devalued. You don’t have to be that. You don’t have 

to listen to that. And the minute you stop listening to it, now you’ve taken your power 

back. 

JM: Then you’re free 

RC: That’s right. That’s exactly right. 

JM: Do you know Kendrick Lamar? Have you heard of him? 

RC: No. 
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JM: He’s a rapper from LA and Chicago, in his late 20’s. I heard this new song he came 

out with today. It was all over the internet when I woke up this morning. It’s called, ‘The 

Blacker the Berry’. The reason why I bring it up, because in the chorus of the song, he 

keeps calling himself a hypocrite. And at the very end, sort of like the punchline end of 

the song, what he is alluding to is being a hypocrite, because he is calling out all the 

oppressors, all the gatekeepers of the black community. Like, ‘How could you do this to 

us?’ ‘All these years of oppression, look at us rise. He talks about the power of black 

skin, and the community. And being Kings and Queens before, like all of this history. But 

then the hypocritical part is where he’s like, but within our own community we’re willing 

to shoot each other. So you can’t be mad at them doing it to us, when we are doing it to 

ourselves. Kendrick Lamar is such a big deal, that I know it will be on the radio 

everywhere.  

RC: Oh, good. I get to look hip tomorrow. Everyone will be like, ‘Who clued her in’. 

JM: No, but really. We’re talking about representation. I hope that in some way, 

someone hears that song, and they start to think about it. ‘I can’t be mad at you when 

I’m about to do the same thing to this person over here. Because this cycle will just 

continue. 

RC: We can’t get past it. Yesterday we tried to sign people up for health care. And I 

found that most of the young guys, the ones in their 20’s, are like, ‘Why bother? I’d 
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rather have life insurance. I’m going to get shot and killed anyway.’ Seriously. If this is 

where you are, how can you do anything else?  

JM: Do you feel like the want is there to expand? To get out? Maybe not to get out, but 

to make better? 

RC: On Saturday, there is an interesting man that’s going to speak. His name is Sammy 

Wrangler and he was very large in the gangs, and he ended up in super-max for 

whatever. One statement that he made that I really like is, ‘You can will all you want, but 

if you don’t know.’ And I think sometimes that’s what happens. I can want it, but do i 

know how. And I think that piece is missing a lot of the times. The other thing too is if 

you have no exposure, how do you even know what else you want? 

JM: How do you know your options? 

RC: If you haven’t gone off your block, it’s hard to believe there’s anything else. But I 

love that part: You can want and will, but if you don’t know, it doesn’t matter. He’s 

speaking there because he’s a part of the play. He’s not in the play, but they based a 

part of it on his life. 

JM: And this is the Let Hope Rise play on Valentine’s Day? 
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RC: Yes. And he’s going to stand up and speak and that’s part of his thing, ‘It’s great to 

say I wanna, it’s great to say I can do differently. But how do you do that?-- And I think 

that ‘how’ piece is where we all get stuck, right? You can want to lose weight, but, OK! 

JM: How am I going to do it? There is the blog called, Createquity. Do you know it? It’s 

an art blog? I’m an art nerd so I read it.  

RC: I don’t. 

JM: But the guys who writes it,  I think he graduated from Yale and that’s where he 46

started the blog and it’s just been continued from there. The blog went through this 

remodeling, and he has this piece now where he is trying to develop what a healthy arts 

ecosystem is. And so it’s this whole break down community engagement, accessibility to 

the people, all of these things, it’s like, Yes! You’ve got it and that’s perfect! But now 

what, how do we implement these things? 

RC: All sounds good. 

JM: Yea, like, check! You got that! --but then what? So he came to give a lecture.  

 “Ian David Moss founded ‘Createquity’ as a first-year graduate student and has since emerged as a 46

highly respected thought leader in the nonprofit arts sector. As Senior Director of Information Strategy for 
Fractured Atlas, Ian works with his own organization and the wider field to promote a culture of learning 
and assessment and support informed decision-making on behalf of the arts. Evidence-based strategic 
frameworks that he helped create have guided the distribution of nearly $75 million in grants to date by 
some of the nation’s most important arts funders.” "About", Createquity. 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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RC: Oh, that would be fascinating. 

JM: He did. It was a few weeks ago. And I asked him a question when he was here. I 

said, yea, that was my question, ‘At what point do we begin to implement?’ ‘And whose 

responsibility is it to implement these things?’ 

RC: And what did he say to this? 

JM: He said, and it was genius because it was real, ‘I’m struggling to find ways to make 

this not masturbatory, right? To make this into something that is actually active. And the 

subset of my question was, ‘How do we implement and how can I help? Like, me, 

Jessica Moss. How can I do something for this?’ And he pointed me to donate to the 

Createquity website. I think it’s [exemplary] of how no one has answers for this. There’s 

no, if it was that easy, it would've been done.  

RC: Well, honestly we keep thinking everything needs to be big scale. Maybe it is one of 

these small-scale things. Like, if you could do that in a very small area, it’d be pretty 

cool.  

JM: What would it be like? 

RC: And then how does that grow on it’s own? I mean, you take the rest of society and 

where it’s at. 

!46



JM: I’m going to read this book for sure. 

RC: It’s a good book. Particularly since you like art, He goes through the billboards and 

books, and ask, how are you conditioned consistently to believe this? And how 

completely cut off from society you end up. 

JM: My mentor from undergrad is now faculty here at this school, which is so awesome. 

Particularly because I don’t have to explain everything. We just pick up where we left 

off. And we had a discussion about this thesis, because she is one of my readers for it. I 

used the term minority, I said ‘underrepresented minorities’. And she said, ‘Oh, Jessica.’ 

RC: Just don’t do it, don’t do it. ‘Underserved’ is another one. ‘At Risk’. 

JM: They are all bad. It’s the same as you said before, ‘Don’t label me’. We had a 

conversation about tokenism instead. Like Lupita Nyong'o , like, Barack Obama- it’s 47

great because he is our president.  

RC: …and everyone can say, ‘Oh well, he did it.’ 

 “Lupita Amondi Nyong'o was born March 1, 1983 in Mexico City, Mexico, to Kenyan parents, Dorothy 47

and Peter Anyang' Nyong'o. Her father, a senator, was then a visiting lecturer in political science. She was 
raised in Kenya. At age 16, her parents sent her back to Mexico for seven months to learn Spanish. She 
read film studies at Hampshire College, Massachusetts and, after working as a production assistant on 
several films, graduated from the Yale School of Drama's acting program. In 2013, she impressed cinema 
audiences in her film debut, as brutalized slave Patsey in acclaimed director Steve McQueen's 12 Years a 
Slave (2013).” "Lupita Nyong'o." IMDb. 2008. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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JM: He did it so racism is dead. 

RC: … it is, like, ‘Check the box’. 

JM: It’s really disturbing because there’s a mass that follows behind who is just not even 

represented in the category at all because of ‘The One’, but then on the other hand, 

would you rather have that than not be represented at all?  

RC: At all. But then, structurally, how did we end up with ‘The One’? And why would we 

end up with one and how does that keep a balance to the mass? And somewhere I’m 

sure, I sound like a conspirator, but there’s a thought process there that is designed. 

Which is terrible, but I’m sure that it’s designed. 

JM: I agree. I was in New York this weekend, visiting a friend for a birthday, and when I 

was there, he was staying in Brooklyn. And I hadn’t been to New York in like two years 

so it was like, ‘Whoa, I forgot about this place’ kind of thing. All this stuff all around. It’s 

so much. And everything stays open all the time, it’s like lights everywhere. So I totally 

forgot about all that. But when we were there-- it’s like all these neighborhoods that are 

sort of split up, the Spanish neighborhood- 

RC: Italian Village. 
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JM: Yea, and it’s like they have Spanish stores in there, and Spanish supermarkets, 

Spanish schools and banks. In Korean neighborhoods it’s the same thing. 

RC: You walk one block over… 

JM: …It’s the same thing. Yea, you’re right. They butt against each other. But in that 

neighborhood they are self-sufficient, they have Korean banks, restaurants…  

RC: …and it works. 

JM: It totally works. Whenever you’re in a predominately black community. You don’t 

necessarily see the same volume of black owned businesses, blacks supporting each 

other in the same way they do in other racial communities.  

RC: And [Tom Burnell] talks about this. All other cultures commit and embrace. There is 

a part in the book where he talks specifically about the Koreans, who’ve come up with a 

great way to loan money to each other, and repay it and then move themselves forward. 

You couldn’t get a black in that neighborhood to share with another black in that 

neighborhood.  

JM: It’s the competition! And that’s what doesn’t make sense to me. Why are we 

constantly pitting ourselves against each other? 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Moss, Jessica. “There Can Only Be One”, ink on paper, 11"x8.5" (2014).  48

 Depicting a boxing match between two black female R+B singers, the deceased Aaliyah and, the 48

longstanding queen, Beyonce. The amount of competition in the black community, stemming from 
tokenism, is increasingly problematic for black culture.
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RC: And he would completely argue that it’s an epigenetics of the fact that genetically, 

and definitely through programming is that the way to survive is to be isolated. I know 

that sucks. 

The Peace House 

JM: But that goes against everything that [the Peace House] is about. You know what I 

mean, the community? The coming together? And you’re doing it. 

RC: When we got on this block, no one knew each other. Not a single soul knew each 

other. Now we walk down and we make sure you know each other. And it was really 

hard initially, because the guys tormented their neighbors-- shot up their houses, their 

cars, whatever. Now, our neighbors had to meet these guys. And now we have to see 

each other differently. And that took all summer long. ‘OK, yea, you shot up her car, but 

she’s offering some coffee, do you think you could go get some coffee?’ How do we do 

this together? But we’ve really had to work at that. Really work at it. 

JM: This is proving it’s possible. 

RC: It’s possible. But were one block- and it’s a half a block! I was even surprised at 

Thanksgiving, we had a thing at Harper High where we cook food. We cook it and serve 

it. We asked all the women on the block to volunteer and help with serving. They didn’t 

know each other. They were all in the kitchen saying, ‘Oh gosh, I’m so glad to get to 
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meet you!’ and I thought, ‘How can you live on a block-- that you really should be 

supporting each other. You should call and say, ‘Your son is in the back of my alley right 

now’’. They didn’t even know each other. And I’m like, ‘Oh, you guys, we need to have a 

potluck once a month because you can’t do that. But I think there is something to this 

isolation that’s inbreed. Because it’s really true. You could go to Little Italy here. Like I 

said, my husband is a Russian Jew, all of his friends, they all know where the Russian 

restaurants are. 

JM: May I ask you a personal question? 

RC: Yea. 

JM: How did you get started in this work? 

RC: Totally by accident. I own a business downtown. I have 12 employees, and we’re 

wholesalers. So we sell low-end diamonds to [department stores]. Anyways, about six 

years ago I decided that I just didn’t want to do it any longer. So my kid went to school in 

Hyde Park and they were going to build a new school and they needed somebody to get 

on the campaign board to try and earn money. They didn’t say that- I thought it was earn 

money, not call my friends. And so I got on the board and they were like, ‘Now, call your 

friends,’ and I was like, ‘I will not call a single friend and so now what are you going to 

do with me?’ And so they started sending me out to community meetings. And so I just 

started to get to know the community and I was like ‘You know what, I think I really like 
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this.’ So, I met somebody who was building a 5 1/2 acre farm on 109th and Vincennes 

[Avenue]. I knew nothing about gardening, and I said, how about if I just hang around 

here all summer and you show me how to build a farm. So he had 250 ‘at-risk’ youth 

from city program. They were coming in the morning, and they were completely wild. 

Mostly too, those kids get up at 3-4 in the morning, they take 6 buses to get there. By 

the time they get there they were a wreck. Someone said, ‘She can teach yoga, why 

don’t you make her teach yoga to them.’ And so he walked over and said, ‘Teach them 

yoga.’ So, with over 250 kids, in a field, I’d never taught a single yoga class at all. And 

so I started teaching. I had one kid come up to me and say, ‘I want you to know, I do 

that meditation every night. My mom is a crack addict and I have to move her so my 

brother and sisters don’t see.’ And he said, ‘I do that meditation you taught me and I’m 

not angry at her anymore. I feel good.’ And I thought, ‘Oh, I’m done, I’m hooked.’ So, 

that is how it started. Just out of nowhere. I never knew anything existed past 18th 

street. That’s the biggest joke. I’m like, ‘Oh, there’s a world out there?’ So, it was never 

on the radar. Nothing. 

JM: But you love the work that you do? 

RC: Oh, I adore it. I adore it. It’s hard work. 

JM: It’s challenging of course, but the reward, right? 

RC: I don’t know, it’s in between. It’s hard work. it’s a lot harder than I thought. 
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JM: There is this movie  on Netflix  I saw recently, and in it there is this woman from 49 50

Harvard, who teaches youth in these “at-risk” communities. And what she said stuck 

with me, ‘If not me, then who?’ 

RC: That’s what I keep saying. I mean, we can all sit down here, but ten miles away 

from here tonight, probably everyone on the block will go starving. All those kids tonight 

will not eat dinner. This is our country. And it’s not like it’s 100 miles from here, we can 

walk there. But those kids shouldn’t have to go to bed hungry. They shouldn’t have to 

sleep in the basement because somebody shoots.  

JM: Especially when you hear about the starving children in Africa. It’s happening right 

here.  

RC: Here. In your backyard. No. That bothers me. We have to look at it but I think it’s 

harder to see it ten miles away than to say ‘I’m going to send a check to Africa.’ 

Because that’s my big thing about Oprah Winfrey, come on, build a school in 

Englewood. Build a school. Because I can tell you that the schools out there are 

atrocious and the kids don’t have to ability to do it. But that means that we have to face 

 “Weaving interviews of policy experts and startling facts with the lives and careers of four teachers, 49

‘American Teacher’ tells the collective story by and about those closest to the issues in our educational 
system -- the 3.2 million teachers who spend every day in classrooms across our country.” "American 
Teacher." IMDb. September 30, 2011. Accessed July 3, 2015. 

 "Netflix is the world’s leading Internet television network with over 62 million members in over 50 50

countries enjoying more than 100 million hours of TV shows and movies per day, including original series, 
documentaries and feature films. Members can watch as much as they want, anytime, anywhere, on 
nearly any Internet-connected screen. Members can play, pause and resume watching, all without 
commercials or commitments.” "Company Overview", Netflix. 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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what we’ve done. Those are our demons, or our shadows. We have to look at what 

oppression we’ve caused. We have to look at how we’ve played a part of that system. 

We have to look at the comments we make about it. That’s hard. It becomes really hard. 

And then it’s easier to send money to Haiti.  

JM: Just write the check.  

RC: We get that a lot where people are like, ‘Oh, I’m really glad you’re doing that work. 

I’ll write a check, I don’t ever want to come out.’ And again, it took me a long time, I used 

to say, ‘I don’t want your money.’ But, that doesn’t serve either one of us well so we 

don’t do that anymore. I’ve learned not to do that. But basically, I want to say, if you 

don’t want to come out, then don’t. But don’t give me any money either. How you 

connect people is slow.  

* 

I understand Robbin’s dilemma. As an advocate, it seems like such a challenge to elicit 

real empathy and support from individuals who claim that they aren’t confronted with 

these issues. Robbin spoke of the tendency of others to write a check as an attempt to 

solve the problems of the world. Yet, real change requires more than just fiscal support, 

it depends on action and participation. As a result, Robbin calls for a moment of 

consciousness in the black community. “They’ve told you you’re poor. They’ve told you 

you’re worthless. They’ve told you you’re devalued. You don’t have to be that. You don’t 
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have to listen to that. And the minute you stop listening to it, now you’ve taken your 

power back.” After generations and generations of passing ideas of bigotry and hate, 

the oppressed will begin to, not only believe these statements of their oppressors as 

fact, but additionally they will begin to actually take on the attributes as their own. To 

begin the unlearning process of a deeply rooted history of oppression, ineptness, and 

self hate, Robbin calls for a change, a shift of power back to those of the community. 

And only through the collaborative efforts of many, will individuals have the freedom to 

decide for themselves how they would like to be defined and what they would like to be 

remembered for. 
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Moss, Jessica. “The Power of Possibility”, artists’ sketchbook, 9x12in (2014).  51

 During each interview, audio is recorded, long hand notes are taken, and photographs are used to 51

document both important moments and the overall conversation. Seen here, an image of the long-hand 
notes taken while in conversation with Coreyl Chambers’ has been cropped to focus the viewer’s attention 
on our discussion of options and power.
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Moss, Jessica. “Double Consciousness Paper Doll”, digital collage (2014).  52

 In addition to the audio, notes, and photographs, themes of the conversation would often become 52

subject matter for further exploration. This is a digital collage based on a discussion with Coreyl 
Chambers on July 25, 2014 about the inherent contradiction that black men face everyday. 
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INTERVIEW 2 :  
BLACK PRECEDENT 
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Coreyl ‘Brave’ Chambers. 7/25/14. 5:15pm 

‘Black people are so influential in the culture of America. I have come to 
believe that Black culture is American culture more than any other 
demographic that lives in America. Because Black culture has been 
made so accessible. It’s trendy, it’s cool, it’s like… but there is also this 
sense of rebellion and resistance.’ 

Coreyl ‘Brave’ Chambers 

I first met Coreyl around 2008 in Pittsburgh, PA. He travelled from Atlanta, GA for a few 

weeks during our junior year of college to visit his cousin, and one of my best friends, 

Marian. He has an energy about him that is fueled both by passion and an acute 

awareness. He oozes optimism, the kind of spirit that can light up a dark room. This past 

summer, he came to visit Chicago for a brief vacation. Close friends of Coreyl call to him 

‘Brave’, so I will continue to refer to him as Brave as we continue.  

Brave spent a great deal of his time in Georgia between Georgia Southern University 

and American InterContinental University studying Business Administration, 

Management, and International Business. He is currently a masters candidate at the 

Berklee College of Music studying Artists Management with an expected graduation 

date of 2016. I know him as an agile, analytical and insightful entertainment 

professional. From music producing to art direction, I think of Brave as a entertainment 

guru, a one-stop shop for any musical artist. His experience in uncovering consumer 

insights, recognizing trends, and satisfying consumer champions his goal to dedicate 

skills, experience and resources to a new generation of entertainers.  
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For some, this subject matter is tense and requires a certain level of vulnerability. I 

acknowledge that this conversation with Brave wouldn’t have happened with such ease 

and comfort, if we hadn’t know each other as long. On July 25, 2014, I asked if I could 

interview him over tea in my apartment. We met around 5pm and, from my west facing 

14th story 500 sq. ft. studio, we talked about the evolution of the perception of the black 

man. Illuminated by the sun’s setting rays, with his vibrantly colorful language and his 

explanation of personal peaks and dark descents, it was as if the sky was a reflective 

influence in our exchange. As our conversation progressed the humming of the street 

lights was indicative of how much time had passed. 

Our three-hour discussion was incredibly fluid. From personal anecdotes to topics 

referencing current events, to gossip about old friends. We spoke of fears and 

strengths, dreams and long term goals. I was excited to learn about what he’d been 

busy with since our last visit. He had much to say about perception, pressure, 

representation, and the paranoia that he feels follows him because he is a black man. 

Throughout the conversation, I was anxious to get to the core of just that. 

What does the rest of the world think of when they see a black man?  Is it fear that’s 

experienced ? Or is an image of ‘Super-human’ strength the first thing that comes to 53

mind ? Or is the assumption of an oversexualized object ? Are these prejudices 54 55

 "Black Iron Man Fail Scared Asian Lady Vine." YouTube. November 8, 2014. Accessed July 3, 2015.53

 “Examining The Myth Of The 'Superhuman' Black Person." NPR. November 30, 2014. Accessed July 3, 54

2015.

 “Mel Gibson's Racist Rant - WARNING!! Full, uncut version!” Youtube. July 10, 2010. Accessed July 3, 55

2015.
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measured according to Brave’s race, specifically the amount of melanin that shows in 

his skin? And what about parentage? Does the environment the black man grew up in 

even matter, or does the acute perception stop at, said melanin? Is it a matter of where 

one happens to be born and raised? Is it even possible to take ownership of the way 

one is perceived by others? I have my own opinions on what constitutes blackness. But, 

as a black man living in 2014, what did blackness mean to Brave? 

The Myth of Sisyphus 

Brave spoke to his understanding of being a black man first through referencing the 

myth of Sisyphus. According to the Greek myth, Sisyphus was punished for all eternity 

by having to roll a rock uphill, only to have it roll back down to the bottom again. Albert 

Camus , a French writer from Algeria, wrote his essay The Myth of Sisyphus at the 56

beginning of World War II, while working with the French Resistance in Paris. In the text, 

Camus does an analysis of the myth which constantly references ‘the absurd’ and 

‘absurdities’. This concept of ‘the absurd’, is what he refers to as a “fundamental 

contradiction in the human condition”. 

How we see ourselves, and the way we are perceived by others, is an important part of 

the way human identity is formed. Camus describes on one hand how humans feel the 

 A French colleague, Alexia Casanova, explained the historical context of Albert Camus on March 21, 56

2015. “The term ‘Piet Noir’ means a french colonizer, who went to Algeria and settled there. So Camus 
was the son of French people, who’d moved to Algeria. So he’s French- he’s white- and he’s part of a 
community that has never mixed with Algerians. You can not say that he is of Algerian descent. I think in 
his writings, he was very aware of his privilege. And the issue that his family, and all that the other ‘piet 
noir’ represented by being in Algeria. But he doesn’t have Algerian blood. But, he did live through the first 
Algerian war.”
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constant urge to find unity and reason in the universe. This search in turn implies that 

there is purpose, and meaning in life, and it also implies a controlling entity, a God even. 

On the other hand Camus notes, the universe has never provided any evidence for 

these beliefs in unity or reason. Reflecting on the ideas that Camus debates, as I type, I 

experience a sense a separation from the keys to the screen. Then I occasionally 

glance out of my window to see the people on the street below and notice how they are 

moving around like little ants. They move as if they have no conscious purpose and no 

perceivable identity. I could not identify with certainty the age, race or sex of anyone 

down there. However, when I’m down there on the street myself, the experience is not 

one of unquestioning repetition, I am no ant. No, my life is unique, it has a meaning and 

a purpose! 

This absurdity, as Camus describes it, could also be found in the many recent deaths of 

young, unarmed black people across the Unites States. Trayvon Martin, a 17 year old 

who was fatally shot by his neighbor George Zimmerman, was blamed for his own 

death by news anchor Geraldo Rivera. Rivera said, "I think the hoodie is as much 

responsible for Trayvon Martin’s death as George Zimmerman was." When asked to 

clarify his remarks, Rivera added, "It’s those crime scene surveillance tapes. Every time 

you see someone sticking up a 7-11, the kid is wearing a hoodie. You have to recognize 

that this whole stylizing yourself as a gangster, you're gonna be a gangster wannabe? 

Well, people are gonna perceive you as a menace." Identity is formed based on the 

intersection of how one imagines themself with how others perceive them as being. 
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Rivera's is the epitome of Camus’ description of the human, attempting to understand  

and find reason, but instead resulting with generalizations and absurdities. 

Brave views Sisyphus in the same light as Camus does. That is as the hero who is 

willing to play the game of perpetual struggle without any guarantee of hope or success. 

Camus ultimately comes to the conclusion that "The struggle itself [...] is enough to fill a 

man's heart. One must imagine Sisyphus as happy.” Brave references the black man as 

a hero and agrees with Camus up to a point. With a long history of oppression and 

hatred like Sisyphus, the black man perseveres. He continues to struggle, or hustle, he 

does what he needs to do moving forwards without an end in sight. According to 

Camus, the struggle itself is enough to fill a man’s heart, which might satisfy some, but 

from Brave’s point of view the black man needs more than just his hustle. Brave 

believes that answers are to be found through education. And here he speaks with an 

urgency, demanding an end to allowing others to dictate black representation and 

perception without actually considering the opinions and perspectives of black people. 

After a while, the world’s views on a group of people become the people’s views of 

themselves. Imagine, for an extended amount of time, let’s say 400 years, a group of 

people are told repeatedly that they are animals. They are property, they are not worth 

their lives, their only purpose is based on the demands and amusement of others. Upon 

gaining freedom, how could they possibly view themselves as anything other than 

animals? Because traditional education systems were often used as a transformational 

tool of colonial practice, by replacing, denying or subjugating previous schools of 

thought or ways of life, how can we both un-teach and un-learn these habits?  
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Education is not a black thing and it is not a white thing, but instead, it could be used as 

a tool for progression and advancement. It’s remains our responsibility to teach our 

youth not of their limits, but of their potential, and to prevent them from making many of 

the same mistakes that we have made. I agree with Brave, that it’s time we put an end 

to this skipping record, it’s time we break this mirror. Only by replacing devaluing 

negative stereotypes with positive and uplifting reinforcements will future generations 

learn to un-think the ideas that are placed upon them, shift possibility, and regain control 

of their own representation. On the question of self-image, Brave talked about the 

importance of representation at the highest level.  

‘Because of Obama, the gangster is less relevant. Because now you could see yourself 

as a President! Oh, you’d tell your kids that they could be anything, when in reality you 

know they couldn’t be. But now they can! That changes the world! All anyone had been 

telling us was that we were slaves. But what if we really knew we were kings! And 

queens! We started there on our own.’ 

Double Consciousness 

In addition to the text of Albert Camus, I hear faint echoes here of William Edward 

Burghardt , W.E.B. Du Bois’ idea of double consciousness within the structures of 57

Brave’s position. Du Bois grew up in a relatively tolerant and integrated community in 

Massachusetts. As the first black person to earn a doctorate from Harvard University, 

 "W.E.B. Du Bois." Bio. A&E Television Networks. 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.57
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one of the co-founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP), the leader of the Niagara Movement, a group of African-American 

activists who wanted equal rights for blacks, and the Talented Tenth, a group that 

demanded full civil rights and increased political representation. DuBois displayed a 

persistent and relentless advocacy against issues of racism and discrimination in 

education and employment.  

DuBois describes the contradictory feelings of belonging and displacement that are so 

heavily rooted in Black culture as double consciousness. The challenge of double 

consciousness lies in the ability to reconcile two distinct cultures without compromising 

one’s identity. The reconciliation of an African heritage and homeland with a forced 

European upbringing and education. Slavery stripped Black people of their names, 

languages, religions, rich histories and culture. To reconcile the contradictions many 

slaves chose to keep their heads down, while being forced to assimilate to their 

master’s customs and rituals. With this in mind, fast forward 400 years back to today, 

double consciousness remains at the forefront of challenges for many black people.  

Although Brave is arguably privileged , he cannot ignore the rampant discrimination he 58

has experienced in his own life because of the color of his skin, his religion, and 

because of the choices he makes in his own life. Brave averts to recalling a particular 

“…2. When I read African American History textbooks, I will learn mainly about black men. 32. Most of 58

lyrics I listen to in hip-hop perpetuate the ideas of males dominating women, sexually and socially… 80. 
Chances are I will be defined as a "good man" by things I do not do as much as what I do. If I don't beat, 
cheat, or lie, then I am a considered a "good man". In comparison, women are rarely defined as "good 
women" based on what they do not do… 94. I am able to be out in public without fear of being sexually 
harassed by individuals or groups of the opposite sex.” Woods, Jewel. "The Black Male Privileges 
Checklist." De Anza College. 2008. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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time when he rented a limousine, and then drove to a meeting to see an important 

client, only to climb to the back of the vehicle and exit through the passenger door. His 

intention was to give the appearance of having been chauffeured to the meeting. 

Perception is important. And to Brave, being a black man means that everything from 

the octave in which you speak to the name brand of the clothes on your back is another 

issue from someone to make a judgment about you. Again, Sisyphus comes to mind. 

Brave explained; “There is this constant paranoia that I try to not let affect me. I know 

that I am educated and articulate. Because I have a big hair, or dreadlocks, or because I 

dress a certain way, I know that there are certain assumptions or stereotypes that come 

along with that, but it creates this internal paranoia panic. 

 Honestly, I just want to wear some Jordans because Michael Jordan is a symbol 

of greatness, and some RL double wide jeans because I love Ralph Lauren. Because I 

love the quality of his clothing and the textures that he uses, and the way that he 

represents that brand. Not that I’m a slave to the brand, but his story: Americana… 

because I’m American. You know what I mean? That, and then a T shirt that I make, or 

that my friend made. That’s what my uniform would be everyday. 

He immediately follows with, ‘But then it’s like, oh but you’re a businessman too, so you 

gotta get some suits, which I love wearing suits. So then it’s like how do I develop my 

perception? People look at me like ‘you are an example of something’, what do I want to 

show them? How do I want to dress? How do I want to wear my hair? How aggressive 

do I want to seem? How approachable do I want to be? Because being black is a 
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precedent. Again, these are the things that you just have to think of. This is all of the 

pressure.”

It’s as if before he could even complete the first thought about what his ideal uniform 

would be every day, there is a sense of innate responsibility, or maybe some kind of self 

imposed guilt, that demands he also cater to the expectations of those around him. 

Brave doesn’t just make the choices that he makes for himself, but he feels as though 

he has to literally consider all of those around him as well. 

Whose Reality? 

But what happens when you can’t please everyone? When no matter what you’re 

wearing or how many degrees you have, others only perceive you on the basis of your 

being black. Not a student, not an artist, not a businessman, which Brave is all of, but 

instead you are seen only for the color of your skin. It’s important here to call to mind 

the many court cases involving young black men and women. Who in the vast majority 

of cases were ‘just driving around’, or ‘walking to the store’, or were just in their own 

neighborhood going from one place to another, minding their own business and yet 

somehow they found themselves drawn into a serious criminal charge or in the worst 

case scenario, their lives were lost. The received image of their blackness overwhelmed 

every other aspect of their human lives. They weren’t seen as a mother, or as a son, as 

a hard-worker, or as a brilliant mind, instead they were perceived only as black. 
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Brave continued, “Like, each time I see the cops around here, and I’ve had no issues, 

but as soon as you see them it’s like, are they going to stop me or ask me, or waiting for 

me to slip up so they could harass me? Are they wondering what I’m doing in this 

neighborhood because I haven’t seen anyone else that looks like me. Is that going to 

happen? That space. If you see them for two blocks down, you feel that for two blocks. 

Probably four blocks, because the two blocks you see them and the next two blocks you 

know they are still behind you, but you don’t want to turn around because you don’t 

want them to think you’re nervous about something. All of that space and energy and 

time that goes into that… But there has to be some value in that.”

While having brunch in the downtown Chicago neighborhood known as the Gold Coast, 

Brave, his girlfriend, Ayan, and my partner, Adam, witnessed two older white men get 

into an altercation on the sidewalk in front of us. These men were causing quite a scene 

for those around. They were violent- throwing their fists in the air, swinging at each 

other, aiming to land punches.  Passersby froze in their tracks to see what might be 

happening, every customer enjoying their meal on the patio stared in disbelief, yet no 

one expressed any urgency in stopping this uproar. I remember immediately covering 

my mouth when the first audible slap landed.  

Eventually the police, who just happened to drive by, pulled over. The officers exited 

their vehicles, and approached the two men on the sidewalk. They spoke to each of the 

men, asking them to separate from each other. These old dudes weren’t holding back, 

they were loud, obnoxious and destructive to the properties around them. After not 
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complying with the officers requests, the men were gently separated from each other 

and asked to please continue upon their ways. I watched in disbelief.  

Adam, who was probably in as much shock as I was, stood up at the table and 

exclaimed: “If those were Black men fighting on the street, they’d be on their way to jail 

in the back of those police cars. But that isn’t a reality- not everyone’s reality at least”. 

To which Brave responded: “It’s not anyone’s fault that that’s not their reality, but that 

doesn’t erase that it exists.” 

Juxtaposing the experience of this event with my knowledge of the alarming amount of 

murders and the subsequent protest against the police, I truly couldn’t believe what I 

had just witnessed. The police officers that I saw treated these men with such kindness 

and respect. No tickets. No handcuffs. No gunshots fired. So what was different? Is it 

possible to think that the differences between what I’d just witnessed first-hand, and 

what has been continuously occurring all around the globe, were simply because of how 

all of these individuals were perceived? 

“…Imagine how powerful we would be.” 

I believe that it is time to re-think education and reform its practices in this country. 

Because traditional education systems were often used as a transformational tool of 

colonial practice, by replacing, denying or subjugating previous schools of thought or 

ways of life, I believe we need to reconsider the priorities of what we teach and to whom 
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we are teaching. I call for an elimination to DuBois’ 20th century concepts of double 

consciousness. Instead of wearing our personal contradictions on our sleeves, it’s time 

we move beyond negative stereotypes. Although categorizing others based on our own 

perception is a way to ultimately learn and understand the world and those around us, if 

we do not learn how to manage these categories in respectful and effective ways, then 

maybe it’s time to consider the end of stereotyping all together. A century after these 

ideas were first contemplated by DuBois, I declare that black people should have the 

freedom and right to do or become whatever they want. Instead of two contradictory 

dreams, two identities, and two goals within one individual, why not just become one 

soul with many complex thoughts and opinions? 

Continuing our conversation Brave asks; “What is it that I’m supposed to learn or take 

from this? Because stress kills you, stress is a real thing that kills people. So imagine, 

as a black man or woman, because people can look at you and see you’re black, how 

much additional stress is added to your life? How much does that affect our average life 

span? When you have that anxiety at all times. Can’t let this shit kill me, how do I, how 

do I become like oblivious to it. But can I afford to be oblivious?” 

By eliminating double consciousness, the black man becomes free.  This is not a denial, 

a rejection or a submission to oblivion. Instead, by removing the chains of double 

consciousness, we can perhaps grow, progress and educate future generations based 

on our own experiences. Like Camus and Brave, I also believe that these challenges 

can begin to be met through education. But without the opinions of individuals like 
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Brave, a man whose optimism and faith are what keep him pushing the rock uphill, no 

one would be able to see the beauty in this struggle.  

As our conversation wound down to a reluctant end, Brave fearlessly challenged what 

the future could hold with hope and healing. “1 in 3 black men are incarcerated. So you 

are forced to learn the legal system by living it. Imagine if 1 in 3 black men went to law 

school. Still learning the law, but from the other side, imagine how powerful we would 

be?” 

On April 14, 2015, the Foundation Center  and the Campaign for Black Male 59

Achievement  found “a distinct trend toward increased U.S. foundation funding for 60

organizations and programs working to improve the life outcomes of Black males. 

Education historically receives the largest share of this support, but giving in other 

areas, including human services and public affairs, has grown.”  The C.E.O. of 61

Campaign for Black Male Achievement, Shawn Dove, understands the importance for 

fiscal support in addition to the support of the community. Dove said, ‘The role of 

philanthropy in those efforts is critical, and this report highlights the organizations and 

programs that have made meaningful investments in the growing field of Black male 

achievement. I am encouraged by the progress we’ve made so far, and yet it’s really 

only the beginning.’ According to the same source, close to 100 foundations made 

 "Tools & Resources for Philanthropy & the Social Sector" Foundation Center. 2015. Accessed July 3, 59

2015.

 "Home." CBMA. 2013. Accessed July 3, 2015.60

 "Funding for Black Male Achievement Is Growing New Research “Quantifies Hope.” CBMA. April 14, 61

2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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grants totaling $64.6 million specifically for black men and boys in 2012. Talk about the 

possibilities… 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INTERVIEW 3: 
‘...IT’S NOT A RACE 
DYNAMIC, IT’S 
REALLY A 
CULTURAL 
DYNAMIC.’
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Catherine Scott 3/22/15 11:43am 

Catherine Scott, affectionately referred to here as Ms. Scoti, is currently enrolled at the 

Otis College of Art and Design in California. She is studying Public Practice as a 

graduate Student. Her research interests include: Truth Vs Politics, Political Science, 

Anthropology, Studio Art, and International Relations. Because Ms. Scoti is in California, 

our conversation took place over the phone. I was anxious to hear about her experience 

working in the art industry for over 30 years, through three different masters of fine art 

programs, the people and policies that she encountered, and her advice for the next 

generation entering this field.  

Ms. Scoti and I have a lot in common. We are both from California, we are both 

artists actively pursuing higher education in accredited art institutions, and we are 

both black women. Although we’ve never met, a colleague suggested that I reach 

out, I knew that I could learn a great deal from her. This is the voice of a woman 

from a generation different than my own. She grew up surrounded with a very 

particular belief system that is very different than what I experiences as a child. 

But she’s been living through it for 50 years.  

Most of what I’ve learned in the arts industry has been through personal failures 

and taking risks. That’s why I was so appreciative of the time she took to talk 

about issues that she faced as, “a minority within a minority” , as a black 62

 Eisenberg, Avigail, and Spinner-Halev, Jeff. 2005. "Minorities within Minorities: Equality, Rights and 62

Diversity", Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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woman. In the fine arts industry, there are many groups that have been 

historically marginalized, however the plight of the black woman remains “at the 

bottom of the totem pole.”  On Friday, December 5, 2014 on 63

www.hyperallergic.com an anonymous article, ‘Blacked Out in the Art World’  64

was published online. The article had some extremely important things to say 

about navigating black identity in the arts. The author, who asked to remain 

anonymous, spoke of how it felt to work in a mostly white environment. “It’s a 

paralyzing feeling to be surrounded by people who don’t acknowledge that 

#blacklivesmatter. I’ve accepted that as long as I’m in PR, and not working for a 

black firm, I will more often than not be the only black person on staff. I’m okay 

with that because I’m of the belief that people of color need to play a role in 

telling the stories of artists of color.” The sense of loneliness is all the more 

keenly felt when seeing the media fallout from the many violent situations 

between police and black communities. “It’s not easy to be a black woman 

working in the arts. Not on days like today. It’s been 11 days since we learned 

that the officer who killed Mike Brown  won’t be indicted. Three days have 65

 “[American Idol] was scary. It was real scary. Just being a black woman, too, and being apart of Hip 63

Hop, I kind of feel like I’m always on the bottom of the totem pole. I’m on the bottom of every totem pole I 
feel like, really, in terms of proving yourself. In terms of showing that you’re intelligent and you can carry 
on a conversation and you can speak about many different topics. So I felt like I was kind of representing 
for so many different people. Rap and then black women and then women in general being on Idol. I 
made a mental note…I just didn’t want it to come across as a caricature of Nicki Minaj. I wanted it to be 
the human being. The Onika Tanya Maraj that nobody ever really speaks to.” "Nicki Minaj Stays 
Grounded & Humble In Interview With Queen Latifah | Necole Bitchie.com." Necole Bitchiecom RSS. 
October 23, 2013. Accessed July 3, 2015.

 "Blacked Out in the Art World." Hyperallergic RSS. December 5, 2014. Accessed July 3, 2015.64

 “The shooting of Michael Brown occurred on August 9, 2014, in Ferguson, Missouri, a suburb of St. 65

Louis. Brown, an 18-year-old black man, was fatally shot by Darren Wilson, 28, a white Ferguson police 
officer.” "Shooting of Michael Brown." Wikipedia. December 5, 2014. Accessed July 3, 2015. 
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passed since Eric Garner’s  murderer got off scotch free, and 12-year-old Tamir 66

Rice  was buried. I’m having trouble keeping track of the casualties in the war 67

against black bodies, but if you were to ask my colleagues at a New York arts PR 

firm, they’d tell you that’s all secondary to Art Basel Miami Beach.” 

The article is timely and relevant shedding additional light on the details being 

presented by Ms. Scoti. Key here is the discussion of appropriate spaces for 

conversations on race. In the classroom? In the office? What spaces are ‘appropriate’ 

and who makes these kinds of decisions? Although I believe that just having dialogue, 

regardless of location, is of value to all those involved, the environment must have the 

potential of being a safe space, free of judgement and assumption. 

I have reproduced my conversation with Ms. Scoti almost at full length . My intention 68

here is to offer respect to her experience. So often black women are not given the 

space or opportunity to talk about their experiences and share their stories. I therefore 

felt compelled to let her tell her story uninterrupted. Through sharing this dialogue, the 

reader also demonstrates respect by giving her the time to complete her thoughts and 

thoroughly articulate her ideas. During this conversation, Ms. Scoti makes several 

connections between the past and present while telling her story. Her involvement 

 “On July 17, 2014, Eric Garner died in Staten Island, New York City, after a police officer put him in a 66

chokehold for 15 seconds. The New York City Medical Examiner's Office concluded that Garner died 
partly as a result of the chokehold.” "Death of Eric Garner." Wikipedia. June 27, 2015. Accessed July 3, 
2015.  

 “The shooting of Tamir Rice, a 12-year-old African American boy, occurred on November 22, 2014, in 67

Cleveland, Ohio. Loehmann fired two shots within two seconds of arriving on the scene, hitting Rice once 
in the torso.” "Shooting of Tamir Rice." Wikipedia. November 24, 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.

 1:31:23 entire audio recording from Catherine Scott interview.68
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during the Civil Right movement provides a unique insight and a perspective that I 

otherwise wouldn’t have come to understand. She tells me of the camaraderie within the 

community and how close each of these prominent leaders were to each other. Our 

conversation began with a description of this thesis project and what I’d hope to gain 

with it. 

“…this is what black folks do all the time…” 

Catherine Scott (CS): “OK, my position on all of it is, I believe that all black people suffer 

from post traumatic stress syndrome , thats the first thing. And I think it’s evident in kind 69

of this blood memory or this embodied knowledge that’s passed from generation to 

generation. Because the atrocities that have occurred systematically and specifically, 

physically to various people in our experiences and ourselves. So I think we have this 

blood memory that really does get activated at certain points in our lives depending on 

how connected we are to our identity, to ourselves, to our place, in this society that we 

live in regardless of what that means. So that’s the first thing. And what distinguishes us 

from people in other parts of the diaspora is that we don't have the systems and 

structures in place for us to actively refer to a past that doesn't have that trauma 

embedded in part of the story of who we are. Even if people don’t evict themselves in a 

strong sense of history, and connectedness to the past, it is still existent in our past. 

 “Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), once called shell shock or battle fatigue syndrome, is a serious 69

condition that can develop after a person has experienced or witnessed a traumatic or terrifying event in 
which serious physical harm occurred or was threatened. PTSD is a lasting consequence of traumatic 
ordeals that cause intense fear, helplessness, or horror, such as a sexual or physical assault, the 
unexpected death of a loved one, an accident, war, or natural disaster. Families of victims can also 
develop PTSD, as can emergency personnel and rescue workers.” "Posttraumatic Stress Disorder." 
WebMD. 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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So there are a couple of, and I forget who the sociologists and psychologists who are 

active, but they say that this trauma exist in our DNA, OK? So, from a scientific- if you 

believe everything is energy, which I do, it makes sense that if depending on how you 

think people come into being, if you believe that we do in-fact imprint the embryo or the 

spirit or the energy of this other person, before conception and then during conception, 

and then during gestation, then you understand that we can’t learn this legacy that 

includes this trauma and rage that encompasses this history. OK, that’s my baseline. 

Now, I don’t know if [you know] what kind of work I am doing right now.” 

JM: “No, I’d love to hear about it.” 

CS: “OK, so, I’m in this program with Suzanne Lacy  and you’d think that social 70

practice or public practice, would have more of an ethos of not just compassion, but a 

baseline and an ability to digest social justice in a way that other disciplines don’t. Or 

other approaches don’t. So I’m not really sure of social practice as a new genre, or 

whether this is just a new approach, whether these are new strategies? Because the 

way that it’s showing up for me, having experienced it, is like, this is what black folks do 

all the time. This is the way people of color, or artists of color, interact or interface with 

  “Suzanne Lacy is a visual artist whose prolific career includes performances, video and photographic 70

installation, critical writing and public practices in communities. She is best known as one of the Los 
Angeles performance artists who began active in the Seventies and shaped and emergent art of social 
engagement. Her work ranges from intimate, graphic body explorations to large-scale public 
performances involving literally hundreds of performers and thousands of audience members.” "About", 
SuzanneLacy.com 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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their communities when they aren’t doing art for art's sake. So that’s the first thing. I 

think that art as life, and life as art is a non-western construct and consequently, the 

reason why it has become looked at as a strategy in our culture, is because we have 

disassociated ourselves from those things that distinguish us as human beings as now 

were trying to reintegrate those elements that give us our humanity. That is why you 

have people saying things like, ‘Art is going to make a difference’, ‘Social justice is what 

we need to do’, but you know it’s because we’ve created a culture where art is separate 

from life, where things that make us human, or actually the criteria for being human are 

then, disassociated from the human experience in terms of the cultural approach or the 

societal perspective of what it means to be human. Not living romantically or 

nostalgically in the past, but just really looking at, like there are cultures where the world 

view, or the language is- there’s no word for art, it’s just life, you know! And so, the 

strategy for being human, or the restoration of balance in the society or culture in not to 

look for some unique expression, but it’s never disassociated from the being-ness of 

your humanness, right?” 

‘...what can i share with these people that we have in common?’ 

“When I entered this field of public practice, it was really because I work in the arts, I’ve 

been working in the arts for some 20 odd years, since [19]85, right. So, what’s that? 30 

years. And, in that time, well 30 years in an administrative role, right? Because before 

that I was a dancer. And so, I was a dancer and an educator primarily. And I didn’t see a 

difference in my role, but my way of approaching how I taught, because I’m a 
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kinesthetic learner, was integrating movement into the classroom. I taught everything 

from elementary to college. I was teaching simultaneously at the university and in 

elementary schools. And in high school, and working in community art centers as well. 

Or in, I think my first gig out of college was working with developmentally disabled 

seniors. So, without even having a vocabulary for art therapy, or dance therapy, I had 

people moving and listening to music because it’s what I knew. It’s what I knew that was 

essential to their ability to interface with me. It’s like I don’t have any sense of what it 

means to be disabled except from an observer's perspective, but when I said, ‘what can 

i share with these people that we have in common?’ Well, we have bodies and we all 

move, and we move different ways, but we all move. So I just said, ok, if that's what we 

have in common, so be it, that’s what we’ll do. And so that’s what we did. And my 

expectations were for them to be able to experience that because it was familiar. Now 

thats, now, you have volumes written about how true that is. But I was just coming to it 

intuitively. Just understanding that there are some things that we share, regardless of 

our cultural experience, language or any of that, right?” 

JM: “Yes.” 

CS: “Because it’s not a race dynamic, it’s really a cultural dynamic. And we have the 

whole racial theory construct is illegitimate, and we perpetuate it by being in discourse 

with it. So, it was developed as a justification for an economic and political sphere that 

has prevailed much longer than it should’ve ever. Because it, you know, no one goes 

unchallenged, right? And it has been challenged over the centuries, but it’s because we 
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stay in relationship to it that it does not cease to exist. So, race theory is the source. 

Racism is the manifestation, Until we basically deal with that, I don’t care how many 

[Henry Lois] Gates, how many ancestry.com or any of that bullshit we have going on, 

we’re going to be stuck in this perpetual conversation. That’s another one of my basic 

tenets.  

So you see I have very strong feelings about many things and they are basically the 

foundation for how I operate in the world. So, having grown up in a cultural nationalist 

family, because my father was a Freedom Rider and my mother was a Civil Rights 

activist, my family were political activists. My parent’s were engaged in voter registration 

of the [19]60’s. Very active in the democratic party. And my father would disappear on 

weekends and I never really knew what he was going. Later on he would take me to 

Black Power conferences. Just put me in the car and take me with him. And I would find 

myself in these places where there were very few kids, but where there was a lot of 

people who I would later come to know as leader of the Civil Rights Movement. During 

the time that I grew up, one of the things that was an ongoing battle, and I didn’t 

understand it at the time, was this whole thing about displacement of communities for 

the expansion and gentrification of the city. And my parents were involved in that as 

well. Now, I can’t remember whether it’s my father or my mother or both, because my 

mother was a stay at home mom and was really active in the democratic party, actively 

working during election years when she would be doing canvassing and polling, things 

like that. But, what I do remember, is there was this team of people in my community 

and in my house. People who later on would be considered significant historically, like 
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there is this man, Julius Williams, who was a local activist, but he worked very closely 

with SNCC . I grew up with Tom Hayden  as a part of that experience. When I was a 71 72

junior in high school, I worked as a summer associate and I was put in touch with Phil 

Hutchings  the leader of SNCC, H. Rap Brown  and Stokely Carmichael  was in exile 73 74 75

or in hiding. So I was around people with those kinds of conversations going on. And 

sometimes those people would come through, not really knowing that they were 

historically significant. My aunt was married to Mana Garacka so I grew up with-- 

actually, when I was 13, she took me to this experience called, The Loft, which was this 

gathering of avant-garde artists and musicians in Newark. People in the room included 

 “The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)” Foner, Eric, and Garraty, John A., Editors. 71

1991. "The Reader’s Companion to American History." Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. 

 “After over 50 years of activism, politics and writing, Tom Hayden is still a leading voice for ending the 72

wars in Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan, for erasing sweatshops, saving the environment, and reforming 
politics through a more participatory democracy.” "Biography", Tom Hayden: THE PEACE & JUSTICE 
RESOURCE CENTER. 2013. Accessed July 3, 2015.

 “Phil Hutchings recalls growing up in Cleveland, Ohio, his parents' involvement in many civic 73

organizations, and attending Howard University. He remembers joining the Nonviolent Action Group (a 
precursor to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)), protesting at the White Rice Inn in 
Maryland, and working with the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. He discusses moving to Newark, 
New Jersey, to work for SNCC, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and the Newark Community 
Union Project. He also recalls organizing District of Columbia residents for the March on Washington and 
witnessing the Newark riots in 1967.” "Phil Hutchings Oral History Interview Conducted by Joseph 
Mosnier in Oakland, California, 2011-09-01." The Library of Congress. September 1, 2011. Accessed July 
3, 2015.

 “Jamil Abdullah Al-Amin, (born October 4, 1943, as Hubert Gerold Brown), also known as H. Rap 74

Brown, was chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in the 1960s, and during a 
short-lived (six months) alliance between SNCC and the Black Panther Party, he served as their Minister 
of Justice. He is perhaps most famous for his proclamation during that period that "violence is as 
American as cherry pie", as well as once stating that "If America don't come around, we're gonna burn it 
down". He is also known for his autobiography Die Nigger Die!. He is currently serving a life sentence for 
murder following the 2000 shooting of two Fulton County Sheriff's deputies, both black. One deputy, Ricky 
Kinchen, died in the shooting.” "H. Rap Brown." Wikipedia. August 17, 2009. Accessed July 3, 2015. 

 “Stokely Carmichael was a Trinidadian-American political activist best known for leading the civil rights 75

group SNCC in the 1960s.” "Stokely Carmichael - Civil Rights Speech," Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee. March 12, 1964. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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Allen Ginsberg,  dancer Camille Phillips, Amiri Baraka , people I just thought were 76 77

weird. I mean, they were artists, dancers, and musicians, right? But I just thought it was 

weird artists doing weird things. But this is how my life was shaped. I was raised with an 

heighten awareness of art as an articulation of perspective and aesthetics and values.”  

“Art as integrated in life.” 

“So these people are the people who made the posters. These are the people who 

wrote the text on the flyer. These people who would xerox, not xerox, they would copy it 

because in these old days it used to be done by hand copiers. They were the ones 

doing that. And so, for me, I didn’t grow up with a sense of all is separated from “the 

struggle”. I got that this was part of living. and being black. and being a human being.  

At that point I was very black, I was very afrocentric. To the extent that I changed my 

name in high school. I changed my name to Emina Abdul Jahil. And I went to a catholic 

school! And I was one of two black people in there! It was because I had a great uncle, 

who was Muslim, so I flirted with Islam, not as a faith but as a non-European based 

 “Renowned poet, world traveler, spiritual seeker, founding member of a major literary movement, 76

champion of human and civil rights, photographer and songwriter, political gadfly, teacher and co-founder 
of a poetics school. Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997) defied simple classification.” "Home." Allen Ginsberg 
Project. 2014. Accessed July 3, 2015. 

 “The dramatist, novelist and poet, Amiri Baraka is one of the most respected and widely published 77

African-American writers. With the beginning of Black Civil Rights Movements during the sixties, Baraka 
explored the anger of African-Americans and used his writings as a weapon against racism. Also, he 
advocated scientific socialism with his revolutionary inclined poems and aimed at creating aesthetic 
through them.” "Bio." Amiri Baraka. 2011. Accessed July 3, 2015.
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identity. And as I grew to understand the role of Islam in the slave trade,  I quickly 78

dropped that and also the politics of Islam and women- I dropped that. And became 

‘Akolo’, which was the name that was given to me, because at that point, I’m now 

graduated from high school and in college. And in the full rhythm of Black Arts 

Movement and Cultural Nationalism as a strategy, so that’s how I was shaped. I have a 

unique experience in how I was shaped. You know how you take your core classes, 

liberal art courses? Well my core courses were taught by like, my english courses were 

taught by Nikki Giovanni . My history courses were taught by Clementine Price . 79 80

Clementine Price and John Henrik Clarke . This is a different kind of history. Different 81

kind of perspectives on history, you know? So, my life- my formative years were 

punctuated by leading thinkers. I mean, so for me, I was sitting with Donelle Lee and 

Sonia Sanchez  and  Nikki Giovanni when they were young poets. Me being a recently 82

 “The Qur'an prescribes a humanitarian approach to slavery -- free men could not be enslaved, and 78

those faithful to foreign religions could live as protected persons,dhimmis, under Muslim rule (as long as 
they maintained payment of taxes called Kharajand Jizya). However, the spread of the Islamic Empire 
resulted in a much harsher interpretation of the law. For example, if a dhimmis was unable to pay the 
taxes they could be enslaved, and people from outside the borders of the Islamic Empire were considered 
an acceptable source of slaves.” "African History: Slavery and the Slave Trade." About.com. 2015. 
Accessed July 3, 2015.

 “Poet Nikki Giovanni was born in Knoxville, Tennessee, on June 7, 1943. Although she grew up in 79

Cincinnati, Ohio, she and her sister returned to Knoxville each summer to visit their grandparents. Nikki 
graduated with honors in history from her grandfather's alma mater, Fisk University. Since 1987, she has 
been on the faculty at Virginia Tech, where she is a University Distinguished Professor.” "Biography." Nikki 
Giovanni. 2015. Accessed July 3, 2015.

 “Religious leader Barbara Clementine Harris was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania to Walter and 80

Beatrice (Price) Harris on June 12, 1930. On February 11, 1989, Barbara Harris was consecrated a 
bishop, the first woman to be ordained in the worldwide Anglican Church.” "Harris, Barbara C. (1930- )." 
The Black Past: Remembered and Reclaimed. Accessed July 4, 2015.

 “Dr. John Henrik Clarke, a pre-eminent African-American historian, author of several volumes on the 81

history of Africa and the Diaspora, taught in the Department of Black and Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter 
College of the City University of New York.” Clarke, John, Henrik. "Why Africana History?" Hunter College. 
1997. Accessed July 4, 2015.

 “Poet. Mother. Professor. National and International lecturer on Black Culture and Literature, Women’s 82

Liberation, Peace and Racial Justice. Sponsor of Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. 
Board Member of MADRE. Sonia Sanchez is the author of over 16 books.” "About", Sonia Sanchez. 
Accessed July 4, 2015.
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graduated high school student, I didn’t realize their greatness or their importance. I was 

weaned on the Last Poets  as like, you know, street rappers or neighborhood folk 83

because my life was a shuttle between north New Jersey and Manhattan, because it 

was 15 minutes away. It was an extension of my community. We spent every Saturday 

up in Harlem. That’s when my father would drive us to the Audubon Theatre  to see this 84

man speak. I didn’t even know who he was- it was Malcolm [X]. So anyway, my life was 

shaped very differently. I grew up understanding artists. So when I see James Brown 

I’m thinking of ‘Hear it now, I’m Black and I’m proud!’ I grew up with ‘Young, Gifted and 

Black’  as an anthem. I grew up in proximity to Black Power conferences, which were 85

held just about every weekend. Because that was the time that it was. We’re talking 

about mid-sixties to late sixties.  

 “The Last Poets is the name for several groups of poets and musicians who arose from the late 1960s 83

African-American civil rights movement's black nationalist movement. The name is taken from a poem by 
the South African revolutionary poet Keorapetse Kgositsile, who believed he was in the last era of poetry 
before guns would take over. The original users of that name were the trio of Felipe Luciano, Gylan Kain, 
and David Nelson.” "The Last Poets." Wikipedia. 2007. Accessed July 4, 2015.

 “Audubon Ballroom: 940 Broadway, Now the Malcolm X and Dr. Betty Shabazz Memorial and 84

Educational Center, Malcolm is said to have spoken at this Broadway theater on more than 20 occasions, 
but the Audubon Ballroom will always be known for its most devastating occurrence: Malcolm X's 
assassination. The location served as a meeting place for Malcolm's Organization of Afro-American Unity 
during his later years. Tragically, the 39-year-old was shot 21 times here on February 21, 1965, after a 
man yelled "N***er! Get your hand outta my pocket!" in his direction. Less than a year earlier, Malcolm 
proclaimed "I am probably a dead man already.” "A Guide to Malcolm X's Harlem." Complex. February 21, 
2013. Accessed July 4, 2015.

 “Nina Simone – To Be Young, Gifted And Black Lyrics- To be young, gifted and black/ Oh what a lovely 85

precious dream/ To be young, gifted and black/ Open your heart to what I mean/ In the whole world you 
know/ There are billion boys and girls/ Who are young, gifted and black/ And that's a fact!/ Young, gifted 
and black/ We must begin to tell our young/ There's a world waiting for you/ This is a quest that's just 
begun/ When you feel really low/ Yeah, there's a great truth you should know/ When you're young, gifted 
and black/ Your soul's intact/ Young, gifted and black/ How I long to know the truth/ There are times when 
I look back/ And I am haunted by my youth/ Oh but my joy of today/ Is that we can all be proud to say/ To 
be young, gifted and black/ Is where it's at. Songwriters: Irvine, Weldon / Simone, Nina, To Be Young, 
Gifted And Black lyrics © Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, Universal Music Publishing Group Simone, 
Nina, and Weldon Irvine. "To Be Young, Gifted And Black." Black Gold, Stroud Productions. RCA 
Records, 1969.
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By the time I got to college, I had already been a part of a student-wide boycott. The 

school had actively engaged in creating an alternative school, called Chad School. One 

of the youth that was carried into communities through sensitivity sessions with ‘good 

intentioned’ white people to kind of synthesize into the black experience and demystify 

the stereotypes that were not the truth of my experience. Because I was raised in a 

‘bougie’  black lifestyle. That was interesting for reflection because my family, after my 86

father’s death, was no longer financially bourgeois, and consequently, my siblings have 

a different experience that I did. You know I went to a private parochial school where 

there were only two blacks in the school. Out of the community, I didn’t go to school in 

Newark. All of these things shaped my way of being and thinking. But arts were very 

central to it. So for me, it’s not like arts is the answer. To be totally integrated as a 

human being, you have to have, and the thing that I think makes us human is our ability 

to create. I grew up knowing that this was a truth, rather than some kind of revelation.  

My dad was the kind of person that was the classic male of his generation. He kind of 

grinded at his kids, not very much interaction, except for dragging us where he thought 

we needed to be. And so, literally when I tell you everyday Sat we would leave Newark 

and we would get on the parkway where we would go to Manhattan. And he would drop 

 “Bougie- Aspiring to be a higher class than one is. Derived from bourgeois - meaning middle/upper 86

class, traditionally despised by communists. ie: When my friend Miya wears a blazer or Lucy gets a 
massage I call them bougie cause we're unemployed college students.” "Bougie." Urban Dictionary. 
Accessed July 4, 2015.
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us off at the Apollo  where we would see the newsreel and then the matinee. I thought 87

the reason he would do that was because he was shooting crap or playing cards. I 

didn’t know that he was active in a political movement. Until, when we got older, he 

started dragging us too. Not just the Apollo, but to, like i said, to the Audubon and to 

different things to enhance this experience. The experience, what was happening in our 

community. So, that’s how I got shaped and how I understood arts as integral to our 

human expression and not disassociated. I grew up with everyone drawing, everyone 

singing, everyone dancing, everyone do everything. Now, whether they were practicing 

artists or not, was no important. And then when I noticed who was doing things, it was 

always the artists preparing the flyers, artists who were engaged as active citizens in 

the world. There wasn’t a class about us that was doing this- It was every artists I knew. 

Like for example, when I started dancing, Sheila Rohan , was a ballerina and she used 88

to teach. I took classes with Sheila. Turns out she is Romare Bearden’s  89

granddaughter. And so the flyers that she used to use for her class were actually drawn 

 “The neo-classical theater known today as the Apollo Theater was designed by George Keister and first 87

owned by Sidney Cohen. In 1914, Benjamin Hurtig and Harry Seamon obtained a thirty-year lease on the 
newly constructed theater calling it Hurtig and Seamon’s New Burlesque Theater. Like many American 
theaters during this time, African-Americans were not allowed to attend as patrons or to perform. In 1933 
Fiorello La Guardia, who would later become New York City’s Mayor, began a campaign against 
burlesque.  Hurtig & Seamon’s was one of many theaters that would close down. Cohen reopened the 
building as the 125th Street Apollo Theatre in 1934 with his partner, Morris Sussman serving as manager. 
Cohen and Sussman changed the format of the shows from burlesque to variety revues and redirected 
their marketing attention to the growing African-American community in Harlem.” "History", Apollo. 2014. 
Accessed July 4, 2015.

 “Sheila Rohan began studying dance at her neighborhood dance schools in Staten Island. She went on 88

to more intensive training at Ballet Arts, Clark Center for the Performing Arts, the Martha Graham School 
and Merce Cunninghan Studio, becoming proficient in Ballet, Jazz, African and Modern Dance.” "Sheila", 
The Nanette Bearden Contemporary Dance Theatre. 2006. Accessed July 4, 2015.

 “Recognized as one of the most creative and original visual artists of the twentieth century, Romare 89

Bearden had a prolific and distinguished career. He experimented with many different mediums and 
artistic styles, but is best known for his richly textured collages, two of which appeared on the covers of 
Fortune and Time magazines, in 1968. An innovative artist with diverse interests, Bearden also designed 
costumes and sets for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, and programs, sets and designs for 
Nanette Bearden's Contemporary Dance Theatre.” "About the Artist", Romare Bearden Foundation. 2015. 
Accessed July 4, 2015.
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by her grandfather, Romare Bearden. That was not a big thing to me. That was just 

Sheila's grandfather. You know he did not become a big thing until I went to college and 

understood him to be a principal artist of the black experience. So you see, I am not 

unique. There are other people who I was raised with who’ve had similar experiences 

but what is unique about it is that I now reflection on it and I actually laugh sometimes 

when I hear people talk about Social Practice or art as a lived practice, and all this- to 

me its rhetoric. Because the truth is the only distinction between what I’m doing right 

now at Otis and the life that I have lived always is that I’m in school doing it. I’ve been 

engaged in Haiti and in New Orleans and every community I’ve ever been in around 

issues of equity and social justice since I could speak. That’s just how I was raised. As a 

dancer- I stopped, it was an active decision not to be an attorney. I dropped out to 

audition for the brother who did ‘River Niger’  because I had been dancing since 90

graduation from high school. I started dancing late, I started dancing in 1969. I 

graduated in June. I have a man that I call my Uncle Ben, he’s not actually a relative, 

he’s like one of those acquired uncles. And he’s actually, he’s a very active visual artists 

and he dragged me to a dance class by a man named Chuck Davis. And I got bit by the 

dance bug and I’ve been dancing ever since. You know I later danced with Chuck and 

every other African dance company in New York. I studied with Donna Hill. 

I’ve always had pedigrees with the people that I studied or trained or was in proximity to. 

And I want to say that it was just the time that I lived in, but I’ve come to know that this 

 “The River Niger — Mr. Walker's best-known work — was a godsend for the NEC, which was facing 90

financial woes in the early 1970s. The Off-Broadway play (originating at St. Mark's Playhouse) about the 
struggles of a black family from Harlem was the first NEC work to move to Broadway; it ran nine months 
and went on a national tour.” Jones, Kenneth. "Joseph A. Walker, Tony-Winning Playwright of The River 
Niger, Dead at 67," Playbill.com. January 31, 2003. Accessed July 4, 2015.
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is what I believe about creation. Before we come to this incarnation, or this realm, we 

make an agreement with destiny, God, if you would, and another energy  that’s kind of 

like life or only your life path, and you choose the experiences that you have. So I chose 

this life. Then when you come into this incarnation you forget all about it, and your life is 

about revealing it.”  

“…addressing the racial climate in our country…” 

JM: “You spoke about the importance of the arts and their relation to the human 

experience. Their integration into life. I’m interested in ways that we can use the arts to 

better address issues of race, or class, other differences. You alluded to art therapy 

which I think is of course in part an answer to this question. There’s also this belief that 

institutions have some sort of responsibility to fulfill these kinds of things so I’d like to 

hear you speak a bit more about the role of institutions in better addressing the racial 

climate in our country, and separately from that what we can do as individuals?” 

SC: “So if you believe in cycles, like I do, I think one of the reasons these strategies, 

and I’ll go so far as saying these gestapo-fascist strategies, are so prevalent today is 

because on a metaphysical level, it’s the end of an era. The New World Order,  which 91

is supposed to be grounded in globalization, is really just a shift or, it’s like capitalism on 

steroids. And what has happened is the minimal number of people that control wealth 

and systems and structures in the country, have become even less, and the illusion of 

 “The New World Order is a conspiracy theory that a powerful group is in control of the world, or on the 91

verge of gaining such control.” "The New World Order, an Overview." The New World Order, an Overview. 
June 27, 2015. Accessed July 4, 2015.
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democracy is being challenged. Because people say, I participate but it keeps 

happening. And we got what we thought would be the benchmark of shift and change in 

the country and it didn’t do all that we thought it could do. We thought the day that a 

black man could be president of the United States meant a shift in dynamics. And if I’m 

not mistaken, during his presidency, more black men have been killed openly, then 

since the days of the Civil Rights Movement . You know, and I don’t know whether it’s 92

because of the birth of the internet or that we’re just more aware of it, or whether in fact 

that’s a true statistic .  93

I have this piece that I’m doing called In Memoriam and part of my research for the 

piece has been looking at lynchings, patterns of lynchings, and murders of black and 

brown men. And it has just been astonishing to know first of all, that there’s a place that 

I can google to find out how many black men have been lynched or murdered. That’s 

the first thing that was shocking to me. That there was somebody actually counting. 

That seems like an absurd study. It’s seems like it’s like, it’s such a violation of humanity. 

Why would people want to document it? So that was the first thing. The second thing 

that is amazing to me is that every time there is an increase in what we consider civil 

liberties or to those things we consider our inalienable rights, when there’s an increase 

in access to a marginalized community, there’s an increase in racial tension and 

 “When this is compared with the incomplete data compiled by the FBI that shows that a Black person is 92

killed by a white police officer more than twice a week and studies that reveal that a Black person is killed 
every 28 hours by police, the stark and gut wrenching reality of the nightmare Americans have never 
awakened from comes into focus.” Taylor, April. "More Black People Killed by Police than Were Lynched 
during Jim Crow." Bay View. October 5, 2014. Accessed July 4, 2015.

 Most of the research that I conducted in hopes of finding some validity in Scott’s statement was 93

‘incomplete’ or research was ‘in progress’, basically inconclusive. However, I’m inclined to side with Scott 
due to the overwhelming amount of statistics just like the one cited above.
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murders, just straight up. There is. And at the same time there’s this other phenomenon 

that I find interesting. People try to figure out what is the nature of humanity that this 

should happen? And so now, there’s all these social therapist and psychologist saying, 

‘Well you know, human beings actually mated with the Neanderthals, that’s where all 

our problems became, because they weren’t human.’ Ok, blame it on the fact that they 

did interspecies um, mating?...”  

[We both laugh at this idea] 

“…So they try and find an excuse for this lack of humanity when it’s really clear to me 

that it’s really about resources and the prevalence of people without resources, just 

trying to get resources. And if you notice, that there is this phenomena, when you look 

at a social political study, that where cultures have enough, the phenomena of slavery 

and-- and this is not romanticizing it, this is just a thumbnail overview-- where there’s 

enough for survival, if certain dynamics do not exist in terms of cost, community and 

ration. And wherever marginalized people, or people who do not have what they need 

for basic survival, you have the rise of the other power dynamics that include 

subjugation of others, land grabbing, resource grabbing, and all of that. Because it’s 

really about survival. This all gets heightened when you have a group of people who 

come from, come from an area, or evolution from a group of people who have very little 

resources, and whose whole existence has been based on acquiring those resources 

that they need for survival. Regardless of which phase of technological development or 

industrialization they’re in. But it’s clear that there was a time when it became more. You 

!92



know, empires didn’t just spring up. They sprang up out of a need, not just to manage 

more people, but to control the resources that were technologies and created for the 

people engaged in those technologies. So, that’s an oversimplification of a very 

complex evolution of society and industrialization and a whole bunch of stuff. But it’s not 

a race construct, it’s basically the have and have-not’s. And so the way that we 

distinguish ourselves inside of that conversation is by identifying the select group when 

you’ve got a paradigm like that, right? So I started all of this by saying that we are in the 

end of an era, a dying paradigm, a paradigm that has been corrupt, and so, what we 

have is a desperate attempt to hold onto those destitutes that are the power structures 

that are literally being changed. I think the biggest illness to me is not how crazy folks 

are, but something like China or India, two of the largest populations in the world, have 

taken on rapid industrialization as a cure for the issues in societies. And it’s like, didn’t 

you see what happened in this experiment? Like haven’t you got it? They’re also 

cultures where life has more value. Even though it’s the hot bed of all the spiritual, the 

highly evolved spiritual thinking that we have, buddhism, hinduism, and all the spiritual 

movements were basically born out of that, right? So how could these things coexist? I 

don’t get it. Anyway, I think the challenge is that exploration, how do we, what is the true 

nature of being human? That is the question. What are the constructs that get created 

to create the notion of dominance. You know, there are some languages that do not 

have the concept of dominance or other. When you start looking at this linguistically, it 

doesn’t exist in those languages because the ideas are not a part of the culture. 

Worldview language and society are all deeply connected. And when you look at those 
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cultures where these languages do exist and these worlds do exist, you’ve got a certain 

kind of experience.  

‘You bougie, you know, bitch…’ 

So I started this again by saying it’s the end of an era and it’s supposed to be the age of 

aquarius. People are fighting tooth and nail to prevent it from coming to date. There’s a 

shift in terms of power dynamics. Women are perceived-- I don’t care whether you 

speak to Buddhist, Catholics, Muslims, Jews whoever-- they’re all saying that this is the 

era of women. That women are the solution or the salvation of the world, or as we know 

it. It’s the right of a female consciousness that’s going to shift the dynamic. Because 

we’ve had enough of this other thing. Well, if that was true, what are the qualities of that 

that would cause this change? And what is that? What does that look like? So that’s 

some of what I try to look at. So what I was telling was, I have this piece, it’s called In 

Memoriam. OK, so, let me set this up: 

So, I take public transportation, partially as an economic strategy for being a grad 

student at 63, and the other part is, now I’ve made it a social experiment. What I 

realized is that I live in Los Angeles in a culture of cars and my relationship to issues is 

distanced by my shelter in a vehicle, I’ve been riding the trains and the buses in this 

heat. You know, LA, the only people on trains and buses in LA are poor people. And I 

live downtown which is quickly being, as an artist said the other night, 

“gentriFUCKEDcationed”. You know, it’s gentraFUCKED. And so, about 30 years, of 

DTLA has been the only place that homeless, and drugged, rehabbed centers could be 
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because it was an undesirable place in Los Angeles, its not beachfront. So now, that 

this is being gentrified, there is this ‘in your face’ kind of poverty and homelessness and 

people peeing on the sides of buildings and all kinds of shit like that. Up against these 

bougie restaurants and stuff. So, I’m downtown. When I get on the bus, you know from 

9-5 it’s a lot of hipsters, but after 5 they all go into their condos and lofts and studios and 

night creatures are what’s out. And these night creatures are homeless, transitional 

living folks that are co-existing in this downtown re-thinking of LA. And it’s deep, I got to 

tell you, it’s deep. I remember one day, a woman bumped into me on the bus and she 

just started yelling at me, ‘You people!’, and I turned to her and said, ‘You don’t even 

know who you’re talking to.’ ‘You people come down here and we’ve been down here 

for years. Now you come down here.’ I looked at her and said, ‘You don’t know who 

you’re talking to. So you need to stop and try to find out.’ And she looked at me and she 

wanted to get confrontational. I just said to her, ‘You know what? Peace and blessings 

because here’s the thing. You bout to make me see God. Because I’m bout to go off. 

You know. And she just looked at me like, ‘You bougie, you know, bitch’ and I think that’s 

what she called me too. ‘Bougie bitch, this is our community, how dare you think you 

can come down here and blah blah blah blah’, and I was like, ‘Hold it. You have no idea 

who you’re talking to.’ And so we just left it at that but I really get that that’s the way that 

we move through the world. So I’ve decided to shift my position: selling my car and 

riding the bus and train is actually a social engagement to me, and it’s about me. It’s not 

about anybody else, it’s about me re-sensitizing myself to see. To see who is in this 

world and not just see them from the safety of my car. That used to be a Mercedes.” 
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[We both laugh again] 

And when I buy another car it will be a Mercedes. Because I like Mercedes. They’re 

reliable cars and they’ll save your life and they run forever. Low maintenance. That’s 

how I feel about them anyway. Yes, they’re luxury and a symbol of having made it, but 

also they’re damn good cars. Well you see a lot of ubers that are Toyotas but, in all the 

third world countries the taxis are Mercedes. I’m like, they know something. Anyway, my 

point in saying all of that is to say that, this social practice thing, or this public practice 

thing, to me, they keep asking what is the aesthetics of my practice, you have to 

demonstrate the aesthetics of your practice. And I say, ‘My practice is that I’m a 

community activist. I am an activist. Not even a community activist.  I’m an activist. And 

so, I don't have to find the aesthetics of it because it’s embedded in my practice. But 

they’re wanting, like they want me to do, they want me to make it art.  

JM: It’s performance. It’s performative. I think that’s a huge part of performance work, 

that it’s this discussion of ephemera, right? Like what’s left? How do you document it? I 

believe that there is this push back from incorporating more performance work into a 

higher art level because of incorporating it into an economy. So, like, how do you buy 

and see this work? But I mean, if you think of it as performative, you know I mean, you 

can’t, that’s totally what this is. 

CS: But the thing is they don’t like my performance because my performance looks too 

much like real life. And for me, art is not separated from life. 
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JM: Yes. 

CS: So, so, so, which was really challenging because I’m dealing with the queen of ‘Act 

Up’. 

JM: Oh goodness, 

CS: Suzanne Lacey. Who wants to in fact believe that she is in fact an evolved white 

person who can relate to black people as easily as she can relate to her own people. 

But what distinguishes Suzanne, or which is a problematic for Suzanne is she trains 

inside of coming from a poor, in reference to being poor and white, and I don’t have the 

same reference. So whenever I get angry she says, ‘I think you’re angry because you’re 

poor.’ I’m like, ‘No, I’m angry because I’m black. And actually, I’m not angry. This is rage, 

which is different than anger. You know, anger is like emotion, emotive, momentary, 

reactive thing. That rage is deeply embedded in my DNA.” 

JM: “Yes.” 

CS: “And you can activate it anytime you want for me like right now. So-“ 

JM: “Oh my goodness.” 
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CS: Oh yea, it’s deep. I’m the only black person in this program. And every year, they 

have a black female between 40 and 60 in the program. Each year we become an 

archetype for a kind of conversation. And recently, I raised the issue of community 

reciprocity, and they thought that I was attacking the good intentioned white people for 

overusing a community resource in this red line community where we’re doing this 

project, we’re doing community asset mapping. For this project, it’s a community place-

making project  and I basically made all the white children feel uncomfortable because 94

I asked about reciprocity. And when the only Mexican in the program pushed back at 

me, I stopped her and I said, ‘You know what the problem is here? That you don’t even 

get it. We’re not on opposite sides. We’re on the same side. The difference is I ain’t 

passin’, you are.  

And so here’s the thing, I can give a flying fuck about how you want to be white. I really 

don’t care. You know, I thought that we would align because you were a person of color, 

I was a person of color, the only other person of color in here is this Indian, who cries 

every 5 minutes because she’s challenged. Because I’m ‘too much like her parents’.” 

JM: “Oh, Lord,” 

CS: “It’s like, I don’t care how much I remind you of your parents, but let me tell you 

about my children. I said, ‘If you were my daughter, you would have already achieved 

what you came to do. Because that’s how my kids are.’ They said ‘What?’ I said, ‘I have 

 Buckley, Leticia. "LOS ANGELES COUNTY ARTS COMMISSION ANNOUNCES CREATIVE 94

PLACEMAKING PROJECT “ANTELOPE VALLEY ART OUTPOST”." Lacountyarts.org. February 5, 2015. 
Accessed July 4, 2015.
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a daughter, I have two daughters and both of them are older than either one of you. I 

have a daughter who is 25 working on her second masters, in the sciences. The first 

one was in kinesiology, the second is in nutrition and diet. But get this, she could’ve 

been a ballerina. She stopped doing that so that she could pursue this medical thing. 

That’s a huge contribution. She doesn’t have to have an art practice to do it. When she 

was in undergrad she taught inner city kids, but she has always been hands on. She 

grew up with no choice because she grew up with a mother that was hands on. So I 

was either dragging her to the place, you know, [my daughter] has more stamps on her 

passport than most adults. None of my fieldwork was exempt of community 

engagement. And at each place we left something. It’s called reciprocity.” 
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reciprocity 
[res-uh-pros-i-tee] 

noun 
1.  

the relation or policy in commercial dealings between countries by which 

corresponding advantages or privileges are granted by each country to the citizens 

of the other. 
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CS: “If I’m working with artists, I’m paying artists for their expertise. I’ve got a whole 

storage space full of drums. Because I curated an exhibit of black music and you don’t 

go to a drummer in Haiti or Cuba or in New Orleans or in Brazil and borrow their drum 

for an exhibit. What you do is you commission a drum to be made by them. And then 

you record their music and you pay them for royalties and the use of their music for the 

exhibit. But the problem is they sold me the drums. So now, I’ve got the drums and the 

museum doesn’t have a collection of instruments. So when it was over, I got the drums!” 

[We Laugh]  

“…back to the core of makes us human…” 

“So I’ve got like a whole storage unit full of drums! I didn’t think that one through, you 

know? I should’ve set it up where the drums would be returned to the community. But 

that’s not the way it works, they sold the drums, it’s a cultural thing. But anyway, it’s 

hysterical. I have drums from the people in Jamaica, I’ve got rare drums from- I’ve got 

all kinds of shit. I’ve got water drums from Haiti, I have Haitian drums, I’ve got drums! 

But you know, I only mention that to say that the notion of reciprocity, or recognizing 

traditional scholars, I don’t even mean like to call them traditional, I like to say, ‘non-

academic’ scholars. It’s one that’s been embedded in my practice from the beginning. 
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But you know, that comes from me being trained, I was trained by Katherine Dunham , 95

you know.”  

“All that is to say is that our life experiences shape who we are but art has always been 

integrated in our lives as living. Not as a separate piece. And it’s the American construct 

of how life and art are separate that is problematic. And that it will become the solution, 

not because it’s a panacea of salvation, but more like it’s part of the human experience. 

To create is to be human. To be human is to be divine. And as we tap into our divinity, 

when the Christian construct, every religion philosophical tenet includes one that says 

we are made in the image and likeness of our god. Except, the Presbyterians who 

believe that they’re doomed and gloomed and that they already fucked up before they 

even started. But other than that everybody else has some foundation that says ‘We are 

God, God is in us, and we are made in the image and likeness of God’. That kind of 

tapping into the divinity is the salvation of humanity or what’s going to bring us back to 

the kind of compassion that's essential. It’s not the art, it’s the re-integration of life as 

art. So when I see [theorists] coming up with a re-connecting to art and living, and living 

as art, it’s just getting back to the foundation of humanity. It’s getting back to the core of 

makes us human. Ok? 

* 

 “Katherine Dunham revolutionized American dance in the 1930's by going to the roots of black dance 95

and rituals transforming them into significant artistic choreography that speaks to all. She was a pioneer 
in the use of folk and ethnic choreography and one of the founders of the anthropological dance 
movement. She showed the world that African American heritage is beautiful. She completed 
groundbreaking work on Caribbean and Brazilian dance anthropology as a new academic discipline. She 
is credited for bringing these Caribbean and African influences to a European-dominated dance world.” 
"Katherine Dunham Biography." Katherine Dunham, The Katherine Dunham Centers for Arts & 
Humanities. 2011. Accessed July 4, 2015. 
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We must make space for one another. Both physical spaces to learn, share and 

exchange with others in, but also mental spaces to contemplate and grow. Physical 

space means a place for ownership, somewhere safe. Mental space allows for those 

who feel as though they have been situated at “the bottom of the totem pole”, as 

described by Nicki Minaj, to discover their own agency and self worth. What does it 

mean when a top Public Relations executive would rather remain anonymous when 

discussing issues of race and identify herself? What does it mean when others 

continuously dismiss deeply rooted pain as uncontrollable anger? 

Often it’s easier to assume a position of passivity or to call upon humor than to honestly 

confront challenging issues. Complexities of race and culture, are not easily solved with 

formulaic solutions. Because of the sensitive and controversial nature of this subject 

matter, and due to the fact that involvement and participation so frequently result in 

complete exhaustion, whenever the duty falls upon one person, like Ms. Scoti in the 

classroom for example, it becomes easy for others to dismiss their own responsibility. 

However, the responsibility does not fall on one individual, one generation, or one 

group, this work requires the collaborative efforts of humankind. Like, Ms. Scoti, I 

believe that the key to progress lies in our societal humility. By directly addressing the 

racial climate, by making room for those who do not already have a space of their own, 

and soliciting change through the re-integration of life as art. By reflecting on these 

ideas, the notion of change or progress, may one day become an American reality. 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Brilliant Idiots, (Weekly Podcast) Color Money, 2015 

Charlamagne Tha God and Andrew Schulz are truly Brilliant Idiots. Each week I listen to 
these two men stumble to get through the issues of the day in a hysterical way.  

The use of humor as a tool is recurrent throughout many of these discussions. When 
working with something so challenging, sometimes it seems like the only way to move 
forward is through laughter. Throughout this research process, I have often turned to the 
Brilliant Idiots or The Read  to get a different perspective. In addition, listening to 96

other’s solutions or ideas, has only helped to focus my efforts. This particular episode 
features a discussion on rapper Plies’ recent interaction with a misguided fan, another 
murder of an unarmed black man in South Carolina by the police, and the danger of 
stereotypes. 

Charlamagne Tha God (CTG): The bible says ‘Do not judge.’ 

Andrew Schulz (AS): There you go. There you go. That’s something that I think is a 
good idea. But some people disagree. Some people think that, ‘Nah, I think we do need 
to judge.’ Every idea is stupid to someone. 

CTG: You can’t judge human behavior. 

AS: Yes you can. I can judge someone who touches kids. 

CTG: Of course. I don’t want to say behavior. You can’t judge human, you can’t judge 
human belief, I think… it depends on what it is though! 

AS: Everything depends, bro. Here’s the thing, this is what we’re doing right now. 
Someone disagrees, let’s say you disagree with me, instead of having a dialogue and 
me trying to understand your ideas, and you try to understand my ideas, we just try to 
shit on your ideas. 

CTG: No, because people listen with the intent to reply, not understand. Nobody 
listens-- I do-- but nobody listens with the intent to understand. That’s why I always say 
be skeptical but listen. 

 “Join Kid Fury and Crissle for their weekly podcast covering hip-hop and pop culture's most trying stars. 96

Throwing shade and spilling tea with a flippant and humorous attitude, no star is safe from Fury and 
Crissle unless their name is Beyoncé. (Or Blue Ivy. As transplants to NYC, The Read also serves as an 
on-air therapy session for two friends trying to adjust to life and rats in the big city. The Read is part of the 
LoudSpeakers Network and is published every week on iTunes, iHeart Radio Talk, Soundcloud & 
Stitcher.”  "The Read", Thisistheread.com. 2013. Accessed July 4, 2015. 
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AS: Sure, but, listen, but stop-- how do I say this? You have to allow people to have 
their stupid ideas.  

CTG: You shouldn’t say ‘stupid’, just say ‘ideas’. 

AS: Ok, you have to allow people to have their ideas. Even if you find them stupid, you 
have to allow them to have these ideas. 

CTG: Be skeptical, but listen. Absolutely. 

AS: Sure, sure. Regardless, what we’re trying to do now is take away their ability to 
have ideas. ‘Hey, you disagree with me? You’re not allowed to have that way of thinking 
anymore-- 

CTG: --and that’s my whole point. 

AS: So if you’re Christian and you have these beliefs about homosexuals, I’m not going 
to tell you that you’re not allowed to exist as a person-- 

CTG: --I’m not even going to tell you that you’re wrong. 

AS: I personally, I’ll say, ‘I disagree’. I’ll say, ‘I disagree’. But I have to allow you to have 
that because without different ideas, there’s not progression. If we all think the exact 
same way, slavery still exist. If we all think the exact same way, women don’t have the 
right to vote. If we all think the exact same way, you know what I’m saying? 

CTG: Or the exact opposite, maybe these things would’ve never existed.  

AS: If what? 

CTG: If we all thought the same way. Because technically, from what we’re taught, at an 
early age, we were all taught, we were all born in a manner of perfection. Adam and Eve 
were perfect creatures, even though Eve at the motherfucking apple from the tree, or 
whatever the fuck fruit it was. And then that’s when we started making our own 
decisions and making flawed choices. But if we would’ve been taught from the 
beginning this group-think of peace, love, happiness, treat your fellow man the way you 
want to be treated, there would’ve never been slavery. There would’ve never been, 
anything. 

AS: But, we’re still taught that. We’re still taught that. 

CTG: Choice, man. You still got choices. 

AS: I mean, now you think that there’s choice? Before you were saying there wasn’t. 
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CTG: I never said there wasn’t no choice. We all got choices, that’s what makes a 
human being. 

AS: I know. 

CTG: But, I’m talking about, I said, what we’ve been taught. And I don’t even know if it’s 
true. And that’s the beauty of life, I don’t even know if that Adam and Eve shit is true. 

AS: You said somebody’s been brainwashed now they no longer have a choice. I think 
we always have choices.  

CTG: They’ve been programmed. 

AS: ‘Programmed’, regardless.  

CTG: I say, ‘programmed’, you know what, I’m not even going to say brainwashed, I’m 
going to say they’ve been ‘programmed’.  

AS: People are programmed. 

CTG: Whenever you start talking about your religion, whatever it is, Christianity, Islam, 
whatever, you’ve been programmed. It’s like a set. That’s really what it is. You’re a 
comedian, it’s like having a set. 

AS: Sure. 

CTG: It’s like having a set.  

AS: I know, you have a set of your view points about the world and it is what it is. 

CTG: And that’s fucked up when you’re shit isn’t concrete. 

AS: But this is important, this is important to understand: let it not be concrete. Let it 
flow. I’m tired of people having one way of thinking and you try and talk to them and 
they can’t even hear new information. I’m malleable. I’m a piece of shit in a lot of ways, 
because I’ll listen to a song, and I’ll be like, ‘Yo, J Cole sucks.’ I’ll listen to another song 
and be like, ‘Yo, J Cole’s the shit.’ Do you know what I mean? But my feelings are based 
on what I hear at the moment. I’m malleable. I don’t just set an opinion about something 
and then hate it from then on. 

CTG: This [is] what you should do, you shouldn’t say, ‘J Cole songs’, you should say, 
‘This particular J Cole song sucks.’ 

AS: Exactly. Exactly. 
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CTG: Because, like Nicki Minaj is a great example, I think Nicki Minaj is dope. Some of 
her records I don’t like. That don’t mean I think Nicki Minaj’s sucks. I just don’t like 
certain records.  

AS: Sure. 

CTG: That’s how the conversation should be.  

AS: And extend that to everything.  

CTG: Everything! 

AS: Exactly. 

CTG: Everything! 

AS: But that’s really not how our brain works. But we have to try to teach it to work that 
way. 

CTG: I think our brain really does work like that. 

AS: Nah, nah, it doesn’t. You see a lion eat something and you’re like, ‘Now fuck it, I’m 
afraid of all lions.’ It’s just how our brains work. 

CTG: You’re right. That’s why I feel that way about cops. That’s why some people feel 
that way about black people. 

AS: “…about black people. Some people think that about white people. In terms of 
being racist. 

CTG: So what you should do with your brain is download as much data as possible, and 
what I mean by data is go out there any interact with everybody, kick it with white 
people. Kick it with gay people. Kick it with Jewish people. Kick it with Asians. Kick it 
with black people. Kick it with everybody-- Spanish people. Kick it with women. Kick it 
with transgenders, everybody! Don’t shun anyone! 

AS: And if you haven’t, you don’t really have an option. 

CTG: You don’t have an option. 

AS: Like I don’t need to hear, you can’t tell me what the Bahamas is like if you’ve never 
been to the mother fucking Bahamas.  

CTG: You know what you’re doing? You know what you’re doing? You’re telling me what 
somebody told you. 
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AS: Exactly. Exactly. 

CTG: You’ve downloaded stereotypes into your brain. You don’t know. 

AS: You had a layover in the Bahamas, and now you’re going to tell me what Bahamian 
people are like, get the fuck outta here. 

CTG: I agree. Let’s pay some bills. 
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INTERVIEW 4 :  
“...participate in the 
coolness of Black.”
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Adam Griffin, 2/14/2015, 12:53pm 

Born in Greenville, SC and raised in Matthews, NC, Adam learned to adopt an 

empathic nature towards differences. He is compassionate, caring and always 

willing to listen. My relationship with the gregarious and charming, Adam began 

in 2005 when we were 17 years old. In Charlotte NC, we spent our final 

summer before leaving for college talking about the future. Moving forward, I 

studied Painting and Drawing at Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh, while Adam 

pursued Literature and Theatre at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. 

Upon graduating, we found ourselves back in Charlotte, trying to practice and 

strengthen our individual crafts. I was teaching classes at a private art school 

during the week and curating events around Charlotte. From Benjamin 

Braddock in ‘The Graduate’ to Nick in ‘Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?’, Adam 

was becoming the go-to leading man for productions all over the city. 

Currently, he is finishing his first full length feature screenplay, his second EP 

will be released this summer, and he is continuing to perform on stage with 

other artists and local theaters in Chicago. In the city, we both operate out of 

our tiny apartment, utilizing the space as a studio/live/work area. From our 

designated ‘offices’, we frequently share information, news updates, current 

events and obscure articles about art and music.  
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In any interracial relationship each individual must negotiate a balance of their 

unique, personal, political, identity with the other person’s. This is a necessary 

dialogue but it doesn’t stop there, it's not just about being nice to people who 

look differently than you. It is about sharing living spaces, challenging what 

others might not question. In our relationship, I feel as though Adam and I has 

become hyper-aware of racial concerns and prejudices knowing that nothing 

good can come from ignorance. I suggest that for real change and acceptance 

to take place widely across society everyone for everyone to wise up, there 

would need to be an active acknowledgement of differences and a fostering of 

ongoing learning about who we are, challenging rhetoric, in much the way we 

do on a daily basis at home. 

Recently, many of our conversations are centered around the same topics: 

police brutality, racial injustices and discrimination in the US. Articles and 

exposes focused on the racial climate remain on the home pages of our digital 

newspapers each morning and evening.  These days, it seems like the only 97

viable option to escape these realities is through the mindless distraction of 

‘Reality’ television and popular culture. On this particular day, female rapper, 

Iggy Azalea was all over the news for a breach of privacy lawsuit against Papa 

 At the time of writing, (4/17/15) an example of a few of the headlines on The Huffington Post: 97

• Protesters Against Police Brutality Begin 9-Day March From NYC To DC 
• 5 Frequently Asked Questions About The Walter Scott Shooting -- And Their Answers 
• Hundreds Gather For Walter Scott's Funeral 
• Racist Posts On NY Cop Blog Raise Ire At Time Of Tension 
• Vogue Paris Features Its First Black Cover Model In 5 Years 
• There's Near-Universal Support For One Police Reform Proposal 
• White Cop Fired After Beating Black Driver 
• Cops Asked To Falsify Training Records Of Deputy Who Shot Man: Report
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Johns Pizza . Azalea, the most unlikely hip-hop hero of 2015, is equally 98

admired by the public as she is despised. 

 Weisman, Aly. "Iggy Azalea Is Fuming on Twitter after Papa John's Jokey Response to Her Privacy 98

Breach." Business Insider. February 9, 2015. Accessed July 4, 2015.
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culture vulture 
[kuhl-cher - vuhl-cher] 

noun 
1.
Someone who steals traits, language and/or fashion from another ethnic or social 

group in order to create their own identity. 
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The Cultural Appropriation Paradox 

What does it mean when a 24 year old, Australian woman becomes a generational 

example of black art and culture? Female rapper Iggy Azalea, who left Australia at the 

age of 16 to pursue a career in rap music, was signed by Atlanta-based rapper T.I. in 

2012, and eventually passed Lil' Kim as the female rapper with the longest-leading 

number one single on the Billboard Hot 100 . Azalea’s success is controversial for 99

many reasons. I believe what is most problematic is her acute manipulation of 

‘blackness’. During the five years she spent working with T.I., Azalea learned a unique 

skill, the ability to control blackness as if it operated with an off and on switch. Azalea 

frequently alters her speech patterns. In many instances, her Australian diction 

becomes overrun by a southern ‘black-ccent’ depending upon her audience. It is 

rumored that she has physically altered her body and certain facial features to resemble 

the characteristics of many  black females . In both her music and during public 100

appearances, she has acknowledged her own white privilege by negatively juxtaposing 

it with black vernacular and slang. In her 2012 song, "D.R.U.G.S.”, she referred to 

herself as a ‘runaway slave…master’  and in a XXL freestyle she referred to herself as 101

the one “Chief” leader in relation to the many “Indians” . Her acknowledgment of her 102

position of privilege is not enough to claim assimilation. If Azalea is seeking acceptance 

 Trust, Gary. "Iggy Azalea Claims Longest Hot 100 Reign For A Female Rapper With 'Fancy'". Billboard. 99

July 2, 2014. Archived from the original on January 13, 2015.

 Tate, Amethyst. "Did Iggy Azalea Get Breast Implants, Lip Injections, And Butt Implants?" OK 100

Magazine. December 5, 2014. Accessed July 4, 2015.

 "Iggy Azalea - DRUGS." YouTube. September 4, 2014. Accessed July 4, 2015. 101

 "XXL Freshmen 2012 Cypher - Part 2 - Kid Ink, Macklemore, Don Trip & Iggy Azalea". Youtube. April 102

21, 2013. Accessed July 4, 2015.
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and respect from the black community, she must address her lack of sensitivity towards 

black people. Her dismissive attitude only reads as predatory, thus making the black 

community on the defense. By attempting to oppress the anger and contradiction that 

this art is strongly referencing, perhaps the only legitimate result is the complete 

rejection of it’s origin and of the aspirations of its creators. How can it be appropriate for 

certain individuals to appropriate black culture , date black people , emulate black 103 104

heroes  yet have no agency in regard to the lack of respect for the betterment of the 105

black community, it’s history and it’s legacy? More than anything else, I have a hard 

time understanding Azalea’s perspective who, as a white woman, attempts to position 

herself as a fixture in black culture while simultaneously ignoring and dismissing the 

challenging issues that directly pertain to blackness?  Instead of cowering and shying 106

away, Azalea could utilize this controversy as an opportunity to engage her audience in 

a very public conversation about race and culture. She could take control of the rhetoric, 

and challenge individuals to have their own conversations about identity. This would be 

 "2013 Was The Year Of Cultural Appropriation." Huffington Post. December 23, 2013. Accessed July 9, 103

2015. 

 * “Khloe Kardashian slammed by fans after she posts a controversial meme joking about the Ku Klux 104

Klan: ‘The only KKK to ever let black men in.’” White, Chelsea. "Khloe Kardashian slammed by fans after 
she posts controversial meme joking about the Ku Klux Klan." Dailymail.com. November 11, 2014. 
Accessed July 9, 2015.

 * Randal, Becky. “Usher Joins Justin Bieber in Panama.” People.com. January 6, 2014. Accessed July 105

9, 2015. 

 “Azealia Banks Slams Iggy Azalea For Eric Garner Tweets, ‘Iggy Azalea is only interested in black 106

penises … and not important issues in the black community. If you’re down to ride with us bitch you gotta 
RIDE ALL THE WAY … Don’t just be down to ride Black Dick…If you with us you WITH US.’ Banks seems 
to feel Iggy should publicly voice outrage over the Garner decision because she OWES the Black 
community for her success. Banks’ attempt to pull Iggy into a Twitter war failed for several hours — but 
when Iggy finally did respond she merely referred to Banks as a social media troll using world issues to 
spark fan battles.” "Iggy Azalea Black Shamed Over Eric Garner Case By Longtime Rap Enemy." TMZ. 
December 4, 2014. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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a progressive shift towards changing the negative rhetoric. But her silence, her 

dismissive attitude and avoidance of the rhetoric is disrespectful and unhelpful. 

It’s difficult to comprehend the contradictions here. Personally, I am confronted with a 

paradox, why do I loath Iggy for her re-appropriation yet love Beyonce, who also 

appropriates from multiple cultures? Recently, Adam introduced me to the music of 

COHORT, an Asian rap record label. Korean rapper, Keith Ape’s featured track, ‘It 

G’ma’, recently sparked controversy as a re-appropriation scandal.  Undeniably, I love 107

that song. Does it reference black culture? Yes. Am I offended by it? No. Is it safe to 

make an assumption that Keith Ape’s ‘borrowing’ of other cultures is intentional? Yes. 

The deliberate nature of this act- constantly pulling the non-black figure back and forth 

into and out of black abundance- is the root of the contradiction. This intentional act 

does two things: First, it alerts the black individual to an apparent lack of self-value 

which in turn results in a deep self-hatred. Secondly, it praises and worships the non-

black individual for their ‘creativity’ and possibly applauds their appropriation. In what 

ways is it possible to learn from and be influenced by other cultures without causing any 

harm? Subsequently, these situations raise questions about the ways to define 

blackness as it evolves. Is there value in what a ‘culture vulture’ of this kind could 

contribute to an even broader culture? 

 “‘It G Ma’ is a clever romanization of 잊지마 meaning ‘never forget’. Many articles online were quick to 107

deem Keith Ape the “Korean OG Maco” and refer to ‘It G Ma’ as the “Asian version” of OG Maco’s ‘U 
Guessed It’.” Moreh, Shaina. "‘It G Ma’, OG Maco, Killer Whales and the Perpetual Tension between 
Appropriation and Appreciation." Seoul Rebels. February 9, 2015. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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 …the white supremacist idea… 

Adam Griffin (AG): “It seems like, at the end of the 20th century, beginning of the 21st 

century, there is this idea of black being cool. And some people, Bill O’Reilly, angry old 

white men, feel disenfranchised because they can’t participate in the coolness of black. 

‘Oh well, I’m automatically nerdy, or not cool, not hip, or not accepted because I’m a 

white guy.’ That’s why I think the whole insider-outsider thing is interesting because it 

kind of turns that whole thing on it’s face, It’s like, ‘Oh yea, African American, you’re an 

insider into this culture. But really, what does this culture get you? It doesn’t get you 

anything. It get’s you a disenfranchised seat at the table.” 

JM: “I don’t think that that’s true.” 

AG: “I think there is a bravado, or a type of aura, or coolness that people try to attribute 

to black culture, and I think a lot of black culture likes to ascribe to themselves, because 

they think of themselves as outlaws, or outsiders. It’s the outcast mentality. ‘You think 

we’re weird, you think we’re strange, you think we’re dangerous, well we’re going to 

embrace that and say, we are weird ones, we are strange, we’re going to be extra 

strange, so you see it. You can’t even try and brush us under the rug. No, we’re here.’ 

It’s like “We’re here and we’re queer’, but not gay. It’s embracing that. I just didn’t want 

to be like, ‘So you know, yea, black people are just automatically cool.’ Because that’s 

silly. I’d call it a century-long defense mechanism.” 
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JM: “I think that the ‘coolness’ comes through oppression. Then through that oppression 

comes art, creativity. Because of the pain, something beautiful comes from it. And then 

the art that results from pain, gains notoriety. It spreads amongst the Black community, 

and then to the larger communities. And then it get appreciated for it’s creativity, but not 

for what it initially was- and not in the same way. Often it’s origin gets loss. One begins 

to see the idea of XXX being re-appropriated into white culture. Right, so it’s like Chuck 

Berry  singing a song, when Elvis Presley gets all the notoriety, you see this over and 108

over again. And each time, ‘white-wash’ is a good term, because what that art, whatever 

emerges from the history of violence, pain, whatever, gets appropriated into white 

culture. So when you hear things like ‘post racial’…” 

AG: “…and then those are the coolest of white people.” 

JM: “Exactly. Like Sam Smith  this year, winning all those Grammy’s. His music is very 109

akin to an Elvis Presley. For who he is, he has this very sultry, soulful voice, but he’s got 

blue eyes and pale skin. This is the same thing. It’s over and over. And he gets praised 

for it. This is an appropriation of black culture. It’s super soulful, like Elvis Presley, Robin 

 “As one of the pioneers of rock and roll music, Elvis began singing Chuck Berry songs when his career 108

was just beginning in 1955.” Hanson, Alan. "From “Memphis” to the “Promised Land” Chuck Berry Songs 
Recorded by Elvis Presley." Elvis History Blog. 2008. Accessed July 9, 2015.

 “Sam Smith was born in London in May 1992 and began singing at a young age. He first hit the charts 109

as the featured singer on the 2012 Disclosure song "Latch," and he released his first single, "Lay Me 
Down," soon after. In 2014, Smith released In the Lonely Hour, his heartfelt debut full-length album. It 
contained the smash hit "Stay With Me," which was a radio staple over the course of the entire year. For 
his work on In the Lonely Hour, Smith was awarded four Grammys, among them Song of the Year and 
Record of the Year.” "Sam Smith." Bio. A&E Television Networks, 2015. Accessed July 9, 2015. 
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Thicke , Justin Timberlake , all of these men in this category, who would not have a 110 111

name or place for themselves, had there not been their black predecessors before 

them. This demonstrates the white supremacist idea that black culture is not done with 

the skill, grace and elegance when it’s done by a black person. Blackness cannot truly 

be appreciated in America until it is worn by a white person.”  

Insider-Outsider 

AG: “I find it interesting because we live in an age where people think we’re in a post-

racial society, that we need to get over slavery and Jim Crow. It hasn’t been that long, 

but people are saying that because they think affirmative action [is] flipped things 

around the wrong way. They think that now it’s too good in favor of black people, and 

they don’t need it anymore. But, really, it’s a silly thing to think at all. To think that black 

people have a leg up. But when I’m talking about the cool factor, I wasn’t speaking just 

about art, but I guess that’s where it comes from. I feel like a part of it comes from living 

in dangerous places. If you live in a dangerous neighborhood, you’re not going to be 

walking around waving hello to everybody and smiling all the time. You’re probably 

 “Born on March 10, 1977, in Los Angeles, California, Robin Thicke followed in the tradition of his 110

entertainment parents (Gloria Loring and Alan Thicke) and pursued a singing career. He had a major hit 
with "Lost Without U" from his 2006 platinum album The Evolution of Robin Thicke. Other albums have 
included Something Else, Sex Therapy and Love After War. Thicke married actress Paula Patton in 2005, 
with the two divorcing in 2015.” "Robin Thicke." Bio. A&E Television Networks, 2015. Accessed July, 9, 
2015. 

 “Born on January 31, 1981, Justin Timberlake began his career on The New Mickey Mouse Club, 111

starring with Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera. In 1995, he became a teen heartthrob with the pop 
group 'N Sync. After the pop groups immensely successful run in the '90s, Timberlake went solo in 2002, 
releasing his own album, Justified. Timberlake proved he could stand alone with the Grammy-winning 
album, and continued his success as a solo artist with FutureSex/LoveSounds (2006) and The 20/20 
Experience (2013). Aside from a prominent singing career, Timberlake also proved himself a talented 
actor, starring in Alpha Dog (2006), The Social Network (2010) andIn Time (2011).” "Justin Timberlake." 
Bio. A&E Television Networks, 2015. Accessed July, 9, 2015.
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going to have a grimace on your face, you’re probably going to want to look tough, want 

to look like you could hold your own in a fight in case someone messes with you, right? 

What I’m saying is it, the cool thing, goes beyond artists…” 

JM: “…But that’s not cool. That’s not cool. People walking around with grimaces on their 

faces in their neighborhood, because their brother got shot yesterday. It’s like what you 

were saying people talk to you about at your job, [Shake Shack]. ‘Oh yea, he got shot, 

but not that guy, haha, somebody else’, you know, it’s like, that’s not cool at all. That’s 

the opposite of cool. Why you think that’s cool… And our insight to that is through art.” 

AG: “I think the word choice of insider-outsider. It’s like so many, I guess, speaking as a 

white guy, like at my job, I feel like an outsider. I feel like I’m automatically, everyone 

knows each other from the neighborhood. And they ask where I live and automatically 

assume that I live on the north side, which is true, I do, I live north of downtown. But it’s 

just funny they automatically assume that. But it’s because of how Chicago is laid out, 

how segregated it is. It’s the reason why I’ve been working with these people for months 

but they still call me Walker, Andrew, Mike, you know, they just see white and they say a 

name. The first name they can think of. And it’s like, I definitely feel like an outsider in 

that circumstance. And if there’s a line of people, if you put me next to 3 black people 

and you had people ask, ‘which of these people would be able to sing to you every song 

on the radio right now?’ I’d be the last person they would pick, but I sadly can do that, 

right now.” 
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JM: “What does that have to do with anything?” 

AG: As far as being like, hip. I think that’s the thing. I think people look at me at work 

and it’s like they don’t know if they can trust me.  

JM: Can they trust you? 

AG: It’s been about 4 months, to earn certain people’s trust. Certain people, they don’t 

care, they’ve lumped me into that white person category and ‘You’re Walker, Mike, 

Andrew’. And I’m not saying that’s everyone, but as far as the term insider-outsider 

goes, that’s what was so interesting to me. Because now-days, I can imagine white 

people saying, ‘Oh I’m an outsider, because I’m not hip to this, all the cool people being 

black people’. But at the same time, I have a privileged seat in this society [because I’m 

white]... Did you ever see that onion article? “White man wasting centuries of white 

privilege in managerial position at best buy”? And it just shows him pointing a box out to 

someone else. ‘Little did Brad know, for the past six hundred thousands of years, his 

ancestors have been continuously setting him up to have and excellent seat at the 

table. Meanwhile, he is struggling to keep his bills paid with his job from best buy.’ But 

that’s the state of things right now. It’s like, I walk into a room at Shake Shack and 

whether I think of it or not, I have centuries of privilege on them.” 

JM: “You better calm down over there.” 
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AG: “But no, we’re at the same place right now. I’m making exactly as much an hour as 

they are. I’m working my ass off, that’s why hopefully soon I’ll be making a little more an 

hour, but I’m being told left and right that I’m capable and I deserve that. Even from the 

people that I’m working with.” 

JM:  “And are you saying that it’s because you’re a white man?” 

AG: “No, I’m saying that I work my ass off.“ 

JM: “But you still have white privilege?” 

AG: “Well, I’m just saying that we are at a state right now, where it’s confusing to a lot of 

people. There are a lot of old people, in their 60s 70s, who’ve spent their entire lives 

struggling in poverty, but they’re white. And they say, ‘Where was my white privilege?’ 

They might not realize that they had access to better schools, access to things that 

maybe other people didn't have access to. But they don't realize that because they, just 

because your skin is of one color doesn't mean that you are automatically put in one 

place. [Directed at me] You had a really good upbringing. You never had to worry about 

gangs around the corner, did you?” 

JM: “No.” 
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AG: “Did you ever have to sleep five to a bedroom? No. I mean, it’s like, now [my co-

workers] have mentioned to me, because you’re black, people have mentioned, ‘Oh, 

because you’ve got a black girlfriend, you must know what it’s like.” 

JM: “Like I sleep with a scarf at night?” 

AG: “No. I think the other day I was singing a song, and someone said, ‘Oh, I know 

Adam  knows that. She’s got you listening to that, huh?’ ‘Who?’ ‘You’re girlfriend!’ ‘No!’. 

You know silly things like that. [Someone] made a joke one day, [he] was like, ‘You 

know, these women, they’ve got attitude. You can’t control this attitude. You know how it 

is. You’re with a black woman, you know how it is.’…” 

JM: “Rude.” 

* 

The first time that I heard the term ‘culture vulture’ was on a weekly episode of the 

podcast The Brilliant Idiots.  While listening in to the conversation, I found myself 112

constantly going back to the same question: Who is blackness for? When black culture 

is so commonly re-appropiated by other individuals and cultures, how can it continue to 

belong to any one group of people or to any one culture? To clarify, A black person 

 Dame Dash breaks down his use of the term ‘culture vulture’ to describe Lyon Cohen: “My beef was 112

with Lyor [Cohen], because I think he’s a fake CEO. I think he’s fronting on my culture… I’m calling him 
out publicly…I want him to stop trying to rape my culture. Go make some money with some other people, 
stop having your agenda be Hip Hop.” Knowles, Yohance. "Dame Dash: Lyor Cohen Stop Trying To Rape 
My Culture (VIDEO)." AllHipHop. July, 2, 2014. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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struggling to reconcile their own racial identity and genetic makeup is a very different 

situation than any other race attempting to navigate through blackness. This distinction 

does not affect others’ fascination with blackness and black culture, arguably, it only 

peaks the non-black individual’s interest. I struggle to understand the obsessive 

infatuation with certain concepts of blackness, and the overwhelming rejection of it in its 

original form. Here, I see a very clear line in the sand between the ‘us’ and the ‘them’. 

The division falls between those who actively participate and contribute to the culture 

due to their birthed blackness, and those who have made a conscious choice to include 

themselves by re-appropriating black culture and aesthetics into their own language, art, 

life. Due to philosophical concepts, like the double consciousness, being so deeply 

rooted in black culture, when blackness gets filtered through a ‘white funnel’, it becomes 

diluted, losing a great deal of it’s initial effect and meaning. The influence of black 

culture on white America is unmistakable. It is apparent everywhere from the use of 

language, music, hair styling, and fashion, this list could possibly go on forever . But 113

what our world would look like if we appreciated and loved black people as much as we 

appropriated and plagiarized black culture? 

 The Hunger Game's 16-year-old Amandla Stenberg delivers a crash course on the influence of black 113

culture in America with a fellow classmate for their history class. "Amandla Stenberg: Don't Cash Crop On 
My Cornrows." YouTube. April 15, 2014. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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!  
Carrie Mae Weems, four-panel portrait ‘Peaches, Liz, Tanikka, and Elaine’,  “Racism is the Issue, Heresies 

#15, $4.25” (1966), SAIC Artists’ Book Collection.  114

 “‘Peaches, Liz, Tanikka, and Elaine’ is a visual representation based on a 1966 Nina Simone song, 114

“Four Women”. The themes present in both this work and the lyrics of Simone’s song confront the 
complexities of the black female. The four women described in the Simone song are "Aunt Sarah", who 
represents African-American enslavement; "Safronia", a woman of mixed race forced to live "between two 
worlds";  "Sweet Thing" who finds acceptance with both black and white people through sexual 
gratification; and “Peaches”, embittered by the generations of oppression and suffering endured by her 
people. Although, in Weems work, the four women might not share the same backgrounds as the women 
in Simone’s song, the message of plurality within a culture is important.” Simone, Nina. "Four Women." 
Wild is the Wind. Philips Records, 1966.
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An Intermittent Digestif 

This is a thesis examining what it means to actively engage in facilitating change. In the 

first five chapters, through each of their varied experiences Robbin, Brave, Ms. Scoti, 

and Adam have developed a narrative that reveals multiple perspectives on the 

racialized oppression in the US. Whether through economic disenfranchisement, 

societal conditioning, or colonial privilege, each interviewee acknowledges some facet 

of the problem, and ultimately alludes to an inevitable shift of power towards societal 

progression. For Robbin, that shift is in the hands of those who participation and who 

take action. Brave and I agree that the power of education is the key to change, growth 

and development. Ms. Scoti believes that change happens as life and art synthesize in 

each individual. And Adam and I come to the conclusion that only by taking control of 

the rhetoric and challenging others to further their own conversations, will we advance. 

As I write this document, I am reminded of the power of words, the power of language. I 

believe that a writer’s purpose is to present evidence and facts, and to provide the 

space for the reader to form their own opinions. My role is simply to guide you, the 

reader, through this cultural journey of race, identity and change.  

The next chapter (INTERVIEW 5: HIP HOP IS…), marks another important shift. 

Consider this as a literary moment of bridging the gap between the private interviews 

with a more public group conversation. The public conversations properly function as 

open dialogues in a safe space where individuals feel support and encouragement. The 

goal of the public conversation is to point back and directly reference key points from 
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the private interviews. Additionally, disseminating the data gathered during interviews, 

and in doing so to ask a larger audience to respond as an important function of the 

public conversation. Do others share Brave’s anxieties around law enforcement? Can 

one draw the conclusion that this feeling of pressure is something that affects the 

majority of young black men, or just one individual? Additionally, within the group 

conversation, can this time and space be utilized as a structural workshop to strategize 

ways to actively move beyond the negative perceptions surrounding black men? 

In the following section (INTERVIEW 6: ‘You are a black, beautiful, little girl and that is 

who you are and that is who you always will be.’), I talk at length about The Black Lady 

Caucus (BLC), a group that hosts a monthly discussion forum about black women in 

today's society. In the homes of its members, these thematic discussions draw 

inspiration from current events and usually include some sort of contextual experience. 

By creating an experience in addition to the discussion, members have a focus to drive 

the conversation and they share in an experience together by just being there. 

Contextual experiences of the past have included group activities during the 

discussion , reading or watching assignments , and the development of a group 115 116

exhibition . This past semester, the BLC hosted four public conversations throughout 117

 SHS #2: A series of photographs were placed all around the room. The photographs were the first 10 images that 115

appeared after a simple internet search of the word ‘home’. There were all kinds of examples including images of 
small family houses but we also included images of plantations and slave ships. Guests were invited to participate in 
the activity by responding to the images with their own comments on post it notes. Others could move and manipulate 
the notes and images as they saw fit.

 BLC Members were to watch and write a response to the pilot of ‘Being Mary Jane’ in which, Gabrielle Union stars 116

as Mary Jane Paul, a wildly successful TV reporter who is searching for love in all the wrong places. Next, we were to 
follow with an episode of ‘Scandal’, staring Kerry Washington, and compare the representation of black women on 
ABC and on BET.

 Members of the BLC were invited to participate in a group exhibition focusing around the black woman 117

experience. The exhibition was held in Uptown at gallery, Flatspace.
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the city of Chicago as a part of the Sunday Home Series and curated an exhibition of 

member artwork. The contextual experience is important because it requires the 

participation of it’s audience.  

Earlier in this document, I mentioned that this thesis will ultimately lead to a proposal for 

an activated space. The proposal should be considered an extension of the contextual 

experiences created during the public conversations during the “Hip Hop Is…” event 

and with the BLC. This curatorial venture, A Work In Progress, is an opportunity for a 

larger group to actively engage in the facilitation of change. By presenting the evidence 

found throughout this process, this research becomes an immersive experience. Moving 

forward, I encourage pushing the dialogue forward by picking up where this document 

ends, and building upon it with one’s own input and perspective. 
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INTERVIEW 5 : 
“HIP HOP IS…”  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Caleb Davis, 3/25/15, 12:53pm 

By developing a public conversation through a curated context, I aim to create an 

active, immersive experience, rather than a passive response. The intention of this 

program is to create an intimate space that champions open discourse about the 

relationship between race, art and culture. Particularly, when discussing the perception 

of black men, music and it’s relation to the black community are relevant to the 

discussion. In addition, the recent controversy of SAIC honorary doctorate candidate 

Kanye West buzzing around and among campus, it seemed very appropriate and timely 

to give the student body of SAIC an opportunity to learn more about and engage in a 

conversation focused on music and it’s cultural significance. 

‘You’re not looking at Hip Hop, you are the culture.’ 

Filmmaker, Caleb Davis, called me from New York city on Wednesday, March 25, 2015 

at 12:53pm. Caleb is childhood friends with a colleague of mine from undergrad and 

although we’d only met a few times, I was happy to hear from him. In 2010, Caleb 

received his bachelor’s degree from the University of California, Riverside in 

Communications in Entertainment. Immediately after, he attended Kingston University in 

England where he earned a masters in film and filmmaking. Since his graduation, 

Caleb’s work both in front and behind the camera has been centered around helping 

others achieve their own personal successes and learning throughout the way. 
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He called that Wednesday night to let me know that FOX News in Chicago invited him 

to the studio for an interview about his latest film, “Hip Hop Is…”. “Hip Hop Is...”, a 

documentary intended to spark dialogue about issues surrounding the genre, compares 

and contrasts the opinions of the media with the opinions of those deeply rooted in the 

culture. By compiling news clips, commentary from major players, and individual 

interviews, “Hip Hop Is…” invites its audience to take their power back and participate in 

an active dialogue about this controversial culture. I hadn’t seen the film yet, so he sent 

me a link to view it. The film at under 40 minutes tackled issues that face both the black 

community and the hip hop music community. Gang violence, drug abuse, female 

representation and cultural re-appropriation are plagues that continue to infect these 

communities. While watching Caleb’s film, I saw so many of the same ideas that I’d 

been writing about and exploring through this process. I knew that I had to incorporate 

this film into the conversations that I was having.  

As a result, I organized a screening and brought the film to an audience that perhaps 

didn’t have full command of the language but wanted to participate. At one point in the 

film, rapper KRS-One says, ‘You’re not looking at Hip Hop, you are the culture.’ This film 

provided a window for the SAIC student body and the greater art community to look at 

themselves through a specific culture. The influence of black culture on American 

culture is undeniable. Arguably, American culture is black culture. Yet, black culture is 

inherently contradictory. From a critical distance, I remain skeptical. In an effort to 

unpack these ideas further, I’d like to explore these concepts through the music of an 

artist both mentioned in the “Hip Hop Is…” film, and who is also one of the most 
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influential rappers of the past decade. Although there are many songs that have 

presented a similar message , I’m choosing to focus on Kendrick Lamar’s  “The 118

Blacker the Berry”, from his 2015 album “To Pimp a Butterfly”, due to it’s conflicting 

issues with black culture and its uncompromising fervor to consider conditions and 

needs within the black community.  

Self proclaimed south side Chicago-native and California raised musician, Kendrick 

Lamar’s recent single “The Blacker the Berry” mirrors his 2014 release, “i”. While “i” 

celebrates both the individual and the overall concept of blackness with lyrics like, “I 

love myself”, his 2015 track, “The Blacker the Berry” deals with the deeply rooted 

racialized self-hate that lives within the black individual. Listening to these two songs 

back to back brings to life an overwhelming sense of displacement and chaos within 

one person. How can Kendrick both love his culture but hate himself because of it? This 

dichotomy is an integral part of the black identity. 

 D'Angelo and The Vanguard. "1,000 Miles." Electric Lady Studios, RCA. December 15, 2014. 118

Chance the Rapper, featuring Lili K. & Nate Fox. "Pusha Man / Paranoia." Self-released. April 30, 2013. 
Shakur, Tupac and Hollister, Dave. “Keep Ya Head Up." Interscope. February 16, 1993.
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contradiction 
[kon-truh-dik-shuh n] 

noun 

1. 

a statement or proposition that asserts the contrary or denies another or itself and 
is logically incongruous.  
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I have already introduced W.E.B. DuBois’ idea of double consciousness through Brave’s 

narrative.   In the early 20th century, DuBois described the contradictory feelings of 119

belonging and displacement that are so heavily rooted in Black culture as the double 

consciousness. The challenge of double consciousness lies in the ability to reconcile 

two distinct cultures without compromising one’s identity. Attempting to balance an 

African heritage and homeland with a forced European upbringing and education, when 

the institutions that we live by, and are being educated in, were originally created by 

white Americans and for white Americans, is felt as a contradiction. In the US, there is a 

societal expectation for black people to have their own separate culture, but at the same 

time, white America expects black people to assimilate into white culture. I learned at a 

young age that in many black households, not just mine, black children are taught to 

hold their heads high, but not too high. To be proud of their culture, but also capable of 

assimilating into default ‘whiteness’ whenever necessary.  In “The Blacker the Berry”, 

Lamar opens the song by illustrating the constant cycle of acceptance and rejection of 

black culture: 

Everything black, I don't want black 

I want everything black, I ain't need black 

Some white, some black, I ain't mean black 

I want everything black 

 Please see INTERVIEW 2: ‘Black Precedent’ with Coreyl ‘Brave’ Chambers from August 25, 2014.119
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With a back and forth lyrical quality, Kendrick attempts to emulate the American inflation 

with black culture with the simultaneous rejection of black people. The lines that follow 

each other, “I don't want black, I want everything black”, demonstrate the complexities of 

blackness. The first verse of the song continues: 

I'm the biggest hypocrite of 2015 

Once I finish this, witnesses will convey just what I mean 

Been feeling this way since I was 16, came to my senses 

You never liked us anyway, fuck your friendship, I meant it 

I'm African-American, I'm African 

I'm black as the moon, heritage of a small village 

Pardon my residence 

Came from the bottom of mankind 

My hair is nappy, my dick is big, my nose is round and wide 

You hate me don't you? 

You hate my people, your plan is to terminate my culture 

You're fuckin' evil I want you to recognize that I'm a proud monkey 

You vandalize my perception but can't take style from me 

Hair texture, over sexualization, and disproportionately large facial features are just a 

few of the racialized characteristics that continue to haunt black people around the 

world today. By calling out ‘black characteristics’, Lamar immediately creates a clear 

distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Acknowledging these distinctions is important, but 
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they are not the driving forces behind understanding each other. Next, he illustrates the 

tension between racial groups with just one line, “You hate my people, your plan is to 

terminate my culture.” Lamar cuts through the tension with a proud knife by reclaiming 

his power through pride. What I find helpful in Lamar’s discourse, is his attention to 

identifying the problems that affect his community, his acknowledgment that these 

problems occur on a national scale, and his direct confrontation of these issues through 

his art. Lamar uses his career as a platform to bring attention to issues that affect the 

black community. His community in Compton, CA mirrors parts of Brooklyn, NY which 

mirror parts of Atlanta, GA. He incorporates experiences that he and those close to him 

have had into his music. In this way, his art has shifted from a form of entertainment to a 

functioning platform for disseminating information and sharing stories. 

Lamar’s “The Blacker the Berry” shares many of the same concepts as American author 

Wallace Thurman’s novel The Blacker the Berry: A Novel of Negro Life.  Written in 120

1929, the novel tells the story of Emma Lou Morgan, a young black woman who battles 

with her own identity, colorism and discrimination. How does one accurately define 

blackness? Can one be black, while not being ‘black enough’ for someone else’s 

standards, and ‘too black’ for others? Author Toure describes ‘post-blackness’ in his 

2011 book, “Who’s Afraid of Post-Blackness”  as an attempt to deconstruct previously 121

established definitions of blackness, in hopes of  moving beyond one’s perception of 

what black is. One person’s blackness can and will be very different from another’s. 

 Thurman, Wallace. 1970. “The Blacker the Berry: A Novel of Negro Life.” New York. Collier Books.120

 Touré. 2011. “Who's Afraid of Post-Blackness?: What it means to be Black Now.” New York: Free 121

Press.
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Dependent upon their environment, nature, nurture, experience, etc. We each account 

for our own definition of blackness. 

In the film, “Hip Hop Is…” a number of different perspectives were highlighted. We hear 

from artists, scholars, photographers, stylists, engineers, designers, and DJs of all 

different ages, genders and races. Caleb’s diverse pool of interviewees provides a 

platform for plurality. Some individuals in the film point to the violence in the streets of 

the community as the root of systematic problems. Others blame the deeply rooted 

institutional racism that stems from white supremacy. Because there is no one correct 

answer, it is important to take note of the multiple opinions. I hoped to mirror the 

diversity in the film at the actual event by curating an experience. Tocarra Mallard, a 

founding member of The Black Lady Caucus (BLC) and a SAIC alumna, performed a 

poem she wrote entitled, ‘Won’t You be my Neighbor?’. Fabian Salaam, production 

manager, audio engineer and recording artist originally from Fayetteville, NC but 

currently residing in Chicago, performed a poem and a song called, ‘Figure Out What 

You're Fighting For’. He was accompanied with Johndavid on the trumpet and tap 

dancer, Latrell. Ayinde Cartman, a pan-africanist, mutli-dimensional artist & organizer 

from the Southside of Chicago, performed a spoken word piece called, ‘Welcome to 

Chicago’. Lastly, current SAIC dual-degree Arts Administration and Art History student, 

Olivia Junell read an excerpt from her 2014 essay “The Spectacle of Drill” in which she 

used the rise of Drill music as a way to begin exploring complex relationships between 

class, spectacle, art, commodity, and social change. To conclude, the event, Caleb 

engaged the audience in a 30 minute Q+A after the screening. The discussion after the 
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film was the most successful part of the event. The audience was ready to participate in 

a conversation about what they just experienced. From the dancing, the poetry, the 

writing and the film, the viewer was provided with a sensory experience of how 

challenging it is to define a living and breathing culture. The questions raised concern of 

the film’s lack of female representation. There was a question about the very thin line of 

cultural appropriation. Others asked how they could get involved. Caleb remained 

incredibly diplomatic as he navigated through this difficult subject matter with this 

completely engaged audience. 

In Lamar’s “The Blacker the Berry”, each verse of the song begins with Lamar calling 

himself out as ‘the biggest hypocrite of 2015’. it is well understood that black culture en-

mass is hypocritical. And that space is needed to explore its own complexities. Lamar 

provides no explanation to his claim until the song comes to an end, when he positions 

the loss of young black lives as a genocidal tendency. “You hate my people, your plan is 

to terminate my culture.” The contradiction is implied here again the accusatory ‘you’ in 

this line presumably implicates the police equally with the ongoing black on black 

violence., Lamar ask his audience where the line should be drawn? How can one 

murder be justified while condemning another?  Is it possible for someone to condemn 

the same type of violence that he himself has participated in? W.E.B. DuBois would say 

yes. I’d assume Kendrick Lamar would agree.  
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 “in mexico they said she was cuban. In spain they said she was spanish. in portugal they said she was 122

angolan. in england they said she was obviously an alien.” This 1966 poem by Tess Randolph accurately 
describes the feelings of displacement, mistaken identity, and disenfranchisement that many bi-multiracial 
people in the US experience. In the next chapter, I discuss these and other issues that the American  
multiracial community experiences.
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INTERVIEW 6 :  
‘You are a black, 
beautiful, little girl and 
that is who you are 
and that is who you 
always will be.’
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Ruby Erdman, 3/11/15, 8:32pm 

Like many biracial children in America, Ruby Erdman’s childhood experiences with 

identity were both challenging and complicated. On Wednesday, March 11th, I 

celebrated my 28th birthday with Ruby at a new, trendy West Loop restaurant. We 

entered the space, which looked like the home of a close friend, and immediately felt at 

ease. The intimacy of the small quarters, with it’s eclectic furniture and dim lighting, 

melodic rhythmic pulses beating throughout, begged for a challenging discussion about 

identity.  

The Black Lady Caucus 

My friendship with Ruby really just began. Our conversations about identity and culture 

initially started with the Black Lady Caucus (BLC). The BLC began in 2013 as an open, 

monthly discussion forum about black women in today's society. Led by The School of 

the Art Institute of Chicago's Arts Administration graduate students, Jaleesa Wells, 

Jennie Crichlow, and myself, the BLC discusses topics from media representation to 

hyper-visibility. Members investigate and contemplate current events, popular culture, 

and societal constructs as they relate to the Black woman's experience in western 

society. As the impact of the initial program began to manifest in the creativity and 

network of the participants, strategies for professional development and diversity in 

programmatic access points became intimately tied to the overarching purpose of the 

BLC. Overall, the BLC aims to combine the ideas, discussions, articles, and personal 

experiences of participants into dynamic programming and an engaged network of 
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colleagues, mentors and professionals. 

Since it’s conception, the BLC has hosted over 12 conversations throughout the city of 

Chicago, in which BLC volunteers invite participants into their homes for a monthly meal 

and group discussion. Participants get to know each other's interests, respond to 

thoughtful discussion prompts surrounding the black female experience, present 

individual ideas or projects in a critically supportive forum, and engage one another in 

discussions concerning facets of the black woman's past, present and future experience 

in Western society. The rapid growth of the BLC since its inception is indicative of how 

strong the demand was for a dialogue focusing on the complexities of identity and 

history through the lens of black women. 

Currently, Ruby is working to complete her second masters from the University Illinois 

Chicago. She is a conscious scholar in regard to research and development in the 

sciences with a focus on nutrition, health and wellness. Additionally, for the past few 

years, Ruby has acted as the Health and Wellness Coordinator for local non profit, The 

Super 7 . I’ve always had a strong admiration for Ruby’s intellect on a wide array of 123

topics from nuclear energy to underground music scenes, she’s an expert in many 

things. Having such an extensive background and history in academia, she remains 

optimistic and enthusiastic. It’s rare that one crosses paths with Ruby when she doesn’t 

have a beaming smile on her face or a positive outlook on something otherwise 

 “The Super 7 is a non profit organization that works with girls starting from grade three, and follows 123

them until they graduate from college. Some of the activities include: choir lessons, drama lessons, tap 
classes, summer camps, enhancing the academic curriculum,  etc... Super 7 is entirely dedicated to 
empowering our girls to dream new dreams.” Alexander, Lane. "Super 7 Girls Program." Chicago Human 
Rhythm Project. 2013. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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gloomy . As our conversation flowed like the bottle of wine at our table, I gathered 124

myself for another sensitive discussion about race.  

“…that’s how I gotten my name.” 
I began by asking Ruby how she identifies herself in the world. 

“These questions are so hard because these aren’t categories I put myself in. “ 

But soon after she follows with: 

“What I know I am? I’m Ruby and I’m a black woman. That’s the space I 
navigate. That is not a denial, that I am not a white woman. But it’s a hard thing 
to answer, right? But it’s like tribally- my experiences, [people] that I’m affiliated 
with, or emotions that I feel, or things that I understand- a person where I could 
be like, ‘Girl’, and look at you and we have this mutual understanding. I might 
have that time to time with my white counterparts, but there is this other 
connection that I feel, this mutual understanding. That is a part of me being 
black.” 

She mentions a notion that an individual is not black unless they are perceived by 

others as being black. Meaning that unless the outside world sees you as black and you 

do not experience the same forms of oppression that someone of a darker skin 

complexion feels, thus you are not black.  

“The outside world does not perceive me as black and that’s based on my 
experience at this point. It is literally my lack of melanin. Its so interesting to me 
because contextually, I morph and fit into the context of what’s on your mind. 
Other people put this on me. Because I don’t feel like this. I feel like- I’ve 
confidently felt like this since high school.” 

  

 Our conversations about the Ebola virus threat on the US mostly went something like this:  124

JM: “EBOLA!”  
RE: “Calm down. You’re fine.”
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Screenshot of the www.dna.ancestry.com website, captured on October, 1, 2014 at 11:40am.  125

One’s authorship and ownership of their own identity is an important concept to the 

black American man and woman. Henry Louis Gates, a scholar, professor, interviewer, 

and genealogical investigator, understands the importance of self-affirming racial 

identity within the black community. His widely successful television series, ‘African 

American Lives’, makes discoveries, discusses complex ancestries with guests, and 

demonstrates the many strands of heritage and history among different walks of black 

people. In addition, James Baldwin’s  1969 documentary, ‘Baldwin’s Nigger’, focuses 126

 Seen here, on the website’s homepage, is a quote from American celebrity and icon, Vanessa 125

Williams. In addition to her long acting and singing career, in 1983, she became the first African-American 
woman crowned Miss America. Her endorsement provides legitimate creditability towards the 
ancestrydna.com brand, demonstrates a universal need in the black community to learn more about their 
ancestry and family history, and provides more evidence for the inclusion of personal experiences in 
relation to this research.

 “James Baldwin is widely considered as one of the greatest writers of his generation and one of the 126

most prominent figures of the Civil Rights Movement. His work [focused on] the isolation of blacks in 
society, but also loneliness and the ambiguities inherent in one’s being.” "James Baldwin Biography." 
European Graduate School. 2012. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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on the black experience in America according to Baldwin and Dick Gregory  while in 127

London at the West Indian Student Centre. Baldwin says: 

I’ll tell you a story, if I may, many years ago when I first came to 
London, I was in the British Museum, naturally, [laughter] and one of 
the West Indians who works there, started up a conversation with me 
and wanted to know where I was from, and I told him I was from 
Harlem. That answer didn’t satisfy him. And I didn’t understand what he 
meant. “I was born in Harlem, I was born in Harlem Hospital,” I said, “I 
was born in New York.” None of these answers satisfied him. And then 
he said, “Where was your mother born?” I said, “She was born in 
Maryland”. And I could see but I didn’t understand it, he was growing 
more and more disgusted at me. And so he became more and more 
impatient. “Where was your father born?” “My father was born in New 
Orleans.” “Yes,” he said “But man, but where you born?” And I began 
to get it, “Well,” I said, “My mother was born in Maryland, my father 
was born in New Orleans, I was born in New York.” He said, “But 
before that where were you born?” [Laughter] And I had to say, “I don’t 
know.” And I could see he did not believe me. I tried to explain: you 
know, there is no way for me, he said, “don’t you care enough to find 
out?” And I tried to explain that, if I were originally from Dhaka, [or] 
wherever, I was in Africa, I couldn’t find out where it was because my 
entry into America is a bill of sale. And that stops, you know, that stops 
you from going any further. Some point in our history I became 
Baldwin’s nigger, that’s how I gotten my name.  128

 “Gregory, Richard Claxton "Dick" (Born, October 12, 1932, St. Louis, Mo., African American comedian 127

and civil rights activist whose social satire changed the way white Americans perceived African American 
comedians since he first performed in public.“ "Dick Gregory Bio." Dick Gregory. 2015. Accessed July 9, 
2015.

!  Baldwin's Nigger, Dir. Horace Ové , 1968. 46min.128
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Cultural stripping  should be considered one of the most cruel and unusual of all 129

punishments. It breaks up families, affects generations of individuals, it is not easily 

rebuild or created, and it completely devalues legacy. Unfortunately, many black people 

in America can only trace their ancestry back to the past handful of years. A black 

person in America who knows in great detail about their family lineage and ancestry has 

quite the privilege. Even still, once this information is obtained, what does one do with 

the knowledge of themselves as a social construct? Well, at least now there is a 

response to the many questions about your: 

1. skin complexion 

2. grade of hair 

3. ‘accent’ 

“I didn’t have the same beauty aesthetic as they did.”  

An interest in investigating one’s heritage and family history, is not an uncommon urge. 

We all have a desire to find our home, our place of origin. Ruby, who was born in Venice 

Beach, CA, was mostly raised by her black mother, although her father (of German and 

Irish descent) was active in her upbringing. She’s told me stories of traveling to different 

countries with her mother as a child. She was exposed to cultural experiences, foods 

and arts of the world from a very young age. Her mother was determined to show her 

daughter her potential and worth as a black woman in a white male dominant society. It 

!  “From the earliest days of slavery, slave owners sought to exercise control over their slaves by 129
attempting to strip them of their African culture. During slavery, many slaves were stripped of their African 
belief systems and typically denied free religious practice.” University of Michigan Health System “African 
American culture.” "February African American." University of Michigan. 2008. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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was most interesting to learn how much that one aspect of her youth seemed to have 

had a lasting effect on the way Ruby views herself, and how she thinks others perceive 

her. 

“It’s hard for me to always put my finger on what makes me black. Because my 
blackness is challenged almost daily. So it’s like, one of these innate things. It’s 
like asking why my name is Ruby. Besides ‘Thats what my mama told me,’ what 
do you mean? ‘Why are you asking me that?’ ‘It’s on my birth certificate.’ So, it’s 
like one of those things that I grapple with but I don’t really grapple with it 
because I don’t have time everyday to contemplate why you think I’m white. OK I 
get it, I’m pale, like, high five. I have a very middle eastern looking nose. OK, I 
get it, high five. But I’m not. I’m Black. And that’s who I am.” 

By focusing on human characteristics such as skin color, facial features, or hair texture, 

and supporting these ideas through laws and customs, white Americans have used 

‘scientific racism’  to separate themselves from indigenous and black people as 130

distinctive social groups . Just as members of real families linked by blood ties were 131

expected to resemble one another, members of racial groups have supposedly 

descended from a common bloodline. Scientific racism points to the shared physical, 

intellectual, and moral attributes among races. 

“In 7th grade there was Ruby Curley and she had long blonde hair, and pretty 
blue eyes, and she was The Pretty Ruby in 7th grade. And I have vivid memories 
of that. I never looked like her and I am never going to look like her. I had big 

 "Scientific Racism: Improper or incorrect science that actively or passively supports racism.” Paul A. 130

Erickson, Liam D. Murphy. 2008. "A History of Anthropological Theory, Third Edition." University of Toronto 
Press.

 “The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life, by Richard Herrnstein and Charles 131

Murray (1994)In this incredibly influential work of economics and sociology, researchers Herrnstein and 
Murray argue that class differences between whites and blacks in America can be traced back to 
differences in IQ. Blacks, they write, are simply not as intelligent as whites (and, to a certain extent, 
Asians — though mostly they're talking just about blacks and whites). Because many studies show that 
IQ is a very strong indicator of economic success, they believe that IQ differences are at the root of racial 
differences. They use "scientific" data about IQ scores to dismiss the idea that political inequalities and 
the history of slavery in the U.S. are causes of racial inequality.” Newitz, Annalee. "The 9 Most Influential 
Works of Scientific Racism, Ranked." i09. May 14, 2015. Accessed July 9, 2015.
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curly hair and I looked a little different than everybody else. Granted it wasn’t this 
whole [ordeal], I could blend in but I still didn’t look like my peers. I didn’t have 
the same beauty aesthetic as they did.”

Master/Slave Dialectic 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel was a German philosopher whose ideas served as an 

important precursor to Marxism. His principal achievements were absolute idealism , a 132

philosophical system that integrates the notions of mind and the master/slave dialectic. 

The master/slave dialectic, first mentioned in Hegel's “Phenomenology of Spirit”, can be 

interpreted as an internal process occurring in one person or as an external process 

between two or more people. Two opposing sides, according to Hegel, sublate one 

another until they are unified, and ultimately the two contradictory moments results in a 

higher unity. At one point in the conversation, Ruby alludes to a reconciliation of this 

internal dichotomy. Having to balance two opposing cultures, can only result in a 

remarkable level of resilience in one individual. But I understand how the challenge can 

be ongoing. 

“I went to Spelman . I thought I was coming home and I had the opposite 133

experience. I had people coming up to me like, ‘Oh, hey white girl’. I had 

 Searle, John. 2003. “Contemporary Philosophy in the United States.” N. Bunnin and E.P. Tsui-James (eds.), The 132

Blackwell Companion to Philosophy, 2nd ed., (Blackwell, 2003), p. 1.

 “Founded in 1881 as the Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary, we became Spelman College in 1924. Now 133

a global leader in the education of women of African descent, Spelman College is accredited by the 
Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools and we are proud 
members of the Atlanta University Center Consortium. Today our student body comprises more than 
2,100 students from 41 states and 15 foreign countries. Spelman empowers women to engage the many 
cultures of the world and inspires a commitment to positive social change through service. We are 
dedicated to academic excellence in the liberal arts and sciences and the intellectual, creative, ethical 
and leadership development of our students.” "About Spelman College." Spelman College. 2012. 
Accessed July 9, 2015. 
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someone call me ‘Casper’ once, which is even more alienating than racist 
comments because I thought it was Mecca. You know what I’m saying? You feel 
like you’re going on this spiritual journey, and people further isolate you. And then 
it’s the ‘racially ambiguous dilemma’, where it’s like, ‘Well shit, what the fuck 
room do I fit in?” 

Her initial reluctance to identify as any specific racial category, and later her reject from 

both groups, only results in a further isolation. This is a struggle that many Americans 

face with identity. This issue becomes problematic when one’s internal conflict gains 

control over the individual, rather than the other way around.  

“I’ve gotten a lot of speeding tickets, I’m a terrible driver. Anytime I get a traffic 
violation, I’m a white woman, there is no question about it. The two times I’ve 
gotten arrested for criminal charges- Black woman. And the second time I was 
arrested, I was sober, so I was sitting in the back of the cop car and I asked, ‘Out 
of curiosity, what ethnicity did you put?’ And he was like, ‘Black. What else would 
I put?’ Which was the biggest mind-fuck to me in life because everywhere I go 
and every other room I step in, someone asks me what I’m mixed with. But the 
one time I accused for a felony for obstruction to an officer in my life, hands 
down, I am black and there is no question about it. Now, that is just fucking 
appalling to me…Because I fit in the context of what it meant to be a black 
human being in the United States at that very moment. If I had a traffic ticket 
while smoking weed, that would be a black thing and I probably would've been 
check off there. If it’s a felony, it’s a black thing… He looked at me like I was 
crazy for asking.” 

As Hegel theorized, the two opposing sides will eventually merge and become one. He 

claims that once they are unified, the result will be a higher unity. Through her internal 

struggle with identity, it is her many achievements and successes that she will be 

remembered for, not what race she identifies with on a census. With her cultural 

exposure at a young age, her mother’s focus on her potential and worth, and 

challenging the role of a black woman in a white male dominant society, Ruby is on the 

path to realizing her full potential. Regardless of what she is, racially, she is a strong 

person and a brilliant scholar. Hegel says, “With self consciousness, we’ve now passed 
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into the native land of truth.” I interpret this as an examination of the consciousness of 

one’s self. Meaning, it’s not just what’s in the world, or how others perceive you, but 

instead it’s about getting to know yourself. Hegel would agree that one can’t have 

knowledge about the world unless you first know yourself. 
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Hey Black Child 
Do you know who you are 

Who you really are 
Do you know you can be 

What you want to be 
If you try to be 

What you can be 

Hey Black Child 
Do you know where you are going 

Where you're really going 
Do you know you can learn 

What you want to learn 
If you try to learn 

What you can learn 

Hey Black Child 
Do you know you are strong 

I mean really strong 
Do you know you can do 

What you want to do 
If you try to do 

What you can do 

Hey Black Child 
Be what you can be 

Learn what you must learn 
Do what you can do 

And tomorrow your nation 
Will be what you want it to be 

“Hey Black Child”, Countee Cullen 
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INTERVIEW 7:  
#TRAINTAKEOVER 
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KRISTEN KAZA, 3/13/15, 5:00pm 

“I’m about to learn how to fly 
I’m about to learn how to fly 
That’s why I got my hands up 
You should put your hands up 
Say it now, 
I’m about to learn how to fly” 

Heading down from Monroe avenue into the red line on Friday afternoon, I was 

immediately greeted by a frenzy of police officers. Each one seemed even larger than 

the next. These big men were strapped down with heavy equipment and weaponry. I 

could immediately spot the gun on one officer’s waist and the night stick attached to his 

belt. As I walked pass these officers, each one sized me up but followed with a polite, 

“Hello”. They were looking for something. I don’t know if they could tell that I was me 

who they were looking for.  

It was if they were expecting us. Shortly after joining the rest of the  group, I learned that 

they were. The interesting thing about protesting in this country is that it doesn’t exist as 

it once did. Even though the First Amendment guarantees freedoms concerning religion, 

expression, assembly, and the right to petition. It forbids Congress from both promoting 

one religion over others and also restricting an individual’s religious practices. It 

guarantees. freedom of expression by prohibiting Congress from restricting the press or 

the rights of individuals to speak freely. It also guarantees the right of citizens to 

assemble peaceably and to petition their government .  I remember my mother telling 134

me stories of the strength and persistence of her generation when I was a little girl. 

!  "Establishment Clause." Legal Information Institution. 2015. Accessed July 9, 2015.134
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Participating in sits-ins on her college campus and even a brief stint with the Black 

Panther Party in the 1970’s, her generation actually had the freedom to protest. This 

generation has the freedom to paperwork, permits, and precursors before even thinking 

about the actual event.  

“I’m about to learn how to fly” 

The Train Takeover was organized by a small group of people, including musicians, 

artists, and playwrights. Performers are encouraged to participate by being both 

peaceful and respectful of those who ride the train. Dubbed #traintakeover in this age of 

social media and technology, and a counterpart of #blacklivesmatter, the goal is to 

continue to shed light on America's racial divide. 

Approaching the group, I tried to prepare myself for anything- keeping in mind that the 

last thing I remembered was my dad on the phone warning me to be safe on my way to 

the train. There were about 30 of us. It was very clear to see who that ‘us’ consisted of 

on the busy rail platform. We were eager and excited about this adventure that we were 

about to take together. I hadn’t met any of these people before. There was a common 

thread that brought all of us, as strangers, there to demand the same thing from our 

city- from our country: togetherness. We chanted, 

YOU ASK WHY WE GATHER? 
BECAUSE BLACK LIVES MATTER 

"The goal is to creatively and peacefully engage train riders who may otherwise be 

distracted or checked out," said protest organizer Kristen Kaza in a press release. 
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Kristen has a nine-year track record of success in brand building, events production, 

and community engagement in Chicago with tenures at Time Out Chicago, Whole 

Foods Market, and recently, the Chicago Reader. She is the founder of her own event 

and public relations studio, No Small Plans Productions. Additionally, she is an educator 

at Columbia College teaching courses in Collaborative Consumerism; Introduction to 

Marketing, Introduction to Public Relations, Public Speaking. In person, Kristen truly 

vibrates based on the people and energy around her. She invest herself in a diverse 

portfolio including promotion, event planning, and LGBTQ advocacy work, but most 

particularly, our current event, the #traintakeover. She has her hands in creative and 

cultural programs all over the country, but she remains behind the curtain to focus 

attention on the movement, rather than the individual. 

We boarded the red line train toward 95th with intentions to reach people who live in 

different parts of the city. We rode the train as far south as it took us, and then turned 

around to ride all the way back north. As the train raced from stop to stop, new 

passengers aboard with looks of confusion and inquiry on their faces. We held up 

signage so our message could quickly spread throughout the train, to reach people who 

might just quickly glimpse past. We recited statistics about the damaging institutional 

racism in the United States, disparaging facts about wage gaps based upon gender and 

race, and proclamations about the effects of racism on American people.  

Of the over 50,000 people, arrested last year in New York for lower level 
marijuana offenses, 86% were African American and Latino.  135

 Moreh B.D.K. "Ex NYPD Cop Admits ‘We Planted Evidence, Framed Innocent People’ All For Arrest 135

Quotas." Counter Current News. December 27, 2014. Accessed July 9, 2015. 
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There are 832% more women in prison now than in 1977.  136

Over 1.5 million children, have parents in prison.  137

In Chicago’s most segregated community, ⅓ of people live in poverty. Their crime 
rate is twice that of the rest of the city.  138

In between the statistics, others from the group performed musical numbers, poetry, and 

some even took advantage of the platform to tell stories from their own lives. Everything 

flowed so organically. There was no prior discussion of who would say what, no 

timeline, no script. More than anything, I quickly learned, we were there to listen. We 

were there to demonstrate how a group of people, of diverse backgrounds, educational 

levels, races, genders, etc. could come together because of a common message.  

Some in the crowd were vocal about their appreciation of the work we were doing. 

Some even asked to keep the signage so they could continue to spread the message 

wherever they were going next. Others rolled their eyes with a barely repressed 

aggression. I felt the urge to confront a few individuals who were dismissive of our 

efforts, but that wasn’t our goal this afternoon. This afternoon was about spreading 

knowledge. Generally, people were as shocked as I was upon learning some of the 

statistics. They were a great way to start a conversation with a stranger. Maybe I 

 "Quick Facts: Women & Criminal Justice", Women's Prison Association, 2009. Accessed July 9, 2015.136

 Glaze, Lauren E. and Maruschak, Laura M. "Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report: Parents in 137

Prison and Their Minor Children." U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs. March 30, 
2010. Accessed July 9, 2015. 

 SSWERDLOW. "How segregated is Chicago, and does it matter?" Chicago Sun Times. May 27, 2014. 138

Accessed July 9, 2015.
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couldn’t immediately see the effects of the work we were all putting in, but that doesn’t 

mean that it was in vain. We chanted, 

WE MUST DO BETTER AT LOVING EACH OTHER 
WE MUST DO BETTER AT LOVING EACH OTHER 
I MUST DO BETTER AT LOVING MYSELF 

We spoke of compassion. And as trite as it may seem, we spoke of love. Demanding 

that passengers envision Mike Brown as their own brother, or son, or friend, whose life 

abruptly ended shot dead in the street. We remember their names, but the hope is to 

turn that list of those who are no longer with us, back into real people.  

MIKE BROWN MEANS WHAT 
WE GOT TO FIGHT BACK 

EMMETT TILL MEANS 
WE GOT TO FIGHT BACK 

TRAYVON MARTIN MEANS WHAT 
WE GOT TO FIGHT BACK 

FIGHT BACK 
FIGHT BACK 
FIGHT BACK 
FIGHT BACK 

ERIC GARNER MEANS WHAT 
WE GOT TO FIGHT WHAT 

AND BLACK RIGHTS MEANS 
WE GOT TO FIGHT BACK 

AND BLACK LIVES MEANS 
WE GOT TO FIGHT BACK 

AND ALL OF US MEANS 
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WE GOT TO FIGHT BACK 

The first train that I boarded that afternoon, I rode traveling southbound feeling both 

anxious yet unassuming. Through this experience, cruising through the city with a group 

of strangers, I thought about how we all came together to say exactly the same thing. 

The words that we said, others heard, and in turn, I heard a few of them saying those 

same words to even more people. The #traintakeover forced me to open my own eyes. 

While we sang about learning how to fly throughout our entire time together, it wasn’t 

until I turned around to head home, that I truly felt the sensation of taking off. 

FIGHT BACK 
FIGHT BACK 
FIGHT BACK 
FIGHT BACK 
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Shakur, Tupac. “Untitled”, The Rose that Grew from Concrete (1999).  139

 This untitled poem written by Tupac Shakur demonstrates a universal theme within the black 139

community: through oppression and strife, black people continuously push through and ultimately rise 
above by utilizing the pain of their past injustices into creative expression. Tupac writes, “Please wake me 
when I’m free/ I cannot bear captivity/ 4 I would rather be stricken blind/ than 2 live without expression of 
mind”.
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PROPOSAL:  
Bringing People to 
the Table 
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Bringing People to the Table 

Today is Thursday, May 7th, 2015. Although this process has been an emergent one, 

and I anticipate engaging in this work for the rest of my life, today, I will stop writing A 

Work In Progress: Looking Closely at Change. In last three chapters I turned to Caleb, 

Ruby and Kristen. By drawing connections between the cultural meaning and influence 

of Hip Hop music on American culture and the contradictory self hate that continues to 

breed within the black community. These conversations all pointed to the many ways 

that art and culture can foster change, or at least build a potential foundation to start the 

conversation. As mentioned in the introduction, this document will not end with a period. 

There is no final recommended solution, there is no correct answer. However, I deem 

this experience successful based on what was accomplished. 

Over the course of this process, I interviewed over 25 individuals and facilitated a series 

of public discourses based on the need to discuss challenging rhetoric. I utilized private 

interviews and public conversations as a space for facilitating intercultural dialogue 

through the lens of change. To illuminate the plurality of the black experience, the 

interviews included details and windows into the minds of individuals, who experience 

issues of violence and poverty in this present iteration of President Obama’s America.  

With this written document, I gathered an extensive array of ethnographic evidence to 

serve as a conduit, providing others an opportunity to be heard, a voice or a pedestal. I 

created a blog , to archive and disseminate the data gathered during this process. And 140

 Moss, Jessica. “WORLDWIDE TIMEOUT WORLDWIDE TIMEOUT WORLDWIDE.” 2010. Accessed 140

July 9, 2015. 
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lastly, I created a proposal for a participatory ‘safe space’ reflecting on ways of 

unlearning, rethinking, creating and sustaining change through the framework of cultural 

engagement. 

This immersive, sensory, inescapable, environment simply titled, A Work In Progress, 

requires the full participation of it’s audience. By inviting viewers to activate this 

installation, the audience can navigate through an examination of change without 

judgement and where issues of disparity can be confronted. 200 invited guests will have 

a reserved seat at The Table, modeled after the World’s longest table located in the 

Hotel Szymbark in Poland . The concept behind the Szymbark table is thought to 141

integrate all the people of the world, regardless of the skin color, nationality or faith. It is 

a plank of over 150 feet long, cut out of one piece of Douglas-fir. In addition to the The 

Table, which is meant to be a meeting place encouraging dialogue and brainstorming, 

the installation includes full transcriptions and the audio interview archive, a collection of 

experimental sound projects, a music library (featuring artists referenced in the thesis 

including Kendrick Lamar, Tupac Shakur and Beyonce), thematic illustrations and 

concept maps, video pieces, sculptures, drawings and paintings. Visitors are 

encouraged to leave their mark in the space and illustrate personal knowledges by 

utilizing the pencils and paper scrolls. Participants are encouraged to build upon 

existing ideas and have their own conversations both inside and outside of the space.  

  “The longest table in the world.” Hotel Szymbark. 2013. Accessed July 9, 2015.141
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i. ‘Unpacking Me’ (a-e, including ‘breaking face’ performance), plaster, ceramic and oil 

paint, 2014 
ii. Hanging drawings: 

i. ‘An American History’, ink on paper 2013 
ii. ‘The Ending of…’, ink on paper 2015 
iii. ‘Inside/Outside’, ink on paper 2014 
iv. ‘Double Consciousness Paper Dolls’, digital drawing 2015  
v. ‘Notes on the Evolution of the Black Man’, ink on paper 2014 
vi. ‘Assumption vs Reality Map’, watercolor on paper 2014 
vii. ‘Forever Queen’, photograph 2015 

iii. Black [Power] Palette’, oil paint on paper 2014 
iv. Audio Archive + transcript (a-j), recorded interviews 2013-2015 
v. ‘Camouflage’, video 2014 
vi. ‘Interior Hair’, oil paint, cotton, synthetic hair on linen 2014 
vii. ‘Breadcrumbs’, collection of drawings, notes, texts, invitations, etc 2013-2015 
viii. Audio Archive + transcript (k-z), recorded interviews 2013-2015 
ix. ‘Hold Me’, water 2014 
x. ‘Freedom’, synthetic hair, 2015 
xi. The Table, includes: solid piece of wood, attached paper scrolls, pencils, name tents 
xii. Title Wall, statement + acknowledgements, 2015  
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Itemized Descriptions 

  TITLE     MEDIA     YEAR 

1  Unpacking Me (a-e)   plaster, ceramic and oil paint  2014 
2  Breaking Face    performance    2014 
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3  An American History   ink on paper     2013 
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4  The Ending of…   ink on paper    2015 
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5  Inside/Outside    ink on paper    2014 
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6  Double Consciousness Paper Dolls  digital drawing  2015 
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7 Notes on the Evolution of the Black Man  ink on paper   2014 
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8  Assumption vs Reality Map  digital collage   2014 
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9 Forever Queen   ink on skin, documentation photograph  2015 
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10  Black [Power] Palette   oil paint on paper   2014 
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12  Camouflage    video      2014 
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13  Interior Hair   oil paint, cotton, synthetic hair on linen 2014 
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14  Breadcrumbs  collection of relevant drawings, images, etc.      1960-2015 
 

a. Amos, Emma. “Self Portrait”, 1962.   b. #traintakeover, “#3”, 2015. 
 

c. Tampa Bay Times. “Young Activist”, 1998.  d. Lederer, Cortney. “Creating a  
         Brand: Post Race in Art  
         Exhibitions, 2009. 
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16  Hold Me   water      2014 
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17  Freedom   synthetic hair     2015 
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18  The Table solid piece of wood, attached paper scrolls, pencils, name tents 
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ILLUSTRATION LIST 

p 36, image 42,  Jessica Moss. Brothers + Sisters, acrylic on glass, at Hostelling International Chicago, 
95.5" x 44” (2015). “Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s legacy is one of peace, love and hope. With the alarming 
amount of Black men and women who have been shot and killed by police officers, security guards, and 
vigilantes during the past year, it's increasingly difficult to see the impact of Dr. King's work in our world 
today. Brothers + Sisters lists the names of over 30 individuals who were executed at the hands of police 
officers during 2014. While we collectively fight to make sure these names are never forgotten, it’s 
important to keep in mind that many have suffered the same fate before them. There are far too many who 
have been tragically shot at and even killed this year and their names, stories, and lives matter. Brothers + 
Sisters asks it's audience to reflect on Dr. King's message in light of our country's current civil rights 
challenges, to contemplate the injustices that so many people in this country face everyday, and to never 
forget those whose lives were sacrificed in hopes of one day achieving justice and equality. Let us honor 
the words of leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who asked of us to never stop fighting, 'Until justice 
rolls down like water and righteousness like a mighty stream.’” Moss, Brothers + Sisters’ artist statement, 
January 2015. 

p 50, image 48, Jessica Moss. “There Can Only Be One”, ink on paper, 11"x8.5" (2014). Depicting a 
boxing match between two black female R+B singers, the deceased Aaliyah and, the longstanding queen, 
Beyonce. The amount of competition in the black community, stemming from tokenism, is increasingly 
problematic for black culture. 

p 57, image 51. Jessica Moss. “The Power of Possibility”, artists’ sketchbook, 9x12in (2014). During each 
interview, audio is recorded, long hand notes are taken, and photographs are used to document both 
important moments and the overall conversation. Seen here, an image of the long-hand notes taken while 
in conversation with Coreyl Chambers’ has been cropped to focus the viewer’s attention on our discussion 
of options and power. 
p 58, image 52. Jessica Moss. “Double Consciousness Paper Doll”, digital collage (2014).  In addition to 
the audio, notes, and photographs, themes of the conversation would often become subject matter for 
further exploration. This is a digital collage based on a discussion with Coreyl Chambers on July 25, 2014 
about the inherent contradiction that black men face everyday.  

p 144, image 125, Screenshot of the www.dna.ancestry.com website, captured on October, 1, 2014 at 
11:40am. Seen here, on the website’s homepage, is a quote from American celebrity and icon, Vanessa 
Williams. In addition to her long acting and singing career, in 1983, she became the first African-
American woman crowned Miss America. Her endorsement provides legitimate creditability towards the 
ancestrydna.com brand, demonstrates a universal need in the black community to learn more about their 
ancestry and family history, and provides more evidence for the inclusion of personal experiences in 
relation to this research.  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