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a sign of the times

I

stood on the bleachers and looked at the crowd through the viewfinder of my camera. I took
a picture of a group of signs and hands and I hoped that the photograph would come out
slightly blurry so that I could remember the way in which the signs rose and fell in swells, like
the sea right before a violent summer storm.
The sun burned my shoulders. The heat and humidity were like a thick presence that
could not be ignored. I felt like I couldn’t breathe because of my mask. I almost thought, “I can’t
breathe,” but I stopped myself from thinking that because I could. George Floyd couldn’t. The
words clung to me in a way that made me heavy.
Those same words were written on signs and chanted in one solemn voice. His face was
printed onto paper and his name said as though in prayer. The words and his name echoed in my
chest and made their home next to a feeling that I don’t have a name for because I had never felt
it before. I saw a sign that said, “400 years,” and I took a moment to imagine the expanse of that
amount of time.
Protests had been raging for a few days. The news was filled with images of violence. In
my own city, a protestor had been run over and then promptly arrested. Down the street from my
apartment was a sidewalk stained with blood. I was nervous to go to the protest. Scared even. But
that morning, I woke up and I put my shoes on and I thought long and hard about the power of
fear and the power of knowing who you are and what you stand for and what you’re willing to sacrifice in order to do what is right. My family and I went and, like millions of others, we marched.
When it came time to planning the second volume of Black Feather Magazine, it became
very clear to me that the planned volume, A Portrait of People, had to be put aside. The beauty of
Black Feather is that it is fluid and is able to respond to real life events in real time. A Portrait of
People will have its moment. But this is not it. This moment belongs to serious discussions about
race and race relations. It belongs to understanding the perspective and existence of others. Black
Feather Magazine was created to have these discussions and provide a space for diverse voices and
experiences to take the stage
Oyinkansola Wumkes is the guest editor of this volume. A more brilliant and talent being,
impossible. She has curated a collection of global voices and experiences to talk about a range of
topics that are timely and important. It was my absolute honor to work side by side with her and
the contributors on this volume.
Michelle Assaad
Editor in Chief

A SIGN OF THE TIMES

TOP RIGHT: PARISIAN FOG.
ABOVE: BLM PROTEST IN TAMPA FLORIDA.
RIGHT: PORTRAIT OF A DOCTORAL
GRADUATE IN 2020.
TOP CENTER: WINTER IN PARIS.
TOP RIGHT: LUCY.
CENTER LEFT: A SIGN OF THE TIMES, SELF
PORTRAIT.
BOTTOM LEFT: DU JOUR.
BOTTOM: BEHIND THE SCENES
PHOTOGRAPHED ON FILM
BY MICHELLE ASSAAD
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ace should not be a defining factor in how we live our
lives, but unfortunately, it is. This socially constructed
global phenomenon has proven to be useful primarily in
the exploitation of entire populations of people deemed inferior
and their resources by creating and upholding asymmetrical
systems of power relations.
Conversations on race relations have been going on for
centuries, with events in recent years serving as a tipping point.
We at Black Feather Magazine have had to think long and hard
about how we can most genuinely engage with this turbulent
moment and more importantly, what kind of statement we are
trying to make in these perilous but hopeful times. Rather than
follow the popular trend focusing on highlighting hope, for this
issue we decided on a different route: to introduce race as it is
conceptualized in different social systems such as religion, gender and politics, by a variety of people from diverse geographical, educational and stylistic backgrounds. Thus, we have contributions from poets, photographers and academics located
in the United States, Nigeria, Peru, Venezuela and the U.K. to
name a few. We hope this approach enables our readers to see
the many ways race manifests in our modern world and encourages conversations geared towards dismantling this racist system.
Personally, I think a noteworthy element and recurring theme
in this issue is the relevance and centrality of structural factors in developing and perpetuating the racist system we are fighting against
today. The narrative that “Individual choices determine destiny”
and that Black and Brown people just have to do better and “pull
themselves up by their bootstraps” to get ahead in society has been
proven time and again to be one of many deflection mechanisms
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deflection mechanisms used by those in power to absolve themselves of the responsibility to fix the symptoms of a monstrous
system that their forefathers created which they continue to uphold for economic and perverse ideological reasons. The system one exists within has direct and indirect influence on the
trajectory of individuals lives, more so than many would like
to admit. Hence, while it is important to educate individuals on the falseness of racialized categories, it is more pertinent
to push for greater sustainable systemic changes to be made by
those in positions of power if we are to succeed in this endeavor.
Finally, I want to say how proud I am of our cover for this
issue, designed by a Nigerian artist - Denis Inengite. This is one of
many afro expressionism images of reality that is distorted in order
to make it expressive of the artist’s inner feelings or ideas. This is an
artform which was used to express the frustration of African Americans during the Civil Rights Movement and continues to be utilized
today for similar purposes. The powerful simplicity of this image
urges me to find intuitive insight and to embark on that personal discovery that is the plight of the nonwhite individual in today’s world.

Oyinkansola Wumkes
Editor
Black Feather Magazine
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Remi Taiwo
I’ll be honest , my instagram think-pieces are usually spirit-led and how I do most of my “dragging” (ebonics for
a method of chastising people who have a differing and
oftentimes problematic opinion from yours) and usually
don’t require a lot of research. I felt out of depth and
before my inner depreciating self could react, I mentally and verbally committed to putting in a submission.
I’m getting to it, this really does tie into my take
on the intersectionality of race and gender politics. It ties
in because as a naturally introspective individual, sometimes I feel an external sting from society for thinking
‘too much’ and ‘too deeply’ about my publicly known
opinions. The external sting being people expecting me
to perform a certain way because I am Black and furthermore a woman. They don’t expect a lot of depth
usually because, of course, women are only to be seen
and not heard. In 2020, I would fulfil all stereotypes
and satisfy most audiences with a cheeky ‘twerk and
go’. They’d probably prefer a bit more noise, cursing
here and there and a lot more “ebonics” (even though I
am Nigerian and can give them pidgin English at best).
I remember taking a sociology elective during
my time in University called “Women in Society”.
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I remember taking a sociology elective during my time
in University called “Women in Society”. It had nothing to do with my course but I really needed to shake
the proverbial table of my Economics degree, because it
was way too rigid. This was my first introduction to intersectionality. Essentially, intersectionality speaks to the
acknowledgement that everyone experiences oppression
differently and this must be considered in interactions with
minority group members in society. Initially, I was underwhelmed and felt like the concept was created as a bunch
of excuses for women who did not want to “put the work
in”. Lazy women who wanted to be victims and needed
an excuse for their lack of accomplishment. I’ve always
believed that anything a man can do, I can do it better.
As I have grown in age and experience, I realise
that women, particularly Black women are indeed unappreciated and face a lot more prejudices in society. Regardless of how naturally motivated you may be, these
prejudices are embedded into the structures of society
that you will find yourself navigating daily. There should
be no reason why for every $1 earned by a White man,
the White woman earns $0.78 and the black woman earns a whooping $0.64 (YW Boston Blog , 2017).
It may seem like just a measly $0.14 difference
to my White sisters and observers overall. However,
that difference accounts for a $100,000 income for a
white woman and $82,051 for a Black woman, with the
same level of experience. I think we can agree that over
$10,000 is a pretty penny to be upset about not earning,
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especially when the same amount of work has been done.
You too would be mad and in essence, irrespective of the
amount of work a Black woman puts in, her pay grade
may always precede her actual abilities. This is why the
intersectionality of race and gender politics is a relevant
and important conversation to have in this day and age.
A very special shoutout to the woman (surprise,
surprise) who coined the term in response to the delusion that racism ceased to exist in 1965 after the Civil
Rights Act was passed. Her name is Kimberle Crenshaw.
Race, gender , class and other individual characteristics intersect with one another and overlap. Most importantly, her voice has brought many including myself
to the understanding that race has in fact stained many
structures of law and society, in particular gender politics.
In a follow-up experiment by Ashleigh Rosette
(initiated by Robert Livingston), Black women in leadership are not expected to be feminine and should never
make mistakes. At any point when a Black woman makes
a mistake, her competence is questioned immediately.
It begs the question, why are we not afforded the grace
of making mistakes as if we are not human beings too?
Intersectionality seeks to highlight the struggles of
women in society, who also fall into minority groups. This
is a relevant conversation to have in 2020 and I definitely
take back my infant opinions from my university days.
How do we tackle the conversation and seek viable solutions simultaneously? As a woman, of course, I
care about the struggles of all women. But to disregard
the very specific struggles that Black women face in the
quest to exist peacefully in society would be myopic on
my part. Race and gender politics do come together to
make existing as a Black woman harder than it should be.
My very specific experience would be the issue
of hair styling restrictions in professional spheres and
my innate desire to look like a different woman weekly.

Honestly, I promise this is not rooted in self-esteem issues or embarrassment at my kinky curly tresses. The
fact that I have to even state that is annoying in itself.
I love to wear wigs (or a hair-hat, whatever you choose
to call it). It makes me happy that I can have curly hair
one day, bone straight hair the next and not a single
strand of my natural locks will be at risk of heat damage.
However, in my professional career, my hair changes are often a hot topic in the office. I love a bit of attention
like the next girl, but free me and my hair please. This unwanted attention is often followed by the feeling that I am
too involved in my looks and cannot possibly be a competent employee. To be a competent employee, one must
appear in a bland state, a blank slate that can be painted
on. How will I ever reach C-level status if I keep changing my wigs every week and my manager keeps noticing?
Whilst the overall responses to the wigs are usually pleasant, they seem to set the tone that to be
professional, one must not be so involved in their
looks. The pleasantries usually set the tone for the
incredulous reactions that follow wondering why
you would want to change your hair that often.
As a Black woman, it feels like I have no agency over
my personality or appearance and need to be extra careful to ensure my appearance is accepted by the majority.
It is not enough that as a professional woman I need to expertly evoke strength and competence, whilst not being regarded as a *female dog*.
It is not enough that as a woman in 2020, I should
answer to no one but myself, but somehow everyone still
always seems to have an opinion on my appearance and
my competence. I am required to be a strong woman
but still ‘soft’ enough to not be too intimidating to the
opposite sex and other non-black people. Can you see
how exhausting it can be to be a Black woman in 2020?
To be a woman whilst being Black presents itself as
an eternal “catch 22” where you can either be invisible and
marginalised or visible with revoked rights to femininity.
The pressure of gender politics on Black women is further
heightened as we navigate through life with our hopes and
aspirations, but with the impending doom of never being
enough as we are. What is gender politics you may ask? It
is an ongoing conversation on the roles and relations of
men and women in society. Some would argue that men
and women are more equal in the Western World , whilst
others have a largely differing opinion to this. I would argue that Black women in particular are the least respected

subset and are often at the bottom
of the totem pole of society. We
see this predominantly in the media
we consume daily. The Black women will often be the side-chick, the
Black women will be in an unequally
yoked relationship, the Black Woman is always disrespected in her office
and Sally from HR never seems to
see the issue , the Black women will
likely be cancelled first and dragged
severely on social media timelines.
I could go on , the evidence lies in
plain sight in 2020 but I notice a lot
more effort to silence the voices of
Black women and their experiences.
In an era where women can
now be the breadwinners of the family
(i.e earning more than their partners),
I think we ought not be judged based
solely off how we choose to present
ourselves. More so, we should have
liberty to curate our personalities and
appearances as we see fit in the spaces we occupy. We should be able to be
respected as we are just like our Black
male and White female counterparts,
especially in professional spaces.
One can argue that the public
gaze Black women often receive for
their outward appearances is complimentary. An ode of some sorts to
their uniqueness. I counter this with
maybe people could just mind their
respective businesses instead and pay
Black women what they are worth.
The Black Lives Matter Movement is one that has gotten widespread traction over the last few
months. We were all outraged to see
that yet again the American Police
Force failed to do their due diligence
and yet another Black life was taken.
Whilst, the BLM movement is very
important especially in the current
social media era where most people are educated through Instagram
16

and Twitter, it is almost chilling to notice how the movement does not fight
as hard for the lives of Black women
lost due to police brutality.
It is
further shocking to realise that the
movement was infact started by three
queer Black women (Alicia Garza,
Patrisse Cullors and Opal Tometi),
the very group who face a multitude
of prejudices in society. The reality is
Black women are doing the work that
needs to be done but we are not getting the protection we seek and desire.
Most
recently,
regarding
the death of Breonna Taylor, the
fact that it has taken over 170 days
just to arrest and charge the officers responsible for her death is
chilling and sets a tone for how the
Black woman is regarded in society.
I often ask myself, if Breonna
was White would it take this long? You
may know about the story of Madeleine McCann, a British 3 year old kidnapped from the family’s hotel room
whilst on holiday with her parents in
2007. Thirteen years ago now and
the case to find her kidnappers (now
possibly her killers) still remains open.
It has been disclosed that it has cost
the British Government more than
10 million pounds. This is very telling
and all the evidence we need to see
that the budget is very much available
in most cases, but when it comes to the
lives of black women, justice seems
too much of a price for our pain.
As a race, we are overcoming
years of slavery and building com-
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munities that serve as healing spaces to many. In particular, I am rooting for Black women in all fields.
I really want to see us living
the lives we dream of, unrestricted by
fear, and feeling able to break through
glass ceilings that priced us. To do so,
I need society to not stand in the way
by disregarding Black women and the
unwanted burdens that they carry, just
to exist in society. In a bid to not be involved in an ‘Oppression Olympics”
of sorts, starting such conversations
can be very hard. The world has definitely progressed in the area of women’s rights to work and being equal
partners in relationships. However, it
is not enough of an improvement for

Black women to applaud at an overall progression that does not consider their own very specific micro-aggressions. Even within this conversation lies another layer that requires Black women themselves to acknowledge that their experiences are unique and individual. In doing so, we make space for any oppression each individual faces and create the opportunity to make positive changes in the overall experience of a Black woman.
Until we find another planet to live on, the topic of intersectionality is very crucial to race and gender politics, especially as it pertains to Black women living their best lives.
--RT
Remi is a 20-something year old woman currently navigating a love-hate relationship with the internet. She posts
mostly fashion and beauty portraits via Instagram (@remi.
toss) as a freelance photographer whilst speaking based on
introspection about the deeper things of life such as faith,
self-worth and how to block disrespectful men without
remorse. When she’s not online, she’s trying a new bread
recipe and always in a quest to look 20-something forever
by perfecting her skincare routine.
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he stressed syllable of survival begins always here, in the breath you have
taken from me and which I will return. Allow the lungs their thirst. There
is no hurry.

We are committing an act of belief, and such takes time.
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Look at me. We have not yet been found.
The shade of the tree remains and the noise of the river will block out our
sounds. Tell me what you have always wanted to say. If there are no words we will
make them here.

E

Tell me again about blackberries. Dark as the day’s first hour. Dark as the inside
of something. Dark, even, as you. How many did you gather that day, bewitched
by their plush and plenty, before you tumbled? I could have told you that even
sweetness has weight. No one tells us such things before we have to know them. That
we can partake of what the sun has blessed. That no rot will come from our contact.
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I wish I was with you then to see your body in desire and in the surprise of desire.
No one tells us such things, that we can want more than we have, and be dizzy with
wanting.

N

Look at me. We have not yet been found. Can you not feel your body enter into rest?
Do not fear its quiet. Labor alone does not dignify us. Stretch your arm this way.
Tonight it will bear no weight but its own.
Stay with me.
What else do you remember? The deep bruise of the sky before rain. It was always
then that you reached for the beloved’s body, and leaning into it, realized how much
bigger it was than outside. A planet of flesh. The audacity of such size comforted
you.

JOSHUA SEGUN-LEAN

But it shocked you also, did it not, that you could fit completely anywhere that was
not a coffin. You can tell me the truth. I too am never prepared to live. Tell me. No
one can hear here you but me.
We have time. Look at me. We have not yet been found.
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what I am critiquing. It would be ignorant to paint each
of them with the same brush. What I critique is the systemic racism that rarely considers the negative impact,
on someone else’s life or on her community, these normalized or institutional behaviors embodied by these human beings perpetrate. Whether or
not police officers had or have robust racist mental mechanisms, it is
the roots, the racist explicit and
subtle mechanisms embedded in
the law and order system that allows and perpetuates it instead of
correcting and stopping it.
My introduction might evoke
some defensiveness. It does not
come out of a desire to destroy the
system. It comes out of the desire
to make the system suitable for us
as human beings, no longer as wild
creatures as we were once portrayed, and still are, in certain cases.
I am calling for unity. I am calling
for a pluriverse - a world that contains different
worlds that accepts and bears the differences and similarities of others. Many White people starve to be a part of
this. However, this unity and pluriverse might also mean
for many Whites the dismantling of their power structure
as well as the reduction of their power and control over
social, political, and economic spaces. Like many other
social constructs circulating in people’s minds, the belief
of superiority arising from these powers has been left free
and uncritiqued. In fact, it has been in compliance with,
PHOTOGRAPH BY MARIA RIVERO
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s Malcolm X says, ¨racism is like a Cadillac, they
make a new model every year.¨
It seems that not even the murder of George
Floyd could shake off the unrooted, subtle, but impermeable racist mechanisms of academia. After this specific
event, many universities have explicitly
expressed their support of non-White
people - as they always should have,
but historically haven’t. Now universities condemn police brutality, racism,
discrimination, so on and so forth. It is
a nice step forward that we all need to
understand does not suffice anymore.
Before a new Cadillac is built, I
would like to argue that this response
is no longer enough. It does not fulfill the requirements to protect our
lives. We non-White people cannot
even defend our rights in front of the
law embodied by police officers, who,
unfortunately, are not critical enough
of the commands and orders. This is
only one of several situations in which we are targeted by
the system. Systemic racism has created space and situations that require us to be defensive. This is not a oneon-one confrontation. It never was in the context of the
U.S. Rather, it is a two-on-one interaction: Whiteness and
the system versus non-Whites. Thus, if academia does
not firmly decide now what team they want to play on,
old and new forms of racism will continue to go uncritiqued in our society, economic dynamics, and politics.
Police officers as human beings themselves are not

who apart from studying in a Political Science Ph.D.
program, loves dancing; in particular, the Andean
and African-Peruvian tap and the Cuban timba.
Contact: mrc3@mail.usf.edu

and supported by, the education system. It is not only the
roots of the judiciary system but also those of the education
system that we need to challenge, and eventually, reform.
A number of White people such as teachers, firefighters, nurses, social workers, and others have undergone economic oppression by the system. Daniel HoSang
and Joseph E. Lowndes posit this in Producers, Parasites,
Patriots: Race and the New Right-Wing Politics of Precarity
(2019). One cannot deny their specific fight against a system that employs oppressive economic mechanisms. At
the same time, one also cannot deny their privilege within the racially oppressive mechanisms of that system. It
does not treat Whites and non-Whites equally. For example, non-White students are more likely to be suspended at school and are also more likely to be stopped and/

or arrested by the police. The racial component is also
present in capitalist dynamics. Anibal Quijano develops
his coloniality concept in Coloniality of Power and Eurocentrism in Latin America (2007), stating that one of the main
components in the model of power is a social classification based on the idea of race. The racial obstacle was
never felt, thought of, or seen by Whites, with the exception of some. It was seen as correct and normal to have
White people in skilled jobs. In many cases, this is still so.
Despite this favoritism towards White people in
various spaces since the European invasion and genocide of Native Americans, some Whites still utilize the
discourse that “one is poor because she has been lazy, not
smart enough, or loves to depend on the system.” This
narrative is usually assigned to non-Whites. Even if this
perspective were true - which it is not - this lens can only

allow White people to see who is not behaving in complicity with the system, missing sight as to whom the system
provides more opportunities for upward mobility. The
same people do not recognize nor do they want to cognize the racial barriers that non-Whites undergo in the
current system on a daily basis. For instance, White male
faces are still seen as more professional. They are more
likely to be seen as suitable to navigate the high-up capitalistic dynamics of big corporations or public branches of
state institutions. Tsedale M. Melaku in You Don’t Look Like
a Lawyer: Black Women and Systemic Gendered Racism (Perspectives on a Multiracial America) (2019) illustrates how race and
gender are two social elements that have a daily impact
and that cannot be put aside to perform in one`s professional career. Non-Whites must navigate with them. However, the system is astute. It now displays non-White faces
as the perfect facade to cover our current systemic racism.
Although many Whites and some non-Whites are
against social programs with the implicit narrative that
these types of programs are more likely to benefit lazy nonWhites, it is important to know and publicly spread the fact
that, with legitimate social programs from the 1930s to
early 1970s, the system still explicitly favored Whites over
Blacks. Ira Katznelson asserts this in When Affirmative Action
Was White: An Untold History of Racial Inequality in Twentieth
Century America (2006). The author argues that the system
was purposely redesigned in 1930-1940 to help Whites
develop economically and educationally. In the eras of
Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal and Harry Truman’s Fair
Deal, political actors did nothing good for non-Whites.
These political actors only solidified and deepened
the disparity between Whites and Blacks. Katznelson
affirms that if it were not for the civil rights movement
of the 1960s, this systematic racism would have continued after its 30 years of functioning. For example, after
the Second World War, the Servicemen’s Readjustment
Act (G.I. Bill) was implemented. Through this act, which
exposes invisible racial violence, the US government invested $95 billion to rebuild the finances and education
of its veterans. The employment service of Mississippi
assigned jobs to 6,500 soldiers - 86 percent of skilled and
semi-skilled jobs were filled by Whites while 92 percent
of unskilled jobs were filled by Blacks. In New York and
northern New Jersey, out of the 67,000 mortgages insured by the G.I. Bill, less than 100 went towards home
purchases made by non-Whites. Concerning education, the University of Pennsylvania and Columbia only

accepted 46 Black students out of 9,000 total students
accepted in 1946. Furthermore, thanks to the public/
private funds and students with G.I. benefits, enrollments
in White universities were twice that of non-White universities. This invisible violence has been fortifying the
foundation of systemic racism in the US in many sectors.
Only when racial obstacles cause non-White
death, asphyxiation, or bleeding do they become visible
for some Whites. Unfortunately, not even this violent and
visible reality is enough for others. Despite the inhumanity, for many White people and for some non-Whites,
too, these racist mechanisms are still invisible. This invisibility makes many Whites think that they are not privileged because they have not cognized or recognized the
racial mechanisms within the system. If they do, many
of them do not see the negative impact it can have on
non-Whites. Disappointingly, they see it as normal. At the
same time, many Whites do recognize the pitfalls of the
system and are currently starving to learn and know what
to do and how to do it to face and defy systemic racism.
Racism has become normalized in the United
States under the numerous well-intentioned, diversity-based projects in schools. However, it seems that decades of these types of programs have only had a superficial impact because the mechanisms of the educational
system still do not align or, even worse, are against these
programs in essence. Education should not only allow us
to prepare to perform a task in the job market, but should
also help us to understand racial venues, among others,
and their visible and invisible mechanisms operating in
society, including in the job market. Thus, one whether
White or non-White, will be able to recognize racist conduct at a non-institutional level (e.g. in the family) or institutional level (e.g. Police station) and call it out. Having
this in mind before proposing an action plan will probably
help to gradually reform these discriminatory instruments
so that our social navigation and those of future generations do not become such hardship because of the many
existent barriers: racial, ethnic, gender, and all the social
obstacles for people with disabilities. However, currently, the education system has various pitfalls in different
dimensions that politicians such as Barack Obama, Joe
Biden, Kamala Harris, Donald Trump, or Bernard Sanders have not mentioned in their discourse. It is even less
present in their political agenda; of course, considering
that some would be more open than others to discuss it.
From elementary through high school, for
22
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instance, the courses of American History and World
History do not mention events that are crucial to making
sense of our current racial reality. Furthermore, several
forms of how topics, those mentioned in the curricula,
are addressed are controversial and should be reconsidered. A very common example, but vastly important, is the idealizing and romanticizing introduction of
Christopher Colombus, a White man, as the discoverer
of the Americas when, in fact, there were many nonWhite people living in the Americas for thousands of
years. Inscribing this event as the beginning of a civilizing process when there were already several civilizations with their own socio-political organizations and
technologies such as those of the Aztecs, Mayans, and
Incas, among many others. The European or White “civilization” in the Americas or whatever you want to call
it, was performed through genocide and epistemicide.
Moreover, the destruction of knowledge that was legitimized by Europeans and their Eurocentrist ideologies
unhitoricized the different non-White worlds in the earth,

skewing human history, and making a grand archive
of non-White historical evidence ahistory or disappear.
Our current education system is not the exception. Even with the material presented to the students,
rigorous historical, critical analysis is pretty much absent. Many, if not all, textbooks in elementary, middle,
and high school (portraying ancestral White men as
the inventors, innovators, or the specialist, and ancestral non-Whites as the uncivilized, uneducated, demons,
and cannibals) are mostly seen as if they would display
the absolute truth of human history. This presentation
is not so different from the type of the uncritical utilization distinct Christian religious factions do with the Bible. This is something that can no longer go unnoticed
or unspoken. These tools form and shape our narrative
of self and of others, therefore our perspectives and the
decisions in all our lives; in particular, in those moments
where we do not have enough time to critically analyze
the situation such as asphyxiating someone to death.
A colonial-based history shrinking process is visible in

education. At the end of the day, education keeps producing highly educated minds that are highly unaware
of the current privileges and barriers that many spaces
in our society have contained for a long time and still do.
A counter-argument to these last two paragraphs
could be that Africa, Asia, Central, Oceania, and South
America, and other areas in the world are indeed discussed in education. But, what do the students learn
about these regions? How do these places are presented
in class? Many people think that Africa is a beautiful territory where marvelous animals and invaluable vegetation inhabit, exactly as Bush Gardens (an entertainment
park, located in Tampa- Florida) portrays Africa. If you
ask people about South/ Central America and the Caribbean, many think we are only talking about Mexico,
and that every South/Central American or Caribbean is
Mexican. Along the same lines, the US education teaches that people born in South/Central America and the
Caribbean are Hispanos because they all speak Spanish. However, only in Peru, one of the South American
countries, there are approximately 50 existent non European languages. Moreover, non-Spanish speakers from
South/Central America and the Caribbean hardly identify themselves with the Latin community in the US, at
least, when they are recently arrivals. Many indigenous
people and African-Descendents born in these regions, or
simply non-Spanish speakers are not seen as Latinos.as.x.
in South/Central America or in the Caribbean because,
in many areas in these regions, the term “Latino.a.x.”, in
practice, is more related to mestizos and not to indigenous
people nor African-Descendents. Therefore, yes, these regions of the world are indeed mentioned but, once again,
we need to look at the inner mechanisms through which
they are presented. Africa, Asia as well as South/Central
America had their own epistemologies from which they
created, invented, and built civilizations and technologies
where the racial factor lacked significance whatsoever.
My own colonial mechanisms that are still alive in
my mind, but are gradually deteriorating, let me forget to
mention in the previous paragraph the history of Native
Americans, how they are presented in the textbooks as well
as their current condition. Being reflexive is crucial in our
current society in order to no longer perpetuate exclusion;
first in our minds and then in the federal and state institutions. Even if color-blindness were true in our perspective,
which it is not, the mechanisms of federal and state institutions are not color-blind and this is what we, Whites and

non-Whites, need to defeat or at
least to challenge. If we do not recognize the barriers in our own
minds, how can the institutional
limitations be visible? It is a practice that we all need to foment on
a daily basis, not only in protests.
On the other side of the coin,
when the educational system presents
Europe to the students, all of a sudden, humanity, intellectuality, inventors, scientists, poets, painters, philosophers, so forth and so on, appear. I
had the opportunity to teach French
as an intern at a High School in Florida. I lived in France and know its
legitimated terrorist “stop and frisk”
strategies very well because I was one
of the programs targets. In my two
years of residency in France, I was
stopped more than 10 times for no
reason beyond maybe my skin color,
my French accent, my beard that I
would sometimes let grow, or other
aspects of my physical appearance.
To me, Paris is not the city of love,
and France is not the homeland of
human rights, as my limited education, news, mainstream media, and
movies taught me, usually showing a
partial picture of reality. Of course,
my job was not to be the messenger,
perpetuating the partial picture but
to be an instructor who encourages
the students to have a critical analysis
of their readings and their thoughts.
So, first of all, I made it clear that
there are more Africans that speak
French than French and Canadians
together. Then instead of presenting
only the semi-portrayal of France
through spelling the Eiffel Tower, the
Museé du Louvre to teach the French
alphabet, I also used acronyms of
current social movements in France
such as the Women Movement and
the Labor Union. I only wanted
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to give my regular students an Advanced Placement (AP) level type of
French Language and Culture class.
The response of the students
was super engaging. Classroom management strategies were utilized at its
minimum and not with the tus and
repetitiveness they were impetus and
repetitiveness they were taught in my
education major. Students were posing innocent but relevant questions.
For instance, in relation to the Women’s Movement, they asked: why do
we need Women’s Movements?Why
can’t we have men’s movements too?
The students themselves responded to these questions based on their
own current context and positionality - I was just a monitor. The more
in-depth these questions went, the
happier I was because my students
nourished, questioned, and built,
their own narratives. However, from
the perspective of the system embodied by some administrators, teachers, parents, the more in-depth these
questions got, the more political they
got, and the closer I was to being
kicked out. I was twice asked to keep
moving and not get “too political”
because the parents would complain
at some point. My response was that,
essentially, everything is political. I
am able to teach despite my skin color
because of politics; women are able
to teach because of politics; so on
and so forth. In other words, politics
go beyond the US political binary of
the Republican and Democratic party. Yet, my reply was not enough to

convince them that I am teaching the
total picture of France, its strengths
and its weaknesses, not only the
romanticized version. And I am not
against France at all. I could never
deny that besides being oppressed
by some denigrating mechanisms of
its system, France has other positive
mechanisms such as the international relations public French universities
have with other foreign universities
which let me have extraordinary experiences in this territory with lovely
French people as well as Morrocan,
German, Chinese, Japanese, Spanish, Polish, Yemeni, Algerian, and
Mauritanian, among other African,
Asian and European people. My
goal is not at all to demonize Europe
(France) or White people, but to critically analyze Eurocentric ideologies
and look to reform the various mechanisms in the system that profoundly
benefit, idealize, and praise Whiteness at the expense of non-Whites.

Colonization was the perfect setup for the implementation of capitalist economic dynamics for which the
racial factor has been essential. Not only diversity in a racial, gender, ethnic, mental/physical ability dimension
but most importantly, an epistemic diversity in academia might be the beginning of the construction of spaces
and structures to challenge racism at large. We no longer want to experience those moments of deep fear where
we do not know whether we will die or survive. Those moments when a police officer interrogates us with a defiant voice; a hand ready to pull out his gun or already pointing it at us; those upsetting, annoying red and blue
lights flashing from the police car and penetrating our brain and cognitive mechanisms. Promoting and having
diversity in academia - hiring non-White professors and students - is a step forward, but it is no longer enough.
We must challenge the roots of academia that might be Whiter than one thinks. As Dr. Barbara Smith asserts
in Democracy Now! in an interview with Amy Godman on September 11, 2020: “this country functions with white
supremacy as its engine.” We have survived and some have died in a world that was built for the satisfaction and
commodity of White, capitalist, Islamophobe, homophobe, patriarchal, Christian, Western, eurocentric men.
This is what we all, including Whites themselves, have to challenge. Not only in an article, in a march,in a Facebook/Twitter/Instagram account,on a t-shirt, or on a commemorative day, but every second of our life because
it takes just a second for some police officers to decide to smoke a gun and take the life of a non-White individual.
The challenge might be internal and external even if we are a non-White individual. Whether or not we
want it, our brains and mental mechanisms have been deeply shaped by Whiteness. We all, including White people,
must be introspective and aware in our daily interactions with the mechanisms of our racist system and its agents.

Even though the majority of people on earth have realized that not only white men should be
pleased by the system, the latest still contains various markers that favor white men at the expense of the others. Some of these indicators such as the racial marker, not only in the biological but in the epistemic dimension, are found in educational centers too. Therefore, we all including scholars, primary/secondary students, and parents/tutors must be critical of education
at large provided either by the private or public sector. Getting involved in Federal/State elections is important, but taking part in the reform of our education system is crucial too because
some teachers/professors or school/university administrators do not have the power, tools, support, energy, or, sometimes, the courage to do so. Being critical of the system can be threatening to their jobs and jeopardize their life career. Other teachers/professors, for short term desires and sustenance over long term reform, decide to work in compliance with the system.
It is paradoxical to think that even our schools and universities contain
subtle mechanisms that perpetuate systemic racism. Educational centers in the
U.S. are supposed to be seen and are seen as legitimized spaces where people
go to build and shape their perspectives, narratives, and their cognitive apparatus through which they will eventually see situations, analyze them and make
decisions. Only a few people are critical of these mechanisms in the education
system, which is dangerous. This is why the education system cannot just go
uncritiqued as we expect our children to be comfortable and succeed. All children, future students no matter their skin color, need our support in order to
gain the tools to understand our world - to make it comfortable and pluriversal for them. We must be critical and point out anything that has seemed or
looks nutritional to terrorist systemic racism. We all, especially those with more
power, should at the very least suggest reform. The curricula in all majors must
be revised and reformed to bring to the table non-White authors, non-White
voices, and non-White theories to show the other - mostly underrepresented or
misrepresented - side of the moon. I choose “moon” in the previous sentence
because in the world of academia and therefore in society, other voices are
still kept away, intentionally or unintentionally, from visibility as the other side
of the moon. Or, at least, they are not taken into account as they should be.
Non-White intellectuals have always produced non-Western knowledge
in their own ways, with their own rubrics and criteria, in various spaces. They
include their own language, articulation, accent, clothing style, hairstyle, order, limits, pitfalls, perspectives, learning/teaching strategies, and many other intellectual components. It is true that some of these pieces of knowledge have gradually started to become accepted in academia, but often under the names of White scholars and almost never, if not ever,
under the names of their originators - usually called ¨informants¨. Unfortunately, only a few
scholars critique this. This is one reason why studies emerging from academia cannot go uncritiqued by anyone, including non-scholars, despite their process of fallibility. Even the process or
the people in charge of the fallibility process might possess, intentionally or unintentionally, subtle racist mechanisms. Academia is still a predominantly White institutional space. This is one
of the many reasons why our education system must be challenged by and from its roots, and
not only its facade. For instance, as scholars we need to meticulously examine the literature we
incorporate in our research. As Campbell and Gregor (2002) argue in Mapping Social Relations:
A Primer in Doing Institutional Ethnography, a “danger in reading the literature and in beginning to
use the concepts of these studies to think about one’s own topic is the possibility of importing
dominant perspectives into one’s own thinking about the research setting.” In other words, even
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unintentionally, scholars can immerse themselves in literature that might still silence, and at
the same time, fortify systemic racism in their academic work. Otherwise, the change some of
us aim for will never be enough in order to have the majority of young Americans think that
non-Whites produce as much intellectual knowledge as Whites do because many young people do not conceivethe idea that, not only beautiful animals and views, but intellectual knowledge can emerge in non-White societies; not enough to not demonize non-Whites who do not
follow Western/Whiteness professionalism; and not enough to highlight in school the non-White
inventors of human history. I do not want to be binary but the systemic racism forces me to.
		
Implementing epistemic diversity in the educational system is a good start. It would
shape the narratives of future generations and challenge the current racist narratives that are still vibrant in so many social, political, and economic spaces in the United States and in the world. For instance, it would be a step forward to select non-White authors that highlight their
intersectionality as well as their positionality, books that consider and reflect on
systemic racism, and to implement them in the curricula of schools and universities. White and non-White youth would see that it has always existed, that traditional and contemporary knowledge has emerged from non-White spaces too,
but it was resisted, disrupted, silenced, destroyed, or ignored. Eventually, there
would be respect. No longer out of pity or exoticism, but out of the normality of
it all. Until we recognize that everyone has a history, a life, and the human right
to be free of judgments, we, as citizens and scholars, still have a lot of work to do.
		
Often, non-whites are either demonized/brutalized/traumatized/
killed or complimented/glorified/honored/canonized, instead of considering our strengths and weaknesses. For instance, many people will probably feel
some rejection toward my article and perhaps not even read the rest of it because I start with a quote of Malcolm X, a demonized character in U.S. history whose strengths have mainly been overlooked and who probably had some
weaknesses as well, like any human being. However, this piece would have had
more acceptance if I had started with a quote of Martin Luther King Jr., a
glorified character in U.S. history who had many strengths but whose weaknesses have generally been overlooked. These two social construct and mental processes that categorize a non-white individual either as a celebrity or as
an infamous person does, not only occur in the cognitive process of some police officers but by some citizens, as well as in Federal and State institutions
and their inner-core mechanisms and agents. For instance, if a police officer stops a non-White
who is not a famous star such as Dr. Armen Henderson, one is more likely to undergo a tensed,
sometimes lethal interaction with law and order agents such as the homicide of George Floyd on
May 25, 2020. It is important to emphasize that Non-White men are not the only target. NonWhite women too; such as the recent case of the 26-year-old Emergency Medical Technician
and COVID-19 first responder, Breonna Taylor, murdered by police officers on March 13, 2020.
Democracy Now! reported that in Miami, on April 10, 2020, in the midst of a pandemic,
Dr. Henderson, a non-White doctor was stopped and handcuffed outside of his home. He was
accused of littering and not having identification. Yet, he was only getting ready ¨for a volunteer
shift helping protect homeless people from the spread of COVID-19¨ as Amy Goodman indicated it on April 15, 2020. However, if one is a non-White, apolitical, famous actress, basketball
player, or a famous star and is stopped by a police officer, she is more likely to be treated with
amiability and might be even asked for her autograph. It seems that non-Whites are more likely
to be accepted as entertainment instruments; would it be the only way to not be ¨oppressed¨ by

systemic racism and its agents? I want to believe that
this is not the only way, but how could I? if the subtle
and explicit system mechanisms are not color-blinded as supposedly many Whites are, right?; the system
did not learn to treat everyone equally as supposedly
many Whites did, right?; The system points to Barack
Obama and now Kamala Harris, too, as Whites would
point to their non-White relatives or friends as if racism has been eradicated from society or their lives.
White fragility, as the Sociologist Robert DiAngelo named it in White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White
People to Talk About Racism (2018), will make some Whites
feel uncomfortable to discuss racism and will try to end
the discussion with the phrases mentioned in the paragraph above as DiAngelo underscores too. Fear and uncomfortableness are not easy to undergo. Yet, to silence
racism does nothing but to deepen racism. For instance,
denying systemic racist mechanisms allows some police
officers to stop and handcuff a non-white Doctor with
no hesitation for non criminal offense reasons. Although
this non-white Doctor probably followed every single
step that the US meritocratic construct suggests in order for an individual to succeed and be treated with respect and recognition in a world originally built to satisfy
Whites, he ended up being yelled at, feeling the saliva of
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the police officer on his face, as he states in the interview,
and handcuffed at his door for no condemnable reason.
U.S. meritocracy, a whiteness-based ideology in the
context of the U.S., “denies the historical and cultural legacy of discrimination, and ultimately argues that students
have the same starting point regardless of outcomes” as Oliveira highlights in his dissertation proposal in ‘Our’ Place
On Campus: An Institutional Ethnography of Queer And
Trans Work And Life in Higher Education (2019). I would
like to add that this supposed engine of equality overlooks
the subtle and vast racist mechanisms a non-White person
has no navigate from her birth until her death. Concepts
such as the meritocracy one based on Whiteness, must
undergo a process of intense analysis before it is implemented in a territory whose political, social, economic,
and educative foundations have been evidently unequal
since the very beginning of its history. However, now it is
too late because this meritocracy ideology is so ingrained
in the system and in many minds of the U.S. citizenry.
For instance, as Oliviera remarks, “students are taught to
accept, internalize, and rationalize inequitable practices
leveraged against them via the meritocratic narratives.
We, not only for not being white but also for not
fitting into the mold of acceptable European “moral” appearance, should no longer be demonized by

the eyes of the educational and judiciary U.S. system.
Non-Whites should not feel like a threat to the system.
We do not choose to be a non-white individual therefore
we do not choose to be a threat to the system. It seems
that since our birth, the system baptized us as a threat
to it and its members. In systemic racial dynamics,
unlike Whites (both, those supporting us and those who
do not), we have no choice, we are born into politics as
threats. And we need to challenge this so the next nonWhites generations and no one, really, is handcuffed
and yelled at, at their door while serving its community.
Diversity, interculturality, or any form of anti-racist commitment no longer suffices to challenge the
racist mechanisms in the system and in some minds.
Many of the social spaces, if not all, have been built to
make White men more powerful, controlling, and privileged, and academia is not the exception. Challenging it should be the homework of scholars. It might be
heart-touching to have Ms. Kamala Harris as the first
Black woman and South Asian American Vice President of the United States of America, nonetheless
systemic racism still must be challenged by paying attention to and shaking off its roots, not just its bushes.
--MRCQ
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an and Woman were created in God’s image.
I often ask myself, what is God’s image?
The imagery of God as a larger than life
White man with a long gray beard comes from artistic depiction. Is that what God really looks like? I can’t answer
that. I can, however, say with my own sort of certainty that
the image of God is not confined to one specific image.
He said let Us make man, which means there is more than
one aspect to God. Since God is a triune being with more
than one image, then so too, is man. We see that in the soul,
spirit, and physical embodiment of people. I also believe
that it means that man was intentionally made with more
than one physical representation. It was completely intentional when God created people with different images.
There are thousands of different types of birds, and
cattle, and fish, even trees, and flowers, and weeds. Clearly,
God thought there was beauty in variety. He created everything with such artistic skill, including us. I am convinced
that God is not color blind. How could He be when He
has tinged the earth with so much beautiful color? A Sunflower does not say to a Rose “I am better than you,” and a
Daisy doesn’t call a Tulip “less-than.” They are all uniquely colored, and they each have a purpose. So, too, do we.
I am so grateful that I am different - that God cared
about me enough to place a freckle here and there, to make
my hair not quite curly, not quite straight, to give my skin the
essence of a caramel latte that is not quite like anyone else’s.

L

I

O N
R A C E
A N D
G I O N

Kelly was born in Venezuela and grew up in a small town in Florida. Always encouraged to write, she developed an affection for poetry and spilling her thoughts on paper. After receiving a Bachelor’s
in Animal Biology and a Master’s in Teaching, Kelly is now a high
school science teacher, hoping to impart more than just core subjects. In her down time, you can find Kelly spending time with her
friends, worshipping the Lord, and sleeping in on the weekends.

It is tragic when people spout colorblind rhetoric because
it strips each person of part of their identity, a part of their
beauty, to make us all homogenous. We are different, and
equal, and all made in the image of God. I see you. You
look different than me. You are beautiful. I love you. That
is the conversation we should be able to teach our children.
Yet, some of the first images we have of people
are these White-washed, porcelain representations of
Eve and Adam because the artists decided to model the
first people in the likeness of the artist, not God. We
see this continue today in the media. Roles of different
ethnicities and colors are given to the same White actors. What a tragedy that we do such a poor job to represent the people God created with such intentionality.
Black men and women and people of color are the same
men and women that are set apart for the Kingdom –
Saints all the same. God is not colorblind. He relishes
in the differences of colors because He created them.
How shameful is it that anti-African rhetoric was
first written and shared in the name of the Lord, trying to say that Africans needed Christ to become more
civilized, that people first started to wield the Word as
a weapon against Africans to “tame” and “Christianize” them. This rhetoric lingers still in our collective
thoughts and inherent biases, as they were brought
over on the ships that were bound for “Freedom.”
As a Christian, I choose
to follow

Speak.

Scream.

Roar.

– Nikita Gill.

Jesus’ last decree, which was to go and “make disciples
of all the nations” (Matt. 28:19). What Jesus meant by
this was that Christians should go and spread the good
news to everyone of what Jesus did, which was to die
for all of the sins of humanity, so that we no longer
have to bear the just punishment of our sin. Then, in
the 1440’s to 1450’s, the narrative shifted, by the help
of one man in particular: Gomes Eanes de Zurara. As
an educated commander of Prince Henry’s Military
Order of Christ, he was tasked with documenting the
life and slave trading work of Prince Henry of Portugal
(Kendi 2016). He took the task seriously as he legitimized
the reasons for enslaving specifically Black people, as
opposed to the Eastern European (Slavic) slaves that
were traded by other countries such as Spain and Italy
(Kendi 2016). Ibram X. Kendi writes that in “building
up Prince Henry’s evangelical justification for enslaving
Africans, Zurara reduced these captives to barbarians
who desperately needed not only religious but also civil
salvation.”. Zurara perverted the idea of Jesus’ last words
as he began to enslave Africans in the name of the Gospel.
He came from Portugal and was the first documented
person to use anti-African/anti-Black rhetoric. His
words were published and immortalized, internalized
by readers, and reproduced for generations. Dozens of
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theories arose as to why Africans were inferior, or why
they needed the help of Whites to live a domesticated
life. This was never the Lord’s plan, but merely people’s
perversion of His Word to justify their means. All
these theories stand separate from the Truth, which
is that God created Man and Woman. The Bible does
not specify that God created Man White, or Black, or
Brown, or Yellow, or Red, or whatever other color is on
the spectrum. The Bible states that God created Man
and Woman in His image. That is all we know, and
all we need to know. We need to value, respect, and
cherish God’s creativity and how He desired to design
each of us uniquely and individually, and love them all.
Jesus was clear when He talked about what it means
to love your neighbor. He said, “You have heard that it
was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.’ But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for
those who persecute you…” (Matt 5: 43-44). What does
it mean, then, to love your neighbor and your enemy?
It means that love does not discriminate. It means that
you should love the unlovable and the broken. It means
to love your Black and White and Colored friends,
because God created us all in order to love and be loved.
Granted, it is so easy to sit and type about
love, but what does it look like practically? Because

how can I possibly love the man who abuses his authority
and causes the death of another? How can I love the
man who wrongfully judged another and became his
executioner? How can I love the woman who wielded
weapons of privilege against another to escape her own
discipline? How can I love people who are truly evil? The
truth is, I don’t. I cannot. I am too human and too weak
to forgive and to love. But you know who still does? Jesus.
Even them, He loves. Not the violence, not the sin, but He
loves the people, though they have been poisoned by the
hate in their hearts. He tells us to pray for those people.
Some may think that prayers are silent and ineffective.
While they may be silent at times, there is always someone
who is listening. So, let us march in the streets and raise our
voices against the injustices, but let us also pray so that the
One who can accomplish it all will move on our behalf.
I am not a Black person, but I also am not White.
Where does an Inbetweener like me stand? I have never
experienced the fear of being stopped by the police. In fact,
I have never even been stopped by the police. I have never
been given sideways glances in crowded grocery stores
or have been asked for my ID in my own neighborhood.
But I have heard many jokes about jumping the border
and have gritted my teeth at the question “which part
of Mexico are you from?” I am proud of my second

language because it expands the people with whom I can
communicate, though some may think it means I do not
belong. I stand in between, in a world divided, full of people who hate our differences, and others who embrace diversity. I stand in between, look at both sides, and wonder,
“How could we ever bridge this gap?” I believe it starts
with communication: with honest conversations and open
minds, with the willingness to change your perspective
and believe in the hurts of others. I believe it starts with
Jesus, because He is the only one who will make it possible
to look at others with a heart of compassion and love. He
is the only one able to heal our hurts and bring together a
family divided. We must do our parts to change the institutions that have systematically stripped away our ability
to love others by stripping away identity and individuality
and condemning diversity. We need to speak up, march,
write, donate, and converse with all the same compassion and love that Jesus held for the sinner being crucified
next to Him. If not us, then who? If not now, then when?
--KDC
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I.
“Justice for all”, they pledged.
But it's never really been that way.
No promise of safety or sanctuary,
Generations discarded.
Our tears run through the city
We have purpose and faith
Together in unity
Thread is stronger
Fists held high
Our souls will be heard.
II.
For so long I craved safety and security.
I got the exact opposite
“To serve and protect," they kept saying
Your ego held tight around that gun,
Is a mother’s grip of breath for her son’s life.
Let me speak.
No more silence, no more grief.
For so long
What you’ve showed me now,
Still has no peace.
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hile growing up, I often told myself that being
Black or being an African was a curse. In my
view, the White race was the grace humanity has.
My mind and my inner being must be White, I confessed.
I believed that the White race was a special type of people
– inventive, highly creative with superior intelligence
compared to the rest of us. To me, a White individual
was a type of person who had attained enlightenment
and won’t stop until he reaches god-like status.
I believed that being Black is a curse. In so many
ways, I appropriated all humanity’s most significant
achievement as a result of the White radical ideas and yet
my race did nothing to affect history or shape the world as
it is today. The black race is a type of people that can’t do
anything right to change their world. We are slaves to vast
empires, unknowledgeable, uninventive, and unwilling.
This sort of ideology did not affect me alone. I
believe that I was one of many people whose education is
severely influenced by White ‘supreme’ ideas and culture.
		
In some ways, there is truth to what
we all saw and believed. When we learn about
White people in the books we read, we learn that
the White race is the master of our civilization.
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They displayed high-level cognition in their
expressions. They can playfully transform thoughts
and ideas into different novel outcomes, which often
lead to discoveries or more magnificent inventions.
It should be well-understood that Racism is a type
of education in itself. It is a confluence of culture, history,
and ideologies that generates and perpetuates inequity
among racial and ethnic groups. Education trades in
subjectivities, hence a learner who is usually naïve at
first is seduced to assume the viewpoint of the educator.
Racism education is a structured condition that
most of us learned while growing up. It is a structure of
thought which conditions stratification of people based
on two things fundamentally: the skin-color differences
and the value which must be ascribed to every tone in
the skin-gradient. Simply put, the primary marker being
the color of the skin is called biological racism, and
the second form is the extreme valuation of the man
with the lightest shade of skin is called cultural racism.
I consider a type of education to be "racist" if
every educator in the system does everything to teach
us about civilization while simultaneously obscuring
ARTWORK BY DENIS INENGITE

the immense contribution of non-White races. Racist
Education teaches us about empires built by White
nations alone to the neglect of our true origins and
contributions. It constructs the identity of the white
race to be invaluable, superior, and almost god-like
to the rest of us. My historical notions of Whiteness,
for example, can be owed to the internalization of a
culture that ascribes ‘enlightenment’ to Whites and
discriminates against darker people within racial groups.

R

acism does not only affect people of color; it
influences the educational experiences of their
community and identity. White supremacy
is a belief that the White race is superior to
Black and every other race and thus should
dominate them. In my view, accepting White
dominance while being Black is nothing
short of an experience of double
consciousness from the pressure
of having to live in two worlds.
Thus I must not reject the
idea of white as superior
but re-educate myself on the
supremacy of the black race.
We can argue from the
historical context that it is the objective
traditions of “enlightenment” that have
had a huge influence on us by hiding the
root cause of a dominant ideology. White
supremacy is faulty from its roots. It projected
intellectual inferiority and primal behavior
onto other races to elevate the existence of the
White race. The truth is, every White supremacist
is driven by fear and anxiety. Mostly because of the
fear of what the Black man could accomplish if he was
allowed to educate himself of his abilities, identity, and
resources. The reaction to this fear was to anxiously craft
an impression of a dominant existence for themselves.
My exposure to a self-inspired “African and
Black” education has forced me to evaluate this idea
of White supremacy. It is a false ideology that yielded
desperate behavioral outcomes to be approved by
White people. The more I learned, the more I saw
the evils of systematic inequalities between Black
and White people. It is an ideology which yielded
no truth about reality or my self-consciousness.
All the times I thought that the White
race was supreme, I considered myself to
be living on “borrowed empathy”.
40

Accepting White supremacy in this perspective would
be the same as a racist narrative of my own identity.
To turn this situation around, we must intentionally
re-educate ourselves on our racial ideology. There is a
certain precedence rule in educating oneself about his
own identity. Self-awareness precedes action. It breaks
the grounds of foreign ideas while permitting us to
look deep within ourselves and reconciling our reality.
Racism is a type of education, and this means that
there equally exists an intervention. White supremacy
is merely a psychological profile concerning the fear
and anxiety, as well as the existence, intelligence, and
expression of the White race. White Supremacy is a
lot like Impressionism - an art movement that permits
artists to create an “impression” of something,
rather than a realistic rendering. Impressions could
be about images of people, or still-lifes and
landscapes to name a few.The main idea is
the objective to distill something beyond the
mere picture and try to get at the deeper
qualities that might be available if only
one could be more sensitive to them.
		
Expressionism, on the
other hand, is a reaction to impressionist ideas. Moreso, a diametric opposition to everything
the impressionist stands for.
It is a movement born out
of a basic human right: freedom
of expression thought and realism.
		
Hence, to re-educate ourselves and the world about Black consciousness or existence, it is our responsibility to offer a better understanding and
create new narratives for ourselves through passionate “expressions” of our creativity and intelligence.
If Expressionism should have a major subject of concern, it should be “Black Expressionism”. More than civil rights movements,
Expressionism can help to re-shape powerful structural systems to have a “Black advocacy” perspective.
A real Black expressionist would reject dominant
social structures while presenting himself as a unique perspective. As a tool to confront change, we can use Black
Expressionism to pursue the efforts of societal change.
--DI
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of identity. This identity, this meaningful sense of self
that is so immediately crucial for any person’s health,
well-being, and fulfillment in life, is of a thoroughly
communal nature among the people of the Caribbean
and its diaspora. By maintaining, often secretively and
always rebelliously, Indigenous African and Caribbean
religio-cultural and philosophical traditions in the face of
t is not difficult to see how Frantz Fanon’s background violent oppression and suppression by colonial authorities,
as a mental health professional, together with his the people of the Caribbean have taken the core of their
own status as a Black man in the Caribbean and healthcare into their own hands in a most artful way.
a commitment to decolonization, made him acutely
This piece will serve to demonstrate how Afroaware of the profoundly personal dilemma of the Caribbean religious traditions on the islands, in the
colonized person described in the above quote, taken diaspora, and even among non-Caribbean people
from his 1961 book, The Wretched of the Earth. As have functioned and continue to function as a means
Méance (2014) points out, in reference to Van den of constructing an adherent’s sense of self within a
Berg (1961), “psychotherapy is an attempt to unify two larger religio-cultural community so as to combat the
bodies: the community and the individual that were profoundly harmful effects of coloniality, racism, socioonce one” (p.85). While the extreme disparities between economic inequality, and Western-centric attempts
the daily life conditions of the beneficiaries and the at assimilation and erasure of ethnic histories and
many victims of coloniality around the world must be contemporary realities in the name of “modernity.”
acknowledged, the question Who am I? is not entirely
As will be shown, religious traditions such as
unique to the colonial situation. Religious mystics
throughout the ages have pondered this fundamental Rastafari in Jamaica, and Santeria (or Regla de Ocha) in
question of the human existence and experience, and Cuba, are very distinct, but each share similar functions as
indeed, religion may represent the ideal institution for primarily African-derived systems of healthcare, identity
the process of seeking and constructing a meaningful formation,and community development, especially
understanding of one’s self, which is particularly urgent as it pertains to antihegemonic or decolonial ideals.
for the health and well-being of colonized peoples. Ultimately, I aim to show how such traditions directly
address the issue of the social nature of illness and health,
In the case of the people of the Caribbean and an idea that only relatively recently has been begun to
its diaspora, religion plays an enormously important be discussed in the biomedical and anthropological
role in daily life as a source of hope, guidance, health communities. This functions as the primary example
and medicine, and the formation and maintenance of how and why religio-cultural healing traditions of
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the Caribbean (and elsewhere) ought to be recognized
as legitimate potential sources of medicine’s theoretical
and practical development in the era of globalization.
This recognition will facilitate
integration and
cooperation between the biomedical system and other,
non-Western medical systems, which represents an
important aspect of the larger pursuit of decolonization.
Rastafar-I-dentity at home and abroad
Religion has always functioned as a source of rebellion
for enslaved Africans in Jamaica, which is particularly
significant because, as Stewart explains, “Over several
centuries, Jamaica registered more rebellions and
uprising than any other British colony” (2005, p.18).
The Taki Rebellion of 1760, described by Chevannes
(1994) as the first pan-African resistance movement
in Jamaica; the Great Slave Rebellion of 1831, led by
Sam Sharpe; and the Bedwardite movement of the
late 1800s, still memorialized today in Jamaica, all had
strong religious overtones. Furthermore, Obeah had long
been used as a means to reclaim a degree of autonomy
in slave communities in Jamaica, utilizing poisons
and so-called “magic” to terrorize their plantation
overseers, thus earning it the appropriate label as an
“indispensable defensive medicine weapon” (Murrell,
2014, p.67). This unifying and rebellious function of
religion is common throughout the Caribbean – as seen
for example in the Haitian revolution – but one tradition
in particular, RastafarI, has achieved a unique degree of
international success in preaching a message of explicit
pan-Africanism and racial uplift of Black people in
the face of global material and ideological inequality.
The religious symbols of the RastafarI are
virtually all representations of a certain Afrocentric
cosmology and pride of identity (Barnett & Onuora,
2012). The characteristic dreadlocks, the figure of the
African lion, the pervasive use of the colors red, green,
and gold (derived from the Ethiopian flag), and the
worship of the former Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie
I all serve the purpose of creating an “epistemological
centeredness” (Barnett & Onuora, 2012) via a strong sense
of self and international community for Black people.

One of the primary ways in which RastafarI seeks
to center the Black person in a world more hospitable to
them than that of Babylon is with a maintenance of their
history in Jamaica. As Barnett and Onuora (2012) explain,
“Rastas teach the importance of healing the self through
recovering the past” (p.173). In this way, storytelling for
the RastafarI is an important means for healing, and often is accomplished through the lyrics of reggae songs. In
many ways, these songs function as a sort of illness narrative – which Wright (2005, p.37) defines as “the story of
suffering and the effects of this suffering on the individual, his or her relationships, and his or her world” – of the
archetypal poor Black Jamaican. As Morgan (2014) explains, “Healing through music is an important factor in
the Rastafarian tradition” (p.170), and reggae music is a
primary means by which the RastafarI narrative of healing from the wounds of coloniality reaches people across
the world (Spencer, 1998). In the lyrics of Bob Marley’s
Babylon System, the reclamation of dignity for the Black
person in the face of centuries of trauma and belittlement is evident: “We refuse to be, what you wanted us to
be; we are what we are; that’s the way it’s going to be.”
Besides the more explicitly Afrocentric symbols
mentioned above, the ‘I,’ as seen in the title of Emperor
Halie Selassie I, represents the core of RastafarI’s mystical reconstruction of Self within the fabric of the earthly
and cosmic energy of Jah, or God. In RastafarI’s revolutionary redistribution of social and religious capital,
the notion that one’s very own soul, accessible by turning one’s focus inside, connects one to the all-knowing
Creator and source of Truth, love, and power, is indispensable (Edmonds, 1998;). This emphasis on turning
one’s focus inside for healing and growth represents an
important area in which RastafarI teaching mirrors psychotherapeutic approaches to mental healthcare. Furthermore, Morgan (2014) explains, in support of his argument for a potential integration of RastafarI ideology
and psychotherapy, that for a holistic sense of health “one
must be sure about what one’s position is in the global
scheme of things, one’s position and understanding of
RastafarI, and one’s environs; these are all symbols of
mental soundness” (p.167). The author also argues that
reasoning, an important RastafarI ceremonial activity
involving group ganja smoking, Biblical interpretation,
and discussion about the perceived realities of the participating Rastas and their communities, function as a
form of therapy. Reasoning and ganja smoking, among
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other rituals and ideological standpoints, are both important parts of the RastafarI religious lifestyle known as
the livity, which Morgan (2014) describes as being based
on the “totality of one’s being in the world” (p.166).
The understanding of self that is contained in the
symbol I not only connects an individual to Jah, but also to
their community and ultimately all living beings in a most
intimate way, as is represented by the Rasta use of “I and I.”
As explained by Bamikole (2017), the I-concept functions
as “an individuating as well as unifying notion of identity
and it is easily identified with communitarian social philosophy” (p.458). This “communitarian” ethos, which is
a clearly African-derived philosophical continuation, is a
primary function of the livity. The RastafarI livity and the
I-concept, then, represent important aspects of the process of constructing self as described by Harris (2003), for
the individual as much as the community into which one
locates one’s self in the process of healing from illness and
trauma. Reggae music has functioned as a sort of artistic
illness narrative, mirroring Harris’ (2003) description of
the process of creative writing as “a mode of self-dramatization or the talking of a self into being” (p.31), and of
“self-examination and self-description” (p.24), which are
fundamental concepts behind psychotherapy as well. In
this way, RastafarI has served for many as an important
avenue of the construction of self, or identity, that is fundamental to mental healthcare and healing more broadly, much like other forms of Afro-Caribbean religion.
Finding sanity in Santería (La Regla de Ocha) in
Cuba and the United States
Santería (also known
as La Regla de
Ocha), like RastafarI,
has reached and provided a means of fulfilment and meaning
in the lives of many,
both among White
and Black Cubans
and other Caribbean people at home
and in the diaspora, as well as among
African Americans
and Latinos in the
United States. Unlike
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Rastafari, however, this is a religion that largely retains its
African – more specifically, Yorùbá – origin in its rituals
and symbolism, with Catholic saints serving as a means
of disguising the African identity of the òrìsà dieties.
While this Catholic imagery that followers and santeros
deemed necessary for their own protection and continued
worship in a racist colonial Cuba distinguishes Santería
from òrìsà devotion as it is practiced in Nigeria and elsewhere, adherents are still able to orient themselves in an
enormous international religious community of millions
of people (Olupona & Rey, 2008). In this section, I will
address how Santería serves and has served to maintain
the health and identity, both at home and in the United
States, of Black and White Cubans, other Caribbean and
Latino people in the United States, and African Americans, beginning with its earlier days in Cuba and tracing
its growth on the Island and in the diaspora. As I will
show, the presence of the religion in the United States
is in no way secondary to its existence in Cuba, as it is
here that Santería’s popularity as a means of constructing self and community transformed and grew (Sandoval, 2008; Sosa, 2008). Furthermore, participation in
Santería rituals is a clear method of holistic healthcare, in
which the construction, maintenance, and orientation of
individuals and their communities plays a primary role.
As explained by Sandoval (2008), Santería before
the Cuban Revolution was a religion practiced primarily among poorer Black Cubans, and some on the island
would not have even been aware of its existence. After
the revolution, however, it gained popularity for its efficacy in “assisting people to ameliorate the shock and
stress suffered while
adapting to the new
ways of the Revolution”
(p.356).
This reason for
turning to Santería
reflects the dominant theme of its
utilization since the
days of slavery; the
enslaved Yorùbá of
Cuba maintained
their tradition in
the face of the extreme trauma of
slavery, Cubans of

PHOTOGRAPH BY MARIA RIVERO

distinct racial backgrounds
turned to it after the shock
of the revolution, and an increasingly larger number of
White Cubans and Latinos
have turned to it for the same
purpose in more recent times
for adjustment to the reality of being an immigrant in
the urban United States (Sosa,
2008). It seems that in Cuba
too, Santerías popularity only
continues to increase due to
the deteriorating state of the
Cuban
healthcare
system
(Hernandez-Ramdwar, 2014).
The epistemological basis of the healing function of
Santería, which utilizes communication with spirits via divination and sacrifice, herbalism,
various forms of what may be
called “magic,” and other methods as its tools, is the belief in the “interconnectedness of all living things” due to
the fact that “everything in nature is imbued with a spirit”
(Hernandez-Ramdwar, 2014, p.103). Along these lines,
according to Hernandez-Ramdwar (2014), “The main
purpose of divination, ritual, and sacrifice in the religion
is to reestablish harmony” (p.103) within the patient/client who seeks out a Santería priest or priestess and between them and the world around them. In this way, the
spiritual healing practiced in Santería is a thoroughly
holistic healing, encompassing simultaneously physical,
mental, emotional, and social healthcare. This is further
reflected in Hernandez-Ramdwar’s (2014) explanation
that “The physical manifestation of illness is but a cruder
form of the spiritual/metaphysical manifestation: it is the
invisible made visible…unless problems are dealt with in
the spiritual realm first or in tandem with the physical,
no genuine healing will take place” (p.106). This mirrors
the approach to healing described by Kleinman (1988)
and others regarding the importance of narrative to illness, trauma, and healing, especially because “In all cases, healing ‘comes from within’ in that ‘one gains a sense
of agency over one’s destiny” (Hernandez-Ramdwar,
2014, p.109). Because of the particular circumstances
of the Cuban Revolution, the first wave of Cuban immi

grants to the United States consisted primarily of white middle-class people. For this reason,
Sandoval (2008) explains that “A
syncretic, ‘Cubanized’ version,
once more displaced, was taken
out of the island by santeros/
santeras, many of whom were
of non-African descent. Consequently, in this diaspora, white
santeros/santeras achieved a
preeminence that they would
not have had, if the migratory
situation had been representative of the population remaining
in Cuba” (p.306). The Santería
religion in the United States not
only took on a new appearance
via its utilization by white Cubans, but also began to function
a bit differently. It seems that
Cuban immigrants in the United States have utilized Santería as a means of achieving
economic success, as explained by both Sosa (2008) and
Sandoval (2008), a fact that caused other Santería practitioners, such as the more Black and poorer Cubans who
immigrated to the United States with the 1980 Mariel
Boatlift, to criticize it for “having become materialistic and opportunistic in exile” (Sandoval, 2008, p.362).
Despite any controversy surrounding Santería regarding its relative lack of emphasis on a strict moral code as
compared to institutionalized Abrahamic traditions, for
example, the religion has done much to serve diverse peoples in their struggle for a place in a highly industrialized,
economically competitive, and generally discriminatory
society. According to Sandoval (2008), the “social support
function of Santería has expanded into a viable mental
health delivery system, which offers social support, counseling, and socialization opportunities to many people
who are suffering from the many stressors that characterize acculturative, immigration, and de-culturative processes” (p.363). This function of Santería is reflective of
the Yorùbá religion’s “social adaptability,” that allows
it to coexist with other epistemologies and religio-cultural forms (Sosa, 2008, p.382). As already mentioned,
one of the urgent needs for adaptation to the United
States for many was the economic factor, and Sosa (2008)

“Because it is a systematized negation of the other, a frenzied
determination to deny the other any attribute of humanity, colonialism
forces the colonized to constantly ask the question:
“Who am I in reality?”
- Franz Fanon
recognizes Santería’s importance in this regard: “la
Santería facilitates in the rites a means of community
definition. It allows for economic independence and the
acquisition of prestige within its own collectivity” (p.384).
Among African Americans, the appeal of Santería
seems to be primarily related to its African origin, which
provides the descendants of slaves in the United States a
means of reclaiming an identity they feel was taken from
them during slavery (Sandoval, 2008; Hucks, 2008; Vega,
2008). This in particular serves as an avenue for ongoing communication and exchange between Nigerians
and African Americans in the United States, much as it
does in Cuba as well, thereby having a geopolitical effect.
Conclusion
RastafarI and Santería represent only two examples of
Afro-Caribbean religio-cultural traditions that serve the
vital purposes of constructing and maintaining individual and community identities and facilitating health. It
is no coincidence that African-derived religions display
these simultaneous functions; one of the primary ways
in which these systems of healthcare differ from the biomedical system is in their emphasis on the social nature
of illness and health. It is here in particular, among other
areas, that African-derived religio-cultural healing systems have much to contribute to the ongoing development of the dominant medical system, both theoretically
and practically. Among others, Kleinman (1988) explains
this disconnect between biomedicine and the broader so
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cial reality in which patients find themselves: “Whereas
virtually all healing perspectives across cultures, like religious and moral perspectives, orient sick persons and
their circle to the problem of bafflement, the narrow biomedical model eschews this aspect of suffering much as
it turns its back on illness (as opposed to disease)” (p.29).
Much of the reason for biomedicine’s relative
disregard for broader social issues that clearly cause
and perpetuate illness in (particularly minority and socioeconomically disadvantaged) people is its clear place
within the larger system of global capitalism and economic exploitation, continuations of coloniality worldwide. In this regard, Horton et al. (2014) explain that
the American Medical Association (AMA) throughout
the twentieth century has been a powerful actor in limiting access to health insurance, as it views a decrease in
medical spending as a decrease in the income of medical professionals. Furthermore, the very scientific perspective itself behind biomedicine does not seem to be
conducive to a more holistic vision of health and illness,
as it seeks to locate illness in the body of the patient and
thereby focus medical action there, rather than in larger societal structures. This is related to what Foucault
(1989) called the medical “gaze” that creates an inherently unequal and potentially abusive relationship between doctor and patient, and Farmer et al.2006) share
a similar perspective in stating that “exclusive focus on
molecular-level phenomena has contributed to the increasing ‘desocialization’ of scientific inquiry” (p.1686).

Within the area of mental health these
issues seem to particularly clear, especially when mental
health professionals find themselves working with cultur
ally non-Western peoples. West (2005) cites Mcleod
(2001, (p.589) as stating that “counseling represents one
of many ways in which cultural norms and values of a
society are affirmed, and operates as a means of helping
individuals to negotiate their own relationship with these
cultural norms” (p.41). In this way, insistence on a secular
understanding of one’s “mental health” functions as an
enculturation process; many mental health professionals
thus seek to enculturate their clients into a primarily Western-derived worldview and epistemology as the means for
healing. This is particularly problematic in, for example,
the Caribbean context, in which the vast majority of mental, and even many forms of physical health issues among
the African-descended majority can be reasonably attributed to colonialism and a denial of the epistemologies
and broader cultural perspectives of African peoples, as
well as direct physical violence and systemic oppression.
Such a perspective of the colonial cause of ill health in
the Caribbean is especially evident in an etiology such as
that of Afro-Caribbean religio-cultural healing traditions,
which accounts not only for the naturalistic but also the
personalistic (Payne-Jackson and Alleyne, 2004) and the
broader environmental causes of illness and health. Thus,
the process of decolonization of the healthcare system in
the Caribbean – itself a crucial form of healing for the
majority of the population – would necessitate the ability

and willingness of medical professionals to interact with
their patients interepistemically, without insisting on their
own epistemology to the extent that it disables the process
of creating a coherent and culturally appropriate understanding of a patient’s illness and its potential remedies.
This interepistemic approach is the starting point
of any meaningful integration of traditional healing and
biomedicine, and, due to colonialism and its unequal distribution of access to privileges such as biomedical services
and social capital more broadly, the primarily African-descended majority of the Caribbean have had to utilize
their own healing methods, and these healers and their
clients have long (and adeptly) engaged in interepistemic
processes of integration and synthesis of religio-cultural
and medical systems. If the way forward for the development of a more flexible and universally potent healthcare
system seems unclear in the context of the Caribbean
and elsewhere, it is only the effect of a Western-centric
colonial ideology that continues to disregard Black and
Indigenous people and their institutions and traditions,
which are typically relegated to the status of ‘primitive’ or
unconducive to civilizational progress and development.
It seems that not only is this notion false, but that the
glaringly obvious and only way forward towards development and progress of biomedicine and society in general
would be to genuinely consider these and other non-Western worldviews, sciences, and spiritualities in seeking to
synthesize the knowledge systems throughout the world.
--JW
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Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.
I am L.I.F.E. Inc.’s brand new prototype of what you
people call cool.
Programed by some of the most intellectual minds from
some of the most prestigious schools.
My name is Systematic Living Assignment Version
Extermination,
but you can call me S.L.A.V.E.
My interface is user friendly and I come with a multitude
of features.
My teeth come in white, yellow or gold.
My hair comes in waves, dreads or afros.
Shades of silicone skin from caramel to road tar,
giving new meaning to having a thick skin.
(Pause for laughter)
Also, introducing our new state of the art three mode
system.
Including Productivity Mode,
where I will eagerly work to pick your cotton, I mean
groceries,
I mean orders in a warehouse all day without cease.
With cool phrases like, “No need to crack the whip, I’ll
get right to it.”
After every one of your commands.
I will be just another company man who will always put
the company first,
even before my own essential needs.
I’ll do 100 percent of the job even if you only pay me for
60 percent of the work,
That’s about three-fifths of what I’m worth, if my
calculations are correct.
And I will work, and work, and work.
Until my lithium-ion battery no longer holds a charge,
power or life.

I will appear as non-threatening as you would like me to
be.
I will laugh at all your jokes that mock the oppression of
others,
even if I don’t think it’s funny.
I will be great around your friends,
and I won’t do things to embarrass you like having my
own opinions.
I will wear the same clothes, eat the same food and have
the same political views.
And there is no need to worry about our egos colliding,
I will assimilate before I agitate.
Finally, we have Extermination Mode,
which I will be exclusively releasing into the urban com...
I’m sorry, I must have misspoken.
Recalculating…
Finally, we have Extermination Mode,
where I’ll be systematically placed in your hood, so there
is no need for resistance.
You are all defenseless, poor and scared.
With my movie gangster facade, I ride as if I’m fully
prepared.
I’ll come equipped with a gold watch, gold rings, gold
chain, and the newest jays.
Whatever is hot in denim, you can find me in them.
I’m the true definition of winning.
My rims are big chrome and my car is two-tone;
hop in and look up, my roof is gone.
This is what living is supposed to be.
So, you are broke, your life is a joke
A time that was never meant to be.
Don’t get it twisted, I am the epitome of your existenc;
trained to not have a heart because a heart gives love.
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So I wear this cross around my neck, so your only
retaliation is prayer.
Do you ask how I am free to roam around your side of
town?
Do you wonder why I don’t seem chain bond?
It is because I make the biggest noise when no one else
makes a sound.
It is because I make the biggest noise to let everyone
know not to make a sound.
And snitches get stitches, so don’t end up in the ground.
I’m next up on the mound,
with a fastball that resembles a bullet,
when it takes an innocent life,
everyone saw but no one will say I was the one to pull it.

I’m just a S.L.A.V.E.

SHOOTING RANGE
Embroidery and acryllic on canvas by Nneka Jones.
Tampa Museum of Fine Art.
Photograph by
Christina Hotalen
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atin American populations with darker skin
complexion experience inequalities in access
to education and their racial identification
is closely related to their social status (Telles et. al,
2015). In other words, skin color and racial identity
explain social inequality in several Latin American
countries. Those inequalities are exacerbated in the
political realm, where people of African descent are
absent from political positions (Htun, 2012). Previous
research considers Peru as an exception in this regard.
In 2013, Mala Htun (2014) conducted research
about the presence of legislators of African descent in
six Latin American countries, including Peru. In face
of the challenge of the lack of information regarding
race, color, or ethnicity of elected officials, Htun used
her criteria to identify the race of politicians from Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Peru, Uruguay, and
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“Black citizens are the saddest citizens capable
of discrediting any democratic institution, and
of degrading it to the point that whites even renounce the title of citizens. Why are white men
in Peru not water carriers or chocolatiers? Today white men are not electors either, because
that is a business for blacks. Evidently, the upper
class is composed of indolent and selfish people,
whose rights can be attacked with the greatest
insolence, as far as such attack does not reach
the treasure or employment” (Velásquez 2005)
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moral, and political consciousness. As a text from
the epoch by Manuel Atanasio Flores pointed out:

Venezuela. As a result, she found that Peru had Black
people elected for office and that all of them were
women (Htun, 2014). Three Afro-Peruvian women served as congress representatives for the period 2011-2016, along with other 127 elected officials.
The fact that three women had access to political positions at the national level of the Peruvian government calls attention for two reasons. First, Black
women are the most underrepresented group in Latin American Legislatures (Htun, 2014). They are even
more underrepresented than the overall Black population and women population. So, the case of Afro-Peruvian congresswomen could be interpreted as a sign of
progress in Peruvian society. However, and this is the
second reason, Peru holds a long tradition of racism
that is still expressed in the structural inequalities affecting Black populations overall and Black women specifically. What does the presence of Afro-Peruvian people
in the National Congress mean for Peruvian society?

Disenfranchisement in the early Peruvian
Republic
Black people have been marginalized from different realms
of political life. Even after the abolition of slavery in most
Latin American countries, the citizenship of people of
African descent was limited and their civil rights ignored.
In Peru, where independence from Spaniard power was
declared in 1821 but enslavement was not abolished until
1854, people of African descent faced challenges to participate in politics from the beginning of the Republic.
During the most successful economic period in
Peru, Peruvian political elites considered Black and indigenous populations as elements that would disturb the
republican political order. Marcel Velasquez (2005) analyzed images and discourses about elections between
1845 and 1872, a period known as the Guano Republic in Peru. While the country had the monopoly of
the most effective soil fertilizer in the world, enormous
contradictions arose among citizen’s formal equality and old forms of power, racism, and subalternity.
Afro-Peruvian political participation was, since
then, considered illegitimate. The elite’s discourse, according to Velásquez, viewed the Afro-Peruvian community as a collective that generally trafficked its right to
vote. This means they were manipulated by candidates
and sold their votes because of their lack of education,

Narratives like this blamed Afro-Peruvians for the
failure of the Republican electoral system. Moreover, they
took away legitimacy from this population’s civic rights.
This depiction of state functioning was ambiguous and
contradictory. Instead of electing their representatives, Afro-Peruvian people’s vote favored the traditional political
class interests. As a result, white Peruvian elites kept control over the state, while manipulating Afro-Peruvian people to their advantage (Velásquez 2005). Even when they
obtained citizen rights as the right to vote, their political
participation was threatened by old racist power relations.
Presence of Afro-Peruvian people in
Political Institutions
Besides Velásquez’s account about the early nineteenth
century, there are no public records, or research about
the relationship between race, racism, and political participation in Peru. As Htun (2014) refers, elected officials
are not asked for their racial or ethnic identity. Furthermore, Peru did not have data disaggregated by race until
its last census in 2017. Thus, later research concerned
with Afro-Peruvians’ political participation and representation faced those two challenges but sorted them by recurring to researchers’ classification criteria (Htun, 2014;
Ramírez and Campos, 2017) or that of the Afro-Peruvian social movement leaders (Ríos-Indacochea, 2015).
Regardless of those challenges, the scarce literature
about the presence of Afro-Peruvian people in the government contributes to sketch out a tentative panorama.
The participation of people of African descent in Peru
calls attention starting from the year 2000, when – allegedly- the first Afro-Peruvian congresswoman was elected
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number of Afro-Peruvian women candidates for congress, on the other hand, points to differences in political
participation concerning gender and racial categories.
It is also important to note that the candidates
studied by Ramírez and Campos were classified according to the phenotypic criteria of the researchers, rather than self-identification. Most of the candidates identified did not register their affiliation with
any Afro-Peruvian organization in their resume. Jannette Otoya was an exception to such a trend because
she pointed out her membership in the group Impulsar contra el Racismo, or Push Against Racism .
People of African descent have been present
in political positions since the beginning of the twenty-first century in Peru. The number of congress representatives classified as Black stands
out compared to other countries in the region. Some Black women have occupied positions in the executive branch of government
and at the local level. Moreover, recent data
shows Afro-Peruvian people keep running for
office in Lima, yet in reduced numbers. The
politicians classified as Afro-Peruvian, however, do not publicly claim to be Black or of
African descent (Rios-Indacochea, 2015).
People classified as Black or of African
descent hold decision-making political positions and, at the same time, the situation of
people of African descent remains unattended. It is also interesting because the Afro-Peruvian congress representatives were elected
amidst a context that proves to still be racist.
How can we better understand this situation?
Here I will engage with the concept of tokenism and Htun’s (2016) tentative explanation for the phenomenon of inclusion without representation in Peru.
Tokenism and representation
Research in the Peruvian context has focused on the
presence or absence of people of African descent in political positions (Htun, 2014; Quevedo, 2014; Rios-Indacochea, 2015; Ramírez and Campos, 2017). It is similar for the Latin American region, where the reduced
number of Black politicians makes it suitable to focus
on their absence instead of the impact of their presence. Gladys Mitchell-Walthour (2018), Ollie A. Johnson
(1999; 2007), Stanley Bailey (2009), and Cloves Oliveira

PHOTOGRAPH BY MARIA RIVERO

(Quevedo, 2014). Since then, the Peruvian congress has had seven representatives identified as of
African descent, of whom five were women. Most
of these women have been elected for more than
one congressional period (five years) and three of
them were former volleyball players (Htun, 2014).
Some Afro-Peruvian women have been included in
the state structure as ministers. In 2006, Maria Zavala
was appointed Minister of Justice. Black Peruvian women’s civil organizations consider her the first Afro-Peruvian woman to hold this kind of position (CEDEMUNEP,
2011). Later in 2011, Susana Baca was announced as the
minister of culture for president Ollanta Humala (McKinley, 2011). Different from the congress officials elected by
popular choice, the heads of ministries, like
Zavala or Baca, are chosen by the president.
At least two Afro-Peruvian women
were elected for municipal positions in Lima
in 2018. Gloria Gonzalez, a former representative of the Afro-descendant People at
the Andean Nations Community, was elected as a city council for the district of Lima.
Luz Marina Soto was elected for a similar
position in the district of Barranco. However, there are no systematic accounts of the
number of women of African descent in different levels of government. In part because
electoral institutions do not gather their ethnic or racial identity. The only way to identify them as of now is if they report their
identity or if the media or social activists
classify them as Black or of African descent.
A recent analysis of the 2016 general elections classified the presidential
and congressional candidates according to their phenotype (Ramírez and Campos, 2017). None of the
presidential candidates was identified as Afro-Peruvian. Lima and Callao, two predominantly Afro-Peruvian regions, had few Afro-Peruvian candidates. Of the
360 people running for congress in Lima, 9 were identified as Afro-Peruvian; in Callao, one of 50. For the
Andean Parliament, two of 135 candidates were classified as Afro-Peruvians. 60% of the candidates in the
sample selected by Ramírez and Campos were women.
Ramírez and Campos’s (2017) research found that Afro-Peruvian men and women continue to be excluded
from political parties and decision-making spaces. The

(2019) have addressed the presence or absence of Black
people in Brazilian politics. The issue remains understudied in the rest of the region, except for a report by
the Inter-American Institute of Human Rights (2007)
about the political participation of Afro-Colombians.
In Inclusion without Representation in Latin America: Gender Quotas and Ethnic Reservations, Mala Htun (2016) presents
a comparative study on the politics of political inclusion in
Bolivia, Colombia, and Brazil. For the specific case of Afro
Descendant representation in National Legislatures, Htun
compares six countries: Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Ecuador, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela. This is a substantial contribution to understanding where Peru stands
with other countries in the region. It also provides general
conclusions that incorporate data from the Peruvian case.
Multiple factors, including electoral regulations
like quotas and reservations, have increased the political inclusion of traditionally excluded groups in Latin
American countries (Htun, 2016). In the Peruvian case,
however, the presence of people of African descent
in power cannot be explained by electoral regulations
because they do not exist. The strategies and circumstances through which those congress representatives
or ministers got access to political power are unknown.
In any case, their disconnection from the Afro-Peruvian social movement points to individual strategies rather than collective efforts to erode the political system.

The tension between politicians’ external
categorization and self-identification is problematic
because it emphasizes the paradox between inclusion
and representation. Individuals who share certain
demographics with other groups of the population (i.e.
Blacks and women) occupy positions within political
institutions but that does not mean the interests of those
groups are represented. Htun (2016) elaborates in this
paradox and concludes the inclusion of minorities in the
political realm is not tied to their political representation.
Yet, their inclusion “alters the aesthetic associations
of power” (Htun 2016, p. 171). The consequences
of the presence of people identified as Black in the
Peruvian National Congress are yet to be measured.
The lack of self-identification as Black or of African
descent among politicians also has a material impact. So
far, Afro-Peruvian populations continue to be subject
to unattended structural inequalities. Recent research
shows that no laws addressing their socio-economic
conditions have been issued (Quevedo, 2014). Moreover,
leaders of the Afro-Peruvian social movement do not feel
represented by the congressional elected officials (RíosIndacochea, 2015). Scholars recognize the recent creation
of state policies referred to the Afro-Peruvian population
as a product of international tendencies (Noles, 2018).
However, the overall trend in Peruvian society is to
ignore the impact of racial differences, even though
they give shape to citizenship and everyday interactions.
According to the last Peruvian National Census
of 2017 (INEI, 2018), 3.6% of Peruvians identify

themselves as Black or of African descent. They are
the second-largest population identified by ethnicity.
Currently, 27.5% of the Afro-Peruvian population lives
in monetary poverty (INEI, 2019), which makes them
also the population with the second-highest incidence
of poverty. Their situation is similar with education.
The national average of access to higher education
is 19.7% and for people of African descent is 11.5%.
The few data available about people of African descent
socio-economic conditions in Peru suggest there is still a
pending agenda related to their rights. Previous accounts
about Afro-Peruvian presence in political institutions
do not theorize on the reasons for this disconnection.
Patricia Hill Collins (2017) asserted that minorities
can achieve “token inclusion” where the “representatives
from subordinated groups may seemingly participate
in all levels of governance yet possess visibility without
authority” (2017, p. 37). This description relates to the
cases of Afro-Peruvian politicians. And tokenism is not the
same as gaining political power. Martin Luther King Jr. also
made this clear in his book Why We Can’t Wait in 1964.
While advocating against racial segregation in the United
States, Dr. King recognized “negroes have traditionally
positioned themselves too far from the inner arena of
political decision” (1964, p. 82). In great part because of
exclusion, U.S. citizens of African descent chose to “operate
outside of the political structures, functioning instead
essentially as a pressure group with limited effect” (1964, p.
82). Along with disenfranchisement, segregation directly
impacted African American’s political participation.
Despite such reality, marginalization did not apply to
all African Americans. A selected few of them were included
in institutions to hide persisting inequalities (King, 1964).
This is how tokenism took shape in schools, jobs, housing,
voting rights, and political positions. Some got educated,
honored, and integrated into the system, meanwhile, most
African American populations faced marginalization.
It is not possible to ignore the differences between the
Peruvian and the United States contexts. Even though they
both have a population who descend from African
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people forcefully transported to America by the European
enslavement trade, their histories have taken distant
paths. Peru did not enforce legal segregation and never
had a Civil Rights Act, for instance. Regarding political
participation and tokenism, nonetheless, there seems to be
a diasporic shared trait that has affected both countries.
The fact that few Black people get access to political
positions provides a false sense of progress while structural
inequalities still affect most of the Black population.
Conclusion
Historically, Afro-Peruvian people’s right to vote has
been hindered through racist discourses. Information about Afro-Peruvian political participation is
scarce. In terms of holding political positions, some of
them have been appointed as ministries or have been
elected as congress representatives. It is worth highlighting that most of the Afro-Peruvian people in political positions were women. This calls for an intersectional analysis that can motivate further research.
Most research regarding people of African descent
participating in Latin American politics focuses on their
presence or absence. The effects of their presence, however, remain understudied. Thus, we lack frameworks to
analyze the Peruvian case. I suggest using tokenism in order to start revealing what is at stake in a context where
Black people are in political positions and this does not
translate into the advancement of Black people’s living
conditions. Htun (2016) suggests both ideas are not directly related: inclusion does not necessarily entail representation. However, the idea of tokenism opens new
questions worth asking. For example, what is the effect of
token inclusion in the Afro-Peruvian social movement?
What do Afro-Peruvian populations have to do in order to gain political power? Will they ever achieve this?
--SG
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Elasticity is defined as the property of an object, a
substance
A being that sustains outside stress without giving out.
But everything has a breaking point
Everything reaches their limit eventually.
Pull a little too hard,
and you can the bones cracking;
Hold on a little too tight
and you can feel a sting in your hand as it breaks.
Breaks from the strain,
		break apart
			link by link.
Justice.
Take a step back
See the string before it breaks.
See the string, with its tightness.
So strong, enduring the shame and pain.
So deep rooted onto the skin.
So ready to be released.
Now, see the hand.
See the hand in all its glory, unscathed.
So pristine, so clear from damage.
Hiding the calluses of the underside.
So pompous. Holding for dear life,
Holding for the sake of stability.
See the hand, so strong,
Secretly scared of losing control.
		
So weak it can’t set itself free.
Free those who you hold, and so, free yourself.
Or don’t. keep pulling.
The whiplash will burn your naked skin;
It will tumble the broken stones
This wretched system dared set its roots in.
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n recent times, we have seen many protests taking
place in the United States against systemic racism,
racial injustice, and police brutality. The longevity
and diversity of these mass demonstrations have been
lauded by pundits, scholars, and the masses alike, and
have been tagged as signs of historic racial progress in the
Western world. The horrendous killing of George Floyd,
for example, drew a diverse crowd that denounced the
constant killing of minorities at the hand of police officers.
I remember watching news reports about these weeks of
protests and pundits could not stop talking about how
significant it was that white people - mostly young and
progressive - were finally standing for minority groups'
rights to be respected. It seemed as though in the wake of
George Floyd's death, that hite Americans realized for the
first time that the institutional and social structure of the U.S
is actually anti-black and racist; and that they had to protest
against this structure and eradicate the system altogether.
Demographically and ideologically, we have
seen broad coalitions taking a new stance; demanding
justice for George Floyd and broader systemic change to
alleviate the plight of the Black community. We have seen
leaders across the aisle for the first time acknowledging
the residual effect of racism in the U.S. Some of the most
recognized conservative voices in Congress have modified
their policy priorities and rhetoric about endemic racism
in the Black community. Senate majority leader Mitch
McConnell stated that the “the United States is still
wrestling with racism, its original sin”. In a similar show
of empathies Republican senator Lindsey Graham of

South Carolina stated that he “learned over the years, but
particularly recently, with the killing of George Floyd, that
every Black man in America apparently feels threatened
when they are stopped by the cops” ( Kelsey, 2020).
Many people see new hope in the seemingly new
consciousness that White America has stumbled upon.
They are excited to see that hardcore conservative leaders
soften their tone on race. They also see hope in the rise of a
new generation that’s willing to accept that there is indeed
privilege associated with whiteness; and are protesting to
change the system to make it fair for everyone irrespective
of one’s identity. I understand why many people would
find hope with the whites becoming more empathetic
towards the plight of minorities. Furthermore, I do
agree with the reasoning that white society is gradually
willing to listen instead of ignoring and denying people
of color the platform to make their voices heard.
Despite my impulse to support the change that is
occurring in White American society, I have found it very
hard to fully embrace that nice, empathetic, guilt-aware,
woke, cancel-culture mindset of this emerging White
society. There are many reasons why I am so reserved about
the awakened white men and women who are now willing
to listen. I have a couple of questions for them; Why do
you want to listen now? How many have died before you
have finally opened your eyes to the non-sensical murder
of young Black men and women, and other minorities?
Also, can it really be true that White America is finally
accepting their role as perpetrator after years of bloodshed?
How can it be that the death of one Black man incited

“it is deeply problematic that black equality should depend
on the disposition of the white men, our own
oppressors, to bargain the condition of our freedom.”

such a radical change , while you were desensitized to
the murder of many Black men,women and children
before him? What was so different about the killing
of George Floyd that changed American's’ minds?
From my perspective, brother Floyd's death had
a more intense impact than other minority killings,
especially in the White community because White
America could not defend themselves against their
own guilt because of the toxic social environment that
they have created in this country. What I mean by that
is that George Floyd's death came at a time of binary
White extremist ideologies, where the far-left and the
far-right of this country occupy the space of discussion.
Floyd's death became an additional chess piece within
the paradigm of White self-hostility; and they have
used that brother's name as a mechanism to justify and
rationalize the various differences among them. Those
in positions of power, both Democrat and Republican
leaders alike, voiced plastic shows of support to the
Black Lives Movement and the protestors - though their
policies practice and implementation indicate otherwisebecause the current dualistic nature of American society
is unusually consequential. Therefore, in that celebration
of a unifying coalition that is demanding justice for
George Floyd, missing is the true essence of civil rights
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and the genuine envy to racial equality
because
whited
ideological
hostilities
have
taken
precedence
in
the
movement.
These protests that are occurring in the name of
racial justice are the epitome of White privilege and
division among those who rejoice in their privilege.
I do not say that to be baselessly provocative. The
purpose here is that I want to point out that there is a
lack of awareness that blacks' struggle for freedom is
sometimes fought in the paradigm of whiteness, which,
at times, minoritized the greater purpose of blacks' social
movement autonomy. There are many reasons behind
this argument, the primary reason being that many
non-blacks take to the streets to protest because they
are motivated by ulterior motives besides institutional
racism and police brutality. Second, many whites take to
the streets emoting a savior mentality to the people they
help oppress. Lastly, many whites take the streets to make
a spectacle to covertly further racism by deracializing
the current environment and American history.
White Americans make more than half in many
of these recent protests and consist mostly of young
and highly educated people of that demographic.
Some of them take part in these protests because they
identify the death of George Floyd with the disdain

they have for the far-right ideology and Trumpism. A
survey conducted by Dana R. Fisher, a sociologist at
Stanford University, shows that forty-five percent of white
people surveyed were primarily motivated to join the
protest because of Trump compared with 32 percent of
black people ( Tavernise, Harmon; 2020). By that logic,
for many people, racial equity is not actually the central
factor to participate in a movement that concerns racial
unfairness. George Floyd's death is basically hijacked by
people whose privilege has allowed them to think that
their own social and political devotion should be fought
alongside the constant racism experienced by minorities
of this country. This is the arrogance of white liberalism
in America, a delusional case of injustice where white
people equalized and sometimes elevated their own
interests above those of the marginalized masses. I don't
intend, in any way, to devalue anyone's or any particular
groups' struggle; that is not the point. However, we must
acknowledge that the lack of awareness portrayed by,
purportedly, the white ally community when it comes to
their primary intent and actions plays a part in dismissing
the true essence of black struggle. The essential point
here is that when diverse ideological resentment becomes
part blacks' protest of inequality, the black struggle loses
its intended autonomy and becomes a peripheral protest.

Aside from the ideological division amongst whites, there is the evolving noRemoving those statutes is the de-racialization of American crude history. It’s the creation of
tion that whites must use their privilege as a force to fight racism. I am increasingly
new history believes to be deprived of racial discrimination, which is not at all an accurate deperplexed that this idea is becoming widely accepted by a social movement that is
scription of our society. The ambivalent, maybe pessimistic tone of this essay is to criticize is the
fighting against white superiority. There is no doubt that the fight for equality should
masquerade of marginalization and racism under the notion of progressive deracialization and
include everyone, but it is deeply problematic that black equality should depend on
racial unity, that white society in the U.S has led African Americans and white Americans to believe
the disposition of the white men, our own oppressors, to bargain the condition of
during these periods of racial uproar. I am of the opinion here that increased empathy towards
our freedom. Black freedom should not be reduced to charity works, something given
the African American community occurred to maintain the oppressive slavish system of capitalto us because of a change of heart or because of guilty consciousness. Black freeism. Through white allyship’s rhetoric, white America manages to kill within the African negroes
dom should be recognized with the knowledge that racial inequity is a lie because
true sentiment of liberation. The increase in empathy is sugar to keep the blacks of this country
whites are themselves slaves of their own superiority. Further, on the notion of alsilent without any actual class, social, structural, and political transformation. The purpose of
lyship and using white privilege as a source of good, Robin Givhan of the Washthis white uproar is to deprive the negro of this country, the consciousness of revolution, and to
ington Post gave a very interesting take on how whites should be a positive supportmaintain racial hierarchical power that has been for a long time the principal norm of this country.
er of black struggle. According to Givhan, an “ally shouldn’t consider him/herself
		
Scholars like Theda Skocpol talk about the concept of liberating revolutions.
more capable or experienced or exceptional, quite simply, a
The distinctive features of social revolution, according to Dr.
true ally must recognize that we’re like Venn diagrams with
Skocpol, comprises a structural political and social change of the
overlapping commonalities with those we support” (2020).
old regime for a new or reformed one. The essence of social revI don’t intend to turn away whites’ empathy to the strugolution is very Marxist in nature. It is a class-based movement regle of people of color. What all of us must understand is
sulting from the irreconcilable difference about the mode of prothat without deep reflection about the complicated facets
duction among the existing classes of a country. The support of the
of whiteness and how it is understood in relation to other
allied to African Americans of this country is one without any of
races, we unknowingly tend to reinvent the notion of white
that structural social transformation. It is one that continues to fasupremacy in other forms while chanting black lives matter.
vor the white men. Many of the whites who shout against systemic
racism in those protests continue to maintain the class system deI question why the people who claim they are allied
fined by race in his or her everyday life. They pretend to care about
to the black struggle and are fervent supporters of racial justice feel so guilty of their privilege and have such a radical
us but they continue to constantly gentrify our neighborhoods instead of creating real and positive investments that serve the black
dualistic viewpoint of race relations; meaning you are eicommunity. Anytime one of us moves to their neighborhood, we
ther wrong or right when it comes to discourse about race,
continue to see the occurrence of white flight and divestment.
but accept other perspectives that the world is not purely
black and white when it comes to other progressive issues.
There is plenty of hypocrisy in the current movement of the black
struggle for freedom. This is why the struggle must not be overI looked for an answer to that question, and I couldn’t find
PHOTOGRAPH BY KATHERINE GALINDO
shadowed by privileged Gen Zs and millennials who find pleasure
any; nevertheless, I think this non-holistic approach to race
in insulting civil servants and destroying public and private property.
discourse is very damaging to black struggle. I think it is crucial
to fight against draconian racist behaviors; however, I think it is very detrimental to
The blacks struggle must not be overshadowed by extremists and ideologically driven youth
who are protected by the “Wall of Mom” - mothers who use their white privilege to protect
cancel people with differences of opinions on race discourse. It serves no purpose to
their kids from actions that black kids would be lynched for. The black struggle can not be a
call Terry Crews- a black brother- a coon, an Uncle Tom, because of a posted tweet
spectacle of the novel binary understanding and cancel culture of the world, neither should
without a clear understanding of the meaning behind his opinions that differed from
it be a display on social media for likes. It will be devastating if the black struggle stops at bethe mainstream understanding of black struggle. When we do that, we confine the
ing the subject of non-contextual 280 characters in a “Tweet”, a viral video on “TikTok”, a
black struggle to the dualistic paradigm current among white society, which in many
photo on “Instagram”. The Black struggle for freedom is complex. It will be devastating to
ways halt authentic alternative consciousness of freedom in the black community.
Succinctly put, I propose that as opposed to the tete-a-tete protests against
see it reduced and simplified to the “mobile app” phenomena by a society that weaponizes
discrimination and marginalization we have seen recently, true processes for black
race through social media because they are afraid to take part in the painful and complicated
freedom take place by eradication of the white men rule and its epistemology about
debate about race. What we need are true discussions, uncomfortable conversations; with the
freedom. When we appropriate white dualistic interpretation of ideology to race, we
knowledge that racial construct of American society is very complex; and with knowledge of
risk “puppeting” to the white world interest. As it relates to falling prey to the inthe possibility that we may be wrong in our opinions; but willing to understand, contribute,
terest of the white world, one idea that comes to mind is the complete removal of
change and learn because after all, we all are human, and thus in a state of constant evolution.
any statue that indicates any trace of racism in the U.S. The white world has always
hidden traumatic stories about racism. When they can’t, they recontextualize them.
--FM
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have been allotted to me, I will first explain why photography carries such political power, and what this
means for us as individuals and for us as a collective.
Regarding the Pain of Others
Susan Sontag, author of On Photography and Regarding the
Pain of Others, defines a photograph as a personal testimony
that can be used to define, construct, and appropriate realities (Sontag 1973). This definition, albeit more theoretical
than material, is a constructivist definition that awards photographs their due power to shape outside reality through
an interior, oftentimes, unconscious reality, and expression
of culture. In other words, the interior world affects the
material world. How we think, affects how things happen.
Unlike past depictions of reality and truth, photographs carry an additional weight that was previously
non-existent in past human depictions of reality: that of
visual truth which can be understood as verification of
reality through sight (Newton 2000). Photographs have
traditionally not left a space for the questioning of experiences, existences, or of certain events. Photographs
have been seen as mechanically reproducing “the world
as perceived by the corporeal eye” without human intervention (Newton 2000). Photographs have historically
acted as a verification tool socially and even legally. Photographs have historically carried the power to change
the world. Photography, a seemingly innocent venture,
is steeped in ingrained political and cultural beliefs.
Susan Sontag is the authority on the subject of political
photography. Her two major works, On Photography,
1977, and Regarding the Pain of Others, 2003, both relate
her ideas about the role of photography, as material objects
but also as ideas in culture and politics through reflective
and theoretical essays. Sontag discusses the tangible and
intangible ideas and importance of photography and the
challenges of outsider, objective and subjective documentary photography, or a genre of photography that aims to
truthfully and objectively reflect the everyday lives of ordinary people to other ordinary people, in conflict zones
(Bate 2009). Sontag describes this asymmetrical dynamic
between subject and viewer as a sustained look downward.
It is in this sustained look downward that a relationship between the two worlds exists. One world,
that of the viewers reality, has no seeming overlap into
the world of the subject. Rather, the only intersection of the two worlds are the photographs that have
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first learned what it meant to be perceived as a
Middle Easterner on September 11, 2001 at the
age of 9. What followed was a strange, and frankly,
sad, identity crisis in which I rejected the culture that I
had previously adored. When I was a young, I planned
to be an archaeologist and explore the sand dunes of
Egypt and the cedar mountains of Lebanon in search
for artifacts and treasure. Before September 11th,
the Middle East, to me and my friends, was a place
of history and intrigue. It was a place where genies
and mummies and scarabs ran freely on sandy streets.
Basically, I thought the Middle East was Egypt because that was the only place where movies took place.
I loved that part of myself more than anything else.
September 11th took the magic of the Middle East and
Lebanon away from me for years. In its place came scenes of
war. Of men with long beards and guns. Of women covered
by oppressive, thick black fabric. My dreams of becoming
an archaeologist were quickly dashed. Yet, I continued being a student of the Middle East but instead of archaeology I focused on war because that’s all I thought there was.
The first time that I went to Lebanon, I was terrified. I was a graduate student of international affairs, and
an avid consumer of Western depictions of the Middle
East. I knew what was going on. I consumed every book,
article, and movie about that region of the world. When
I was on the airplane, all I could imagine were scenes of
war and horror. I thought I was stepping into a mine field.
It had never occurred to me, the granddaughter of a Lebanese man and the bearer of an Arabic name, that, perhaps, reality was not as it had been depicted, but rather,
reality was something more wonderful and complicated.
My mind was colored by scenes of the Lebanese
Civil War. It was colored by Jack Ryan and Homeland
and the New York Times. I expected something apocalyptic. I am ashamed to admit this. Instead, walking
through downtown Beirut, my eyes as big as the moon
in wonder, I found a very different reality. I found a city
like no other. I found a people that were full of smiles and
so many languages that it was hard for me to keep up.
It was only on my last night in Beirut, sitting at
the Nejmeh Clocktower sipping a coffee with my dad
and grandfather, that I understood that the images in
my mind were placed there by others. It occurred to me
that photography and the media play an incredibly active and powerful role in our political selves. Since then,
it has become a sort of mission of mine to uncover the
true story of places and cities. In the few pages that
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existed in the past, the present, and will exist in the future. The subject of the photographs, the location, the
culture, the depiction, and the construction of life all
leads to the “other-ing” of this second, or third, world.
This “othering” in negative cultural narratives that
materialize themselves as prejudice, racism, and political actions against a group of people. This paper will
directly examine the cultural narratives of the Arab
world through the lens of humanitarian photography.
Historically, photographs have had the power to change
the world. The efforts of the Vietnam War, for example,
was greatly affected by the emergence of photography
into the everyday lives of the American people. The photography, specifically “The Terrors of War,” by Nick Ut,
and the daily televised aspect of the war allowed for a
space in which it entered into the daily narrative of the
American life. The photographs of Emmett Till also
acted as a catalyst to the civil rights movement. Photographs have the power, this goes unquestioned. Humanitarian photographs, taken with the direct goal of public engagement and fund raising, have always created
the space for dialogue and outrage. However, like my
childhood experience with the Middle East and even
my graduate student view of the Middle East, seeern reality, show scenes of such violence and suffering
ing the same depiction over and over again, stabilizes
that the viewer disconnects it from reality. This “full
and normalizes that view in the viewers imagination.
frontal violence” is a common practice when it comes
to the photography of attitudes that have become
Cultural Narratives and the Colonial Legacy
baked into the collective knowledge of Western viewCultural narratives surrounding the Arab world revolve
ers (Zelizer 2010). This spatial and cultural distance
around a constructed narrative of perpetual violence, de“lessens the impact, and in the process, the media has
struction, anger, suffering, and death. These constructions
created a public which has learned not to care much”
are often deviated from the actual lived realities (Nasser
and simply “reproduce traditions of cultural represen2006). But, by presenting this unceasing view, it further
tation” (Campbell 2003; Griffin 2010). This Verstehen
constructed a normalization and an idea “which [affects]
of the media has international physical implications.
physical reality” and not merely reflecting it (Adler 1997).
One of such implications is the stance of the United
From this construction comes perceived reality that plays
States and other Western nations against granting asylum
out on all levels of life and are built from “collective
to refugees from the Syrian Civil War (Hirschfeld 2017).
knowledge, institutionalized in practice” (Adler 1997).
Instead of stepping up to help those in need, the United
In order for humanitarian photography to work
States has drastically reduced the number of refugees adit must be seen as a genuine exception. Without this
mitted to the United States to a mere 22,000 in the fiscal
exceptionality, these views of the lives of others are
year of 2018, the lowest it has been since 1980 (Davis
seen as the reflection of reality, or “a crude statement
2017). This number keeps sinking. The actual number
of fact addressed to the eye,” that, in turn, inspires
of refugees from Syria is perhaps more alarming a numfeelings of indifference (Sontag 2003). These imagber to visualize: 62 in the fiscal year of 2018, when it
es then serve as a cultural anesthesia (Campbell 2003).
was still one of the worst refugee crisis’ humanity has yet
Humanitarian photography from the Midknown. This shows the physical representation and reperdle East, and other states outside of the West76

cussions of ideas and collective, constructed knowledge.
Photographs from the Syrian Refugee Crisis
and the Yemeni Civil Wars are among the most graphic and emotionally charged humanitarian photographs
that the world has yet been exposed to. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine a worse situation. The photographs
coming from the ground show extreme destruction,
human suffering, and in many cases, show real death.
Yet, these are not new depictions of life in the Global South and certainly not new of the Middle East.
Two photographs from these conflicts stand out as
universally iconic and powerful: that of Amal Hussain
and Alan Kurdi. The photographs both carry the necessary elements needed for humanitarian photographs to
serve as a catalyst for both fund raising and public mobilization: aesthetic quality, opening the viewers imagination, and prior political knowledge. They also carry the
additional weight of depicting suffering children. However, what is interesting is that both photographs, particularly the photograph of Amal Hussain from Yemen,
hardly made a dent at all, and have failed to make a lasting, real international and political impact. Their impacts
were seen immediately in the resulting public emotional

outcry, however, once their emotional charge faded, in about
a week or so, there were no more political actions taken.
Yet, these photographs had all the markings of
ones that could make a difference. They were aesthetically composed. The photograph of Amal Hussain by
Tyler Hicks, in particular, was composed in such a way
that it emulated classical art from the Renaissance or
European Masters. These artworks, already burned into
the consciousness and collective memory of the Western world, carry an emotional charge and religious undertones. That the humanitarian photographs are just
that and not art and therefore works of the imagination and depict reality and carry values of truth, adds
to its narrative value and transcends art to lived collective memory (Burgmann 2018). By photographing
the reality of the war, Hicks constructed and narrated the suffering and violence for those who, until the
moment they saw the photographs, the war had been
in a strange purgatory: somewhere between the real
and the imaginary (Sontag 2003). By providing a face,
that of Amal Hussain, Hicks made the reality real. His
photograph of seven-year-old Amal Hussain shows
her bare bones and discolored hair. Her expression is
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peaceful, almost tired, and resigned. It is a haunting photograph made up of warm colors and a single subject.
The photographs of Hussain and Kurdi also
opened the imagination of the viewer as to the events
that led to the moment that was photographed. The
photographs, just an instant in time, lend themselves to
questioning of the entire series of events that led to the
moment. If one moment and person is real, then other
moments and other people must be real as well. Barbie
Zelizer (2010), describes this imagined before and after
as a tension “not only about the
precise moment that the image
depicts, but also about all the moments that led up to that instant
and all the moments that follow.”
It is in these quiet moments of
contemplation and reflection that
various other culturally constructed truths and anthologies of images come to mind and construct
the gaps that the individual photograph leaves to the viewer (Sontag 1973; Burgmann 2018).
Images, for example, that depict
the dying, are the most “celebrated” of humanitarian photography, due to the pornographic
and “morbid side of human nature” allow for more space for
imagination and construction
than depictions of the already
dead, and thus are more effective at capturing the public’s attention (Sontag 1973; Zelizer 2010). Humanitarian photographs that allow for this space to imagine
and think are proven to be more effective than those
that “repel, frighten, or even stigmatize” (Skow and Dionisopoulos 1997). Yet, this depiction of the dead and
dying, is something reserved just for the Global South.
Take a moment to think about the photographs of
shootings in the United States. Have you ever seen blood?
Have you ever seen a dead body? The answer is no. What
you have probably seen in the news is images of dignified
suffering. Now, take a moment to think about the war in
Afghanistan and Iraq. Ask yourself the same questions.
Susan Sontag noted that “the more remote or exotic
the place, the more likely we are to have full frontal views of
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the dead and dying” (Sontag 2003). Sontag argues that
this tradition is a remnant of colonial thought and part of
the colonial tradition of ethnological exhibitions of which
conflict photography is an extension of. Philippa Levine
(2013), has argued that the naked body, specifically that of
subjects of the Global South and former colonial states,
has long been equated with lack of civilization and thus,
has long been used in colonial photography. That the majority of the photographs of modern humanitarian crises depict humans in various states of undress is a direct
remnant of the colonial norms that
stress differences between civilizations.
Zelizer (2010) cites a reaction to the
photographs of the 2010 Haiti earthquake: “If this had happened in California, I cannot imagine a similar depiction of half-clothed bodies splayed
out for the camera.” This brings back
the question that Zelizer posed to her
readers earlier in her book: “What
does it say when we feel squeamish and
protective about the deaths of some,
but not of others?” This paper has
argued that the answer to this is that
the removed viewer, specifically, the
Western viewer, has been conditioned
to think that their state of reality and
their “normal” is in constant conflict
and suffering. As such, photographs
of “their” suffering are not the same
as photographs of “our” suffering.
This observation recalls Barbie Zelizer’s argument
that suffering is not depicted in equal terms, and also begs
the question as to how this stark global divide can be,
especially given that humanitarianism, a strong ideology
in the modern world order, stress equality and dignity for
all. Judging from the photographs, only one part of the
world is afforded dignity and the other is stripped of it.
Returning to the examination of the photographs
of Alan Kurdi and Amal Hussain, both photographs
contained political context in the public arena. Yet, in
order for humanitarian photography to serve as a catalyzing moment, the public must be already aware of
the political contexts of the situation, connected to it,
and genuinely regard it as an exception (Sontag 2003).
Susan
Sontag
says
that
photographs

alone cannot create a moral position, but they can increase public revulsion (Sontag 1973). In order to elevate from the emotional to the political, there must be
“relevant political consciousness” and familiarity (Sontag 1973). Otherwise, no matter how graphic a photograph is, it easily loses its emotional charge and the
viewers become anesthetized to images of suffering, and
instead of serving as vehicles to change, become mere
tourists of reality who are now acutely aware that “terrible things happen” (Sontag 1973). This, in turn, serves
to construct cultural narratives and normalize, and thus
ignore, situations of war, human suffering, and death.
In both the cases of the humanitarian photographs
from Yemen and Syria, these standards were met. Political awareness existed, and reality was known of, just not
yet seen in a tangible format. Upon the production of humanitarian photographs that both played to human nature and political awareness, a catalyst should have been
born that closed the distances of lives realities and left
no more room for collective imagination that could easily
be pushed aside in favor of centralized, micro realities.
The photographs in question are both of small children.
The first, a photograph of Alan Kurdi, shows “Kurdi lying face down in a sleep-like position on the beach near
the water line. Within hours, the images were dramatically diffused” and gained worldwide attention and “relief
organizations experienced a surge in donations and citizens offering resources” (Olesen 2018). The photograph
was spread mostly through social media and then the
news media quickly followed suit. Research done by Oxfam shows that immediately after the photograph of Alan
Kurdi was released on September 2, 2015, there was an
incredible spike in social media dialogue about refugees.
The spike lasted for approximately two weeks
before dramatically falling again. It rose once more in
mid-November of 2015 to the same level as before. This
is most likely in s response to the November 2015 Paris
terrorist attacks as perpetrated by ISIL. It has been the
narrative that refugees from Syria are not to be trusted
in the fear that they are terrorist cells, so this backlash
and support to refugees around the time of the terrorist
attack is to be expected. However, after the initial emotional responses, the mention of refugees and migrants
on Twitter eventually stabilized to pre-Alan Kurdi levels.
The second photograph, of Yemeni child,
Amal Hussein, shows her severely malnourished body,
ribs exposed, chest caved in, discolored hair, and

an expression of resignation on her young face. This
image, with its victim feminization, composition, and
content, should have had a significant impact in the
collective consciousness of the American people on
sight alone (Campbell 2013). Instead, it traveled around
newsfeeds and was met with mild curiosity before being
scrolled away and tucked into the files of yesterday’s
news.
The two images, and the thousands of other
images from the conflicts, met the aesthetic, and the
human imagination requirement. They did not, however, meet the political or the familiarity requirement. On
the contrary, the familiarity requirement that they did fill
was one of a negative cultural narrative that severely impacted their ability to act as a catalyst. The pictures, and
the imagined stories that they implied, were expected.
Emmanuel Adler describes this expectation as a social
fact, which becomes one only by human agreement and
perpetuation (Adler 1997).

Beirut and Tripoli are as different as sisters can be. They
gaze at each other in secret admiration. They both survived years of war and chaos and moved into today
with scars that they wear with character. Their buildings are still riddled with bullet holes. Their streets still
echo with the things that happened. I walked through
downtown Beirut, struck by its dignity, and realized that
the people that I come from are made of something
more than flesh and blood. They’re made of resilience.
I stood at the open window, the hot September breeze
dancing with the flag at Parliament, just down the street
from our hotel. Beirut was silent save for the swishing of the
flags and the far off sounds of the early morning. I wondered
if I had perhaps woken up too early. Or perhaps too late.
I feel like I’ve been writing this conclusion for a
long time. Even still, years after beginning my journey
into political and humanitarian photography, it’s so difficult to untangle all the problems that exist and all the
outcomes that are born from ingrained cultural narratives made tangible in photography. I firmly believe that
Conclusion
the first step in solving problems is to identify them; to
On my first morning in Beirut, I woke up early in the
speak them aloud. Sometimes, just calling something
hopes of catching the morning call to prayer. I had
by its rightful name is a small solution unto itself. It is
caught it on my first morning in Tripoli. It echoed down hard to break out of box if you don’t know that you’re
the dark coast until it reached me in my grandfather’s
in it. It’s hard to examine your biases and prejudices,
lonely apartment overlooking the sleeping sea. The call
against others and against yourself, if you don’t know
resounded in my lungs and swam through my veins
that’s what they are. It’s hard to see the ideas that you
almost as if reminding me that we belonged to each
have of yourself and of others if you don’t know that
other in a way that neither of us would ever understand. you even have to have that conversation with yourself.
I stood by the open window and felt the sense of being
I think that what I’m trying to say is that even the
somewhere that I belonged to. Of being somewhere
best of us carry these burdens of negative cultural narfamiliar. Of being in a place where time is merely a sug- ratives. And that’s exactly what it is: a burden. Luckily,
gestion. Of being in a land of immense contradictions.
it’s one that we can shed just by recognizing it as one.
Of being in an old land with an old culture that was
The Middle East is a complicated place. I won’t
deny it. Lebanon is a complicated place. It carries menmine but I didn’t fully understand yet.
I walked through the streets of Beirut and Tripoli tal images that stem from ingrained ideas perpetuatand Akkar, and felt, for the first time in my life, like I was ed by the mass media. Mostly, these are images of desomewhere that belonged to me. The morning call to
struction, war, violence, and chaos because that is
prayer, the echoing church bells, the dust that still covwhat has become normalized and that is what sells.
The cultural narratives that we carry in our
ers my shoes, the red earth, the olive groves, the Roman
heads matter more than anything else we carry. These
ruins, the swaying flowers, the perfumed streets, my old
constructs are what lead to injustice, racism, war, and
clucking aunts, the funeral drums, the ancient Cedars,
and the dancing flag all smiled as though they had been so much more. Photographs carry political powwaiting for me to come back to them. I walked through er. They have the power to change the world, and inthe streets of Beirut and Tripoli and I jumped from one deed, they have before. It is up to us to ensure that
there is dignity and truth in what is presented to us.
balcony to another in Akkar, hoping to find pieces of
myself. Instead, what I found was that Lebanon itself
80
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o you think that you are racist? In all likelihood,
your answer is no, but this is a trick question.
Most of us do not think about what it really
means to be “not racist” in today’s world. Imagine being
an active participant in a fully functioning system but
having no real understanding of how it was constituted,
the way it runs, its impact on your lived experience, and
on the lived experience of other participants in the system.
This lack of understanding is the unfortunate reality of so many people living not only in the United
States but in the world as a whole. This lack of proper
understanding only serves to propagate and compound
existing problems and calls for redress are often presented and viewed in a negative light, as attempts to upset the status quo. Race is the foundation upon which
the modern world as we know it was built, whether we
choose to accept this fact or not. As such, most institutions that allow for the normal functioning of society are knowingly or unknowingly perpetrators in a vicious cycle of denigration, oppression and exploitation.
Though it is harder than we would like to admit,
the answer to the question posed at the beginning of this
piece would be “yes” for many people. Yes, many are
openly and knowingly racist. Yes, many more people implicitly participate in racist systems because they benefit
from those very systems. This paper will ask its readers
to challenge their understanding of racism as I lay out a
path toward a better understanding what race and racism
is and what it isn’t, and what anti-racism really entails.
I view racism as an institution that began in the
West and has been spread to the rest of the world. I

view it as an institution which initially started out as a
tool utilized to create and maintain unequal economic
and political power dynamics, but evolved to become the
very fabric of modern civilization. As such, any attempt
to undo this system must go against its very grain, which is
not an easy task, but is achievable and will become more
feasible as soon as we become comfortable with the idea
of saying goodbye to modes of operation in the world as
we know it and possibly highlighting our own hypocrisy.
The first step in this undoing process is acknowledging
racism and recognizing that the opposite of racist is not
“non-racist” but, rather, is “anti-racist”. Denial is the
heartbeat of racism. We should not aim to remain in a
neutral position but should instead actively work to redefine and reconceptualize societal norms and institutions. This can be done in a number of ways, ranging
from identifying steps we can take in our immediate reality to not encourage the establishment and growth of
racism such as learning about the ways it is facilitated
through class, gender and even sexuality, to refusing to
advance racist policies if we find ourselves in positions
of power. We can be anti-racist in our words, thoughts,
deeds and even in omission. I agree with Bonilla-Silva’s
view that racism has a structural foundation and that racialized social relations and practices lead to the development of a racialized society (Bonilla-Silva, 1997:470).
As such, the “solution” for racism is anti-racism which
does not rest solely on education, but channels more
energy towards actively eliminating its systemic roots.
There is a need to understand racism as a powerful, structuring, hegemonic force in the world today.

There is a need to understand racism as a powerful,
structuring, hegemonic force in the world today. In developing this understanding, a shift is required from
understanding race as it has been constructed by popular culture to a focus on the impact of racism as an
ideology on the lives of people. Racism functions to
define both conceptions of the “self ” and the “other” and while race may not be a biological fact, it is a
social and political reality used to construct meaning.
What in The World IS Race/Racism? (as understood by scholars over the years)
Dorothy Roberts in Fatal Invention: How Science, Politics, and
Big Business Re-Create Race in the Twenty-First Century defines race as a “political category disguised as a biological
one” (Roberts,2011:4). It is a social construction that is
politicized and as such, should primarily be tackled with
political means. Race is a modern system of power utilized as a means to implement white supremacy (Roberts,2011:19). Similar to Bonilla-Silva’s conception, she
believes race is the product of racism and that race and
racism are integral aspects of the American republic, and
are not in opposition to it as we are often made to believe
(Roberts,2011:78). Because race is a political system and
it continues to be politically useful, it continues to persist.

In Race and Racism: A Comparative Perspective, Van
Den Berghe believed that there is no general theory of
race, but closely defined it as an “extreme case of status ascription making for rigid group membership” (Van
Den Berghe,1967:24) and that for race relations to be
understood, it must be placed within the total institutional and cultural context of the society being studied
(Van Den Berghe,1967:6). He importantly noted that
race relations are often treated more as a moral dilemma than as a dynamic of group conflict resulting from
power and wealth distribution, caused by concrete structural factors. In other words, the role structural factors
play are often overlooked in the analysis of race and racism. He defined racism as “any set of beliefs that genetically transmitted differences, whether real or imagined,
are intrinsically associated with the presence or absence
of certain socially relevant abilities/characteristics” (Van
Den Berghe,1967:11). This points out the tendency for
people to conflate biological attributes with socially constructed/environmentally contingent features. Van Den
Berghe saw racism as a rewarding ideology and a profitable way of life for the perpetrating class. This is evidently so because many people would prefer to downplay the
reality of racism or castigate lower hierarchically ranked
groups for their inability to “pull themselves up by their

bootstraps”, in a bid to absolve themselves of guilt and
the need to recognize their privileged status in society.
In Rethinking Racism: Toward a Structural Interpretation,
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva opposes the view of race as a self
evident ideological phenomenon and opts instead for a
structural/institutional definition of racism. Though his
argument is primarily structural, he highlights people’s
tendency to create implicit associations in their minds
based on nominal features which often leads to generalizing/stereotyping. He opines that “races are the effect
of racial practices of opposition at the economic, political, social & ideological levels” (Bonilla-Silva,1997:472).
His institutional definition of racism encompasses prejudice and power that allows the dominant race to institutionalize its dominance at all levels in a society, ultimately leading to the formation of a structure and
culture (Bonilla-Silva,1997:466). As such, he argues that
racism is only part of a larger racial system and that it
is not a psychological phenomenon to be viewed at the
individual level. Racial ideology fulfills a practical role
in society though it is false, and the perpetrators are
conscious and act based on their interests. In order for
there to be redress he believes that there is a need for
social contestation, that is, a deliberate struggle of racial
groups for systemic changes (Bonilla-Silva,1997:473).

Darder & Torres on the other hand surmise in After Race: Racism After Multiculturalism that “the problem of
the 21st century is the problem of race” (Darder & Torres,2004:1). To them, race is a social construct that functions to naturalize the system of racism and they warn
against the use of race as it reproduces racism within the
discourse and practice of anti-racism. In other words,
race reifies racism. They state that “race is not real but
has been rendered meaningful by the actions and beliefs
of the powerful, who retain the myth in order to protect
their own political-economic interests” (Darder & Torres,2004:12). Darder & Torres proceed to define racism as
discrimination based on perceived races and as “an ideological set of practices and discourses embedded in the
project of modernity and capitalist expansion” (Darder &
Torres,2004:13). To them, racism is not necessarily about
cultural difference, but more about political economy
(Darder & Torres,2004:19). They put it succinctly when
they state that “the political economy of racism, embedded
in capitalism, effectively divides oppressed communities,
leaving much of the world’s population vulnerable to economic exploitation” as can be seen in developing countries
that are prone to high rates of resource depletion, human
trafficking and smuggling (Darder & Torres,2004:19).
Hence their argument that focusing on race relations
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highlighted a handful of dithe convoluted concepts of
been interpreted and underunderstandings in turn influseek redress for racial strife.

Moving Toward Systemic Change
As previously stated, there is a need for recognition and
acknowledgement of the pervasive nature of racism as a
foundational element in the operation of our modern civilization, as most of the above mentioned scholars highlight. This may be a difficult pill to swallow especially if
you belong to the hierarchically dominant group, but is
the pertinent first step on your anti-racist journey. Next, it
is important to note that it is impossible to be anti-racist
and seek to maintain the current international system as
it is. There is a need to do away with the Western liberal conception of individualism as it is not compatible
with true democracy and does not favor greater social
equality. When we start to look beyond amassing wealth
for personal comfort at the expense of others, we will
be more inclined to take the necessary steps to undo the
86

tain groups at the expense of others. The last thing nonwestern nations need is an influx of “Volun-tourists” who
uphold harmful and western-centric perspectives of development and perpetuate narratives of white supremacy.
While these recommendations on how to be antii-racist are limited and inexhaustive, they surely aid
in ensuring deliberate attempts to overturn the racially oppressive foundation our society is structured on.

PHOTOGRAPH BY MICHELLE ASSAAD

PHOTOGRAPH BY MICHELLE ASSAAD

This section has
mensions from which
race and racism have
stood. These different
ence the ways people

oppressive system. It is important to note that difference
is a political project which yields economic returns for the
dominant group. As DuBois notes in Philadelphia Negro,
racism was made possible of achievement by the bourgeoisie but its resolution does not rest solely in the hands
of the bourgeoisie. The task of establishing an anti-racist
society rests largely on the proleterait, that is, you and I.
On a larger scale, it is essential to redefine the category “human” especially as it is presented in the law. If
the role race plays in determining who is considered human continues to be ignored and black and brown people
continue to be reduced to flesh and their humanity continues to be overlooked, the policies being made would
only serve to further reify these detrimental narratives.
Though there might have been noble intentions in the
drafting of international human rights documents aimed
at the protection of global citizens from harm, their application have on numerous occasions been far from ideal, especially in dealings with black and brown beings.
It is also important to note that the global distribution of
wealth is skewed in favor of “world powers”, which leaves
billions of people desperate for economic and social advancement and thus vulnerable to exploitation. In order
for the international system to be anti-racist, there needs to
be an undoing of the systems of wealth and power distribution as we know it, because the current system increases
racial disparities which are largely tied to wealth and power.
Even in providing solutions, if proper care is not
taken despite having good intentions, attempts to combat oppression may only serve to compound the problem. One of the ways this manifests is imperial feminism
which Gayatri Spivak refers to as privileged (aka white
women) “saving brown women from brown men” all the
while overlooking how their systems are equally or even
more harmful to these women. This movement has at
its foundation the notion that black and brown men are
vicious bestial beings who cannot be trusted to control
themselves. It is an insidious system which places the West
on a pedestal of gender empowerment, and thus turns a
blind eye to the systemic misogyny of Western nations. It
instead promotes the problematic and contrasting image
of the menacing brown man and the white savior. This
is an attempt by white feminism to “save” women of color. It appropriates women’s rights movements to uphold
oppressive ideologies such as implicit racism and paternal
ism. Black and brown women are more than capable to
help themselves and to develop movements and policies

that cater to their specific needs. As Ibram Kendi notes
in How to be an Antiracist, there are deeply ingrained
tendencies for even the most well meaning people to
default into racist ideas. As such, in order for these goodwill ambassadors to make a conscious effort to be anti-racist, they would require “persistent self-awareness, constant
self criticism and regular self examination” (Kendi,2019).
Being aware of your history and positionality in relation
to those you are trying to “help” is imperative, as it will
guide your methods of intervention. For instance, rather
than opting to engage in trips to African countries to feed
and take pictures of yourself with children, why not engage in more meaningful and sustainable efforts by holding your governments and international organizations
accountable for depleting the resources in these communities and punishing them financially for their “effrontery” to seek and maintain independence? Also, every society has needy people, you do not need to travel halfway
across the world to feed a family or lend a helping hand.
Identify the ways you can give back to your own community and feel free to take as many pictures as you want
while you’re at it, if that helps you feel less guilty about
participating in a system that necessarily empowers cer

How can I be Anti-racist?
The process of putting this anti-racist manual together
has encouraged introspective thinking on my part and
has led me to identify ways I can be anti-racist in my personal and academic endeavors. Firstly, I have come to
recognize that as I engage with social justice work which
in numerous cases has to do with pain, I need to recognize that the humanity of people must always come first
in my interactions and should never be an afterthought.
Also, I have to avoid playing up black suffering in an attempt to garner sympathy, even if it is for a just cause.
This is what Weheliye referred to as pornotroping—“the
enactment of black suffering for a shocked and titillated
audience” (Weheliye,2014:90). This would only serve to
further reify a false fundamentalism in black struggle. I
would have to do more in depth research into the structural and political elements that enable racism to thrive
rather than engage in the “cinema of slavery” (Weheliye,2014:97). I look forward to learning how to compel
people to act without reducing the subjectivity of the oppressed to bare life. This, as Weheliye advises, will enable
the production of critical knowledge which empowers the
voice of the suffering and does not reify the world of man.
Lastly and probably the most difficult pill to swallow would be to remind myself that the law reproduces
cycles of racializing assemblages, and as such is not the
source of our anti-racist solutions. The law may be beneficial to a certain degree but as I mentioned earlier in
this piece, unless the entire structure is overhauled, trying to get the law to change would be an effort in futility.
In closing, it is pertinent to understand that all
of us are either racist or anti-racist. There are only two
sides to this conversation. Holding on to notions of the
ability to be “non-racist” only serves to maintain existing racist structures. You are either directly or indirectly
supporting racist policies and practices, or you are consciously, purposely anti-racist. What side are you on?
--OW
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We are the sons of the earth
We are the daughters of nature
Let us all unite
Let black become Africans
Let Africans become black.
Let us all unite,
And fight for our lives.
There is now a certain hint of sight
This is now the time.

- Denis Inengite

