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Bianka Bell

TALK TO ME

2

Said the teacher
And so I looked around the room
And I saw one collective entity

US
I felt warmth

 A sensation I’ve never experienced in a history
class

 TALK TO ME

 I move out of the way
When you walk in my direction

 Sixty years ago
It would’ve been you

That deters my imaginary advances
 Two separate responses

 To the same system
 Of oppression

 TALK TO ME

 It’s 2016
When we discuss institutional privilege

 In one hundred level sociology
You roll your eyes

 And smirk along with the person to your right
As I sit on your left

 Do you not understand?
 You are a part of the problem

 TALK TO ME

 All I’ve ever wanted was for you to know me

 TALK TO ME

 Why must I beg?

 TALK TO ME

 Maybe if you did
You would understand
 Why I’m so desperate

 Talk to me.  

Talk to me

Please

  Talk to me

I promise I won’t bite
Fight

Attack you in the night
In fact

When I walk alone in the dark
I too carry a flash light

Talk to me

Please
Do not be alarmed

By the bronze of my exterior
It was simply the product

Of being left out
A little longer than yourself
In our mother’s vision

OUR mother
But it wasn’t unintentional

She said life would be too dull
If we all came out
Exactly the same

So she made my hair a little thicker too
And told me I was beautiful

I wish she would have warned me
To be cautious of my siblings

Talk to me

When I walk by my sisters and
brothers and others

I never know
What to expect

Some act as if they have heard about me,
B,

Before even having uttered a word in my direction
They’d have to look me in the eye to do that

Talk to me

In seventh grade biology they taught me
That there are 206 bones in the human body

And that the liquid of our blood
Is called plasma
And I remember

Being so infatuated by that
‘OUR blood’



Microaggressions: Small Slights, Snubs, and Slurs with a Big Impact

“Wow you’re a Korean but your English is
pretty good!”

THE NEW RACISM ON THE STREETS

"You’re whiter than white people." 

"So... where are you originally from?"

 "You have white girl hair."

"You should make me sushi since you’re Asian!"

"Do you have a scholarship here?"

"You’re really pretty... for a dark-skin girl."

"I was visiting my gf in AZ and one of her
white friends figured out I was from

Chicago and the first thing he asked me
about was Chief Keef. Cuz yeah, that's all

black Chicagoans know about."

"What are you?"

"Your English is so good for an Asian." 

"I'm not racist. I have a lot of black friends."

"You people..."

"You act so black!"

"Wow your name is so exotic. What does it mean?"

"You're an oreo."

Asking a black person: "Do you know
where I can get some drugs?"

"I went to get nails done at this place
playing Indie music and it was strange
because there were, ya know, black

people... so many of them. It didn't seem
like a place they'd hang out."

"Sometimes my white friends say I don't
count as a black person because I drink
Starbucks, am 'well-spoken', have relaxed
hair, and I'm not super loud or 'ghetto'." 

"Two days ago my coworker said she
never had to deal with people trying to
touch her hair because she has 'normal

hair'."
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Sabrina Sultana

“You're so pretty! Imagine how pretty you
would be if you had lighter skin."
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When You’re Asked Where the
 “Regular White People” are in

Your Screenplay.

By a Furious Film Student

A must-read for all film majors

During my last semester as a senior at Bard, one of my favorite film professors of color was

away for a few classes filming a TV show. Her husband, who is White (and also in the film

business), substituted her classes. In class, he had each student present their screenplay idea.

When it was my turn to present, I shared the background of my screenplay and how it would

be in an episodic format. When I described the main characters, I did what people tend to

always shy away from -- I shared the racial backgrounds of my main characters. Three of the

eight characters that I mentioned were of Black, Latinx, and Middle Eastern descent. I had yet

to finish sharing the rest of my characters when the man, wide-eyed, interrupted me and asked

in a demanding tone: “Are you going to put any normal white people in your screenplay?”.

There was no laughter, or an “I’m joking” reply from him; Nor an apology. He just stared at me.

Soon he began to stutter on his words and change the subject. I finally decided to bring the

subject back up again a few minutes later and stated that if he wanted to know the “normal”

white people in my screenplay there are two, and one dies of a drug overdose in the second

season. His face was blank. The discussion awkwardly continued to another subject… This was

such a shock to me. I’m not sure where he was coming from when he made the comment, but I

can say one thing. White men who are married to women of color do not get an ‘I can’t be

racist because my wife is a person of color’ pass.

I believe this speaks volumes to the way people of color are treated in the film industry. These

are reasons why topics like #oscarssowhite have begun to trend. What I have noticed the most

in my film classes at Bard, is that as long as the racial background of a character someone is

developing is not shared, it is assumed that they are white. I think this a direct reflection of the

lack of diverse roles in the film industry, which has been completely indoctrinated in American

minds. Just because you're not of a certain culture yourself, shouldn’t mean that you shy away

from incorporating a person of said culture in your screenplay. They do not have to be

stereotyped! Batman could have been Black, Asian, or Middle Eastern. The character of Batman

was never made for just a white man. Characters are malleable unless you’re trying to make a

blatantly racist stereotype. Hopefully, our generation can change the way people are portrayed

in the film industry. Let us work to make “normal white people” the minority, and make

people of color the majority in Hollywood.



Artwork by Patrick Nevada



DISSECTION

"We are all born into a world obsessed with Eurocentric beauty standards, and as women of color (WOC), accepting the
beauty of our ethnic features is a lifelong process that demands an understanding of systemized racism and the effects of its

internalization. WOC are now living in a culture of contradictions where our ethnic features have been celebrated but not
on the source of who it came from. We have been dissected. Certain features are now hyper-fetishized to an enormous,

pervasive scale, and yet our voices and stories struggle to achieve visibility in the general public. Whether it be a wide nose,
monolids, dark skin, or natural hair, the internalized self hatred is something that is learned, and like anything that is

learned, it can be unlearned. This process is difficult, to say the least, requiring that we deconstruct, collect and reconstruct
ourselves again, but it is indeed the only way we can heal. " - Giselle Enriquez 

Written by Spencer Parry

Artwork by Giselle Enriquez

Check out more artwork by Giselle Enriquez at  https://www.behance.net/Giselle_enccc1
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Untangling History
Bria Bacon

When I first arrived at Bard, it was a time when I was
struggling with my own self-perception of beauty, a lot of
which, was entangled in my feelings towards my hair and

what I thought was “required” of my upkeep to appeal
beautiful to not only myself, but to the outside world (where
the latter proved to have the most influence). These were the
unspoken aspects that maybe, at the time, I didn’t consciously

realize were intertwined with a few key driving factors: my
upbringing as a child, the various beauty practices that I saw

being carried out regularly in my household (as well as in some of my family members’
households), the presence (and unfortunately sometimes absence) of African American women

and their hairstyles of choice within media (T.V., radio, advertisements), the customary hair-
styling “norms” practiced by the women who looked like me in my community, and the

perceptions from which these hair-styling practices arose and were perpetuated.

With that being said, although I had never had a perm (my mother never allowed it), which is
historically one of the most utilized hairstyling practices of African American to any other

practice by far, I still straightened my hair by heat on a daily basis (which is the second utilized
haircare practice by AA women). This shows that although the method of beautification was

different, the ideology of what I thought made my identity “satisfactory” was still the same: that
I simply was not beautiful without my hair being bone-straight.

With my focus at Bard being in history, I thought it was not only appropriate, but almost
necessary for me - someone who was using college as an avenue through which to not only

learn more about my field of study but to also learn more about myself - to try and trace the
narrative of African American hair and how this seemingly unanimous idea that natural hair is

inferior to other textures spread like wild fire. Through my research I found that prior to
colonialism, Africans maintained a strong sense of pride in not only their hair, but what their

hairstyles communicated to their community. Hairstyles during this time were often elaborate
and were used to relay messages of marital status, tribal group, religious affiliation, and other

cultural markers.

After the onset of colonialism and slavery, individuals of African descent were made to not only
cover and destroy their hair, but also then to disconnect from a significant part of their

heritage. Over time, straight hair became not only what was considered aesthetically pleasing,
but also became an unspoken requirement for employment - and thus survival - which was

necessary for blacks after emancipation and the integration of blacks and whites in the
workplace. This, along with other factors contributed to the way in which African Americans

were made to perceive their hair, which consequently created an eventual dissonance between
who we are naturally - which most people would consider to be our “identity” - and what others
think our identity should be based on their standards and preconceived notions beauty should

be expressed.
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After months of doing research that showed just how badly blacks were made to feel about
their hair and the toxic hairstyling practices that ensued thereafter - coupled with the fact that I

had recently cut off all of my hair and went completely natural - I started to feel a deep
sadness, realizing that a lot of what I felt about myself was conditioning brought on

by the implementation of a certain ideology of another culture… and I really resented that. But
what I also learned was that through the African American hair culture, communities were

established.

The hair salon (and barbershop) was often a place of refuge and a platform on which
monumental messages like civil rights, healthcare, and the importance of voting and

community activism, could spread throughout for the furtherance of a people. I can say that
although blacks were forced to conform to Western societal standards of beauty - some of which

proved to be very harmful to the mind and body - those practices created an environment
where people could come together to teach, bond, and form relationships… in other words, to

create a community.

With all of this being said, it is important to note that hair in general is a fluid part of everyone’s
identity, it plays a significant role of how one is perceived, and is a pretty important part of - or
constant element in - most people’s lives. However, through my research, I noticed that many
African Americans share a different narrative and perception of their hair in juxtaposition to

other cultures. My ending point is that mass perception has the ability to change, and with the
natural hair movement in full swing, more women cross-culturally are feeling inspired to drop

societal norms and step into who they feel they should naturally be.

I was granted a unique opportunity to form a community of my own at Bard; one that was
reminiscent - and thus, reflective - of the communities formed by African American women
from the onset of the black haircare industry onward. I was happily surrounded - and even

more impressed - by the women who looked like me that were also beginning to embrace their
natural hair. This community became an immense comfort to me, seeing other women (and

men) who were developing a sense of pride for an element of themselves that they had maybe
once been conditioned to cover, alter, or even loathe. Through this community, emerged a

communal identity that represented progression through self-acceptance, and it is something I
will take with me for the rest of my life.
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People often say that
beauty is in the eye of
the beholder, and I say
that the most liberating
thing about beauty is
realizing that you are

the beholder.

SALMA HAYEK:
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Beautiful Either Way

Have you ever scrolled through your Facebook or Twitter
timeline and come across a meme that displays two photos: One

in which someone models a full face of impeccably done
makeup, the other with a face void of any additives? The

caption usually reads: “This is why I have trust issues”. It is
the same person.

This is utterly disrespectful.

I usually tend to disregard it; however, I feel this crude
sentiment is one which far too frequently goes unchallenged by

the media.

There is one matter that needs to addressed about these “trust
issues”: They have displaced origins.  

Tiffany Leung

It is ludicrous to believe that the makers and supporters of these memes actually have trust issues with
foundation, blush, contour or eye shadow. Please go resolve these trust issues ASAP.

The second issue lies within the framework of often Eurocentric and sexist ideals. These meme-makers are not
understanding that certain people find comfort and peace in determining how they are going to creatively

express themselves through a cosmetic medium. Some may have struggled with severe acne all of their lives,
and one of the ways they are able to divert attention from it is by wearing makeup. Some people are burn

victims (acid, fire, etc.); their scars and injuries to the public represent an important event in their lives that
they may or may not always want to share with the world.

I have struggled with my own body image for years now, and I do not always come to appreciate my body
below the neckline. One of the ways for me to deter unwanted attention from my body is to play up my more

celebrated features: my almond eyes and full lips. Wearing makeup is one of the many ways for us to go about
our lives without attracting the unwarranted stares or rude comments. Makeup can be a medium for self-

expression, but also for self-protection. Also, some people just enjoy the artistic license of wearing subtle or
vivacious makeup looks, and that is okay too! But the assumption (most often times vocalized by cis men) that
everyone wears makeup in order to validate their appearance in the eyes of the beholder (who are, again, most

often times cis men) is implicitly misogynistic, and sometimes even racist.

Makeup is not always used to hide behind a veil, but neither always to attract attention. It is to allow others to
focus on our contribution to the world and the people around us, rather than our physical marks. It is crucial to
understand that we choose to take the time and effort to show a different side of our physical appearance in a

manner that makes us feel better or more comfortable.

So, to anyone who supports those blatantly tactless memes, try to be more conscientious of the reasons behind
our decisions to wear makeup. I also encourage those meme supporters to make an active search for why it is

that they have 'trust issues' over something so personal to another individual. It is a selfish and flawed ideology.
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How God Kept the
Black Woman

Zari McWhorter
I haven’t spoken a word today, but a day for me is a decade for you.

I’ve been listening and feeling. I can’t put a finger on it; a voice spits sentences of

passion and wisdom that enchants me. So for this day, I’ve not spoken.

I am to assume that this voice is a He, one almost as old as I. I have yet to be blessed

with the knowledge of who He is; therefore, I will not bestow him

with the improper nomenclature.

I’ve wandered for centuries, building an immunity to the rebellion I was born with. He

unlocked my submissiveness; the girth of His power claims my soul and mind every day. We

began this journey centuries ago, when the Universities were built and the Enlightenment was

upon the Ottoman Empire. In secret, we would read and write, learning as one. My mind was

His canvass, and He painted it with the colors of change.

His voice rang through my head, “Listen to me. Now is the time for you to be one of the

intellects and carry yourself as a great philosopher. Challenge yourself, and I will teach you as I

was taught by the Heavens.”

As time passed, He assisted in the expansion of my mind; I was becoming like no other

being thus far. The absorption of written and verbal education was the simple part, then came

the spirit realm. I had to learn to control every thought, every emotion. That took a few years.

Then I had to learn to release and contract every muscle if I was feeling anxious, I could not

tense. I could not cry. I had to understand the boundaries of myself and break them. Finally, I

learned to combine my physical, spiritual and intellectual selves: I could control body on a

chemical level. I knew which parts of me were dying, and I knew how to regenerate them. I was

becoming immortal.
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BEING MUSLIM IS
NOT A POLITICAL
STATEMENT
By  Sab r ina  Su l t ana

It is becoming increasingly common in anti-Muslim rhetoric to
claim Islam as a political ideology, instead of a Muslim faith.
The increase in suspicion and fear towards Muslims fuels this
idea as people begin to immediately associate Islam with
violence.

As a religion based on justice and peace, Islam is a guide of
living by creating respect and kindness to ourselves and others.
Therefore, it is irrevocably offensive to accuse Islam of
prescribing to political beliefs and systems that are implicitly
harmful.

The first step to understanding the complex and
multidimensional religion is by making sense of the context of
Islamophobia. Embedding terrorism in the Islamic faith is very
detrimental. This false use of rhetoric has serious repercussions
for Muslim Americans — one consequence resulting in the
overwhelming rise of intolerance towards those of the Muslim
faith.

Reducing the Islamic faith to a political ideology betrays the
spiritual teachings and practices in Islam that promote
knowledge and open-heartedness. Shortly put, it is not Islam
that is the problem, but the lack of awareness of how the
religion functions, that is.

It’s deeply upsetting seeing a religion that has historically made
significant contributions towards progress and civilization being
equated to the acts of ISIS and other violent extremists.

If we think broadly about the trueness of our American values,
free expression and open-mindedness has their limits, especially
for Muslim Americans.

Though many people have a taste for satire such as the
Onion and the Daily Show, some perceive critical satire
on Islamophobia as a political statement. Nonetheless,
Muslim Americans are unable to freely express their faith
without experiencing fear and hatred towards them.

With the mission to expand the minds of regular
Americans, comedians Dean Obeidallah and Negin
Farsad co-directed the 2013 documentary The Muslims
Are Coming!, which focuses on Islamophobia through
the medium of comedic prose. The documentary features
interviews with citizens, celebrities, and religious leaders
in various areas around the nation. Comedy icons like Jon
Stewart and Janeane Garofalo also give social
commentary on the power of comedy as well as the
prominence of bigotry in America. With the intention to
bring awareness on a wide range of perspectives on
Islam, Obeidallah and Farsad decided to advertise their
documentary with subway posters in New York City.

The comedy duo believes that humor is an underrated yet
effective mechanism to dispel common myths about
Muslims; a light-hearted, but inspiring way to shed
awareness on the persistence of problematic
Islamophobic remarks being made by public figures,
including Bill O’Reilly, Donald Trump and others. Is is
for precisely this reason that the comedians decided to
start their ad campaign in the densely-populated and
diverse New York City.

In response to the ban, the comedians filed a federal
lawsuit in June 2015, with the argument that it was a
violation of their First and Fourteenth Amendments.
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 Recently, the court ruled that their advertisements
actually did not amount to political speech. Farsad and
Obeidallah were thrilled to be able to shed a critical
light on how Americans wrongly perceive Muslims,
while simultaneously posing as vocal representatives of
the Muslim faith.

Although disarming, the ads are lighthearted and witty
in a way that upholds the project’s goal of sharing
humor and stories about the average American Muslim
experience; combatting prejudice and bigotry in both
casual and explicit instances. As the satirical ads begin
to appear in all 144 subway stations, Farsad and
Obeidallah hope that they will serve as a wake-up call
to the preposterous nature of Islamophobia.

The comedians are adamantly showing how crucial it is
for people to respond effectively to anti-Muslim
rhetoric in order to stop the vilification of Islam.
Americans need to start asking more questions, while
back-pocketing their assumptions. The easiest mode of
doing this is through direct interaction with Muslims
who practice their faith. Understanding that Islam is not
a radical political ideology can start with a small anti-
Islamophobic joke on a subway poster. And the open
discourse it prompts will only carry the discussion
further.

Ironically enough, they would find their advertising to
be a ‘violation’ of the New York Metropolitan Transit
Authority’s (MTA) rules. MTA accused Farsad and
Obeidallah of disputed “political speech”. They never
expected that subway commuters would have to wait
five months to laugh at some of their jokes.

The banning of these posters speaks volumes as to
how anti-Muslim ideology has permeated into every
facet of American society. Muslim Americans are
continuously put in a position of social isolation and
marginalization. The censorship of these posters
only hinders the opportunity for open discourse to
understanding the underlying causes of violence and
internalized fear towards Muslims.

It’s time for Americans to provide space for Muslim
Americans of all professions and experiences to
express themselves. In doing so, we can better
educate ourselves on what “Islam” really means. It
is with great importance that we strive for a society
that acknowledges that violence is not motivated by
Muslim values, but instead by greed and power.

What matters right now is dissecting the true
American Muslim narrative beyond the violence
wrongly instigated by ‘Muslims’ who fail to practice
the true form of the Islamic faith.

And thus, we can flourish together in the true spirit
of Islam:

“Behold, We have created you all...and have made
you into tribes and families so that you may know
one another (and so build mutuality and co-
operative relationships, not so that you may take
pride in your differences of race or social rank, and
breed enmities).” [Qur’an 49:13]
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LAND OF
FIVE RIVERS

By   Nisha  Kausha l

He was captivated by my swearing in a different language, foreign to the ears of many,
But after a moment, he would question my respect towards those rude, older men

Who told me to not talk back after they had spoken to me
He asks me why I act this way, what is my culture?

If I tell him where I am from
What my culture is,

Will he understand me?
Will he understand me, when I tell him

About the phulkariyan flying away
In the harsh winds

During a warm spring day?
Or when I explain to him

The art of falling asleep after a long day in the wheat fields,
While a jaago procession, filled with girls as young as newly-bloomed flowers

And aunties aged like wine
Sing at the top of their lungs in the distant background?

Or even having to fight with the stingy bazaar-wale,
Trying to sell simple jhootiyan for prices exceeding their worth?

What if I told that him, where I’m from,
My identity is constantly questioned,

Because my religion is different from that of the majority?
If I told him about Punjab,

My motherland,
Will he know about the time

When the Indian government stormed the holiest place in the state,
Causing the rancid smell of blood spilled

Of those who fell victims to the proceeding riots
To fill the air for years after?

Or maybe when
They gave pesticides to the farmers

Killing their livelihood?
Will he know what it’s like

To attempt to avoid the demons
Lurking after nightfall

On the hunt to fulfill their lustful desires
By taking away the innocence of women, the same age as their sisters?

Will he know the struggle
Of trying to not put your family to shame

As you try to be your own person?
Will he ever know the struggle of my people, my women?

A man, as white as the creams women like me are forced to rub into our dark ashy skin
To match the Eurocentric standards of beauty,

The pale skin, the bleach-colored body hair,
Different from the reality of

Skin colors ranging from caramel to dark chocolate,
Body hair, as thick as grains of the basmati rice grown in our fields,

Covering the entirety of our bodies
This man,

He is not from the land of the Five Rivers
He will never understand.
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Sophia Al-Banaa

HALF

I was twelve and the girls in my class laughed at how I pronounced my last name. It was last period, English class, and I had
just moved to Kuwait two months earlier. They would ask me what my full name was just to hear how my mouth wrongly
fused together the syllables of my last name: Al-Banaa. The walls of the classroom were covered with cat posters inscribed
with empty “never give up”s. When I was thirteen it was no different. I had long, brown waist-length hair and my cousins
wearing hijab stared at me in a way that was incomprehensible. As I grew older I realized it was jealousy, admiration, a

twisted kind of love. All I know now are twisted kinds of love.

I used to be friends with my cousins when I had first gotten to Kuwait, as I failed to make friends with the girls in my grade.
I could understand bits and pieces of their quickly spoken sentences in Arabic––I could grasp the main idea. I had always

been good at main ideas of things. We bought gummy strawberry rings and ate them in the backs of our older cousins’ cars as
they talked in hushed tones about boys they thought were cute. Haram.

A handful of years later, I am the definition of the word to those girls, that are my family. I have two tattoos. I smoke out of
the window of my apartment. Some of the shirts I wear would be deemed too low cut for their eyes. That is my home though.

I feel out of place, here, in these cities where I look like I may belong, but it’s never quite enough. There is a jabbing
ignorance in sharp questions asked about where I am from. I think of my cousins’ faces, eyes now smeared in a kohl similar to

my own. A twisted kind of love. I am from a twisted kind of love that I call home.

***

At around 8 pm on weekends in high school, without fail, my father would ask me where I was planning on going. I had a list
of lies, perfectly memorized, hiding in the back of my mind. A friend’s house, I would say, choosing from the 20 or so

girlfriend’s names I knew he knew. Our living room reminded me of my father’s disposition. The beige couch and matching
carpeting demanded seriousness, as did he. My father was uneasy if I ever tried to drop in a boy’s name with the girls I had
listed. And there was no way he would let me be with a boy alone. I was a Kuwaiti girl, even if not all of the other Kuwaiti
girls accepted me as one. I would embarrass him. The small wooden clock my father received from being on the board of the

Islamic Club in Cornell reminded me that it was almost 8:30. He was probably expecting me to be at his house soon. Riding in
the car, on the way to do something I was not supposed to, the houses, the hills of sand, even the trees all blended into one.
But there were small things, the garbage can on the side of the street covered in ‘graffiti’ spelling out “Fuck,” the short man

selling dates in the middle of a round-a-bout, that gave the neighborhood its character. Those are the details you actually
remember when you’re older, as you’re telling someone about how something was. You remember how it is in your

mind––that’s how it always will be.

This unnamed boy came to visit me during his first weekend of college. Both of us had left Kuwait to go to school, with an
approximately 4 hour-long cramped bus ride separating us. Later on he would use the distance as an excuse for the vanishing
act called love. We stayed in a small hotel with small soaps. We ate pizza at 1 am in a restaurant with a dirty glass window.
Sometimes, oddly, with no clothes on, my face near the edge of his arm, I’d think of what my family would think, my father,
my cousins. Haram. The mixed girl of the family, the mutt, sleeping beside a naked boy. I’d think that they didn’t understand
love, but maybe that was me, because I was the one who thought it never ended. We smoked a joint while sitting on a grassy
hill behind the hotel, staring into the forest. It knew something I didn’t. The trees moved under the blue lights and I could feel
them inside my chest––their shadows scraping at the impending something between us. I got so high that I cried. I told him

he felt different, not in a physical way. We fell asleep.

***

I was eight. I didn’t understand my history. I didn’t understand the patterns of flowers on my grandmother’s hands. All I
knew was that the tea she poured me with milk and sugar tasted good in those gold cups. We used to visit Kuwait every other

summer––the hottest part of the year, where every room in every house had the air conditioning on so high it cooled your
bones. One time my cousin and I cracked an egg on the sidewalk and it cooked. I used to imagine the soles of my shoes

sticking to the asphalt and melting.
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Abiadh. The first time I heard that I had no idea what it meant. Later I would realize I had been called that. I was eight. I ran
around the front yard of my grandparent’s house: a concrete slab, enclosed by more concrete slabs that made a fence. My

brother and I used to say it wasn’t a real yard. Abiadh. I heard my cousin say, pointing at finger at me. The small hairs on my
arms stuck up. The splintering fragments of light illuminated my skin, and how much lighter it was than theirs.

My father cracked a watermelon open on the marble countertop. I noticed the pink flesh of the watermelon surrounded in a
white skin. Some of the seeds spilled onto the floor.

“Daddy, what does abiadh mean?”

“Habibti, it means white. Why are you asking?”

***

“You should probably do something about the hair between your eyebrows.”
The purple long-sleeve Abercrombie shirt was itchy on my arms. It was a Friday night, when I usually went off to a sleepover

in some girls’ television room. I looked down at the dirty carpet stained by bright colored splotches. I wondered if one of the
stains came from a cup of pink lemonade.

“Hello? Sophia? I’m talking to you.”
This was when I started to note my differences. In third grade, my arms started to sprout small, dark hairs that my light-

haired friends didn’t have. My hair was thick, typically braided down my back. My mom used to sit me in front of the mirror
and brush it as I cringed, the pain pink, throbbing behind my closed eyes. I remember watching her in the mirror, envying her

wispy, blonde hair. And, apparently, I was now growing a unibrow. I picked up a spoon, looking at myself in the metallic
reflection. I felt like I was always looking for something to fix.

“See? Right…there.”
My friend Elizabeth leaned over and grazed the middle of my eyebrows with her index finger.

“Okay.”
I swallowed, thinking of how badly wax strips hurt.

***

When I graduated from high school I was eighteen. My graduation was in a ballroom, lit up by gold chandeliers, draped in
white, with red velvet chairs. As each student’s name was called, their families erupted from their seats, shouting with

excitement and underlined with a certain, hidden sadness. I remember my parents’ faces, staring up at me from the faces I
didn’t know the names of. They looked proud, my mother’s smile lined in a pale pink. They looked worried, my father’s brow
slightly furrowed, pinched in the middle like a piece of pottery. I remember trying to imagine the first time my dad saw my

mom and how she probably looked so different but so beautiful to him. I want something like that. A person to love me
because I scare them, because I am nothing they know. I can see my dad meeting my grandfather and not looking him in the
eyes because that’s how he showed his respect to an elder. It was a foreign custom and so was he. I want that love. The love

that is haunting because it’s what people say “isn’t right.”

***

Sometimes I still dream about my orange bedroom at home, the dust storms lingering outside of my window, the crooked
Arabic graffiti marking the school across the street. When I was in tenth grade I had stayed in my bed for a whole year, only

leaving once to go on a family vacation to a beach resort. It was the first time I got sunburnt––my skin turning olive to a
blistering red. So many layers of myself lie in that bed.
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IN SEARCH OF RECOGNITION

By  Reshad  Ahmed

A  ' T H I R D  G E N D E R ' :

People tend to identify gender with
complete certainty in one of the two
standard gender categories: male and
female. But there are people who do not
fit in the rigid binary gender system,
many of them who identify as “Hijras”
in Bangladesh.

Hijra is a South Asian term that
encompasses feminine-centered
identities, often thought as a “third
gender”. In the West, they are known as
transgender women or transvestites.

Born and raised in a nation that is
constantly working to strengthen
human rights movements and its
ravaged economy and infrastructure
since gaining independence from
Pakistan in 1971, I sometimes question if
the work is good enough. As recipients
of social stigma and marginalization,
Hijras are confined in a segregated
community largely defined by poverty,
harassment, and prostitution. If the
Hijra community is legally recognized
as a third gender in Bangladesh, why
are they still expected to fit into tightly
defined binary gender categories in
order to receive access to education,
healthcare, and employment
opportunities?

Most Hijras lead a very difficult life of
insufficient education, poverty, and
abuse. Consequently, this
overwhelming stress and pressure
sometimes compel them to commit
crimes for survival. Their families also
tend to kick them out of their homes to
avoid embarrassment from others,
leaving Hijras no choice but to beg for
money.

 

Denied of jobs and other
opportunities, Hijras are forced to
collect money from railway stations,
residential areas, and occasional
parties and receptions.

I encounter Hijras begging for money
from passengers everyday on my bus
ride to class. If a passenger decides to
not give them money, they would lift
up their skirts to expose their genitals
to force payment.

At one point, I spoke to one of the
Hijras on the bus astonished by their
inappropriate behavior.  

I asked, “Why do you harass those
who refuse to pay you?”

Till this day, her response turns my
stomach.

from their assigned gender at birth but
are we as a nation actually breaking free
of conventional thinking? It is our
responsibility to establish equality for
all. Hijras should be able to enjoy the
same rights as anyone else yet they are
neglected and, thus, put in dangerous 
situations that make survival a day-to-
day struggle.

Of course there are many NGOs who
fight for the rights of Hijras in
Bangladesh like Badhon Hijra Shongho
and Bangladesh Association for Social
Advancement. Apart from those NGOs,
there are other organizations that strive
to bring awareness to HIV/AIDS and
LGBT rights. However, these
organizations are not enough to secure
the transgender community in
Bangladesh. The government needs to
be more accommodating to change and
accept the rights of marginalized Hijras
who are completely ignored and
subjected to humiliation.

I’m disgusted that I live in a society that
enforces violence and discrimination
directed at people just because they do
not fall in the strict binary gender
system. When will we realize that we
are all humans despite differences in
opinions and preferences? There needs
to be recognition and respect for those
who identify as Hijras in South Asia and
the first step to doing so is challenging
the social and cultural frameworks of
gender identity. It is crucial for us to
understand that social scrutiny and
abuse against the Hijra community will
ultimately deprive them the ability to
decide where to get money, who to
sleep with, and whether or not they can
ever live a normal life. 

It is important to bear all this in mind
when we think about how we
perpetuate unbending notions of
gender. We may acknowledge the
existence of people who move away 

“I work for a man who shelters Hijras
like me. But in order to stay I must go out

and bring in money even if that means
having sex with a stranger. If I do not
come back with money, then I will be

punished and forced into sex trade. Part
of the money goes to our food and shelter
expenses while the other part goes to my
boss and the policemen who are secretly
involved as prostitution ‘brokers’. Their

job is to bring in customers who are
interested in having sex with us. If I

refuse to do what they say, they’ll ruin
my life.”

Photo Courtesy of UCA News Bangladesh
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RECLAIMING
THE LATINA TAG

Just as the modern artists exploited the portrait’s potential to
convey identity, the 21st century selfie
trend extends this practice to the common person, the non-
artist.

Exploring the selfie, and its increasing prevalence in our
culture, led me to realize that there are sub-themes within
how people examine or present identity such as ethnic,
gender, or religious identity.

Selfies are an expression of one’s identity, however contrived
or imagined it may be. For this reason, my artwork calls
attention to the ways in which new technologies allow
individuals to actively voice their opinions through self-
portraiture. At the same time by engaging in traditional forms
of portrait painting —namely, naturalistic representations of
people rendered in oil on canvas— I seek to challenge how we
currently consume images at an alarming rate and volume,
without devoting substantial time or energy to sufficiently
digest, contemplate, and understand what we see. 

This condition is created because we now experience the world
through digital devices such as cell phones, which provide
easy and instant access to imagery from a wide range of
sources. Over-reliance on devices, is harming our ability to
have valuable face-to-face conversations; the most human
thing we do, by splitting our attention and diminishing our
capacity for empathy.

NAYDA A. CUEVAS

My most recent series, entitled Reclaiming the Latina Tag, is
appropriated from Tumblr in which the creator of Reclaiming
the Latina Tag blog has encouraged woman to join her in
taking back the hashtag. The goal of the blog is to have a safe,
respectful community for all Latina women on social media.
The painted portraits are an extension to further the dialogue
outside of cyberspace.

I am interested in how the selfie takes advantage of the ways
we naturally understand identity in real-world encounters: by
recognition and association with the face. Faces are not only a
means of identifying an individual; they also embody
emotions. We all have the ability to read facial expressions of
emotions, thus, facial expressions are one way in which we
empathize with one another. Removing the images from cyber
space is one step to gain empathy from the viewer.

The second is what Sherry Turkle, a clinical psychologist and
sociologist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
refers to in her book Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk
in a Digital Age.  Here she calls us to put away our digital
devices and have a one on one conversation.

I aim to encourage the viewer to consider the lives of others. In this
regard, my paintings and performance serve to celebrate the
diversity within the Latino community in the United States and to
explore the complex ways in which people negotiate issues of
ethnic identity using social media as a means of social activism.
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RECLAIMING 
THE LATINA TAG

#LATINA

ARTWORK BY NAYDA A. CUEVAS

"I started making art in order to deal with a sense of alienation and the absence of familiar people and places in my life.
At the age of ten, my parents made the decision to move our family from Puerto Rico to Florida.

Being relocated at a young age evoked a new sense of self-exploration and need to establish connections with people.
Painting the figure became a means to understand people and create connections in my community, while exploring
a visual language to better articulate my observations and interpretations of my Latino identity. It is this identity that

guides my work to cultivate awareness of “otherness" in American culture, while raising questions
about belonging and feelings of displacement."

www.naydacuevasart.com
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MELANIN CONFESSION

“Okay, so I—I don’t know where I fit into all of this because I’m half white, half Latino. I’m ethnically-ambiguous, but I think people
just assume that I’m white... so I kind of, like, fly under the radar in that sense… It’s really strange because identifying as Latino but

coming off as white puts me in a weird position. People of both sides will say anything in front of me, ‘cus they think I’m with them. So
I’ve found that I’ve had a lot less ignorant comments directed at me… I find that people feel comfortable saying them with me, even

though I’m in a room full of Caucasian students talking about Latinos and I’m like ‘Alright, hold on, time out, I’m here”. Or if I’m in a
room full of kids who aren’t white, they’ll be talking about white kids and I’m like ‘Hold on, still here’. I think the strangest time that
happened was when I was with a group of people—mostly white students; a couple of black students were around—and someone was
rapping and came to the part where he was supposed to say the N-word. And he kinda just cut off, and looked around the room… then

these two girls started whispering and said ‘Oh, now that the room is diversified we can’t say that anymore’. And I got really
uncomfortable for the obvious reasons… the assumption that we were in a white space and that minority students sort of invited

themselves in really bothered me. I was raised with Puerto Rican pride; my dad always told me ‘be proud of being Latino, be proud’. So I
felt kind of indirectly… not attacked, but sort of… othered, in that sense. Like I was in their space, even though it was everyone’s space.
And so I didn’t say anything; I just totally let them off the hook. And it was also sort of strange because I didn’t want to correct them

and bring up the issue of ‘what are you?’, ‘you don’t look x, y or z’…”

“I think there are a lot of people at Bard who have the right idea about talking about race and approaching it. And I don’t want to tell
this story and ignore those people who consciously try to be aware of the space they’re in and how they welcome people into the space

because there’s a lot of good things that do happen. But I think there’s a lack of confidence a lot of times at Bard in terms of how people
talk about things. Like in classrooms, people have really interesting thoughts, but they preface them with ‘oh, I don’t have any

experience with this, so…”. I think one of the best things you can do for someone is to prove them wrong. People should be conscious of
where they are and who’s in the room—not only their words but their demeanor and inflection—but I think a lot of that awkwardness

could be alleviated if people just said what they wanted to. I don’t know if that makes any sense…”

“The other side of it are people who think they’re doing the right thing and do it with such confidence—like the people in my story
—but they’re just not. I remember there was some awful yak about someone wanting their summer tan goals to be like getting searched
at an airport, as if that was a skin color. And then I remembered my parents being interrogated and it was humiliating and awful… It’s
a false comparison… In order to move beyond this awkward place, you have to speak with confidence… know that you could be wrong,

and be prepared to deal with that. And I’ve encountered either people who have really good thoughts and don’t know how to present
them, or [people who] have really, really wrong opinions and thoughts and think they’re doing a service by voicing them, and I think

those two ends of the spectrum need to be corrected.”
- Confused

The White Latinx Experience

Photographed by Bianka Bell



"...why oh why had God left

me with the boring brown

eyes, the boring brown

hair, and dark skin?"

- Kimiyo Bremer
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WHITENESS
K IM IYO  BREMER

Whiteness is everywhere and we’ve all picked up on it.

I can’t really say where it all started for me or how it became such a big part of my life, but I can give you some vignettes.

I remember loving my hair at one point. Not even loving it, actually. I just remember not thinking about it. I do remember first grade. I

remember that day in first grade when I first saw a friend move her hair out of her face and place it behind her ear. I remember trying

to do the same and it not working. I remember thinking “Why can’t I do that?” and somehow managing to notice every other little girl

who could put their hair behind their ears. Then I started to notice how easy it was for each one of them to put their hair in a ponytail,

a personal struggle I had and still have to this day. I then remembered the countless hair ties that broke with a snap! and immediately

felt the pain of the hard bristled brush my mother used to corral my hair into those very hair ties.

I remember 7th grade. I remember two new girls entering the grade. They were black, just like me. But they had light brown skin. They

had these beautiful sandy gold locks that they wore with pride (something I hadn’t done since early childhood) everyday. And, most

striking to me, they had green eyes-just like the white women I’d seen in magazines. I remember wondering if there was a “better”

types of blackness. And if so, why oh why had God left me with the boring brown eyes, the boring brown hair, and dark skin?

I remember 8th grade. I remember calling myself “mixed” and making it my mission to let everyone know that I was mixed. I

remember the pure bliss and ecstasy I felt letting anyone who would listen know about every part of me that wasn’t black. I also

remember crying at night, feeling sick with the parts of me that were black, wondering why I didn’t have green eyes or “nice” hair.

I tried not to remember 9th grade, when someone told me that I was “so black” for something I’d said afterschool. It was just a

comment, right?

10th/11th grade rolled around and I decided to wear my natural hair for the first time in almost a decade. I remember being proud of

myself for going a week, then two weeks, then three weeks natural. But, I remember not really feeling beautiful unless I straightened

my hair.

I remember telling my internet friends “It’s okay if you call me the n-word as a joke. I don’t really care!”

I remember caring.

I remember being mad at myself for accepting that and allowing people to use such a hateful word to refer to me. Why did I feel this

need to be accepted by any white person I came across?

I remember not wanting to demean myself anymore.

“…If you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will

spend its whole life believing that it is stupid.”

-Albert Einstein
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Then there was 12th grade. I remember dating a boy whose grandmother hated black people, but cried tears of joy when she saw a

picture of me and determined that I was “one of the pretty ones”.

I remember my heart sinking into my stomach after realizing she only thought a black person was worth being respected because

of the way she looked.

I remember my heart sinking further down when I realized I once thought this way about myself too.

I remember my best friend and I being taunted by a group of schoolboys dying of laughter because the “black girls were eating

fried chicken” for lunch.

I remember being pissed.

I remember hearing them call each other “niggers” as an insult. And I remember telling them to shut up and threatening to shove

my fist down their throats if they didn’t.

I got better. I felt better. I was standing up for myself, and I know it wasn’t much, but I felt like I was standing up for my people. MY

people. For so long I’d felt so much resentment towards myself because I wasn’t white and tried so hard to distance myself from

the very people, my people, who have not only been my biggest supporters, but the biggest promoters of black pride as well.

I’m terribly embarrassed by the amount of self-hate that ate away at my soul for such a large portion of my life. But that self-hate is

a mistake that I won’t ever make again. Although I wish I’d always grown up loving my skin, I’m happy to know that I survived the

beast that is self loathing. And I know that if I can survive that, I can survive anything life throws my way. I fucking love being black

and no picture of some blue eyed, straight haired, girl or some idiot’s slurs or some private school girl’s comments will ever take

that away from me.

As for my time in college, I will forever remember being a minority at school. I’ll remember the people who referred to me as “pretty

for a black girl”, not “classically beautiful”, and who assumed I was “loose” as a result of the color of my skin. And I will remember so

many of the white boys I know who would love to bend a “chocolate” girl over a table, but would never dream of taking her home

to their parents because she wouldn’t fit into their image of the perfect American family.

But, most importantly, I’m going to remember how far I’ve come from that girl who idolized whiteness. I’m going to remember how

good it feels not taking anyone’s racist/quasi post-racial bullshit. I’m going to remember how great it feels to have brown skin and

never get sunburnt. I’m going to remember looking in the mirror everyday and smiling with my full lips. I’m going to remember

these crazy, wild, big ass curls on top of my head and how god damn fresh they are. And I will most definitely remember how

fucking proud I am, and always will be, to be an unapologetic black woman.

FOR MORE STORIES CHECK OUT
SKINTONESTORIES.WORDPRESS.COM
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"I was the only student of color in my first-year seminar class. One time, our class
had to read a text about slavery. It was obvious that my professor was trying really
hard to avoid the 'N-word', replacing it with 'black people'. The atmosphere in the

classroom became really awkward for me. I had never been in a situation like
that before. I knew that something was obviously wrong, but I didn’t know how to
react. This made the rest of my experience in that class more awkward. I began to
question people's intentions - including my professor's - whenever we spoke about

race. In my following experiences, however, I gained an awareness
of conversations surrounding race; both inside and outside of the classroom. It was a
good experience in the sense that it not only made me think more deeply about race,

but enticed me to become a more open participant of the conversation."

Bard Expression

PHOTOGRAPHED BY SABRINA SULTANA 26



“To the students of color at Mizzou, Yale University,
Ithaca College, and all other institutions of higher

education, we, the students of color at Cornell
University, stand with you in solidarity. To those who
would threaten their sense of safety, we are watching.
#ConcernedStudent1950 #InSolidarityWithMizzou"

Originally issued by the Black Ivy Coalition through
Facebook on Wednesday, November 11th, variations of

their statement (the above being one of them) have
been shared widely across Facebook and Twitter in

light of recent events that have finally surfaced to the
level of boldly unapologetic dissent at which one can

no longer turn a blind eye to.

Within higher education, institutional, structural,
internalized and individual forms of oppression have
been dancing together, tightly intertwined and now

deeply tangled in its web. We’re tired of being
cemented within this structure, and we demand

emancipation from it.

(Re)tension at Cornell:

Solidarity From, and for, Students of Color

We are dissatisfied. We refuse to settle for “good
enough” — I refuse to celebrate an institution that
scoffs at me when I explain that my “existence is

resistance” as a latina woman because it is inevitably
political; you made it this way. You see, under your
gaze you deem our demand for respect as militant,
labeling our struggle to be heard — hell, to muster
the courage to get the words to pass out of our lips

— as repressive of the freedom of speech of students
who, I can assure you, have existences and voices

that will remain perpetually privileged, prioritized,
and preferable within our society.

Focus on elevating the voices of students who have
been historically silenced, because as much as you’d
love to believe that we are post-racial, the debris left

over from an era of white supremacy still very
much remains; in fact, it’s an understatement, to

claim that its form is now residual.
The microaggressions, cultural appropriations,

refusal to divest from oppressive institutions like 

Photograph by Grace Marcelo-Ramírez, student at Cornell University. The picture shows Cornell University students of color in solidarity with students of color at Ithaca College.
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 private prisons, the classist nature of tuition hikes, the
blatant disregard and lack of consideration for

undocumented students within the financial aid
process through the conflation between them and

international students, the profound lack of urgency in
addressing our concerns, the death threats against Black
students at Mizzou, people of color (PoC’s) fearing for
their safety, the policing of campus protests without
any regard to those who directly terrorize us — this

entity has evolved.

 Who is this audience that we must depend on for our
existences to be validated, and why aren’t we enough as

an audience by ourselves? This is why it matters that
Yale’s President didn’t address the concerns of PoC

students, until he had no other choice. This is why it
matters that Ithaca College students refuse to tolerate

President Tom Rochon any longer. This is why it
matters that Mizzou’s now former President Tim Wolfe

didn’t give a damn, until we all watched or why a
professor couldn’t prioritize the safety of his students

(who I’m sure if they were non-PoC, would have had no
problem catering for) over administering an exam. As

students, we begin to internalize this institutionally
implanted guilt that because we’re presumed ungrateful

for our indignancy, maybe we actually don’t belong:
the administration at Yale, Mizzou, and Ithaca College

doesn’t listen, the lives of Black students at Mizzou
were violently and anonymously threatened, some

students at Cornell find classist humor in the possible
withdrawal of students who are unable to pay for their

tuition while we are then told not to repress the
freedom of speech of the student body as if our own
speech hasn’t already been systematically repressed.

When you have students transitioning from
racially/ethnically/income homogenous backgrounds,
into spaces where their newly minoritized identities

and its several implications within our closeted-
racist/xenophobic society become salient for the first

time, they deal with a host of complications. We
internalize that we are the Other, and that as many

times as we are deemed to be alien according to
arbitrary land partitions, we are still alienated. We are

#AdmittedNotAccepted — a hashtag recently started by
peers at Princeton University fighting against racist-

themed parties portraying students of color as
caricatures to be worn for a night — in our colleges. 

"If students of color insistently demand
that they are being neglected and trivialized,

and there is “no one” there to hear it, do they still have a
voice?" 

These are not isolated incidents; by default, we are in
solidarity with one another because our struggle is all

too familiar, and sadly universal. It should not take the
trauma of overt racism — yes, call it for what it is — for

the indignancy of Black students to be legitimized
through Mizzou. You do not question a person’s pain
when they are the ones who’ve sustained the fall —

over and over and over again. You do not question a
generational suffering, when you’ve actively and

passively participated in the institutional and structural
entities that have sustained them. You do not question

nor police our tone when observing us in silence. Again,
I repeat, being admitted does not mean that we are
accepted. Racism runs deep in our own backyard,

because it was, and continues to be, profitable. Have
you tried pulling out a plant by its roots? It doesn’t let

go.

Student organizations within, and independent from,
Cornell have been extremely active in their pursuits for

change, at times to the point of mental and physical
exhaustion; at the end, however, it is all worth it. For
student leaders — e-board members, writers of color

and other marginalized backgrounds co-authoring the
future (Re)tension at Cornell series, protesters,

researchers, RA’s and SA’s, social entrepreneurs,
graduate students, TA’s, etc. — we’ve fostered our own
homes within Cornell. Through these small, yet deeply

interconnected communities, we’ve learned to
decolonize our identities, establish allyship (and

distinguish it from neoliberalism) within realms where
we are privileged, dialogue when it is appropriate and

not dialogue when communication isn’t enough, and to
act urgently; we’ve learned to love ourselves and

embrace self-care if our justice is to be intersectional.
We’ve learned to concentrate our efforts through inter-

campus initiatives, such as our solidarity with POC at
IC — People of Color at Ithaca College (refer to our
letter in solidarity) — IvyQ Conference, Latinx Ivy

League Conference, 1vyG for first-generation students
— we will continue to expand outside of the Ivy bubble.
Leadership has taken on different shapes and forms, all

equally as necessary.

There is no one “more palatable” form of activism
whether it be dialogue, or direct resistance and

interjections in the middle of events, in order for us to
normalize our bodies within spaces that appear to not

be our own. We must be present, our “existence is
resistance”, and we must document our own narratives.

We must stand in solidarity with one another; if we
don’t, who else will?
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You gloried in the consumption
Of my Black cookie crumble/

That Milkshake
You beckoned to tame/

From that 50 Cent music video.
While you watched with self-indulgent eyes/

Your mind quickly sifted out the gold from my chains
And sucked off my bubble gum lip gloss.
Your mother arrived through the foyer/

You turned the channel
To Gilmore Girls,

As(s) the memory of those
Candy girls shook their “Black Cards”

Back into the void of MTV.

- Aurielle Akerele

Forbidden Fruit
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Artist Spotlight

An Interview with
Jalib Johnson

"When you see an artist, they stand out, and you
probably want to meet them.  And when you

have that same dream; that same drive, there’s
no way that more people with that ideology can

slow you down or stunt your artistic growth."
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T h e  u p - a n d - c o m i n g  a c t o r ,  m u s i c i a n  a n d
p h o t o g r a p h e r  t o o k  s o m e  t i m e  o u t  o f  h i s

m u l t i f a c e t e d  s c h e d u l e  t o  t a l k  t o  O b l i v i o n  a b o u t
t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  l o y a l  n e t w o r k i n g ,  t h e  d i s t i n c t

c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  a c a d e m i a  a n d  a r t ,  a n d  h i s
p e r s o n a l  j o u r n e y  a s  a n  a r t i s t .

BB: Hey, Jalib.  So, basically, the ‘Artist
Spotlight’ is something we’re doing at
Oblivion to promote rising artists of color.  We
reached out to you because we see you doing
a whole bunch of different things.  You did
‘Shakespeare in the Park’, you rap—and you
do videography too?

JJ: Yeah, I do videography, photography
—Can I, can I like just go into my spiel?
[laughs]

BB: Yeah, go ahead! Tell me what you’re
about!

JJ: Okay, so, I think around the idea of me
being an artist—that all kind of started when I
moved to Harlem for the first time.  I moved
from upstate New York, so I was used to
being around a lot of white kids in a rural area.
 When I moved here, it was kind of hard for
me to fit in because of the way I spoke and the
way I dressed and just the culture that I
inherited while being upstate.  So, in order to
fit in, I had to participate in the culture
somehow.  A friend of mine was a rapper
when I was nine years old, coming into the
fifth grade.  So that’s when I started rapping
myself.  Initially, I had wanted to become a
comedian, but this is something I took upon
myself.  So I started rapping; but it wasn’t until
I was in high school that I start to branch out
into other areas of The Arts.  I went to a
performing arts high school, and they had a
criteria of which you could choose from.  I
always wanted to sing, so I went inside of the
vocal room—and that’s where I began my
singing.  I started training my voice and after
that, I wanted to start playing guitar to pick up
girls [laughs].  Then I started acting for an
acting company and continued my rapping as
well.  So, I began meshing all those things
together in high school.  After I got out of high
school, my time was literally for me to do
what I please.  I began going to Hunter
College on a scholarship—initially I didn’t
want to go to school—but that’s when I really
began honing in on my craft and started trying
to find common ground among all those
artistic outlets.  And people noticed, because
I’m very media-saavy.

BB: Can you elaborate?

JJ: Well, I think there are two kinds of artists.
 There’s the artist who’s really good, but
nobody knows that he’s really good.  And then
there’s the artist who’s alright, but he has very
good promoting skills and people begin to
know of him.  And that just amplifies his
artistic ability.  That’s not to say that I think
I’m sub-par, but I definitely do think I have
the marketing aspect of my art down, which
enables me to put myself out to a wide array of
people.  And from that; you know, Facebook,
Tumblr, Instagram—even meeting people in
person—it kind of just opens doors for me.
 The reason why I got the Shakespeare in the
Park gig is because I was acting in high
school, and I knew a lady from this acting
company I was a part of called the
‘Shakespeare Remix’ and she was like “Yo,
they’re auditioning people for ‘Shakespeare’.”
 So I went, and I did it, and I happened to get a
lead role.  Stuff like that just happens to fall
into my lap; I consider myself very blessed in
that way.  I’m very lucky, because I don’t plan
a lot of this shit out—it just kind of happens.
 BUT, I do think preparation is a key.  Because
otherwise, when this stuff happens, and you’re
not ready for  it, there’s no way you can really
participate.

BB: So, you’re in school right now—you’re at
Hunter.  What are you majoring in?

JJ: So, I am in school right now—literally,
I’m in school right now [laughs].  But I’m
taking the semester off.  I’m nineteen years
old, but I’m a junior at Hunter.  So, I think the
pressure of everything; being in school, being
a black man, being an artist who doesn’t think
based on the status quo, it’s super-hard for me
to compromise with these sort of institutions.
 I was doing it for a while, and it got to a point
where I was like “I can’t deal, fuck this shit.”
 So I decided I needed to take the semester off.
 And now that I’m coming back, I think I’m
going to major in physics.  I’m really
interested in the area of quantum physics; the
theoretical aspect of it.

BB: I know you through Shelly, so he was
showing me this video of you guys at
Huffington Post a few years back.  Can you
talk back to the nature of that gig?

JJ:  Yeah, being in that spotlight is where I
think, in a sense, a lot of my fans have come
from; and where I was able to get all those
opportunities within that year.  I was a senior
in high school, I was sixteen, and I wasn’t
planning on going to college at that time.  It’s
a crazy story.  But a guy from Columbia
University—his name is Chris Emdin—he
started a program out of his tenure inside of
Columbia University called ‘Science Genius’.
 And what this program does is it goes into the
inner-city schools and it tries to get kids
excited about science through hip-hop.  What
he’s trying to do is blur the lines between hip-
hop and academia to show that they’re not
necessarily that different, in that they can
coexist within these spaces; and black kids
don’t need to necessarily leave their identities
out the door when they’re going into these
academic spaces.  So, there was a city-wide
competition and my school happened to be one
participating.  I wrote a rhyme about working
kinetic energy—a physics concept I was
learning about at the time—and I went to the
competition, and I won it.  And I after my win,
I was expecting, “well, this is it”.  But literally
right after I won, balloons came down and
people started grabbing me by the arm and
were trying to interview me.  After that I got
emails from these crazy, notable organizations
like ABC, Huffington Post, MTV, VH1; like,
ridiculous institutions that wanted me to
perform.  And they would actually go to Chris
himself and ask—because he is an amazing
dude—and he would just have me come along,
and get this exposure.  So I would meet these
people—and Chris brought me along to that
Huffington Post thing, and I asked if I could
bring my homies Sheldon and Jonathan—and
yeah, we killed it.  That’s how that kind of
came about.

BB: You mentioned how it’s important to
network as an artist and retain a devoted fan
base, and you seem to be doing that by
actually including a lot of your artist friends in
your projects and gigs.  Can you speak a bit
more into the imperativeness of loyalty within 
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the art game?

JJ: Being an artist is not a one-man sport.  It’s definitely a
group activity.  I feel like when it comes to me and my artistic
friends, we know a lot of the same people.  When you see an
artist, they stand out, and you probably want to meet them.  And
when you have that same dream; that same drive, there’s no
way that more people with that ideology can slow you down or
stunt your artistic growth.  So it’s better to have more people
around you who inspire you; who are like minded.  Because
then you never have to question yourself as an artist about what
it is that you’re doing, or feeling.  And also, so you guys can
promote each other.  That’s a big thing.  You’ll see artists today

who are super
caught on being
by themselves,
but at the end of
the day, that only
hurts them.  Art,
itself, is supposed
to be done with
multiple people.
 You only know if
you’re getting
better if others are
confirming your
art.  It’s good to
have that positive
energy around.
 So, I think it’s
definitely an asset
to have that wide

network of friends and artists who support you and
your dreams.  Because nobody else is going to do it. 

BB: Obviously you’re multifaceted.  Do you have a
main objective right now?  That is to ask, are you
focusing on one form of art more than the others at
this moment?  Or are you seeing—as you mentioned
before—what “falls into” your lap?

JJ: Life is so fucking crazy right now. I’m nineteen.
 And I only keep saying that because for a nineteen-
year-old, I’m doing a lot of things that people in my
age bracket aren’t doing.  And I say that to point out
that I’m not perfect at all; I’m not necessarily
coordinating anything.  This is going to sound 

cliché, but it depends on how I’m feeling at the finish writing
this ten page paper, but I ended up hanging out with my artist
friends.  And, I just played.  But see, I play the guitar every day,
so that’s just not an option anymore for me.  When you start
doing that, it becomes repetitious.  As far as art, I think about it
every day.  On a certain day, if I’m feeling really introspective,
then I’m going to write a song; that’s the day I’ll write a rhyme,
or a melody.  But  if the vibe is off, I’ll try to express that on my
guitar; and I like to play The Blues the most—it’s the most
expressive.  But what I am working on is—I’m actually
producing one of my first shows next month, which is going to
happen on May 11th at a dope studio in Brooklyn called ‘The
Brewery’. So, that’s where my head is at right now.  I’ve been

working all this
past semester
—since I’m off
from school
—with my
producers in
Brooklyn, and
we’ve been
making a lot of
music that will be
released as a part
of a project this
summer.   So, to
get some
feedback on the
music, we’re
going to produce
this show. It’s
going to  be a live

how; I’m going to be singing, playing guitar, rapping, and
I’mgoing to have some of my artist friends singing backup,
playing instruments and stuff like that. So, a lot of my actions
are around that timeline, but honestly, some days, I don’t feel
like doing anything.

BB: I get it.  Once you create a schedule for yourself, and
mandate that the creativity just happen, it’s not as organic; the
flow doesn’t happen.  You have to kind of be inspired in the
moment, and work with that.

JJ: Definitely.  And honestly, that’s where the BEST shit
comes from.  When you’re not expecting it.  Like, “If I don’t
write something in the next five minutes, I’m going to die.”
 Those are the moments I live for.
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GROWING UP BY GOING BACK
A Continuation of “Identified as Un-Asian”

Tiffany Leung

Tiffany Leung

              hated Dim Sum growing up. I wanted peanut butter
and jelly sandwiches and Ziploc baggies filled with
random processed snacks. I hated the taste of Chinese
herbal medicine. I wanted my ailments to be fixed with
some magical western pill from the nearest CVS pharmacy.
I hated using chopsticks and eating “family-style”. I wanted
to use a fork and knife and I wanted a whole plate of steak
and potatoes to myself.

But just this semester, I made the conscious decision to
give the Chinese culture I formerly shamed, another
chance.

When I was a child, my parents had to physically drag my
stubborn butt to the table to eat the Asian food they’d
prepared for dinner. It’s not whether or not I found Asian
cuisine to be delicious to me; I just didn’t connect with it.
 By this, I mean that I had never really encompassed a
convincing “Asian aesthetic”. I would think to myself: “If I
don’t look entirely Asian on the outside, why should I be
subjected to have any Asian on the inside?” – quite literally.

Recently, I’ve begun adventuring to family style
restaurants- and I’m loving every moment of it. I remember
the particular instance where my shift in perception was
recognized by my parents.

The spinning glass at the center of the table was covered
 with dishes such as Hainan Chicken, Pecking Duck, and
Preserved Duck Egg Porridge. But beyond the flavorful
dishes, it was communal and a great conversation starter
with my family. “Why the change in heart?” they asked.  I
explained most of my hesitation growing up came from the
fear of having to converse with them in broken
Cantonese, which was rather humiliating considering I was
raised in a predominantly Chinese community. However, I
now regret avoiding this style of dining; it meant missing
out on so many potentially meaningful conversations with
them. Typically, my family eats dinner while the TV
distracts us from having meaningful conversations, but I  

I

wanted to make an effort to communicate with my parents
about news, life updates, and their past experiences in
China. The food we shared together with no technological
distractions provided us with an opportunity to be an
interactive family, and I feel such a deep shame for having
voluntarily missed out that in the past.

Another integral part of Chinese culture is to seek out
Eastern traditional medicine. When I was younger, my
parents strongly preferred that I take Eastern medicine
before seeking Western medical attention. What drove me
away from this Eastern medicine was that it was nearly
always bitter; a stark difference from fruit punch flavored
cough syrup. My mother’s hours of preparing the bitter
herbs were usually wasted down the drain.

However, wanting to understand more about my parents’
insistence on this form of remedy, I decided to look into
research about how it can be beneficial to one’s health. It is
believed that the human body functions by a cycle of earth,
water, wood, metal, and fire. There is a delicate balance of
these five elements, and certain herbs are infused to treat
the respective imbalances in our bodies. If there are
inflamed symptoms, the body is seen as ‘heated,’ and if
there is a lack of essence in certain parts of the body, the
body is seen as ‘cooled’. Without going too in-depth about
my particular health diagnosis, my doctor explained that I
have more ‘heated’ symptoms than those that are ‘cooled’.
With the consent of my doctor, I have been taking herbal
medication in lieu of my typical prescription. Not only do I
feel better overall, but I also noticed that the herbs did a
substantial job in remedying multiple symptoms in a more
wholesome manner rather than targeting merely one.*
Now, I can finally understand why Chinese traditional
medicine has survived for nearly 3,000 years, and why it is
still heavily sought after when in times of malady.

Growing up in the notoriously Asian 626 area of Southern
California, I felt the effect of its bubble-like community. It
was claustrophobic, and because I never truly identified as
“Asian”, I wanted to diverge. I shamed Asian mannerisms
and activities because I never felt like I truly belonged. This
state of mind for so long pushed me away from the
fundamentals of my Asian culture. But as a young woman
who has had the opportunity to travel and attend a college
with such a diverse pool of individuals, I’ve learned that
difference can be a beautiful thing. I want to appreciate my
ethnicity on a more comprehensive level; something I
refused to do for most of my life.

Taking a step back from the bubble I grew up in and
returning to my roots was a profound experience for me,
and only inspires me to want to further undo the
disconnection I have with my Chinese heritage.

*This is from a purely subjective standpoint. Medications
(Eastern or Western) should be seriously considered with a
primary care doctor before any measures of replacing or
integrating alternative forms of medication.
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"i don't see color.

M

This design, originally proposed by Coriana Johnson, depicts colorblindness as a form of
whitewashing. In rejecting race-conscious classifications, the default color becomes white.

             any of us, as young adolescents, have been
given tremendous context as to what is considered
beautiful and worthy in terms of skin color. Some of us
have even been referred to skin lightening creams to
resemble a lighter image of ourselves. We have been
taught that “color” matters, with acceptance and beauty
weighted in favor of lightness. There is no truer
portrait of the self-hatred permeating among people
of color than the one extolled by such an ideology.
And even when we are described as beautiful, we
remain perplexed and sadly reject this view because of
the seduction of colorism. It shows that, although we
acknowledge that our skin tones do not reflect the
strengths and authenticity we hold deep inside, this
kind of evil runs deeper than the melanin that
resonates with the pain of living in a bubble of white
privilege; one that proves deadly to our identities.

We have people who prefer to “wash away” their color,
if they can. We have people who are simply ashamed
because they are a darker shade than their friend of
the same race/ethnicity. To say the least, our image of
color has sadly become perverted and racialized.
External beauty now requires more validation than
ever, and that is the reason for why skin tone 

inequality operates so successfully. However, this
devaluation of the deeper business of feeling beautiful
and worthy has come to surface in public dialogue
about the new form of racism: colorblindness. 

What exactly is colorblindness?

Colorblindness professes a new wave of thinking to
end discrimination by treating everyone as equally as
possible; disregarding race, culture, and ethnicity. Such
notion entails a lack of acknowledgment of the very
real ways in which racism has persisted and continues
to do so, both systematically and on an individual
level.

Nestled in a intellectualized, white-washed bubble,
race is underestimated for its underlying destructive
connotations that ultimately robs people of their
freedom to embrace their identities as a whole. There
is no precedent for such a trajectory that encourages
people to adopt a dangerous approach that attests to
the fact that “we’re all just people”. This new wave of
thinking avoids conversations on race. It’s a total no-
no. It invalidates the racial issues that marred us as a
society. Colorblindness naively suggests that the 
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depths of racism experienced in our past are of a
bygone society although they very much affect
individuals till this day. Yet, many are “blind” to the
ways society caters to colorism and racial disparities.

But isn’t colorblindness a way to see people for who
they are despite their race? 

No. We live in a society that superficially obscures
colorism with colorblindness in a counterproductive
way in which color becomes the problem. It falsely
equates color with something uncomfortable and
negative. Denying people their identities only harkens
back to how internally segregated they already felt in
the past when they were reminded of how dark and
different they were. Not only that; colorblindness is a
toxic force vulnerable to ignoring the determining
factor - race - in linguistic racism, health disparities in
racial minority communities, and microaggressions
alike. How do you plan to eradicate these issues
without talking about the pertinence of racial
categories? If race truly does not matter, such
disparities embedded in health, language, and
behavior, simply would not exist. 

So how DO we promise equality for all then?

First and foremost, we need to stop pretending race is
off the table. It’s not. Race is inherently tied to culture, 

language, and tradition. It is a central part of people's’
identities that is very real and entangled with
judgement, success, and quality of life. Instead, we
need to utilize the oppression, subjection to violence
and internalization, and turn these things into
conversation pieces to allow us to work through our
opposing views. We need to stop resisting the
resistance on how our melanin is racialized and,
inevitably, white-washed through colorism and racism.
Stories need to be heard and given their deserved
attention if we want true progress. Who benefits from
ignoring such conversations? Not the ones who already
feel subordinated by their skin color. If we can’t have a
healthy and honest dialogue, how can we ever move
towards ending racial oppression?

Doing a person of color a favor by treating them like a
white person (or, in other words, like a human being)
does not do justice to the equality movement. Having
savaged that straw man; those who adhere to this form
of colorblindness contribute to the perpetuation of
oppression. If we want a shift of perspective - a shift of
morals - it is crucial that we become conscious of the
privileges and prejudices that come as a result of our
colors. THIS is how we prompt action towards letting
go of racist fears that still bind us to the prejudices
we’ve internalized.

To see reality more fully, we need to be color-
conscious, not color-blind.

Sabrina Sultana



THE COLLARD GREENS WERE DELICIOUS, BUT I HAD
NEVER TASTED THEM AT THEIR BEST

B IANKA  BELL

So, wondering about what historical landmark I could

potentially close-study for my research, I went to my father—

who in his youth, frequented the streets of Harlem and the

attractions it had to offer— for some insight.  He immediately

indorsed Sylvia’s, a historic local restaurant-turned-tourist-

attraction.

Sylvia’s, located on Malcolm X Boulevard and known

notoriously as the staple “soul food” restaurant in the area for

tourists and passer-bys, has seen a drastic transformation in the

recent decades.  Since the 1990s, the establishment has not

only expanded its dining area, but also its customer base.  This

demographic expansion, however, does not come without an

inherent exclusionary factor.

Walking into the restaurant myself, I was earnestly taken back

by the environment of which its interior boasted.  The

restaurant’s peripheral— i.e., the street on which Sylvia’s is 

located— fits a normalized and, if you will, stereotypical

illustration of the Harlem that most non-residents may think

of. It was overwhelmingly Black, with a much “localized”

dynamic.  Taking one step between the brick-binded walls of

the establishment, my initial line of vision revealed a fairly

diverse crowd of customers; both racially and spatially.  As

many socialized comfortably at the bar which was mounted

parallel to the entrance doorway, there was undoubtedly a

presence of newcomers within that mix; strangers to the area

who had heard of this particular place as an exemplification of

the forthcoming commercialization of Harlem.   As I turned to

my left and followed the hostess, I saw an entirely new enclave

of the place, which uncovered a fresh array of individuals.

Taking a fair glimpse around and accounting for the fullness of

the establishment, I felt whiteness.  An abundance of it;

constituting around sixty-to-seventy percent of the general

populace, if I’m being conservative with my estimation.  With a

heightened sense of the racial atmosphere, I picked up on

conversations I otherwise would have never taken upon myself

to pay attention to.  Some were being exchanged in what were

unmistakably European dialects.  I was shocked.

This said, predating my trip to Harlem, I had looked into

researching the local food culture of the area; places where one

could find Harlem residents dining.  Resultantly, I had come

across an article entitled: “Where do the locals go for Soul Food

in Harlem?”  The piece didn’t fail to incorporate the infamous

Sylvia’s.  Thus, the first paragraph of an entire subsection

dedicated to the restaurant began as follows:“Tourists from  

I have always been concerned with and interested in the

frequency and magnitude of racial oppression in the United

States, and how such oppression links to various branching

forms of inequity.  Consequentially, my senior thesis strives

to be a comprehensive study of the social and socio-

economic aspects of Harlem.  In a concise explanation, it is a

comparative analysis of how White America to this day

controls the ethnic socio-economic landscape of Harlem,

taking into account and linking the African American

diaspora of Harlem between the late nineteenth century and

early twentieth century and its recent phenomenon of

gentrification.

Image by Bianka Bell
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all over the country come to Sylvia’s—buses line up outside the

restaurant—but it’s retained a strong local fan base.”

I ordered the fried chicken with mac ‘n cheese and collard

greens.  The entire meal was delicious.  But as I gandered

around the space, a question throbbed intensely in the back of

my mind; where have these locals disappeared to?

Wanting to investigate this question with some primary-source

material to work with, I caught the attention of a middle-aged

Black woman in work attire and asked if there was anyone

currently working whom has extensive knowledge of the

restaurant’s social history.  In an exhausted tone, she promised

that she’d try to find someone who could help me.  But as the

wait staff flew around me in a constant state of hurry, I knew I’d

have to find my answer elsewhere.

I left the restaurant confused by the conflicting sentiments of it

I let fester in my mind, and wondered where else I could go to

understand its transformation.  Hesitant to do so, I’d convinced

myself that the street was where I’d need to go for the most

valuable information.  Amidst the hustle and bustle of rush

hour, I was—by the grace of some sort of overseeing power

—able to stop and speak with two Harlem locals on Malcolm X

Boulevard about the restaurant’s changing demographic; and

additionally, about Harlem in its entirety.

The first was an older Black male, who leaned coolly on a

mailbox as he spoke charismatically with another older man of

color.

“Excuse me”, I piped, “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I was

wondering if I could speak with you shortly about something

important.”

Recognizing the awkwardness of my request the second those

words escaped my mouth, my brain began preparing for

rejection.  Ready to scurry away in embarrassment, my heels

were on their way toward making an inherent turn in the

opposite direction as the man studied me in clear skepticism.

“Yes, young lady, what can I help you with?”

“I- I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions about Harlem

— if you happen to be a local, that is.  See, I’m doing my senior

thesis on the shifting racial dynamic of Harlem, and I want to

understand its impact from more than just a classroom

perspective.”

Those words were my golden ticket to a plethora of

information.  Thirty minutes.  That is how long it took for the

man to tell me everything I needed to know about Harlem—

literally everything I had studied up to that point; from the fact 

that the gentrification had begun over thirty years ago, to

Columbia’s recent seizure of property in West Harlem via

eminent domain.  At the end of our exchange, I asked for his

name.

“Robert McCullough.”

I thanked him.  We parted ways.  I still think of him.  But I’ll

probably never see him again.  Robert McCullough.  The man

who told me the entire history of Harlem, from nineteen

hundred to this very day; in greater personal detail than any

professor I’ve ever had, lecturer I’ve ever listened to, or book I’ve

ever read.  One thing he said in particular resonated with me,

because it was something I had never even really considered.

 And the fact that he was so adamant about it made me want

to comprehend the relative meaning behind his request:

“The word ‘affordable’ is highly overused.  Go back to your

smart school.  Ask your friends if they know what ‘affordable

housing’ is.  Then have them answer this question: ‘Affordable

for whom?’”

I haven’t yet asked my friends about their knowledge of

affordable housing.  But after thinking about Robert’s question,

I understand why it is so pressing.  Robert’s voice—and those of

many others like him—are obscured by the sentiments of

gentrification; the sentiment that aesthetic value supersedes

human worth, the sentiment that one culture can overtake

another that has cultivated for generations just because it

flaunts more wealth, the sentiment that longtime Harlem

residents have no sovereignty over their own homes.  And with

the perceivable “improvement” of the area’s aesthetic, it

enables a trying question: “Who can afford these

improvements?”

The next resident I talked to was another Black man, who I

imagined to be in his late twenties.  Skeptical as well, but

ultimately willing to listen and help me out, he explained to me

how Sylvia’s had undergone a great transformation in the past

twenty or so years, from the time he was a young child.

“They aren’t as good as they used to be.  They’ve become too

commercialized.  All the locals know it.  In fact, you see that

restaurant over there?  Jacob’s? [He pointed to another

restaurant close by on Malcolm X Blvd]  That’s where everyone

goes now.”

This gesture made me think back to my meal at Sylvia’s.  The

collard greens I had there had been the best ones I’ve tasted in

my entire life; I had even told my father so.  But had someone

from thirty years in the past been dining with me at that time,

they probably would have insisted that I’d never had Sylvia’s

collard greens at their best.  In a way, my initial question had 
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been answered: “Where did the Harlem locals go?”  They left,

because just as many other renowned landmarks of Harlem,

Sylvia’s began to cater to the fetishizing white community.

The young man and I talked a bit more about Harlem and how

it’s changed racially, and just like Robert, the he had an

inexplicable knowledge of Harlem’s early Black history and a

just as strong awareness of the present.  I didn’t catch his

name, because he had an important phone call to take.

My time talking to these men was of great impression and

importance for my true understanding of Harlem.  In speaking

to one of my closest friends about this profound experience

and the resonance of my interaction with them, she brought

up a significant point.  The information they were able to

provide me with about the cultural roots of Harlem, their

anecdotal accounts of how gentrification is impacting them

and the people they love, and the sorrow they feel in response

to Harlem’s changing culture, displayed how naturally engaged

Harlem residents are with the area; how much pride they take

in being Harlemites.  A recent study has found that the number

of whites currently occupying Harlem is a whopping sixty-one

percent of the entire population; the bulk of them having

moved into the area after the 1990, when the gentrification

phenomenon was first coming into the light.  With that

knowledge, it is presumable to say that wealthier (white)

gentrifiers have little to no personal connection to the area and

would likely never be able to spout such insightful knowledge

about the neighborhood as the two men I had the honor of

speaking with.  After all, how many white families have lived in

Harlem for generations, as Robert’s family had?

While I’m glad to have had the opportunity to visit the place of

which I have been studying for over a semester, my internal

conscious fostered an intrinsic guilt as I conducted the above

“interviews”.  I couldn’t help but think, who was I, a young,

pestering mixed woman with a “white” voice and a privileged

background, to infringe upon a community of which I know is

already experiencing trivial social, economic and political

oppression?  I dined at Sylvia’s, just as every one of those

“tourists” I was so harshly angered by.  And while my travel

there may have been for the purpose of research, I couldn’t

help but insert my personal privilege into the context of every

social encounter I had in Harlem.  From the high-end Acura I

sat and explored the neighborhood in, to the general imposing

nature of my trip, I, a mixed woman of color who on a daily

basis experiences some form of racism, was still to some

degree encompassing what it is like to be a gentrifier in

Harlem.  And that acknowledgement incited an anger within

me, because I am still more apologetic about my imposition

than most white gentrifiers will ever be.

At the same time, I wonder where the future of Harlem lays 

without academics and intellectuals like myself.  Because

White America does everything in its power to suppress and

digress the progress of the Black race, I almost feel an

obligation to be the voice of communities of color.  The subdual

of Black voices stabs at my heart, because one shouldn’t need a

degree from a prestigious institution, or hold prominent

political stature in order to exploit the marginalization that has

been thrust upon them, and people like them, since birth.  And

I suppose taking all that into account, my ultimate question is:

“How can we incorporate all our voices into one collective,

powerful movement?”

I have no answer as of now.  Perhaps there is no answer to be

found.  Perhaps I’m asking the wrong question.  Perhaps I’m

living out not the solution, but a solution.  Maybe dialogue is

good.  Maybe people like myself should be educating ourselves

outside the comfort of a classroom, even if it does come at the

expense of unintentionally patronizing the people we so direly

want to help.  Because we understand that we are simply more

fortunate.  We are privileged.  And maybe someday, something

will come of that acknowledgement.  Maybe one day these

people won’t be physically harassed by law enforcement,

economically oppressed by institutional racism, socially

belittled by internalized racial sentiments, and condescended

by people who just happened to be born into more privilege.

I can’t imagine what it possibly feels like to have cultivated such

a resilient culture in response to oppression, only to have that

culture stripped from me by the very same oppressor.  That is

the experience of the African American people of Harlem.  You

ask: “How does White America manipulate the ethnic socio-

economic atmosphere of Harlem?”  Well, I say take a trip to

Sylvia’s and get a taste.
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"You won’t have to say
'Oh, I’m not good enough…'.
No. We will have created
the environment so that
that whatever it is you
want to do, you should be
able to do it. That’s where I
hope education will go in
the future." - Truth Hunter

HIGHER EDUCATION

An Interview with Truth Hunter
By Marley Alford

Truth Hunter is the assistant director of BEOP, Bard’s Educational Opportunity Programs.
Her experience and expertise lies in designing and hosting academic and personal skill
development workshops. She also serves as a holistic advisor to HEOP, BOP, and Posse
Scholars at Bard. As a Woman of Color and Math and Computer Science major, I was
interested to know more about her new project, Bringing Theory to Practice, a mentoring
program for minorities majoring in STEM. The group meets once a month to share
experiences, learn success strategies, and ultimately build a community of support.
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THEORY

Bringing

to

PRACTICE
Marley: Can you begin by sharing how you came up with the idea for Bringing Theory to Practice?

Truth: During my first year at Bard, I noticed that many of our first-year BEOP Scholars initially showed a strong interest in
studying computer science, biology, chemistry, and other sciences. One student wanted to go on the pre-med track, but had never
taken chemistry in her high school, because it wasn’t offered. College level chemistry was her first exposure to it and that was a

huge intellectual leap. Then, this year, we had a student who wanted to be a math major, and the highest level of math at his
school had been Advanced Algebra/Trig. So he took calculus his first semester, but it was really, really difficult for him. Most

students who do well in those 100-level introductory courses, have taken AP classes in high school. And I always explain to my
students: “That’s why other students look smart. It’s not because they were just born that way; they probably learned this prior to
class.” Early exposure is a key strategy to doing well at anything. But my students didn’t know that. They all started off the year

with lots energy and enthusiasm, but by the second semester, many of them felt that science was no longer for them. I was really
impacted by that, because I strongly believe that if there’s something you really want to do, you should be able do it! Even if you’re

experiencing some difficulties at first.

Then, toward the end of the last academic year, I heard about a $20,000 grant for helping different student populations create
wellness by building resiliency, character, and community. I realized that that is exactly what we need for underrepresented

students in STEM programs at Bard. I thought, what if we created a specific program for them to help develop non-cognitive skills?
These are skills that you learn outside of class which make you more effective in class, like resilience and perseverance. This also

includes “soft” skills like how you connect with people and work in groups. I believe that you can actually build non-cognitive
skills! That’s my hypothesis, and this whole project is an experiment. I also believe that the more students talk about the way they

learn, the more strategies they develop to help themselves learn better. There is some value in having time to self-reflect on
certain questions like: How am I a learner? What are my strengths? What are my weaknesses? Okay, now that I know my

weaknesses, what do I do? Do I connect with a professor, do I connect with a tutor? Do I write notes right after class? Do I start on
things early? How do I become more effective as a learner? We do these things naturally and organically without thinking about
it, but what if we made it more structured? Would that produce a more positive outcome? Providing a space for students to learn

how to master themselves can be very powerful.

M: You mentioned that your first-year students wanted to give up science after their first semester, and I feel like that’s 

something that pretty much every science major can
relate to. I was very close to dropping math at first,

because I was just like “This is so hard, I feel like I’m the
only person that has these questions, I feel like I’m visiting

the professor’s office hours every day and he hates me
now…” I mean, it was only thanks to my mom that I

stuck with it. Whenever I was struggling that first year,
she would say “Even if you hate it, just do one more

semester.” Every time I decide to stick with a subject that
challenges me, I’m amazed by how resilient I can be.

That push is the crucial part, though. It’s because I had
that prompting and that support from my mom that I
stuck with it. This is why your new program is such a

great idea. 

T: I think that  what you’re saying is excellent If you nurture something, it will grow. It’s the same thing for underrepresented
students in STEM: if you nurture them, they will grow. Not only that, but also, this program is about figuring out how to 

Photographed by Marley Alford
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destigmatize certain parts of the learning process. Similar to what you were saying: “I’m always in my professor’s office hours,
I’m always asking these questions.”… Well? What’s wrong with that??

 M: I mean you’re right. But in the moment, you think you’re stupid to be asking so many questions.

T: Right, exactly! But where did that come from? That’s the conversation that I want us to have in Bringing Theory to Practice.
Why would that even suggest that someone’s not learning or not good enough or whatever? Asking questions and always
being in office hours and going to tutoring… How can we redefine these things? A lot of students who have always been a

superstar all throughout high school start believing that they are not ‘good enough’ if they need to utilize these resources in
college. We assume that the learning process is that the teacher teaches it once, the student gets it, and that’s it. It’s not

necessarily linear, though! You know? That’s what I want students to pull from Bringing Theory to Practice. I want them to be
able to say: “I may not be a straight A student, but I’m passionate about what I do, and I feel supported.” I think that’s really

powerful.

M: It is powerful. But it’s hard to get to that point, you know? Because, imagine you’re the only student of color in your science
class. And if you’re a woman you’re even more of a minority in that class. You want to show that you fit in. By asking questions

though, you’re drawing attention to yourself as someone who’s confused; you’re making it seem like you don’t belong there.
That’s a scary thing to do.

T: It is scary. And I’ve been noticing that academics often turns into a performance. “I’m appearing smart. I’m sounding smart. I
do smart things.” What about those moments when you need to be authentic and say, “I need help” or, “I don’t understand”?

Because you’ve been building this performance of being smart, it becomes very difficult to switch roles. At some point, anyone
in their career is going to have a point when they’re going to need to ask for help.

M: And the more practice you have with asking for help, the easier it’s going to be when you need to do that. The question is:
how do you take the first step in developing that mentality? How does Bringing Theory to Practice teach students to

destigmatize the act of asking for help?

T: What the program is sort of morphing into is really a network of underrepresented students in STEM who get together and
share strategies and ideas and motivate each other. That’s all it is. And it’s a really simple format. We eat food, we get together,
and we usually read and discuss a case study. One was a case study around how Xavier University, an historically black college

in New Orleans, produces the most black doctors. How do they do it? The secret is that they pour so much support into the
students who have very weak academic backgrounds, and they pair them up with students who have strong academic

backgrounds. They create this culture where it’s not about competition, but about support and collaboration! And then they
send off all these black doctors to medical schools at rates that other schools can’t even compare to! It comes down to

something very simple: changing the culture through support, collaboration, and destigmatizing certain things.

M: That’s amazing. I mean it’s such a simple policy, but since no one else is doing it, it seems ground-breaking!

T: Exactly!! So I like to share those things at the meetings when we come together, just to get people to start realizing that we
have to do education differently. You know? There’s this old-school mentality of “Look to the left of you, look to the right of you:

those people will not be graduating with you.” That’s antiquated. If we keep competing and being so cut-throat, we won’t be
able to sustain this planet. That’s what it comes down to.

M: And we need more doctors!

T: We need more doctors, we need more researchers; we need these people. So we have to nurture them. We must create a
community around sciences, be more collaborative, meet people where they’re at, and provide resources. My dream is that it
shouldn’t matter where you come from academically. That, whether or not you went to the worst schools, you’re able to get to
college. And when you get there, there will be so many incredible resources and so many people rooting for you that you just
find the major that your greatest heart desires. You won’t have to say “Oh, I’m not good enough…”. No. We will have created

the environment so that that whatever it is you want to do, you should be able to do it. That’s where I hope education will go in
the future.

Anyone who identifies as a minority in science is encouraged to join the community of collaborators that is Bringing Theory to
Practice. Contact Truth Hunter at nhunter@bard.edu to learn more.



We Are the New Millennials
Sabrina Sultana delivered a keynote speech at Bard's first Asian Gala 

that took place on  April 1st, 2016 in response to the question:
"What Does it Mean to Be Asian in America?"

"I want to start off by acknowledging the people in this room tonight. There’s so much diversity here: From Indians, to Pakistanis, to
Chinese, to Koreans, to many more. The beautiful thing about this is that, despite our differences in where we come from, we are here
today to embrace one common trait: Being Asian. Most importantly, we are here today to look past our separate identities and unite

together as humans. This gala isn’t just another event on campus, but rather one that acts as an extension of all the events we’ve had that
unite everyone together and build awareness. Despite the crying we do in our rooms, staring at numbers, and feeling like shit over exams,
papers, and for many of you... wait for it... Senior Projects, we are still putting the effort to put something like this, together. That’s honestly

pretty remarkable. So again, thank you all for doing this and coming out tonight.

 The greatest pain in life is to feel invisible. To be invisible. To feel like no matter how many times you speak up for yourself, no one is
hearing you. What I’ve learned is that we all just want to be heard. We all want to be part of something. To join, to create something...

together.

 Pangea. Have you guys heard of that term before? Once upon a time, about 300 million years ago, we were all one. I mean, we were all
literally one supercontinent; like a huge blob surrounded by one ocean. All the continents fit together perfectly, like a puzzle. Can you

believe that? It wasn’t until a century later when the supercontinent starting to break apart; started to differentiate itself into what we
know now as Africa, Europe, South America, etc... You know the rest of the continents, I hope. We all started to find our ‘homeland’. The

place that’s separate from others. We began to notice how different we were from one another; from complexion, to attire, to language, to
etc. And with the internalization of these differences came prejudices, ignorance and intolerance; state-of-minds that informed the
divisions that we have to get over now. It’s our responsibility to figure how to do that; how to integrate into our own community. 

Being a South Asian Muslim-American taught me that progress is beyond the perceptions of a marginalized citizen. It taught me that it is
guaranteed that you will come across someone who will make you feel uncomfortable, because in that moment, you realized that their
perception of you is way different - and possibly far more negative - than how you perceive yourself. In fact, it was bizarre to me that
someone who is white, has friends of color, and is receiving a prestigious liberal arts education, has the audacity to correct - or even

attempt to validate - my own experiences as an American. “You’re not really from here though.”

 It was bizarre to me that when I went back to Bangladesh to my own people, I was not Bengali anymore. I was an American in my own
homeland. It was bizarre to me that relatives would suggest that I invest in skin-bleaching creams - the most popular one ’Fair and Lovely’
- because my skin got a bit darker than before. I was not ‘fascha’, or white, anymore. It was bizarre to me that I felt compelled to fit at my
New York City school by trying to lose my Bengali accent. Just to feel like I counted. Just so I can be ‘American enough’. What was more
bizarre, though, was that my efforts to become more American didn’t matter. Because I was and will always be asked “soo... where are you
originally from?” It is bizarre that no matter what, I will stand out as a foreigner in a country I’ve lived in for 20 years. It just did not line

up.

In the end, we all just want to know that we matter. We want validation. We want to live a prosperous life with the people that we care for;
the people we love to laugh with. We want to have the power to create something; to pursue something out of ourselves.

For that, our social identity is something that ALWAYS needs to be reflected and explored. I used to think that I had to pick one identity
over the other; that I needed to be American over South Asian-Muslim, or vice versa. Just one. So I could gain control over myself - over

who I am - and to feel part of a whole. For years, I dreamed of spending more than just a mere two to three months every two summers in
Bangladesh to be my ‘self’. With the many joys of wanting to be there, I still could not leave my identity behind. I missed home, the South
Bronx. I realized I couldn’t just pick one identity. It was only until I came to Bard that I realized it’s totally okay to have multiple identities.
I feel more comfortable now as a person who views all my identities simultaneously. It’s just trying to get them to converge together into

an integrated whole that proves to be the most difficult part. 

My identity crisis has taught me to disregard perceptions of ignorant people, and to adopt a more open mind so that I can work towards
resolving the pressing issues in all my communities. The negative connotations attached to being a South Asian-Muslim in both America

and Bangladesh once pressured me to leave that identity behind. I didn’t want to deal with colorism in my South Asian community. I
wanted to escape. But that only made it worse. I also didn’t want people to question my identity solely because I have a slight accent. I
didn’t want people asking me what their name translates into in my language. Like what? I didn’t want people looking at me and my

family suspiciously because my mom wore a hijab and my dad’s first name is Mohammad. I was done with the microaggressions. I was
done with feeling out of place in both of my ‘homes’: New York City and Bangladesh. I had grown accustomed to internalizing colorism,

racism, and microaggressions. I internalized my own prejudices, and that was reality for me for too long. 
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It was only until Bard that I became determined to cultivate images that normalized positive reflections of myself as a South Asian
Muslim-American, instead of just an American or a South Asian. I found multiple resources that could help to embody ALL parts of me,

within the form of widely known stories and images. I learned, and am still learning, how to explore the intersectionality and fluidity of my
identities; and how they all connect and overlap.

I cultivated a blessed community and family back home and at Bard that knew my experiences because they were similar to others’. We
found one another to dismantle borders of multiple kinds.

Here, I gained a sense of comfort. I had no idea how moving away from a previously constrained mindset would affect my well-being, and
force me to reassess my needs, desires, and passions. Here, I learned to challenge the old fashioned thinking that I would never dare to

question before. I learned to take the notions people have of a person like myself, whether right or wrong, and mold it into something I can
use throughout my life. This is where I learned to dissect the issues at hand; to let the ideas marinate. That’s honestly where the

development happens. 

I really wanted to motivate, educate, and inspire others to deconstruct their own flawed thinking, just as I had. We are constantly learning
and growing. And we are damn lucky that we have the opportunity to do so. We are the new millennials; the generation that doesn’t just

want to do good for ourselves. We want to do good for others.

We don’t just dream. We act. We move. We learn. And I’m learning how to make something out of combining my identities - as a South
Asian, Muslim and American - together.

Sharing stories, experiences, facts, and statistics are just a few of the many ways to help educate the world and to help ourselves be better
humans. That is why, with one of my closest friends, Rigzin, I founded Bard Expression; To share short personal experiences yours so others
can be enlightened, motivated to think more, and feel more connected with others at Bard and beyond. Also, check our page out on Tumblr

and Facebook.

That is why as co-head of MSO, Abiba and I strive to transform it into a mechanism that allows Muslims to express themselves, and to let
others question, think, and learn more about us.

And now, with one of my best friends, Bianka, I have finally launched and released the first issue of Oblivion Magazine, a publication that
promotes awareness on issues pertaining to People of Color all around the world. Ya’ll should check that out on Facebook - and our website

oblivionpub.wordpress.com. Our second issue is also coming out in 2 weeks.

ANYWAY, we all just want to be heard. And I thank all of the people who continue to let me share their stories; You allow other people to
see themselves within a larger community, and to be more critical about our society. And as a result, we feel the power to change for the

better and make a true difference; small or big.

Although sometimes it may feel depressing that people just don’t get it, and sometimes it’s frustrating to see Trump’s white tears on
television; Those tears are - in a way - a symbol of how much work we have done to cause such fragility, and how much MORE work we

need to get done. Activism is never over.

We don’t have to accept a world where we do nothing about the persistence of Asian microaggressions and stereotypes. We don’t have to
accept a world where Asians are expected to be the ‘model minority group’. We don’t have to accept a world where dark skin is condemned

instead of celebrated. We don’t accept bullshit. 

I now feel much more capable and in control; Inspired to continue putting in some effort to make a difference. It all starts with a
conversation outside of your class, in a hallway, at your dining hall or even at this event. The hardest part is just starting one.

I’m proud to be a South Asian Muslim-American. I celebrate my melanin. I celebrate my accent. I celebrate the roots of my culture both in
Bangladesh and in the South Bronx.

I will continue to take advantage of every day I have so I can give back to the world what it has given to me. So, every day can be a day to
remember.

Thank you." 
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Wailly Comprés

"Your courage is inspiring and
 your spirit is infectious.

So happy to be your friend."

Evan Brown

"You are incredibly intelligent, a
beautiful soul, and
overall awesome."

Antoinette Kane

"Though your skin tone may not be as
prominent as those of your closest
peers, you speak as an advocate for

some of the most oppressed people of this nation.
As one of the hardest working and most structured

people I’ve ever met, I look up to you as someone
who is the same age as me. You exude confidence

and you speak with great knowledge on both
academic and personal terms. You are the type of
friend everyone wants on their side. I can’t wait to

see the amazing things you do in the future.
Congrats on making such strides

with Sproj; may the month of May grace
you with an abundance of

sleep and fun."

Leah Bracey

"You’re beautiful and you have
such a captive personality - it
never ceases to amaze me."

Rigzin Wangyal

"Your optimism is infectious. Your
energy and love for everyone
no matter who they are and

what they do motivates me to
keep an open mind. Thank you for

being you."

Regina Smith

"Believe it or not, you were the first person
to ever tell me that I am a person of color (POC).

I always believed that ‘POC’ was reserved solely for
black people, and it never occurred to me that it is an
acronym that encompasses the lives of Latino, Black,

Asian, Middle Eastern, and etc. You inspired me to delve
deeper into my Chinese identity, and scintillated my

acknowledgement of the advantages and disadvantages
of being Asian. You also pulled me out of the state of

ignorance I was in about the Black Lives Matter
movement. I never understood why it was so important

to have a rich dialogue of why 'All Lives Matter’ is a
complete disregard to the state of politics, society, and
cultural identity until you decided to enlighten me. I want
to thank you for having long and profound conversations

about why it is fundamental to be conscious of the
injustices that pervade American society. Most

importantly, thank you for being an
informing, patient, and amazingly

witty friend."

Marisol Ortiz

"You are a beacon of beauty and
 kindness. When anyone rushes past
with their heads down to their next

class, you extend your smile to all, and
it is clear that it comes from a place
of true kindness. You are a rare and

 lovely person.
 Never forget that."

P.S.  Also a sexy dancer too?!? And
you're slaying w/ ur natural hair?? 

I see you ;)
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