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The Black Diaspora in the Americas is as real today 
as it was when people were abducted from their 
homes, dragged across an ocean to new continents, 
and enslaved for centuries. 

So, now, the big question.  

What responsibility to white people have in 
ending this injustice? Would you want to have 
the things you have, won the things you’ve won 
because of a fundamental injustice that is older 
than the country and society you were born into? 
What if you were on the short of the power 
asymmetry?  
 
If you believe the facts, these are some of the 
logical next steps in the questions that we are 
drawn to ask. 
 
Let’s look at the data on Black lives, as well as 
the lived experiences, and how power dynamics 
perpetuates these experiences.  

Let’s also recall how to recognize white 
supremacy and how to dismantle it. 

White people, regardless of their direct familial 
or genetic connection benefit from whiteness, 
while Black people are disadvantaged.  
These are the facts. 

William Lambert, abolitionist John brown, abolitionist 

Since these times, Black people have played critical 
and watershed roles in enabling American fortunes 
and its international econo-geopolitical standing. 
America was built on the backs and souls of Black 
folk, and white Americans and white people across 
the world continue to benefit from this long-
standing power asymmetry and oppression.  

This enslavement and genocide was led by white 
Europeans. It was enabled by new, at the time, racist 
theories and ideas of what constituted humanity. 
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What are the responsibilities of white 
people in ending racial injustice and 
white supremacy? 

Would you want to get things you didn’t 
earn because of where, how, and who you 
were born? 

What are strategies— large and small—  
for standing high and resisting white 
supremacy? 

Which white people do you know who 
might exhibit some behaviors or 
strategies to learn from? 

What evidence do you see in your daily 
life, if you look around and pay attention, 
of the power asymmetries and injustices?

Questions
Part one 

experiences

voices
and

Black
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The City of Geneva, Illinois recently set an 
example for white communities seeking to 
discuss race in America. 

They demonstrated how NOT to hold such a 
conversation— by doing a terrible job of 
listening to Black people. 

People tried to do a positive thing, but they 
didn’t succeed, and they don’t seem to 
understand why it didn’t work.  

Often what we see in response to the 
criticism of not understanding something 
about racial equity and justice is that 
white people get defensive.  

If you see this in others or yourself when 
your approach is criticized, take a beat, 
think about it. 

Are you listening?  

Do you hear Black voices?  

The defensiveness and resistance of white 
people to listen to the stories and 
experiences of Black people very often 
plays a significant role in stifling even 
minor progress in racial justice. 
 
Listen to Black people when they talk to 
you. Respect their experience. 
 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/blacklives_whitevoices  
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Even Black members of the modern media, much 
as their predecessors did, still face 
discrimination and analysis from a system 
steeped in white supremacy. Some of the most 
prolific and prominent Black writers of our 
time are ignored or their opinions dismissed. 
There’s tone policing. There’s the way white 
media reports on black and brown bodies. 

There are plenty of Black voices in the media 
today. Seek out the Black voices in your 
community, or start with one of the many 
journalists inducted into the National 
Association of Black Journalists  
“Hall of Fame.” 

 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/in_black_and_white

“Writing a 
book from a 
Black perspective  
is freeing.  

Seeing it 
constantly 
examined from a 
white perspective  
is depressing.”

—Ta-Nehisi Coates
Photo by Eduardo Montes-Bradley 98



Imagine going to an event, where you’re excited 
to share your ideas about X/X/Z. You arrive, and 
realize that you’re the only person who looks 
like you in the room. Maybe it’s the first time it 
has happened to you, maybe it’s something you are 
already used to. 
 
Today, reflect on what that might actually feel 
like. If you were ‘the only one in the room: 

What would make your transition into the space more 
comfortable? 
What would you look for in a group welcoming you in? 
What would you look for to stay in such a group? 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/onlyone_in_room

We encourage you to watch the full video of 
the 1965 Cambridge debate between James 
Baldwin and William F. Buckley, Jr. 

Baldwin finds that there is a tragic and 
terrible irony that corrupts the American 
identity and racks the soul of Whites 
America, who has not even deigned to learn 
what about itself, about its own identity 
in this shared reality, permits or even 
requires the unending subjugation of Black 
life. What is it that allows whites in 
America to not listen with urgency to their 
brethren, to commit such sins of omission 
that threaten to relegate to tomorrow 
forevermore a struggle 400 years too long?

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/baldwin_v_buckley

The Only One in the Room
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How do you see Black people?  
In particular, how do you see Black women?  

In Ashley Andrews’ words: 
 
“The tragic story of the Hottentot Venus 
shows how scientific racism played a big 
role in the development of stereotypical 
traits of black women. A big butt was seen 
to be primitive and subhuman. By 
dehumanizing the black female body, whites 
were able to conduct experiments on black 
women by justifying their actions.” 

Andrews also discusses modern agents of  
hypersexualization, and the subsequent 
appropriation of Black women’s sexuality. 

America, through enslavement and 
scientific racism has a solid foundation 
of white supremacy. This propagates into 
power dynamics in the modern era that 
disadvantage Black people and and 
provide privilege to white people. Here 
are some clear examples. Heed them.

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/seeingblack

Seeing Black
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Part two 

Data
and

Facts

Michelle Alexander, author of “the new Jim Crow”
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Among those statistics:  
1,147 people were killed by police in 2017, 92 percent 
of them through police shootings. Officers were 
charged with a crime in only 13 of those cases, 
and nine of those involved video evidence 
captured by police body cameras or dash cams. 

Paul Butler, a former federal prosecutor and the 
author of the book “Chokehold: Policing Black 
Men,” notes in the article that gentrification 
becomes another form of colonization, where 
white people move into the neighborhood and 
take what they want, often using law 
enforcement to take over public spaces.  

The power dynamics we have discussed so far 
permit extreme violence by the state and other 
individuals against Black people, shown by data 
on how many Black people are killed by police. 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/99problemspolice
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Let’s be clear about this.  

Black people are executed by police 
at a rate 12 times higher than white 
people in the developed world, 
according to The Independent, because the 
lives of Black people simply don’t matter as 
much those of others in our society. 

You can literally be shot while lying down 
on the ground, unarmed, with your hands up. 
And then, when the officer is asked why they 
shot you, they might say, “I don’t know” (NPR).

Threats to justice affect us all. If a Black person can be 
hauled into jail and have their rights violated, what 
will save anyone else? We are all threatened by the whim, 
caprice, and power of the Criminal Injustice System that 
permeates American society. 

A pillar of this system is the power of the police.  Police 
brutality is a problem for the Black community, and 
others, but it is fundamentally a problem of our policing 
system. One of the ways to address police brutality is to 
address accountability. Who polices the police? 

You can also work at the local level, within your own 
city or town, to help end police brutality. If you want to 
dive deeper, into alternatives to policing, check out this 
incredible toolkit for justice in policing. There you’ll 
find not only ways of correcting and replacing policy 
that uphold bias in policing, but alternatives to current 
models of policing as well. 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/shot_in_back

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/justice_denied

Fruitvale station, site of murder of Oscar grant by police 1918



violence against Black people from 
police is amplified and strategically 
enabled by the American Drug War.  
 
Marijuana is now legal in 33 states in the U.S. 
This is after decades of a drug war raged by the 
government against Black and Brown people, 
which has put millions of Black and Brown 
Americans in jail irrevocably modifying Black 
American life.  
 
Policies concerning illegal substances (namely, 
The War on Drugs) have filled prison cells and 
disproportionately impact people of color in 
the United States. According to The Sentencing 
Project, half of the people in federal prisons 
are serving time for a drug offense, and 
“African Americans and Latinos 
constitute 57 percent of people in state 
prisons for a drug offense, despite the 
fact that drug use is roughly similar 
among all racial/ethnic groups.”

While marijuana usage is only slightly (1.3x) 
higher amongst Black Americans, Black people are 
nearly 4 times more likely to be arrested on drug 
possession charges.  

Today, the growing legalization of marijuana in 
states across the US (and country-wide in 
Canada, as discussed below) brings new 
opportunities, but also reflects the same 
ongoing racial disparity. 
 
Having already benefited from racism and racial 
disparity by gaining better access to education, 
white entrepreneurs are now poised to benefit 
the most from the exact thing that has 
imprisoned so many Black and brown people. Black 
marijuana entrepreneurs describe the fear of 
seeing how incarceration has impacted their 
communities as a discouraging factor in being 
able to take advantage of the new economic 
opportunities legal marijuana might bring.
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Part three 

Power,
Seeing

dismantling
Power

Are we moving in the right direction by 
decriminalizing drugs? Yes, definitely. 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/blacklight_drugs

But if these moves only serve to support 
white people and systemic racism…

…then let’s not 
pretend it’s for 
any other reason 
than profit. 
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Remember when you went back to your old 
kindergarten and were surprised that suddenly all 
the toys and swings were tiny when they had 
seemed to giant as a kid? We don’t do a great job of 
noticing when we change our power or status, 
particularly if that happens slowly. 

Do you ever think about what (invisible) 
power dynamics are around you? 

Power imbalances can create a lot of 
turmoil for students/colleagues, 
especially if they are unexpressed, or 
unrecognized.  

Power imbalances can make life 
particularly difficult for people who may 
not feel like they have the right to speak 
up about them.

In conversations you have today,  
take note of: 

• who you are speaking to 
• who approached who to start the 

conversation 
• what the power differences are of those 

in the group 
• how brief/long the conversation lasts 
• were you/they in similar moods to start? 
• did your/their mood change during the 

conversation? 
• was anyone tasked with doing something?

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/blacklight_powerdynamics

Learn to notice Power Dynamics
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It’s late in the evening on the subway, and folks 
want to get home safely. There’s an aggressive man 
standing by the door mumbling while staring at 
younger Black man sitting on the row. The mumbling 
turns to loud shouts and slurs. You wish you could 
stop it, it is making the whole car uncomfortable 
and you’re worried that it will escalate, but don’t 
want to get involved. So you do…  

Don’t just stand by:  
use Bystander intervention!  

In addition to preventing escalation, intervention 
reminds the person who is being harassed that the 
behavior they are experiencing is wrong, and that 
they are seen. 
  

Our example on the train can illustrate 
what bystander intervention may look like: 

Remember that you are not a hero.  
Intervention should be about the person 
experiencing harassment, not your ‘Keanu in the 
movie Speed’ moment. 

Check on the person & how they are feeling. 
Can you make eye contact with them? Can you check 
if they are ok? Can you go over to them? 

Can you get in between the harasser 
and the victim?  
If you just stand up and go over to the seated 
person, you will make them concentrate on you and 
distract them from what they are experiencing. 
sometimes, engaging with the person being harassed 
can also diffuse the situation by interrupting the 
harassment without engaging the harasser. 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/bystander_checklist

Nothing? 
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Your task for this week:  

concentrate on paying more 
attention in situations that may 
need bystander intervention.  

• Can you role play/imagine what you might 
say?  
• Can you journal about what it was that 

made you realize a situation might need 
intervention?  
• Can you think of a time when you should 

have intervened, but didn’t? Why not? 
What could you have done differently? 

there are many situations where you may 
need to be a bystander, maybe for a stranger, 
a colleague, or a friend.  

Thinking ahead can help prepare you to act. 

If appropriate, ask the person being 
harassed what they would like you to do. 

If it is safe, can you make a comment to 

the harasser to stop it?  
This is the part that often feels the scariest, 
and remember that your attention should be 
most strongly focused on the person being 
harassed. 

Record as much information as you can 
about the situation.  
do you know the time? What train are you on? 
Is there photo/video of the harasser? 
Collecting this information is important 
because most of the time we don’t think about 
it until the event is over. 

bystander intervention, continued:
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James Baldwin

Black people work to bolster their minds 
and hearts, to learn how to succeed  
in the face of systemic oppression,  
in the face of ambivalence and apathy of 
their fellow countrymen.  

They know how to survive in the face of 
persistent aggression.

 

Read more! 
access QR Code, or go to  
http://bit.ly/free_battle

James Baldwin 

“In 
America 
I was 
free 
only in 
battle, 
never 
free to 
rest.”
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BlackLight is a reflection on the Black Experience, created for 

Black History Month. 

BlackLight provides resources to help you become more familiar 

with the Black Experience in the United States. These activities 

cover a wide range — conversations amongst friends, watching 

videos, listening to radio and podcasts, listening to key 

voices on social media. In just an hour each day, or a day each 

week, you can engage in these activities to help you think 

about and reflect on your role and understanding of the Black 

Experience in America. 

BlackLight is co-curated by Brian Nord, Lauren Biron, Renée 

Hložek, & Lucianne Walkowicz, but it would not be possible 

without the hard work of many others– in particular, Black 

scholars who work extensively on these topics both in the 

academy, and their lived experience.  

Please check out our website for a complete list of references, 

as well as extended content to further your learning. 

thisisblacklight.com


