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INTRODUCTION 

By Professor Tanya Washington, John Lewis Fellowship Program Director 

The 2018 John Lewis Fellowship was centered on an exploration of contemporary challenges 
facing and opportunities available to the City of Atlanta and it drew upon themes developed in the 
first three years of the Fellowship program. This summer the program engaged the past as prologue, 
comparing and contrasting politics, social issues and events from 50 years ago, with the perspective 
hindsight affords, and Fellows examined challenges inherent in both Atlanta’s rich and complex past 
and in its promising and dynamic future.   

A focal point of the program for all four years has been the 1960’s Appeal for Human Rights, 
authored by Dr. Roslyn Pope, which serves as both a list of demands that capture the form and sub-
stance of human rights entitlements and as a manifesto advancing a progressive agenda marked by 
inclusion and modes of empowerment.  This historic document spawned a movement for human and 
civil rights in Atlanta and beyond, and it inspired a generation of activists to challenge and change 
the status quo and to create greater opportunities and improve the quality of life for those victim-
ized by the system of American apartheid known as Jim Crow. The fact that the Appeal was written 
by Dr. Pope at the age of 21, was of particular importance because the John Lewis Fellows are in the 
same age range, and it reflects the value and power of youth in diving and creating a more equitable 
path forward for all. Her persistent presence throughout the program was a constant reminder of the 
power and grace of resistance to injustice and the importance of advocacy for justice.  

1968 was a period of intense political and social upheaval and consciousness raising activism- 
a convergence of outrage and hope.  Parallels in the social, economic, political, cultural and racial 
landscape in 2018 abound.  The 2018 John Lewis Fellowship Program was designed to help Fellows 
recognize patterns of oppression, exclusion, discrimination, and marginalization, despite their shape-
shifting nature, that undermine democratic processes, norms, foundations and frameworks. This 
year’s Fellows were challenged to be “arc benders”, and in light of significant shifts occurring in the 
U.S. and Europe, the goal of this year’s program was for them to be inspired to commit to the use of 
their talents, gifts, experiences, identities and skill-sets to meet the civil and human rights challenges 
that persist and to believe that they can and must rise to the occasion. 

This program booklet is comprised of the Fellows’ individual and collective reflections on 
their experience of exploration and transformation during the John Lewis Fellowship and how the 
experience will inform their engagement in the advancement of civil and human rights in their com-
munities and countries.  We are grateful for the participation of an amazing group of scholars, advo-
cates, community leaders and activists, public officials and visionaries who shared their time, energy 
and expertise with the John Lewis Fellows. The impact of their contribution is evident in many of the 
reflections contained in this booklet. It has truly been an honor to be a part of an experience that 
planted seeds in these young people that will grow forests and flowers. I am confident they will carry 
forth the best traditions, advocacy and conscientious activism of the Fellowship’s namesake, Con-
gressman John Lewis, and that they will be among the next generation of human and civil rights 
champions across the globe!  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ABOUT HUMANITY IN ACTION  

Humanity in Action is an international organization that educates, inspires action and con-

nects a network of university students and young professionals committed to the values of 
pluralism, liberal democracy, social justice, human rights and civic engagement in their own 
communities and around the world. Humanity in Action has educated over 2,000 young 
leaders who now form a unique transatlantic network.  

Humanity in Action’s annual Fellowship bring together approximately 160 European and US 
�college and university students, as well as young professionals from Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece,  Poland, the Netherlands, Ukraine and the United 

States. Throughout the four-week program, Humanity in Action Fellows meet leading ex-
perts to study past and contemporary challenges to liberal democracy in the local context. 
After completing the on-site part of the Fellowship, Fellows return to their communities and 

implement an Action Project as a way of giving back and sharing their recently-acquired 
knowledge and skills.  

Apart from the annual Fellowship, Humanity in Action maintains an international alumni 
network, comprising students, young professionals, established leaders and experts in vari-

ous fields, providing them with a range of educational and career opportunities. These in-
clude seminars, workshops, study trips and other fellowships at leading civic and political 
institutions. These have included the European Parliament, the US Congress, the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the American Civil Liber-
ties Union (ACLU) of Ohio and Georgia. 

Humanity in Action programs are meant to encourage emerging leaders to advance their 

professional abilities and introduce established leaders to the ideas of the younger genera-
tion.  

Humanity in Action is a non-profit, non-partisan organization with governing and advisory 
Boards in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland and 

the United States. Humanity in Action’s international headquarters are in New York City. 
Major supporters of Humanity in Action have included the Ford Foundation, The Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation, The Robina Foundation, Foundation Remembrance, Responsibility and 

Future (EVZ), the Dutch Ministry for Health, Welfare and Sport and the US Department of 
State. 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ABOUT THE CENTER FOR  
CIVIL AND HUMAN RIGHTS 
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The Center for Civil and Human Rights in downtown Atlanta is an engaging 
cultural attraction that connects the American Civil Rights Movement to 
today’s Global Human Rights Movements. The purpose of the Center is to 
create a safe space for visitors to explore the fundamental rights of all human 
beings so that they leave inspired and empowered to join the ongoing 
dialogue about human rights in their communities. The Center was first 
imagined by civil rights legends Evelyn Lowery and former United Nations 
Ambassador Andrew Young and was launched by former Mayor Shirley 
Franklin. The effort gained broad-based corporate and community support to 
become one of the few places in the world educating visitors on the bridge 
between the American Civil Rights Movement and contemporary Human 
Rights Movements around the world. Established in 2007, the Center’s 
groundbreaking 43,000-square-foot facility is located on Pemberton Place, 
adjacent to the World of Coca-Cola and the Georgia Aquarium, on land 
donated by the Coca-Cola Company.



JOHN LEWIS FELLOWS’ REFLECTION ESSAY 

 By Adeola Naomi Aderemi 

As the sage Audre Lorde always emphasizes, our silence will not protect us. In this reflective essay I 
chose to give voice to some of my silent thoughts.  When I applied to this Fellowship, I was inten-
tional and knew I wanted to come to Atlanta and learn from the incredible staff team, speakers and 
the entire city of Atlanta. My thought coming into this program is to remain open and learn how the 
Fellows,  and Atlanta, will guide me in the framing of my own Afro European identity and positional-
ity in the liberation movement. The city of Atlanta did not disappoint me in its abundant complexity, 
juxtaposition and narratives. 

My view of civic engagement involves knowing what the agenda of each electoral candidate is in a 
writing manifesto format, calling them out when they fail to deliver and advocating and lobbying to 
push them to place the appropriate items on that list in the first place. 

Dr Carol Anderson spoke to us on the numerous ways the Black vote is being suppressed by the 
state to keep Black people in their place. Nse Ufot from the New Georgia project shared about all the 
strategic works her organisation is doing to get more people to the poll in the upcoming elections. 
The thing that baffles me is, in all of this draconian effort, who is actually teaching people of their 
political obligation outside of just voting? Voting does get a part of the job done, but who are you 
voting for? Why are you voting for them? What is their agenda? How are they actually planning to 
serve you as a citizen? Those are some of the questions I felt were not answered and I wish I could 
get an answer to from America.I couldn’t help but draw parallels between the current Mayor of Lon-
don, the city in which I currently reside and the candidates of the November election in Georgia. 
Where is their eloquently written manifesto or agenda? 

I support getting people out to vote, however there is a need to ignite the activation of civic duty 
and active citizenship in the residents of Atlanta (and the USA) at large, in order to regain ownership 
of their democratic rights on a cultural level as we fight for reforming the obstacles of the states on 
voter rights. 

The city’s motto says ‘The city too busy to hate’ but in my experience I think it is a city too busy to 
care about anything or anyone. In the abundance and plentiful of resources and wealth, we saw 
people lacking, people who have nothing to call their’s. On a Sunday morning run, I was able to wit-
ness a sick person being pushed out of a hospital and being left on the street to fend for themselves. 
The session with Mr. Marshall Rancifer and Warren Smith really highlights that feeling between hope-
lessness, and anger on the issue of homelessness in the midst of plenty. What I kept asking myself is 
why are we not focusing on the structures that cause all this injustice? 

The city of Atlanta has been on the leadership of many black mayors who have done incredible work 
and contributed to its growth and that is an incredible achievement.; For example, during the tenure 
of Maynard Holbrook Jackson and Andrew Young and many others after them. We should remember 
that despite all those, there is yet much work to be done for the improvement and liberation of 
Black/Brown people in the city and in the south at large. 

Inspired by Dr. Roselyn Pope, I feel the urge to create work in various forms that will elevate the 
people that look like me. Dr. Pope is an example of how we can use the fire of our youth and the 
strength of our knowledge to inspire actions, movements and freedom simply by fully being and ex-
pressing our grievances. As the author of  "An Appeal for Human Rights" while she was the president 
of the student government at Spelman College during the 1960 Atlanta Student Movement, I see her 
as a source to drive on when the movement for liberation looks dark. We were blessed to have her 
with us on most of our stay and she generously share her incredible wealth of knowledge that 
sparked in me a fire that will not quench for years to come. 

When Dr. Pope shared her experience of acceptance in Europe in the 1950s, I was baffled because I 
wondered if she had interactions with Europeans of African descent at that time, and if so, whether 
her view of Europe back then would have been the same. 

I struggle with the heavenly portrayal of Europe as a racial paradise in the 1950s,or even now, by 
most of the African Americans I interacted with in this Fellowship. My experience of Europe is not of 
a post racial society but of a society that denies the existence of race as a concept and one who 
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loves to write off its contribution in the global imperialism that enslaved, pillaged and looted all 
people of African descent across the board. 

Europe in the 1950’s was not to be compared with the segregated south of the USA; however, it was 
also not a racial paradise for Black people. I reflect on the writings and work of many African Amer-
icans who escaped to Europe from the south, such as James Baldwin and Dr. Pope, and on our visit 
to the Legacy Museum and the Peace and Justice memorial. Moreover, the liberation movement was 
interconnected and happening at the same time for people in the African continent, as stated in the 
diaries of Chinua Achebe, one of James Baldwin’s literary friend and comrades during the fight for 
independence, as well asthe Nigeria-Biafra Civil war. I could see all the parallels and the common 
trends in those times and now. This brought me to the issue of history and archiving as a tool for lib-
eration.  

In his workshop Dr. David Hooker spoke on the power of archiving and history outside of what is 
available in academia. I reflect on the work that I do and my research in trying to get all the oral his-
tory that I can collect, as he emphasizes on us looking for justice by searching through the non-
archival documents, the heresies and the hidden clues as knowledge is the interpretation of power. It 
is deeply powerful to hear him speak of his work across the globe on restorative justice and discuss-
ing what justice look like today for people who look like me as we moved through the energetically 
weighed down city of Montgomery.I learned to create new narratives, and to document those narrat-
ives so I can leave behind a historic legacy for those coming after us as the ancestors did for us. 

The photographer session with Joshua Rashaad reminded me of the power of storytelling and who 
gets to tell our stories. He shared archival work of Sojourner Truth, a powerful and yet very well de-
termined figure, who wanted to make sure her stories were told, and she was not about to leave it to 
fate, so she immortalized herself. This is significant for most Afro Europeans in human rights work, as 
we do not see ourselves in the society we are in and we require those visuals of role models in order 
to shift the cultural narrative around us and the history of our communities in Europe. As a Greek 
person of Nigerian descent, this experience will be powerful to share with others within my com-
munity. Power determines truth and I hope to use the arts as I continue my social justice work in cen-
tering the experiences of Afro Greeks and Afro Europeans in this global community. 

The Fellowship has affirmed the importance of curatorial work in history and the liberation move-
ment.  The moments and emotions I experienced going through the exhibition at the Center for Civil 
and Human Rights left me wondering, “where are the women in the movement? Why was Bayard 

Rustin not celebrated as the strategic mind behind the movement? Who selected what is important 
to show in the exhibit and the impact in the language used to speak of Coretta Scott King, Josephine 

Baker, Dorothy Heights and many other unsung heroes of the movements?” I asked myself what the 
trends are in all the movements I have witnessed, read of and told about by those who were before 
and all I could see was the common erasure of people whose identity were not deemed  
“appropriate” for the cause or the time. Visiting the collection of Jerry Thomas Arts, reminded me of 
the strength, resilience and intentionality of my people. The collection on Yoruba arts reminded me 
of ancestral history that we all share, for me as a Yoruba West African Woman and my African Amer-
ican brethren. This inspires and encourages me to create space for those stories to told, for people 
to tell their own stories, if they can, and for me to remain mindful to never become the voice that es-
sentialize other’s stories for my gain.  

The work of the Vibe Theater gave me tremendous joy after experiencing micro aggression, and 
trauma from the past andpresent. Watching beautiful young Black girls creating their own stories 
and narratives was more than just healing, it was also a call to action, a call to shelter and nurture 
these beautiful Black babies who have witnessed trauma but chose healing through art, dance, 
theater and just being their authentic unapologetic selves. 

CONCLUSION 

In academia and the arts, stories are important, as they define cultures, attitudes and policies. We 
cannot heal or find justice collectively without acknowledgement of all the different and intersec-
tional stories of our global community. To create a world of equity and humanity, we need to create 
equity in storytelling, in archiving, in academia and across the board in our daily routine. 

The John Lewis Fellowship experience has equipped me with all the layers of stories, faces, strength, 
softness and community that I require to create space for those stories that are yet to be told, to 
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make good trouble, to challenge policies, to create new policies and redistribute my resources as we 
build a more just, equitable and sometimes compromising political, economic and social reality for 
all.  

I have come, I have learned, and I am ready to be used as the vessel of change in the communities 
that are shifting through in this lifetime and the ones to come. 

This is not only liberation for Black and Brown people, but liberation for all humanity from the 
shackles of violence. For this liberation, we all need coalition of people who see the humanity in 
themselves and are ready to see it in others. 

POEM  

You took my home,  

You took my land,  

You took my people,  

You even tried to take my tongue,  

The Orishas have spoken,  

Ṣàngó is my father, 

You will not take my soul. Àse̩ ̩Olodumare.  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THE POWER OF AGENCY 

By Laila Alvarez 

Being a member of the 2018 cohort of John Lewis Fellows has been revolutionary. Through presenta-
tions and films, Fellows have been able to discuss the multidimensional systems of oppression within 
the historical context of the Civil Rights movement in Atlanta. During the course of these three 
weeks, the group was quickly reminded time and time again that the past and present movements 
are really inseparable and to some extent perpetuating old violations of basic human and civil rights. 
Mass incarceration, human trafficking, voter suppression, barriers to health care, immigration, and 
many more systemic issues are not far from the realities of African American freedom fighters of the 
1960’s. It is through this Fellowship that I learned the importance of acknowledging history and being 
able to extract trends and patterns that are relevant to current collective efforts and movements.  

One of the most profound moments of this program happened after our visit to the Legacy Museum 
in Montgomery, Alabama. The long history of racial inequalities in the United States are depicted 
through a number of interactive sections that piece together the legacy of lynching, slavery, and 
racial segregation to the gradual evolution of the current American criminal “justice” system. The 
hardest part of walking through the museum is realizing that the United States has found creative 
ways to interpret the laws in order to continue the cycles of oppression for brown and black bodies, 
while pledging to provide “justice” for all.  

The first section of the museum was a collection of quotes from mothers  who had been separated 
from their children. My mind quickly drew parallels to the current incarceration of unaccompanied 
minors and the tragic deaths of children and families in the Mediterranean Sea. The museum is a raw 
reflection of the blood that continues to shed as a result of the laws in Amerikkka. The manifestation 
of racism is still alive and thriving in this nation. Despite the hundreds of years of oppression, the lib-
eration movements and leaders are often hidden which supports the culture of denial that is very 
prevalent in Amerikkka. There will never be a law or piece of legislation that can ever pardon or justi-
fy the horrendous treatment of other living beings. 

Among the activist and scholars that spent time with our group, Dr. Hooker’s presentation resonated 
with my questions regarding equity and justice. As individuals who are dedicated to bending the arc 
towards justice, we were asked to deconstruct the meaning of such a word. Justice, as Dr. Hooker 
described it, can be a state of being. With the knowledge of all the violence, exclusion, threats, and 
sacrifices made during the Civil Rights Movement, we were brought to the reality that “justice” is not 
won over a span of a day, week, or months. It is about the perseverance to overcome and the pa-
tience to weigh the small and big victories as equally important triumphs.  The discussion continued 
with the framing of justice within the legal system. We perceive justice in terms of our basic under-
standing of the law and as a result we use the U.S. Constitution and current laws as a basis of policy 
work. I question whether we can reach justice when the laws are constantly altered within the same 
racist framework.  

Despite having reflections and new lessons gained from each presentation, the immigration panel 
was personally the most impactful. Executive Director, Emiko Soltis, explained the current struggle 
for equal rights and access to higher education for undocumented students. The underground school 
for undocumented youth in Georgia has laid the foundation for activist and leaders within the com-
munity. The institution serves as a means of resistance for individuals who have been silenced. Pro-
fessors like Dr. Washington are providing agency and skills that are transforming the lives of young 
individuals and fostering them into effective leaders. After talking to a current student from Freedom 
University, she made it evident that she was no longer scared to speak out. This is a revolutionary 
act. By teaching the students their civil and human rights, they are able to stand tall and fight for 
their own definition of justice. That to me is extremely powerful and inspiring. It is as Cesar Chavez 
once stated,  

“You cannot un-educate the person who has learned to read. You cannot humiliate the 

person who feels pride. You cannot oppress the people who are not afraid anymore.” 
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Transforming fear into advocacy and grassroots organizing is what makes the real political differ-
ence. As a nation, we are in critical need to look at the bigger picture and actively listen to one an-
other. When visiting Ebenezer Baptist Church, the sermon focused on the giving tree and its mani-
festation through our contributions to our communities. Constant resistance, promoting inclusivity, 
meeting people where they are, and fostering selflessness within your individual organizing efforts 
will allow for sustainable movements and cultivate effective micro/macro changes to our societies 
and the world. The lessons learned during this intense 4-week program cannot be summarized in five 
pages. The presence of each fellow and their exploration of each concept is a gift in and of itself. I 
am confident that each individual will re-enter their community even more curious and excited to do 
the work after Humanity in Action.  

ACTION PLAN 

The knowledge gained during this Fellowship would not have any significance if the over intellectual-
ization of racism and all the other intersecting -isms were not brought to the table on a community 
level. As I prepare to return to my community, I reflect on all the issues of justice surrounding the 
topic of immigration. After several attempts for an equitable immigration reform throughout the 
years, I find myself questioning the legal system that is now being used to criminalize refugees and 
asylum seekers who are being impacted by poverty, war, general violence, global warming and sev-
eral other determinants of forced migration. I was fortunate enough to engage in dialogue with sev-
eral European Fellows regarding the impact of immigration and policies created by the United Na-
tions. Not knowing much about the global forced migration crisis, I became interested in the parallels 
in rhetoric, justification of detention centers, and discussions regarding the increase of policing bor-
ders. In the past several years, the United States’ inability to fabricate an inclusive immigration re-
form has caused the dehumanization and illegal repatriation of individuals who are seeking refuge 
from countries fighting off political turmoil. This is one of many unfortunate examples the United 
States has provided for other strong global powers like Europe.  

My fear is that Europe will allow this unfixed situation to set the precedent for discriminatory, dehu-
manizing, and permanent immigration laws. With all of these factors in mind, I would like to focus my 
action project on highlighting the voices of global migrants and their current collective efforts to 
fight for human rights. The overall goal is to host webinar style discussions as a means to build a 
transatlantic immigrant rights coalition/collective. The plan would be to educate one another about 
the current political climate of our countries and share organizing skills. Building an international 
coalition in response to the new global forced migration crisis can create a community that allows 
nations to stand in solidarity with one another and prevent the perpetuation of systemic violence 
around the world. 
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THE TREES ON THE MOUNTAINTOP  
ARE FROM OUTER SPACE 

By Rachel Atakpa 

In the last days, it rained I walk gingerly over 
peach-sticky rain in lines soiled land, sidewalk 
through cotton four cracks meted in 
hundred years sinuous mesh and iron 
old claps encampments 
of thunder ringing made iridescent 
karmic bells strung by film of apathy, 
up in trees entanglements 
of water swelling bearing fruit 
bodies under bridge over circumstances 
passed by shooting unnamed 
stars decomposing 

Before I arrived in Atlanta for the John Lewis Fellowship, I set intentions. I was unsure of how the 
program would manifest and wanted to ground myself so that, regardless of what did or did not take 
place, I would have a clear understanding of how I could use the Fellowship to guide my growth. 
Throughout the United States, it feels as though our bodies are wracked with despair—despair that 
not only stagnates and suffocates visionary hope and liberating imaginations but limits our ability to 
survive by dimming our joy and urgency. Because of my sense of despair’s embodiment in and 
around me, the three most important intentions on my list were to cultivate new visions of hope, to 
learn new ways of understanding impact, motivation, & knowledge, and to cry. This is to say, I want-
ed to re-learn how to heal. 

I descend into the marta station, mourning if I look too long at my hands I see Nia Wilson’s dead   1

and dying body 

crumbled three times  over every step 2

taken without care 

I press my ear against the ground and find 

myself taken, too, death   3

folded over watched 

but unseen 

closed eyes as the train barrels past 

On the way to the Legacy Museum | National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Al-
abama, I was despondent. Thinking of the lynchings of my lifetime, digitized and replicated into an 
oblivion of trauma made spectacle, how could I face the weight of a hundred years of breath stolen, 
crying out in exhaustion, sorrow, loss, always, cut too short. 

 [St. Félix, Doreen. “The Very American Killing of Nia Wilson.” Cultural Comment, The New Yorker, 1 Aug. 2018, www.newyorker.com/culture/1

cultural-comment/the-very-american-killing-of-nia-wilson.]

 Homicide is the second-leading cause of death for Black girls and women ages fifteen to twenty-four. Black women are three times more likely 2

to die by homicide than white women. — [Centers for Disease Control, Leading Causes of Death by Age Group, African American Females—Unit-

ed States (Atlanta, GA: CDC, 2011).]

 A self-identified white supremacist kidnapped and murdered a Black woman forty miles away from where I live and go to school. —  [Lond3 -
berg, Max. “FBI Investigating Killing of Black Woman in Shawnee as Possible Hate Crime.” Crime, The Kansas City Star, 24 July 2018, 
www.kansascity.com/news/local/crime/article215431265.html.]
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The Legacy Museum is built upon a site where enslaved people were kept prisoner in warehouses. It 
is a block away from one of the most prolific slave auction blocks in the United States. After having 
gone through the entry space, where the trajectory of the Transatlantic Slave Trade is mapped, the 
first exhibit of the museum is a dark and compressed hallway that is lined with facsimiles of the slave 
pens that existed on that very soil less than two hundred years ago. Inside the slave pens are projec-
tions of humans re-telling real narratives written by enslaved people, children crying for their moth-
ers, and women & men singing, over and over and over again. Looking from the distance of less than 
a foot, the projections look like real ghosts. 

As the museum traces slavery’s transformation into the prison industrial complex, the museum pays 
particular care to the role of the law and of lynchings in crafting and cultivating narratives of fear 
that led to a perpetual and uncompromising violence. In this, the museum interrogates the culture of 
fear that has been constructed in the united states and examines the ways in which this narrative has 
been utilized as a justification and way to commit genocide, institutionalize slavery, and erect bor-
ders. 

On a set of shelves near the center of the museum, there are jars filled with soil from the sites of 
lynchings. An act in memoriam, an act of grounding, in order to remedy historical amnesia. In Lee 
Lewis’s jar, Atlanta, Texas, October 26, 1891, there is a small sprout peeking out from the soil and 
pressing itself against the glass. In this, we are immortal. 

From the memorial, laid across the top of a hill, you can see a parole office, a high-rise bank that 
shadows the [former] slave auction block, and houses with confederate flags. It is nearly suffocating 
to walk amongst and descend into the boxes of weathered steel, inscribed with endless names, end-
less bodies; buried, floating, hanging in their signification. But here, their names and bodies are no 
longer forgotten, no longer erased and subsumed by the dominant narrative of collective amnesia. 
Their bodies no longer belong to the malice of secrecy and silence, but to the love and reverence of 
remembrance. And as I emerged, from the museum and the memorial, despite the weight and the 
terror, I could imagine them living, I could imagine us living. Speaking amongst ourselves through 
wind-song, calling out a mantra of affirmation that we deserve liberation and that, despite the need 
for a perpetual fight, we have the power to embody the self we want to be in the world we want to 
exist in.  4

neck unnoosed  cranes  5

toward cotton candy clouds, wonders 
how birdsong carries the spin of the sky darkening  
with heart 
beats, summoning 
downcast reverence  
for lungs not yet birthed  
into freedom 
here underneath the rhythm 
they shall grow, cradled 
by hands soil-dark 
flesh, never unmade 

In Dr. King Jr.’s final address titled “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop,” he says that only when it is dark 
enough can you see the stars. Assata Shakur says that “Black revolutionaries do not drop from the 
moon. We are created by our conditions. Shaped by our oppression.” But what if we did drop from 
the moon, what if the darkness of our conditions could be understood as the backdrop of the stars, 
what if we were shaped by our dreams of home in an outer space so liberated that burden and 
boundaries could not even be imagined. Alice Walker writes that “we should be allowed to destroy 
only what we can re-create. We cannot re-create this world. We cannot recreate ‘wilderness.’ We 

 “You must say to yourself, ‘I imagine that I stand for a world wherein ‘X’. And then embody that. Find what possibility you represent. Find who 4

you would be in the world you want. You can’t wait until this world becomes a place where you can be that you.” — Dr. David Hooker, Professor 
at University of Notre Dame

 “In this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not love your 5

flesh. They despise it. They don't love your eyes; they'd just as soon pick ‘em out. No more do they love the skin on your back. Yonder they flay 
it. And O my people they do not love your hands. Those they only use, tie, bind, chop off and leave empty. Love your hands! Love them. Raise 
them up and kiss them. No, they don't love your mouth. You got to love it. This is flesh I'm talking about here. Flesh that needs to be loved. And 
O my people, out yonder, hear me, they do not love your neck unnoosed and straight. So love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke it and 
hold it up. and all your inside parts that they'd just as soon slop for hogs, you got to love them. The dark, dark liver--love it, love it and the beat 
and beating heart, love that too. More than eyes or feet. More than lungs that have yet to draw free air. More than your life-holding womb and 
your life-giving private parts, hear me now, love your heart. For this is the prize.” from Toni Morrison’s Beloved 
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cannot even, truly, re-create ourselves. Only our behavior can we recreate or create anew.” I take this 
to mean that, if we want to liberate ourselves and one another, we must destroy the narratives that 
bind us to our judgments, our violence, our unkindness, despite. Destroying and re-crafting a narra-
tive requires that we burn against the ever-darkening landscape, bright enough to imagine that we 
are from the moon, that we can make our home back on the moon, make our home here a little bit 
more like the moon. And so, the seedlings of stars we see in the sky and in the glints of hope and 
empathy and joy that sparkle in one another’s eyes ought to signify the beginnings of trees from 
wherever we believe home is, wherever we believe home should be.  

four Black girls hum  6

in unison or discordance or mourning or — joy 
hums lifted in joy, brightly, colored 
a cadence of joy that ruptures  
bordered hearts 
and the bark of trees  
who have borne witness 
bursts forth 
in truth 
and therein the truth  
are peals of laughter and convulsions of tears,  
hand-clapping games, revolving as fast or slow 
as they wish the world to spin 

On the last Sunday in Atlanta, I find myself swaying like a tree in the sanctuary of Ebenezer Baptist 
Church, among the descendants of Dr. Martin Luther King’s congregation. Weeks ago, at the begin-
ning of our Fellowship, Dr. Tanya Washington told us to “stop trying to control when and how [our] 
seeds grow.” Today, the pastor tells us to be like a tree and live like a leaf: unfolding to catch light in 
sacred arrangement, at angles and in spaces that make room for those who need nourishment, to 
bear fruit, regardless, so that we may continue to give and grow unbounded.  

And there amongst the amens and the uncertain hums of hymns new to my fellow leaves, I saw that 
hope doesn’t always have to be optimism, it can be forgiveness, a belief in joy, or making space for 
others. My hope is in healing, in crafting a love deeper than the scars of wounds centuries deep.  In 7

remediating historical amnesia by planting my feet in the ground, bloody or fertile, and calling at the 
top of my lungs for a narrative of a shared future that holds history and the promise of the stars, of 
laughter, of home cooked meals and kitchen-table conversations, all the same. Because you can’t 
heal what you won’t acknowledge. You can’t heal without a grounded a narrative of love that under-
stands trauma and anger, guilt and sorrow just as well as it meets people with patience and atten-
tiveness, nourishment and stability. 

And so, in this spirit, I come of a future embodied, a future that seeks to imbue the trees of liberation 
that we plant with the grace and joy of the stars and the imagination of hope.  

you are laughing 
seeking absolution or, crying 
otherwise, dancing 
you would be family 
peace because 
despite tension released from 
disharmonious song resolving 
sustained echoes that float down 
in you are seeking 
bravery fires a ceaseless truth  
fighting free 

 Four girls from viBe Theater Experience, which provides girls with “free, high-quality, artistic, leadership, and academic opportunities by em6 -
powering underserved girls of color to write, produce, and perform original theater, videos and music about the real-life issues they face daily,” 
wrote and performed a play that imagined what the daily lives of the girls at the Leesburg Stockade were like. In 1963, fifteen Black girls were 
kidnapped from a nonviolent protest in Americus, Georgia and imprisoned in Leesburg, Georgia for over two months. Their parents had no idea 
where they were; the girls had undercooked meat twice a day, no water, shower, toilet, beds, or change of clothes. At one point, someone threw 
a rattlesnake into the single room where they were imprisoned. They were released only after John Lewis sent a SNCC photographer to find and 
photograph the girls that that there would be proof that they were there and they couldn’t be “disappeared.” Upon their release, the girls’ fami-
lies had to pay the equivalent of $50 to the government for “boarding fees.”

 Adapted from Dariann Rickerson7

  14



JOHN LEWIS FELLOWS’ REFLECTION ESSAY 

By Ohla Louisa Boleyn 

When it comes to my professional life, I cannot think of an experience as intellectually, mentally, 
emotionally and physically challenging as the John Lewis Fellowship. Even though I previously stud-
ied a lot of horrific moments in history of the United States, since it is a part of the American Studies 
Center curriculum, and was well aware of genocide of the Indigenous peoples, slavery, Manifest Des-
tiny, Jim Crow Laws, boarding schools, police brutality and family separation, none of that fully pre-
pared me for what I was about to discover. It is impossible to be prepared for such disturbing truths, 
this knowledge requires to be illustrated, experienced and felt, and this program gave us an oppor-
tunity to do quite so. 

The memory of the first day of classes in the National Center for Civil and Human Rights is still vivid 
in my mind: we were warmly welcomed by its CEO Brian Tolleson, Professor Tanya Washington, Ufuk 
and Hanane and I could not be more excited looking around the room, filled with all those talented 
people, with diverse backgrounds and identities, each had sparks of passion in their eyes. I was 
caught up in the beauty of that moment, that we live in time where people of Ukrainian, American, 
Polish, Romanian, Bosnian, Danish, German, Greek, Vietnamese and Mexican descent can be sitting 
together and discussing common issues, I could not wait to hear their stories and share mine, too. 
First impression of the Fellowship was very sweet and light, but then, after the break, we had our 
first introduction into what this program is really about — uncovering the ugly truth of the American 
reality — we toured the exhibition. It started with a hallway where pictures of White and Coloured 
communities, separate and unequal, were shown on the walls. It was disturbing to learn about what 
people had to go through while protesting and sit-ins, I got a chance to experience a two-minute 
simulator of the things they had to undergo and it was almost unbearable. It made me tear up to be 
reminded of how unreasonably cruel people can be to each other. 

But the true experience began the next week, when we got a chance to be in presence of remarkable 
lecturers, who educated me about some hidden issues in America, such as voter suppression, mass 
incarceration, criminal injustice, lynching, income immobility, homelessness, high rates of labour and 
sex trafficking in Atlanta. We’ve met with the amazing Carol Anderson and Roslyn Pope, and had a 
trip to the Legacy Museum in Montgomery, Alabama. Most of those classes contained very sensitive 
and information and I had to hold someone’s hand or get a hug to be able to cope with it.The reality 
is very harsh, harsh to the point where you go home and cry yourself to sleep thinking about all 
those stories of human and civil rights violations. And I could not possibly go cope with any of that 
without our group of extraordinary Fellows, with whom we went through a lot together: holding 
each other’s hands in moments of vulnerabilities. There were tears, breakdowns, laughs, adventures, 
heated political discussions, tension, and friendships. I am so proud to meet and know all those peo-
ple, touched by their stories and strength, and looking forward to working with many of them in the 
war against injustice. Each and every one of them has a special place and my heart and I sincerely 
hope it was not the last time we saw each other. 

Being a John Lewis fellow is definitely a big honor and a challenge, I never thought I could learn and 
grow so much in such a short period of time and it makes me emotional having to leave tomorrow, 
but it does not end here. Even though I am yet to digest all this information and not quite sure what 
exactly is going to happen next, I have a lot of inspiration and wish to pass on all this knowledge so 
others can get empowered and inspired too. So far, I plan to organize several lectures on mass incar-
ceration and voter suppression, since those topics have touched me the most. After graduation, I 
plan to go to a law school and pursue the career of a civil rights attorney. Maybe that’s when I will 
have a chance to meet up with the Fellows again, since some of them have similar aspirations. Until 
then, all the woke people who I had a chance to meet, including all the Humanity in Action staff and 
Fellows, will be the source of my motivation and will live in my memories. Thank you all for this op-
portunity and I am looking forward to having to work with this network in the future. Love. 
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PERSPECTIVES ON PAST AND FUTURE: HOW DOES THE 
JOHN LEWIS FELLOWSHIP FIT INTO MY LIFE? 

By Mara Dorofre 

Many ideals and practices, when it comes to human rights activism, get lost along a hampered road 
to success. Loss, hopelessness and lack of resources hinder the sustainability of a social movement 
and more often than not leave a positive change as a singular point in time and space, unfollowed by 
a bigger structural change. However, John Lewis was the trailblazer that would not stop, and has not 
stopped, fighting against violations of human rights. His life-long determination towards issues seem-
ingly unrelated, such as LGBTQ+ rights and racial discrimination, puzzled me at the start of the Fel-
lowship that carries his name, a name that used to mean nothing of significance to me. Contrary to 
my belief, every human rights issue is correlated and intersectional, all of them becoming insepara-
ble, as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Not one is free until all of us are free”. 

As the program advanced and we learned about the historical context of the Civil Rights Movement 
in the United States of America and the demands made by the leaders of the time, it became increas-
ingly clear to me that their ideals have still not been accomplished. The role of historical lessons has 
been reinforced many times in order to unveil the perpetual patterns of structural racism in the 
America, as pointed out by Dr. Carol Anderson. Whereas voter turnout and political apathy is one of 
the most important problems on a European level, the American context faces challenges when it 
comes to voter suppression and inaccessibility to the voting booth. Moreover, voter fraud was 
proved to be a made-up problem in order to legitimize harsher laws for voter identification. While 
navigating these binary thoughts of European-American voting rights, I found myself refuging to the 
all-to-known reality of the Romanian political system, which, in an unfortunate mix, presents all the 
bad symptoms of both contexts: voter suppression, voting fraud and voting apathy. The discussions 
with the other participants made me realize how the simple reality of presenting a government is-
sued photo ID can hinder a larger group of the population from turning up at the voting polls. To me, 
this translated into thinking about the undocumented Roma community in Romania, which is under-
represented in political bodies, even though they represent 3.3% of the total population, according to 
the 2016 census. However, it is approximated that around half a million members of the Roma com-
munity are undocumented, adding a significant percentage over the one of the census (G.S., 2017). 
This is due to cultural norms and disbelief in the Romanian political system, but also because of the 
deterrence mechanisms imposed: Romania is the only European country that requires a document of 
property in order to obtain a national government issued ID, making it impossible for nomadic popu-
lations to benefit from healthcare, education and social benefits (G.S, 2017). Thus, I am determined to 
identify more mechanisms of voter suppression which are hidden under the veil of ‘normality’ and a 
seemingly logical chain of thought, which seems reasonable to the ruling majority.  

Seeing all the activist speakers, who so selflessly put their body and minds on the line for the cause 
they believe in, made me question the impact of my actions and how I can have a bigger impact. 
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(Policing)

Cause of protest  
(the trigger event)

The activist work  
(protesting)



Should I mirror their willingness and behaviour and hope for the best? Shortly I was reassured that a 
social movement has many complex pieces put together and the work and skills of each person in-
volved can be put to great use. As it turns out, Big Data is part of the backstage of activism: being 
data informed but not data driven. Statistics and analysis are needed to prove the facts which 
protests are fighting against, because reality is manufactured and in order to change the narrative of 
a problem sometimes the tools of the oppression system are used. In the midst of moral uncertainty, 
I used to ground myself in the factual and logical certainty of science. As proven by eugenics and 
averages (with a skewed sample), science is a manifestation of power and the oppressor uses it as a 
tool to justify their actions. As an academic, I realized that I am not only responsible for critically 
analysing the scientific work of others and doing ethical research work, but I am also in charge of 
creating realities and narratives through the results that I get and how those can be manipulated for 
different causes.  

After talking with people from different areas of 
expertise, from sports activism to LGBTQ+ rights, 
I started noticing a pattern in the way a move-
ment is planned and gains momentum, and I 
summed up my conclusions in Diagram 1. Seeing 
the different layers of creating sustainable 
change, I believe my role would be in the top two 
layers. As all speakers emphasized, finding our 
own voice in the movement is difficult but re-
specting personal boundaries is crucial in staying 
alert and out of ‘bad’ trouble.  

Moreover, the layers presented in Diagram 1 are 
intertwined and cannot construct a meaningful 
change unless acted upon simultaneously. The 
connectedness between grassroot initiatives in 
Atlanta and their policy-activists counter-parts is 
what impressed me in the way that different 
communities decided to unite towards a common goal. Thus, I discovered an innovative way in 
which the gap between societal change and academic work is closed, because lawyers cannot lobby 
for change without protesters and shelters cannot continue giving away help without the organiza-
tions that advance goals for structural changes that prevent the problem.  

In conclusion, the time and space created by the John Lewis Fellowship embodied many lessons that 
cannot be expressed within a reflection, at such short time after experiencing trauma, hope and joy. 
After having four intense weeks of learning about activism, I am convinced that many other insights 
will be revealed to me after practicing some of the self-care lessons I have been taught by other par-
ticipants and speakers. The weight put on the us, as John Lewis Fellows, to be ‘change agents’ and 
‘make a better future’ will lift and leave behind motivation and perseverance to continue fighting for 
liberation, from the smallest to the largest scale.  

REFERENCES 
G.S. (on HotNews.ro) 15th of November 2017. Retrieved from https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-
esential-22113942-deputat-550-000-cetateni-romani-nu-poseda-acte-identitate.htm  
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Diagram 1: Sustainability of change
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THE REDEMPTIVE POWER OF ART 

By Elle Enander 

“If we talk about human beings… we have rationality, but more than that we have our 

emotions, we have our sensitivity, which is much larger than scientific research or ra-

tional conclusions… We know or we sense something actually much larger than our 

knowledge. So art is about all those things which we cannot clearly define and that are 

beyond our rationality. If we talk about human beings, about human society, as a com-

plete character, then art is absolutely necessary for us to call ourselves human or hu-

man beings.” 

- Ai Weiwei, artist activist 

When I think about my experience within this Fellowship, I see it as an arc away from and back to-
wards art. I came to this program with a strong belief in the role of arts in accessing and transform-
ing human feeling, but as the Fellowship progressed I felt increasingly naive for feeling this way. Who 
am I to think that art can have real impact when surrounded by such immediate civil and human 
rights issues? As a group we quickly created a space of intellectualizing these challenges and I felt 
naive for what seemed to be a lower tier of experiencing, feeling, and emotionally processing these 
conversations and spaces. I became incredibly critical of the value system by which I understood and 
processed my place within this work. Ian, an HIA Senior Fellow who led a workshop on dramatic sto-
rytelling within human rights work, also spoke to this idea of feeling naive for thinking that stories 
can change the world. And yet hearing them say they felt naive for feeling this way, and then taking 
part in a dramatic arts experience that felt so personally touching and transformative, reaffirmed the 
truth I had been resisting and discrediting: stories have power. 

I think as a group we witnessed how dangerous the temptation to solely intellectualize human rights 
issues can be when we don’t also allow ourselves to process spaces and stories emotionally – listen-
ing, as Toni-Michelle said, with our bodies. During the third week of the program, I shared with Liêm 
some of the insecurities I had been having and Liêm reassured me that these feelings were not only 
valid but were shared by both himself and others in the program. After talking I was surprised to find 
myself about to cry and Liêm told me, “it’s because you felt heard.” I have been thinking about this 
moment since. Something so simple and yet I had forgotten the real impact of feeling heard. I think 
art provides precisely this opportunity – not only is it a space from which we can speak but also a 
space from which we can be heard. 

I think of moments during this Fellowship that reaffirmed the value of art for me, moments when we 
were a community rather than a collection of separate individuals in a room: the spoken word work-
shop and performance night with Coleman G. Howard, the human touch of children’s vision boards in 
Judge Renata Turner’s courtroom, creating communal poetry and performance with Ian, watching 
the four girls perform their reimagining of the Leesburg Stockade, painting together at the Center for 
Civil and Human Rights. I think it’s no coincidence that these moments and spaces were all arts-
based, in which both process and product were valuable. We had the opportunity to create and 
share those creations with one another, and in turn created community. 

During our first week together, Tanya challenged us to consider the critical question of how to trans-
form historical patterns. Both Mawuli Davis and Professor David Hooker also spoke to this need, ar-
guing that historical patterns of marginalization might shape-shift but will continue to re-manifest 
themselves as long as dominant narratives remain. We need to be interested in transforming these 
narratives if we hope to make real change. While this sounds daunting, I think of Professor Ward 
Churchill’s assertion that liberation is a refusal to accept the paradigm, not only in the self-determina-
tion of a culture, economy, and group identity, but also self-determination in the very localized, even 
individual sense. Art offers a space to refuse this paradigm, providing an opportunity for creative lib-
eration in legitimizing alternative stories of social realities. Because the myths and narratives we par-
ticipate in inherently inform our understandings of self, there is power and healing in creating a per-
sonal fiction of your own choosing. When you embrace the power to create your own narrative, you 
begin chipping away at the dominant narratives and fictions that hinder change and stifle wholeness. 

At the end of the Fellowship I was struck by how many of us offered reflections rooted in expression, 
sharing poems, art, photography, videos, and music together as a group. Art is thus a powerful space 
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for sharing truths, bearing witness to truths, and ultimately expanding our sense of shared narrative. 
As Coleman G. Howard told us, “the moment you share space with people you change them in real 
time, and that changes the world.” While I recognize art alone isn’t the solution to dismantling domi-
nant narratives, I think of what Emiko Soltis said to us about creating change: it’s “a lot of people 
poking a lot of different things.” It’s essential to approach issues from multiple and varying angles 
and art is one such angle to poke from. 

Ultimately, I think of this Fellowship experience as an arc returning me to a renewed belief in both 
the power of human feeling and the necessary role of art and storytelling in human rights work. The 
spaces for storytelling and art throughout the Fellowship redeemed my belief in their power to build 
community and reaffirmed my sense of place within this work. I realize now that the arc of an artist is 
similar: one begins with a confident vision of the work, can hit a wall in the realization of that vision, 
but with persistence can create something meaningful and true. I think the same is true for viewers 
when they engage with difficult, paradigm-shifting art, as it can potentially interrupt and expand 
their sense of place within dominant cultural narratives. Art is thus, by nature of its capacity for self-
construction, an intrinsic and even essential component of redemption and community-building, pro-
viding space for us to access, express, and bear witness to ourselves.  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IMAGINATION AND REFUSAL IN THE YARD: MUSINGS ON 
THE GLOBAL AND PRESSING RAMIFICATIONS OF ANTI-

BLACKNESS 

By Desmond Fonseca 

The words, thoughts, and actions which make up this essay were  cultivated on Muscogee 

Creek, and Cherokee lands on the continent of Turtle Island, currently occupied by the United 

States of America. 
And O my people, out yonder, hear me, they do not love your neck unnoosed and straight. So 

love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke it and hold it up. And all your inside parts that 

they'd just as soon slop for hogs, you got to love them. The dark, dark liver--love it, love it and 

the beat and beating heart, love that too. More than eyes or feet. More than lungs that have 

yet to draw free air. More than your life-holding womb and your life-giving private parts, hear 

me now, love your heart. For this is the prize. 

Toni Morrison, Beloved 

Toni Morrison provided me refuge in Montgomery, Alabama. Refuge from the terrors endured by 
those who could have been, and are, my ancestors. Refuge from the extractive gaze of those who do 
not know, and I wonder if they care to know. Exiting the gallows of the National Memorial of Peace 
and Justice, her words met me. There was neither at the National Memorial for Peace and Justice. 
What can Peace or Justice look like for the 4,000, the countless, lynched by this country and its 
people. Each one of those infinite 4,000 died a death as brutal as the one described to us at the Al-
bany Civil Rights Museum, brutal enough to have me keeled over for some notable period of time. A 
woman, pregnant, hung upside down by her feet, her clothes doused in gasoline, set ablaze, her 
stomach cut open, her baby ripped out, smashed. Multiply that by 4,000. Multiply that by the un-
known. We still don’t approach the totality of this country’s atrocities, of the western world’s atroci-
ties, and all of those who perpetuate them. Guided by Professor David Hooker’s workshop on 
restorative justice, I know there is no justice to be had with the creation of this memorial, much less 
peace. Professor Hooker asks us to interrogate what the harm is/was, what will make said harm 
“right,” and who has the means to do so, in the search for justice. In contrast, Professor Churchill 
raised the possibility that “justice can never be obtained” in a system which positions itself as superi-
or. Dionne Brand, an Afro Canadian author, declares that she “does not write toward anything called 
justice, but against tyranny and toward liberation.” Brand and Churchill share similar sentiments re-
garding justice, that a tyranny which is ongoing, cannot provide refuge to its own tyranny. To think 
of justice as anything other than the result of collective self-determination, which Professor Churchill 
tells us it should be, is a hypocritical disservice to the goal of liberation which has kept us dreaming, 
kept us fighting, kept us alive.  

 

But you said there was no defense. “There ain’t.” Then what do I do? “Know it, and go on out 
the yard. Go on.”  
She told them that the only grace they could have was the grace they could imagine. That if 
they could not see it, they would not have it.  

Toni Morrison, Beloved 

New York Times coverage of the memorial says it “is meant to perturb, not console — and to encour-
age truth-telling far and wide. “Nationwide, the opening of the memorial and its museum has been 
met with widespread acclaim as a necessary confrontation of our past.” Haitian anthropologist Michel 
Rolph-Trouillot writes that  
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the past does not exist independently from the present. Indeed, the past is only past 

because there is a present...The past -- or more accurately, pastness -- is a position. 

Thus, in no way can we identify the past as past.  
8

It is an exercise in futility to simply confront our past. We were told that history without usability is 
just mythology – that history with usability can be both a weapon, and a means to heal wounds cen-
turies deep.  We must then see our present as not only a continuation, but an evolution of our past 9

not yet past. Saidiya Hartman calls today the “afterlife of slavery” where, “skewed life chances, limit-
ed access to health and education, premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment” are the 
barometers of Black life.  The accompanying Legacy Museum was a blueprint for seeing our past 10

reanimated into this present through the contemporary horrors of incarceration, but what do we do 
when this creation of the Equal Justice Initiative does not, and maybe cannot, grapple with the full 
reality of our present? Am I wrong to be unable to separate the horrors of the US American south 
and US America at large, from the horrors perpetrated by the US in Congo or Yemen? Among the 
first images in the main room of the Legacy Museum is of a Malawi prison, where Africans lie stacked 
on top of each other. It is more than reminiscent of the slave hold on the slave ship; it is its continua-
tion. And these are the people who were not kidnapped. Those who were, were put in chains not pri-
or to entering the slave ship, but in Africa’s heartlands, forced at gunpoint on a death march to the 
sea. If, miraculously, they did not die then in pens along the Gold Coast of modern Nigeria and Ghana 
and Guinea were next —  cacophonous and suffocating —    similarly horrific to those of Leesburg 
and the warehouse where the Legacy Museum is now located. If, miraculously, they did not die, then 
came those ships, and there starts the stories we are often, yet not often enough, told. That is where 
the story starts in the Legacy Museum. Today, the inverse is true, “boats” packed impossibly beyond 
capacity flee, and drown, and capsize across the Mediterranean from Africa to Europe. Africa bleeds 
itself because Africa has been carved. The dirty work has already been done; the clearing, kidnap-
ping, killing; this is just maintenance. 

 This is without mentioning that the wealth and capital which built the institutions we see as 
infallible today. JP Morgan Chase or Harvard University, they do not exist as they do contemporarily 
without massive and unimaginable —   if only it were not imagined and acted out — exploitation 
which goes well beyond the US American south. It may be said that this memorial is just the start of 
a healing process well overdue. Out of love for my people, dead and displaced, out of love for those 
memorialized by the EJI, out of love for the EJI, and out of frustration with the totality of our past 
and present, I will not apologize for not being content with a start. 
  

I come from a lineage of dreamers; who am I to stop dreaming, to be content? Professor 
Ward Churchill relayed to us the urgency of “refusing the paradigm,” in the quest for liberation and 
self-determination. It is refusing the tyranny of the United States of America, which does not exist 
without slavery; it is refusing the dominion of the United Nations, which does not exist without the 
United States of America, it is refusing the hegemony of the nation-state, which does not exist with-
out the United Nations, for all are complicit in the subjugation of the global south. Professor Hooker 
showed us the importance of envisioning the world we want to live in, and how we would live in it. 
To do so we must come to a fuller understanding of the world we live in, we must tell the truth: a 
truth far more horrific and pervasive than what the National Memorial for Peace and Justice would 
have us see, even if it is a start. And we must imagine worlds beyond our comprehension, to imagine 
“against tyranny, and towards freedom.”  To do so we must do as Baby Suggs tells Denver; as Toni 11

Morrison —  who provided me refuge in Montgomery —  tells her readers, we must “know it, and go 
out on the yard.” It is in the yard, outside the confines of comfort, where we are subject to the full 
horrors of the world and its history, however, it is also in the yard, aware of those horrors, where we 
can cultivate the ability and the desire to both refuse and imagine. 

 From Michel Roplh-Trouillot’s “Silencing The Past”8

 Thank you, Rachel :)9

 From Saidiya Hartman’s “Lose Your Mother”10

 This quote is from a lecture I watched on youtube given by Dionne Brand titled “Writing Against Tyranny and Towards Liberation”11
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SIGHT/SOUNDTRACK: 
- Flying Lotus, Until The Quiet Comes — short film by Kahlil Joseph  
- Bob Marley, Zimbabwe  

A REQUIEM FOR TONGUES UNTIED 
that perpetual rage  

for the black dead and dying 
 for we are still dead and dying 

 for we have always been dead and dying 
for, to be born black is to be dead and dying 

is this hair texture  
born out of colonial desires for black flesh to be nothing more than black flesh  

coarse enough for waves but loose enough 
To pretend 

  
that the kidnapping of Africans was not the beginning of globalization. 

To pretend  
that the Oil which my mother country bled was necessary for what we call modernity  
the same Oil which coated my uncles tongue before he could unlearn the colonizers; 

how do you count to 3 years old in our tongue?  
moxi  

yadi  
tatu 

To pretend  
that our mothers march to the hospital with you strapped to her still beating heart to get that oil  

sweet oil, out of your stomach and back into those lamps, is symbolic of subhumanity. 
To pretend  

that to walk back 
baby —  still —  on chest 

 oil —   still —  in a now lifeless stomach 
 and place that —  still —  body in the still earth is subhuman 

if you are human then i don't want to be. 

To pretend  
that my cousin who died in this country's uniform did so for freedom 

 even if it was harry truman who watched us starve 
and jfk who torched us with napalm. 

To pretend  
that lynchings are a thing of the past. 

To pretend  
that prison complexes are not literally plantations 

 that the millions of black  prisoners in america aren't legally slaves 
to pretend that this is not a call to action but a play for pity.  

To pretend  
that it has to do with hair at all. 
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THE MALLEABILITY OF REALITY IN HOW  
WE TELL OUR STORIES 

By Laurel Hiatt 

“Stories are a communal currency of humanity." Tahir Shah, In Arabian Nights 

“If I'm gonna tell a real story, I'm gonna start with my name.” Kendrick Lamar 

Names, stories, and narratives are inextricably linked to how we navigate the world, bumping into 
one another. There are stories behind our names that we share with others; the stories we collect 
forge narratives surrounding our identities; these narratives then inform how we interact with others 
and carry ourselves. Each can be changed — molded or truncated, misinterpreted or adapted for 
someone else’s benefit. The reality we glean from our names, stories, and narratives must be careful-
ly cultivated and preserved, as we have often reflected over the course of the John Lewis Fellowship. 
In the words of Ianne Field Stewart from viBe Theater Experience, “Storytellers are the stewards of 
heaven and hell.” 

We started the program with the seed 
of this notion, of the significance of title 
and story in determining our actions. 
We are John Lewis Fellows, after all, 
and that name carries weight far be-
yond the Congressman’s district. It 
evokes the legacy of a man whose life is 
committed to justice and whose con-
stancy has kept him in the civil rights 
struggle with communities beyond his 
own. An amalgamation of Europeans 
and Americans, academics and advo-
cates, we unified under this title and a 
collective commitment to arc-bending. 
Our personal stories bubbled under-
neath the surface.  

Slowly, the histories that have shaped us sprang forth into the open. We offered hints of ourselves 
with items that represented us the first night at Paschal’s Restaurant, telling tales of personal 
odysseys and found families. With every personal presentation that ambled past its ten-minute limit, 
I learned more about the Fellows. Our paths to Atlanta were deeply distinct, but our presents coa-
lesced as we formed strategies of civic engagement for the future. 

One of the highlights for me in exploring the narratives of our cohort was the Under My Hood Expe-
rience at the Center for Civil and Human Rights. Event organizer and spoken word artist Coleman G. 
Howard talked of how if you don’t share your experiences, others will shape judgments based on as-
sumptions and misinterpretations. Control over our own narrative is one of the most empowering 
tools we wield, and the chance to hear my friends boldly claim this as we humanized one another 
was a favorite moment in the program. 

Consistently, presenters and facilitators of the program shared their stories, along with their work. In 
fact, the two were most often intertwined, as personal successes and failures proved as informative 
as data and policies. Nse Ufot, the Executive Director of the New Georgia Project, discussed her sta-
tus as a naturalized citizen in tandem with the importance of exercising the right to vote. Eddie 
Conway, a former Black Panther party member and long-term political prisoner, joined his memories 
of unjust incarceration with broader criticisms of the criminal legal system. When we center voices of 
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experience, we gain insight beyond the purely intellectual and avoid the misinformation with which 
we are constantly inundated.  

The dangers of misleading informa-
tion and fabricated narratives were a 
consistent theme in our conversa-
tions of justice. Dr. Carol Anderson 
traced back America’s long history 
of voter suppression, stopping to 
explain how duplicitous concerns 
over fraud and stories of an unedu-
cated electorate hid the truth of 
imbedded racism in the political sys-
tem. When the Kennesaw Five came 
under fire for protesting police bru-
tality, the brother of one of the 
cheerleaders said he knew the group 
had to take control of the narrative 
immediately through the press to 
handle the situation most effectively. 
Naming mass incarceration and the 
war on poverty instead of succumb-
ing to the simplistic tale of the war 
on drugs is necessary to address these systemic abuses, as illustrated at the Legacy Museum in 
Montgomery, Alabama. Narratives control the reality we live in and must be treated with the appro-
priate degree of respect and caution. This requires both powerful listeners and committed story-
tellers. 

I believe one of the greatest opportunities for civic engagement is communication between unlike 
communities: this requires a combination of courage, delicacy, persistence, and resilience. During the 
John Lewis Fellowship, each person who walked into the room was prepared to share their name, 
truth, and story so the rest of us could benefit from their sincerity and authenticity. It’s only fair I 
leave the Fellowship and do the same in my spheres. 

My name is Laurel Hiatt. Over the past few years, I’ve told my story a million times, a million ways. 
From now on, I hope to tell my truths in recognition of the reality I’m cultivating and to uphold the 
voices of others in their own storytelling. I hope the fire from our mouths lights the path forward to 
justice, and the narratives we develop reflect the complexity within each of us. 

 “My story is a freedom song of struggle. It is about finding one's purpose, how to overcome fear and 
to stand up for causes bigger than one's self.” Coretta Scott King 
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WE SHALL OVERCOME . . . WHAT?  

By Abibat Iriafen 

We shall overcome is a gospel song that was adapted from the song "I'll Overcome Some Day", a 
hymn by Charles Albert Tindley that was first published in 1900. This song became the anthem of the 
civil rights movement and was sung in many important marches. The song talks about overcoming 
racial injustice. It says, “We’ll walk hand in hand”, meaning that white people and black people will 
walk together and be one society. “We shall live in peace” meaning that white and black people can 
live together in peace, in one society. “We are not afraid” meaning we are not afraid to fight for jus-
tice. As I have learned about civil and human rights and how the older movements have influenced 
contemporary movements, I start to wonder. It is easy to sing “We Shall Overcome” when you can 
see the obstacle that you are overcoming. It is easy to walk hand in hand when you can see who you 
are walking with. It is easy to have no fear when you know who the enemy is. What happens when 
the lines blur? Friend today, enemy tomorrow. How can we live in peace when we can’t see the ob-
stacles to peace because they are dressed up as a white man singing off key “We Shall Overcome” in 
khaki pants and a smile? How do you build coalitions to enact change when your “allies” don’t truly 
understand what they are fighting against? They don’t truly understand the things that they are 
fighting against because they are repeating many of the same toxic actions they are supposed to be 
against, this is called toxic liberalism. 
 

American folk singer and activist Pete Seeger (left) adopted and helped popularize "We Shall Over-
come" by teaching the song at rallies and protests. Here he sings with activists in Greenwood, Miss., 
in 1963. 

At the Speed of Sound: Tracing the Civil Rights Movement Through Music workshop we learned the 
power of music in the Civil Rights Movement. Dr. Bradley talked about how music was used to uplift 
black people when they were marching. That black joy was a form of protest. I would like to believe 
that joy didn't just come from the beautiful sound of their voices singing but from the fact that they 
were marching with people who wanted freedom no matter the cost, even death. Maybe this is be-
cause their humanity was on the line.  
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Seven percent. That is the number of Fellows that Humanity in Action selected out of thousands of 
applications. This coalition of activists and freedom fighters are supposed to be the best and bright-
est in the world. This being the case, how do they fall prey to the same ignorant ideals that people 
who are not “woke” fall prey to. It makes me think that if this is our best chance, if these are our best 
arc benders, then the fight for justice is already lost. Why even try? Why even try, because if there is 
one thing I have learned in life is that failure is not an option. The only thing this changes is the stakes 
and as an NCAA division one athlete I am used to high stakes. 

Dr. Mawuli Davis from the Sports as a Platform for Protest and Activism panel said organization is 
needed not just mobilization. He said make friends outside of your organizing group. In the film we 
watched Brother Outsider: The Life of Bayard Rustin, he made a groundbreaking observation when 
being accused of selling out when he became involved into politics. He said that in protesting you 
never compromise but in politics there is always compromise. Politics, meaning implementing policy 
to get the rights you were protesting for, is how you create long lasting change. Dr. Deborah 
Richardson from the Human Trafficking Institute said that we must hold the line against human rights 
abuses. Implementing policy is how you hold the line. Before I came into Humanity in Action I used to 
tell activist circles about the importance of organization but my plea fell on deaf ears. Humanity in 
Action has solidified my confidence in this belief. 

Within this collaborative “learning” space, I have witnessed people quote people who promoted 
genocide and implemented policies of racism, as their idols. I have witnessed people shutting down 
black women's voices. I have witnessed people who claim to be analyzing their privilege but asked 
how a black woman can have an amazing curriculum vitae when she is supposed to be oppressed. I 
have witnessed people taking up so much space by asking a lot of questions. I have witnessed peo-
ple of color intellectualize things so much that there are distracted from reality. To the point where 
these same people of color become frauds to the message of  helping people of color and sisterhood 
with women of color. Some people of color claim to be tokens in Humanity in Action but are using 
this as crutches to hide the behavior they are espousing to antagonize people of color. I have wit-
nessed unattainable greed, where a white man in Humanity in Action has abused the kindness of this 
organization while he sits in the class pretending to be a crusader for poor people. I have witnessed 
fake humility and white savior syndrome of those who pretend to be stepping down and making 
space but only because it makes them feel better not because they actually want help. Many people 
want to help you when they think you are less skilled than them but they don’t want to help you 
when you are more skilled than them. When you are more skilled than them, you are threat. 

I have witnessed a lot of depressing and disturbing things, but the real question is what will I do with 
this knowledge. Dr. Hooker talked about building narratives. He said that we create narratives in our 
head and we expect people in society to follow this narrative, but it is all imaginary. I have built a 
narrative where I expect people who say they believe in the same principles as me, that people who 
at least look like me, and who want to see the same changes in society, want to go about it the right 
way. This is a narrative, a story, and it is not true. I have to start realizing just that because someone 
looks like you and they say that they believe the same things as you, that doesn’t mean they will do 
right by you and by the people you are helping.  

Humanity in Action taught me the importance of narratives and how people who seem so different 
from you can have the same experiences as you. It also showed me that people who seem like me, 
can have very different experiences than me. Humanity in Action taught me that organization of a 
movement is very important. It taught me to create new narratives, where I set standards with peo-
ple I want to mobilize and organize with. In addition, to not expect the people I mobilize with to be 
my friend, to like, or to even support me. That is why Dr. Davis said it is important to make friends 
outside of the coalition. I will take with me the stories that my Fellows and speakers have shared with 
me in presentations, in the hallways and in the fourth-floor common room and cherish them and con-
tinue to see people for their humanity. I plan to continue the work even though it is hard, and it 
seems like there is no hope, no justice and that everyone no matter what their identity is fallible to 
toxic liberalism. It is unfortunate that Humanity in Action is so selective because everyone needs to 
be in this space. There are very few learning environments like this in the world. I am not so sure if I 
will miss the smoke-filled streets of Atlanta but I know that this city and this program have given me 
the skills to really do this work and create a new narrative. 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DEAR ZOE 

By Sophie Kupetz 

Dear Zoe,  
 
I’m nearing the end of my time in Atlanta as a John 
Lewis fellow. I am writing to you as a way to make 
sense of my experience here - to parse through my 
thoughts, pose questions, and tell stories. We share 
the same upbringing -  the same parents, schools, 
home, traditions - and we share many identities - 
both operating in the world as white, cisgender, cul-
turally Jewish women who come from socio-eco-
nomic privilege. As friends, we hold common inter-
ests, commitments and values. As confidants, I can 
be honest in my reflections with you and resist my 
urge to retreat to the space where I feel comfortable 
and intellectualize my experiences. As my role model, 
you guide me to question my assumptions, inspire 
me to think critically, and hold me accountable in my 
actions. Through speaking candidly to you, I can 
speak candidly to myself.  

In effort to center feelings and acknowledge emo-
tional response as a form of reflection, an archive in it of itself, I want to mention that I am tired and a 
bit overwhelmed. Our days have been full. We have learned about the challenging and painful histo-
ries that the United States is built upon and the ways in which systems of oppression continue to 
manifest today. I am unsure how to hold this pain. I am afraid of becoming desensitized to it. I am 
afraid of taking up emotional space that is not mine to take. But, I know that I feel its heaviness - in 
my shoulders, where I carry tension; in my mind, where I think deeply; in my heart, where I will not let 
it overpower deep love; and in my gut, where my reactions feel most raw - I think right now it is okay 
to just feel. 

I feel anxious, as writing causes me anxiety. 

I feel hopeless at times. As I think of all the layers that have to be deconstructed and reconstructed 
in effort to make a just world, I doubt that the “masters tools can dismantle the masters house.”  

Yet, I feel hopeful, because I must. It is a privilege to give in to hopelessness. We must be motivated 
to continue to do the work by the belief that the world can someday look different. Today, a toddler 
died from the conditions of an ICE detention center. Today, the city of Atlanta made $80 for each 
person caged in an ICE detention center. There is not time to be hopeless.  

I feel inspired when I meet people who dedicate themselves to a fight for liberation and who contin-
ue to laugh and smile and dance. 

I feel connected to and grounded by a group of people who have each, in their own ways, given 
generously and who have reminded me that this work must be rooted in love and in community. I 
have begun to find a sense of spirituality that I was resistant to say I wanted or needed. 

This past month, I learned from activists, academics, community organizers, lawyers, educators, 
fighters and dreamers who shared their experiences and beliefs with us. Grounded in place - in the 
Atlanta of yesterday, today and our hopes for tomorrow - I learned from and with a group of 25 
strong, young people and three committed facilitators. I am humbled by their dedication and work. I 
learned from my mistakes (and there have been many), from my conversations with others, and from 
my reflection on our experiences. Zoe, as someone who values education deeply and who thinks crit-
ically about access to quality and liberation inspired education, I know you understand the meaning 
of this. It is a true privilege, and not just during the Trump Administration, to have the opportunity 
and ability to prioritize learning for an entire month. 
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I also remind myself that I had the opportunity to be a John Lewis Fellow and to devote this month 
to learning not because of my hard work alone, but also because of the family and body into which I 
was born. We have college educated parents, grew up in a house full of books, attended private 
school, and live in a world that works to protect and uphold the color of our skin.  
I thought of you when professor-lawyer-psychologist-mediator-facilitator, Dr. Hooker taught us:  

Knowledge is the manifestation of power. Power regimes decide which interpretations get 

passed down as truth and which are disregarded.  

I am a student. I know you also strongly identify as a student. We have been taught how to be stu-
dents. We were told from a young age that we are students, reaffirmed by report cards, teacher re-
marks and leadership opportunities. We were taught the language of power - how to read, write, 
speak and think in ways deemed valuable by power regimes. Thank you for constantly reminding me 
that the way we learn and the truths we are told are constructed by power structures. The “science” 
behind the eugenics movement, which I learned about in the documentary A Dangerous Idea, is a 
glaring example of this. 
You have taught me by example, by constantly reflecting on Oakwood and striving to make it a more 
accessible and inclusive place, that we must reflect inward on the spaces we occupy and the places 
in which we operate.  
As I find myself raising my hand, uncomfortable with moments of silence or missing what others say 
as I think through how to phrase my question in the most  
“intellectual” way, I am reminded that I have much to unlearn. I thank the other Fellows for reminding 
me that the ways in which we process and intellectualize ideas can (intentionally or not) silence oth-
ers.  
As we walk by Georgia State’s privatized police force, through security and up to our law school 
classroom, we must ask ourselves, “who is not in this space?” 
While our group is diverse in many ways, we are lacking in others. The second day of the program, 
we drove by the campuses of Morehouse, Spellman and Morris Brown. We learned about the signifi-
cant roles these schools, attended by many of our speakers, played during the Civil Rights Move-
ments, yet no members of the 2018 John Lewis Fellowship attend(ed) HBCUs. Very few members of 
our group grew up in metro Atlanta, the space acting as our classroom. We acknowledge that we 
occupy Creek and Cherokee land and participate in the ongoing project that is settler colonialism, 
yet there are no Native American students in our cohort.  
All 26 of us are, at the very least, college educated, with some holding master’s degrees. What of 
those who did not have access to college education, who had to work, whose school pushed them 
out, or who chose to learn from other spaces? What about people who, stigmatized by a criminal 
record, experience the effects of the Prison Industrial Complex every day?  
Sometimes, because you are part of a class of people, you lack testimonial authority, said Professor 
Hooker.  
We must name who is not in the space to begin to recognize whose narratives we fail to make room 
for, who have been denied testimonial authority to the point they are unable to gain access to (or 
perhaps, even know about) the Fellowship.  
I say this not to discredit the Fellowship, which, I feel privileged to have been a part of, but in effort 
to interrogate my place, to acknowledge the ways in which we replicate the hierarchies we attempt 
to dismantle, and to question the sentiment that we have heard over and over again this month:  
you are the future. 

If we are the future, who is not?  

Dr. Hooker posed the question,  

In the world we say we want, none of us can be who we are right now - what do we have to 

give up? 

Fellowships are, in many ways, built on exclusivity. The network is powerful, because only some have 
access to it. So, what do spaces like Humanity in Action, like Brown University (where I - and soon we 
- spend a lot of time), look like in the world we are collectively un-building and building? I think we 
must approach programs such as Humanity in Action and institutions such as Brown in the same way 
that Professor Kinnison, lawyer and advocate for Indigenous rights and sovereignty, approaches the 
law.  
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They provide us with tools to fight for liberation; they are not tools for liberation. 
Professor of American Indian Studies and lifelong activist Ward Churchill expanded: 
Liberation is refusing to accept the paradigm, but we can still use it. 

We must refuse to accept a paradigm that requires a “Humanity in Action,” an exclusive Fellowship 
that people are a part of to gain tools of resistance, to learn an honest history, to build community - 
knowledge that all should have access to through the public-school system. 

Thus, I would like to push back on Dr. Goldstein’s sentiment that “Humanity in Action is not a training 
ground for activists.” I believe HIA must be and is a training ground for activists. Thinking and cri-
tiquing are forms of activism, but, as we have discussed, thinking and critiquing cannot be the end of 
our work. It must be a training ground for activists that allows us to gain tools to fight for worlds that 
look different. What will HIA look like in the world we are fighting for? What would an inclusive, ac-
cessible place for learning about resistance look like?  
I write with uncertainty and continue to struggle with difficult questions. 
Questions that Dr. Hooker posed like, Is there ever a point after an injustice in which justice is not the 

thing we should be talking about to acquire the world we want? 
Questions that other Fellows posed, like Desmond, when he asked, What does the name “The Na-

tional Memorial for Peace and Justice” mean? 

I do not have answers to these questions, but I am excited to discuss them with you. I do not have 
closure, as this work is a process, so I will leave off with some commitments to myself and those 
around me, through you.  

1. I will make an effort to bridge the disconnect between my beliefs and my daily action. What 

circumstances are people willing to divest themselves of voluntarily? asked Dr. Hooker. Find 

where you stand, figure out who you are supposed to be in the world that you want, and start 

being that, he encouraged. Who am I in the world that I want and how can I start being that 
person?  

2. I will listen more often and more intently. I will unlearn my reflex to fill silence and to feel the 
need to prove my intelligence. Dr. Soltis, Executive Director of Freedom University, left us 
with important wisdom I hope to put into practice: Always step up. If you talk too much, step 

up with your listening. I will step up with my listening. 
3. I will share the amazing wisdom I have been taught this past month. I will share them with 

you; with mom and dad; with Buddy and Zadie and Nana; with the “liberal” communities with 
social and economic capital that we have access to; with Joshua; with my friends locked out 
of these learning environments; with my future children. I will share them through my action 
project. I will ask questions to professors, teachers, curators, politicians and others when hon-
est, nuanced histories are not shared, when accounts and voices are missing. 

4. Ms. Nse Ufot, Executive Director of the New Georgia Project, emphasized the importance of 
us each contributing our time and energy in the way we can, because it’s not about what’s 

happening in the White house, it’s about what’s happening in your house. Inspired by the 
words and examples of those who came before me and of all those who shared with me this 
past month, I will find communities doing the work where ever I am; I will show up with inten-
tion and figure out how I can best support the work. 

5. I will be kind to myself in the process.  

How are you feeling, Zo? 
With love and admiration,  
Your big sister,  
Yaya  
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“EVEN THE STONES WOULD CRY OUT  
IF YOU WOULD NOT CRY OUT.” 

By Francesca Lupia 

I don’t know how many lynching sites I’ve walked past in the last month. The number is definitely 
more than one, and likely more than I imagine. Often, I found myself staring at trees, visualizing a 
brutal history for each one, trying to wrap my mind and spirit around the horror that could have 
happened there – that had happened there, for all I knew. There are very few markers to show exact-
ly where anti-Black violence occurred in America, perhaps in part because it happened in too many 
places to name.  

The massiveness of racist brutality overwhelmed me as I walked through the National Memorial for 
Peace and Justice. Craning my neck to read each name on the markers (memorializing lynching vic-
tims) that hung above my head, I tried to imagine the number of people that each murder touched – 
the Black individuals, families, and communities fragmented by white supremacist violence; the 
bloodthirsty voyeurs who snacked on peanuts while watching horrific torture and murder; the count-
less others who knew of the impending spectacle and kept their heads down, doing nothing to inter-
vene.  

The last category, in particular, disturbed me. I thought of the children and grandchildren of lynch 
mob members, many still alive in the United States today, ignorant of their families’ history or willing, 
through their silence, to let the bloody past fade from memory. I pictured the flow of money from 
plantation owners to Northern industrialists, a series of transactions that allowed whites in outwardly 
non-slaveowning states to quietly fill their pockets with money reaped through bondage. As I strug-
gled to picture the number of people whose complicity sustained centuries of lynching, I saw the vio-
lence of racism as a collective project, upheld by both narrative and silence. 

Emerging from the memorial’s main structure, I saw rows of markers lying like gravestones in neat 
rows, waiting to be removed and reclaimed by the communities in which the murders took place. 
Time Magazine’s profile of Bryan Stevenson, the creative force behind the memorial, describes the 
unclaimed markers as providing “silent reproach” to those who refuse to own their history. I wasn’t 
sure that I agreed. On one hand, the National Memorial for Peace and Justice was tremendously 
beautiful and moving, performing the necessary work of honoring victims of anti-Black violence. But 
I struggled to believe that a silent rebuke from Montgomery would be deeply felt in communities 
where a conspiracy of silence continues to mask historical and present injustice. In communities that 
refuse to reckon with their own history, the narratives that enable white supremacy to remain un-
challenged, allowing - in the words of Dr. David Hooker - for the violent institutions supported by 
those narratives to re-emerge. I questioned, as I would often do during the Fellowship, where to go 
when speaking out seems to lose its power.  

Visiting the Equal Justice Initiative’s Legacy Museum, also in Montgomery, also drove me to question 
the significance of public attention as a strategy for social change. News footage of Birmingham po-
lice officers unleashing dogs on peacefully protesting Black schoolchildren showed the strength of 
nonviolent resistance, during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, as a strategy for highlighting 
the brutality of the Jim Crow South. In the early years of broadcast television, seeing violence enact-
ed against nonviolent civil rights demonstrators in real time was instrumental in garnering support 
for desegregation. The last few years of anti-Black violence in America, however, have told a differ-
ent story. Videos of Black people being harassed, beaten, and killed are now so commonplace that 
Black death on the Internet has become its own kind of grotesque spectacle. The museum made me 
fearful of contributing to this pattern – spectacle begetting inaction begetting continued violence - in 
my own desire to speak against injustice.  

The words of Marshall “Eddie” Conway, one of the United States’ longest-incarcerated political pris-
oners, provided me with some direction. In my temporary hometown of San Jose, CA, I work with a 
local government office that provides services to formerly incarcerated individuals. I was eager to 
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hear from Mr. Conway, who had spent upwards of 40 years behind bars, about his strategies for sur-
viving imprisonment and challenging mass incarceration after his release. Mr. Conway spoke about 
the degrading treatment of prisoners, both by prison staff and by the non-incarcerated public who 
refused to see them as worthy of redemption or care, and of the importance of “humanizing” prison-
ers. Going into prisons and interacting in person with incarcerated people, he said, never fails to 
transform the perspectives of people “on the outside.”  

In listening to Eddie Conway, I realized that humanization – or rather, empathy – makes the differ-
ence between speaking out for righteousness and cheapening others’ suffering. Visibility becomes 
spectacle when we forget that there are humans – whole, complex, hurting – behind the stories we 
tell. In my advocacy, I aim to communicate and defend the humanity of those I serve. Informed by 
these goals, I hope to use my Action Project as an opportunity to “humanize” the reality of mass in-
carceration in the San Francisco Bay Area, creating a venue – in the form of a roundtable discussion 
series – for formerly incarcerated people to share conversation, resources, and empathy with com-
munity members and Stanford Law School professors.  

The words of Professor Ward Churchill guided my thinking about the role of protest in the face of 
apparent futility. Professor Churchill’s exhortation to resist injustice by “refusing to accept the par-
adigm,” to view the creation of instability as “an opportunity for fundamental change,” pushed me to 
revisit my troubled thoughts about complicity’s role in sustaining racial violence. At the very least, 
challenging injustice creates a fissure in the conspiracy of silence, opening the way for future action 
even if change seems unattainable in the present. I drew determination from the words of the late 
Bayard Rustin, marginalized even within his own coalition of civil rights activists for his homosexuali-
ty but unfailingly committed to the cause of racial equality: “There are times when you can do noth-
ing, but you have to cry out against injustice. Even the stones would cry out if you did not cry out.”  

I often struggle, when considering the scope of injustice, to believe that the arc of the moral universe 
will ultimately bend toward justice. I’m also not sure, much of the time, what a just world looks like 
when so much of the world I have come to know is rooted in oppression. But I believe that the fight 
for justice is worth pursuing anyway. I challenge myself, going forward, to remain focused in my 
work when I do not know if I will see the fruits of my labor. I hope as well to carry with me Bayard 
Rustin’s loyalty, despite personal pain, to the pursuit of liberation.  

In the final days of the Fellowship, I found my thoughts returning to the evening of July 12, the pro-
gram’s third day. On that Thursday evening, we had planned to attend a “Know Your Rights” meeting 
for undocumented immigrants in a nearby community. Minutes after leaving for the meeting, we re-
ceived notice that the meeting had been cancelled due to a bomb threat. The news left me shaken 
and furious. I was unable to shake my rage at the fact that government-sponsored separation of im-
migrant families and incarceration of undocumented children is somehow, apparently, insufficient, 
that undocumented people cannot even leave their homes to share information and solidarity with-
out the threat of violence. In the fog of my anger, the words of my friend Adeola, another Fellow, 
stayed with me: “This is why we have to show up.” 

Adeola’s words, echoing in my head three weeks later, made me reckon with my past failure to show 
up when I should have done so. I had chosen not to attend several “Know Your Rights” meetings in 
my own hometown, reasoning to myself that my presence, as a white person and an American citi-
zen, might not be welcome in a space intended to serve undocumented individuals of Latin American 
origin. My outsider status might even constitute a threat or disruption to intra-community dynamics. 
Out of both self-serving desire to be seen as a “good ally” and genuine concern for being respectful 
of communities that are not my own, I kept myself from showing up. In doing so, I now understand, I 
assumed that I knew the desires of the community I hoped to uplift, deciding on their behalf that 
they did not want or need me to join the fight.  

Going forward, I commit myself to showing up, even when I’m not sure that I will be good at doing 
so. I want, of course, to remain respectful of the communities with whom I work. I am prepared to be 
told that my presence is not needed, but hearing that message requires, before anything else, that I 
show up and listen. The reality of the present, from bomb threats called in to “Know Your Rights” 
meetings to the public murders of unarmed Black boys, is too dire for me to tell myself that I am the 
wrong person to stand up. My inaction will be taken by both the victims and the perpetrators of 
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racist violence as evidence that I do not care. I refuse to absolve myself, out of anxiety or propriety 
or misplaced respect, of the responsibility to act. 

My four weeks in Atlanta pushed me to confront the mass complicity that injustice requires. At the 
same time, the people I met taught me the deep importance of another kind of cooperation. On days 
when hopelessness threatened to envelop me, I drew upon the determination of those around me – 
speakers, Fellows, community members. I’ve grown up associating my own value with my ability to 
compete, and I have to struggle mightily to keep from using others to judge my worth. But spending 
a month in the presence of storytellers and freedom fighters, compassionate judges and ethical 
lawyers and prophetic performers, faithful friends and compassionate comrades does something for 
the spirit. I am honored to have learned to see hope in others, to stand up and show up even when 
victory lies out of sight, to defend humanity where it is threatened, and to create ruptures where I 
can in the conspiracy of silence. 
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TRYING TO UNDERSTAND AND COPE WITH REALITY 

By Sandra Mehmedovic 

“The only reason you say that race was not an issue is because you wish it was not. We all wish it was 

not. But it’s a lie. I came from a country where race was not an issue; I did not think of myself as black 

and I only became black when I came to America. When you are black in America and you fall in love 

with a white person, race doesn’t matter when you’re alone together because it’s just you and your 

love. But the minute you step outside, race matters. But we don’t talk about it.” (Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie, Americanah) 

When I learned that I would be part of the 2018 Humanity in Action Fellowship cohort, I strove to 
deepen my understanding of the topics and issues at the heart of the program. I voraciously read 
articles on race, gentrification, and social justice, and I consumed literature and films on the experi-
ences of people of color in the contemporary United States. Soon I will hold a master’s degree in 
English language and literature; issues in the history and sociology of the United States were not new 
to me. Yet, despite this extensive background, the insight and perspective that I would gain in my 
four weeks in Atlanta had been unthinkable when I stepped into the U.S. for the first time.  

The first day of the Humanity in Action program included a visit to the exhibition at the Center for 
Civil and Human Rights. In addition to portraying historical facts and stories, one part of the museum 
serves as a replica of a typical American diner. You sit on the stool, put headphones on, and close 
your eyes. A man starts talking to you, kindly and attentively. Then suddenly people start to shout. 
They harass you. They threaten to beat you. They scream in your ears. A screen in front of you shows 
the time that has passed as you continue to endure. The first time I took a seat at this diner, I got up 
40 seconds later. The second time, the sense of guilt that I couldn’t bear more than 40 seconds of 
this historicized abuse pushed me to stay longer. What had it been like for people who actually expe-
rienced this kind of oppression first-hand?  
At the end of my visit, my thoughts turned to the children of the civil rights movement and to those 
of today. Are children fairly represented in American history? Were they just passive victims of hor-
rendous oppression and hatred, or were they active agents in the movement for freedom? While 
seminal court cases, like Brown v. Board of Education, were well documented, I was curious to learn 
about the other contributions children made as civic agents. Moreover, I wondered what a visit to 
this museum would be like for a child today. How can we responsibly share these important stories 
to educate children without traumatizing and re-traumatizing them? It is very important to teach 
children history, especially history of their predecessors, but one should also be responsible for pro-
tecting them from traumatic experiences. This question remains unanswered, and I continue return-
ing to it in my work at home in Bosnia and Herzegovina as well.   

During these four weeks, I was constantly drawing parallels between issues presented in lectures and 
issues in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). When we talked about the LGBTQ+ community and the dis-
crimination they face on a daily basis, I couldn’t help but think about the LGBTQ+ community in my 
own country and what it means to identify as transgender in BiH. While I know many individuals who 
identify as queer, I don’t know anyone who is openly transgender. Toni-Michelle Williams, one of the 
speakers who identifies as a transgender female, recounted: “The other day my grandma asked me 
why I told her several years ago that I was gay, and now I am telling her I am a woman. I told her: But 
‘ma, I was 18! We didn’t have that word at the time! We only had the option to identify as a gay per-
son,” which made me think about all the people in BiH who are still being attacked and discriminated 
against for being gay, who can’t organize pride events because it is not safe to do so. Were they to 
openly identify as trans, they would be likely be condemned to even greater discrimination than that 
which they face identifying as gay. I was deeply saddened by the realization that despite the huge 
obstacles trans individuals face in the U.S., they have still accomplished so much more than people in 
my country, which makes me feel frustrated and paralyzed. We don’t even have that narrative, let 
alone an action plan to improve their status in BiH.  

Another thing that left a great impact on me was the Canary Effect documentary. I was excited to 
notice that I actually knew about almost all historical facts presented in the movie. However, I did not 
know that indigenous peoples in the U.S. never had their own Brown v. Board of Education, or that 
the Trust Doctrine remains most often used tool in Federal Indian advocacy, or that indigenous peo-
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ples are 200% more likely to develop Diabetes and 90% more likely to die from it. And what stunned 
me the most were the suicide rates among indigenous youth and the fact that 1 in 3 Native women 
will be raped in their lifetime, while the majority of offenders are actually non-Native. Unfortunately, I 
don’t think people in the U.S. talk about these issues as much as they talk about other groups that 
are discriminated against,which is something that should be more addressed in the future. It is im-
portant to have honest and open dialogue about these issues, more so because the indigenous peo-
ple often feel invisible and rejected by a society that tries so hard to fight injustice and oppression. In 
reality, inclusion should include all people, regardless of race, color, and religion.  

We also visited the Legacy Museum in Montgomery, Alabama. From top to bottom, the space is filled 
with testimonies, facts, and photographs from the period of slavery to today. You can’t escape it. At 
first you feel sad and heartbroken then you become mad and angry. You read numerous advertise-
ments for African-Americans which slave owners used to write when they wanted to sell their slaves: 
Boy, 11 years old, in a good shape, intelligent, obedient; Girl, 15 years old, hardworking, strong, smart, 
pleasant. I think of my four-year-old niece who is spoiled by everyone in the family; adored, loved, 
and cared about. I think how her mum makes her pizza in the shape of a bear, or how she wakes up 
in the middle of the night just to say that she loves me. And then I think about all the children that 
were (and still are) separated from their parents, sold to slave owners, sent to work and obey other 
people. I think about the unimaginable horror and desperation these families must have felt. I read 
testimonies of mothers who never saw their children again. And then I became numb, desperate, and 
hopeless. How can I believe in humanity when humanity allowed and still allows such atrocities?  

I go into another room and I learn about the issue of incarceration. As a young woman from Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, I didn’t know much about the issue. I might have read something about it, but I 
never had an opportunity to learn the facts that were presented to us in lectures and at the museum. 
I read letters from people who were incarcerated, who begged for justice and another chance. I 
learned that the 60% of Georgia’s prisons are black and that the budget for incarceration in 2016 was 
1.5 billion dollars. I also learned that prisons in the United States are actually home for people who 
cannot afford good lawyers and that prisons are regarded as “the new Jim Crow.” How can you not 
feel desperate after all these statistics and facts? Did we not learn anything from history? Someone 
said that history should be cathartic, but I don’t see how we can perceive it as such when the legacy 
of injustice persists today.  

The last weeks of the program, I came to realize that I came here to understand, for understanding 
leads to learning and empathy. Once you learn and empathize with others, you are able to act and to 
bring change. I learned that nothing can be changed without proper action and resistance to oppres-
sion, radicalism, and conservatism – issues that bother me the most when it comes to my own coun-
try.  

During these few weeks I heard someone say that stories are “the universal currency of history,” and 
as someone who works at the museum of stories, I fully understand and appreciate the power that 
personal stories possess. We should all listen to each other’s stories, struggles, and fears, for that en-
ables us to connect with each other and fight together for justice. 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BE A LEAF  
by Liêm Nguyễn  

I came with a confusion: 
what is my role in the work 
as a Brown body? I asked 
this question because injus-
tice is often framed as a 
Black and White issue. As 

an immigrant from Việt Nam, a son of a war 
refugee, I inherited broken fragments of histo-
ry. I have no way of mending the fragmenta-
tion and filling in the gaps that reverberate 
through my soul. I felt there was no room 
where I can articulate my ancestral trauma 
that is rooted in the war in Việt Nam and con-
nect to the struggle of Black people. But I 
know my heart is set on the path of love and 
justice. So, I came to Atlanta with the intention 
of being guided by the spirit of history into 
healing, empowerment, and the fulness of my 
humanity.  

My heart was moved by the scene of Bayard 
Rustin traveling to refugee camps in Thailand 
and Cambodia to sing songs of freedom with 
the children. I thought to myself that the 
brother I never knew could've been among 
those Brown children. And at that moment, I 
saw the radical presence of Bayard to my 
people across the divides. I saw human beings 
playing with each other, with a yearning for 
happiness and freedom. Suddenly, I could 
imagine Black, Brown and White people work-
ing together to complete the Global Liberation 
Movement of the 1960s. Violence, greed, and 
ignorance of colonization have done our an-
cestors wrong. But there is a virtue in this 
tragedy. It is us. It has brought us together 
and given us a shared-purpose. So, we must 
own up to both the conditions and aspirations 
that have brought us here today.  

It is humbling. fifty years ago, our ancestors 
were scattered across the world. They were 
either fighting for justice, crossing borders, 
negotiating with power, exploiting others, or 
simply trying to survive. But now, we are all 
here in one space, hands-in-hands, heart-to-
heart marching toward justice together. Our 
ancestors sacrificed and fought for us to meet, 
for our paths to cross, for history to be resur-
rected, and for their vision to be realized in 
our union. We are history, and that comes 
with a responsibility to show up fully. That is 
exactly what happened to me. I had a space to 

share and own the history that lives within my 
trauma, my hurts and ultimately, my humanity. 
The Vietnamese monk Thích Nhất Hạnh said 
that “once you have seen the truth, you cannot 

avoid suffering, otherwise, you have seen 

nothing at all.” It is eerie, discouraging, and 
suffocating to feel the weight of history reiter-
ate itself on our shoulders, on children being 
separated from parents, and in the very desks, 
we are sitting made by modern slavery. But 
with an enlarged awareness of history’s truth 
and suffering, our faith has a chance to be 
strengthened, our courage sharperned, and 
our love deepened. This experience has 
helped me to reaffirm that I am an optimist at 
heart. I sincerely see in us the possibilities of 
transforming history and weaving the world 
anew.  

Throughout this journey, I’ve seen historical 
and living examples that show us the way. I 
am touched by John Lewis' unwavering com-
mitment to the issues of LGBTQ and immi-
grant rights--two issues close to my heart--as 
if they are his own issues. It makes me want to 
take up all the issues that matter to those near 
and far as my own. He helps me realize that 
that injustice is never a Black and White issue 
or a matter of identity politics. Injustice is a 
humanity issue. His faith in young people 
makes me feel like I have the power to change 
the world. His continuous effort to fight de-
spite his old age inspires me to fight a good 
fight.  

Another piece of wisdom that has guided me 
is from Dr. Hooker. He said: “Be the person 

you would be in the world that you want be-

cause the world won’t show up until you be-

come that person.” I meditated on this chal-
lenge in search for an answer for the rest of 
the program.  

As we walked on Stone Mountain, I’ve learned 
that history not only writes its trials and tri-
umphs, pains and aspirations in books. History 
is written in bodies and imagination and poet-
ry and language and painting and places and 
the earth. Earth remembers the scars humans 
carved onto her body, but she also forgives. 
Like a mother's love for her mischievous and 
naïve child, tomorrow, she still rises. She rises 
to nourish us foolish wanderers with shades of 
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trees and streams of waters. And as the Rev. 
Otis Moss, Jr. beautifully described, a tree 
bears the sacred formation of her love. It is in 
this sacred dimension that Dr. King, John 
Lewis, Elaine, Dr. Hooker, Bayard Rustin and 
great spiritual leaders like the Dalai Lama and 
Thich That Hanh lived. It is through this space 
that Elaine made a choice to be a mother to 
all children despite the unjust and inhumane 
violence inflicted upon her body. It is in that 
moment of choosing to love instead of hate, 
choosing to see family instead of an enemy 
that a new pattern of history is inscribed into 
the universe. It is through this sacred space 
that the spirit is unchained by the vices of his-
tory. It is through this space that a new world 
where the virtues of history are realized. I 
want to be in that space and walk from this 
space. I want to inscribe a new pattern into 
this world with my body, mind, and heart. But 
how?   

I felt like my prayer was answered when we 
were attending a Sunday service at the his-
toric Ebenezer Baptist Church. As I heard the 
words of Rev. Otis Moss, Jr. that said, “if you 

can’t be a great tree, then be a leaf.” I want to 
be like a tree, to work for eternal freedom for 
all, but never lose sight of how it needs to be a 
leaf first. To be a leaf is to be kind and forgiv-
ing in everyday life, in moments when no one 
sees. To not deny the sweetness of joy. To be 
the moonlight in the dark night. To love life. 
To give, even when there is no thank you. To 
let the heart lead the way. This is where hu-

man rights start—from a place of humanity. 
Taking care of one another, face-to-face, 
heart-to-heart, even across the divides. Treat-
ing people right next to me as full human be-
ings, even when my humanity is erased. See-
ing the world and people with kind eyes. See-
ing people’s aspired self. Aiding them to 
weave it into creation. And lastly, stand by 
people when they need me most. Seeing their 
suffering as my own. Seeing the person I love 
the most--my mother--in you.  

I don’t yet have a concrete vision for the world 
I want to live in, but being a leaf is a start. I am 
humbled. Through my Fellows' stories and 
courage, I can feel an opening in my vision. 
Through your trials and triumphs, I feel like the 
sky is the limit. I know that my heart is ex-
panded to be a little bigger, a little bit more 
tender, and my family extended a little further. 
I see you as family, for we are on the path of 
justice and love, hoping to arrive at a place 
where we can occupy our humanity wholly, 
our potentials fully, our heart sincerely, and 
thus, our destiny wholeheartedly. And I be-
lieve when we've arrived in that sacred space-
-the home within ourselves--the past, present, 
and future will meet, and the wheel of justice 
will spin how it is supposed to--moving us all 
toward freedom. It had been an honor to be a 
part of your journey. You all have my heartfelt 
respect.  

how many rivers 
to cry 

for the pains 
to be soothed? 
how many seas 

of blood to swim 
for the sufferings 
to be fully felt? 

and how many stars 
must one see 

to keep on going? 
for i am really 

struggling 
to see the days 

ahead 
but there came a day 
when i put my hands 

together 
and i closed my eyes 
to extend awareness 

to the deaths 
around my body 
above my head 

and below my feet 
there are so many names 

and so many suffering 
that my heart breaks 

its limit 
in trying to contain 

the pains 
such a little human 

that i am 
but i am sure of 

one thing 
as i walk toward 
the light of the 

blue sky 
above my head 
looms history 

for freedom is not 
mine alone 
and alone 

i shall not walk 
for the sounds 
of the waterfall 

had spoken 
the voice of the 

divine 
that soothed my 

aching heart 
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and healed my 
broken soul 

it says 
“walk in peace 

but never forget 

the deaths that hung above 

your head 

for forgetfulness 

could claim your soul 

and those you 

hold dear” 
i closed my eyes 

and put the palms 
of my hand together 
to thank the universe 
for gathering siblings 

i did not know 
who died unjustly 

thank you for gathering 
so their souls 

can be prayed for 
so that the present 

can forgive 
the past 

so the past can 
let go 

of the present 
and a new future 

can be born 
free of resentment 

free of guilt 
free of greed 

free of ignorance 
and peace can 
finally arrive 

on this broken land 
and dignity can be 

restored 
to its people 

my mentor said to me 
“it will take a lifetime, 

or many lifetimes” 
for our soul 

to fully heal” 

and I know that 
a true vision 

of the world I want to 
live in 

must come from 
a heart 

that had forgiven 
the hurts 

it had endured. 
but because 

the heart knows pains 
it can stretch 
far and wide 

across the oceans 
and above the mountains 

so that it can hear 
even a chicken’s cries 

i know this task 
will take many lifetimes 
but in this short lifetime 

of mine 
i vow to be 

a leaf 
for a great oak tree 
can’t be�without its 

little leaves 
reaching for sunlight 
holding morning dew 

breathing 
exhaling fresh air 

day in 
day out 

and most importantly 
dancing together 

without stepping�on 
one another 

in this impermanent song 
we call 

life 
so a little leaf 

i shall be 
everyday 

and every moment 
a little leaf 

of love 
a little leaf 

of hope 
a little leaf  
of sincerity 
of kindness 

so, my comrades 
i will stand by you 

knowing that 
the divine 

stands on our side 
and together 

we are the great oak tree 
protecting justice 

and humanity 
so today 

and everyday 
i pray: 

"may all beings  

everywhere 

be happy and 

free 

and may the 

thoughts, words 

and actions 

of our life 

contribute in 

some way to that 

happiness 

and to that 

freedom 

for all." 

  37



ESSAY 

By Gino Nuzzolillo 

Throughout my month in the John Lewis Fellowship Program, I carried a small, fraying, white molesk-
ine journal. In it, I recorded my thoughts, reactions, feelings, and notes about books or people or or-
ganizations I wanted to learn more about. I filled 19 small pages with hastily written notes as I tried to 
keep pace with a brain stimulated beyond its capacity. Now, as I reflect, I’m trying to piece these 
scattered thoughts together. The best way I can begin to do so is by sharing fragments of these writ-
ings from different moments in the Fellowship. They are messy, disjointed, and honest. They are what 
I will carry forward from this program. They are what will shape me into a better organizer, activist, 
community-builder, friend, and family member. Here they are. 

(Note: I have transcribed the notes from my journal almost exactly as they were written. Please for-
give random underlines, incorrect capitalization or incomplete sentences. My notes are italicized to 
distinguish them from the context I provide for each day.)  

July 11th, 2018: We spent the first day in the Center for Civil and Human Rights. Brian’s quote is the 
first fragment I wrote in my journal. He said this while discussing Nobel Peace Prize laureate Aung 
San Suu Kyi’s responsibility in the Rohingya genocide. 
“Even our heroes can become perpetrators” – Brian Tolleson 
as always, Gino, be mindful of the space you take up 
does the moral universe really end at justice? 

July 13th, 2018: Carol Anderson, a professor at Emory University, said this next fragment while dis-
cussing the history of voter suppression in the United States. 
essentialism will get you killed 

July 15th, 2018: These next fragments were motivated by a conversation I had with my roommate. 
His honesty provoked piercing introspection. 
I do seem to project confidence while being deeply insecure. 
I firmly believe that our struggles are all tied up together. 

July 16th, 2018: Another fellow, Desmond Fonseca, gave a personal presentation about his family’s 
history. 
I don’t feel connected to my family’s history.  
ecosystem – trees 

July 18th, 2018: Ward Churchill, a former professor at the University of Colorado – Boulder, spoke to 
us about the history of indigenous resistance in the United States. 
I, as a human, have a responsibility to other people. 
liberation = refusing to accept the paradigm that oppresses you 
I’m still learning… 
…[my role is] making space and supporting those getting into good struggle 

July 19th, 2018: Professor David Hooker led us through a restorative justice workshop. 
in the world we want, how do we have to be in that world? 
mine is a construction 
his politic is imagination – Rachel Atakpa 

July 23rd, 2018: We reflected, as a group, on our experience in Montgomery, Alabama, at the Legacy 
Museum and the National Memorial for Peace and Justice. We then participated in a spoken word 
workshop with Coleman Howard. 

untethered – Tanya – I am free 
“THERE’S NO MONEY TO BE MADE IN LIBERATING PEOPLE” – Coleman G. Howard 
 Always pay homage. 
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July 24th, 2018: I wrote this next part during the panel on immigration with Van, Azadeh, and Emiko.  

The panel w/ Van, Azadeh, and Emiko actually brought tears to my eyes…imagining the labor and 

love they bring to justice struggles as already-marginalized women of color.  

July 25th, 2018: Written during the John Lewis documentary, “Get in the Way” 

I crave too much the validation and praise of others at Duke and in the John Lewis Fellowship Pro-

gram. What would it look like to find self-approval, a sense of validation and praise from within my-

self and not externally? Every time I’m jealous of the attention others receive or wish that I was re-

ceiving the same – take a deep breath. Close my eyes. 

I run away from what is emotionally difficult and makes me vulnerable. 

July 27th, 2018: I wrote this next part during the ViBe Theater Experience workshop with Ianne Fields 
Stewart. 
Storytellers are the stewards of heaven and hell. 
The nugget of freedom. 

August 1st, 2018: Our family conversation. 
Damn, this is tense. My chest feels thick.  

August 3rd, 2018: 

What am I looking for here? 

I have gained the language of a politic of imagination and community from this program. I am eter-
nally grateful to each fellow for the lessons they have taught me. To that end, I close this reflection 
with a poem inspired by the Rev. Dr. Otis Moss.  

“an ode to the trees of my childhood.” 

i hung from you, 

dangling over shallow, fetid water 

showing I could be brave. 

and, save, 

when rain gushed from filled clouds 

or my mom called us in, 

I sucked in your shade, 

nonetheless, 

and took cover behind your 

mighty trunk. 

each tree knew me, no matter 

our previous lack – of introduction 

you knew me. 

“be like a tree,” he said. 

i am me and me was a tree, 

when I danced barefooted 

across pointy nettles. 

“be like a tree,” he said. 

be like me? 

or find me again?  

softly seated under swaying leaves.  
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LETTERS ON VULNERABILITY TO MY BABY SISTER  

By Jennifer Pham 

July 10, 2018 
Dear baby sister,  
 
 I hope you are well. I miss you already, and wish you were here. You would like Atlanta, I 
think. Walking around the city, you get the sense that history can be found in the cracks in the 
pavement and the spaces between the bricks. Atlanta practically vibrates with remnants of its past, 
which is good for those of us who have come here to learn all about it. In uncovering the past, we 
hope to get a better understanding of the present and the future. I will let you know how it goes.  

July 15, 2018 
Dear baby sister,  

I hope you are well and received my last letter. I am writing to tell you that my efforts to ex-
cavate the past has not been a pleasant experience: From the treatment of indigenous communities, 
to the lynching of African Americans, to the erasure of the poor through gentrification, the experi-
ence has left a dark bruise on me, making it difficult to breathe, at times, and making me feel heavy, 
like the weight of it all has settled in my spine. Except, perhaps, the bruise is not on my body, but in 
my soul: Invisible to the eye and unlikely to fade. I imagine that one of our speakers, Professor Ward 
Churchill, knows this feeling very well. In hearing him speak about indigenous tribes, it seems to me 
that there are places in the world where the bruise is so big and so inerasable, it covers entire com-
munities.  

July 20, 2018 
Dear baby sister,  
 
 We were told, early on in the program, that the John Lewis Fellowship would not be an exer-
cise in therapy. Yet I find that the Fellows here speak very openly about their emotions - it would 
make me uncomfortable, did I not admire and envy their ability to do so, so much. Not only that, they 
speak about their deepest vulnerabilities and trauma, and often do so in a room full of strangers. Per-
sonally, I have always felt that I have lacked the language, and that this has prevented me from even 
acknowledging the existence of any trauma I may have. It was not until Toni-Michelle Williams, an 
organizer for the Racial Justice Action Center in Atlanta, recounted how she, too, had once lacked 
the language to express her trans-identity that I began to wonder how many things within ourselves 
we silence because expressing them requires words we do not have.  

July 25, 2018 
Dear baby sister,  

How are you feeling today? Be honest - do not say you are fine, if that is not the case. Among 
the many things that this Fellowship has given me, perhaps language to express vulnerability is the 
most important. Each person here, whether they are a fellow or speaker, has shown fragility and vul-
nerability with a level of honesty that I have never found elsewhere. Did I tell you about Marshall 
Rancifer in my last letter? He is a community leader and activist who serves on Atlanta Mayor Bot-
toms’ Tasks Force for the Homeless. Marshall opened up to us about his experiences with homeless-
ness in a way that has made it impossible for me to ever regard the issue as a passive bystander. His 
stories have made me realize that expressing vulnerability is important, because it is through vulner-
ability that we become human in the eyes of others, allowing them to empathize with issues that are 
not their own.  
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July 30, 2018 
Dear baby sister,  

Continuing the theme of vulnerability, I have had a new realization: Namely that we are more 
than our vulnerabilities - and while we should recognize and embrace our fragility, we do not need to 
let it define us. As part of our Fellowship, we recently visited Fulton County Juvenile Court and the 
presiding Honorable Judge Renata Turner. She truly showed me what compassion looks like, and 
what it means to see the human that someone is underneath their vulnerabilities. Written on a wall 
within the courthouse were the words: “You are more than the worst things you have ever done.” It 
gives me hope to see so strong a belief in humanity’s endless capacity to be better, kinder and more 
patient than it has ever managed to show. Judge Turner hugs the delinquent youths upon the closing 
of their trials. She understands that while society may see them as undeserving, they are more than 
their role in the narratives of others. Instead, she asks them what they want to be in the future: She 
returns their narrative to them. Like these youths, I would like to reclaim my narrative - perhaps it will 
inspire you to reclaim yours.  

August 4, 2018 
Dear baby sister, 
  
I took the first step at reclaiming my narrative today, by sharing with the fellow community - yes, we 
are now a community, and no longer a room of strangers - a fragment of our family history.  I have 
not told this story to a single person before. I could feel my hands sweat, my voice shake, but with 
the eyes of thirty-one people on me, I also felt the first tremors of liberation. Vulnerability is scary 
because it makes us feel alone, but sharing vulnerability connects us and allows us to see hope in 
each other. After my story-telling, Dr. Tanya Washington, the Program Director of the John Lewis 
Fellowship, told me this: To be different, is to add. To be you, is to uncover. And it occurs to me now 
that not showing vulnerability does not mean there is none. Something that is invisible is still there - 
you just happen to be the only person to know about it, which means you are also the only person to 
carry it. And so, as your big sister, I will tell you this: Share your vulnerabilities with me, and I will car-
ry them with you.  Happy birthday and lots of love from Atlanta.  

To love my father 

is to love his wounds. 

In times like these, we present our hurts 

like old toys we polish up 

to show each other 

who we used to be. 

[Excerpt from ‘Go Forget Your Father’ by Cathy Linh Che] 
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A REIMAGINING: CONTOURS OF HOPE IN  
A CARCERAL STATE 

By Jasmine Rashid 

Behind the stand, six poster boards cover the wall. They are collaged with vibrant magazine cut-outs 
and bold hand drawn words — out of place in this setting of law and formality. Almost all of the play-
ers are in position: lawyer, parole officer, bailiff, non-attorney guardian ad litem, an audience of John 
Lewis Fellows filling the wooden stands. Judge Turner’s juvenile courtroom is now in session. 

I anticipated a code of conduct like that of the courtrooms I have previously witnessed alongside my 
family and our limited navigations through the criminal-legal system: depersonalized, tense, and un-
naturally constructed. Here, people’s fates are often but a task to complete on a daily checklist of to-
dos.  

Our Monday morning in Judge Turner’s place of work, however, unfolds quickly as something differ-
ent. With each juvenile offender — child — who comes into this room and faces the judge, a bigger 
story of systemic understanding is given space to breathe. We are witnessing the exception to the 
rule... a glimpse into how things should be. 

The poster boards behind the judge which immediately caught my attention are soon explained as 
“vision boards.” These were assigned to juvenile offenders as a process to imagine a world beyond 
their own. Judge Turner encourages the children she encounters to think not just about what they 
want in life, but exactly who they want to be. A mother smiles and points out her son’s vision board 
on the wall during his probation hearing. It is decorated with imagery which references living a 
healthy lifestyle, playing sports, driving a nice car, feeling happy, and making a positive impact on 
the world. When we ask Judge Turner about the vision boards, it becomes clear how the craft fits 
into the grand scheme of her practice. With every case, she naturally engages children in conversa-
tion about their plans, their school, their goals, and even gives an abridged motivational speech of 
sorts. She knows that each child is so much more than the worst thing they have done in their lives.  

This is her choice, not her job description. The code of conduct is caring, but not condescending. 
When a child returns to her courtroom, she can refer to them in the context of their personhood — 
not their crime. When a juvenile makes progress, she ends their hearing with a congratulatory hand-
shake or hug, not a dangerous dismissal of their efforts.  

Amidst a system designed to kill the soul, I am grateful to witness radical humanization in action. 

— 
In our fight for collective liberation, optimism is often a point of contention. There have been mo-
ments when I and many others view “hope” as naivety (at best) and a buzzword (at worst) in the 
context of mass suffering perpetuated at the hand of man. Yet today, I am proudly claiming the fact 
that hope has become a central practice of mine, in spite of what presents as endless despair. This 
Fellowship has been critical in helping me understand not only the importance of “keeping the faith,” 
but why it is in fact my personal responsibility to be audaciously optimistic at the prospect of a bet-
ter society.  

“Hopelessness” has been the sentiment expressed by many of our most inspiring guests throughout 
this month. For example, Dr. Carole Anderson layered our collective understanding of voter suppres-
sion as extremely embedded in law. I was surprised, then, that I found ironic comfort in the recogni-
tion that hundreds of years of active injustice are man-made, and therefore can only be man-undone. 
Civil rights attorney Gary Spencer similarly analyzed the current state of our racist criminal (in)justice 
system as unequivocally hopeless. Again, despite this analysis his lecture inspired me with just a 
glimpse of an alternative future, when he paired a message of despair with incremental evidence of 
progress. 
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In the context of our rigorous human and civil rights education, I am reminded of the brief time I 
spent in occupied Palestine. Though I could not articulate it at the time, hope was the palpable ener-
gy of community members that confused and energized me while I bore witness to daily dehuman-
ization. Every day in this Fellowship, I also think of my friends who are incarcerated, and the role that 
they play in resisting the paradigm of oppression. That is — as Professor Ward Churchill articulated — 
a paradigm that must be refused if we are serious about this thing called liberation. Though the in-
carcerated individuals I know face every imaginable barrier to an existence of agency, many yield 
hope as a subversive tool. Many have also been condemned to live out the rest of their existence as 
incarcerated people, isolated from society.  
 
My friend Sandra, a fellow from war torn Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, articulated that with war, there is 
always an end in sight. With mass incarceration, 
that end isn’t so obvious. This framing scared me 
more than I anticipated and left me grasping hope-
lessness as a natural pathway. But as I sit here 
writing this reflection today, I see that ugly pity 
has existed in the back of my mind for individuals 
experiencing incarceration, and I have never fully 
valued their undying hope as legitimate. To lose 
the faith now is an affront to their humanity, be-
cause if they can hold both hope and despair, I 
must too.  

More directly, who the hell am I to write off hope 
as a frivolous exercise of the blindly optimistic? 
People are experts in their own reality: if they 
make the choice to believe in a better tomorrow, 
no statistics that I intellectualize can undermine 
that decision. In the quest for true self-determina-
tion, hope is more radically powerful than I have 
ever considered. As Dr. Deborah Richardson re-
minded me most directly, “this is not about us, but 
something bigger.” 

The price of liberty is indeed eternal vigilance. The 
John Lewis Fellowship has been central to my un-
derstanding that we are allowed to mourn and 
must constantly critique, but hopelessness ends the fight. My role in our community is to supply 
hope so that fighting is a little easier. In other words, I am allowing my heart to ache and letting it 
push me forward.  

Each day in Atlanta has provided me with contradictions and realizations, internal struggle and col-
lective grappling, pain of facing history and a joy of understanding victories. The human capacity for 
hope is not just a thing of beauty, but actually critical to our interwoven struggles. Today and every-
day forward, I am keeping the faith.  
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            HEALING THROUGH JUSTICE   

  
By Dariann Rickerson 

“I haven’t been challenged intellectually like this in a very long time. My beliefs have been challenged 
and I have also reinforced old beliefs I once held to be true… I am continuously learning and unlearn-
ing an overwhelming amount of knowledge.” This was my response to a reflection question we had 
to answer on day six of the John Lewis Fellowship. I remember I hadn’t participated once in lecture/
panel discussions up to that point and was hoping I wasn’t going to be called on to reflect about my 
feelings. Then Hanane calls on me. Of course. Feeling numb, but shaking, I read my response out loud 
to everyone. Sat back down. And over-thought about how I executed my response, whether it was 
too “real” or “emotional,” or if I needed to say more or say less. All of these thoughts running through 
my head, none of them were telling myself to relax and just be. No one else was deconstructing my 
personal reflection but me. This was a raw interpretation of how I felt for the first three weeks of the 
program. What bothered me more was that I had been in spaces with other people just as passionate 
as me about human rights abuses and social change. Although I am introverted and awkward most 
of the time, I had also been in spaces where I could talk about myself and be comfortable with being 
uncomfortable. So, I didn’t understand my outward feelings of fear and reclusiveness.  

My personal reflection presentation was dedicated to the fluctuation of emotions that I felt through-
out this Fellowship. I had four slides, all of which represent the four weeks I was in Atlanta. I assigned 
an overarching feeling that I experienced each week.  

Week 1: Intimidation and Loneliness. During the first week of the pro-
gram I was definitely overwhelmed, more so by feeling incredibly intim-
idated by the other Fellows. Many of the Fellows intellectualized the 
material we were learning, and I felt like I couldn’t keep up as someone 
who is accustomed to taking time to process my thoughts and content. 
Therefore, I found myself mostly in my room reflecting about my place 
within the group and what human rights work meant to me.  

Week 2: Robbed & Cheated. I felt robbed and cheated of my own histo-
ry. Learning about voter suppression in the South with Dr. Carol Ander-
son, to talking about racism, law, and voter ID’s, to how to practice for-
giveness in social justice work with Dr. David Hooker, to watching the 
slaughtering of Native Americans in The Canary Effect. I was heartbro-
ken at the fact that so much history I was kept from knowing. My trau-
ma felt silenced as I was trying to get through each day, which felt like I 
was being smacked in the face constantly.   

Week 3: Hope. As I was beginning to 
lose hope, and honestly feel debili-
tated, I met an incredible group of 
people and their names are Taliyah, 
Kaitlyn, Yanique, Angilene, and Ianne 

from viBe Theater Experience in New York City. I spoke to each of 
the young girls after our workshop together about their ambitions 
and the current conditions of their neighborhood. One experience 
that struck very close to me was the story about gun violence and 
death Angilene shared with me. I am from NYC. We all occupy the 
same community yet share different stories of grief and trauma. I 
saw a sparkle in each one of their eyes when they were talking to 
me. Despite the struggle in each in of our communities, they find 
community within each other and use their history to guide their 
path for the future.  

The women from viBe reignited a fire within me that I thought I 
lost at the beginning of this Fellowship. It has inspired me to do 
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my action project with viBe Theater on a performance piece about youth experience with gun vio-
lence in the context of NYC, with spoken-word said throughout the piece.   

Week 4: Everything and nothing at the same time. After a friend from back home asked me about 
how my experience as a John Lewis Fellow has been thus far, this meme directly describes my mind 

in that moment. The scribbles represent a combination 
of thinking, overthinking, exhaustion, and just process-
ing everything I have felt, seen, smelled, and absorbed 
during this program. I think it is okay to be in this fraz-
zled phase. I think it is actually a part of the process and 
shows that I have taken a lot from the other Fellows. 
What I wanted to highlight in my presentation and re-
flection is the cycle of thinking you know yourself + your 
place in this world, but then being faced with unexpect-
ed challenges that you are not sure how you will sur-
vive. It is in the struggle where you find your true sense 
of self. Just remember that your community will always 
be there to uplift you.  

As I close my reflection piece, I want to give recognition 
to Coleman G. Howard. He was one of our speakers and 
the organizer of the Under My Hood spoken-word 
project. Coleman gave me the space to “own my story” 
during this Fellowship. I remember sitting in the class-
room shaking, not wanting to share my spoken word 
poem about my father and the pain he has caused me. 

But Coleman believed in me and challenged me. He allowed me the space to be vulnerable, fragile, 
and strong all at once. I told a room full of strangers about some of the trauma that has hurt me the 
most. However, after I claimed my story, no one 
could hurt me. Through this process I gained a 
new perspective about forgiveness, self-care, and 
the power of storytelling. I am looking forward to 
seeing what grows from this experience and how I 
will be able to implement these teachings in my 
action project and public health work within my 
community. 

 This last part of my reflection is a poem 
that I wrote during the program. I hadn’t written 
poetry in a couple years, but our session with 
Coleman inspired me to go back to writing. I came 
across one of my old pieces that I had written 
about racial justice and decided to make a part 
two to it in the context of my experience in the 
John Lewis Fellowship and the theme of the repe-
tition of patterns in our history and our role to stop 
the pattern of injustice. 

My Pantoum to You (part two): Carry On 

My scars will only serve as a reminder that I got back up again  

But I want to be fragile 

Scars hurt when people pour salt on them… 

Shaped by my trauma + unable to heal past scars-- I was afraid to see what a liberated Dariann 
looked like 

But I want to be fragile 

How do I allow myself to heal and move forward? 
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Shaped by my trauma + unable to heal past scars-- I was afraid to see what a liberated Dariann 
looked like 

The pain inside of my chest grows… I was fed a false conception of my history. But how must I re-
claim it? 

How do I allow myself to heal and move forward? 

The pain inside of my chest grows… I was fed a false conception of my history. But how must I re-
claim it? 

Cold shoulder. Heartbroken, Misspoken. Alone. And still... 

I rise... 

Cold shoulder. Heartbroken, Misspoken. Alone. And still... 

Scars hurt when people pour salt on them… 

I rise. 

My scars will only serve as a reminder that I got back up again.  

  

Thank you for reading.  

In Love and Solidarity,  

Dariann Rickerson 
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THE CLASSROOM AS AN ACT OF RESISTANCE 

By Jesse Smith-Appelson 

Walking along the south side of the historic Edge-
wood Ave, there are three murals that coat and 
transform the walls of a once inconspicuous build-
ing. Painted by three different artists, each wall has 
a distinct style but an unmistakable common theme: 
education. These murals were commissioned by the 
“Education is not a Crime” campaign which uses 
public art to draw attention to educational discrimi-
nation and human rights abuses in major cities all 
around the world. I have held the images of these 
three murals in the forefront of my mind throughout 
the John Lewis Fellowship Program because, 1.) As 
someone who teaches and is involved in educational 
issues myself, I consider Atlanta’s opportunities and 
challenges through the lens of education, 2.) I find 
that many of the themes we’ve discussed connect 
to, challenge, and reinforce the messages of these 
three murals, and 3.) Student led activism is central 
to civil rights in Atlanta. 

The mural on the west facing wall is called “Watch Me Learn” by Charmaine Minniefield and features 
an iconic 1969 photograph of community members “taking education in their own hands” in the op-
pressive Jim Crow South. Dr. Carol Anderson told us that during Jim Crow, funding for white schools 
was 250% more than black schools and about 63% of black adults had less than 5 years of Jim Crow 
education. In addition to such blatant denial of ed-
ucational rights, the literacy tests administered to 
black voters were so absurd that they were practi-
cally impossible to pass. Restricting and manipulat-
ing education to disempower communities has 
been carefully crafted throughout history and we 
must be vigilant to such practices today. This mural 
celebrates education as a powerful and brave act 
of resistance against the institutions that attempt, 
both covertly and overtly, to use knowledge as a 
means of control and marginalization. Emiko Soltis, 
the director of Freedom University, describes edu-
cation as resistance when she said “education, and 
more specifically popular education, is a force of 
liberation, empowerment, and mobilization.”  

The second mural is called “The Paragraphalizer” 
by Fabian Williams. The mural shows 400 years of 
African American history reduced to only one page 
of a U.S. history book, pointing to the gross failure 
of the U.S. to critically engage with and acknowl-
edge its past. This Fellowship has shown me the 
importance of identifying patterns of oppression 
throughout history so that we can recognize the 
continuation and active recreation of such patterns 
in the present and hold institutions accountable, no 
matter how deceptive they might be. However, this 
mural could also have been expanded to highlight 
the silencing of Native American history. Professor Churchill emphasized that the narrative of Native 
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American history taught in schools has been so “sanitized and intentionally saturated with denial” 
that we have reached a dangerous state of “collective amnesia.”  

In his workshop, Dr. David Hooker drew a powerful connection between history and resistance that 
illustrates the power of education in justice work. Dr. Hooker said, “Knowledge is the manifestation of 
power” because those holding power dictate what knowledge has value and which narratives have 
“testimonial authority” over others. The information that forms the basis of what we know about his-
tory is recorded, crafted, and disseminated by those with power. Therefore, critically engaging with 
history has the potential to destabilize dominant cultural and institutional narratives. To do this in the 
classroom, I will use “critical pedagogy”, which prioritizes critical and creative thinking as a form of 
resistance. It is through “critical pedagogy,” as Freire explained in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, that 
students “discover how to participate [as active agents] in the transformation of their world.”  

The third mural by Joe Dreher is called “Educate, Elevate, Empower.” We see three women: 
the first is a child who looks up to the world with awe and curiosity; the second is a teen with wings 
outstretched who is more aware of herself and her surroundings; and the third is an adult who can 
guide and empower the younger generations. The sharing of multigenerational knowledge builds 
community and a sense of civic responsibility. This mural illustrates Dr. Roslyn Pope’s belief in the 
need to pair the “unencumbered vision of youth” with the “wisdom and experience of elders.”  

Dr. Roslyn Pope and Charles Black provide an example of this statement in practice. Drawing 
from their experience as leaders in the Atlanta Student Movement, they offer guidance and stand in 
solidarity with current student leaders, specifically students of Freedom University. Freedom Univer-
sity is a freedom school in Atlanta that “fights to remove barriers to higher education for undocu-
mented students” by empowering and mobilizing those “directly impacted by injustice.” As the At-
lanta Student Movement also did, Freedom University prides itself in being highly organized, disci-
plined, and strategic. The Freedom University strategy is also multidimensional in that it uses direct 
actions, policy campaigns, and partnerships with diverse allies. 

  
Inspired by Freedom University’s model of resistance and Atlanta’s student leaders, as well as other 
community leaders we have met throughout the Fellowship, I plan to continue to address to civil and 
human rights through the framework of education. My experiences in the John Lewis Fellowship and 
in Atlanta have reinforced my commitment to education as a powerful method of resistance and so-
cial change.  
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2018 JOHN LEWIS FELLOWSHIP REFLECTION 

By Kevin Solomon 

I am cynical about justice. I am pessimistic about peace. Do they exist? Will we ever see them? I do 
not know. I would like to see over the mountaintop someday, but the mountain seems insurmount-
able. Throughout this program we’ve learned of inequities and inequalities, taking all different 
shapes; and we’ve met organizers and experts – social justice heroes without capes. Despite all of the 
knowledge and skills I’ve gained in this Fellowship, the mountain has only seemed to grow taller. This 
Human Rights project is a relentless and never-ending ordeal, full of angst and anguish – so why do 
we continue the pursuit? Beneath the information I’ve learned, skills I’ve developed, and experiences 
I’ve had in this program is a framework I’ve cultivated for thinking about the pursuit of Human Rights: 
that while the pursuit is full of angst and anguish, it is also healing, uniting, and empowering, because 
Human Rights, peace, and justice are healing, uniting, and empowering. And so, we keep climbing. 

HEALING 

When we look at past struggles for Human Rights, they all seem to be harmful: Civil Rights champi-
ons like John Lewis or Bayard Rustin were brutally beaten and emotionally traumatized. Even today, 
Human Rights struggles appear endlessly frustrating and painful – Dr. Carole Anderson’s lecture on 
voter suppression or Professor Kinnison’s presentation on challenges facing indigenous peoples are 
prime examples. But while the trauma of these struggles is manifest, their power to heal is latent. 
When the girls from ViBe Theatre Experience performed a reenactment of what they imagined a day 
in the Leesburg Stockade looked and felt like, Dr. Shirley Reese, who survived the Stockade, had 
tears rolling down her cheeks. The same was true of visitors of the Legacy Museum and National 
Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, and many of us during the Under My Hood Truth Ex-
perience with Coleman Howard. Those tears – of vulnerability, appreciation, and reconciliation – 
come from validation, acknowledgement, empathy, and sympathy by others. In this way, the pursuit 
of Human Rights allows people to address their past, embrace their present truth, and imagine a fu-
ture in which they feel liberated. 

UNITING 

The pursuit of Human Rights brings together people of the past, present, and future. Underlying the 
panel on athlete activism, exploration of music in the Civil Rights Movement, film and discussion on 
eugenics, and conversation about immigration challenges was the fact that each brought together 
diverse individuals united by the same goal and vision. Not everyone in a movement or struggle must 
be best friends; on the contrary, they are often vigorously the opposite. However, in a diverse group, 
not only may people pursue their respective passions, but also connect and learn from one another, 
cultivating empathy and finding strength in their differences. But even further, the pursuit of Human 
Rights brings together people of the past and of the future. As Derick Pope explained, when you go 
into a courtroom, you’re walking in with Thurgood Marshall, and when you speak out against injus-
tice, you’re speaking alongside Martin Luther King Jr., Dr. Roselyn Pope, John Lewis, among others. 
In a similar vein, when you advocate for responsive climate change policies or affordable housing, 
you’re doing so with generations not born who are crying out and shedding unshed tears in vain. It’s 
this thinking – that you’re more than your present, and that time is a continuum in which the past 
bleeds inextricably into the present and future – that can overcome complicity, anticipation, and fear.  

EMPOWERING 

The pursuit of Human Rights is audacious because it involves acceptance, forgiveness, and the 
reclamation of your individuality. In terms of acceptance, Professor Washington distinguished early 
on between legitimate and right – that someone may legitimately believe their perspective, even if 
it’s not right. In the photography workshop with Joshua McFadden, the man we spoke to who be-
lieved that people experiencing homelessness are homeless because they lack grit may have never 
have learned about systemic oppression. Although it’s bold to extend an assumption of goodness to 
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someone, to do so is to reaffirm your own goodness. In terms of forgiveness, as Dr. Hooker ex-
plained, to forgive is to relinquish your preoccupation over someone or something, and therefore 
free up your attention and thought, which can be channeled instead towards knowledge and growth. 
A powerful example of this was Marshall “Eddie” Conway, who noted that he was able to renounce 
his trauma and anger once he forgave the individuals responsible for his nearly 44 years in prison. His 
forgiveness was both powerfully courageous and personally liberating. Ultimately, the pursuit of Hu-
man Rights allows you to reclaim your individuality. When structural and invisible barriers constrict, 
restrict, and oppress your creativity, innovation, and liberation, it’s hard to see your individuality. By 
accepting and forgiving those who create and perpetuate barriers, however, the pursuit of Human 
Rights allows you to reclaim yourself and fortify your humanity in spite of them.  

Beyond the particular insights and information, I’ve learned about the histories and inequalities we’ve 
studied, this program has taught me a framework for understanding the pursuit of Human Rights 
that I will carry with me in all that I do. I’ve learned that while we may never truly see justice or peace 
at the end of our pursuit, we must work to ensure we see it in the process, because the pursuit of 

Human Rights is in and of itself valuable. Every day, we must be the change we want to see in the 
world. For justice and peace cannot be forged at the end of our struggle, just before the finish line; 
rather, they must be nurtured and cultivated constantly. Too often, the process of Human Rights is 
scoffed at, overlooked as burdensome and tedious – and yet, Human Rights are burdensome and te-
dious. Inherently, this pursuit is full of contradictions: it’s harmful yet healing, segregating yet inte-
grating, righteous yet audacious. But above all, I walk away from the John Lewis Fellowship knowing 
that this pursuit is necessary. 
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JOHN LEWIS FELLOWSHIP 2018 REFLECTION 

By Miki Takeshita 

“Education is the first place where you hear the lie.” - Professor Tanya Washington 

As a history major in college, I am keenly aware of the way important events in history, especially 
those of discrimination and oppression, are remembered, historicized and eulogized in US history 
textbooks, which is often where we as children first learn of our country’s racist past and the sys-
temic violence that America has inflicted on people of color. I firmly believe that textbooks are guilty 
of two things: 1) that they are “neutral” under the guise of being objective, and 2) that they do not 
even mention some events in the first place, sometimes only giving one or two paragraphs to events 
that merit much more than that.  

So how should we teach history, if the current method of history education is not working? Our ap-
proach here then becomes twofold: we need to drastically expand our curriculum to create a much 
more comprehensive narrative of oppression in this country, and we must do so in a way that is 
compassionate and inspires empathy. How do you teach empathy? How do you get people to feel 
the suffocation felt by the fifteen Black girls held at the Leesburg Stockade? How can you connect 
the War on Drugs to mass incarceration in a way that is understandable to recent Americans? How 
do you get people to feel the sadness and trauma of a community they don’t identify with?  

These are questions that I have struggled to answer during the course of this Fellowship. While we 
are lucky and privileged to have been in spaces that have given us access to incredible speakers, 
programming and excursions that have allowed us to viscerally feel history, many in America do not 
have the opportunity to access these spaces, whether it is through a shoddy public education or they 
just never learned because of the early polarization of our history. I think of my own mother, who 
emigrated from Japan to the US in 1992 in search of a better life for herself. She has never heard of 
the US Constitution or the Founding Fathers. Because she has never naturalized, she claims that she 
has no stake in our country’s politics, but I’d argue the opposite - she is very much a part of the 
American fabric. She pays her taxes, she is an immigrant, she has experienced statelessness, discrim-
ination and racism, and she is a woman of color (even though she’d never identify as such). My 
mother is able to articulate her own experiences with these “isms” yet cannot connect them to larger 
systemic policies that not only affect her but other people of color. When I think of how I plan to en-
gage people after this program, I think of her and other Asian immigrants in the US who harbor the 
same mentality. I want people like my mother to know this history and understand that she will con-
tinue to be affected by these “isms” unless we stand up with all minorities. None of us are free until 

all of us are free. 

In this creative piece I have highlighted events that I did not learn about in US history growing up 
that I have learned about in the various spaces that I have been a part of - through my pilgrimage to 
Manzanar, my college courses, and now, the John Lewis Fellowship. The first part contains actual full 
text in a US history textbook dedicated to the event, while in the second part I aim to retell these 
stories through letters to my mother, which I plan to translate into Japanese. My end goal is to tell a 
narrative that is not only educational but also inspires compassion and empathy - while imagining 
new ways in which history can be remembered.  

Writing these letters was very difficult. As many of us have noted during the program, it is easy for 
us to intellectualize many of the issues that we have discussed throughout these four weeks. There is 
a shared baseline of understanding amongst progressive people and therefore we are able to move 
onto questions like, “what is justice?” or “how do you mobilize?” But what if some people don’t even 
have the vocabulary or the means of conceptualizing justice or liberation? We have to meet commu-
nities where they are - even if that means having to explain things all over again. 
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---------------------- 

CHINESE AMERICANS AND THE TRANSCONTINENTAL RAILROAD 
          July 24, 2018 
Dear Mama: 

 Today, Professor Natsu Saito (yes! She’s Japanese American and she went to Yale Law 
School) talked about settler colonialism, which is when people take over another country, kill the na-
tives, and take all their resources. That’s what the white Americans did to the Native Americans many 
centuries ago. We immigrants and children of recent immigrants are living and occupying stolen 
land. We live on the land of the Lenape people, Mama. 

 Saito-sensei said that the white people who came to control the land then decided who could 
come and who couldn’t. She mentioned the Chinese Americans who built the Transcontinental Rail-
road, which connected California to the Midwest. She didn’t talk much about it, but I want to share 
with you what happened. White people brought Chinese Americans to the West Coast, made them 
build some railroads for low pay that no one even uses anymore, and then tried to deport them be-
cause they were simply disposable labor. They built the economy and the landscape of the West 
Coast but were treated like second class citizens. When they didn’t get what they demanded - which 
was shorter work days, equal pay with whites, and better working conditions, they staged one of the 
largest strikes ever in that era, until the boss cut off their food supply.  12

Even though she only mentioned this briefly, it made me realize that white people have never 
cared about us Yellows. Throughout history they have passed numerous exclusion laws so that we 
wouldn’t come in, incarcerated us, and continue to inflict violence on us today. They use Asian Amer-
icans as a wedge against other minorities in the case against affirmative action. They don’t care 
about Asian Americans being “discriminated against” in college admissions; they just don’t like see-
ing Black people thrive in higher education. The reason you were able to come to the states was be-
cause national sentiment towards Japanese people was more favorable than to other ethnicities. Ja-
panese people - we’re docile, right? We don’t make trouble. There’s not enough of us. But Mama, all 
the pain that you felt when you came here and your constant feeling of not feeling welcome or at 
home here stems from something much larger. There’s a whole history behind it and it persists even 
today. And I don’t want you to keep taking out your frustrations out on me. Let’s tell your story to 
the world, because the world needs to hear it.  

          

JAPANESE AMERICAN INCARCERATION (JUNE 10, 2016) 

Dear Mama: 

 We spent the whole day today at Manzanar and now on our way back to Los Angeles. I’m still 
trying to process how I feel being here. It was maybe 100 degrees and very dusty. We were sur-
rounded by the beautiful Inyo Mountains to the east. How awful it must have been for the Japanese 
Americans to wake up every day to this view and know that they were trapped inside these barracks 
with guns pointing at them.  

 We saw where they lived - dilapidated cabins built overnight by the Japanese Americans 
themselves. They slept on mattresses filled with straw. The cabins weren’t even well-insulated, so 
dust would come in uninvited - I know you’d hate that. Four families slept together in cabin - it’s hard 
for us to live together under the same roof; can you imagine what it’d be like to live in a small 
cramped cabin with the Suzuki’s, the Nagase’s and the Komaki’s? We’d be fighting all day for space 
and privacy.  

 I think what makes me the most upset is the Loyalty Questionnaire that the War Relocation 
Authority made all the Japanese Americans fill out. There were two questions in particular that threw 

 Chris Fuchs, “150 Years Ago, Chinese Railroad Workers Staged the Era’s Largest Labor Strike,” NBC News, June 21, 2017, accessed August 3, 12

2018, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/150-years-ago-chinese-railroad-workers-staged-era-s-largest-n774901. 
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me off and I know would’ve thrown you off too. Question 27 asked if incarcerees would be willing to 
serve in the army (even though they would be fighting for what, exactly? Democracy abroad when 
there’s just no democracy here in the States?) Question 28 also asked if Japanese immigrants would 
be willing to renounce their Japanese citizenship, but if they did so, they couldn’t become American 
citizens because that wasn’t allowed at the time. You were undocumented for a few years when you 
first came to America. You would have been stateless even then.  

I don’t know why we didn’t learn about this in our history class. It feels unfair to me that our 
whole history has been erased. Even in the most progressive spaces that talk about civil rights viola-
tions throughout history the Japanese American experience is swept under the rug, not to be talked 
about in this supposed white-black binary that we exist in.  

Mama, I know you don’t consider yourself American now and you don’t feel like you have a 
stake in this country, but if we were alive in 1942, you wouldn’t even be given a choice to decide 
whether you were American or not. The government would have decided for you. Mama, I know this 
doesn’t feel like your history, but this is our history. And we have to make sure that we take this his-
tory with us and remember it.    
           

LEESBURG STOCKADE (JULY 26, 2018) 

Dear Mama: 

 Imagine you are twelve years old. You wake up in the middle of the night, only to find your-
self not in your cozy bed but on the damp concrete floor of a 10x10 cell with puddles of muddy wa-
ter. There are fourteen other girls in there with you. Mosquitoes and spiders are everywhere, and you 
have to swat at your cheeks every few seconds. The toilet is overflowing with feces and the stench is 
too much to handle. The only light comes from a dirty window that is barred from the outside. Every 
few hours, a man comes by with some undercooked hamburgers that you don’t even touch.  

You cry out to your mama, but you are only met with the sleepy groans of the other girls. 
How long has it been now since you’ve seen your mother, your father and your brother? Has it been 
two hours, two days, two weeks? It is July 1963 and you’re locked up because white people don’t like 
your existence. They don’t like seeing you advocate for your right to live. They don’t see you as hu-
man.  

This actually happened at the Leesburg Stockade, in Leesburg, Georgia. Fifteen girls were ar-
rested for protesting segregation ( ) in Americus, Georgia, and were imprisoned here for 
two months. We went to go visit the stockade - it was a three-hour drive to get there. It was so hot, 
and as soon as we stepped foot into the cell we were accosted by mosquitoes. I think I got bitten six 
times, mostly on my legs. I couldn’t even stay in there for more than five minutes, so I can’t even 
imagine being enclosed there for the same time the girls were in there.  

This history is horrific and there simply is no justification for this. I hope I can take you here 
one day, Mama, so we can see it and honor these girls together. 

          

THE EUGENICS MOVEMENT (JULY 16, 2018) 

Dear Mama: 

Today I met an incredibly selfless woman whose heart is so big I cannot understand how she 
possibly has so much love for others after what she went through. Her name is Elaine Riddick. She 
was raped when she was thirteen and gave birth to a baby. She was forcibly sterilized ( ) 
because they thought she was too feebleminded. What that really meant was that they didn’t want 
Black women having more Black babies. She was dehumanized ( ) and had no control 
over her body. Even then, she has decided to dedicate her entire life to advocating ( ) for 
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young girls who have gone through similar trauma, as the Executive Director of Rebecca Project for 
Justice. She said, “I want to take all the children in the world and protect them after what they did to 
me.” I have no words. How can someone have so much love after so much trauma? I aspire to be like 
her and give myself selflessly to others. 
           

THE WAR ON DRUGS 

Dear Mama,  

 Back when we lived in 11C we always had NY1 on, and we’d see all these mugshots of Black 
people who were arrested for various drug charges around the city. You’d always comment, “well it’s 
their fault for having drugs. They deserve the jail time.”  

 It is not their fault. President Nixon did not like Black people. We had Eddie Conway, who was 
imprisoned for 43 years before he was released, come speak to us. He said that there was a lot of 
unemployment after the decline of industry post-World War II. Instead of investing in these working-
class communities and giving them jobs, Nixon decided to criminalize ( ) drug usage in-
stead. His former policy chief, John Ehrlichman, said,  

“We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by getting the 
public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin. Did we know we were 
lying about the drugs? Of course we did.”  13

Even though this happened in the 1970’s and 1980’s, this is why a disproportionate number of Blacks 
and brown people are in jail for the most minute crimes. Meanwhile, rich white people who commit 
bank fraud are not in jail. The impact of their actions is felt more widely around the world. Don’t you 
think they should be in jail, instead of poor Black people?  

           

 Tom LoBianco, “Report: Aide says Nixon’s war on drugs targeted blacks, hippies,” CNN Politics, March 24, 2016, accessed August 3, 2018, 13

https://www.cnn.com/2016/03/23/politics/john-ehrlichman-richard-nixon-drug-war-blacks-hippie/index.html. 
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THE JOHN LEWIS FELLOWSHIP: FELLOW RECIPE  

By Sloan Talbot 

*This recipe is but a personal guideline of my main and biggest takeaways and reflection on my per-
sonal Fellowship experience. Please refer to your own cookbooks for individual fellow recipes.* 

Before You Begin You Will Need:  
One City. Enriched and sown with cultural, historical, and social significance, a place where history 
and movements have been and continue to exist in different iterations. This city for now is located in 
either the U.S. or some European countries; however, there is hope for expansion. The city we will be 
using for this recipe, is Atlanta Georgia with the ironic, if not laughable expression “The City Too 
Busy Too Hate”. 

Ingredients:  

• 1 Human Being: Willing to delve into an intense and immersive four-week summer excursion 
that will leave their minds open, bodies physically tired, and spirits lifted to the work of hu-
man rights.  

• 1 Cup of Determination: To do the work. Determination to not only be physically present, but 
also actively listen, engage with others, and stick through the program. You can’t disengage, 
you must not disengage. It is in moments where Dr. Carol Anderson is telling you exactly how 
Voter Suppression through Voter ID laws is just racism in a new disguise. We can’t lose sight 
of where we go against the very rights of people. 

• Infinite Amounts of Alertness: As Dr. Anderson stated in her talk, “The Price for Justice is 
Constant Vigilance”. Human Rights violations happened and continue to happen to this day. 
The past vigilance of Dr. Roselyn Pope’s alertness to frame Civil Rights as Human Rights in 
her letter from Spelman College that sparked Student Activism and appealed to the humanity 
of people. To the present day LGBTQIA People of Color community and organizers that fight 
for their voices to be heard, but also for reform in Atlanta with de-penalizing minor drug of-
fenses in the city to directly help the city’s black men evade unjust sentences. Vigilance in 
how we frame our actions, alertness in who we fight for and recognition that we all must fight 
for each other, for if one of us does not possess justice, then we all don’t. 

• ½ Cup of Compassion (more if desired): It is essential that we think critically and intellectual-
ly about these issues and violations of human rights that we hear and engage with during this 
Fellowship. However, as Professor Tanya Washington said, it is mandatory that we also have 
joy. You can’t be “woke” all the time, you’ll burn out. We can’t be angry at the people who 
aren’t on the front lines of protest but help the movement in other ways. The SNCC members 
who made the signs during the Civil Rights Movement, or the member of the Kennesaw State 
University Cheerleading team who didn’t get the blessing of her family to kneel during the 
anthem but outstretched her arm to support a teammate who was. We must find love for 
others, we must listen to the other side, we must find joy in tough, hard, and at times sad and 
bleak work. Compassion for others, and for ourselves is a necessary ingredient to this Fellow-
ship. 

• 1 Stick of Resolve (softened): An essential ingredient for all future and current endeavors into 
human rights work, wherever you may be. Even when injustices occur, when crimes are com-
mitted, asylum seekers and immigrants are being detained and separated from their families, 
when The Prison Industrial Complex is Slavery with a new name, we must hold steady. We 
cannot allow ourselves for these atrocities to knock us out of the fight. We must think about 
Justice from different angles. It is not only what we can do now to prevent violations from 
occurring, but we must also turn to Restorative Justice. As Dr. David Hooker shared in his lec-
ture we aren’t searching for punitive measures, we are asking what harm was done and what 
does it take to make right. Restorative Justice takes a firm understanding of the path it takes 
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to get the solutions we need. But, who is the victim, who is the perpetrator, what are the 
causes and what are the solutions for crimes that happen 10, 20 or 100 years ago; we need to 
be able to work through this knowing it is going to difficult, and hard, and strenuous and if 
nothing else, complicated. This is why it is extremely important we allow our resolve to be 
slightly softened.  

• A Smidge of Curiosity (to start, please add more during cooking process): Every topic that 
has come across this Fellowship agenda, from Human Trafficking to Homelessness to Voting 
Rights to Justice and more, we need to see the intersectionality in it all. Going into this Fel-
lowship my heart and soul were and have been dedicated to the work of refugees and home-
less and low-income populations in the U.S. And while this is not to say I was disinterested, 

the process of engaging with all these topics in such a short amount of time has opened my 
eyes to the reality that they all connect. Human Rights is universal, and during the amazing 
“Under My Hood Truth Experience” with Coleman G. Howard he emphasized that while stories 
may sound different at first the base is that we all come into a shared room healing from 
something. We are all hurting, and our humanity is what connects us together. In this same 
way each of the topics, the panels the speakers the movements past and present are con-

nected. Come in with a sense of direction on one topic, but an openness to learn and hear 
from others. From Europeans and U.S. Fellows, from Native People’s Rights to the Rights of 
Black People, to the Rights of the Poor, curiosity will be the bind that connects them all.  

*ESSENTIAL INGREDIENT*   

• The Cohort of Fellows (Numbers may vary year to year- expect at least 20): No matter the 
speakers, topic, interest level, or the engagement, this Fellowship does not work without 
hearing, listening, and learning from other members of the shared learning space. These peo-
ple are essential to not only how the information is received, but what we can take away from 
the speakers through their insights, questions, personal experiences or reflections. YOU are 
also essential to this process. Others will not learn the same way, ask the same questions, or 
experience the same topics without your presence-whether active or more passive. The space 
needs a cohort, it is not for individuals, it is not to make leaders or competition, it is to create 
a base. It is to create a community. It is to create a starting point to learn that collectively 
spaces are made stronger, not weaker with other’s involvement. Learn from the cohort, give 
back to the cohort, and be present in the ways you can.  

• To Taste: Sassiness (as needed, but need not apply liberally), Cooking Skills, and Good 
Hugs.  
Directions: Working diligently but not frantic, combine all ingredients above with recom-
mended sizes (although please adjust to your tastes and comfort). If mixing becomes difficult, 
add in pinch of sass or sarcasm to thin out tension, however be wary in overdoing. Once 
combined and settled down, let sit and rest until mind and body are prepared to tackle the 
world post Fellowship completion. Don’t worry if overwhelmed, take the time and rest you 
need to center yourself with the knowledge and information, people and places you’ve expe-
rienced and seen. Give yourself space for mental health, and give yourself joy.  

When ready, put yourself in places of tension and discomfort at addressing America’s atrocities in 
visiting Montgomery Alabama’s museum and lynching memorial, to entering the Leesburg Georgia 
Stockade, and hearing from survivors of unfair prison sentences, displacement and homelessness 
from childhood neighborhoods, police brutality, and maltreatment before and after the Civil Rights 
Movement. Our Criminal Legal (no, not Justice) System is based off of histories of exclusion, intoler-
ance, and violence. We have to confront and see that, and we have to understand that this is indeed 
America, our actions then and now are neither unheard of nor unique. After fully embracing all the 
tough and unpleasant truths, after finding community across oceans with Fellows and now new 
friends, after hearing inspiration and seeing the little blasts of hope and light we can begin to move 
forward. At this time, you may begin your steps for the Action Project, continued healing, and con-
stant outreach to learn not just from others within the Fellowship, but in our own communities and 
through ourselves.  
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STRETCHING MY MIND, CONSTANT (REFL)ACTION 

By Hoa Mai Trần 

- thoughts and takeaways - 

I knew my bubble was small, but I didn't know that it 
was that small. My right and wrongs, my emotions and 
thinking got irritated through this Fellowship. Some of 
my thoughts were also confirmed and I am motivated 
after the Fellowship to keep going. Through the process 
of the program, I become a better listener. I struggled a 
lot with myself, but I learned to unlearn the competitive 
framework that I was socialized in. I am trying to be bet-
ter in self-acceptance. I want to be comfortable in feel-
ing uncomfortable. Embracing anxiety and vulnerability. 
First, I was skeptical about myself, especially the topics, 
and the program. I questioned my belonging in the 
group. And now I really 
feel part of this com-
mon experience. I see 
the bigger picture and 

feel part of something meaningful. I am glad to have this experience, 
which was really exhausting, but also enlightening – which was irri-
tating, but somehow also fulfilling in different ways. 

I think I have a deeper understanding about US and EU issues now. I 
am confronted with their western progressiveness and greatness, 
thinking of all their achievements and their social, cultural and politi-
cal impact worldwide.  I amhinking about the confederate soldiers 
immortalized in Stone Mountain and the European Convention of 
Human Rights. For me, it is a double bind and like a view in the inner 
abyss. 

Thinking about the systematically disenfranchising indigenous issues in the US and the Sinti and 
Roma-community in Europe, the treatment of 
undocumented people, their border politics 
and detention centers, their geopolitical 
strategies and contribution to global inequal-
ities – willing to extract resources and labour, 
but unwilling to let people cross the borders, 
with the exception of human capital, when 
it's needed. Building up borders – learning 
from the inhumanity of each other, letting 
families get separated, establishing a climate 
of fear and crises, targeting the people who 
are against their politics and actions. Pushing 
humanity away. Sometimes you have to cry 
out against injustice and violence. The era-
sure of knowledge, experiences and perspec-
tives are inherent. I am really astounded by 
all the different oppressions. Democracy is 
nice for people who can vote and people 
who sit at the table and decide. It's easy to 
ignore the needs of the people, who don't. 
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It's easy to continue holding them down and silencing 
them.  

I was impressed with the precision and extent of sup-
pressing the voting rights of African-Americans in the US. 
The perspective of indigenous people made it clear for 
me: the mindset and thinking in the states is often left 
unquestioned. Claiming their stolen land, which was then 
made productive by slaves. Celebrating Columbus as dis-
coverer rather than a psychopath. The constitution and 
state were built on rape, displacement, sterilizing, mur-
dering, abuse and exploitation. This is not the past, when 
we think of mass incarceration, people who experience 
homelessness, 
gentrification, 

and sex and labour trafficking all around the world. 

It's not just inhuman, it's functional. This is why it's impor-
tant to dismantle the patterns in institutions, narratives 
and understand the dynamics of power structures. Main-
taining the status quo and the social order and power 
structure is crucially significant. Often victims are criminal-
ized and perpetrators are protected and become invisible 
– making the colonial problem the indigenous problem, 
making the EU border crises as a lack of solidarity with the 
refugee crises, constructing a war on drugs to recode the 
control and racial profiling of African-American communi-
ties in making a criminal legal system a justice system, or 
fighting against terrorism as mask for anti-Muslim racism. 
This is how society is shaped. And it is not just ignorant, it's dangerous.  

Bodies suffer and die, are instrumentalized and become a threat.  
A black man got lynched for standing around in the neighborhood.  

Privilege doesn't allow you to see. Privilege doesn't allow you to feel. 

 

So, I really wondered: Is every perspec-
tive the equally legitimate – even in 
privileged, recognized, and benefitted 
position compared to the disadvan-
tages, overseen, unvalued and silenced 
position? Are we all human when peo-
ple get treated so differently? No one 
deserves his, her, or their humanity to 
be denied. Simple thought. Indepen-
dent from being the perpetrator or vic-
tim, what about those ancestors and 
white people who came in the 10,000s 

together, to watch Black bodies be hung in a tree, shooting hundreds of 
bullets through their bodies, watching this event with popcorn and holding 

the victims' fingers as souvenirs. 

Is it more complex than good or bad? Is it neither right nor 
wrong? But when lynching isn't wrong, what is? On our first day 
of the Fellowship I saw a white sheriff in the exhibition of the 
Civil and Human rights Center in Atlanta and all the media – how 
they speak about the “negro“ in the Jim Crow era, how con-
vinced the people in the government are doing the right thing. 
And I felt pain. The pain and parallels to today's media in the US 
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and Europe, being pretty efficient in 
dehumanizing. Can you do some-
thing right in the wrong system? I 
wondered if the pain I felt is nothing, 
compared to others, who really expe-
rienced this shit. I wondered if there 
is a hierarchy in suffering, while prior-
itizing issues over others. And even 
us in our multiple positionings in so-
ciety can become perpetrators. Inter-
sectionality, relatedness and com-
plexity of the different issues made it 
clear for me, that everybody is in-
volved. Everybody is contributing in 
reproducing or irritating the status 

quo. Everybody is part – in benefitting or suffering 
through the system – even at the same time. 

Colonial legacy and violent structures still continue, 
transform and show up in different faces. But it is 
more than a tragic story of suffering. It is a story of 
resistance and empowerment of constant fighting 
for justice. After the second world war, all over the 
world colonies demand freedom and pushed 
against empires in Brasil, Algeria, Vietnam, African 
states, the US and Europe. People put their bodies 
on the line, getting in the way, having marches and 
bus boycotts or sit ins. Being arrested, being well 
prepared for harm, even to die - for the possibility 
of having freedom. Inspired by the idea that anoth-
er society is possible. 

I learned a lot from movements and history. I felt 
like I'm not alone. Feeling the strength of different mindsets, experiences and the differences and re-
lations. Seeing yourself in the other. What really touched me was the bravery from people for sharing 
their thoughts and feelings. Being open minded, argue without losing value to each other. Support-
ing each other, speak up, step down and listen, when need-
ed – lifting each other up and sharing responsibility. 

Through the program I got to know several NGO's, com-
munities and institutions. The New Georgia Project, Housing 
Justice League, Freedom University, Stand Up, Atlanta 
Taskforce for homelessness, ViBe, strong leaders and hid-
den contributors from the LGBTQI-Communities, Profes-
sors fighting for indigenous communities, film makers, au-
thors, activists and athletes, organizers and museums like 

the Legacy Museum 
or the Civil and Hu-
man Rights Center, 
places like Ebenezer 
Baptist Church and 
the Auburn Library 
showed me the multilayered areas of justice and different 
groups, organizations and people who are pushing for change. 

I discovered the power of music. We supported a voting cam-
paign in a local election, watching inspiring girls of color in the 
theatre and valuing children's and youth's contributions to so-
cial justice in past and present, thinking of action for the next 
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Super Bowl in Atlanta for hindering potential customers to get involved in sex trafficking. I was in-
spired of all the questions and discussions and all the different and related topics we had, feeling the 
power of sharing stories and discovering my own - under my hood. I became truly inspired by all the 
amazing people. I look up to them and I am deeply impressed by their work and passion – and also 
when looking next to me, the hope, which is connected to the Fellows right next to me, gave me 

hope and encourages me to do better.  

I learned more about social change strategies and 
about the importance of creating best practices and 
long-term actions, the importance of collaborations 
and the many opportunities in addressing dysfunc-
tional mechanisms. – advice for entering institutions 
and getting into higher positions, making policy and 
advocacy work, but also focusing on the daily actions 
in, against, and beyond the system. For example, we 
can have new practices: Combining faith with fitness 
in church, adding lectures about healthy food and 
tackling the problem of food deserts serving the 
wider community on Sunday. Judges who hug young 
defendants in the court and believe in them. Activists 
answering 100 emails per day in fighting against 
death penalty and helping people who don't have the 
resources for claiming their rights. Imprisoned per-

sons, who  are mobilizing in prison for labour rights and minimum wage. We heard from a sexually 
abused woman, talking about suffering and the love that comes through that traumatic experience 
and helps her in her work. The educators and artists, who won't stop just because funding doesn't 
come through. All the intense and demanding experiences leads to somewhere – but also, I am think-
ing about the missing experiences and perspectives, which were left out. My overall felt truth is that 
we are not alone – and it's not about individual success. It is about distributing responsibility. Every-
body at any age can contribute, using different talents, issues and life experiences, using various al-
liances and professions, different fields and actions. It can be your neighbor, a lawyer, activists and 
campaigners, dreamer or bus drivers, over-thinkers and action takers, comedians, singers, intellectu-
als, radicals, funding finders, mediators, allies, politicians or a friend. We need all of us, because jus-
tice is never given. And if we learn to see, feel and be aware, there is 
a lot we can do. We can start everywhere, at any time and space in 
any issue to tackle a problem from different sides – for challenging 
the status quo together. 

One important part of me is to work as an educational scientist - ed-
ucation itself does not lead to social justice, it can make you blind, it 
can shape you not empathizing with specific persons, it can condition 
you to feel, see, think in specific ways and leads into following action 
– often we have to unlearn, what we learn. The potential is that edu-
cation is a legitimate way of shaping society – research can be a 
powerful tool. Education can be the key against discrimination and 
power structure. Sometimes, and really often, it reproduces them and 
distribute certain persons and groups into certain positions. It main-
tains a social order. But it can be also a hidden gate keeper, for op-
portunities – empowerment and healing are part of transformative 
education concepts. In my room of maneuver as an educational sci-
entist, I want to share my plans how can I create impact related to 
the Fellowship, within the bubbles where I work.  

First of all, I will focus on the collaborative children book project with families in accommodation 
centers for refugees. I want to deconstruct the narrative of passive victims and showing the exclu-
sion and challenges that children face with focus on their agency and sharing their stories. Also, we 
need to reshift discourses about them. In 6 languages, through the content of the book and the 
process of creating the book with the children, we are raising awareness about children's rights as 
humans and therefore also human rights. I want to be more active in advocating for children's rights. 
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And in the long-term, I want to change the 
practice of early childhood education and care 
in more inclusive ways. I want to support Fel-
lows like Jennifer, if she makes policy support-
ing multilingual education and teaching the 
mother tongue of families in early education 
facilities in Denmark. I also will focus on post-
colonial childhoods and also the role of chil-
dren in social change and their impact on so-
ciety in my field of childhood studies. I plan to 
analyze and compare the data and archive 
from the War Childhood Museum and visiting 
Sandra in Bosnia. I want to create and support 
transnational synergies. I also will try to sup-
port her for writing an abstract for a Call for 
Paper for Cologne, where I will be, and would 
like to have her perspective on childhood and 
children in war in Bosnia. Also, I would like to 

work with Francesca together in understanding the similarities of children experiencing oppression 
and the discourse struggle and exclusion they face through research with children and families in dif-
ferent fields and trying to apply together for a conference next year with the title “Beyond the Na-
tional” with the German Society for Education. For Carter, I will also find some opportunities with fo-
cus on education and computer science and digitalization. It's important to support each other and 
learn from each other.  

In these education Institutes that I work with, I will develop a 
training for education facilitators on migration and postcolo-
nial realties for my trainings and lectures in 2019. Being sensi-
tive and carful listeners and raising awareness. I want to teach 
more patterns and decolonial and critical approaches in prac-
tice. Lecturing about migration issues. In a smaller collective, I 
want to refocus the action in dismantling the colonial legacy. 
Learn to unlearn and deconstruct in pedagogy. In the educa-
tion projects in schools where I'm in, I want to help develop 
Empowerment Workshops for children and youth of color. 
Learning from the US and the Freedom University and Charter 
Schools, in order to adapt this for Germany. I can also imagine 
calling Laila on Skype to speak about resistance and experi-
ences for undocumented people in the classroom in schools – learning from each other and connect-
ing community leaders with her, for a more transnational empowerment.  

I also want to support young scholars and sharing knowledge and 
networks. I am in contact with a science publisher, where I want to 
have a volume about Human Rights, past and current struggles and 
strategies for the future, where Dariann, Laurel and Mara can pub-
lish papers. But it will be also accessible for you in the group and 
maybe also for the larger HIA-Community, if you are interested. 
Also, if you're interested in German education system, research 
ethics or just in visiting or finding a job in Berlin or searching for 
funding or whatever else, don't hesitate to ask me. My resources 
are yours. 

With love, 
 
Hoa Mai Trần 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THE EYES OF A WILD MAN 

By Kasia Udała 

The other day I was spending time with someone very dear to me. They are the nicest, most loving, 
well-educated, kind person. We decided to have a quiet, relaxing night talking and watching films. 
One of these films featured an Afro-American man as the main character. I don’t particularly remem-
ber what the story was about or who the actors were, but I do vividly remember what I heard as I 
saw a close-up of the Black man’s face. The person that I�was with at that time suddenly said “Look 
at his eyes. They’re wild. He belongs to the wilderness. He’s a savage man”. Truth be told, I did not 
know how to react. I felt an overflow of emotions that I could not quite define and I just knew there 
was something fundamentally wrong with a statement I just heard. But what about it made me react 
this way? I was rather confused, even more so because I did see something in that man’s eyes, some-
thing intense and emotional, something powerful and sad, a hidden story to be told. As I�embarked 
on the plane to Atlanta, I was determined to find out what that story was. 
  
Throughout the programme, I managed to learn a lot about the community of black people in the 
United States. I learned about their history and their culture, about their oppression and suppression, 
about their struggle that started centuries ago, and has lasted to this day on. During my time in At-
lanta, I saw, heard of, and experienced what the black community has been going through ever since 
they were forcefully brought to America. I�cannot of course claim that I know exactly what it feels 
like, I cannot possibly imagine how painful it must have been for men, women, and children, fathers, 
mothers, daughters and sons, relatives, and friends to go through life constantly being undermined 
and dehumanised.  I�could, however, witness it, and finally, understand what was hidden behind the 
eyes of the man from the film. It was anger. The frustration of having to constantly fight the system 
that is designed to work against him and his people. Broken pride and questioned self-worth after 
centuries of belittling by those who deemed themselves better. Heartbreak when thinking of numer-
ous kids being kidnapped, taken away from their parents, abused, and killed in the name of a faulty 
ideology. Survival in the world that implicates never-ending oppression. Powerlessness in fighting 
the system. The power that comes with staying strong, surviving and pushing back, no matter what. 
Both hopelessness and hope, in one. 

Thinking about the oppression of the black community is innately connected to the concept of white 
supremacy and white privilege. Two concepts that scare and confuse me, causing a weird sense of 
guilt within me, this guilt that derives solely from the colour of my skin.  

“Privilege” in particular is a word that makes me very uncomfortable and triggers a lot of conflicted 
emotions. One of its definitions states that privilege is a right, immunity, or benefit enjoyed only by a 
person beyond the advantages of most.  Very often, however, “privilege” comes with its pejorative 
meaning of a benefit unjustly given only to certain individuals who thus are in the position of power. I 
would argue that this rhetoric, although to a certain extent understandable, is very dangerous, serv-
ing as a one-dimensional tool to create conflicts and frictions within societies. Many forget that privi-
lege is not defined by a certain right or a particular benefit; what truly shapes one’s privilege is the 
“of most” part of the definition. My privilege is not my own creation; it derives from how others per-
ceive me and will shift with the context that I find myself in. 

While in Poland, I don’t see myself as either over- or underprivileged. There, I am one of the “most.” 
My privilege in Poland does not derive from my socioeconomic background, my education, my reli-
gion, nor my race. When I travel across Western Europe, I feel like I lose any sort of privilege that I 
might have back home. I constantly have to prove myself to others, protect myself against stereo-
types people have of Poles, especially Polish women, and show that I am so much more than my 
country’s politics, struggling with economic barriers at the same time. And then I come to the United 
States, a country where my privilege comes by default: because I have higher education that is con-
sidered exclusive, even though where I�come from, you can access it for free; because I get to travel 
and spend money, even though I work extremely hard to be able to afford it; mainly however, be-
cause I am white.   
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Depending on the context, even if I don’t perceive myself as privileged, others may view my status 
differently; this is something that I must recognize as I begin to work in communities within which my 
privilege is blatant. Thus, I ask myself: how do I become a�good ally to the communities that need 
support? How do I gain their trust? How do I support them without overstepping? How do I make 
sure that I am not an oppressor in a group that is already oppressed? We have seen multiple exam-
ples of that phenomenon: sexism, homophobia, silencing, micro-aggressions, interracial stratification 
based on socioeconomic factors - they all occur within activist groups, whether consciously or not. 
Hence, how do we make sure that all of our voices are heard loud and clear? How do we create plat-
forms for those who might be different from us but with whom we share our end goals? Lastly, how 
do we prevent exclusion in movements that were originally meant to strive for inclusivity?  

As I struggled to answer these questions myself, I discussed them with two marvelous speakers that 
joined us throughout the program: Dr. Carol Anderson and Toni-Michelle Williams. Having spoken to 
them, I realized that the first step to introduce change is to reinstate humanity of the belittled in the 
eyes of others; not only in the eyes of those full of hatred, but also in the perception of those who are 
afraid of the unknown or simply do not have the right tools of understanding. We should start by 
shifting narratives, and in so doing move focus away from identity and towards the human being that 
is hidden behind an assigned label. We must emphasize that people are so much more than the 
stereotypes that affect them. Finally, we are obliged to tell their stories; stories of real human beings 
that feel, laugh, cry, grow old and crave dignity, just as we all do. 

At the Ebenezer Church, we heard that the greatest sin in the world is to refuse to learn. Why then is 
it so hard for the human race to learn from its history? Why do we keep making the same mistakes? 
Why do keep omitting parallels so clearly visible to an attentive observer? Why do we allow for the 
sinusoid of prosperity and destruction to thrive? Why do we need horror and trauma before we un-
derstand the true value of humanity and liberation? History is a weapon that we have to learn to use 
wisely in order to break the vicious circle. We have to constantly educate ourselves, think critically, 
compare and draw conclusions, use the wisdom of the experienced and put in the energy of the 
young. We have to set goals, look for allies and collaborate in order to fight the good fight. More im-
portantly, however, as Dr. David Hooker said, we have to figure out what world we want to live in 
and create it ourselves, for no one else will do it for us. 
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JOHN LEWIS FELLOWS’ REFLECTION ESSAY 

By Themistoklis Vergidis 

"The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice." 

-Dr. Martin Luther King  

An aphorism brought to light by Dr. Martin Luther King in 1958, the concept of a moral arc has per-
haps earned its position as one of our strongest principles during the John Lewis Fellowship of 2018, 
and rightfully so. It has been a constant reminder that justice and injustice are the two opposing 
forces of this world since the beginning of time but is also entwined with the prosperous message of 
fairness, of the inclination of our human nature towards justice, even when times may tell otherwise. 

The JLF 2018 has come to an end and so marks the beginning of a new cycle for the Fellows of this 
program. It is a cycle of healing, prosperity, and reflection. As we will now look back, we will refresh 
in our memories all the spine-shivering information we have acquired and the boldness of our emo-
tions as we took in the said information. Every day has been a lesson, Atlanta being the kind and in-
teractive classroom that facilitated us and its people our professors. 

We embarked on our journey with an introducing dinner at the historic Paschal's restaurant, which 
was a meeting place for key civil rights organizers, including Dr. Martin Luther King. The aura of the 
room, the significance, the background, it all empowered everyone and made us realize swiftly, we 
are responsible to continue bending the arc towards justice, or else the wicked would have their time 
in the sun instead.  

With our hearts pulsing along to the rhythm of activism's drum, we dived into our journey, guided by 
Dr. Tanya Washington and the staff members. During our four weeks in the city of Atlanta, we had 
the privilege of visiting historic places that signified the future of the city, the country and the world 
(Paschal's restaurant, the neighborhood of MLK, Ebenezer Church, Montgomery Museum and Memo-
rial, and more), taking in the energy of these sites and walking through the past with the company of 
the dead; we came in contact with powerful speakers, whose voices have impacted the world as we 
knew and as we know it, such as Dr. Roslyn Pope (author of An Appeal for Human Rights), Dr. Carole 
Anderson, professor Ward Churchill, Judge Renata Turner. A mutual exchange of views, perspec-
tives, experiences, knowledge between speakers and Fellows helped us shape and hone our very 
own spirits and takes on the world, deepening our understanding, challenging our beliefs, coming 
into conclusions and settling uncertainties. Most importantly, we had the opportunity to practice 
what we preach through the numerous workshops involved, enrolling citizens to vote in cooperation 
with the New Georgia Project, exploring Atlanta's people and streets through photography with 
Joshua McFadden, roleplaying council meetings to counter the issue of homelessness with Deborah 
Scott and attending service at the Ebenezer Church. 

The catalyst of our ride and our growth, however, was noone other that the Fellows themselves. 
Much like a sponge that absorbs water, we initially took in all that came our way from our guest 
speakers, proceeded to break it down and decode it, assimilate it, then finally add it to our moral 
compasses. The final stage was to discuss and express opinions over the pressuring matters, the lec-
tures we attended, the ways in which we felt changed or enlightened or frustrated or bewildered or 
heartbroken or inspired. One thing left to take back home is the different ways every word and every 
action was perceived by 26 people, the intriguing process of filtering reality and observing the effect 
it has on us, the vessels of these small, mental treasures. After all, the very essence of democracy is 
found in its need to host infinite of different voices.  

The JLF's clearest impact can be traced in the changes it has brought to the individual mentalities, 
the work ethic, the thinking process. In both subtle and not so subtle ways, it has underlined the cul-
tural differences between Europe and America, but also between countries and states. As a result, it 
was brought to the spotlight the fact the world is so much more beyond the visions of our own, se-
cluded communities. Communication and human interactions, courses of actions, customs, laws; it 
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was necessary for one to digest the spirit of JLF to first sincerely understand our different traits and 
backgrounds, to broaden our horizons, think twice before speaking, consider new values and ideolo-
gies, get accustomed with unfamiliar, in many cases, behaviors. It was not simply our own relation-
ships that were altered, as our professional aspects have been improvised to walk the same path as 
social justice, with a clearer understanding of world affairs than before. In my own specific case, the 
case of a journalist and a media communicator, I have banished the subconscious illusion that all hu-
mans act in the traditional notions I meet in my own country, helping to make my writing more criti-
cal, accurate and representative, whilst spotting biases and prejudices.  

Moreover, through the eyes of the JLF, we emphasized and we learned, those who did not know be-
fore, there are infinite parallels that can be drawn between places all over the world. The American 
history by itself is unique and does not have an identical twin, though there is always common 
ground when putting into comparison with the history of a different location. At first impression, the 
study of American history may not actually assist in the greater understanding of non-American his-
tory; yet in a more complex inspection, such is not the case. Similar behaviors and acts, such as slav-
ery and civil war are to be found across the globe. In-depth analysis of the perpetrators, their envi-
ronment and their motives simplify history and clarifies its narration, thus leading to a heightened 
knowledge of the past. And to what does this heightened knowledge contribute? To the future. 

Speaking of yesterday as a lone practice has no actual purpose. Speaking of yesterday with the in-
tention of shaping tomorrow, on the other hand, is the most effective weapon against the biggest 
challenges of today. As Dr. Anderson taught us, only when we begin to see the pattern can we even-
tually stop it. Her lecture about voting oppression throughout the history was the perfect example 
case to back-up her words and show us precisely what was it that she meant. Once we comprehend 
the tactics voting suppression has put and continues to put into use to ban specific groups of citi-
zens from participating in the elections, the specific techniques and the people behind them, we can 
proceed to construct counter-strategies to face this issue. Willingness to assist is meaningless if we 
do not know from where to start.  

Patterns are not limited to voting oppression. Racial discrimination, police brutality, poverty, these 
are more patterns that persist in repeating themselves again and again, because of perpetrators and 
bystanders who do not understand the patterns. They are wheels, treadmills or gears, that spin so 
long as they face no resistance. In 2018, we witness challenges that those before us believed to have 
been resolved. We continue to watch as people of color, the LGBT, the lower class are being discrim-
inated against, despite the fact less than a century sets us apart from historical civil rights move-
ments.  
The intention is not to undermine their achievement and success, however. The greatest challenge 
for some of us, if not for everyone, has been reminding ourselves that this thorough study of human 
rights in the past and the present does not aim to burn down our hopes and dreams, our expecta-
tions and our motivation. It is an easy to fall victim to the trap and to believe that, in the end, all ef-
forts have no significance because humanity will continue to breed the same injustice through time. 
This Fellowship aimed to keep us grounded to reality, to show us the "struggle" is never truly over, to 
equip us with the knowledge and the tactics and the network that will allow us to continue fighting 
the good fight better than before, more prepared than before. In this point of this essay, it is crucial 
to extend my gratitude to Congressman John Lewis, for not only making this experience available, 
but for also meeting us in person, and inspiring us with his presence. He is a man that has dedicated 
his whole life to the cause and even though many in his shoes would have lost all faith, he spoke to 
us with great motivation, reigniting the flames in our hearts.  

This is the conclusion of my reflection and my reminiscing about this past month, that nothing is truly 
over. It is a never-ending fight, but not one we fight alone. There are people in this world that have 
proven, and continue to prove, nothing is truly impossible once we function as a unit, which is what 
this Fellowship was all about: uniting 26 people from all over the world. 
Some days have been darker than others. 
But better times there have been, and will be again. If we fight to see those days. 
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STRUGGLING FOR JUSTICE 

By Jianhang Xiao 

History shows us what we have done in the past and what we can do to make changes in the future. 
Listening to profound scholars, watching movies, and visiting historical sites and museums—these 
experiences provided me with new perspectives about issues existing in current society. The issues 
of public health, LGBTQ, immigration, housing, homelessness, gender equality, and transportation 
have been addressed during my time in Atlanta. After I learned about the history of colonization on 
Native Americans, enslaving Africans, and discrimination against immigrants in different periods of 
time, I see injustice and I am empowered to advocate for those human rights issues.   

When I watched the film “The Canary Effect,” I was terrified how European colonizers exploited Na-
tive Americans. In the past, Native Americans were utilized as slave labors, and their land and re-
sources were taken away in order to achieve the colonizer’s economic interest. Nearly 98% of Native 
Americans were killed. More than that, the federal government implemented the legislation, the Fam-
ily Plan Act, to sterilize Native Americans. Instead of protecting Native Americans, the federal gov-
ernment isolated them in tribes. They are discriminated against in employment, face disproportion-
ate alcoholism, and have a higher rate of committing suicide. When government tried to allocate 
funding to support Native Americans, it was dismal to know that the federal government was not 
able to identify the locations of those tribes.  

Another group that faced racial discrimination is African Americans. I visited the Legacy Museum in 
Montgomery, Alabama, a city where thousands of African Americans were trafficked as slaves during 
the 19th century. Black people were transported to the United States due to the growing labor de-
mand in the U.S. The Atlantic slave trade deeply brutalized and dehumanized African Americans as 
plantation slave laborers. They worked in horrible working conditions and often suffered torture and 
sexual abuse. When I stopped at the National Memorial for Peace and Justice, where the mass hang-
ing steel rectangles signify black people who were lynched, I felt depressed that the government still 
does not have enough recognition for the history of slavery. In the meantime, I was empowered that 
there are people who committed themselves to social justice even without governmental funding, to 
construct the memorial. 
   
Resistance becomes a part of the African American liberation movement. After abolishing slavery, 
racial segregation in the U.S. North and South remained the same. African Americans suffered alter-
native abuses, including execution via the electric chair as well as biased court proceedings. One of 
the examples is the “Jim Crow” law that mandated “separate but equal” facilities where African 
Americans only could go to non-white theaters, restrooms, buses, parks, schools, etc. They fought 
tirelessly against racism and for equality through different methods. Like Dr. Martin Luther King who 
is a well-known figure advocated for racial justice and equality through non-violent protests, many 
activists during the civil rights movements often faced violent retaliation, threats, and even death. 
For instance, the Brown v. Board of Education decision was the first national victory for racial equali-
ty so that students, regardless of color, can attend the same school. After the Supreme Court abol-
ished segregation in public schools, the justice system still had bias toward African Americans. 
Southern lawmakers, intent on maintaining white supremacy targeted activists with police violence, 
arrest, oppression, and imprisonment. Many school districts were closed rather than accepting black 
students. The deep roots of American racism still negatively impacts African Americans contem-
porarily.  

I am fortunate to have the opportunity to be in Atlanta and experience the civil rights movement by 
visiting different museums and historical sites. I also have the privilege to learn more about Dr. Martin 
Luther King. I went inside Dr. Martin Luther King’s home where he grew up. I visited the Ebenezer 
Baptist Church, where Dr. Martin Luther King joined his father as co-pastor. I listened to Tom Houck, 
a Civil Rights Veteran and Dr. Martin Luther King’s driver, to learn about Dr. King as well as the histo-
ry of Atlanta. I went to Dr. Martin Luther King’s South-View Cemetery and the Martin Luther King Na-
tional Historic Park. The whole tour was a remarkable experience for me, which gives me a better 
understanding of Dr. King’s legacy and his contributions to the civil rights movement.   
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Reflecting on all of the experiences, one solution I want to advance civil society and human rights is 
to increase minority’s voices through voting. The discrimination against immigrants based on immi-
grants’ status, gender, race, religion, and sexual orientation is challenging in our society. Connecting 
as an immigrant, even though America is the most generous nation in the world for immigrants, the 
pattern of anti-Semitism and xenophobia has always been an issue toward immigrants in U.S. history, 
either documented or undocumented.  For example, the United States implemented legislation on 
limiting Asian immigrants, including the Chinese Exclusion Act, Japanese Internment, and the Muslim 
Ban. Many Asian immigrants do not know the U.S. history and are not civically engaged. As Dr. Carol 
Anderson spoke to at a workshop, African Americans faced significant obstacles to vote in the past, 
including literacy tests, poll taxes, and the good character clause. Until today, people still face barri-
ers to vote, such as the requirement of identification to vote. 

As I reflect on how Asian Americans have a lower voting rate, I feel frustrated. According to New 
America, “though currently only 5.8 percent of the U.S. population, are the fastest-growing racial mi-
nority in the United States and are expected to make up one-tenth of all voters by 2044. Despite this 
impressive growth; however, Asian Americans have one of the dismal voter turnout rates: 47% com-
pared to 66% for black voters and 64% for non-Hispanic white voters (Kim, 2017).” Many Asian 
Americans are foreign-born, and they often lack the language proficiency and do not understand the 
American politics and the voting process. Therefore, Asian Americans, especially immigrants, need to 
be more civically engaged in political elections. By knowing how African Americans fought so hard 
to gain voting rights during the civil rights movement, I am determined to encourage them to vote. 

The Fellowship has empowered me to make changes and I will continue to inspire others to make 
changes. By knowing history, I become more conscious to fight for equality and justice. When soci-
ety become invisible, it is important for me to raise my voice to address issues in my community. I 
will engage, advocate, and empower others so people understand the struggling of the past and the 
promise of the future.  

NOTES 

1. Kim, Caitlin. (2017, September 7) “Why Asian Americans Don’t Vote,” New America. Retrieved from 
https://www.newamerica.org/weekly/edition-175/why-asian-americans-dont-vote 
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PUTTING “CS FOR ALL” IN CONTEXT: LESSONS FROM  
THE AMERICAN CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT 

By Carter Zenke 

The John Lewis Fellowship has allowed me to re-conceptualize my work in CS education as a 
continuation of the American Civil Rights Movement. The patterns of history are clear, as segregation 
in quality CS classes and a homogenous, male-dominated workforce too closely resemble the segre-
gation and inopportunity that oppressed students of color during the 1960’s (Margolis et al., 2017). 
Faced with such similarities, it is necessary to ask what lessons from the Civil Rights Movement 
should be applied to the work of ensuring “CS for All:” the goal that every K-12 student, regardless of 
background, has access to high-quality computer science classes. The activists and participants in 
the John Lewis Fellowship, young and old, including Roslyn Pope and John Lewis themselves, have 
highlighted one lesson in bold: although top-down policy solutions promise change, mobilizing indi-
viduals and grassroots coalitions is the only way to create swift, long-term, inclusive change. 

The false promise of Brown v. Board stands as a pertinent example of government’s failure to 
create swift change. While Brown promised school desegregation, the Court’s soft stance on en-
forcement and language of “all deliberate speed” delayed realization of this promise for decades. 
Southern states and citizens appropriated the court’s language and ambivalence to launch “Massive 
Resistance”, rendering “deliberate speed” snail-paced. Collective manifestos against integration, clo-
sure of public schools, and sanctioning of citizen violence kept more than 50% of black students out 
of white schools for 34 years (Epps-Robertson, 2016 & Orfield et al., 2014). As Martin Luther King Jr. 
famously said, “justice delayed is justice denied,” and the Supreme Court’s delay of racial justice de-
nied millions their rightful access to quality education. Fittingly, at the museum of the National Cen-
ter for Civil and Human Rights, the history of Brown v. Board marks the entrance to a room that is 
home to stories of violence and resistance: it is symbolically the beginning, not the end, of the fight 
against school segregation. 

The stories on display in the exhibit after Brown v. Board highlight the necessity of local or-
ganizing to realize promises of reform. Families like that of Ruby Bridges, the first black student to 
attend an all-white elementary school in the South, took direct action against segregation despite 
the potential for violence and bodily harm (Michals, 2015). Coalitions of students, like The Little Rock 
Nine, bravely registered to integrate schools despite searing opposition and hateful threats (Jaynes). 
Although these efforts were set in motion by Brown v. Board, the realization of integration could not 
have occurred without this individual sacrifice and collective bravery. Had Ruby Bridges, The Little 
Rock Nine, and other black students not courageously faced the rage of the white community, popu-
lar opposition to desegregation would have rendered the Court’s ruling void. It is clear the fight for 
integration is not yet over, but the first teetering steps were initiated by ordinary students who 
sought to right a wrong - not a federal government that suddenly found its conscience. 

Whereas the history of Brown v. Board demonstrates how bureaucracy is inadequate for 
quickly realizing reforms, the history of the Voting Rights Act exemplifies how government action 
alone is inadequate for sustaining them. While the Voting Rights Act of 1965 removed barriers to 
civic participation that had plagued African-Americans for years (i.e. poll taxes, grandfather clauses, 
and literacy tests), reversals of key sections have resurrected the same discrimination in new forms: 
voter ID laws, strategically placed polling stations, and obscure voting times (Anderson, 2018). As 
these evolved forms of discrimination compromise elections by barring marginalized communities 
from voting, it becomes clear that relying solely on the government to sustain reforms is futile. In-
stead of continuing to strengthen civil rights as critical as the vote, the U.S. government has disman-
tled progress. 

As the government has not maintained reform, grassroots organizations have proven how 
necessary they are to sustaining it. Voting rights organizations like the New Georgia Project have 
taken the responsibility of upholding rights to civic participation into their own hands. In order to en-
sure voting rights for all, the organization carries out the necessary work of voter registration drives, 
bussing voters to polling stations, and informing voters on key issues (Ufot, 2018). Even museums 
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have taken on the same responsibility. Organizations such as The Legacy Museum offer voter regis-
tration opportunities on-site, while at the same time informing the general public of how the right to 
vote has been and always be sacred. Without these organizations doing the work of expanding ac-
cess to the franchise, necessary reforms such as the Voting Rights Act would be obsolete. 

Not only does top-down reform fail to be responsive and sustainable, it leads to uninformed 
decisions due to its distance from the lived experiences that it seeks to change. In his 2004 book, 
Class and Schools, Richard Rothstein argues that the United States has failed to close the black-
white achievement gap because it has not accounted for the different social, economic, and cultural 
backgrounds with which children start school. Upon first entering the classroom, some children have 
eaten breakfast while others have not, some have practiced reading while others have not, and some 
have been told to value school while others have not. A political system which overlooks these expe-
riences will inevitably create policy under faulty assumptions about what influences educational out-
comes, exemplified by the passage of reforms like the No Child Left Behind Act and Race to the Top 
(Ladd, 2012). Although these policies promise a more just education system, their lack of proximity 
to children’s experiences prohibits meaningful change. 

What is needed, then, are projects with proximity. Organizations like the Algebra Project, 
highlighted in the National Center for Civil and Human Rights, showcase how community-focused 
education reform transforms lives. The Algebra Project centers children’s voices and experiences to 
fulfill its mission of enabling underprivileged students to succeed in high-school- and college-level 
math. Its founder, Bob Moses, advocates for the importance of developing a community consensus 
on reform, arguing that this consensus is what ultimately allowed his work with the Algebra Project 
to thrive. Additionally, Moses writes about how his voting rights efforts with SNCC in the 1960’s in-
formed the Algebra Project’s philosophy, further exemplifying how lessons from the Civil Rights 
Movement should still inform today’s activism (Moses, 2002). The contrast between the success of 
the Algebra Project and the failure of policy reform again highlights how grassroots organizing is the 
only way to ensure direct, positive change for students. 

 At first glance, efforts among CS education advocates to shift from community organizing to 
policy work are an exciting way to create broad change. But in reality, these efforts have failed in the 
same ways that past bureaucratic reforms have failed. While 13 states have created policy to provide 
CS courses to all high school students (Code.org, 2018), it remains to be seen how long implementa-
tion will take and how long states will continue to fund quality teachers and courses. Additionally, as 
most CS curricula adopted by states was created within the white, male-dominated circles of CS, 
structural barriers to careers in CS will still be pushed onto marginalized students. In short, the rush 
for policy to ensure CS for All has run into the same problems as past civil rights legislation: change 
occurs too slowly, is unsustainable, and does not reflect the experiences of students who are most 
directly impacted by the policy. 

 If history is any indication, CS for All can only come by organizing communities around the 
issue of CS education. Rather than relying solely on policy, the movement needs more passionate 
educators on the ground. Rather than more advocates from tech giants, the movement needs more 
students to “show up and think and organize and imagine something better” (Benincasa, 2017). Do-
ing so will not only create more immediate, sustainable, powerful change, it will situate CS education 
as a movement that is a continuation of, and in solidarity with, the goals of the American Civil Rights 
Movement. Consensus on such a conceptualization will invite those who advocate for CS education 
to also advocate for the other pertinent civil rights issues of our time, and vice versa. It will create a 
community that is not only focused on ensuring CS for All, but on ensuring students everywhere re-
ceive the complete justice and dignity they deserve. 
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