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President’s Letter

“Out of the huts of histories shame, I rise. Up from a past rooted in pain, I rise…
Bringing the gifts my ancestors gave, I am the dream and the hope of the slave. I rise.”
–Maya Angelou
Greetings Alumni, Family and Friends,
It’s hard to believe that we’ve come upon the end of another semester of Kuumba! This
semester has been trying for black students and students of color across the nation.
Sometimes it can feel like the weight of the world is on our shoulders. Though we
cannot know what it is like to be in the eye of the storm, our hearts ache and our spirits
grow weary as we struggle together against injustice. As Sheldon often reminds us,
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wherever there is struggle, there is music. So as I reflect over the last semester, I think
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back on the many times and ways that Kuumba has been able to bring music to the
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struggle, to inspire and to restore. (Continued on next page)
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What a beautiful thing it is that over 45years later, Kuumba continues to leave spaces better and continues to be
a light in the darkness through its healing sound.
We began the year performing for Harvard’s Freshman Convocation. Shortly after, we shared the stage with
W.E.B. Du Bois Medalists Nasir Jones, Eric Holder, Marian Wright Edelman and Muhammad Ali to name a few.
In October, we had the honor of performing for co-founder of the Black Lives Matter movement Alicia Garza at
PBHA’s Call to Service Lecture as well as at the Nigerian Students Association’s Independence Day Gala. From
there we went on to perform at Harvard Law School, where we were able to show our support for HLS students
who had earlier that morning witnessed a hate crime on their campus. Next, we headed to Yale for the annual
showcase of Harvard and Yale’s black performing arts groups. In light of recent events on Yale’s campus, we were
happy to have the opportunity to stand in solidarity with our family there. Finally, we closed out the semester in
celebration of how far we have all come with our 45th Annual Dr. S. Allen Counter Christmas concert.
Kuumba has indeed come a long way from its humble beginnings in 1970. What began as a way to fill a need
during a specific historical moment has grown into a force to be reckoned with. The power of Kuumba is vast
and enduring. We extend our deepest gratitude to those of you who have given to this space so that we can
continue to benefit from it today. The healing power of black music and spirituality cannot be stopped. And so
we will continue to sing, to lift our voices, to share our pain, to share our hopes and to share our joy. We will
continue to sing so that together we may continue to rise.
With gratefulness and love,
LeShae Henderson
President ‘15-‘16

Drawing by Eden Girma ‘18
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Kuumbabe Reflections

An Informational Guide to “The New
Male Negro”

Mike Wingate ‘18
He feels as if he is but a statistic
Naturalized only to be marginalized
On his way to the great mass exodus to the promised land of incarceration
He is but a criminal
A hoodlum with his hood up and a bag of skittles
and an Arizona
A four-and-a-half-hour scorched cadaver who only
wished to respire
The accolades of his people are only athletics and
entertainment
The arena of intellect is not for him.
She feels denounced and unannounced
The loveless and forgotten
She is fetishized for her wide hips but condemned
for the skin that adorns it
Her hair is too kinked and her attitude too strong
to have any real companionship
The melanin on her and the independence indoctrinated into her by her people
Makes her unattractive and unruly
She has more kids than common sense
From fathers who have deserted her
I feel as if my life is tied, concatenated as one with
the miasma of today,
That my pain is the pain of my people, my pleasure
their pleasure
That we bask in the beauty of our shared trial,
That our tribulation refines us

Jalem Towler ‘15
This 3 minute spiel will answer the following
Page 2 - what does the NEW male negro dress like?
He can be identified by his pastel colored shirts,
pants and variety of boat shoes
Otherwise, one can recognize him by the rich white
names branded on his collar
Page 6 – where does the new male NEGRO work?
Driving 45 minutes into the city from his suburban
home
He works 9-5 in a popular law firm, finance industry
or privately owned company
If between the ages of 22-24 he is preparing for business or law school OR
Selling his soul to the finance sector for enough
wealth to erase all memories of his poor upbringing
Page 13 – who does the new MALE negro date?
The new MALE negro only dates women 3/5 or less
black
and/or those who especially love discussing the
beauty of colonization
In social settings, he often gets frustrated at the
‘plight’ of the ‘angry black woman’ and is unable
to engage in conversation with them. For a more
detailed explanation see the footnote below.( Continued on next page)
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The Legacy

Darlye Élise Innocent, MSW, Ph.D.
It hit me while studying at “The Mecca.”

Training as a community change agent in the Master of Social Work program at Howard University both challenged and
enriched me. I felt honored to be instructed by individuals who lived what they taught — who spoke up and engaged the
system to change the system for the better. The biographies of professors at this historically black university read like the
who’s who of black history and I lived for the moments in class when my professors would deviate just a bit (or more!)
from the lecture to relive some memorable struggle for equality, peace, access, and justice of which they had been a part.
Professors recounted marching with Martin Luther King, Jr., creating legislation to address the mass incarceration of
black men, and petitioning for Washington, D.C.’s public buses to “kneel” to accommodate handicapped passengers.
Inspired by their life experiences, we students determined to work on behalf of under-served communities despite the
obstacles that lay before us.
That’s when it happened. I was confronted with a reality that forever changed the way I navigate the world: laws and
policies are limited in their ability to truly affect change in society. Legislation and other measures that protect the rights
of minorities and society’s most vulnerable fall short in that, while such legislation may modify behavior, it cannot
change the heart.
Despite the dizzying number of laws in our country that govern nearly every aspect of life, given the opportunity,
we find ourselves all too often making choices that deeply hurt our fellow humans. For instance, during Halloween
hateful sentiments that perhaps lacked the opportune time, place, or audience for expression manifested in the forms
of insensitive and marginalizing costumes. While it is paradoxical to expect political correctness on a holiday that
celebrates darkness, these incidents nonetheless exhibit the love-deprived culture that envelopes us.
I believe the Civil Rights movement gained its power from it’s blend of protest + prayer. The further time progresses,
prayer seems to play an increasingly diminished role in our push for justice and equality. However the two are
indispensable and inextricably linked. The protest arm of social activism helps to create more immediate and defined
safeguards against oppression. The prayer arm allows God to touch and change the naturally divisive hearts of
humankind into hearts filled with compassion and love that are consequently motivated to do the right thing whether
laws exist or not. Prayer also helps the oppressed do the impossible — love our enemy (Matthew 5:44).
I pray future generations will inherit a society far different from the one we have today. The kind of world in which I
hope to raise my children, where global citizens will actually treat each other as a loving family would, will not become
reality simply by enacting laws and enforcing reforms. Naysayers deride this dream. But I believe God is big enough to
take on the challenge!
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Untitled

Ryan Boyland ‘17
I’m not surprised about what happened at Yale.
I expected to see what I saw in Missouri. Where
black bodies on the field are worth more than
black bodies in the classroom. Some things just
don’t ever change. I come from a place where there
are always fields of snow. I’m still not sure if it’s
because of the weather or because of the bodies.
When I left there, they told me not to forget where
I came from. As if no amount of distance could
ever lift the hold they had on my body. When
they heard about Duke, when they heard about
Missouri, when they heard about what happened
on this very campus, they all said the same thing:
“Keep your head down, don’t cause trouble. You’re
only here to be the black spot of diversity in the
admissions catalogue. Protest in a way that makes

me feel comfortable. Express your pain quietly
between the hours of 10 and 2.
What makes you think you have a voice when we
never even gave you permission to be human.”
I ask my father, who devoted his life to serving
his nation, if this is what he expected. Is this what
freedom looks like?
I’m tired of marching. I’m tired of protesting. I’m
tired of wearing my voice raw with calls for justice.
But I will keep marching. Keep protesting. Keep
fighting. I won’t stop until we have the freedom we
were promised. And we will be free. By any means
necessary.
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Reflections from Social Media
Social media is a deeply important part of any social discourse in today’s world. This new and unique avenue of expression
allows us to voice our deepest sentiments and struggles and disseminate them to a wide audience at the click of a button.
Indeed, many Kuumbabes have taken to the internet to release their most visceral reactions to recent events through beautiful
pieces of prose and poetry. However, once posted, these powerful words are often lost, sinking to the depths of one’s profile
beneath the latest updates. To preserve pieces of this online expression, included below are some social media posts from
Kuumbabes that were crafted in reaction to recent events on college campuses nationwide.

Statement of Solidarity
Black music is a manifestation of the Black spirit. It speaks to our every emotion. Black music helps sustain
and direct our culture, and it reminds us of our past situation in this country, makes us mindful of the present, and gives us hope and guidance for our future. We, the Kuumba Singers of Harvard College, hear your
cries against intolerance and stand with you, our fellow students at the University of Missouri, Yale University,
Ithaca College, and the dozens of other colleges and universities across the nation that face similar injustices.
Wherever there is struggle, there is music. So we lift our voices in the hopes of instilling a sense of peace and
triumph even in the midst of the turmoil. We sing because our music reminds us that Blackness is synonymous with strength and perseverance in the face of adversity. It is that same storm; that same valley; that same
struggle that will make us stronger once we prove victorious. While we may not be able to empathize with the
injustices that you are facing, understand that our souls ache with yours, and that we share this burden with
you, so that it may be lighter for you. As we join you in your resistance, please know that this is not a road you
are travelling alone. Be encouraged, and know that your song is our song. Your fight is our fight. We sing to
encourage. We sing to strengthen. We sing as a reminder that we will overcome. And together we will rise.
-The Kuumba Singers of Harvard College
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Lauren Fields ‘14
I am tired
I am swimming against a tide of names
Of youtube videos, of candlelight vigils
My muscles are shaking, trying to keep me
Above it, trying to keep me upright
When my own silence bears down on me
When my own compliance wears on me.
Do you understand that we have been beaten?
We have been choked and shot
Hung like carcasses, like they thought we were
finished
Like they thought we were dead
I am tired, but with what’s left in me
I will pour love into every wound
and every scar carved into brown skin
We have never stopped being brilliant
And beautiful, we have never stopped pouring love
Into every bullet wound and every empty bed
In a child’s bedroom
I have a smile that will not fade
It was born onto my face
You’ve seen it before
Lingering in the corners of eyes
That refused to let the night overcome them
My lips won’t stop curling
Like they know something the rest of us don’t
I have a smile that will not fade
If they drag me from my rights, they’ll have to drag
me while I sing
I have a body that refuses not to dance
If they shoot me, they’ll have to shoot me while I
dance
I have a voice that refuses to be silenced
We will not be silenced
As long as there are 40 million ways to be us
There are 40 million ways to be alive
40 million lives that death can’t touch
That is why the night will not overcome us
That is why the tide will not overwhelm us
That is why I will not be tired for long

In this life it’s so tempting to put on “that” mask. I
don’t know why...I guess the fear of being inadequate,
not good enough, and inferior is so strong that it’s
easier for us pick up the fake smile we keep on our
nightstand (next to our phones, of course) and slap it
on our face before leaving the room each morning. It’s
easier for us to swallow the “happy voice” pill before
breakfast. You know what the “happy voice” pill is,
right? You know the pill that somehow turns the pain,
frustration, and dissatisfaction we may be feeling into
“Hey, how are you? I’m good!” and “No, I’m fine…
couldn’t be better” Yeah, that’s the one! Most of the
time it’s easier for us to swallow that pill than it is for
us to face the world naked and vulnerable as we are.
It’s sad, but it’s the truth. And what I’ve realized—after
years of doing all of this—is that it’s selfish. Yes...
selfish
The truth is people find their strength in our
vulnerability. When we make the decision to cut
open our soul—so the world can see every insecurity,
doubt, fear, and struggle that bleeds out of it—we
inspire someone else to do the same. When we share
our stories of pain, loss, torment, and heartache we
become a masterclass. For in our stories of struggle
there is wisdom, strength, healing, and empowerment.
And when we have the courage to share these stories,
and be vulnerable, infallible, raw—human—with
those around us, we empower others to share their
pain and speak their truth. Our authenticity becomes
a tool of their liberation.
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James Ramsey ‘15
It’s taken me a long time to come up with a statement that isn’t just adding to the noise/echoing great
statements made by plenty of people already. I’m still not sure I’m not being redundant, but here goes:
I do not wish to engage in philosophical discussions about free speech. I don’t want to talk about how
millennials are “coddled” or tensions in our society between “social justice warriors” (already a problematic
term) and others.
I want to talk about what it’s like to be excluded from the category of humanity. I want to talk about how it
seems like everyone else gets outrage for their experiences of injustice when we get controversy and debates.
I want to talk about how it’s controversial for us to demand that people stop diminishing our personhood. I
want to talk about how you can look at millions of black people essentially saying the same thing -- weeping,
angry, heartbroken -- and still write them off as unreasonable. I want to talk about why our experiences,
pain, and trauma are illegitimate and irrelevant. I want to talk about why it’s unreasonable for us to be upset.
I want to talk about why others aren’t upset on our behalf. I want to talk about why black people seldom get
the benefit of the doubt. Why do you get nervous when a black person walks behind you at night? Why do I?
What is it about black people that make them an automatic threat, even if subconsciously so? Who put that
notion in our minds? Why?
You see, this is much bigger than Halloween costumes or death threats or systematic racism. Somewhere
along the line, blackness became a thing to be despised instead of celebrated, feared instead of engaged with,
exploited instead of collaborated with, maintained instead of understood. It became an arbitrary, shifting
category of belonging that doubled as a boundary to the full benefits of humanity, a silo to be extracted from
when convenient and sealed off when not. As humans, the proclivity to uplift ourselves, even and especially
at the expense of other people, is hard-wired into our psyche, and we all suffer because of it. it just so happens
that, in this 2015 American social milieu, in these particular circumstances, black people are one of those
groups of “other people”.
Do not be deceived; this is not about a costume. This is about why someone would don a people as a costume
in the first place. This is not about death threats. This is about why we must fear for our lives when we protest
and when we don’t. This is not about free speech. This is about why free speech advocacy is a response to
trauma. This is about how students cried, “They’re trying to kill us”, and the reply was, “I disagree”.
This is about how the only reason a black man didn’t die from his hunger strike was that the school’s football
team refused to play.

