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CRE Hosts 11th Annual 
Faculty Forum 
The Center for Race and Ethnicity kicked off the academic 
year with its eleventh annual Faculty Forum on Friday, 
September 23, 2016. Two interdisciplinary panels of faculty 
and postdoctoral fellows presented their work and sparked 
lively discussion amongst the crowd. The topics discussed 
included: association of blackness with criminality from the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to the present; the 
possibility of resisting such associations through cooperative 
economics and producing positive representations of black 
masculinity; race’s effect on conceptions of mastery, skill, and 
mental wellness.  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The audience listens to the second panel of the day 
featuring  Meredeth Turshen, Dan Battey, and Sami Schalk.
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Making Criminals: Federal, State, 
and Local Police Power 

The first panel, titled “Violence and 
State Power,” addressed themes of state power, 
vagrancy, mobility, and racial violence. The 
opening presentation, by Dr. Kristin O’Brassill-
Kulfan, an Instructor of Public History and 
Coordinator of the Internship Program, in the 
History Department, titled “Illicit Mobilities and 
Wandering Lives: Indigent Transciency in the 
Mid-Atlantic, 1816-1850,” addressed the public 

punishments for vagrancy 
enacted in New Jersey 
following the abolition of 
slavery. During this time, 
New Jersey and New York 
enacted policies requiring 
slaveowners  who were  
planning to emancipate their 
slaves to prove that slaves 
would not  become vagrants 
once freed. State authorities 
were anxious to keep  ex-
slaves from becoming 
public expense. Ex-slaves 
who had no property also 
ran the risk of becoming 
vagrants, which was a crime 
punishable by whipping. 

Seeking to document the 
largely undocumented experiences of ex-slaves 
and other poor people, O’Brassill-Kulfan’s has 
examined the legal records, case files, and  used 
the information to map  the location  of  New 
York and New Jersey”s eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries’ public whipping posts. 
O’Brassill argues, “noting the physical locations 
of punishment…[provides a] connection to the 
intangible.” Her findings expose the harsh 
realities newly freed persons faced when finding 
jobs and homes to support themselves. Her 

research also contributes to the history of public 
corporal punishment and suggests that the 
modern understandings of race and class 
directly connect to these early vagrancy laws 
and State-sponsored punishments.  
 Lisa Miller, Professor in Political 
Science at Rutgers, took up modern discussions 
of race and crime in her discussion of “Race, 
Violence, and the Failure of the American 
State.”  
 Miller’s talk addressed the issue of 
institutional fragmentation, that is the division 
between local cities, states, and the federal 
government, and how this failure of the 
American state exposes African Americans to 
both state and street violence. Emphasizing how 
the federal government cannot control its actors 
at lower levels of state and local government, 
Miller’s talk illustrated that crime and 
punishment are not separate issues, but rather, 
pieces of the same puzzle, and should be 
theorized as such. Miller names this 
phenomenon “racialized state failure.” 
Racialized state failure produces both high 
crime and imprisonment rates for African 
Americans. As Miller explains, “African 
Americans remain over-policed and under-
protected.” She notes that the persistence of 
anti-black ideology from a small but vehement 
faction of political parties has the ability to veto 
the common majority. These veto points have 
prohibited widespread policy reform. Popular 
myths about crime ignore those most vulnerable 
to crime, such as poor African Americans. For 
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Kristin O’Brassill-
Kulfan explains, 
“Noting the physical 
locations of 
punishment…
[provides a] 
connection to the 
intangible.” 

Lisa L. Miller 
argues,“African 
Americans are over-
policed and under 
protected.” 



�  

example, 
Miller 
explains, 
“Black 
women have 
higher rates 
of 
victimization 
by homicide 
than white 
men.” Militarized police forces and high rates of 
harassment, arrest, and imprisonment for 
African Americans have not reduced these high 
rates of victimization. Miller’s presentation on 
the U.S.’s racialized state failure illustrates that 
crime and punishment must be theorized as 
interrelated issues.  

Cooperative Economics and 
Constructing Black Masculinity 

 Two other presentations on the first 
panel considered the power of representation to 
inspire collective action and how conceptions of 
both shift over time. Irvin Hunt III, a 
Postdoctoral Fellow in African American 
Literature in Rutgers’ English Department and 
Assistant Professor of English at the University 
of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, spoke on his 

current book project. 
Entitled “Cooperative 
Economics in African 
American Literature, 
1890-1980,” Hunt’s 
project  is the first 
literary history of the 
black cooperative 
movement. Organized 
among farmers in the 
late nineteenth century, 
cooperatives aimed to 
eliminate black poverty 

by pooling 
crop sales 
and 
agricultural 
purchases. 
His 
presentation 
detailed how 
when black 
cooperative 

farmers’ initiatives began to cut into white 
farmers’ profits, it was quickly suppressed. His 
project also looks at W.E.B. Du Bois’s initiative 
to bring the black cooperative back, and the 
work of  other African American writers who 
led or imagined their own distribution system. 
Hunt’s approach considers these black 
cooperatives as a community-based economic 
system that, rather than having a hierarchical 
top-down structure, existed as a collaborative 
network between black farmers. Hunt notes that 
because of the organization of these 
cooperatives, they provided a vernacular model 
for performing anticapitalist resistance beyond 
the logics of victory or defeat. He argues that 
this form is more powerful because of its 
expansive system of networks formed. 
Ultimately, his presentation examined the 
literary involvement of these movements as a 
way to think about how cooperative economics 
can contest state and nationhood.  For instance, 
Ella Baker’s journals and unpublished 
manuscripts prove she believed in this form of 
cooperative anarchy, and these findings 
necessarily cause us to rethink her work as a 
whole.  

Kim Stanley, a Race and Gender 
Postdoctoral Fellow in the History Department 
at Rutgers, gave a presentation entitled “Pulling 
Down the House and Tearing Up the Yard: 
Constructing, Policing and Containing Black 
Masculinity, 1920-1960.” A cultural history of 
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Irvin Hunt III provides 
an overview of his 

current book project.

Members of the audience listen to the day’s first panel.
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how the black press 
constructed black 
middle-class masculinity, 
Stanley’s work illustrates 
that the dissemination of  
idealized notions of 
black masculinity was 
directly tied to the desire 

to maintain a cohesive 
black middle class that 
would advance the 
cause of racial equality. 
Through examining the 
archives of the Chicago 
Defender, her research 
reveals how the press 
both encouraged rural 

black southerners to move to the North and 
sought to regulate the behavior of such migrants 
once they arrived.  Black journalists  often 
discussed the North as a place where black men 
could be men, in ways that were impossible in 
the segregated south. Stanley illustrates that 
although the black press sought to present a 
coherent and singular form of ideal black 
masculinity, from editorials and follow up to 
articles, it is clear that there was never just one 
form of black masculinity, and that this issue 
remained deeply contested among black 
readership. In an interesting example of this, 
Stanley details how in 1935 W. E. B. Du Bois 
remarked on the prominence of black 
athleticism in the United States, and that two 
athletes in particular, Joe Louis and Jesse 
Owens had become the black race’s 
ambassadors. As ambassadors, their behavior 
was strictly regulated so as to promote an 
idealized form of black masculinity.  

The Power of Perception 

The second panel revealed the myriad 
ways Eurocentric bias shapes judgments of 
aesthetic value, psychic and mental wellness, 
and intelligence. This bias often prevents the 
recognition of competence and skill as well as 
devalues ways of knowing that do not privilege 
objectivity and reason. Meredeth Turshen, 
Professor in the Edward J. Bloustein School of 
Planning and Public Policy, began the day’s 
second panel. Turshen, on behalf of Marc D. 
Weiner, Associate Research Professor at the 
Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and 
Public Policy, and herself, presented “The Art 
and Aesthetics of Power Relations and 
Demography.” Their project challenges 
Eurocentric bias in the formation of theories and 
judgment of aesthetics. As their primary 
example, Turshen challenged the classification 
of African, Indian, and pre-Columbian art 
produced between the 15th and 19th centuries as 
“primitive.” When stolen by colonial powers, 
this art was placed in ethnographic museums 
rather than art museums. In the case of Central 

African ivory carvings, 
what makes art 
historians classify this 
art as primitive when the 
skill it displays is 
equivalent to Greco-
Roman marble 

sculptors? This 
misrecognition is 
caused in part by 
conceptions of artistic 
progress that claim 
artistic production 
mirrors humanity’s 
production and reflects 
“modern,” Western 

societies’ progression from hunters and 
gatherers to literate, rational beings. These 
theories of artistic progression correlate with 
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Kim Stanley  uses the 
figures Joe Louis and 

Jesse Owens to 
demonstrate the 
multiple forms of 

masculinity available to 
black men.

Meredeth Turshen 
explains  how bias 

inflects both arts and 
aesthetics and the 

founding theories of 
demography.
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theories of political economy and demographic 
transition theory that rank countries as pre-
industrial, developing, and developed based on 
birth and death rates and judges their economies 
on their ability to export and import goods. Such 
theories fail to consider the impact of North 
America and Western Europe’s interventions in 
countries within Africa, South America, and 
India through slavery, colonization the war on 
drugs, and the manipulation of life metrics 
through control of the availability of medicine. 
Turshen also encouraged attendees to join The 
Art and Aesthetics of Power Relations and 
Demography Working Group, supported by the 
Center for Cultural Analysis.  

     Dan Battey, 
Associate Research 
Professor in 
Elementary 
Mathematics 
Education in the 
Graduate School of 
Education, gave a talk 
titled, “Understanding 
Mathematics as a 
Racialized 
Space.” Battey’s 
research intervenes in a 

field notoriously 
resistant to reform by rebutting conceptions that 
the math classroom is color-blind, free of the 
effects of cultural, racial, and gender 
perspectives, and that the evaluation of skills 
and competence is objective. Preliminary 
research reveals implicit bias causes teachers to 
read classrooms differently and miss signs of 
competence from students of color. This 
research also reveals that what drives students to 
achieve may differ for students of different 
races. For example, while acknowledging a 
student’s contribution to the class may motivate 
white students, pointing out moments of 

individual brilliance motivates students of color. 
Battey’s results echo scholarly literature 
identifying implicit bias in discipline as it 
disproportionately impacts Black and Latino 
students. Even what has been considered a 
positive shift in the math classroom–moving to 
participatory models that emphasize strategy 
and reasoning rather than the correct answer–
can harm Black and Latino students. Poor 
classroom management and lack of professional 
development support in making this shift can 
result in environments in which these students 
are policed more. 
 The last presentation, by Sami Schalk, 
Postdoctoral Fellow in African American 
Literature in the English Department at Rutgers 
and Assistant Professor in the English 
Department at the University of Albany, titled 
“Changing the Rules: (Dis)ability, Race and 
Gender in Black Women’s Speculative Fiction,” 
finished the day. Schalk’s research as whole 
considers how racism and ableism collude in 
defining intelligence, dependence, and 
monstrosity. Resisting both structures will 
improve the lives of black people.  She provided 
an overview of her book project of the same title 
which is under contract 
with Duke University 
Press. This project 
takes as its object of 
inquiry speculative 
fiction broadly defined 
as non-realist, with 
works drawn from the 
genres of fantasy and 
science fiction. Schalk 
argues such fiction 
challenges 
constructions of “able-
mindedness,” which is 
often theorized in terms 
of white men and 

�5

Dan Battey explains 
how race plays a role in 

math education.

Sami Schalk argues 
resisting both ableism 

and racism will 
improve the lives of 

black people.
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privileges rationality, intelligence, the power of 
reasoning, and the awareness of norms (which 
are often defined by stereotypes). Schalk’s 
research also considers how able-mindedness is 
weaponized against black people. For example, 
police officer Darren Wilson described Mike 
Brown as a “demon” as justification for killing 
him to a grand jury. After police officer Timothy 
Loehmann killed Tamir Rice, officers on the 
scene suggested Rice face charges of aggravated 
menacing and inducing panic. Schalk considers 
how the circulation of videos of black death 
produce trauma as well for black subjects 
exposed to them. 

The eleventh annual Faculty Forum 
made clear the continued necessity of 
interdisciplinary inquiry when studying race and 
ethnicity. The forum also provided an 
opportunity to highlight the exciting work being 
done at Rutgers as well as make connections for 
future collaborations. We have high hopes the 
positive energy produced by this event will 
continue throughout the year!
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Mia Bay moderates the discussion for the day’s 
second panel as Jorge Schement, Vice Chancellor of 
the Office of Diversity and Inclusion, listens intently.

CRE graduate assistants Allison Harbin and Miya Carey 
take notes during the day’s presentations.


