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Director’s Welcome 
By Professor H. Samy Alim

Faculty, students,  friends, alumni, and affiliates, welcome to the Program in 
African & African American Studies (AAAS) 2014 Newsletter! Within this 
publication you will find information on some of our exciting 2013-2014 AAAS 
events and programs. 

This year I joined AAAS as the new Faculty Director and launched a 3-year "Race in Post-Obama 
America" initiative with the generous support of the President's Office and numerous units across 
campus. The initiative supports research on the new and emerging problems of race in an America 
with rapidly shifting racial and ethnic demographics.  In addition, we  began engaging with our 
community around two focal points: (1) 2013-2014 as a year for marking so many important 
anniversaries in African American history, and (2) The critical  issues of race, mass incarceration, and the 
policing of Black bodies. Given the unfolding protests in Ferguson, Missouri over the past  several weeks, 
and the continued fatal shootings of unarmed Black citizens by police, these two themes continue to 
be relevant as history informs the contemporary racial politics of policing. If ever there was a moment 
to highlight the continued relevance of race, and the necessity for race and ethnic studies programs 
such as AAAS, that time is certainly now. 

In addition, we have also focused on developing a stronger intellectual community by engaging with 
each other on and off campus. We developed new courses, “Real Talk: Intimate Discussions about the 
Diaspora” which gave students and opportunity to get to know a number of our affiliated faculty, and 
“The 5th Element: Hip Hop Knowledge, Pedagogy and Social Justice,” which was a highly well-
attended (over 100 students and hundreds of community members over 10 weeks) collaboration 
involving the Institute for Diversity in the Arts, the Mural  Music & Arts Project  and faculty/students from 
the East Palo Alto Academy. 

As a unit, we have collaborated with the Black Community Service Center, Center for African Studies, 
Center for Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity, Institute for Diversity in the Arts, Graduate School 
of Education and various other units across campus. I also spent a quarter in Cape Town, South Africa 
teaching in Stanford’s Bing Overseas Studies Program, strengthening our collaborations and building 
future opportunities for AAAS students. In the spring we had the honor of hosting a conversation about 
activism and racial justice in America with this year’s St. Clair Drake Memorial speaker, Mr. Harry 
Belafonte.  These are just a few of the many exciting events we hosted this year. 

Please join us in celebrating 2014, another year in the continuing legacy of excellence that 
distinguishes Stanford’s Program in African & African American Studies!



















 

Student Reflection on the 
2014 St. Clair Drake Memorial Lecture 
By Hope Burke ’14 AAAS Major 

This year’s St. Clair Drake 
Memorial Lecture given by 
Harry Belafonte was a defining 
experience during my time at 
Stanford. As an African and 
Afr ican American Studies 
major, I have been given the 
opportunity to learn about 

many talented icons within the black 
community and understand how they have 
actively shaped the world around them. Harry 
Belafonte is one such mover and shaker. With 
his wisdom and wit, Belafonte challenged my 
generation, especially Stanford students, to 
think critically about our world and our actions. 
He firmly yet lovingly critiqued our inability or 
unwillingness to ensure that the gains made by 
the civil rights activists in his generations 
remained intact. His evaluation cut to the core, 
but encouraged us to question our practices 
and hearts and find ways to act in the name of 
justice and equality. Personally, the St. Clair 
Drake Memorial Lecture was a chance for me 
to better understand the conditions that 
popular black artists navigated during the 
1950s and 1960s. Belafonte helped me to see 
that even the smallest acts of defiance can 
undermine the power of white institutions. He 
said, “What I did was stop dealing with the 
forces that owned the machine of culture.” 
This quote neatly summarizes the main point 
that I took away from this experience. 
Liberation or change cannot take place until 
we begin to challenge the machines that hold 
us back or suppress our rights. Hearing 
Belafonte speak his truth and inspire my 
colleagues and friends reminded me of how 
fortunate I am to be a part of a community like 
the Program in African and African American 
Studies at Stanford.  

Professor Alim and Mr. Belafonte engaged in a conversation

Audience members pose questions to Mr. Belafonte 

Mr. Belafonte responding to  questions form students







 

During my junior year, I spent three months in South Africa, immersing myself in the culture, 
sights, and sounds of Cape Town. Spending the majority of my time building relationships and 
documenting the music I heard, I found incredible influences of African American Gospel 

music on Black South African Gospel. It  was no 
surprise that  such sharing had taken place, 
seeing the impact of other genres of music 
including swing, jazz, and bebop on South 
African music in the 1950s and 60s. But what I 
also learned from various community members 
was that this music lifted their souls throughout 
the Apartheid struggle. Similar to what was 
seen during the Civil  Rights Era in America, 
Gospel had functioned as an arsenal for 
protest  music in Apartheid resistance.   How did 
I not know about  Gospel’s international 
appeal? How did I not  learn of its impact on 

social movements even beyond the Diaspora? I soon learned after excavating musicology 
journals and other materials that Gospel was sung in multiple movements through Europe and 
reached Asia as well.
 
In these moments, I realized that I wanted to document such history, both in the form that it 
has historically been shared (i.e. through music) and through a medium where it  has not  been 
documented (i.e. scholarly literature). I decided to write my Honors Thesis on the historic 
relationship between Black Sacred Music and social justice movement  and that  thesis 
became the basis for my musical, Higher Ground.  In 
an act of acceptance of my Black Christian 
identity and a legitimization of this genre of music, I 
shared my production with the public on March 1st.
 
The response was overwhelmingly positive. 
Dinkelspiel  Auditorium was filled beyond capacity, 
and an estimated 200 guests were unfortunately 
turned away at the door. Rip Patton, one of the 
original Freedom Riders during the Civil  Rights 
Movement, attended the production and 
exclaimed after the show, “I just want to thank you 
for honoring us. Those were the songs we sang 
when we were in jail, when we marched the 
streets, when we were attacked and beaten. Those were the songs that kept  us together.” His 
words validated not  only the importance of the content of this work, but also the existence of 
this work. This creation was a collaborative effort with over 100 participants through the cast, 
crew, production staff, guest choirs, and marketing team. It was an endeavor of time, energy, 
and sustenance, but the final product validated the efforts that were given and the spirit  that 
was shared. Thank you to my advisers, our donors and partners, the Program in African and 
African American Studies, the Institute for Diversity in the Arts, and the Theater and 
Performance Studies Department for all of your support and guidance along this journey. 

Jessica and her cast received a standing ovation  












