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The Data on Racial Disparities in Police 
Violence: Resolving an Apparent Paradox

There is an apparent paradox in the data on policing in the 
United States regarding racial disparities. At the population 
level, anti-black racial disparities in U.S. police shootings are 
widely documented. In particular, it is about 3.5 times more 
likely for a person to be black, unarmed, and shot by police 
than it is for a person to be white, unarmed, and shot by po-
lice [2]. However, when similar data are conditioned on the 
occurrence of a police encounter—that is, to assess how likely 
it is for a police officer to use violence once an encounter has 
begun, rather than how likely it is for a person to experience 
police violence in general—these disparities counter-intuitively 
seem to reverse, suggesting disparities in rates of shootings 
against whites, if any [3].

Explaining the seeming discrepancy between anti-black pop-
ulation level patterns with nonexistent or anti-white encoun-
ter-conditional patterns is of crucial importance because both 
of these opposing interpretations have received broad media 
attention (e.g. [4-6]) and continue to influence public opinion 

Drew Prinster

“A demonstrator holds her hands up while kneeling in front of police at City Hall in Anaheim, California, on June 1, 2020, 
during a peaceful protest over the death of George Floyd” [1]. (Apu Gomes/AFP via Getty Images)
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and policies around policing in the United States [7]. While the 
former contributes to a foundational, motivating premise of 
the Black Lives Matter movement, the latter fuels a prominent 
critique of the movement. 

In particular, alongside a diversity of other appeals, support-
ers of the Black Lives Matter movement cite population level, 
anti-black racial disparities in police shootings as evidence of 
racist police practices and disproportionate violence against 
blacks. Partly on the grounds of these anti-black disparities, 
many BLM supporters promote policies including defunding 
the police and investing directly into black communities. On 
the other hand, some critics of the movement push back on 
the claim that the police are racist by pointing to, among other 
evidence, an encounter-conditional interpretation of the data 
where racial disparities in police violence against unarmed 
individuals appear nonexistent or even anti-white [8-10]. In this 
context, some critics also advocate for police reform, but one 
way they differ from BLM is by arguing in favor of nondiscrimi-
nation rather than against racism. 

While keeping at the forefront of our minds the stories of 
those lost to police violence, a statistical perspective can help 
us to understand the apparent incompatibility between the 
population level and encounter-conditional disparities. To be 
clear, I do not believe that statistics should solely dictate the 
discussion around racially motivated violence, police brutality, 
nor the movement for Black Lives in the United States. George 
Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tamir Rice, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, 
Philando Castile—these names, along with numerous others, 
are often rightly evoked not only to memorialize lives unjustly 
taken by police, but moreover to emphasize that these lives 
lost are people, not just statistics. Statistics are computations 
on data. They are not not people, they are not narratives, and 
they can often be used to mislead or to trivialize personal 
experience. Nonetheless, statistics do play a central role in 
describing some broad patterns about policing in the United 
States, so it is worth understanding how two distinct statistical 
perspectives on similar observations can lead to two seeming-
ly inconsistent interpretations. 
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With these considerations in mind, one recent study from 
2018 by Ross et al. makes a major contribution to resolving the 
seeming contradiction in the race-specific frequency of use-
of-force by police [10]. The TL;DR version of the study’s results 
are that: (1) even data that documented encounter-condition-
al, anti-white police use of lethal force nonetheless reveals 
anti-black disparities when analyzed from a population-level 
perspective, (2) analyzing racial disparities in police use of 
force from an encounter-conditional perspective is insufficient 
for predicting racial disparities in policing because it fails to 
account for race-dependent rates at which people encounter 
police, and (3) the seeming paradox between population-level 
and encounter-conditional disparities in policing can be ex-
plained by a situation where a small subset of police dispro-
portionately encounter and non-lethally assault black people. 

The first of the study’s main findings—that anti-black popu-
lation-level disparities are present even in the data used to 
identify encounter-conditional anti-white use of lethal force—is 
significant because a population-level metric is a stronger 
indicator of the overall severity of racial disparities than an 
encounter-conditional metric. In other words, if the goal is to 
assess the overall extent to which police violence differentially 
impacts peoples’ lives based on race, then a general measure 
is more appropriate than one that makes assumptions about 
an encounter. As such, regardless of what the data imply 
about encounter-conditional disparities, population-level 
disparities should be considered the foremost indication of 
a social issue when crafting policies to address its structural 
causes.

Complementary to emphasizing the importance of popula-
tion-level patterns in evaluating racial disparities in policing, 
the study’s second main finding highlights a key limitation of 
the encounter-conditional perspective on policing, namely 
that such a perspective fails to account for the different rates 
at which people of different races encounter police. That is, 
the likelihood that a person experiences police violence within 
a given encounter does not account for how likely they are to 
encounter police in general, which could alter their overall risk 
of experiencing police violence at some point in their lives. En-
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counter-conditional data, therefore, should not be interpreted 
as support for the idea that police do not show anti-black bias 
(or even demonstrate anti-white bias) in the use of lethal force. 

The study’s third conclusion, however, is perhaps the most 
crucial one, as it goes beyond identifying a limitation of the 
encounter-conditional perspective to suggest an alternative 
explanation for the observations of anti-white racial dispari-
ties in that context. Specifically, the study found that rather 
than bias against white individuals, the observed anti-white, 
encounter-conditional disparities might be alternatively ex-
plained by disproportionately elevated rates of unjustified 
encounters with black people. Counter-intuitively, the simple 
fact that black people encounter police more often [12]—po-
tentially due to just a small subset of cops who instigate un-
justified encounters—could result not only in black people 
being at elevated risk of police violence overall, but it could 
furthermore statistically obscure an anti-black bias in the use 
of lethal force within encounters. This said, it is important to 
emphasize that this effect could be driven by a small subset of 
police even while most officers follow standard protocol, and 
that further research is needed. Nonetheless, a key implication 
of this study is that the use of previous encounter-conditional 
data to conclude an absence of anti-black racial disparities in 
police use of lethal force is unwarranted. 

Research by Ross et al. makes a substantial contribution to 
the national discussion around race-specific use of lethal 
force by police in the United States. The study demonstrates 
that population-level data should be given primacy in evalu-
ating the severity of racial disparities in police violence, that 
encounter-conditional data should not be used as evidence 
for an absence of anti-black disparities, and that dispropor-
tionately anti-black rates of police encounters between racial 
groups may explain the apparent paradox between the popu-
lation-level and encounter-conditional data. The heartbreaking 
stories of overt, anti-black racist actions by police in recent 
years should serve as a stark reminder that individual racism is 
a major problem in some police killings, but at the same time, 
Ross et al.’s study contributes to growing evidence [12] for the 
importance of differences in police encounter rates for ex-
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plaining population-level disparities in police shootings. 

Though it is beyond the scope of this essay to discuss compre-
hensively, a natural next for research on disparities in police 
shootings would be to better understand the causes of differ-
ential rates of police encounters between racial groups. Two 
broad lines of argument in this regard are that (1) differences 
in encounter rates are due to differences in rates of crime 
and that (2) the ‘criminalization of blackness’ causes these 
disparities irrespective of rates in crime. Across the United 
States, there does seem to be higher per capita rates of vio-
lent crime by black people compared to white people [13], but 
it is important to keep in mind that these arrest and conviction 
records may themselves be a product of racial disparities in 
policing. Moreover, racial disparities in rates of encounters 
are not fully explained by crime rates or related variables, and 
historically rooted structural inequalities including disparate 
access to health care and differential rates of poverty and 
homelessness play a large role [14, 15]. On the other hand, the 
second explanation of the criminalization of blackness carries 
compelling narrative and historical significance, and recent 
empirical research has provided support for these accounts. 
In particular, a recent analysis of over 100 million traffic stops 
found that found black drivers are less likely to be stopped 
once the sun has set, when the darkness makes it more diffi-
cult to discern one’s race, suggesting an anti-black bias in stop 
decisions [16]. 

Racial disparities in police violence in the United States 
comprise a vast and complicated issue, and contributions 
are needed from a diverse range of community members 
including activists and organizers, as well as journalists and 
researchers, to best understand how to combat it. I emphasize 
the importance of understanding the statistics around dispar-
ities in police violence not to displace what will always be the 
central role of voices and actions in making change, but rather 
to advocate for thinking carefully about which lines of evi-
dence to trust, which to scrutinize further, and where addition-
al information is needed. Data and appropriate analyses are 
vitally important for reflecting on our beliefs, for backing those 
beliefs with evidence, and for ultimately for designing effective 
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policies to address a social cause. But at the end of the day, 
numbers on paper are not sufficient for making a difference 
unless there are also numbers on the streets, in our communi-
ties, and in our government who are organizing to bring those 
beliefs and policies into being.
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Living and Dying: Race, Disease, and 
Necropolitics

Isiuwa Omoigui

Just as the coronavirus enters the human body and co-opts 
the metabolic machinery of healthy cells, it entered the social 
body and exploited weaknesses in our societal infrastructure 
—inequitable health care systems, inadequate safety nets, and 
the like. The disproportionate impacts of the coronavirus pan-
demic on different populations illuminate physically embod-
ied inequality. The very pre-existing conditions that increase 
vulnerability to the virus reflect racist policies that have deter-
mined which people live and which people die. Michel Fou-
cault’s “Society Must Be Defended” lecture series illuminates 
racism as a biological relationship that introduces a break 
between what must live and what must die.  In the states’ eyes, 
managing the population becomes a political problem, and 
warding off the danger of inferior races becomes a matter of 
life or death. Today, we still hear the echoes of the preoccupa-
tion with fertility, reproduction, and mortality that began in the 
18th and 19th centuries. Biopolitics—the state’s power to make 



11

some people live and let others die—is ever-present. Its conse-
quences are still lethal.

 More than 294,000 people have died in the United States 
due to coronavirus. The death toll has been disproportionate-
ly black and brown. Yet that is no mere accident: it is a direct 
result of the racial biopolitics that underwrite modern states. 
To the state, exposing undesirable members of a population to 
death invigorates the population. This logic undergirds many 
public policies throughout American history. From state-sanc-
tioned eugenic sterilization policies that targeted black, in-
digenous, Puerto-Rican women to housing segregation that 
placed communities of color in proximity to power plants and 
factories, the United States has always had a deep investment 
in sickening some sub-groups of its population to improve the 
health of others.

This is evident in the practices of the settler-colonial project 
that laid the foundation for America as a nation-state. In his ar-
ticle “The Empire of All Maladies,” assistant professor of Amer-
ican studies Nick Estes contests a history of America that as-
sumes that native communities’ depopulation was inevitable, 
pointing to the genocidal practices that decimated the indige-
nous population. It was the Pick Sloan Program that destroyed 
the wildlife and native plants on native reservations, leading 
to a dependency on white flour, milk, white sugar, and canned 
foods. The escalating epidemic of intergenerational type 2 
diabetes in this population across the United States, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand—four nations with similar histories of 
settler colonialism—bears witness to the bodily experience of 
racism. Assimilationist policies that forced indigenous children 
to unlearn their language and culture are not only the wounds 
left by the violence of settler colonialism. Intergenerational 
trauma is both psychological and physical in indigenous com-
munities. Diabetes, and self-destructive behaviors like suicide 
that accompany unresolved trauma, are their inheritance. 

This is the history that the language of “pre-existing condi-
tions” effaces. Certain populations did not develop obesity, 
type 2 diabetes, asthma, or high blood pressure organically. 
When statistics began to demonstrate that black and brown 
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communities were falling victim to the coronavirus at higher 
rates, health and human services secretary Alex Azar stated, 
“Unfortunately the American population is very diverse ... It is 
a population with significant unhealthy comorbidities that do 
make many individuals in our communities, in particular Afri-
can American, minority communities particularly at risk here 
because of significant underlying disease health disparities 
and disease comorbidities -- and that is an unfortunate lega-
cy in our health care system.” The cause of this “unfortunate 
legacy” is not natural; it is no coincidence that minorities have 
“significant unhealthy conditions.” The state has let black, 
brown, and indigenous people die. After identifying the fif-
ty-six cities with the largest life expectancy gaps, researchers 
at the Department of Population Health and New York Univer-
sity School of Medicine found that “cities whose residents had 
the greatest variance between lifetimes—sometimes by 20 to 
30 years—were also the places where racial and ethnic lines 
between neighborhoods are most stark.” Thus, a direct line 
can be drawn between the loss of life and the racist housing 
policies that helped keep America segregated.
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Disparities in housing, education, health care, food security, 
and the built environment even manifest in infant mortality 
rates in the United States. State racism in policy far too often 
dictates who lives and who dies. Susceptibility to the virus 
mirrors the lack of regard for the value of all lives. The fact 
that the Navajo Nation experienced some of the highest rates 
of coronavirus cannot be understand without grappling with 
the reality that “About 30 percent of its reservation population 
lives without running water, and about 10 percent without 
electricity, while coal from its lands fuels power plants, and 
the water from its rivers soaks golf courses in Phoenix. The 
United States created the first nuclear bomb on a sacred Tewa 
mesa with uranium mined from Navajo lands, poisoning gener-
ations.” It is the lack of regard for all lives that allowed Noah’s 
Ark Processors, a meatpacking plant, to jeopardize the lives of 
its workers by having them stand shoulder-to-shoulder and not 
replace their blood-soaked masks. To understand why some 
live and some die, look at the state’s commitment to racism in 
all its forms.
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A Conversation with Professor Mary Lui

Professor of American Studies and History Mary Lui researches Asian Amer-
ican history, urban history, women and gender studies, and public history 
at Yale University. She is also the author of The Chinatown Trunk Mystery: 
Murder, Miscegenation, and Other Dangerous Encounters in Turn-of-the-
Century New York City. Her book examines race and gender in New York City 
Chinatown from 1870-1920 through a 1909 unsolved murder. 

Responses have been edited for clarity and brevity.

Isiuwa Omoigui: With the rhetoric coming the 
from White House—the President referring to 
coronavirus  as the “China virus”— how do 
you think this historical moment is reflecting 
and giving a new face to nativism and the 
biological racism that cast Chinese people and 
communities as sites of disease, social decay, 
and uncleanliness?

Mary Lui: It’s hard to not see some of the similarities 
and concerns. Particularly in the 1900 bubonic plague 
pandemic, where Chinatown in San Francisco was 
cordoned off and barricaded, the idea of mobility 
became policed on racial terms. When I first heard about 

Isiuwa Omoigui: With the rhetoric coming the from 
White House—the President referring to coronavirus  
as the “China virus”— how do you think this historical 
moment is reflecting and giving a new face to nativism 
and the biological racism that cast Chinese people 
and communities as sites of disease, social decay, and 
uncleanliness?
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the efforts to lock down national borders, there were 
definitely worries that we were seeing Chinese Exclusion 
all over again, in, in the sort of initial moments. And 
certainly the rhetoric of the Chinese as diseased, the Wu 
Han virus, like all these sorts of things like linking race, 
place and disease. 

And what’s really challenging this time around, that’s 
very different from the turn of the century was that 
mixed in there with the political rhetoric and the kind of 
Trump hate speech that you’re seeing and incendiary 
speech are actual scientists, medical experts, trying to 
understand how the virus works, and how to deal with 
transmission. At first, most people had no clear sense of 
how things were being transmitted. And not just relying 
on the news out there.

 I think that if public health officials had been able to 
have more of a role in setting policy, the response should 
have been to not allow flights to come in from places 
where we know the virus has taken hold, rather than just 
simply ban flights from China— that kind of very easy 
racialised nationalized kind of policy that then does 
not at the end of the day help. That kind of incendiary 
nationalist and racist kind of conversation, ended up 
pushing out some of the really good science and some of 
the good potential for having policies put in place. 

In San Francisco, business in Chinatown has declined 
in part due to xenophobia towards Asian Americans. 
Given the city’s history during the 1900 plague outbreak, 
what do you make of that? And do you think the way 
we reproduce racial difference through physical and 
discursive space has evolved in any way? Or are we still 
in the same place? 
Lui: The function of Chinatown, at the turn of the century, 
during the era of exclusion, as a space of containment, 
is very different from what is now in 2020. In terms of 
now, it’s more touristy and more of a space of capital 
accumulation. At the same time, with gentrification 
and the city, the property values have increased in 
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neighborhoods like that. Over time, those neighborhoods 
have become communities,so  people live there, it’s 
meaningful to them. So it’s not just simply something out 
of like white American imagination. 
 
That said, the word Chinatown still has these 
connotations, even though the Chinatown of the present 
may well be very different from what the turn of the 
century Chinatown looked like, it still has this kind of 
exotic connotation. People have certainly cashed in on 
that to create a tourist economy out of it.  In the exclusion 
era,it was purposely about containment and about how to 
make sure that you keep the Chinese and in one part of a 
neighborhood and limit their mobility and possibilities of 
moving out and up. Nowadays it’s considered more of a 
space of  exotic and tourist functions and less so a space 
of containment. 

Racialized people have long been thought of as 
vectors of disease that threaten the health of 
the social body—one of the earliest land-based 
quarantines in the US was targeted at Native 
Americans, public health policy in the South 
targeted at African Americans. What do you 
think the relationship is between discourses of 
sickness and health and national identity? 

Lui: I think that’s gonna persist. With the global 
pandemic, you still see, like these efforts of creating these 
people trying to pinpoint specifically, this disease as 
somehow, specifically Chinese in origin. People still want 
to do that, even though the scientific evidence out there 
is pretty clear that the viruses are  opportunistic and take 
root in different ways. So,at the end of the day, here’s 
not that much to be gained to pinpoint exactly where 
the first appearance might be. Yet, it still seems like that 
people are still imagining things in a sort of racist and 
race-based and nationalist way. 

I don’t haven’t an answer in terms of why this is the case, 
except that this has been the familiar way that political 

Racialized people have long been thought of as 
vectors of disease that threaten the health of 
the social body—one of the earliest land-based 
quarantines in the US was targeted at Native 
Americans, public health policy in the South targeted 
at African Americans. What do you think the 
relationship is between discourses of sickness and 
health and national identity? 
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and even scientific discourse has worked. I’m not trying 
to suggest that science is just truly neutral in any way or 
devoid of the baggage of race, far from it. I think that has 
been the kind of the practices embedded, and it would 
take a lot of time,work, and thoughtful effort to move 
us away from that. It seems to me that even though this 
is a global pandemic, the way we talk about it is highly 
nationalistic, as opposed to imagining something like the 
international scientific community, for example. We don’t 
really talk about it in that way. 

if you were to just look at the news about the vaccine, 
it’s being discussed very much in sort of a nationalistic 
way, like a race for which nation to have the vaccine firs. 
There’s some obvious reasons for that in terms of laws 
and economic markets that are very nation based, but at 
the same time, it’s clear that a pandemic is a pandemic. 
It’s not observing national lines. And one would think that 
that in itself would shift the discourse into a more global 
kind of way, but it really hasn’t. The discussion between 
like China versus the US in terms of who’s getting the 
vaccine first ,you still see this kind of racial language 
creeping in. It’s very complicated, because on the one 
hand, Trump and his kung fu are flat out racist. Other 
times, there are real critiques of the Chinese government 
in terms of its lack of oversight and guidance on certain 
kinds of public health issues. You want there to be healthy 
critique, but you want there to be a healthy critique, that 
does not come in the form of racialist language. That’s 
what one hopes, right? But unfortunately, the political 
arena is so messy that you constantly see, you know, this 
kind of discourse creeping in, even even as people think 
they are just doing critique of policy and nothing more.

So that’s what I see. I don’t really see us shifting from 
that, and especially, it’s gonna be awhile before the 
US shakes off the Trump administration. I don’t know 
exactly how long that will be. But, certainly in the last 
four years, it’s been very US first and anti-World Health 
Organization. That was very disturbing. Even with 
the Biden administration, that’s not just going to go 
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away instantly. It will take time for that kind of political 
reorientation to happen. 

Racialized people have long been thought of as vectors 
of disease that threaten the health of the social body—
one of the earliest land-based quarantines in the US was 
targeted at Native Americans, public health policy in the 
South targeted at African Americans. What do you think 
the relationship is between discourses of sickness and 
health and national identity? 
Lui: I think that’s gonna persist. With the global 
pandemic, you still see, like these efforts of creating these 
people trying to pinpoint specifically, this disease as 
somehow, specifically Chinese in origin. People still want 
to do that, even though the scientific evidence out there 
is pretty clear that the viruses are  opportunistic and take 
root in different ways. So,at the end of the day, here’s 
not that much to be gained to pinpoint exactly where 
the first appearance might be. Yet, it still seems like that 
people are still imagining things in a sort of racist and 
race-based and nationalist way. 

I don’t haven’t an answer in terms of why this is the case, 
except that this has been the familiar way that political 
and even scientific discourse has worked. I’m not trying 
to suggest that science is just truly neutral in any way or 
devoid of the baggage of race, far from it. I think that has 
been the kind of the practices embedded, and it would 
take a lot of time,work, and thoughtful effort to move 
us away from that. It seems to me that even though this 
is a global pandemic, the way we talk about it is highly 
nationalistic, as opposed to imagining something like the 
international scientific community, for example. We don’t 
really talk about it in that way. 

if you were to just look at the news about the vaccine, 
it’s being discussed very much in sort of a nationalistic 
way, like a race for which nation to have the vaccine firs. 
There’s some obvious reasons for that in terms of laws 
and economic markets that are very nation based, but at 
the same time, it’s clear that a pandemic is a pandemic. 
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It’s not observing national lines. And one would think that 
that in itself would shift the discourse into a more global 
kind of way, but it really hasn’t. The discussion between 
like China versus the US in terms of who’s getting the 
vaccine first ,you still see this kind of racial language 
creeping in. It’s very complicated, because on the one 
hand, Trump and his kung fu are flat out racist. Other 
times, there are real critiques of the Chinese government 
in terms of its lack of oversight and guidance on certain 
kinds of public health issues. You want there to be healthy 
critique, but you want there to be a healthy critique, that 
does not come in the form of racialist language. That’s 
what one hopes, right? But unfortunately, the political 
arena is so messy that you constantly see, you know, this 
kind of discourse creeping in, even even as people think 
they are just doing critique of policy and nothing more.

So that’s what I see. I don’t really see us shifting from 
that, and especially, it’s gonna be awhile before the 
US shakes off the Trump administration. I don’t know 
exactly how long that will be. But, certainly in the last 
four years, it’s been very US first and anti-World Health 
Organization. That was very disturbing. Even with 
the Biden administration, that’s not just going to go 
away instantly. It will take time for that kind of political 
reorientation to happen. 

As a historian,what do you make of the fact that 
Asian Americans are being located as sources of 
disease, while embodying the effects of racism? 
The same can be said about African-Americans’ 
pre-existing conditions being an embodied 
experience of racism too. 

Lui: I think that in a lot of the conversations, it seems 
obvious that black and Latinx people, especially if they’re 
living in inner city, low income neighborhoods, have 
had the historical embodiment of that kind of structural 
racist, lack of resources, being excluded from the kind of 
the same kinds of health, education, and food justice. I 

As a historian,what do you make of the fact that 
Asian Americans are being located as sources of 
disease, while embodying the effects of racism? 
The same can be said about African-Americans’ pre-
existing conditions being an embodied experience of 
racism too. 
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think that’s obvious, and people understand that. I think 
it’s a little bit harder for a lot of people to imagine the 
same history for Asian Americans  because of this model 
minority image attached to them that seems as though 
Asian Americans don’t have that problem. Yet, there’s 
definitely high poverty and the same kinds of economic 
justice issues for low income, non white communities, you 
know, for, for different groups. 

What I see as a historian is that these kinds of discursive 
representations of Asian Americans have really shaped 
a kind of public perception of who is vulnerable and 
who’s not vulnerable. That has made it difficult for Asian 
Americans to be seen as a vulnerable population, which 
is very much about economics.  Asian-Americans are in 
many affluent places, middle class places, so that can 
mask the real life struggles of many Asian Americans who 
are not in those who are not in that sector at all whether 
they’re undocumented workers, and that’s a whole other 
thing. 

This is especially true for people who are dealing with 
undocumented status, who are really disproportionately 
affected, in terms of being able to find  adequate 
health resources for what they need. So  those kinds of 
struggles are not as readily seen, in other words, and it 
takes a little more time for people to understand. Asian 
Americans are a giant group, which seems to flatten out 
differences of ethnicity, religion, and class, you know, it 
all gets flattened out. 

How do you think the isolationist and racial 
anxieties in the build-up to the 2016 Election in 
the US— all the talk about building walls— affect 
the conversations we’re having now about 
sickness, health, and race in America?

Lui: In terms of Asian American history, I feel like there 
are moments where Asian Americans are hyper visible. 
And then there are moments when Asian Americans 
seem to be almost invisible. In terms of the pandemic, 

How do you think the isolationist and racial anxieties 
in the build-up to the 2016 Election in the US— all the 
talk about building walls— affect the conversations 
we’re having now about sickness, health, and race in 
America?
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we could say, Chinese, particularly, but Asians a little 
bit more by association, seem hyper visible as disease 
carriers. So you see the reaction in terms of Chinatown 
being like a source of concern because of the presence of 
Chinese restaurants and consumers. And so you see, like, 
places like New York City, San Francisco’s Chinatown 
immediately had this dramatic fall in businesses and, and 
people were really struggling. 

Then, you also then saw these campaigns, from local 
activists like trying to dispel these myths and try to get 
businesses to come back. But that said, I mean, I’m sure 
a number of restaurants like in New York in particular, 
there were lots of articles about long time restaurants that 
had to close. And Chinese and others became targets of 
harassment. The Justice Department and others activists 
tracked the dramatic rise of hate crimes and racial 
harassment cases against Asian American. It was the fear 
about the disease, the anger in terms of the economic 
impact, and so many different things fueled the anti Asian 
sentiment that has led to harassment and violence.

 The invisibility part is what’s interesting. It’s been 
coming out slowly that actually the disease as we know 
it has disproportionately affected black and Latinx 
people, not just simply out of some kind of genetic 
reason, but because of public health reasons in terms 
of underserved populations, previous comorbidities, 
and other kinds of concerns. Those populations are a 
little bit more vulnerable, especially populations that 
are living in low income communities that just have not 
traditionally or historically have had the same access to 
good quality health care. Those are definitely structural 
racist problems. Yet, Asian Americans and certain Asian 
immigrant groups have certainly suffered from that as 
well and are  not necessarily part of that conversation as 
immediately.

 And then the other part of it is that Asian Americans 
are a significant portion of the frontline health workers. 
In the West Coast especially, I think I’ve seen some of 
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these articles come out where particularly certain groups, 
because they tend to be nurses and physician assistants. 
Filipinos, for example, have one of the highest rates of 
the COVID-19 viral transmission, because it’s  a perfect 
storm of different things like health issues, and the fact 
that many of them are the frontline health workers. These 
are some things that are coming out now, which there 
hasn’t been as much attention paid to, but definitely low 
income immigrant groups have, have definitely suffered 
disproportionately from the virus because of these issues 
of health care. And that’s affected a lot of different 
groups, but you tend to see less of that discussion about 
Asian Americans in terms of the impact on health in 
particular.

Why do you think moments of disease, like 
the Bubonic Plague Outbreak in San Francisco 
exacerbate social cleavages of race and class?  

Lui:  These kinds of social crises always exacerbate 
weaknesses. For example, if we can, if we want to think 
about a flawed healthcare system, that has been, like 
an ongoing political project to fix  Just when we thought 
we had the Affordable Care Act, that would start to 
take care of some of the most vulnerable under insured 
people, we’ve dealt with for years have a pocket public 
administration that’s tried to undermine and undercut it 
and underfunded it. When a pandemic comes along, you 
can really see it like not working for some people

If we just look at New Haven, for example, Yale students 
were given the opportunity to be tested twice a week 
because the university could pay for this crazy amount 
of testing and had a wonderful contract with the Broad 
Institute at Harvard. Meanwhile, the rest of the city 
of New Haven worked really hard to find testing for 
people, and there were definitely pop up testing sites 
and more permanent testing sites that were available. 
The difference here is, for the Yale students, you didn’t 
have to walk further than your college to get tested. For 
everybody else, you had to go to someplace downtown, 

Why do you think moments of disease, like the 
Bubonic Plague Outbreak in San Francisco exacerbate 
social cleavages of race and class? 
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so that you don’t have the same kind of convenience. 
Students could schedule according to what was 
convenient for them. And then the other amazing part 
about the Yale package was that we were able to get our 
test results back within 24 to 36 hours, for the most part. 
Meanwhile, like out in the community, a lot of the test 
results took much longer to come back. The public health 
discussion is that the testing really only is great if you can 
get your test results back quickly

I just say all this, because you begin to see how obvious 
these systemic inequalities are in the moment. People 
mostly can see them anyway. But in a pandemic, you can 
really see them. There are definitely weaknesses in the 
system that should have been addressed many years ago 
and hopefully will be addressed someday. For a lot of 
us who have seen this historically, it just feels very tragic. 
Because it’s not as though we didn’t know that healthcare 
needed to be better and universal, which is why I think in 
terms of these political conversations, it was so disturbing 
to hear about efforts to further defund the Affordable 
Care Act in the middle of a pandemic.
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Art of Politics: The Origins of Nasty Women 
Connecticut

Miranda Coombe

On International Women’s Day, March 8, 2017 over a thousand 
people lined Chapel street in New Haven, waiting to be admit-
ted into the basement of The Institute Library. It was the open-
ing night of the Nasty Women Connecticut (NWCT) exhibition 
for “artists, activists, scholars, creative thinkers, and anyone 
who identifies as a ‘nasty woman’ or a ‘nasty woman ally.’” The 
art in this show responded to the election and inauguration of 
a racist, sexist, xenophobic, and biggoted president. 
In early December I met with NWCT founder, Luciana McClure 
over Zoom. She spoke candidly about her artistic and orga-
nizing practices, and recalled October 19th, 2016, a turning 
point in her career. McClure had stopped following politics 
since becoming a mother, despite being involved in activism 

Image courtesy of Nasty Women Connecticut
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throughout her college years. But, while watching the final 
2016 presidential debate, she was struck with utter disbelief. 
She remembers being discombobulated, sitting on the couch 
with her two young children as Trump referred to the former 
secretary of state as “a nasty woman.” It was such an openly 
sexist attack on national television that, she recalls, “It felt 
surreal to me, but things weren’t clicking yet.” This night would 
prove to be a wake-up moment for McClure. Later, drinking 
wine in bed, “a total wreck,” she did what most do when upset 
and frustrated-- McClure logged onto Facebook and scrolled 
through her feed. She ended up finding a post from a friend 
calling for artists to submit their work to a Nasty Women exhi-
bition at the Knockdown Center, a contemporary and perform-
ing arts space in New York. No artists would be turned away 
and admissions was free. 

She began to research the organization, ending up on their 
website which encouraged women to start their own Nasty 
Women art branches in their communities. McClure recalled 
she kept reading “and I felt a fire inside of me and all of a 
sudden thought, ‘Yes! This is it!’ And it gave me something to 
be very excited about. I felt that I was intrigued, curious, I felt 
like there was this calling.” But McClure was hesitant because 
after graduating from college as a photography major, she had 
been mostly dormant in the local art scene since becoming a 
wife and a mother. She decided to ask for help. McClure wrote 
a long message on Facebook messenger and added about 
10-15 people, some were friends, some were acquaintances in 
the local arts scene, and some were people whom she didn’t 
know personally at all. So inspired, she remembers, “My sense 
of judgement was out the window, nothing was stopping me.” 
She wrote to them, “I really want to do this [Nasty Women 
exhibition].  I don’t know how, but this is not a moment where 
we should stay silent. I think this is an opportunity for us to get 
together and create some sort of change.” 

She immediately regretted clicking send, worried that she 
might have killed any chance of being credible in the New 
Haven arts community. But by the morning, messages were 
flooding her inbox. The number of people in the group chat 
was growing exponentially. McClure had captured a momen-
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tum and realized, “it was the time to finally do something, and 
it was the perfect opportunity. It was tapping into both my per-
sonal needs and our community needs--both as artists and as 
people.” It was clear that many other women around her were 
feeling attacked and emboldened by the prospect of Trump’s 
presidency. 

An in-person meeting followed. As McClure describes it, 
they met at the Firehouse 12 bar on Crown street, all huddled 
around a table together with their notepads.  She remembers 
thinking, “We are going to do something! We are going to cre-
ate a revolution!” Though at the time she still had no idea how 
it would happen. Since this all started mid October, and they 
decided that they wanted to host the show on International 
Women’s Day, March 8th, only a couple months later and with 
the holidays in between, they were on a tight schedule with 
no money, no space, and only an idea and the willpower to 
make it happen. McClure used the term “grassroots” to de-
scribe how the show eventually came together. A local curator 
reached out and offered to help them understand what they 
might need for a show. The city’s high rent for gallery space 
was a concern, it was unclear whether or not they would be 
able to secure a location for the show. Then McClure got a call 
from Valerie Garlick, the director of The Institute Library, who 
offered her  street level basement space for free. The space 
would need some work. There were wires in the air, the walls 
were raggedy, and they had to clean and fix it. NWCT reached 
out to various companies and received things like paint and 
light bulbs. 

It was time to  call for submissions. Wanting to reach as many 
people as possible, NWCT began advertising on  social media, 
eventually building a substantial following.  They received sub-
missions from more than 350 artists from all over Connecticut. 
NWCT omitted an entrance fee often required for entry to a 
white wall gallery space: McClure explains, “We didn’t want to 
remove anyone from the show. We wanted people to feel like 
this was a place where you and your work belong. It was about 
the art, but it was less about the art, it was about giving people 
the opportunity to understand the power of creative expres-
sion and how we do work together. It’s also about community.” 
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In doing so, NW shed the elitist shroud that often renders art 
galleries inaccessible or irrelevant to many. After months of 
preparation, the Nasty Women organizers invited the artists to 
install their own work. The day before the show, over 350 art-
ists  arrived at the Institute Library, were handed hammers and 
nails, and given the freedom to display their art as they saw fit. 
And then, opening day, with over a thousand guests and local 
media, felt like a “community celebration.” McClure attributes 
the success of the exhibition to their effort for inclusivity  in 
the arts. 

Nasty Women is still active, and eager to find ways for the 
public to get involved.  They are open to monetary donations 
if people wish to give, but they also emphasize that there are 
other ways to support the movement. They welcome anyone 
who wishes to donate time, whatever they have, or to simply 
participate in their annual show. They also apply for grants, 
collaborate with breweries, and other local New Haven organi-
zations such as the local Black Lives Matter chapter in order to 
continue hosting their shows. Every year is a challenge, since 
Nasty Women does not have its own physical space, so each 
exhibition transforms itself to fit the venue. 

Luciana McClure speaks at Nasty Women Connecticut Event 
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Ten years after graduating college, McClure’s time with Nasty 
Women has inspired her to return to school at Southern Con-
necticut State University to pursue a masters in women’s and 
gender studies. McClure believes that there are too many bar-
riers between academia and local communities. On one hand, 
educational institutions are often elitist and uphold racist and 
sexist structures. On the other hand, McClure believes in the 
importance of teaching and learning feminist, queer, and criti-
cal race theory. She still recalls reading Linda Nochlin’s 1971 es-
say, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” in which 
Nochlin writes, “In the field of art history, the white Western 
male viewpoint, unconsciously accepted as the viewpoint of 
the art historian, may--and does--prove to be inadequate not 
merely on moral and ethical grounds, or because it is elitist, 
but on purely intellectual ones.” Nochlin delineates  the same 
stakes that McClure finds in her work--In both the academy 
and in the activist field, her goal is to shift power structures.

McClure emphasizes the importance of working locally. She 
claims that the first places to start living a feminist life are on 
the ground, at home, and in one’s own community. There is 
plenty of work to be done in New Haven to keep any activist 
occupied and too create solidarity between activists groups. 
She realized when she first started Nasty Women that there 
were no art spaces or organizations collaborating with each 
other. This is something she has changed, by partnering with 
Black Lives Matter, Urban Collective, the Yale Divinity School, 
and many others.  She has emphasized that the best way to 
get involved is by joining all the black and queer women in 
New Haven who have been at the forefront of resistance to 
the current administration for the past four years. She says it 
is important to elevate and invest in the work of local activists, 
to be aware of the history of activism on a local level, and to 
make that history known. 

Before we parted (virtually), I asked McClure if she believes 
that all art is political. Her response was this: “Art is always po-
litical even if we don’t immediately see it as such...Artists are 
always challenging something--whether it is an idea, whether 
it is how they utilize certain materials, how they do their work--
there is always a challenge and an invitation for discourse and 
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conversations, and I think that the reason art is so political is 
because it is a very powerful tool towards narrative control, 
the way stories are told, the way we are documenting things...
If you look at the renaissance and period of enlightenment, art-
ists were creating political works because they were challeng-
ing old ideas and developing new ones.” 

Image courtesy of Nasty Women Connecticut
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In terms of Nasty Women, specifically, she claims, “There is so 
much in feminist practice about exploring our identity as wom-
en and different parts of our existence and how we navigate 
this work and world. And reading black feminist thought, and 
understanding the complexity of black feminism is very differ-
ent to white feminist [movements]. And the arts really allow us 
to create conversations and allow us to experience things in 
ways that we are not--it challenges us constantly, because art 
doesn’t belong just in galleries. It belongs everywhere, and it 
should be everywhere.” 

Nasty Women is still deliberating what next year will look like 
with the continued pandemic and a new president. They are 
thinking about virtual platforms for their show, and insist that, 
even though their organization was created in response to the 
election of Donal Trump, they still have work to do and conver-
sations to engage with. A new president and the first female 
vice president of color will “not fix the issues.” More on their 
upcoming work can be found at: https://nastywomenct.org/
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Isaiah Martinez

Individualism: An Obstacle to Freedom

It would be difficult to say that this year looks any different 
from past years in Lubbock, Texas. Red Raider football is look-
ing to cap-off another disappointing season. Texas Tech bas-
ketball is showing its potential early this year. Nightlife on and 
around Tech’s campus is in full swing. Meanwhile, Lubbock 
Independent School District (LISD) students are back in the 
classroom, with football and other events going strong. Hous-
es of worship are open and hosting services, bars and restau-
rants are back in business. After nine long months of quaran-
tining and social distancing, it feels like we are finally regaining 
some sense of normalcy. 

However, this normalcy comes at a price. Far from having the 
worst behind us, COVID-19 is worse than ever in west Texas, 

Image courtesy of  Lubbock News
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with no signs of slowing down. Through all of April and May, 
with coronavirus cases in the single digits, Lubbock enacted a 
city-wide lock down and advised people to stay at home. Now, 
with a shortage of hospital beds, increasing positivity rates, 
and community members dying every die, Lubbock has aban-
doned any pretense of caution or concern. People have largely 
chosen to subvert the rules, or ignore them all together. Bars 
and nightclubs that are supposed to be closed are formally 
functioning as restaurants and continue to host large crowds. 
Public schools claim to allow students to attend from home 
but fail to provide quality teaching and necessary resources, 
leaving many families with no option but to send their children 
to in-person schooling. Masks are mandated by the governor 
yet they remain rare in public spaces. Instead of prioritizing 
community health and wellness, Lubbock residents continue a 
practice of individualism that leaves little regard for others. 

As of December 10th, 289,447 people in the U.S. have died 
from COVID-19. In Texas alone, there have been 23,657 deaths 
from COVID-19 and over a million cases total. For minorities, 
the damage has been even worse. Dr. Shannon Turnbow, a 
pulmonologist who has worked with coronavirus patients since 
March, said that three-quarters of those hospitalized in one of 
the region’s two hospital systems are Hispanic. But even if this 
was not enough incentive to take cautionary measures for the 
white Lubbock residents who make up 41% of the population, 
then the rising number of positive cases in white neighbor-
hoods might warrant their concern. So far, however, Lubbock 
residents are content to live carefree, regardless of the con-
sequences. Out at a bar on a late October Saturday night with 
friends and family, a Texas Tech senior said “After so many 
months - like from March to June - of staying home and not 
doing anything, it began to drive me crazy and I was willing to 
take the risk because I’m in good health, I live alone”. Similarly, 
an attendee at the Texas Tech football game said “I personally 
am not too concerned about my possibly contracting the C-19 
- God forbid it happens - but I’m going to continue living my 
life.”

I read these words and I try to understand their responses. 
Fundamentally, the responses are rooted in their use of the 
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personal “I”. Individually, they are willing to risk contracting 
COVID-19 if it means they can return to some sense of nor-
malcy. Normalcy in this sense means a return to activities that 
have been discouraged since the beginning of the pandemic. 
These individuals understand that they are young and, by their 
own admission, healthy. They understand that contracting 
COVID-19 likely will not have as serious of a toll as it would 
on someone who is older or someone who has certain health 
conditions. Yet, their perspective is inherently centered around 
their own well-being. They seem to ignore that their actions 
and choices to engage in activities that are more likely to po-
tentially spread COVID-19 put the entire community at risk. 

I try to understand what it means for the Lubbock community 
if so many of us are unwilling to take precautions that prioritize 
not only ourselves, but our neighbors as well. I’m reminded of 
Tim Snyder in his book, Our Malady, when he says, “The par-
adox of freedom is that no one is free without help. Freedom 
might be solitary, but freedom requires solidarity”. Many Lub-
bockites seem to have a warped notion of freedom. Evidently, 
these individuals believe that freedom is the choice to live 
their lives without regards to public health. After all, accord-
ing to them, freedom means that they have a right to live their 
lives without regards to public health guidelines. Yet, this be-
lief is misguided because it is grounded in the false idea that 
we can live and operate as individuals in a free society without 
our actions affecting the lives of others. Snyder reminds us 
that this is not the case. He eloquently puts it that “we cannot 
be ourselves without help: we cannot thrive in solitude with-
out the solidarity of others. We can only balance solitude with 
solidarity when we share a factual world that enables us to see 
the larger meaning of our actions. During a pandemic we can 
choose solitude because we have solidarity with others whom 
we wish to see live and thrive”. Importantly, Snyder points out 
that by endangering the health of our community, we inherent-
ly make our community less free. 



35

Lubbock has a long-standing tradition and reputation of rug-
ged individualism and self-proclaimed love of freedom and 
American spirit. However, as Snyder reminds us, genuine free-
dom in our society requires that we undergo a comprehensive 
paradigm shift towards a view that centers health and wellness 
of the entire community as essential to liberty.  This means a 
rejection of individualism as a bastion of freedom. Instead, a 
turn towards collectivism and concern and love for our neigh-
bors will ensure that we embark on a path that makes each of 
us more free. To continue putting our community at risk in the 
name of freedom will only distance us further from the ideals 
of a free society.
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Renée Sanacora

Mis(dis)information in a Pandemic: A 
Conversation with Yale Professors Ogbunu 
and Zimmer

Brandon Ogbunu is a professor in the Department of Ecology 
and Evolutionary Biology at Yale. He is currently teaching a 
graduate course called “The Ecology of the Great Pandemics,” 
which explores the ecological, environmental, biological, so-
cial and political contexts of pandemics in the last century. 

Professor Carl Zimmer is currently a science columnist at the 
New York Times, and has written thirteen books explaining sci-
entific concepts to the public in the past. Carl has been report-
ing on the pandemic since early March. 

This conversation brings both scholars together to reflect on 
‘Social Media’ and ‘The Hope of Vaccines.’
 

Professor Brandon Ogbunu Professor Carl Zimmer
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ON SOCIAL MEDIA

On April 11th, about one month into a nationwide quarantine in 
response to the growing COVID-19 pandemic, the 45th presi-
dent posted just one of many controversial and factually ques-
tionable tweets regarding the virus. He posted the following 
tweet in response to a New York Times article by Carl Zimmer 
about travelers from Europe being responsible for spreading 
the virus to the US. 

Mr. Zimmer replied promptly to the tweet in a seven-part de-
bunking of the president's claims, but due to the sheer number 
of retweets and likes, the falsehoods had already been spread. 
When asked about the encounter, Mr. Zimmer’s response to 
the exchange had a hopeful spin. 

“I’m almost entirely sure that he did not see my response, but 
looking at the analytics on Twitter a whole lot of people did. 
I’m hoping that some of those people then went and looked at 
the actual article that this was all about. I think that if people 
are going to use Twitter to spread disinformation, we can use it 
to try to spread information and try to inoculate people so they 
don’t get fooled by disinformation that is disguised to look 
like it's real. Any mode of communication that you can reach a 
large audience with is potentially a good way to spread infor-
mation about science.”
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Although Professor Zimmer was keen to find and focus on the 
positive potential of social media and the ability of the public 
to receive information from educated sources, Professor Og-
bunu noted that, as he sees it, “Social media played a critical 
role in the dissemination of information; some good, but prob-
ably on the net balance bad.”

“One of the defining signatures of this disease is that the role 
of social media played a central role in the way misinformation 
was weaponized. On the flip side, it certainly played a role 
in the rise and communication of science and the sharing of 
data. I think the shrinking of the world via communication in 
general and specifically in regard to social media, was part of 
the positive conversation, but unfortunately it was probably 
more problematic how it was weaponized for misinformation, 
or disinformation.”
 
Ogbunu later clarified the distinction between “misinforma-
tion” and “disinformation.” Misinformation is false information 
that has been passively propagated without malicious intent,  
like sharing a Facebook post to inform your followers about the 
ineffectiveness of masks. Disinformation, on the other hand, 
is a more active term. It describes information engineered in 
an active attempt to mislead people. “For example, calling the 
(COVID-19) virus the ‘China virus’ or the ‘Wuhan virus,’ mak-
ing the virus seem like it is essentially a Chinese thing, has no 
scientific basis. It is actively creating falsehoods.” Professor 
Ogbunu added, “A lot of things that came from the White 
House during this pandemic can qualify as disinformation.” 
The exchange between Mr. Zimmer and President Trump is just 
one example of the type of widespread disinformation cam-
paigns that have shaped our nation’s collective experience of 
the pandemic over the past few months. 

Professor Ogbunu also noted that both misinformation and 
disinformation have the potential to be equally harmful, a cru-
cial reminder that our conversations — on social media or in 
person — have the potential to spread dangerous falsehoods 
if we are not cautious and responsible with our community 
platforms.
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Anyone keeping up with major American news sources over 
the past nine months has experienced the polarization of pan-
demic coverage and the lack of clarity regarding how to keep 
oneself and others healthy.  Journalists on both sides of the 
political spectrum have been guilty of propagating mis- and 
disinformation at times for the sake of TV views, often assign-
ing an undue level of certainty to new data when the science 
itself is unclear or unfinished. In a time when sensationalism 
plagues many of our major news broadcasting outlets and 
non-politicized breaking news is few and far between, the 
science column of the New York Times has attempted to stay 
neutral and present the facts as they are known to as wide an 
audience as possible. Mr. Zimmer noted measures he and his 
editors at the New York Times have taken to avoid falling into 
this trap. 

“I want to write for as many people as I can. Especially in a 
pandemic, you want to be presenting rock-solid, reliable in-
formation about what’s happening that anyone can go to and 
learn about these things. That’s my general approach.” 

ON OUR FUTURE AND THE HOPE OF VACCINES

For many curious about how the next few months will play out 
and how vaccine distribution may look, the two Professors 
were able to offer some insight. 

While Mr. Zimmer was confident about the effectiveness of the 
vaccines being currently distributed in other countries and 
soon to land on home soil, he warned about the dangers of 
relaxing in the meantime. 

“The rate at which the virus is spreading means that we are 
going to go into some of the worst times in the next months. 
It’s going to be rough. And because we don’t have a strong 
national response to it, we are not doing much to stop it. Right 
now there is a big vaccine summit at the White House, and the 
vaccines are crucial to ending the pandemic, but if we just say 
‘Oh, we’ll do whatever we want until the vaccines arrive’ lots 
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of people are going to die before they get the change to be 
protected by them.”

He compared the vaccine to a cup of water. It can be extreme-
ly effective in dousing a small flame, but cannot be expected 
to put out a forest fire. We as a population have a responsibility 
to help ourselves by following social distancing and personal 
hygiene guidelines before vaccines can reach their highest 
level of potential effectiveness. Deaths from COVID-19 are on 
the verge of being avoidable. Will we act accordingly?

Ogbunu was also quick to acknowledge the unprecedented 
speed of vaccine creation, testing, and approval, calling it one 
of the “great triumphs” of his life. When it came to the conver-
sation of distribution, however, Ogbunu expressed a fear that 
the scientific efficacy of vaccines is no longer our greatest 
obstacle in widespread immunity.

 “I think the bottleneck will be the structure around deliver-
ing the vaccine. Who will we deliver it to, who gets access 
first, etc; that’s a debate that is now being had. The next few 
months could look quite good in this regard, meaning if we 
can pull together the instrumentation to deliver the vaccine, I 
think we could really see a rollout.”

 Another crucial debate that will frame the coming months will 
follow the FDA’s official approval of vaccines in the US: Who 
is first in line for the vaccine, and who will have to wait? Data 
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has 
increasingly proven throughout the course of the pandemic 
that minority groups have been more severely affected by the 
virus in general. Hypotheses about genetic reasons for the 
disproportional hospitalization numbers in Black and LatinX 
populations have been debunked, and it is most likely that sys-
temic inequalities such as discrimination, healthcare access 
and utilization, occupation, education, income and wealth 
gaps, housing, and preexisting comorbidities are the driving 
factors behind the suffering. When asked about whether this 
factor should be considered when deciding the order of vac-
cine priority, Professor Ogbunu argued that the question he 
asks is “Not so much that race should go into who gets it, but 
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that race should not be used to exclude certain people.”

“I think the defining characteristic for who gets it or not 
should be the people who are most at risk. I don’t think eth-
nicity needs to be one of the first big decisions that are made 
— for example, the elderly, individuals who are incarcerated, 
individuals who are institutionalized and at risk are the ones 
who should receive the vaccine first. When it comes to race, 
instead of saying I think one ethnic group should get it less 
than another, I want to make sure that there is no group that is 
excluded. I want to make sure that there is equity in the dis-
tribution in terms of socioeconomic classes, neighborhoods, 
hospitals. It shouldn’t be that only certain settings are getting 
this, and I think there needs to be a rigorous plan in place to 
ensure that the vaccine is being equitably distributed” 

Scotty Perry/ Getty Images
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Overall, the two professors were able to offer insight into the 
progression of the virus’s impact on our society thus far as well 
as a cautiously hopeful glimpse to the future. The end of this 
pandemic is not just a matter of waiting for vaccines. We have 
a duty to take care of ourselves, our communities, and those 
suffering disproportionately for not only the time being, but 
long after the urgency of the moment has passed.

ICU Nurse Sandra Lindsay receives first COVID-19 vaccine in the US
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ICU Nurse Sandra Lindsay receives first COVID-19 vaccine in the US
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José Garcia

Movement Magic: How Queer Peruvians 
Dance Freedom

Maybe freedom is a dance.

On November 9, 2020, Peru’s Congress voted — against the 
opinion of nearly 80% of the nation’s constituents — to remove 
President Martín Vizcarra from office. The decision came after 
almost two years of mounting tensions between Peru’s legis-
lators and Vizcarra’s series of anti-corruption reform, which 

Queer organizers Prince Malcom and Nadia Rondon neeling in front of the Peruvian police. Image courtesy of Prince Malcom
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aimed to ban re-election and fundamentally disintegrate the 
parliament’s immunity.

The Vizcarra impeachment’s chief agitator, congressional 
speaker Manuel Merino, assumed command of the nation 
upon ousting Vizcarra on grounds of “moral incapacity.” Al-
most immediately after Congress cast the decision, Peruvians 
across the nation took to the streets in protest of what they 
viewed as a coup. Overwhelmingly among the protestors were 
queer, Afro and/or Indigenous Peruvians. According to Peru-
vian youth organizer Valeria Rondon, the sizable presence of 
Black, Indigenous, rural, poor, queer women and non-binary 
people that joined the protest, the largest in the country’s 
history, were not only in opposition to Vizcarra being vacated 
by Congress but in complete renouncement of Peru’s consti-
tution. As Valeria articulated, “the direct ask is for a new con-
stitution made by a popular assembly elected by the people.” 
The principal strategy to realize this goal? Dance.

Across Peru’s urban and rural locales, Afro/Indigenous queer 
organizers were at the forefront of political mobilization. Daily, 
and for at least a week’s time, they guided dismayed Peruvians 
through occupations, demonstrations, marches, and dances 
against the state’s repression. In Lima, the nation’s capital, one 
Afroindigenous queer organizer, Prince Malcom, led protes-
tors everyday of the weeks’ national marches. From November 
10 to the 17, Prince guided their community and allies from 
Plaza San Martin, the capital’s most transited public space 
downtown, to outside the steps of Congress. In unison, they 
shouted the mantra, “Fuera Merino (Leave, Merino)” and “Peru 
Tu Quiero Por Eso Te Defiendo (Peru, I care you and so I will 
defend you)” to the beat of drums and within several inde-
pendently formed dance circles. Each circle invited and called 
the crowd into the center. Once at the center, each member 
would physically join the movement and shout their visions for 
a more just Peru, having that vision repeated and affirmed by 
those surrounding them.

But the brilliance of these movements were not without loss 
or difficulty. The state met these protestors with immense 
violence. Armed police were sent by the government, firing 
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rubber bullets and throwing tear gas at the crowds. On No-
vember 12, these police actions took the lives of two Peruvian 
students, Jack Bryan Pintado Sánchez, 22, and Jordan Inti 
Sotelo Camargo, 24. Twenty-two others were severely injured 
and hospitalized. Mourning these losses and continuing to 
dance in the face of repression, queer networks of organizers 
and the people they inspired to join them garnered the atten-
tion and support of national human rights organizations, like 
the Organization of American States. Globally, recognition of 
Merino’s illegitimate installment grew. Days later, on November 
15, Merino officially resigned, but organizing from communities 
repeatedly bearing the brunt of state violence nonetheless 
continued. Indeed, with the originally classist, homophopic, 
and racist design of the Peruvian constitution still in effect, 
Merino’s absence did not mean marginalized peoples ‘won’; 
instead, liberation would need to be danced until material real-
ities were transformed.

Dance can be understood not just as a response to valences 
of oppression but the building of new collaborations, coali-
tions, and collectives. In the current material world, dancing 
is a breaking away from traditional movements: when you 
dance, you are interrupting the way you are conditioned to 
move through this world, embodying the impossible jump, 
turn, slide, stretch, and rise. But, in a linear view, as soon as 
these ‘impossibles’ are performed, the dancer must return to 
‘normal.’  If dance is considered through a non-linear tempo-
rality, however, that impossible moment of the turn, the rise, 
the jump, illuminates dancing as movement-building’s magic; 
dancing clears space for imagining different ways to move 
through the world, and it does it in with, through, and against 
the bounds of what’s real. In the case of Peru, staging dance 
through protest, and protest through movement of the body, 
defies all that state considers possible. 
 
Peru shows us that our collective continuance depends on 
how we enact solidarity, practice care, and stage dance. This 
piece also bears witness to those lost in the demonstrations: 
Jordan Inti and Brian Pintado. It refuses to forget them or their 
premature deaths at the hands of police. Maybe freedom is 
a dance. Stepping, jumping, twirling, and stretching into it is 
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how we survive, recast our dead, and not only move toward 
different worlds but perform the impossible.
 
Maybe freedom is a dance; so let’s get moving.

Paolo Aguilar/EPA
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Glossary

Biopolitics: how the sovereign state administrates and 
controls life; the intersection between political power and 
individual bodily autonomy

Encounter-conditional Racial Disparities: Differences 
between racial groups in how likely it is for someone to 
experience police violence within a police encounter 
(e.g. once it has already begun).

Counternarrative: narratives that push back against the 
dominant order to expose something previously hidden.

Community organizing: the process of local people rec-
ognizing shared interests and working towards common 
goals 

Disinformation: information engineered in an active at-
tempt to mislead people

Community wellness: the combination of social, econom-
ic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions identi-
fied by individuals and their communities as essential for 
them to flourish and fulfill their potential

Collectivism: the practice or principle of giving a group 
priority over each individual in it.
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Individual racism: Individual beliefs or practices that dis-
criminate against a person or people based on their racial 
or ethnic group, usually one that is a minority or margin-
alized

Structural / systemic / institutional racism: A form of 
racism that is embedded in the normal functioning of a 
society or organization; results in discrimination against 
or the exclusion of people based on their racial or ethnic 
group regardless of individual intentions.

Population-level Racial Disparities: Differences between 
racial groups in how likely it is for someone to experience 
police violence in general (e.g. in their lifetimes).

Misinformation: passive propagation of false information

Individualism: a social theory favoring freedom of action 
for individuals over collective or state control
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