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Black Joy Is an Act of Resistance
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Child’s Play

By Jamel Shabazz


Black Joy is everywhere. From the bustling streets of Lagos to hip-hop blasting through apartment windows in the Bronx. From the wide-open coastal desert of Namibia to the lush slopes of the Blue Mountains of Jamaica. From the thriving tradition of Candomblé and the celebration of capoeira in Bahia to the innovative and trendsetting styles of Soweto. In the United Kingdom’s Brixton Market, all the way to Nairobi’s intricately designed matatus and beyond, Black joy is present in every place that Black people exist.

For centuries, Blackness has been too equated with agony and grief. Persistent and determined fights for racial equity have challenged and made shifts to this old narrative, but the world around us continues to reinforce the worst. It continues to portray Black people as criminal, dangerous, unbeautiful, unworthy, disadvantaged, and good only for what pleasures or labor our bodies can provide. But we know better. We know about bursts of laughter over home-cooked sancocho with family and arguments over the best jollof rice. We know about rousing, poignant protest music during marches for justice on behalf of all Black people. We know about cornrows, twist-outs, box braids, high-top fades, the right ’fits, Telfar bags, and dope kicks—hard-bottoms, sneakers, and everything in between—that influence culture around the world. We know about dances that go viral on social media, choreographed by teenage Black girls and then copied around the globe. We know the affirmations our elders speak into us that fortify us each day.

That is how Black joy works. It consistently runs alongside the suffering, pain, trials, and tribulations that we have endured throughout history and that we endure today. It’s a battery in our backs that recharges and powers us through the worst obstacles we face. And then, at the moment of overcoming an obstacle, Black joy is there to celebrate the feat. It is one of our most key, yet unexamined, tools for surviving this world. In every way, Black joy is restorative, regenerative, and generous. It offers the opportunity to go beyond the shallow waters of happiness—a temporary feeling that relies on circumstances outside of ourselves—into the depths and complexity of an emotion and way of being that comes from within and connects us to ourselves as well as the communities of which we are a part.

Blackness is not a monolith, of course. It is a complex and rich existence that, depending on where you are in the world, can show up differently. The nuances are based on many factors, including the violent legacies of white supremacy, racism, colorism, and other historic influences like culture, religion, and language. Besides the notable distinctions, there are still threads that connect all Black people across the globe. Joy is one of those threads.
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It is the sense of pride in being Black, no matter if it is “cool” or not. We know too well that our cultures, styles, and ways of being are often more valued than our lives. Yet, generation after generation, we have found ways to come together despite that truth. Even where we may not have a shared language, we have created our own means of communication via aesthetics, architecture, dance, music, food, spiritual practices, art . . . and the list goes on. During the height of the Harlem Renaissance, for example, Arturo Schomburg, the Afro-Puerto Rican founder of the collection that would become the world-renowned Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem, wrote a letter for his friend, the writer Langston Hughes, encouraging Hughes to travel to Havana, Cuba. Schomburg desperately wanted Hughes to meet a young Cuban poet named Nicolás Guillén. For Schomburg, it was important to connect the two Black literary virtuosos, even though one wrote in English and the other in Spanish. Schomburg understood the men shared a life experience—their Black experience—that connected them, no matter their mother tongue or home country or hundreds of miles between them. “My brother, when Langston gets to Cuba,”1 Schomburg wrote to Guillén, “I want him to see the African population in Cuba.” Afro-Puerto Rican scholar, activist, and founder of the Caribbean Cultural Center African Diaspora Institute Dr. Marta Moreno Vega, who discovered this letter in 1975,2 describes it as an “absolutely visionary” moment of connecting Black experiences. The two men would go on to have a long-lasting friendship that gave way to vital work like Hughes’s English translations of Guillén’s groundbreaking poetry, which was originally written in Black Cuban Spanish and cadence. Guillén would later become Cuba’s national Poet Laureate.
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Womanhood

By Ladasia Bryant


This is one story of many—over time and space—of Black people coming together through joyful connection and with common interests. You have probably seen or experienced this yourself. I know I have. I have experienced the thrill of being in a city like, say, Amsterdam, where despite my not speaking Dutch, I could dance at a club with other Black people to Afrobeat-influenced music, performed in Dutch, and not miss a beat.

[image: image]
Zora Neale Hurston at New York Times Book Fair


Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Photographs and Prints Division, The New York Public Library, “Zora Neale Hurston at Federal Writers’ Project Booth at New York Times Book Fair,” New York Public Library Digital Collections


My life in 2015 moved at the pace of a fast and constant rhythm. I had a full-time job in New York City working at a nonprofit organization. I was in a supervisory role, managing a staff of nine people. We coached public high school students across the city to live their lives with passion and purpose while also creating important changes in their communities. It was demanding work that mattered a lot to me. I was also an active member in grassroots efforts to organize Black folks around injustices, mainly as they affected Black women, femmes, and TLGBQIA+ people. It was the same year twenty-five-year-old India Clarke, a trans woman, was brutally murdered in Tampa, Florida, for simply being herself. This was also the year that twenty-eight-year-old Sandra Bland was mysteriously found hanged in a jail cell north of Houston, Texas, after being wrongfully arrested. The climate of protest was strong that summer and was a continuation of the many uprisings sparked by the murder of Michael Brown Jr. on August 9 in Ferguson, Missouri, the summer before. It is a momentum that would continue for summers and years to come. I spent a lot of time co-organizing vigils, cohosting fundraisers, participating in all kinds of protests, and working to develop transnational solidarity with activists abroad. On top of all that, I was receiving invitations to speak and write about my perspectives and experiences as a Black, queer, second-generation Dominican from New York City—born in Washington Heights and raised in the Bronx.
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By Destiny Moore
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Dance of Freedom

By Cecilia Lamptey-Botchway


I was particularly present to pain and suffering because of the work I was doing. That often meant processing the challenges (and sometimes triggers) of the people I supported in my work. It was a chorus of upset and frustration about hostility toward Black people—particularly the deafening silence around the murders of Black trans women and violence toward TLGBQIA+ folks—or individuals just plain having a tough time in their personal lives. In short, I was holding space for a lot of people. That was also the year my beloved uncle Ali died from an asthma attack. Then, toward the end of that year, in late November, I woke up sad in the corner room of the sixth-floor walk-up apartment in the Bronx that I shared with my twin brother and his partner. It was a morning I wished I hadn’t woken up at all. On a spiritual, physical, and mental level, I was frozen. My grief that morning was overwhelming, and I felt more depressed than I had ever felt.
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Your Hands Hold Me Together

By Justice Dwight


I was stuck, in every sense of the word. I could not physically get out of bed, so I stared at the ceiling and tried to make sense of what was different about that day and why. Eventually, I had what can only be described as a spiritual experience: I felt a sudden rush of memories come over me in the middle of all the grief and other challenges I was processing from the year. They practically flashed above my head like a projector showing a movie. I saw scenes of laughter with the people I loved after a challenging day of work; long threads of funny GIFs and heart emojis in group texts with comrades and close friends; two people dear to me getting married in the middle of Prospect Park in Brooklyn, surrounded by their loving community; hugs from my loved ones during that first season of holidays without my uncle. Then the words “Black” and “Joy” seemed to float in front of me, so clear and so close that I could nearly touch them. I thought immediately of a picture of my mom that I had taken a few weeks earlier. In the photo, she is smiling her big, beautiful smile—my favorite example of Black joy. In my sadness, I decided to share that picture on my social media accounts. I pulled out my phone and added a caption to my mother’s photo:


Let’s bombard the internet with joy. That is resistance too. Trauma is real mi gente. Let’s trigger love as much as the pain as we share important topics we all need to be up on. Love is necessary with the understanding that peace is the exception, not the rule. #BlackJoy.



Right then and there, I decided I would post a picture of someone I loved expressing joy for the next thirty days to help me work through the shadow of sadness that I couldn’t seem to shake. The idea was partly inspired by the thirty-day experiences an action coach and friend of mine, Akua Soadwa, led back then with small groups of people—via a digital guide and regular group phone conversations—who wanted to achieve personal breakthroughs. One month felt achievable and worth at least trying.

In response to my daily posts, I started receiving messages of encouragement from people on- and off-line. They wanted me to keep showing Black joy. A close friend encouraged me to take it even further. And so I have. What started as an impulse to move toward my own healing has grown into something much bigger than me. I call it The Black Joy Project.

Since 2015, The Black Joy Project has become both a real-world and a digital movement that amplifies joy and affirms it as a form of resistance to all that works to eliminate our joy—be it an offensive remark overheard in public or the social systems designed to work against Black people’s well-being. It is in a long tradition of individual and collective effort to create spaces, places, and experiences that heal and combat the negative impacts of anti-Black systems and action. I have traveled to parts of the world I never imagined as an ambassador for this movement. Interest in it has manifested itself in unexpected ways: hosting a live radio talk show with guest artists for Bondfire Radio, an independently Black-owned and -operated station in Brooklyn; representing the United States at an international conference on prejudice and violence in the Americas, hosted in Brazil; participating on a panel of Black creatives in Europe about the role of joy in their lives and work as part of an annual literary festival in the Netherlands; running a photo booth at a back-to-school celebration in a working-class neighborhood in Columbia, South Carolina, as part of EveryBlackGirl, Inc.’s community-building work; and giving a featured lecture for the Brooklyn Museum’s First Saturdays Black History Month program. I even got to be a guest speaker for the Gay-Straight Alliance at my old middle school in the University Heights neighborhood of the Bronx.

Through The Black Joy Project, I have also facilitated writing workshops for dozens of Black women committed to their healing as part of GirlTrek’s #StressProtest retreat in Colorado. I have privately codeveloped an archive of hundreds of portraits and written definitions of Black joy. A small team of volunteers and I cocreated an oral history archive and mixtape of long-term Black residents from the Bay Area and New York City, which is housed at the historic Weeksville Heritage Center in Brooklyn. And my work has sparked countless spontaneous conversations in public that often leave all involved with more joy than they started with. The Black Joy Project has never been any one thing, but is, rather, an amalgam of numerous efforts to create and harness the joy in our community for something bigger than our individual selves. I uphold The Black Joy Project with a deep appreciation that, for as many Black people as there are in the world, there are that many ways to define and understand our joy. My work is committed to serving as an entry point both for this concept and for complicating everyone’s understanding about the full context of Black life, without having to start with our trauma.
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Better Times Will Come

By Mithsuca Berry
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Deep Down Lies Hope

By Mithsuca Berry


To hundreds and hundreds of people across all walks of life, I’ve asked the simple question: “What does Black joy mean to you?” The answer almost entirely boils down to one thing: we want to be ourselves unapologetically, with no hindrance and no external forces determining what that is. When I hear people answer this question in person and listen to them finally get to the root of their response, I sometimes get to see, in real time, them reckoning with the forces of anti-Black oppression around the world. That can be an overpowering and debilitating acknowledgment of how far we have to go. Yet the conversation that follows is so worthwhile.

We know it’s complicated. Black joy is not an alternative or an escape. It coexists with our baggage and our hurt. It’s the epitome of “yes, and.”

It’s yes to talking to a stranger for two hours about their depression and then afterward having them enthusiastically pose for a portrait in front of a huge mural of the word “healing.” It’s yes to attending the funeral of a loved one and then forming a second-line parade with the electrifying sounds of a brass band and crowds of people dancing their hearts out on the streets of New Orleans. It’s yes to admiring your reflection in a mirror and also feeling unappreciated in the world for who you are. It’s yes to staying up a little later than usual with friends to celebrate a win, knowing you have to go to a job that doesn’t pay enough in the morning. It’s yes to feeling good about choosing to move to a new place in hopes of a better life and being unsure of what will come next.

In addition to its ability to offer entry into our full, lived experiences and respite from our worst moments, Black joy offers a space for using one of the most radical tools to which Black people have free access: imagination.

Our ancestors, long before we were ever conceived or thought of, imagined our existence. Whether it was linked to their religious faith or the culture of their time, they knew that the children in their communities, and the children who’d be born in subsequent centuries, represented hope for a better day—someday. With each generation came renewed hope that their community’s lives could be better and that, though an ancestor may not see the day of liberation they dreamed of, one day it could happen.

The importance of imagination in the role of Black liberation still rings true today. It is the only way, in fact, that we can begin to create a world that does not yet exist—a world that loves and cherishes Black people as much as it loves Black culture(s). Imagination is the bridge between faith and the necessary actions to create the just world we know is possible. It is what connects that morning of believing I had to find a way out of my personal grief and sadness to building a community bigger than myself, beyond myself, that has inspired more people than I’ll ever know to center joy in their lives for a moment and to let that drive them to action.
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The Creation of Brotherhood

By Bria Sterling-Wilson
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Movement of Meditation

By Cecilia Lamptey-Botchway


The Black Joy Project—both the initiative and this book—is not an answer key for fully dismantling all the oppressive forces that have plagued people of African descent. What it offers is a deep breath of sorts, which we all need to take regularly, so that we feel seen, renewed, and inspired. In the following pages, I bring together inspirational workers, conjurers, artists, and space-makers of Black joy from around the globe. In the visual images, you will find photographs, paintings, collages, and mixed media interpretations of joy from artists who both define their work directly through this force and others who fit in its spectrum. Some contributors are people I’ve known for years and admired; others are people whose paths I first crossed in creating this book. Together, their work offers a look inside what Black joy around the world feels and looks like.

The following chapters are explorations of the themes and patterns as they relate to this special type of joy that I’ve seen rise to the top over the years of doing this work. They aim to offer food for thought and a deeper dive into different facets and purposes of this powerful force that exists within our lives.

In addition to the rich visual representations of joy, three textual contributors from Rwanda (by way of Holland), South Africa, and Zimbabwe (living in Australia) offer their interpretation in written form to give the reader not just insight into what Black joy looks like but context for where they exist in the world. These brief interventions are intended to further complicate your understanding of Black joy and how to recognize it outside of the obvious, toothy smiles we often see that oversimplify and contain it. All of our contributors have come together across time zones and geographic regions, but they’re all in this conversation.

There’s no one way or “right” way to experience this book. Read the sections that speak to you first or spend time with the images that stand out instead. You get to decide how you enter this conversation—and hopefully reengage with it, time and time again. May it lead you to revelations within yourself and, most important, with people around you about how Black joy serves us all and creates opportunities for us to share and build together. For now, I only have one more word:

Welcome.
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By Justice Dwight
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Joy as a Choice
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There are times when we must choose joy in the face of the harshest conditions: In the span of dictatorships that have made life impossible for the masses while a small group benefitted greatly. In the echoes and “aftermaths” of colonization that still impact the world today. In the harm done and perpetuated within Black communities that create more margins within the margins. In the wakes of natural disasters that (re)surface inequalities. Through war, drought, famine, political unrest, hate, discrimination, persecution, violence, mass incarceration, and all the forces that directly work against Black people—systems larger than any one individual can effect on their own—that choice of joy has been available to us, always, some way, somehow. In the late bell hooks’s words, “Unlike happiness, joy is a lasting state that can be sustained even when everything is not the way we want it to be.”1

It’s important to acknowledge the choice of joy in our individual lives. On its own, choosing joy does not create the major shifts we need to fix the world’s problems. This is where the power of awareness comes in. When we are aware of what is happening to us—the how and the why—then we gain agency. And with agency, we may be able to move differently, to choose.

This is no small task on the individual or collective level. It requires getting clear on what we do and do not have control over. It also requires us not looking away from our struggles. Because Black joy is not an escape. Rather, it is a way we fortify ourselves and our communities so that we can address issues and their impacts head on.

The Black world has seen its fair share of tyranny, violence, and exploitation over the course of history, especially in the last few hundred years. Africa as a continent has borne the biggest brunt of these impacts. Despite it being the richest continent in natural resources, which in theory would position the nations within it to be the wealthiest, those nations have been racked by colonialism, exploitation, and corruption.

However, it would be wrong and too narrow to characterize the continent that birthed humanity as rife with sorrow and disaster. Anyone familiar with Africa knows that its thousands of cultures, languages, traditions, practices, and styles create a continent that is overflowing with life and positive energy.

There is the pride and persistence of the Chébé in the Chad region with their ancient hair care rituals that continue to bring women and girls together in community. These women have continued an over one-thousand-year-old, time-intensive practice of harvesting small buds of a plant (Chébé, as locally known) and transforming it into a fine powder. They apply the powder to their hair over many hours of hair braiding, often in elaborate and specific styles that signal status, like marriage. They also consider the powder a great way to protect their hair from damage and to preserve length.2 All of this occurs despite the ongoing corruption,3 unstable government, and the other complex realities of one of the world’s most economically poor countries.4

Farther south, in Angola, the International Festival of Music from Sumbe, a.k.a. FestiSumbe, has held an (almost) annual celebration since 20025 that brings together some of the country’s best musical talents, as well as performers from other parts of Africa and its Diaspora. Thousands of Angolans attend the multi-day event, which takes place on a beach in Sumbe,6 the capital of Angola’s coastal province Cuanza-Sul. FestiSumbe is electrifying7 and has become an avenue to promote pride for Angolan music and culture. That it exists in the wake of Angola’s two-decade-plus civil war,8 which ravaged the country, and began the same year the devastating conflict ended, is no coincidence. FestiSumbe is a moment of powerful jubilee that brings people of all ages together9 amid a nation still recovering and rebuilding from colonial rule and the strife that ensued from its independence.
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By Laylah Amatullah Barrayn


And then in the Sahara region across the made-up borders of Niger, Mali, Libya, Algeria, and Burkina Faso, the seminomadic Tuareg people continue to cultivate their mind-blowing metal work and craftsmanship. Some of the finest jewelry of silver, iron, and other metals in the world can be credited to the Tuareg. Instantly recognizable by their unique and intricate designs, their work is forged, to this day, in mainly ancient practices passed down through generations. These practices have persisted through the difficult subsistence of navigating an arid desert, among the many challenges that come from the conflicts in which the Tuareg exist.

However old these traditions, they did not exist in a vacuum. They emerged even as horrible, despicable things happened. The chaos and challenges roiling must always get tended to, obviously. But joy is still a choice we make. History bears this out, past and present.

Storytelling has been one of the most consistent ways we illustrate the power of choosing joy. A memorable example is in 1975 when the ground broke, in the literary sense, and South African writer Miriam Tlali published her novel Muriel at Metropolitan during the apartheid regime. Tlali’s short and semi-autobiographical novel is mostly set at the main character Muriel’s workplace, a booming furniture store called Metropolitan Radio. This backdrop serves as an allegory for South Africa’s wider society—through the multiple languages spoken in the book, the power dynamics of employees at the store, and Muriel’s one-on-one encounters with secondary characters, like the store’s customers and neighbors. As an iconic and seminal work, Muriel at Metropolitan reflects the two worlds within one republic that Tlali describes in the book’s first chapter as, “The one, a white world—rich, comfortable, for all practical purposes organized—a world in fear, armed to the teeth. The
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Piece of Joy: Munganyende Hélène Christelle
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Media I: "Aint I a Woman?" by Sojourner Truth
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2019

Speech Entitled "Ain’'t I a Woman?
by
Sejourner Truth

Delivered at the 1851 Women's Convention in Akren,
Ohio

Well, children, where there is se much racket there
must be semething

out of kilter. I think that ‘twixt the Negroes of the
Seuth and the women

at the North, all talking about rights, the white men
will be in a fix pretty

soon. But what’s all this here talking about?

That man over there says that women need to be helped
inte carriages,

and lifted over ditches, and te have the best place ev~
erywhere. Nobody

ever helps me inte carriages, or over mud-puddles, or
gives me any best

place! And ain't I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm!
I have

ploughed and planted, and gathered inte barns, and ne
man could head

me! And ain't T alvvo.lau? I could werk as much and eat

as mu 3
man Aﬂ;}xéd 1| covlld get 1t - and bear the lash as wellt
And ain't I a ey = e
woman? &hﬂe. borne thirteen children, and Seen mest

all sal

slave E n I eried eut. ’dth my mother!s grier,
none b r - £
heard mel And aip't I a womar? 5 &
Then the; EFQ“ this thing in the head, what"l.’t
this ‘they e | - =)

(member of audi nee whisper{, "ir‘xtel}eét")'That's it,
heney. What's tEat‘ R,
got to do witi n's rights or Negraes' rights? If my
cup W 18‘\ 2%
buty a nd yeurs helds a quart, w&uldnﬁ. you be
mean et me w4
have my- iittle half measure full?.
Then that littlesfian in black there, he says women
€an't have as much.  ANg 2

/ rights as men, 'cau!g Christ Wssn't a vionamn lhere a:
your Christ
come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God
and a e

woman!

If the first woman G
g

turn the world * ’
ufBide, down all. e, theserwénen'xog

ta turn it E
“and get i)xﬂ‘ght de agai‘
o TP \

more to s
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