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Although Kara Walker’s A Subtlety or the Marvelous Sugar Baby exhibition has been

well-attended and widely reviewed, the exhibition has also been fraught with a lack

of on-site critical engagement. Some visitors have even responded to the work in ways 

that are racist, sexist, classist—adding insult to historical and present injuries.

On June 22, a mass gathering entitled “We Are Here”—coordinated by and for people of 
color—succeeded in reversing this trend (weareherekwe.tumblr.com). Continuing in this 
spirit, today, July 5, Free University-NYC gathers artists, historians, educators, poets, anti-
eviction/gentrification organizations, film-makers, and more to create an interactive "pop-up" 
series of performances and dialogues inside and outside the exhibition. As today is a day after 
a highly illusory national holiday, and a day before the exhibition closes, we aim for these 
interactions to be reflective, concrete, and forward-moving. We invite you to witness, reflect, 
participate, and collectively create this event with us and each other.
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Free university-NYC welcomes you to


Subtleties of Resistance





"These wretched people are to be sold singly, or in lots, to suit purchasers. They are food for the cotton-field, and the deadly sugar-mill."


—Frederick Douglass, "What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?" (1852)





Program of Events








12pm - Free University group meets at corner of Kent Ave and Grand St to enter line together at *12:15pm sharp* with flag/sign to identify our presence.�1pm-1:30pm - (inside exhibition) performances by Brian Jones, Sofía Gallisá, and Tracie Morris, followed by group dialogue.


2pm-3pm – Free U community picnic at Grand Ferry Park (BYOgoodies).


3pm-5pm - (outside at Grand Ferry Park) workshops/dialogues/teach-ins, featuring NYC groups against eviction and gentrification, Nicole Fleetwood and Sable Smith, Ricardo Waldron, and Tidal Magazine. 


8:30pm - (Kent Ave and Grand St) free outdoor community film screening with Uniondocs, featuring “Domino Sugar–1989” and "Third Shift.”
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The Free University of New York City is an experiment in radical community education and an attempt to create education as it ought to be, building on the historic tradition of movement freedom schools. First conceived as a form of educational strike in the run up to May Day, 2012, Free University-NYC has since organized numerous days of free crowd-sourced education in parks, public spaces, museums, and subway stations in New York City. 





Our project is born out of a recognition that the current system of higher learning is as unequal as it is unsustainable, while vast sources of knowledge across communities are all-too-hidden and undervalued. With tuition increasing at public and private colleges, the exploitation of adjunct labor, and the larger and larger amounts of debt that students are expected to take on, a university education is becoming a rarefied commodity only available to the few. As a study/action alternative, Free University-NYC welcomes diverse networks of political education to learn, grow, and transform society together.





What is the significance of staging this exhibit in this plant?


“The factory complex on the Brooklyn waterfront originally opened in 1856. By 1870, it was processing more than half of the sugar consumed in the United States, was rebuilt in 1882 after a fire, and continued to refine sugar until its doors closed in 2004 [after] ongoing labor conflict with Domino Sugar Corporation...resulted in the longest strike in the history of New York City.”


—Leigh Raiford and Robin Hayes, “Fallen Domino” (2014)


What happened to the people who worked here?


“In spite of the difficult working conditions, jobs at the Refinery remained the best opportunities available for many because of the benefits, which included paid vacation and paid sabbatical every year… Domino Factory jobs, the last large scale factory work left in Brooklyn, enabled its unionized workers the ability to raise and educate their children in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Clinton Hill, Williamsburg, and other neighboring communities that since 2004 have increasingly priced out working class families.”


—Leigh Raiford and Robin Hayes, “Fallen Domino” (2014)


Why are some calling this sculpture a “sphinx mammy”?


“A house slave and then a domestic, but not fully domesticated, for the viewer she [the mammy] is an (other) indicator of desire and its absence, a placeholder, a cipher. With so much projected into and onto her figure, no wonder the mammy becomes large, superabundant, splits into more of herself. Impossible to contain her in one body, impossible not to see her, she circulates widely but remains invisible none the less. Having, as Walker says, no place in the memory of her creators as a creation she becomes a realized figment of collective imagination, an avatar of the collective unconscious. A phantasmatic figure, she is everywhere, in every place.”


— Christina Sharpe, Monstrous Intimacies (2010)


Why is she exposed?


“Excess flesh is an enactment of visibility that seizes upon the scopic desires to discipline the black female body through a normative gaze that anticipates its rehearsed performance of abjection ... Excess flesh does not destabilize the dominant gaze or its system of visibility. Instead it refracts the gaze back upon itself. To enact excess flesh is to signal historical attempts to regulate black female bodies, to acknowledge black women's resistance to the persistence of visibility and to challenge debates among black activists and critics about what constitutes positive or productive representation of blackness.”


—Nicole Fleetwood, Troubling Vision (2011)


Is it possible to get a full or accurate picture of the horrors of slavery?


“The archive of slavery rests upon a founding violence. This violence determines, regulates and organizes the kinds of statements that can be made about slavery and as well it creates subjects and objects of power. The archive yields no exhaustive account of the [enslaved] girl’s life, but catalogues the statements that licensed her death. All the rest is a kind of fiction: sprightly maiden, sulky bitch, Venus, girl. The economy of theft and the power over life, which defined the slave trade, fabricated commodities and corpses. But cargo, inert masses, and things don’t lend themselves to representation, at least not easily?”


— Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts” (2008)


Are black artists representatives of their people?


“When black artists become publicly visible only one at a time, their work is burdened with a whole range of extra-artistic concerns precisely because, in their relatively isolated position as one of the few black practitioners in any given field—film, photography, fine art—they are seen as “representatives” who speak on behalf of, and are thus accountable to, their communities. In such a political economy of racial representation where the part stands in for the whole, the visibility of a few token black public figures serves to legitimate, and reproduce, the invisibility, and lack of access to public discourse, of the community as a whole.” — Kobena Mercer, Welcome to the Jungle (1994)

















The following questions and quotations are meant to guide and inspire you in engaging with the exhibition before, during, and after your visit.





What is a black aesthetic?


“The black aesthetic turns on a dialectic of luxuriant withholding – abundance and lack push technique over the edge of refusal so that the trouble with beauty, which is the very animation and emanation of art, is always and everywhere troubled again and again. New technique, new beauty.”


— Stefano Harney & Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study (2013)


How is this artwork making people feel? Is that meant to be part of the artwork?


“The exhibition can also be understood in the multidimensional forms of affect that result from witnessing it. If we think about the history of racial visibility (most notably the Fanonian "Look, a Negro!" moment), certain affective reactions to the black body often manifest as fear, disgust, etc. These reactions largely serve to contain the black body and to limit its possibilities. What is so compelling about the affective reactions to the Marvelous Sugar Baby is that the exhibit produces other affective possibilities that reframe these learned emotive reactions. A few that I have heard expressed or experienced are: pride, pain, and mourning – if we return to notion of resurrection. That Walker's exhibit could offer these possibilities is powerful. In producing this exhibit, she continues the efforts of black artists who are reframing the spectacle of blackness in order to affirm black humanity.”


—Stacie McCormick, Texas Christian University


Do the melting “Sugar Babies” and the puddles of molasses at their feet function like the excremental puddles in some of Walker’s other iconic work? Do these puddles make or encourage viewers to see and smell and feel and encounter the making excremental of those who work the cane,  and those who worked in the now-closed and soon-to-be demolished factory, those who are extruded to make way for luxury apartments?


—Christina Sharpe, Tufts University


Aren't we invited to take and share pictures? Should I put thought into what picture I take and how I share them?


"The Photograph is violent: not because it shows violent things, but because on each occasion it fills the sight by force, and because in it nothing can be refused or transformed (that we can sometimes call it mild does not contradict its violence: many say that sugar is mild, but to me sugar is violent, and I call it so."


– Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (1980)


Is the exhibition politically liberating for people of color?


“What is the responsibility of the artist? Is it different for a Black artist who creates in the midst of political struggle? I first saw Walker’s work more than a decade ago in Boston and remembered studying her panorama of black silhouettes. Violent sex, violent lashings, prancing slave owners and mutilated black bodies wrapped the room. The spark of her art came from taking the form of 19th century visual vocabulary, quaint history book illustration, and using it to represent the actual brutality occurring at the time. Standing there, I admired her technical ability and also, her vision, to force us to read the suppression of real violence under an epoch’s ideology. And yet, I wondered even then, if exposing the details of Black victimization was truly freeing if it simply triggered the pain of people of color, and in the precarious atmosphere of the nearly all-white art world at that.”


—Nicholas Powers, “Why I Yelled at the Kara Walker Exhibit,” The Indypendent


How can art be politically liberating?


“What I think of the exhibit will not be shamed into submission because of people’s bad behavior in light of the majesty of Walker’s composition. Anyone who is comfortable disrespecting Walker’s sphinx based on their immaturity as well as their social privilege in the world, doesn’t deserve the respect of my attention. And they’re not going to respect the Black female body anyway, whether Kara Walker makes work that features our bodies or not. 


The sphinx has a beautiful body. She has a beautiful face. She is nude and adorned. She is like the living and she is like a ghost guiding the souls of her children who suffer from forced labor and are dying as a result. Her whole self begins at the punctum of the two pin pricks of her head tie. As my mother said, when she saw Kara Walker’s exhibit the first time, she is our sphinx. And yes, I see that she is.”                   —Tracie Morris, Pratt College


Did people of color protest museums and art institutions in the 1960s and ‘70s, and has anything changed today? 





Inspired by the Freedom Movement, Black and Puerto Rican artists began to organize during the 60s and 70s. Spiral, and later the Black Emergency Arts Coalition, The Puerto Rican Art Workers Coalition, AWC Black Bloc all questioned the position of people of color in major New York museums, galleries, and other cultural institutions. Many demands were made to the Metropolitan Museum, Whitney Museum, and the MoMa. These groups demanded that more artists of color be included in all levels of the museum operation–from staff, directors, and curators, to exhibiting artists and permanent collections. 





While some demands were met, we should ask again of these museums, has anything changed? Within the past year, there have been several POC art protests. We should look, read, and listen to their voices and demands to better assess the current situation: Adrian Piper withdraws from NYU exhibit; Chaun Webster, Jeremiah Bey Ellison, Arianna Genis, Shannon Gibney, and Valerie Deus write an open letter to The Walker Center before the opening of 12 Years a Slave; Yams Collective withdraws from the Whitney Biennial; BDS Arts Coalition protests Creative Time’s Living as Form art installation appearing at Technion - Israel Institute of Technology in clear violation of art boycott against apartheid. 


—Antonio Serna, ArtCommons

















The following questions and quotes are meant to guide and inspire you in engaging with the exhibition before, during, and after your visit.











“Slave and proletarian together powered the imperial economic system that kept the one supplied with manacles and the other with sugar and rum.”


—Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power, (1985)


At the very least, it demands a comprehensive rethinking of the impact of the brutal market activity in human beings which culminated in coffee, sugar, chocolate and tea, not to mention new forms of banking, insurance and governmental administration, becoming familiar – even essential – elements in the common European habitus.” 


—Paul Gilroy “The Sugar You Stir...” (2000).


“Systematically denied slaves in the cane fields, it is sugar that they continuously thiefed, broke, melted, burned, fermented, and reconstituted to meet their needs: insisting on being both/and, either/neither, endlessly shifting combinations of black ladies and Amazons, women and not-women, obinrin and machas, making this strategically unstable composite mean otherly than what colonists ever imagined.”


— Natasha Omise’eke Tinsley, Thiefing Sugar (2010)


"Their masters poured burning wax on their arms and hands and shoulders, emptied the boiling cane sugar over their heads, burned them alive, roasted them on slow fires, filled them with gunpowder and blew them up with a match; buried them up to the neck and smeared their heads with sugar that the flies might devour them..."


—CLR James, The Black Jacobins, (1963)


"I imagine evening on Plantation Enmore: The drunken, sticky scent of scorched cane spikes the air. The fields have been set on fire, and ash from the singed leaves settles on everything. The flames are consuming the danger of the cane leaves, which wound like razors, their tapered edges elegant but sharp. The flames are chasing the rats and snakes slithering through the purple-green stalks of flowering cane. The fires are easing the way for coolies to weave in and out with their cutlasses. Once the sun rises, the men will deliver blow after blow, leaving behind only stumps of amputated cane. But now they sit cross-legged on the floor outside their barracks. The women share their anticipation. Crickets call out in the coming dark. Crappo* answer. The immigrants add their voices to the encircling racket."


– Gaiutra Bahadur, Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture (2013)


“We used to steal sugar as children. The dark brown sugar was always kept in a clear glass jar with a metal screw cover in Bajan kitchens of my childhood. The much more refined sugar, white sugar, was well hidden, difficult to find, kept for special occasions. It was the dark sugar we could steal. The white sugar was sent to the island, a return process, that made it more special and thus more desired than the dark sugar. Stealing sugar was such a big part of Bajan childhoods, that children shared their stolen sugar with their friends as a treat. A moment of bonding. Stealing sugar cane from plantations as one got older was a necessary part of an emerging masculinity. I later learned that stealing sugar also meant having sex – heterosexual sex that is.


Sometime in the 1970s, I recall conversations in Barbados about diversifying the economy beyond sugar. I was still a child. I recall conversations about improving and promoting tourism much more. I recall conversations about an oil crisis. Tourism is now the leading economic driver of the Barbadian economy. It replaced sugar. Real estate, beach-front real estate might soon rival tourism – the two are linked anyway. A whole lot of stealing sugar is central to tourism. The Europeans come by the thousands for tourism’s sugar in the winter months. I have witnessed the returns of white tourists for dark sugar as an adult.”


—Rinaldo Walcott, “Sugar: Sweet/Bitter” (2014)


The black man


together with the plantation.





The Yankee


on the plantation.





The earth


beneath the plantation.





Our blood 


drains out of us! 


—Nicolás Guillén, “Cane” (1930)


(It is true they are rounding off this season with sonnets


for us to do so would remind me too much


of the sweet cane-juice foaming in those hilltop


  distilleries


when the slow lean oxen turn round and round to the buzz-buzz of mosquitos





Look! Depestre the poem is no sugar-mill


to grind the cane-stalk


and if rhymes are flies on the ponds


then without rhymes


for a whole season


far from ponds


with me your partner


let us laugh drink and be maroons together) 





—Aimé Césaire, from “The Verb “Maronner”/ for René Depestre, Haitian poet” (1955)




































































Enslaved workers’ punishment for stealing the sugar that they produced.

















Fugitive Sweetness: Sugar, Slavery & Resistance








there are rules you know


you have to play by the rules


until you can get to a point


where you will have power


and eventually make changes


and make your won history


MAKE my own history


Make my OWN history


Make my own HISTORY


my history has already been made


do I have to name them


	retrace the lineage


		my lineage


			Our lineage


the millions and millions of lives


	of pacifists


		of fighters


		of warriors


the lives of those


who committed suicide


who fought


who claimed freedom and made it theirs


why do I have to start over


why do I have to start over


why do I have to start over


—Gina Athena Ulysse, “5-minute manifesto” (excerpt, 2014)





What is gentrification?


"One of the central themes upon which this group is coalescing is gentrification. Simply put, gentrification is a process by which wealthier people geographically and economically displace less wealthy people. In truth, this process has taken many forms throughout many cultures and civilizations. In its present form, gentrification and the rise of suburbia go hand-in-hand.


It is also important to note that it’s not just a mixture of cars and wealth that drove the rise of suburbia in America. Many groups took part in making the suburbs ideal to middle and upper class white people. Advertising and entertainment set to work creating the ideal American family set behind their white picket fence in suburbia. Television shows depicting these families proliferated on the limited television channels. Realtors, too, played their part by igniting racist hysteria. If a black or minority family were to move into a neighborhood, realtors would pass out pamphlets encouraging homeowners to sell as soon as possible before prices dropped. Before long, everyone was gone. "


—Justin Ray, "The Racist-Classist Roots of Suburbanization-Gentrification" (2014)


Is gentrification inevitable?


“I was back there once before [the installation] when we were lobbying for better housing (about 3 or 4 years ago)...We don’t want luxury apartments...Why should someone who has a lot of money come from upstate or from Connecticut and benefit rather than people who have lived there all their life? It has been a long delay because the developers only want to give a small percentage...for regular people like me.”


—Robert Shelton, ex-Domino Sugar worker and “A Subtlety” interpreter quoted in Leigh Raiford and Robin Hayes, “Fallen Domino” (2014)





Fugitive Sweetness: Sugar, Slavery & Resistance, Continued.


What is a “sugar subtlety”?


From the first stages of European exploration, sugar was both valuable in itself and a multifaceted sign of wealth.  England in particular had a complex relationship to sugar: what was known as “banqueting stuffe”— confections ranging from preserved fruits and syrups to elaborate marzipan sculptures—was an important facet of identity formation. Early colonizers went to the Americas almost literally with visions of sugar plums dancing in their heads. Later, they would use a complex culinary language to describe and promote the “sugar boom” in Barbados and the colonization of the English Caribbean in the seventeenth century.  From initial worries about having enough indentured servants to fulfill demand, to debates about the economics of slave labor, to fears of mutual slave and servant uprisings, labor in Caribbean colonies was a chief concern throughout this time. In the face of rapid change from reliance on white indentured laborers who were still subjects to enslaved Africans who were made commodities, the English drew on peculiarly effective aesthetic strategies to narrate the new and peculiar institution of transatlantic slavery. Thus the language of sugar simultaneously heightened the desire for luxury goods created by slave labor and effaced the subjection of African bodies to capitalist exploitation and the brutal technologies of the sugar mill.


            —Kim F. Hall, Sweet Taste of Empire (in progress)





What additional readings, projects, writing prompts, and performances would you like to share? 


Help us crowd-source a living curriculum for FreeUniversityNYC.org


Send suggestions to FreeUniversityNYC@gmail.com














“redefining sweetness


in our lives”


Kara Walker’s installation challenges us to redefine sugar, its place in history, and its place in our lives. The installation offers an argument for becoming mindful of the catastrophes in the creation of sugar, the bodies and minds wasted to produce a false sense of a taste of sweetness. For in the bodies/minds/spirits ravaged through sugar’s production, sweet taste becomes illusory, a poison that colonial and post-colonial consumers mistake for pleasure or comfort. Instead, the sweetness of refined sugar remains unnatural, bitterness disguised in every white deceptive granule.


This writing prompt invites writers to reflect on definitions of sweetness that avoid the material realities and metaphors of sweetness. What could the taste of sweetness become in a truly equitable society? What could become the look, feel, sound, scent of sweetness experienced through practices of freedom and justice? Imagine the sweetness you wish to see in the world, and reflect on what you imagine in writing. Share your writing with others. Make plans to transform reflection into action after beyond this Free University gathering.


—Free University-NYC educator Susan Naomi Bernstein (susan.naomi@gmail.com)


Share your writing via email to FreeUniversityNYC@gmail.com.


Further Contacts/Resources


Nicole Fleetwood - amerstudies.rutgers.edu/nicole-r-fleetwood


Sofía Galissá - hatoreina.com


Brian Jones - brianpjones.tumblr.com


Tracie Morris - traciemorris.com


Tavia Nyong’o - nyongo.wordpress.com (Tremendous gratitude to Tavia for compiling materials and designing this pamphlet!!!)


Sable Smith - sableelysesmith.com





ArtCommons -artcommons.org


BDS Arts Coalition - bdsartscoalition.org


Coalition Moratorium to Protect Prospect Park - mtopp.org


Crown Heights Tenants Union - crownheightstenantunion.org


NYC Anti-Eviction Network - lists.occupy.net/lists/info/nycantieviction


Reclaim Bushwick - Facebook.com/pages/ Reclaim-Bushwick/664471223623389


Take Back the Land - takebacktheland.org


Tidal Magazine - tidalmag.org


UnionDocs - www.uniondocs.org


#WeAreHere - weareherekwe.tumblr.com





Stay connected with Free University-NYC


� HYPERLINK "mailto:FreeUniversityNYC@gmail.com" �FreeUniversityNYC@gmail.com��� HYPERLINK "http://FreeUniversityNYC.org" \t "_blank" �FreeUniversityNYC.org��� HYPERLINK "http://Facebook.com/FreeUniversityNYC" \t "_blank" �Facebook.com/FreeUniversityNYC�


Save the date! Saturday, July 12, 12pm:   Free University picnic at Prospect Park, BK. 


Thanks to Kara Walker, Creative Time, and Williamsburg for hosting us! 




















Writing Prompt / Contacts 				Notes / Reflections

















