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How can hand crafted artifacts be used as tools 
to facilitate dialogue around crucial social topics?

Why did they run? Why didn’t they just lis-
ten to the police? What was he doing there 
anyway? These are questions that commonly 
arise after footage of a citizen being brutal-
ized by police officers in the United States of 
America (U.S.) is released. Although wider 
accessibility of personal recording devices 
has increased our ability to witness acts of 
police violence, it can still only provide us 
with a snapshot of the event and the lives 
of the people involved. These sort of ques-
tions exemplify the misunderstandings 
surrounding the deeper social dynamics be-
tween police officers and civilians. ‘So Black 
and Blue’ looks at the treatment of citizens, 
specifically from marginalized communities, 
and the systemic prejudices ingrained with-
in our current culture. This project explores 
how hand crafted artifacts, storytelling, and 
role play can be used as materials to help as-
sist discussion around difficult social topics.

3

Introduction



Image 1  :  Goldman, 2015

“Police misconduct- whether described as brutality, 
harassment, verbal abuse, or discourtesy- cannot be 
tolerated even if its infrequent. It contributes directly 
to the risk of civil disorder. It is inconsistent with the 
basic responsibility of a police force in a democracy. 
Police departments must have rules prohibiting such 
misconduct and enforce them vigorously.” - 1968, 
The Kerner commission on Civil Disorders (The Na-
tional Advisory on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 299, 305) 
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Part 1



Image 2  :  NAACP’s Publication The Crisis (1920)

A Modern Jim Crow   

There is a fear for safety experienced within 
marginalized communities that is absent in 
middle to upper socio-economic communities 
(Coates, 2015). Alexander argues that the 
systemic prejudice practiced in these com-
munities by police is a legacy passed down 
from the Black Codes, or Jim Crow Laws, of 
the past (Alexander, 2012). The Jim Crow 
laws were a set of laws established in the 
southern U.S. after the abolition of slaves. 
They were used as a way to control and 
criminalize freed blacks. These laws aimed 
at providing a villain or ‘other’ to place 
blame and act as a social smoke screen for 
the deep imbalance of wealth and power in 
America. (Bell, 200) This sort of patrolling 
has manifested itself into the current ‘bro-
ken window’ tactics of today’s police culture. 
‘Broken window’ tactics aim at penalizing 
citizens for minor infractions, in order to 
reduce the potential for more serious vio-
lations, often this strict patrolling can leave 
communities feeling held hostage (Surveil-
lance City & The Forgotten War, 2014). These 
tactics are enabled through rhetoric such 
as “war on crime,” “war on poverty,” and 
“war on drugs.” The police officers are pitted 
against the communities they are sworn to 
serve and protect and can resemble some-
thing closer to an occupying army (2014).
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Image 3  :  Racial Propaganda Cartoon, Demonstrating White Fear of “Negro Rule,” North Carolina, 1900.

Image 4  :  The Mount Airy Newspaper (1947 )

Images 5, 6, 7 : Surveillance City & The Forgotten War (2014)



Creating a Connection

“How do you ‘sell’ human rights to peo-
ple?” This was a question presented by 
Shami Chakrabarti CBE (2015), the di-
rector of Liberty, the British civil liberties 
advocacy organization, on 14 October at 
Barbican’s Open Salon. Before we consider 
how to proliferate and advocate for human 
rights, we must question where our ideas of 
what is right or wrong and fair formulate. 

The target demographic for this project are 
pre-teens between the ages of 9-13. These 
developmental years are a critical time in 
which we build personal values (Thomp-
son,2016) and begin to evaluate how one 
sees the world.  Pre-teens test their boundar-
ies and feel the limits of their moral compass 
through interactions with peers and family. 
By examining children’s reactions to today’s 
issues, a reflection is shown of what our 
society and current culture is teaching. Pre-
teens are a pertinent age group to work with 
because these are real circumstances that 
many of their peers face. In 2011, teenag-
ers between 14 ad 18 years made up 20% 
of those stopped by the New York City Police 
Department (Chang, 2012). Furthermore, 
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86% were African Americans and Latino.  
There is a different severity in lessons chil-
dren from affluent communities receive vers-
es children of marginalized communities in 
regards to conducting oneself around police 
authority figures (2012). This stems from a 
deep fear for protection of one’s body and 
safety experienced within marginalized com-
munities that is absent in middle to upper 
economic communities (Coates, 2015, p.90). 
Although ‘So Black and Blue’ deals primar-
ily with police and civilian relations, these 
scenarios closely parallel other exchanges 
of power including bullying. By using the 
design language of toys and animation, ‘So 
Black and Blue’ becomes more accessible 
and familiar to a younger audience. 

This project has the potential to bring per-
sonal stories of systemic prejudice and 
growing up in disenfranchised communi-
ties to a demographic that may not have a 
viable connection to these social crises. By 
cultivating a connection during these for-
mative ages, a catalyst for empathy and 
understanding towards complex social prob-
lems and human rights may be nurtured.

“Sometimes the best response to a powerful enemy is a 
powerful story.”- Canning, D. and Reinsborough, 2012
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Storytelling and Textiles

Textiles and ‘soft’ artifacts have often been 
used as a medium for storytelling. The Boro 
quilts of Japan and Gee’s Bend quilts of Al-
abama, U.S. are both examples of practical 
use items which use local, reclaimed materi-
als. These materials are given a second life 
and reveal insights about their communities. 
The Boro quilts connect us to Japan’s long 
tradition of indigo dying (Brooke, 2002). 
Gee’s Bend quilts reveal community’s eco-
nomic dependent ties to the Sear’s factory 
and how modern and minimal design can 
be achieved in relative isolation (Shaw, 
2015). Other textiles have been used as a 
political medium. The Arpilleras of Chile 
are hand appliquéd textiles that document 
the violence and repression suffered under 
the Pinochet dictatorship (Flood, 2014). The 
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Boise Peace Quilt Project, 1981-1988, was 
formed as a response to local government 
cutting funding for women’s health services 
(Blain, 1994). Practical textiles can also 
make us question and speculate into the life 
of the intended user. ’Needle work’ by Alli-
son Smith (2010) are copies of hand made 
gas masks. The hand quality to the work 
and inefficient design encourage the viewer 
to speculate about the original makers and 
creates a parallel between the vulnerability 
of the artifacts and the users. The evidence 
of the human hand emphasizes the connec-
tion of the person to political and social is-
sues. These examples are by no means an 
exhaustive list of the different ways textiles 
are used to explore concepts of identity. 



Image 8  :   de Boisbuchet (2014)

Image 10  :  Sri (2014)Image 9  :  Dent (2014)

Image 11  : Davies (2013) Image 12  :  Unknown (2010)

Image 13 :  Rothstein (1937)



Image 14  :  Roberta Bacic Collection (1979) 

Image 15 & 16  :  Alison Smith (2009)  
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“Each and everyday we are corralled through 
a landscape of performances.” -Unknown Artist

Change through Play
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‘So Black and Blue’ is a program that grants 
access to stories of social injustice and en-
ables people to participate in designing 
change through interacting with dolls and 
immersive theater. Through soft, crafted ar-
tifacts, social topics that may have taboo stig-
mas are given a non-threatening tangibility. 
Reichardt, (2014) who works with ceramics 
and mosaic, maintains that crafted artifacts 
have the power of alluring an audience in 
through the time, care, skill, and attention 
to detail imbued in the items. The gentleness 
and consideration taken to craft the item 
denotes a sense of safety. This moment of 
pause may allow the viewer to open up both 
“emotionally and intellectually”. This can be 
seen in the head scarves of the Mother’s of 
the Plaza de Mayo, an organization formulat-
ed in 1976 during Argentina’s “dirty wars.” 
(Boyd, 2012). Mother’s would gather in pro-
test wearing head scarves with the names of 
children whom had been “disappeared” by 
the military dictatorship. These emotionally 
charged artifacts created a narrative power 

analysis (Reinsborough, 2012), a method 
that examines the “intangible realm of 
stories, ideas, and assumptions” held by 
the public. A narrative power analysis aims 
to break down how these assumptions and 
narratives become ingrained in our public 
perception so that we can better confront 
them (2012). The dolls and costumes were 
created with the intention of employing the 
unassuming benignity of children’s toys to 
coax the audience into approaching difficult 
issues. Once the audience is engaged, a plat-
form is created to dissect radical and contro-
versial ideas. The juxtaposition of children’s 
artifacts with brutality evokes an absurdity 
to that aggressiveness. This challenges the 
current police practices by creating an eth-
ical spectacle which endeavors to persuade 
the audience towards a more progressive set 
of values (Duncombe, 2012). One hazard of 
using soft or hand crafted children’s artifacts 
are they could potentially trivialize the nar-
rator’s situation due to their juvenile nature.



Image 17  :  SUSANNEIARGENTINA (2011)
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‘So Black and Blue’ is a critical and problem 
solving project which incorporates auditory 
learning, interpretation, role playing, and 
discussion as key elements to foster em-
pathy. The narrator in ‘So Black and Blue,’ 
Robert, is from an impoverished black 
neighborhood in south west Houston, Texas. 
His personal connection to poverty and po-
lice corruption helps viewers build a better 
understanding of the systemic prejudice he 
faced growing up. The system is acted out 
through five stages which employ the basic 
four learning types: visual, auditory, kines-
thetic, and reading and writing (Children’s 
Learning Styles, 2014). While learning styles 
are critiqued for their effectiveness (Flem-
ing, 2012), there purpose is to connect with 
the audience through a broad range of tech-
niques. The varied range of learning styles 
increase the possibility of the material to 
reach each audience member effectively. Ar-
tistic projects such as this, which incorporate 
a multitude of access points create “spaces 
for those who might resist more convention-
al learning” (Anderson, 2011). The program 
requires a teacher or facilitator to guide the 
participants through the five stages: Observe, 
Re-enact, Identify, Re-imagine, and Connect.
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The first stage of the system, ‘Observe,’ en-
courages active listening. The participants 
are presented with a film animation which 
dramatizes a real life experience lived 
through by the narrator. ‘Observe’ activates 
visual and auditory learning. In stage two, 
‘Re-enact,’ the participants go through the 
scenario as they recall it dressed in cos-
tumes. This re-enforces the material and 
enables kinesthetic learning. The facilitators 
can examine which parts of the narrative had 
the most impression on the viewers. In stage 
three, ‘Identify,’ the participants discuss how 
it feels to be in each character’s position as 

that character. They form a tableau or freeze 
frame representation of moments of oppres-
sion and power within the scene. This is an 
opportunity for the group to discuss transfers 
of power and how environment, costume, 
and physical space can effect each character. 
Stage four, ‘Re-imagine,’ the participants 
create a different, more favorable outcome 
of the narrative. The scene is then acted out 
again with the students interventions im-
planted. The last stage is ‘Connection’. The 
participants write a letter to any character 
they wish. The structure, language, and tone 
of the letter is not defined by the facilitator.
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The participant is free to sympathize, ad-
monish, and/or praise without external 
influence. This relates to the reading-writing 
learning centers of the brain. This inter-
twines making and doing with self reflection 
and creates a more rounded experience. If 
possible, these letters may be then given to 
the real-life stakeholders in the scene. While 
the program is successful in connecting sto-
ries from marginalized voices, there is a no-
table absence of police presence. This delib-
erate choice was to prioritize the importance 

of the life as remembered by narrator and 
empower his voice within the experience. 
The police officers are important antagonists 
within the narrative, but their background 
or reasoning for action do not negate the 
protagonist’s point of view or justify their 
brutality. A limitation of this system is while 
dramatization of a scene and role playing 
may enable greater accessibility to the issue, 
there is a lack of direct connection between 
the narrator and the actors. The scenes 
are also vulnerable to prejudice and bias. 



Through storytelling and role playing we are 
able to make a personal connection with the 
narrator’s struggle and feel more connected 
to the issue. In traditional theater the au-
dience is a spectator without control and is 
limited to experiencing the story through the 
actions of the actors. The audience remains 
outside of the narrative. Through role play-
ing, the audience become participants in the 
narrative and can effect their own desired 
outcomes creating a deeper connection be-
tween the participants and the protagonist. 
The participants can change their perspective 
of a situation producing new relationships 
between the participant, character, and en-
vironment (Flood, 2014, p. 15). These princi-
ples are also practiced by Augusto Boal in the 
Theater of the Oppressed. Theater of the Op-

Image 18  :  Russell (2012)

28

pressed have cultivated tactics such as image 
theater, forum theater, legislative theater, 
and invisible theater which enable collabora-
tion and community-led involvement (Saxon, 
2012). Critics of this approach denote a con-
stant tension between “spontaneous cultural 
production” and “political self-reflection” 
(Linds, 1998). There is a tenuous balance 
between creating a work that is theatrically 
engaging whilst still politically perceptive. 
The ambitious outcome of this participatory 
engagement is to shift the audience’s posi-
tion on the spectrum-of-allies (figure 1) left 
towards active ally. This shift can also trick-
le out to wider networks of family, friends, 
and co-workers through dissemination of 
the narrative, (Russell, 2012, p.172) leading 
to a greater holistic movement of empathy.

“Every life is precious and every life deserves dignity” -Shami Chakrabarti CBE

Image 19  :  Burkman (2014)
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Image 20  :  Peace 2016 

Fetishizing of the ‘Other’

It can be unpredictable as to how the audi-
ence may react when presented with stories 
of oppression as exemplified in “The Cou-
ple in the Cage,” performed by Guillermo 
Gómez-Peña and Coco Fusco (1992-1993). 
They toured the U.S. presenting themselves 
as undiscovered Amerindians from an island 
off the Gulf of Mexico. They called their fic-
tional homeland Guatinau and themselves 
Guatinauis. The couple stood in a cage 
dressed in stereotypical tribal garments 
accompanied with artifacts from their is-
land. Their aim was to expose the racism, 
colonialism, and voyeurism in the frame in 
which they appeared. But instead of evoking 
disgust and outrage from their audience 
through the audacity of their performance, 
they were surprised when people actually 
believed in their authenticity and welcomed 
the postcolonial spectacle of the “na-
tive” people (Ginsberg, 2012, p.312-313).



Flood identifies four strategies for social 
change, direct action, speaking out, making 
worlds, and solidarity (2014, p.44, 60, 86, 
110). ‘So Black and Blue’ utilizes two of these 
techniques: making worlds and solidarity. By 
engaging through a stylized immersive the-
ater environment, the participants anticipate 
new ways of living and relating to each other 
(Flood, 2014, p.24). The dolls and costumes 
create solidarity between the participant and 
the narrator by personifying the objects and 
connecting them to a collective moment. 
This is evident in the Chamulita dolls of the 
EZLN (Zapatista Army of National Libera-
tion). The dolls are created in the likeness 
of EZLN leaders from local materials and 
techniques indigenous to the pre-Colum-
bian era (2014). The dolls have been sold 
to raise funds for the Zapatista movement. 

The role as designer within this project is 
to act as an interface between narrator 
and the audience through developing an-
imations, costumes, sets and supplemen-
tal materials. Workshops for the teacher 
or facilitator are lead prior to the event to 
aid in a productive session and dialogue.

32 Image 21  :  Hamilton 



The Dyadic Relationship
The artifacts are soft, child-like, and 
non-threatening to encourage the viewer 
to approach them through the lens of a 
child. The aim of this approach is to evoke 
a sense of naivety and innocence and 
allow the participant to let their guards 
down. The costumes enable users to em-
body the character while still acknowledg-
ing that they can never fully comprehend 
the totality of that person’s experiences. 
The narrator and the listener can then en-
gage in a dyadic storytelling relationship. 

Dyadic storytelling is a symbiotic relation-
ship between the narrator and the listen-
er. Both parties have an important role 
to play and are mutually benefitted. The 
narrator is empowered by being treated as 
an expert in their own lived experiences, 
and could come to unexpected resolutions 
or insights by sharing their stories (Pa-
lidofsky, 2010). The listener may gain new 
perspectives and greater understanding by 
attempting to view the situation through 
the life of the narrator rather than through 
their own experiences (Fairbairn, 2002). 

Afterwards, through dissemination of the 
narrative by the listener, a trickle out effect 
is initiated, potentially shifting the ally spec-
trum (Image 23) in relation to the narrator’s 
condition. Narrative paradigm, as developed 
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by Walter Fisher, concedes that all meaning-
ful communication comes from storytelling 
so long as it is coherent and credible (The 
Narrative Paradigm, 2014), but proponents 
of this attest that the concept is too broad, 
impossible to evaluate, and runs the risk of 
being indulgent. Regardless of an ability 
to be categorically gauged, storytelling is 
successful in creating a framework for com-
paring and contrasting shared experiences. 
Activities such as storytelling and immersive 
theater prioritize cooperation. The activities 
are group lead, therefore they can play out 
their own conclusions and are not restricted 
to a pre-set agenda (Anderson, 2011). The 
participants can then ruminate on their 
own moral compasses, personal values, 
and practices in relation to other groups 
(Drumm, 2013). The physical connection of 
role playing helps solidify the dyadic bond 
between the storyteller and the listener. A 
closed loop system is created between the 
narrators and participants through written 
communication. This encourages working 
with communities and recognizes them as 
a vital part of the research process. When 
working directly with the stakeholders we 
can receive an immediate feedback (Flood, 
2014, p. 24). This dyadic relationship is the 
first step towards co-production and effect-
ing change from a bottom up approach.



Image 22  :  Drumm 2013



A greater understanding of the “physical, 
emotional, and intellectual” aspects of a 
person can be gained through storytelling 
which gives us a fuller picture of the indi-
vidual (Drumm, 2013). By imagining how 
an event affected a person through role 
playing rather than a clinical analysis of a 
situation we encourage a person-centered 
approach and seeing people in the round.

Image 28   :  Baranda 2016 

“If you come only to help me, you can go back home. But if you consid-
er my struggle as part of your struggle for survival, then maybe we can 
work together.” -Aboriginal Activists Group, Queensland, attributed, 1970s
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Image 23   :  Gurbuz 2015

Strength in Solidarity
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The current climate of unrest within Amer-
ica’s police and civilian populations influ-
enced the current iteration of ‘So Black and 
Blue,’ but the concept and techniques can be 
utilized in a variety of different oppressed 
situations such as sexism, bullying, and 
classism. History has shown that the rights 
of people significantly increase when they 
organize. We can see this shift in African 
American rights in the U.S. after 1935 when 
civil rights groups began to organize. The 
National Association of the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) experienced a ten-
fold increase in membership (Kelley, 2000, 
loc. 409) Other groups, such as the Nation 
of Islam and Congress on Racial Equality 
also began to rise in popularity. These are 
the forebears of today’s various civil rights 
groups or collectives such as the American 
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the Black Lives 
Matter movement, and Cop Block. Each of 
these groups work towards keeping police 
accountable for their actions through or-

ganized protests, legislation, encouraging 
community policing, and viral campaigns. 
Memes and hashtag campaigns such as #IfI-
DieinPoliceCustody and #CrimingWhileWhite 
highlight the deep disparities in daily racial 
experiences. Amnesty International have 
released various reports including United 
States of America: Race, Rights and Police 
Brutality (1999), bringing these issues to an 
international platform (Nelson, 2000, loc. 
143). These strategies effectually engage the 
public and encourage participation, but they 
often fail to connect on a personal level. ‘So 
Black and Blue’ endeavors to connect more 
people intimately to the issues and gain a 
deeper understanding of systemic preju-
dice. It acknowledges that without working 
in tandem with current activist systems it is 
ineffectual at creating long lasting change. 
The goal is not to work in isolation, but to act 
as a small part in educating the public and 
create a more intimate bond to social issues.
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Image 24 :  Surveillance City & The Forgotten War (2014)
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Methodology and Process

The methods of research utilized were a com-
bination of sampling and designing, survey-
ing potential stakeholders, and consulting 
with experts. A series of samples made from 
low-tech materials and hacking of common-
ly used devices and systems were designed 
aimed at exploring the issues of police bru-
tality. The focus demographic was marginal-
ized, impoverished communities, therefore 
there was an emphasis on using cost effec-
tive materials and subverting inexpensive 
and easily accessible probes. The goal was to 
create ad hoc tools which aided in protection 
against overtly abusive police officers. De-
spite the fact that civilians attempting to keep 
police officers liable for their actions through

personal recording devices and internet 
dissemination has increased, there has 
been a very low rate of police successfully 
convicted (Simpson, 2015; Brown, 2015). 
Key intervention points were surveillance, 
aggressive brutality, and racial profiling. In 
communities such as Camden, New Jersey, 
the growing number of police implemented 
CCTVs have left citizens feeling as if they 
have had to trade off their freedom for 
security (Surveillance City & The Forgotten 
War 2014). Residents have resorted to mo-
bile phone apps which can hack into the 
police’s own radio communications. These 
subversions of devices, or disobedient ob-
jects, were a driving influence on my work.
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I consulted experts in social responsive de-
sign and military knowledge. Adam Thor-
pe, co-director of Design Against Crime, 
discussed with me the importance of using 
materials native to the user’s environment 
and artifacts commonly represented in 
everyday life. In his project Vexed Design, 
he designed ethically motivated product 
which were informed by society and social 
scenarios. These designs are intended to be 
a catalyst for social change by highlighting 
civil issues through commercial markets. 
Capt Palmer, British Army, advised on the 
type of protective kit employed in Afghani-
stan and the rational behind the design. She 
provided valuable user insight. We studied 
each piece, taking note of the weight, thick-
ness, and effectiveness of each artifact.
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I set out to create non-lethal interventions 
that could be made and carried by average 
citizens such as Taser-proof vests or systems 
of community managed surveillance drones.  
I created a material that was layers of quilt-
ed denim, a conductive fabric, and layer of 
rubber for extra protection. The layers of 
denim prevented the Taser from connecting 
with the body while the conductive material 

completed the charge of the Taser within the 
fabric opposed to within the body. I added 
an extra layer of rubber as a last defense 
guard. I was challenged with working out 
a system for these pieces to be made by 
community members and the low actuality 
of civilians actually wearing such garments 
do to their laborious and cumbersome na-
ture. While I was excited by the prospect of 

community managed surveillance systems, 
I ultimately felt that this created a deep-
er divide between the police and civilians 
which is counter to producing a more uni-
fied community. Further research revealed 
that ‘non-lethal’ weapons may prove deadly 
when abused. As was the case of Gregory 
Towns Jr., who was Tasered 13 times by 
police in April 2104, resulting in his death 

(Crook, 2014). In addition, this method 
did not address deeper policy issues with-
in current police departments: inadequate 
training, lack of diversified hiring, and an 
absence  of community-based policing (Kel-
ley, 2000, loc. 710) The goal changed to en-
abling understanding of the system rather 
than creating a deeper divide and mistrust.



Interfaces such as children’s toys and role 
playing games (RPG) were explored, con-
necting parent’s fear for their children and 
the common thread of childhood to the 
project. I looked to role playing and inno-
vative board gaming communities, such as 
Finchley’s Game Club of London, to advise 
me on popular tactics and gaming devices. 
While this market is effective in creating 
devices that can both engage and present 
moral dilemmas, I felt the message may po-
tentially be lost to a niche group of gamers. 
Dolls were created to help visualize a tactile 
scene of Tamir Rice’s death. Rice, twelve 
years old, was shot to death in 2014 when 
police mistook his toy pistol for a real one. 
Police were not informed by Dispatch that 
the gun was believed to be fake by the civil-
ian that called it in. The aim was to create a 
three-dimensional freeze frame of the scene 
in order to examine components at different 
angles. The limitation to this display was 
that it did not help explain what happened 
before or after the event so the viewer was 
subjected to a highly bias interpretation of 
the situation. The dolls were then animat-
ed through stop-motion film, which helped 
to bring more dimension to the characters, 
but did not satisfy my goal of engaging the 
public. By connecting previous areas of re-
search, role playing and animated dolls, a 
solution was provided to incorporate partic-
ipants as well as provide them with a more 
dynamic background of the protagonist.



The narrator, Robert Daniel Maxwell Jr., was 
utilized as his life’s story connects growing 
up in a marginalized community with deal-
ings with the law. At a young age, Maxwell, 
joined the Bloods, a gang in the U.S., and 
became involved in criminal activities. 
Throughout his teen years he was in and out 
of juvenile detention. Eventually, at the age 
of 20 he was sentenced to 30 years in prison 
and served 11. After interviewing Maxwell, 
footage was taken of the neighborhood 
he grew up and the main settings preva-
lent throughout his story. These interviews 
highlighted recurring themes including lack 
of positive role models, insufficient public 
services, and the disconnection between 
academic education and his daily realities. 
I was drawn to his distinction between po-
lice brutality and police corruption. He 
states that the aggressive force from police 
officers present in his life were results from 
a corrupt system that enabled the police 
officers to take advantage of the neighbor-
hood in terms of selling drugs and taking 
bribes from gang members. The use of force 
was a tool to assert dominance and set up 
a code of conduct. By bringing these testi-
monies to light we may begin to dissect un-
derlying motivators for systemic prejudice.
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Conclusion

‘So Black and Blue’s’ attempt to create bridg-
es between communities and help foster em-
pathy in people was an ambitious objective. 
The successful conclusions of this project’s 
ability to design impactful interventions is 
difficult to evaluate because it relies on less 
tangible and ‘softer’, but no less crucial, 
dimensions of change within attitudes and 
feelings of empowerment. It is also import-
ant to note that attitudes and identities can 
change well in advance of behavior (Ander-
son, 2011). Through storytelling and role 
playing, the participant leaves the experi-
ence with a small notion of how it is to live 
as another person and has a greater under-
standing for their condition. ‘So Black and 
Blue’ needs further and varied user testing 
as well as more prolonged observation of 
the participants in which the time-limited du-
ration of the project could not supply. I will 
continue to explore a variety of art-based 
formats that better help to question current 
systemic practices regarding social issues 
and human rights through this project. Fur-
ther investigation will be made into what 
drives societies to create hierarchies within 

and the need to denote an ‘other.’ The next 
step for ‘So Black and Blue’ is to collaborate 
with The New Leaf Project, a non-profit or-
ganization that facilitates the rehabilitation 
and integration of convicted felons back into 
society as useful, productive, and positive cit-
izens. The organization is based out of Tex-
as. We are working on a proposal in which 
the ex-convicts are involved in the making 
of the characters and the production of their 
narrated film. We would then bring these 
projects to community workshops where the 
participants may have direct access to the 
narrators. Bringing the project back to the 
community, especially school age children, 
is good opportunity to affect an area de-
scribed by Maxwell, the film’s protagonist, 
as a place “where the realities of life didn’t 
match up with the realities of home.” As 
well as reports from prisoners stating that 
“school had not provided positive learn-
ing experiences for most of them” (Ander-
son, 2011).   Through empathy and compas-
sion we can disrupt current police culture 
by demanding change from the bottom up.
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Appendix

My name is Robert Daniel Maxwell. I am. In 
terms of how I look, I’d say I’m really hand-
some. haha. I’ma typical, typical black man.

I grew up in the southwest side of Houston Texas. At 
that time in the 1980s, I so happened to grew up in 
the blacker area of Southwest Area. In the poverty 
stricken area. the level of education wasn’t proper-
ly taught to the students because, again we lived 
in a low income poverty stricken area and uh, the 
teachers that were teaching us came from the same 
area. you know same up bringing and same pover-
ty stricken area. So their ability to teach us proper 
teaching, in terms of what we need to know was 
kinda stagnated at best. you know because they 
could only teach us what they know and what they 
knew. so society will say that we are a product of our 
environment. uh we would say coming out of that 
environment we was only, we was only taught what 
we were given. we were only taught what we saw. 

Im not gonna, I’m not gonna, I’m not gonna sit here 
an you know say that police brutality was prominent 
in our neighborhoods. but what i can uh… attest to is 
that, police corruption was apart of our upbringing be-
cause of the fact that, you had, police officers in units, 
patrolling the areas was actually contributing to the 
violence and the drug activities in our area, so, when 
you have that, then, its not longer police brutality, its 

corruption. so what comes with that is if you don’t 
abide by the code that they have applied and taught 
in the streets in that particular neighborhood then, 
those officers will whop you, beat you. But thats not 
brutality, that somewhat of police corruption. so, thats 
what we had to deal with growing up. so, thats, thats, 
that is what i witnessed, uh, what i was apart of. I can 
remember, i can recall when i was 13 years old I had 
been selling drugs. and uh. i was a runaway apart of 
the inner urban community’s corruption. in terms of 
drug dealing, gang activities. Two white HPD officers 
approached me. I had already gotten rid of the drug. 
and. They took me down a a dark street. we called it 
bobwhite, uh killers row. death row. in terms of going 
down the street you seldom not to come back because 
of the beating the officers would give you. but this 
officer had asked me my age and i had told him i was 
thirteen and uh, he assumed i was lying. handcuffed 
me to the door. beat me up. threw drugs on me. took 
me to juvenile. say i had drugs in my possession. 
and that happened when i was thirteen. it happened 
again when i was fifteen. same law. same officers on 
duty. same area. but this time it happened.. to four 
of us. instead of me. so all four of us witnessed the 
corruption of these two particular officers. we called 
them batman and robin. batman and robin come 
through the neighborhoods on tuesday and thursday 
randomly peak. black teenagers and black men that 
hung out on corners and sold drugs and took their 
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monies and beat us mercilessly. I can, I witnessed a 
civilian get killed by a white officer because he was 
reaching, the african american male was reaching in 
the glove compartment, and.. the officer seen some-
thing shining in the glove compartment and opened 
fire… and he his body is riddled with bullets because 
you see something shiny in the glove compartment 
and you identified as a black male suspect during a 
routine traffic stop. now at what point did you see 
this black african male civilian become a suspect 
because he reached in the glove compartment. 
you know. you see what i am saying. and. i just, i 
believe that has no justifiable means to use. using 
such  force when the civilian is only doing. following 
protocol in getting his insurance, license, anything.

My father lost control of my direction at 12. 13. yeah 
12-13. i was uh, i was involved with the bloods, grow-
ing up. yeah i was. i was a blood. you know, growing 
up in the neighborhoods we all uh, sticked together. 
the familiarity in the neighborhood, uh went from 
being familiar and friends to an organized setting. 
an organized culture. an organized set of people that 
were in this neighborhood in which we claimed. for-
mer gang members will all attest to what I’m about 
to say is that everybody looks for a leader. every-
body looks to follow something or some purpose. we 
looked upon older, older brothers in the hood. we 
seen it as a way of leadership, a way of protection, a 

way of seeing society as a, as a whole in terms of a 
group setting. you know we don’t have anything. the 
neighborhood would supply. unfortunate you know. 
the majority of the supply was drug violence and uh, 
gang activities. but uh, you still had, you still learn 
from it as well. you still have learning curves because 
its a choice that we make. and uh, sometimes in our 
neighborhood the only choices we had as an african 
american males is the people that we see. is drug, 
gang. the activities that going on in the neighbor-
hood. So we gravitate to that and as we gravitate to it 
and we young. our choices no longer became a choice 
its a way of living. i want you to put that in bold face. 
we seen we saw and we became apart of. and that 
thats thats critical for an african american male. and 
our identities cultivate from what we saw and what 
we witnessed and became apart of. So I’m no longer 
Robert Maxwell. I’m what the streets describe me as. 
a killer, a drug dealer, a gang member, and all of 
the above. so I’m no longer Robert Maxwell from the 
birth of my mother now I’m the product of my envi-
ronment, that which birthed me and gave me an iden-
tity that fits the society or fits the neighborhood or 
environment. i became that because my choice is no 
longer became a choice it became a way of my living.
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