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Abstract 
Political organizing—the work of building relationships and capacity to execute collective 

action and bring about social change—is an embodied practice. It is learned by doing as people meet, 

in person or virtually, to hone skills, grow in relationship, develop leadership, and engage in 

intentional action to shift power. The long hours and commitment that organizers dedicate to 

building and executing campaigns requires intense bodily engagement. The exhaustion, concern, 

hope, and elation involved all fall on the body. Race, class, gender, and nationality differences also 

mark bodies, impacting who organizes, from what standpoint, and with what stakes, as well as the 

issues and urgencies evoked.  

While somatic and contemplative practices, which foreground the internal experience of the 

body and the information it holds, are being taught as organizing competencies by groups such as 

Black Organizing for Leadership and Dignity and generative somatics, the relevance of embodiment 

to organizing is not widely accepted or known. Paying close attention to the body can strengthen and 

deepen organizing work by providing insight into how to ground in presence in order to build 

relationships and earn trust, to expand political education through embodied proposals, to better 

assess the balance of power within and beyond campaigns by considering who is moving and how, 

and to provide resources to counter burnout and increase care. Transformative experiences as a 

movement artist and organizer in Brazil and in the United States serve as the basis for this MFA 

thesis project, which applies embodied lessons I learned in Brazil about how to disorient from U.S. 

hegemony and white supremacy in my home context in the United States. It is a proposal for 

movement-based relational organizing in response to the call from leaders of the Black freedom 

movements from the 1960s through to the present for white people to “organize your own.” 
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Prelude 
Oct 30, 2020, Durham, NC, USA—It is the day before the last day of early voting in North 
Carolina and I’m driving fast from my home in Durham to a neighborhood in nearby 
Morrisville to meet my father to go canvassing. I have been facilitating a team of canvass 
volunteers from behind my computer screen for the past ten days. With everything in order 
at our virtual field office, I can get out and engage my physical body in contacting voters 
whose absentee ballots were rejected and who need to take action to ensure their vote is 
counted. I run through the action steps and instructions for volunteer canvassers in my 
mind: 
 
Participate in a virtual training, join a launch briefing on Zoom from your computer or phone, pick up 
literature and PPE from headquarters, receive a list number via text and load it in your app, navigate to the 
first address, park, write a note by hand on a piece of literature, put on your mask, walk up to the house, 
knock on the door, stand back six feet. If someone answers, introduce yourself and follow the script for a 
conversation about the status of their ballot, sharing the pathways for resolution and urging them to take 
action. If no one comes to the door, leave the literature and move on to the next house.  
 
Dad and I are guests in this community, and we have the names of the candidates we 
support displayed on our shirts. We are moving quickly between houses, hoping to reach as 
many people as we can before dark. Dad takes his time writing the notes, including the name 
of each voter, the address of the nearest early voting location and some words of 
encouragement. At the end of a cul-de-sac, we meet the brother of someone we are trying to 
reach in their yard. The brother is out of state, but still we share what we know about the 
rejected absentee ballot and what needs to be done. He has tried calling to resolve the 
situation, with no luck. Travelling back to North Carolina to vote on Election Day isn’t an 
option.  
 
Let’s stay off the grass, Dad, and stand at just the right distance … My attention is on our body 
posture and position, aware that we communicate our respect, responsiveness, concern, 
commitment, and care for this person and his brother as much with our bodies as we do 
with our words. We are two white people standing in the driveway of a Black man whose 
brother is at risk of being disenfranchised in an election taking place during a global 
pandemic. How are we complicit in white supremacy, even as we work to counter the voter suppression that 
is one of its many institutional expressions? Are we reproducing violence in this encounter? How can we move 
differently than our conditioning in this toxic system, unlearning patterns of supremacy and working more 
effectively to dismantle the structures that perpetuate them? How will we keep up momentum and deepen our 
work beyond electoral politics?  
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Overview 

Political organizing—the work of building relationships and capacity to execute collective 

action and bring about social change—is an embodied practice. It is learned by doing as people meet, 

in person or virtually, to hone skills, grow in relationship, develop leadership, and engage in 

intentional action to shift power. The long hours and commitment that organizers dedicate to 

building and executing campaigns requires intense bodily engagement. The exhaustion, concern, 

hope, and elation involved all fall on the body. Race, class, gender, and nationality differences also 

mark bodies, impacting who organizes, from what standpoint, and with what stakes, as well as the 

issues and urgencies evoked.  

While somatic and contemplative practices, which foreground the internal experience of the 

body and the information it holds, are being taught as organizing competencies by groups such as 

Black Organizing for Leadership and Dignity and generative somatics, the relevance of embodiment 

to organizing is not widely accepted or known. Paying close attention to the body can strengthen and 

deepen organizing work by providing insight into how to ground in presence in order to build 

relationships and earn trust, to expand political education through embodied proposals, to better 

assess the balance of power within and beyond campaigns by considering who is moving and how, 

and to provide resources to counter burnout and increase care. Initiating a proposal for movement-

based relational organizing, this work adds a voice to the chorus of practitioners and theorists who 

are calling for an embodied approach to political organizing and pedagogy.  

Transformative experiences as a movement artist and organizer in Brazil and in the United 

States serve as the basis for this MFA thesis project, which applies embodied lessons I learned in 

Brazil about how to disorient from U.S. hegemony and white supremacy in my home context in the 

United States. The project draws on my experiences participating in grassroots efforts to secure 

concrete changes in policies and material conditions and in artistic projects, often carried out on 
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stilts, that encourage people to imagine and embody different ways of being in relationship to 

themselves, to one another and to public space. As a student in the Master’s in Fine Arts in Dance: 

Embodied Interdisciplinary Praxis at Duke University seeking connections and resonances between 

these seemingly disparate orientations, I considered the role that movement practice and embodied 

awareness play in political organizing and pedagogy. An interest in what attention to bodies and 

embodiment can contribute to political education and organizing to shift power connects experiences 

of learning to walk on stilts in a plaza in Rio de Janeiro, carrying banners on stilts in protest, and 

behind-the-scenes organizing work. Practically, the thesis initiates a movement-based relational 

organizing project with my close family and friends that opens space for reflection on how white 

supremacy encourages us to move, and how we might move otherwise. It is a response to the call 

from leaders of the Black freedom movements from the 1960s through to the present for white 

people to “organize your own.”1 

The structure of the written thesis follows a loose chronology grounded in my own history 

of political education, performance, activism, and organizing. Act 1 outlines some of the embodied 

lessons I learned while living in Brazil from 2013-2019. Act 2 chronicles my process in 2020 of 

seeking to maintain the trajectory defined in Brazil by finding a political home in Durham, North 

Carolina and organizing intensely around the November election. Act 3 contains a proposal for 

organizing my white friends and family into the work of dismantling white supremacy that begins 

with a house meeting. My goal is to start a conversation and invite guests into the ongoing process of 

 

1 A 2016 exhibit curated by Daniel Tucker titled “Organize Your Own: The Politics and Poetics of Self Determination 
Movements” and the accompanying catalog helped me locate this call and inspired my approach. They reference the 
following words written by Kwame Ture (born Stokley Carmichael): “One of the most disturbing things about almost all 
white supporters of the movement has been that they are afraid to go into their own communities—which is where the 
racism exists—and work to get rid of it […] let them go to the suburbs and open up freedom schools for whites. Let them 
work to stop America’s racist foreign policy.” | curated by Daniel Tucker ; catalog edited by Anthony Romero, Organize 
Your Own : The Politics and Poetics of Self-Determination Movements, 1st Edition. (Chicago: Soberscove Press, 2016., 2016), 
https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE007741689; Stokely Carmichael, What We Want ([Place of publication not 
identified] : Santa Clara Valley Friends of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, 1966., 1966), 
https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE009376468. 
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disorienting from white supremacy and joining the sustained work of organizing for systemic change 

between election cycles and under the leadership of those most negatively impacted by our unequal 

economic and political systems.  

Rationale 

In the past decade, I have heard the call to organize my own from Black movement leaders 

and through white anti-racist organizations such as Showing Up for Racial Justice (SURJ) and 

Catalyst Project. In the lead-up to the November 2020 election, for example, SURJ issued a call for 

concerned white people to “collect your cousins” and make phone calls to white voters in Georgia. 

This theory of change is based on calling other white people in, rather than out, and inviting them to 

join movements for justice. In a statement released in May 2020 after George Floyd was murdered by 

Minneapolis police, for example, SURJ wrote “white communities are used to uphold[ing] the power 

structure and business-as-usual. When we break away and join movements for justice, this can help 

tip the balance of power and win real change. […] Our work is to organize in our own communities 

to bring more white people into struggles for justice, and to support the efforts led by people of 

color.”2 

Similarly, I learn from critical race theorists and social justice organizers that it is the work 

and responsibility of white people to dismantle white supremacy. The shift from understanding 

racism as a problem that only impacts people of color into seeing myself as also racialized and 

complicit as I learn to see privilege, access and power from my specific situated position is a 

necessary one in a journey towards antiracism and a commitment to justice. Southerners on New 

Ground (SONG), a hub for the “multi-issue southern justice movement” led by LGBTQ people 

 

2 Showing Up for Racial Justice, “5 Ways White People Can Take Action in Response to White and State-Sanctioned 
Violence,” Medium, May 27, 2020, https://surj-action.medium.com/5-ways-white-people-can-take-action-in-response-to-
white-and-state-sanctioned-violence-2bb907ba5277. 
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who are poor and working class, immigrant, people of color, and rural, published the article “SONG 

On the Role of White People in the Movement at this Time” in 2015. Many of their 

recommendations inform my approach to this work including the urgency of working to undermine 

white supremacy’s structural supports, to break silence, to secure resources from other white people 

to support Black-led organizing, and to implement personal accountability systems for collective 

work. They write that "It is our job to dismantle white supremacy. Beyond personal, familial or 

community interactions we have to advance community organizing and confront power at sites of 

violence, fear and scarcity."3 This perspective pushes me to think beyond the scale I have defined for 

this project, to maintain my commitments to the organizing projects in which I am engaged, and to 

encourage my family and friends to find a political home where they can do collective work.  

In a recent blog titled “Getting it together as race traitors,” philosopher Alexis Shotwell 

emphasizes the importance of these collective responses. Conditioned in a culture of individualism, 

white people can tend to respond to the call to learn about race and racism with isolated solutions 

like trying to learn more or feeling shame and guilt. Shotwell reminds readers that “Nothing we do as 

individuals can match what we can do together. And yet, the bridge from 'learning about things on 

the internet' to 'working collectively to organize our people' is a bit shaky and not as obvious as it 

should be."4 My aim in this project is to contribute to building and making this bridge more obvious, 

starting with my white family and friends.  

I chose the scale of white friends and family based on the understanding that it is my 

responsibility to organize these specific people and that our long-standing relationships of care, trust 

and commitment to one another created favorable conditions for the long-term process of learning 

 

3 Southerners on New Ground (SONG), “SONG ON THE ROLE OF WHITE PEOPLE IN THE MOVEMENT AT 
THIS TIME,” 2015. 
4 alexisshotwell, “Getting It Together as Race Traitors,” Alexis Shotwell (blog), May 31, 2020, 
https://alexisshotwell.com/2020/05/31/getting-it-together-as-race-traitors/. 
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and unlearning I am proposing. This was a strategic calculation based on my understanding that these 

were the people with whom I have some of the deepest relationships and thus the most interest and 

responsibility to orient toward the work of dismantling white supremacy. It also allowed me a depth 

of engagement that I believe strengthened the work. I spent much of 2020 involved in multi-racial 

and cross-class organizing work with local groups in Durham amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

opportunity to carry out an MFA thesis project pushed me to expand that work into the intimate 

space of living rooms, family relationships, and shared experiences and lineage.  

I also drew inspiration from the racial equity principles articulated in Dismantling Racism 

Works (dRworks) web workbook, the first of which is “use an organizing mind” to build 

relationships with the people around us who share our vision so we can “build a larger group of 

people with whom to work and play and fight for social justice.”5 While some might argue that doing 

work in the way I am is “preaching to the choir,” dRworks emphasizes the importance of organizing 

the choir. In The Emperor Has No Clothes: Teaching about Race and Racism to People Who Don’t Want to 

Know, Tema Okun also writes about the urgencies of organizing the “white middle,” people who 

consider themselves not racist while simultaneously ignoring the pervasiveness of racism in society.6  

In a 2020 piece in The Paris Review, titled “Performing Whiteness,” Minnesota-based theater 

director Sarah Bellamy describes the posture of the white man who murdered Ahmaud Arbery as 

“magnifying the embodiment of white supremacy” and connects it to the long history of white men 

who have inflicted violence on Black men and then walked away. “The way that man bore up. The 

way he turned and walked back to his truck, to his father, a shotgun slung low in his hand. It was in 

his shoulders, his jaw, his waist, his hips […] I realized I was watching thousands of white men 

 

5 “Action Tools,” dRworksBook, accessed April 11, 2021, https://www.dismantlingracism.org/action-tools.html. 
6 Tema Okun, The Emperor Has No Clothes : Teaching about Race and Racism to People Who Don’t Want to Know, Educational 
Leadership for Social Justice (Charlotte, N.C. : Information Age Pub., ©2010., 2010), 
https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE007690818. 
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throughout American history standing over a broken Black body,” she writes.7 Bellamy also describes 

how her work on “embodied racialized trauma and embodied racist sentiment” reveals that this 

history is inscribed in the bodies of everyone raised in the United States and that, though it impacts 

people of color differently than it does white people, “we are all disciplined by it, made smaller by 

it.”8 Bellamy charges white people to “dig into [our] embodied racism” and notice “how [our bodies] 

might be predisposed to rely on a racial inheritance that endangers the lives of others” and “train 

[our] bodies to respond differently.”9 Her concluding charge motivates me to engage my body in this 

work and invite other white people to do the same: “White folks need to move past their fear and 

call each other into deep, authentic, and embodied learning and unlearning around what it means to 

be white in this country. All of what that means, both the history and the present.”10 

Patterns 

Dance training has taught me to pay exquisite attention to my body and to recognize its 

capacity for making meaning, cultivating relationship, and shaping change. Converging with a 

commitment to social justice, this embodied awareness gives me resources for noticing where and 

how I reproduce conditioning and movement patterns that uphold systems of oppression, as well as 

how I can cultivate those that allow for moving in coalition and solidarity across difference toward an 

equitable future. It is what encourages me to respond with relevant adaptive action to the calls of our 

times, to find my role in the fight for justice, and to invite others along with me.  

In The Emperor Has No Clothes, Okun describes the role of culture to “teach us, condition us, 

socialize us into our understanding of what’s normal, what’s valuable, what to believe and what to 

 

7 Sarah Bellamy, “Performing Whiteness,” The Paris Review (blog), June 8, 2020, 
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2020/06/08/the-performance-of-white-bodies/. 
8 Bellamy. 
9 Bellamy. 
10 Bellamy. 
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question.”11 She describes that when people who hold race and class privilege act out of this 

conditioning, without understanding how it patterns movement, “we reinforce the cultural dynamics 

that keep white supremacy in place.”12 Privileged resistance is a key concept in her work, defined as 

“the enactment of defensiveness and denial on the part of those sitting in positions of privilege to 

any acknowledgement of that privilege and the oppression that creates it.”13 Okun also lists and 

analyzes the following behaviors that are born out of and uphold white supremacy culture: 

“perfectionism, a sense of urgency, defensiveness and/or denial, quantity over quality, worship of the 

written word, the belief in one ‘right’ way, paternalism, either/or binary thinking, power hoarding, 

fear of open conflict, individualism, progress defined as more, the right to profit, objectivity, and the 

right to comfort.”14 

The movement patterns and habits that I am seeking to disrupt in dialogues that begin with 

the house meeting are denial, individualism, power hoarding, fear of conflict, and the right to 

comfort. By inviting people to deepen their awareness of systems of oppression and supporting them 

as they overcome blockages to working to dismantle them, I am seeking to disrupt the white 

privileged corporealities of avoidance, stillness, silence, inaction, side stepping, shutting down, 

looking away, and engaging in paternalistic, individualistic approaches to social change. My aim with 

the project has been to investigate what resources dance and somatic and contemplative practices 

offer to the process of deepening collective work to learn about and then dismantle systems of 

oppression, focused specifically on bringing in others who have benefited from these systems using 

an organizing mindset and methods.  

 

 

11 Okun, The Emperor Has No Clothes, 7. 
12 Okun, 7. 
13 Okun, 34. 
14 Okun, 4. 
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Origins  

I first sensed the possibility and power of grassroots organizing on the 2008 Presidential 

campaign to elect Barack Obama. As a young field organizer, I coordinated teams of volunteers who 

canvassed and phone banked in Charlotte, North Carolina, contributing to the narrow vote margin 

that delivered the first victory for a Democratic presidential candidate in the state in 32 years. The 

experience was personally transformative, initiating the reflections on power, responsibility, 

leadership and relationship that are at the core of this project. My memories of the campaign align 

with the conclusions that Elizabeth McKenna and Hahrie Han draw in their 2014 book 

Groundbreakers: How Obama’s 2.2 Million Volunteers Transformed Campaigning in America. Using in-depth 

interviews, historical research, participant observation and document analysis, McKenna and Han 

show how the Obama campaign applied the principles of community organizing to build a field 

program that invited millions of ordinary people to contribute to the campaign. Not only did staff 

and volunteers elect a president, they write, “they also transformed themselves, their communities, 

and future field campaigns around the world.”15 

Following this interest in people power and curious about the relevance of the lessons I 

learned on the Obama campaign to other places and moments, I received fellowship funding upon 

graduation from college that allowed me to participate in grassroots organizing against evictions and 

police violence in the lead-up to the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil. There, I also worked as a community engagement coordinator at a mobilization network and 

was invited into collective movement on the streets, often on stilts and within African diasporic 

forms. I learned the transformative potential of people moving together in urban space through 

performing in plazas, cultural centers and carnival parades. As a founding member of the 

 

15 Elizabeth McKenna and Hahrie Han, Groundbreakers : How Obama’s 2.2 Million Volunteers Transformed Campaigning in America 
(New York, NY : Oxford University Press, 2014., 2014), 183, https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE009704161. 
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#GigantesNaLuta feminist performance collective, I regularly attended protests on stilts with a group 

carrying a large banner reading “Juntas Somos Gigantes,” “Together We Are Giants,” a reminder for 

those in the streets of the strength and potential of our coordinated, embodied actions. I have come 

to understand this time as filled with productive disorientation and conscientização, the deepening of a 

critical consciousness that increased my sense of political responsibility, artistic possibility, somatic 

authority, and ethics. 

If those years in Brazil were filled with an embodied conscientização, the term Brazilian 

educator and philosopher Paulo Freire and his translators used to describe “learning to perceive 

social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of 

reality,” the contradictions were never more evident than when I sat down to read Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed in my childhood bedroom in the summer of 2020.16 Working through Donald Macedo’s 

Introduction to the 50th Anniversary Edition, I reflected on how the white suburban life of my 

family and our neighbors gets established, upheld and reproduced. When I looked out the window, I 

saw large private residences with a car or two or three parked out front. That we and most of the 

neighbors are white is no coincidence, given the history of redlining and exclusion from home 

ownership and opportunities to build wealth that have been imposed on Black people and other 

people of color in the United States since the end of enslavement.17 While a liberatory pedagogy 

seemed distant, if not impossible, from there, I wondered about the strategies through which I could 

continue to learn and eventually teach others seeped in and unaware of this cultural conditioning to 

divest from the interlocking systems of oppression that have patterned our movements through the 

world and caused so much harm.  

 

16 Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo, Pedagogy of the Oppressed: 50th Anniversary Edition, 4th edition (New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2018), 35. 
17 Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined Black Homeownership (The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2019). 
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Seeking to respond to these questions through embodied praxis and with increased urgency 

at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and during the summer of uprisings in defense of Black 

lives in the United States, I dedicated time and energy to a number of organizing projects during the 

second year of the MFA. I knew I needed to deepen my organizing practice if I wanted to invite 

shifts in movement patterns among my family and close friends. Crises caused by rampant 

individualism cannot be solved alone, I had to join up with others to learn, grow, and move toward a 

shared vision of justice.  

Methodology and future work 

My project draws on lessons I learned in Brazil that disoriented me from the cultural 

assumptions and conditioning of the context in which I was raised and set me on a path of aligning 

my artistic and performance work with social movement work to build power and transform the root 

causes of injustice. This period of productive disorientation deepened my commitment to seeing and 

knowing my personal stakes and responsibilities in the struggle and to undoing white supremacy 

across multiple registers and spheres of influence. The project also builds on a period of intense 

practice as a participant and organizer in local initiatives. While dancing in a studio, on a stage, or 

even on stilts, plays only a supporting role in this project, throughout the work I have tried to hold 

my commitment to somatics and embodiment at the foreground of my approach to organizing. 

Often, however, the urgent needs of the projects in which I am engaged have overshadowed this 

commitment. As I look back on this period, I am as interested in the times I avoided movement or 

turned attention away from bodies as I am in the times that I succeeded in sustaining an embodied 

orientation. They reveal exciting pathways for the work that lies ahead to affirm and defend, to 

myself and to others, the resources that a focus on the body can offer to our collective work.  

Gathering my people and inviting them to deepen a commitment to learning and acting in a 

house meeting, I initiated a practice and project of embodied organizing. This work builds on the 
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practices I have learned in studios and classrooms, streets, public parks and plazas, offices and 

parking lots, and the digital spaces of Zoom rooms, Slack channels and WhatsApp/Signal groups 

used to coordinate campaigns, protests, canvasses, phone banks, and food distribution programs. 

This written document includes some ethnographic writing about these fields of research and 

practice, as well as the process of planning, executing, and reflecting on the house meeting. The 

project has deepened and affirmed my practice of organizing others into collective, transformative 

action and interest in researching the approaches used by other embodied pedagogues and 

organizers.  

While this project supports the claims that paying attention to the body contributes to 

efforts to build relationships and increase care on campaigns, further research is needed around the 

role of movement and dance in expanding political education and assessing the balance of power 

within and beyond campaigns. In addition to incorporating lessons learned into my ongoing work 

with local social movements, I will continue organizing with my close friends and family who 

participated in this project. I will experiment with mechanisms for sustaining accountability and 

record my process and observations so that I can share what I learn with others who are interested in 

carrying out a similar process. I plan to expand on the work initiated in this project in my teaching 

and organizing with other publics in the future.  
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Act 1: Productive disorientation (2013-2019)  
From 2013 to 2019, I had the privilege of living and working in Brazil and experiencing a 

productive disorientation from some of the ways white supremacy conditioned me growing up in 

North America. During this time, I deepened my commitment to embodiment and movement as 

politics. This chapter chronicles the process of reflection and transformation that took place during 

those years, especially through my stilt walking practice, tracing some of the lessons that inform my 

approach to organizing and the content of the house meeting. In distilling many of these lessons 

from the process of learning to walk on stilts and performing in public spaces, I came to understand 

the potential of stilt walking as a consciousness-raising activity and as an anti-racist intercultural 

praxis. Stilt practice allowed me to deepen my self-awareness and somatic authority, to cultivate 

relationships of mutual trust and support, to find an artistic voice and express myself in performance 

and protest. Unfolding across four sections, this chapter describes some of what I learned about how 

to be in politics, my experience of productive disorientation through learning to walk on stilts and 

articulating a collective approach to feminist stilt protest performance, and the way the tragic murder 

of Marielle Franco on March 14, 2018 impacted my sense of where and how to engage in the 

sustained work of dismantling white supremacy. However, this section does not address the specific 

differences in Brazilian history and culture from those of the United States that catalyzed my 

productive disorientation. Future research and writing on these differences, and specifically their 

embodied dimensions, would strengthen the observations laid out here.     

Política com afeto  

May 18, 2016, Rio de Janeiro, RJ -- “Estão comigo,” Marielle said with a warm and inviting 
smile to a security guard blocking the large doors to the Rio de Janeiro State legislative 
building on a hot afternoon in 2016. “They are with me.” And we were, in a way, a group of 
fifteen or so women with painted posters under our arms seeking to take up space and make 
our voices heard during a commission meeting on a measure that would further criminalize 
abortions in the state of Rio de Janeiro. We didn’t work directly for Marielle or have prior 
approval to join the session, but she waived us in anyway, and made sure we felt as welcome 
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as possible in the halls of government. In a photo from that day, she is standing straight and 
steady in the middle of group, surrounded by women holding signs in different shades of 
purple that read “Abortion is a social and public health question,” “How long will rich 
women abort while poor women die?” and “A safe abortion is a right.”  
 
As a staff member of a mobilization network working on the issue, my team and I had 
crafted the online campaign that filled the email inboxes of elected officials with our 
demands and helped invite people to come to the action that day. While transformational 
organizing based on relationship and capacity building is necessary for sustaining collective 
action, our approach focused most often on transactional mobilizing that can be done 
online.1 Our team also regularly organized creative in-person actions to hail media attention 
or put physical pressure on decision-makers. Our campaigns to defend women’s rights in 
2015 and 2016, which aligned with the wave of feminist protests that were spreading across 
Latin America, marked a turning point for the organization. We sought to build a 
community of activists ready to respond to the next threat and opened ourselves to the 
deeper coalitional work required to produce a weeklong circuit of cultural and educational 
activities across the city. I was honored to be asked to craft a colorful banner with the 
campaign logo and carry it on my stilts at the closing festival.  
 
Marielle’s warm welcome that day is one embodiment of the “politica com afeto,” or politics 
with affection, that characterized her life and work. It is also one of many examples of how I 
was shown a different way to be in relationship, in collective, and in politics when I lived in 
Brazil. A Black woman who loved other women from the Maré favela complex, Marielle 
would go on to win her bid for city council with the fifth-highest number of votes and serve 
for just over a year. On March 14, 2018, she and her driver Anderson Gomes were brutally 
murdered as they traveled home after Marielle spoke at the panel discussion “Black Woman 
Shifting Structures.” It was a political assassination and, three years later, justice has still not 
been done in the case. We continue to ask, “Who ordered the murder of Marielle Franco 
and why?”  
 
Around the 2020 municipal elections in Brazil, the first since the assassination, the Instituto 

Marielle Franco launched the Marielle Franco Agenda. Founded by Marielle’s family in October 2018, 
 

1 A distinction between transactional mobilizing and transformational organizing runs through the literature on collective 
action. In her 2014 book How Organizations Develop Activists: Civic Associations and Leadership in the 21st Century, political 
scientist Hahrie Han explores what makes some civic associations more effective at getting and keeping people involved in 
activism than others. Through a study that compares the structures and practices of organizations based in the United 
States, Han concludes that “organizers invest in developing the capacities of people to engage with others in activism and 
become leaders. Mobilizers focus on maximizing the number of people involved without developing their capacity for civic 
action. The high-engagement chapters did both” (4). Han’s study presents a model for how to engage people based on 
combining transformational organizing with transactional mobilizing, a model sometimes called “engagement organizing” 
or “distributed organizing” which allows organizations to build the depth, breadth, quality and quantity of activism by using 
both online and offline tools. Organizations do not need to choose between mobilizing and organizing, between online and 
offline actions, or between investing in members and investing in membership, Han argues. “By investing in their 
members,” she writes, “they build the capacity they need to build their membership” (4). Regarding the underlying 
assumptions about each approach, Han writes, mobilizing involves “maximiz[ing] participation by minimizing costs,” while 
organizing involves interpersonal, interdependent and collective work (91). Hahrie Han, How Organizations Develop Activists : 
Civic Associations and Leadership in the 21st Century (Oxford ; New York : Oxford University Press, [2014], 2014), 4; 91, 
https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE009705821. 



 

 15 

the Instituto (Institute) works to support and inspire people, especially Black, LGBTQIA+ women 

from the peripheries, who are carrying on her legacy and working to build a more just and equal 

world. The Agenda seeks to move people “do ‘Falar Marielle’ ao ‘Fazer Marielle,” from speaking 

Marielle’s name to acting in alignment with what she defended.2 81 candidates made commitments to 

the agenda, which outlined seven of Marielle’s political practices, developed by the Institute team 

through a process of analyzing her speeches and interviewing former staffers. The practices are 

“diversificar, não uniformizar,” “ampliar, não limitar,” “honrar, não apagar,” “coletivizar, não 

individualizar,” “puxar, não soltar,” “escancarar, não se encastelar,” and “cuidar, não abandonar.”3 I 

read these pairs of action verbs as directives for political embodiment, how to be and to invite others 

into political spaces. In describing these practices, I consider what it would take to incorporate them 

into my organizing practice, laying the groundwork for a future project on how I might embody 

them and teach others to do the same in a North American context.  

“Diversify, don’t homogenize” is the first practice, the description of which echoes Black 

intersectional feminist activists and scholars who demand that politics recognize interlocking systems 

of oppression and center those most negatively impacted under them. Black feminists advanced this 

intersectional paradigm in the 1970s and 1980s in both the United States and Brazil.4 The term 

‘intersectionality,’ which has gained widespread use in activist and policy-making circles, was coined 

by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in a 1989 paper that analyzed the way a single axis analysis (of 

race or gender) of Black women’s experiences of discrimination contributes to their further 

 

2 Instituto Marielle Franco, “Agenda Marielle - Eleições 2020,” accessed March 11, 2021, 
https://www.agendamarielle.com/. 
3 Instituto Marielle Franco. Translations are included in subsequent paragraphs.  
4 Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, ed., How We Get Free: Black Feminism and the Combahee River Collective (Chicago, Ill: Haymarket 
Books, 2017); Heloisa Buarque de Hollanda et al., Interseccionalidades: pioneiras do feminismo negro brasileiro, 1st edition (Bazar do 
Tempo, 2020). 
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marginalization.5 The term’s roots, however, lie in the analyses of earlier Black feminists. As 

members of the Combahee River Collective outline their 1977 statement of values and politics, “If 

Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have to be free since our freedom 

would necessitate the destruction of all systems of oppression.”6 Jennifer Nash’s 2019 book Black 

Feminism Reimagined: After Intersectionalty offers an intellectual history of the concept that begins with 

Anna Julia Cooper and also highlights the work of Frances Beal, Deborah King, Patricia Hill Collins 

in articulating complex and interlocking nature of power.7 The Agenda translates these concepts as a 

focus on ensuring that any campaign or political proposal include the voices of those it impacts in 

the planning and execution, especially the Black women, workers in the informal economy and rural 

workers, favela residents, and the LGBTQIA+ population who have always found solutions to their 

own problems and have agency and power to change their circumstances.8  

The next practices are “amplify, don’t limit” when it comes to building structures for 

increased participation by citizens and non-governmental organizations in politics and “honor, don’t 

erase” the ancestral strength, wisdom, and orientation found in the historic struggles for dignity and 

survival by Black and Indigenous people in Brazil.9  “Collectivize, don’t individualize” is a mandate to 

keep a collective focus both in political conduct, the construction of policy proposals, and in the 

fight for rights and access. Plural dialogue is an essential aspect of this practice, anchored in the 

values of humility and respect.  

“Pull people in, don’t let go” and “take care, don’t abandon,” the next two directives, 

address the ways entering politics as a person from a historically marginalized population can tax the 

 

5 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination 
Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” n.d., 31. 
6 “The Combahee River Collective Statement,” web page, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20540 USA, accessed 
March 11, 2021, https://www.loc.gov/item/lcwaN0028151/. 
7 Jennifer C. Nash, Black Feminism Reimagined: After Intersectionality (Duke University Press Books, 2018). 
8 Instituto Marielle Franco, “Agenda Marielle - Eleições 2020.” 
9 Instituto Marielle Franco. 
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body and spirit. The Agenda recommends that those already positioned within political institutions 

connect with and strengthen ties with “those who are yet to come.”10 The Agenda is explicit about 

the ongoing risks of political violence as well as the corporeal and psychological toll that defending 

human rights and working for social change can take. Practices of collective care for mental and 

physical health figure prominently in the Agenda’s recommendations.   

Lastly, “open wide, don’t close off” refers to a practice of keeping the doors and windows to 

political institutions and organizations open to anyone who wants to enter and participate. “Our 

objective when we enter the halls of power should be to tear down the walls and gates that keep the 

population away from spaces of decision making,” the Agenda recommends, citing a transparency 

and accountability meeting that Marielle held in a public park, among other initiatives, as examples.11 

These practices are ‘epistemologies of the South’ as characterized by Boaventura Sousa Santos, 

“knowledges born in struggles against capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy.”12 

Marielle’s campaign for city council in 2016 used the slogan “Eu sou porque nós somos / I 

am because we are,” a translation of the southern African ubuntu philosophy. In The End of the 

Cognitive Empire: The Coming of Age of the Epistemologies of the South, Santos cites ubuntu, along with sumac 

kasway, swaraj and others, as concepts that represent “ways in which the emancipatory scripts of the 

world have been expanding and enriching beyond the confines of Western-centric politics and 

knowledge.”13 By evoking ubuntu in her campaign, Marielle aligned with political actors who are 

pushing against the erasure of the repertories of practice, thought, and orientation of peoples who 

have suffered and resisted under capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy. Santos notes the force with 

which proposals from indigenous peoples especially have “expanded the political agenda of some 

 

10 Instituto Marielle Franco. Original: “…aqueles que estão por vir.” 
11 Instituto Marielle Franco. 
12 Boaventura de Sousa Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire: The Coming of Age of Epistemologies of the South (Duke University 
Press Books, 2018), 1. 
13 Santos, 9. 
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countries, thus contributing to reveal new facets of the diversity of the social, political, and cultural 

experience of the world, as well as new repertories of social emancipation.”14 Santos warns against 

the intellectual and political loss that will result from continuing to erase these knowledges.  

The epistemologies of the South are inseparable from the struggles out of which they 

emerge, Santos writes, distinguishing them from colonial epistemologies. “Their aim, rather,” Santos 

writes, “is to identify and valorize that which often does not even appear as knowledge in the light of 

the dominant epistemologies.”15 Santos also characterizes them as ‘experiential epistemologies’ and 

ways of knowing that “are not thought knowledges but rather lived knowledges.”16 They involve “a 

deep experience of the senses” and are corporeal, becoming lodged in the body.17 As I moved within 

the political culture of Marielle’s values and practices, I learned and grew through an engagement 

with them. My experience learning to walk on stilts and then performing regularly allowed these 

lessons to sink into my body and inform my political praxis. They underlie the way I want to invite 

people to move along with me at the house meeting and beyond.  

Perna de pau 

Nov 20, 2014, Rio de Janeiro, RJ – Standing in a circle in the São Salvador Square in Rio’s 
South Zone, I am one of a handful of eager students gathered for an outdoor movement 
class.18 Pernas de pau, or pairs of wooden peg stilts, lean against the gazebo in the middle of 
the plaza.19 “Put your knees together, place your hands over them, and draw circles in one 
direction,” Potí says, demonstrating this warmup exercise. We observe and follow along, 
lubricating our knee and ankle joints to prepare our bodies for what we are about to do: walk 

 

14 Santos, 9. 
15 Santos, 2. 
16 Santos, 2. 
17 Santos, 13–15. 
18 November 20th is Black Consciousness Day in Brazil, however, this wasn’t a focus of our learning together at this first 
class with mostly white students in the upper-middle-class neighborhood of Laranjeiras. My teacher Raquel Potí, who is not 
white, and I would go on to have many conversations about race and racism as our relationship deepened over the years.   
19 Evidence of stilts being used in theater can be found as early as the 13th century in Europe and the Ottoman empire. 
Marvin Carlson’s analysis of three plays by the Egyptian dramatist and puppet-master Muhammad Ibn Dāniyāl reveals 
detailed descriptions of medieval street performers in Cairo and makes a specific mention of stilts. Within Italian commedia 
dell’arte, Harlequin is often depicted on stilts or described as needing to have acrobatic abilities. Stilt use on the African 
continent, in the Caribbean and in Asia has also been recorded.  
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on stilts for the first time. “Switch directions,” she says, and then invites us to engage our 
hips, shoulders, elbows and necks in the circular motions. 
 
“Close the circle, close the circle, close the circle,” Potí yells, rushing towards us and inviting 
us to make the smallest circle we can, touching shoulders and pausing so we can recognize 
and register the other faces in the group. “Open the circle, open the circle, open the circle,” 
is the next command, and we rush backwards widening the circle as far as we can, stopping 
before we run into the many people who are sitting on the low brick wall on the perimeter 
of the plaza, drinking beer and chatting. “Close the circle! Open the circle!” Potí surprises us 
with her commands, making sure we are attentive, alert and responsive to her directions, to 
one another, and to our surrounding environment.  
 
Next, we break from the circle and each pull a pair of colorful long socks and knee pads 
from an overflowing duffle bag and put them on. When we return to the circle, Potí 
instructs us to balance all of our body weight on our heels and to begin to march. This 
movement is challenging, requiring us to lean slightly forward to counter the weight of our 
hips displaced behind us, and engage our abdominal muscles. We march for a long time, a 
preparation for when we are on stilts and will need to maintain this constant movement. We 
start to tire out and she encourages us to keep marching, to keep moving.  
 
“Lean your chest back and reach your knees to the ground,” she instructs, demonstrating 
how to safely fall onto the protective knee pads. This movement is familiar, reminding me of 
the Horton Technique-inspired hinges we practiced week after week in the modern dance 
classes I took growing up in Raleigh, North Carolina. From these years of training, I know 
how to protect my lower back by engaging my abdominal muscles and to shoot energy out 
of the top of my head to counter the force of my body moving towards the ground onto my 
knees. We practice falling from different positions, facing forward and backward, twisted 
and sideways, always catching ourselves with our knee pads, a laugh and a quick return to 
standing to try again.  
 
This first class initiated a process of learning to walk on stilts that changed my worldview 

and altered the course of my political and artistic engagements. A movement pedagogy and practice 

of productive disorientation, stilt walking grounded important shifts away from the conditioning and 

assumptions of my upbringing and education in my body. Coming back to the practice again and 

again over the five years between my first class and when I moved from Rio de Janeiro back to 

North Carolina, I deepened my relationship with and commitment to stilt walking as a way of 

knowing and being that can inspire individual and collective transformation. The theory of 

orientation and disorientation that philosopher Sarah Ahmed advances in Queer Phenomenology is 

foundational to my reflections about how stilt walking impacts practitioners. In addition to changing 
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my perspective and setting me in motion, stilt walking became a catalyst for critical reflection on race, 

gender, space, appropriation, power, and participation. After introducing Ahmed’s work, I present 

some of the embodied lessons I learned and shared in the house meeting.  

If orientation is how we find our way in the world in response to what is within reach, 

disorientation occurs when a change or shift in the way we take up time and space allows us to 

“encounter the world differently.”20 Additionally, Ahmed writes, “if orientation is about making the 

strange familiar through the extension of bodies into space, then disorientation occurs when that 

extension fails.”21 Queer Phenomenology builds on the work of feminist, queer and critical race 

philosophers to offer “a model of how bodies become orientated by how they take up time and 

space.”22 Ahmed takes up the ‘orientation’ in ‘sexual orientation’ as a phenomenological question, 

drawing on phenomenology’s emphasis on “the lived experience of inhabiting a body” and “the role 

of repeated and habitual actions in shaping bodies and worlds.”23  

Orientation, for Ahmed, is also about settling, inhabiting spaces, and feeling at home. From 

her perspective as a migrant and queer subject, Ahmed argues that “the body gets directed in some 

ways more than others” by evoking the idea of the “collective direction” of nations or imagined 

communities.24 Ahmed writes that membership in those communities means following along with 

“the political requirement that we turn some ways and not others.”25 Ahmed also discusses how 

queerness influences social relations in the way queer lives may not make “gestures of return” to the 

life courses that are expected and directed by heterosexual culture.26 While Ahmed’s approach helps 

 

20 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology : Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham : Duke University Press, 2006., 2008), 20, 
https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE006053419.  
21 Ahmed, 11. 
22 Ahmed, 5. 
23 Ahmed, 2. 
24 Ahmed, 15. 
25 Ahmed, 15. 
26 Ahmed, 21. 
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me understand what shifted in my own life course through the practice of stilt walking, my 

experience of orientation, disorientation, migration, and return, are qualitatively different from those 

she describes as I am cisgender, heterosexual, white, and hold a United States passport.  

Stilts extend bodies, create new contours of livable space and gradually make the strange 

familiar, requiring practitioners to increase their resilience and comfort with disorientation or fall to 

the ground. My experience has been that an extension of one’s body into space, with the support of 

stilts as an orientation device, leads to productive disorientation and personal growth. Learning to 

walk on stilts involved experiencing disorientation from my context of origin, and then of becoming 

re-orientated to a way of being in collective and in politics through the new approach to taking up 

time and space that stilt practice encouraged. Stilts were, for me, a homing or orientation device to a 

new way of encountering and being in the world.  

In Designs for the Pluriverse, anthropologist Arturo Escobar emphasizes the “radical 

interdependence of all beings” as he argues for new approaches to design theory oriented toward 

social and environmental justice.27 He describes relationality as a theoretical and political locus for a 

range of alternatives, “a different, and much-needed, way of re/conceiving life and the world,” and 

points to the ways the tools we design and use create ways of being.28 I understand stilts as a tool that 

can support the transition to the “new, nonexploitative forms of life” and “plural ways of making the 

world” he evokes by supporting people in shifting their perspectives and imagination.29 

 In the following subsections, I continue to describe my process of disorientation and 

reorientation on stilts through descriptive writing about the process of learning to walk on stilts and a 

translation of some of the key tenants of this experience for the context of on-the-ground social 

 

27 Arturo Escobar, Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, and the Making of Worlds, Illustrated edition (Duke 
University Press Books, 2018). 
28 Escobar, 4. 
29 Escobar, 7. 
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justice work. They are to learn anew, shift perspective, keep moving and stay with discomfort, know 

yourself and your stakes, notice support, perceive impact and increase accountability, and work with 

joy on collective projects.  

Learn anew  

Potí distributes a pair of stilts measuring around 60 centimeters to each of us. She instructs 
us to find a place to sit on the wall that runs around the plaza to put them on. I set a foot in 
one of the platforms and secure the long, narrow piece of wood to my lower leg and my 
shoe to the platform with Velcro straps. I repeat the process on the other side and wait. Potí 
comes around and helps each of us stand up, one by one. She gives me her hands and looks 
me in the eye, grounding in her own weight and leaning away to pull me towards vertical. 
Still holding her hands, I take my first timid and unstable steps. It is like learning to walk 
again for the first time.  
 
This physical challenge took me to the playful and porous learning state that I seek to 

cultivate on the way to asking participants in the house meeting to understand our complicity in 

white supremacy and systems of oppression. Learning to walk again involved the willingness to go 

back to the beginning, to be wrong, to open up, to not know, and potentially to fall or fail that are 

crucial postures for deepening social justice work. I am carrying these first steps forward with me as a 

metaphor for how we might keep learning to show up differently in and for the world.  

Shift perspective 

I am now seeing the world from 60 centimeters above where I was before, and everything 
looks slightly different. Potí and the wall and the other people sitting on it are farther away 
now. I can see to the edges of the plaza and beyond. The shift is an invitation to reflect on 
where I am situated in time, space, and structure.  
 
Going up on stilts shifted my bearings, changed my perspective, and required me to adjust 

and re-learn orientation mechanisms. The shift was a call to pay attention to situatedness, to what 

pathways are open for me because of my identity position that are not equally available to everyone. 

Living in Brazil with fellowship funding after completing an undergraduate education is one example 

of such a pathway.  
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An important aspect of my re-orientation process, catalyzed by Brazil’s specific history of 

racism and racialized violence and ongoing reflections with my colleagues, was turning increased 

attention to whiteness. In the 2007 article “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” Sarah Ahmed argues 

that whiteness is a habit that is reinforced when it goes unnoticed. Regarding habit, Ahmed writes 

“what is repeated is a very style of embodiment, a way of inhabiting space, which claims space by the 

accumulation of gestures of ‘sinking’ into that space.”30 This embodiment brings with it comfortable 

movement through space. Ahmed discusses institutional lines and describes bodies as their meeting 

or intersection points, writing that the ability to follow one line is influenced by others that are 

already open. Her description of the way the inheritance of whiteness, combined with other forms of 

privilege, can “’propel’ you forward and up,” provides a useful image through which to understand 

stilt walking.31 Ironically, through an exercise that literally lifted me up, I could better visualize the 

inheritances and unearned advantages of my identity position. I would later question the terms of this 

material shift more rigorously and carefully consider the situations in which it was more appropriate 

for me to play a supportive role from the ground.  

In a compelling conclusion, Ahmed writes that “a phenomenology of whiteness helps us to 

notice institutional habits; it brings what is behind, what does not get seen as the background to 

social action, to the surface in a certain way.”32 However, she continues, a phenomenology of 

whiteness does not and should not prescribe a way of changing the habits, encouraging us rather to 

“keep open the force of critique.”33 “It is by showing how we are stuck,” Ahmed writes, “by 

attending to what is habitual and routine in ‘the what’ of the world, that we can keep open the 

possibility of habit changes, without using that possibility to displace our attention to the present, 

 

30 Sara Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (August 1, 2007): 159, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700107078139. 
31 Ahmed, 160. 
32 Ahmed, 168. 
33 Ahmed, 165. 
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and without simply wishing for new tricks.”34 A changed perspective on stilts can reveal how our 

social position orients us in certain ways, as well as offering a model for how to begin to see the 

world differently and change our habits.  

Keep moving and stay with discomfort 

“Marcha! Marcha!” Potí says, encouraging me to keep marching through the uncertainty, 
instability, and fear of falling that characterize these first steps. Holding my hands and 
walking backward, she leads me from the wall to a lamppost on the other side of the plaza. 
There, I place both hands on the stable post and march in place for a while, learning the new 
rhythm of shifting weight and finding balance on stilts.  
 
Potí comes back to take me for another walk around the middle of the plaza, letting go of 
one hand, and eventually the other as I gain confidence walking in open space on my own. 
Because of the small surface area making contact with the ground at the bottom of the stilts, 
standing still is not an option. Freezing almost certainly means falling. Being on stilts 
involves constantly shifting from one leg to the other and finding balance in motion. Side to 
side, back and forth, keeping moving is the pathway out of almost any predicament.  
 
Stilts make performers move in particular ways, as the apparatus shifts our relationship with 

gravity and attention to balance. The wooden peg stilts that we used in Rio do not allow for standing 

still. Constantly moving back and forth between the stilts engages stabilizing muscles which confers a 

sense of strength and power. It also has a grounding and calming effect, much like rocking a baby to 

sleep or swinging back and forth in a hammock. This constant motion is an invitation to disorient 

from being stuck and still and from a perceived separation between mind and body. When addressing 

challenging topics, a pause to breathe or walk around can be an important element of opening 

internal space for communication and learning. In this work, specifically, I am inviting other white 

people to pay attention and stay with discomfort, rather than shut down or avoiding necessary 

conversations about complicity in white supremacy. Gaining confidence and competence on stilts 

also meant heightening my comfort with this disorientation and a constant shifting to find 

 

34 Ahmed, 165. 
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equilibrium, which I want to encourage others to do as they commit to learning and working on 

collective projects that shift systems toward equity and justice. 

Know yourself and your stakes  

I keep my spine lengthening upward and my abdominal muscles engaged to meet the 
challenge of reaching into a moveable point of contact with the ground. A strong center 
allows me to maintain the repeated motion and lifted knees in the march. I have to stay with 
myself and in control while also paying attention to where I am in relationship to my 
surrounding environment to avoid causing harm to myself or to anyone else. Awareness of 
my central axis and the ability to always locate myself are necessary components of this 
practice. Stilt walking engages all of the senses and requires me to be alert and awake to 
where I am in space and time. All of my attention turns to this physical task. 

 
I have been most inspired by movement leaders and elders who remind me that I need to 

know myself and my stakes to sustain commitment to the struggle for the long haul, as opposed to 

engaging in social justice organizing because I think it will benefit someone else, thus reinforcing a 

charity model. These approaches ring of white saviorism and tend to reinforce the very dynamics 

they are trying to disrupt. Knowing one’s identity position and place in existing hierarchies and 

struggles is key for moving effectively through them, for knowing when to speak and when to listen, 

for knowing how and where to engage in collective work. On stilts, I was invited to focus even more 

attention on strengthening this center and on increasing self-knowledge and self-awareness.  

Notice support  

Potí encourages me to lift my knees as high as I can in my march, to start to adjust the way I 
am relating to the ground and any obstacles that might be near me but that I can’t see. These 
high steps help me avoid tripping over a rock or stumbling into a hole, allowing me to meet 
whatever is under me with a strong and solid footing. Stepping down firmly with the stilts 
exactly perpendicular to the ground is the safest approach. This is a new relationship with 
the ground and the way it supports me, informed by the extra care and attention I need to 
keep myself secure.  

 
On stilts, I balance the intention of lengthening up through the spine and reaching skyward 

with the top of my head with the challenge of planting my feet on a distant ground. The point of 

contact is less stable than when I am standing firmly on the ground, even as my skill and experience 
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on stilts increases. This momentary lack of stability invites reflection on the consistency of firm 

ground and network of support that have been under and behind me. Whiteness and class privilege 

confer a stability and security that should be a right for everyone, not a privilege for some. An 

experience of relative precarity and risk, being on stilts also encourages reflection on how the lived 

experience of others is fundamentally different from mine and how colonialism and white supremacy 

have hoarded resources for stability and disconnected people from lineage and land. By introducing 

my family and friends to a land acknowledgement and encouraging them to pay attention to how 

structural racism has disadvantaged people of color and advantaged white people, I begin to disrupt 

the patterns of avoidance, denial, stillness, and side-stepping that uphold white supremacy.  

Perceive impact and increase accountability  

Given my history of movement practice, it doesn’t take long for me to feel confident 
walking, and eventually dancing, on stilts. Potí invites me to join a class that meets under the 
palm trees of Rio’s Modern Art Museum gardens on Saturdays. She introduces me to other 
teachers and groups, and I immerse myself in this community of practice, training with as 
many different people as I can.  
 
As my skill level increases and my relationship with Potí deepens, she teaches me the 
importance of responsibility and care when on stilts. She emphasizes that we are highly 
visible and that the stilts magnify our gestures by recruiting our entire bodies to them. The 
quality of presence that stilts evoke increases expressive potential, whatever is going on 
inside overflows outward. 
 
Taking our practice beyond the plaza and the gardens to the streets, first in carnival parades 
and later in presentations and protests, means increasing our risk, vulnerability, exposure, 
and attentiveness to self and environment. Awareness and accountability must grow at this 
stage, as we move through larger crowds of people that could be negatively impacted by a 
misstep or misrepresentation. This level of risk and vulnerability keeps practitioners alert and 
attentive, which I associate with increased possibilities for movement and action.   
 
The vulnerability and risk associated with stilt walking help teach the lesson that intention 

does not equal impact. The increased chances of injuring myself or someone else when on stilts also 

heightens accountability to people in my surrounding environment. I am interested in translating this 

attention to how I impact others beyond the realm of stilt walking into other forms of embodied 

choice making, such as how to show up in a social movement space, how much time to dedicate to 
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which pursuits, what to do when and if I cause harm. The answer is not, however, to stop walking on 

stilts for fear of hurting myself of someone else, but rather to increase attention and care in 

proportion to the risk. Similarly, I want to invite people into further vulnerability when learning 

about complicity in racist systems that perpetuate injustice and becoming accountable to the most 

impacted people as we work for change. A willingness to stay in and move with this risk, 

vulnerability, and accountability builds courage and resilience needed for the long haul.  

Work with joy and intention on collective projects  

It is 7:00 am on the Sunday before carnival and I’m gathered with the other members of the 
Ala Dourada near the Praça XV in the center of Rio. Potí has asked us to join her in 
performing on our stilts during the Cordão do Boitatá street carnival parade wearing the 
golden garments and the crown, spade and mirror of the orixá Oxum. Two other members 
of the group made costumes for all of us, which we donned even earlier in the morning at 
Potí’s apartment, spreading golden glitter over our skin and even painting our stilts to 
match.35 
 
Costumed musicians are gathered and finding their place in the formation, a crowd is 
building outside of the cordão, the rope perimeter that will separate those of us who are 
performing in the parade from the foliões, carnival-goers who are moving and celebrating 
alongside it. I have never been in an urban space in this way before, encouraged by my group 
and others present to dance, to be in motion with others in this wave of energy and aliveness 
that is taking the street. We are vibrant, colorful, reveling, and in nearly constant forward 
movement. This parade, like so many others, has an underlying theory of change: all people 
should be able to gather and express themselves and celebrate and live and thrive in public 
space. Cities should be for the people, not for profit.  
 
Engaging with stilt walking as a group pursuit invited me to orient away from individualism 

and towards collective proposals. On stilts, I could not miss the fact that I need and depend on 

others. Whether to lend a hand standing up or finding balance, to pick something up that falls, or to 

pass provisions like water and snacks up from ground level, stilt walkers almost always rely on those 

 

35 Over the course the next five carnivals performing with Boitatá, the group’s discussions about appropriation and my own 
understanding of my responsibility as a white person within African diasporic forms matured. While further reflection is not 
included here, this process contained many lessons that would strengthen subsequent versions of this work. One influential 
piece of writing on this journey was the following article by Ana Maria Gonçalves, which I had the privilege of translating 
for The Intercept: Ana Maria Gonçalves, “Na polêmica sobre turbantes, é a branquitude que não quer assumir seu 
racismo,” The Intercept Brasil, accessed March 13, 2021, https://theintercept.com/2017/02/15/na-polemica-sobre-
turbantes-e-a-branquitude-que-nao-quer-assumir-seu-racismo/. 
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around us. As practitioners, we also need each other, because there is strength and momentum in 

numbers, and because alone we are at greater risk.  

A softening came with engaging in the festive and subversive practice of street carnival. 

While my colleagues and I took carnival very seriously, the invitation to play, improvise, dance, smile, 

and connect with others in the street served as an antidote to my previously held beliefs that social 

change work had to be serious, rigid, and not fun. It brought with it an embodied sense that things 

can be different, otherwise, enchanted, and wonderful. Performing for five consecutive carnivals and 

numerous processions and presentations in the months between them taught me one of the most 

important lessons of all: that “life insists” and that art, music, joy, and movement are key ingredients 

in it and in collective action for its transformation.36 The joy I experienced in carnival, however, must 

be read within the context of the contradictions, hierarchies, and exclusions that pervade it. Further 

research and writing in this area would strengthen my analysis, the lessons I extract from my 

participation, and the way I might embody them in a North American context.   

In the introduction to the international anthology Radical Street Performance, North American 

scholar Jan Cohen-Cruz provides useful framing for understanding carnival and other street 

performances. “Radical street performance,” Cohen-Cruz writes, “draws people who comprise a 

contested reality into what its creators hope will be a changing script.”37 She emphasizes that radical 

acts re-imagine established social hierarchies or power arrangements, street encompasses actions 

happening in public and with open access, and performance means expression with the intent of being 

seen by others. Referencing performance scholar Diana Taylor, Cohen-Cruz also highlights that 

 

36 After my first classes with Potí, I became a student apprentice with the Grande Companhia Brasileira de Mysterios e 
Novidades (Great Brazilian Company of Mysteries and Novelties) which was another key site of learning and growth. 
Attached to the back of the decorated tricycle that has accompanied the processions and parades of the company for the 
past 35 years is a round sign measuring about a meter across. Painted yellow with black lettering, it reads “A VIDA 
INSISTE,” “LIFE INSISTS.” 
37 Jan Cohen-Cruz, Radical Street Performance : An International Anthology (London ; New York : Routledge, 1998., 1998), 1. 



 

 29 

street performance posits the entire society as “the site in which symbols and identity are forged, 

negotiated and contested.”38  

Cohen-Cruz reviews the long history of performance in public space, tracing its origins to 

the ancient world and medieval and early modern Europe. Not always of and for the people, she 

writes, public spectacles were often representations of the dominance of the powerful. Cohen-Cruz 

points to Bakhtin’s writing questioning whether carnival was an escape valve or a catalyst for change 

and explores the transformative potential of public ritual. Throughout history, she explains, 

processions have served both to display power and to build it through public manifestations and 

protests.39  

Alongside this useful synthesis of street performance, Cohen-Cruz reminds readers to be 

cautious when making generalizations, especially with regard to the political project and impact of a 

public performance, as well as around issues of space and access. Though street performance may be 

organized rhetorically around being accessible to the “masses,” access is not guaranteed through 

intention alone. Race, class, gender and ability determine circulation in public spaces and, as such, 

determine the public that street performances ultimately reach.  

Brazilian scholar André Carreira reads street theater through the lens of risk. For Carreira, 

street theater involves the occupation of urban spaces in order to stimulate public engagement and 

produce a rupture in the daily life and rhythm of passing people.40 “Participation,” he writes, “is thus 

understood as an action that establishes closer ties between artistic language and political fact, that is, 

between the poetic field and the social field.”41 The ability to bridge the poetic and the social was a 

 

38 Cohen-Cruz, 1. 
39 Cohen-Cruz, 4. 
40 André Carreira, “Risk in Theatrical Performances in the City : Creating Impact and Identities,” in Risk, Participation, and 
Performance Practice : Critical Vulnerabilities in a Precarious World, ed. Alice O’Grady ([Cham, Switzerland] : Palgrave 
Macmillan, [2017], 2017), 233–60. 
41 Carreira, 235. 
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key element of my work on stilts in Brazil and one I am seeking to sustain moving forward in my 

work.  

Juntas Somos Gigantes 

March 14, 2019, Rio de Janeiro, RJ—Seated at a busy snack bar around the corner from the 
Rio de Janeiro city hall, I received a WhatsApp message from a journalist friend containing a 
screenshot of a photograph published in the New York Times. It had been one year since the 
assassination of councilwoman Marielle Franco and actions to remember her and demand 
justice had been taking place around the city since sunrise. Towards the end of an article 
about the state of investigations into the murder and the global response to the crime is a 
photo of ten women holding a white banner with the words “MARIELLE PRESENTE!” 
painted under larger letters forming the words “JUNTAS” (together, feminine plural) and 
“SOMOS” (we are). Square signs with ribbons attached fly behind them, one of which 
reveals an iconic image of Marielle’s smiling face. Some women have closed fists raised 
overhead and mouths open as if in a synchronized cry. Purple and green scarves, jewelry and 
face paint accent their shared base of black clothing. Some bare their chests, having covered 
their nipples with black tape or purple tassels. The banner hides their lower torsos, hips and 
legs. Below it, the wood and aluminum bases of the stilts on which the women are balanced 
appear. 
 
The banner extends outside the frame of the photograph and contains a second message: 
”JUNTAS SOMOS GIGANTES,” “together we are giants.” I’d spent most of the 2019 
International Women’s Day march in Rio where the photo was made on my stilts carrying 
the out-of-view corner and we painted the banner at my house a few days earlier. I 
forwarded the image to the #GigantesNaLuta (#GiantsInTheStruggle) WhatsApp group, 
the virtual organizing space for the collective of women stilt artists engaged in this action 
and others like it. The fact that our image appeared in the international media was significant 
for me, a United States citizen who had been living in Brazil and working closely with 
activists and artists for the previous five years.  
 
Protest became part of my repertoire of political action when I moved to Brazil in 2013 just 

as the jornadas de junho wave of protests swept the country. Not engaging in protest while living in 

the United States is one of the ways I embodied the stillness and avoidance I am seeking to disrupt 

with my project. Across Brazil, hundreds of thousands of people took to the streets in June 

protesting a proposed raise in bus fares and calling attention to the disproportionate investment in 

infrastructure for the upcoming mega-events, given the state of public health, education, and 

infrastructure in the country. When I arrived in August, nostalgia and desires for “tomorrow’s protest 

to be bigger” still echoed. I attended a number of protests during my years living in Rio, especially 
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around the World Cup and Olympics, in solidarity with favela residents and the families of young 

people killed by the police, and as a part of the feminist uprising that has swept the region since 2010.  

In the 2014 article “Geographies of Power: Black Women Mobilizing Intersectionality in 

Brazil,” Keisha-Khan Y. Perry calls attention to the ways a reading of the 2013 protests as 

exceptional “contribute[s] to the erasure of black mass activism that is always taking place.”42 Perry 

calls for readers to consider the protests within the long history of social movements in Brazil that 

have called for the redistribution of resources including healthcare, transportation, and land. “If it is 

now widely understood in Brazil that social and economic inequality (such as high bus fares 

incommensurate with low salaries) is deeply structured by race and gender, it is the result of centuries 

of ideological work by the marginalized black masses,” she writes.43  

That the 2013 protests, which were largely attended by a white middle class, would receive 

media attention when Black mobilizations do not does not surprise Perry, whose writing calls 

attention to the work done by poor Black women to mobilize intersectionality in grassroots 

organizing for land rights. Her emphasis on the importance of neighborhood political organizations 

alongside formal social-movement organizations inspires me in remembering the political culture in 

which I was immersed during the years I lived in Brazil. Learning about and attending so many 

meetings of neighborhood associations, popular education groups, and community college entrance 

exam prep courses during that time is one of the things that orients me toward organizing in my own 

neighborhoods moving forward. Deeper engagement with the specific practices of each of these 

efforts would strengthen my translation of their lessons in this project and my future work.  

Attending feminist protests on stilts with the other #GigantesNaLuta, the shared use of and 

trust in the apparatus conferred a sense of belonging to a smaller group within a larger movement. 

 

42 Keisha-Khan Y. Perry, “Geographies of Power: Black Women Mobilizing Intersectionality in Brazil,” Meridians: 
Feminism, Race, Transnationalism 14, no. 1 (2016): 99, http://dx.doi.org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.2979/meridians.14.I.o8. 
43 Perry, 99–100. 
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The type of movement through vertical space that stilts allow makes for an out of the ordinary 

experience, both for participants and for viewers. The heightened body awareness, combined with 

the sense of familiarity and mutuality within the group, and use of space overflow from behind the 

banner we carried at the protest and helped our message land with added potency.  

On stilts, we extended our bodies into vertical space, a risky proposition in protest that 

became feasible because we formed a large enough group to confer a sense of safety and collective 

stability. Additionally, our wealth of collective experience and network of on-the-ground support 

made it possible for us to put our bodies into vertical space in this way. The ‘juntas somos gigantes’ 

banner became a pretext for our performance of togetherness and horizontality. Not only did we 

enact our politics of inclusion and openness to any women stilt walkers who wanted to join in the 

texts we wrote and circulated in WhatsApp groups, they could also be seen in our negotiations to 

carry a large banner straight so that it could be read. We oriented to one another horizontally and to 

our everyday way of moving through the world vertically.  

Our performance on stilts at the protest involved engaging other techniques of the body and 

relations outside the stilting collective. We carefully communicated over WhatsApp to determine our 

meeting place and costume preferences, as well as inviting women who had not performed with us 

before to join by sending messages and making phone calls. We developed security protocols with an 

eye toward individual responsibility and relationality and organized a support system of friends on 

the ground. We had trained to perform as we did and engaged in significant labor before the action, 

learning to walk on stilts, painting our banners, organizing and negotiating invitations and dialogue in 

the virtual space of a WhatsApp group and coordinating our performances with the team of 

organizers of the protests we attended. Stilt walking in protest was a pretext for us to move together 

differently, with our message regarding the transformative potential of the emphasis on mutuality and 

sociality at the forefront.  
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In Performance Constellations: Networks of Protest and Activism in Latin America, Marcela A. 

Fuentes argues that body-based protest performances and digital tactics work “as cocreators of 

insurgent collective actions” in assemblages that both disrupt patterns of exploitation and subjection 

within neoliberal regimes and prefigure social and political transformation.44 She offers ‘performance 

constellations’ as a theoretical lens through which to define and analyze actions carried out across 

platforms, sites, and timescales that are expanding and redefining traditional repertories of protest. 

Intervening in debates within performance studies and digital activism, she argues that these 

“entangled activisms” grapple differently with spatiality, temporality, embodiment, and participation 

and highlights their flexibility, adaptability, and effectiveness at building grassroots and 

counterhegemonic forms of power.  

Performance Constellations concludes with a discussion of the “performances of collectivity” 

characteristic of the 2018 #NiUnaMenos campaign for reproductive rights in Argentina, specifically 

the “together we are infinite” slogan and the coordinated unfolding of green scarves at vigils and 

protests. She calls the expanded campaign a “feminist performance constellation,” noting that it has 

spanned four decades and great distances “as it articulates local, national, and international forms of 

togetherness in the streets, political and educational institutions, and the Net.”45 My experience in the 

‘juntas somos gigantes’ performance constellation connects me to a distributed network of artist-

activists that is inspiring continued engagement and work at this intersection.  

In The Art of Protest: Culture and Activism from the Civil Rights Movement to the Present, T.V. Reed 

presents an extensive overview of the role of art and culture in 20th century left-liberal social 

movements in the United States, arguing for the centrality of ‘dramatic public action’ to their success. 

Reed also credits the “undramatic, mundane daily acts of preparation” and the “follow-up forms of 

 

44 Marcela A. Fuentes, Performance Constellations: Networks of Protest and Activism in Latin America (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2019), 2. 
45 Fuentes, 111. 
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daily organizing” that frame dramatic actions, showing that “important movement events often 

happen in less celebrated spaces, including beauty salons, community centers, union halls, 

classrooms, and offices, as well as in kitchens and living rooms where new ideas are discussed and 

debated.”46 His focus is on movements that “have played and continue to play crucial roles in 

expanding freedoms and giving greater substance to the claim that the United States is a democracy 

of, by, and for the people.”47  

Reed emphasizes the ‘deeply transformative’ nature of movements for those who participate 

in them, crediting the centrality of artwork as a crucial means that movements present “alternative 

ways to think and live.”48 Analyzing movements in the direct-action tradition, involving dramatic 

confrontations including strikes, boycotts, sit-ins, and occupations, Reed stresses the important work 

of “active, in-depth, patient ‘organizing’ of people to take control of their own lives.”49 In making 

this point, Reed draws on lessons from Ella Baker, who emphasized the “crucial, undramatic day-to-

day activities necessary to consolidate the work of a movement’s ‘ritual public displays’ into 

significant impact.”50 While my work in Brazil often aligned with these approaches to dramatic 

protest action, my focus upon returning to the United States has been on the less dramatic work of 

organizing as I have sought to move in alignment with the values and commitments I deepened in 

Brazil.  

Marielle Gigante  

March 15, 2018, Rio de Janeiro, RJ – I moved through the crowd gathered in front of City 
Hall to await the coffins of Marielle Franco and Anderson Gomes and found my friends 
who worked closely with Marielle on the steps. We exchanged long hugs. A member of her 

 

46 T. V. Reed, The Art of Protest: Culture and Activism from the Civil Rights Movement to the Present, 2nd edition (Minneapolis: Univ 
Of Minnesota Press, 2019), xiv. 
47 Reed, xv. 
48 Reed, xviii. 
49 Reed, xxi. 
50 Reed, xxi. 
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communications team asked if it would be possible to mobilize women to carry a banner 
reading “Marielle Gigante,” “Giant Marielle,” on stilts in the demonstrations that night and 
in the coming days. We gathered supplies and painted the banner in the square, the outline 
of each cobblestone appearing through the purple block letters, before getting our stilts and 
meeting outside the State Legislature building for the march.  

 
We carried the banner solemnly, concerned that Black women be most visible and at the 
center and also aware of the added burden of this day for them. I considered whether or not 
I should attend on stilts, determining that I could support the work of the group by going on 
a short pair that would allow me to more easily maneuver the gutters and curbs when 
carrying the banner’s edge. After the march, we hung the banner up the beside the steps of 
City Hall as high up as we could reach on our stilts. Overnight, someone moved the banner 
to a more prominent place on the front gate. While the ‘juntas somos gigantes’ banner needs 
women carrying it on stilts for impact, Marielle Gigante did plenty of work on its own.  
 

*** 
 
March 17, 2018, Rio de Janeiro, RJ – Back on the steps of City Hall, I stood on my friend’s 
shoulders and then placed my feet in her palms. She extended her arms and raised me up so 
I could cut the strings securing the banner and take it to the protest in Maré, the favela 
where Marielle grew up. Though nine of us had carried the banner on the night after the 
murder, that day we were only three. Two of us are white, two are from favelas. Where do the 
organizers of the march want us to stand? How can we center the message and not ourselves?, I wondered. 
It was hot in the North Zone as we stopped traffic on one of the city’s busiest 
thoroughfares. Our stilts raised the banner up slightly so it could be read even midway back 
in the formation. Carrying the banner with just three people was more physically challenging, 
but our collective performance that day was less important than our presence and 
movements to amplify the message that Marielle was and is giant. 
 
“Transformar luto em luta” – transform mourning into struggle – was a rallying cry after the 

murder and one with which I sought and seek radical alignment. Radical, as Angela Davis teaches, 

meaning to grasp at the root. Action in radical alignment means action to shift the root causes of 

white supremacist violence wherever I have influence, in my embodied experience and in the 

relationships and institutions where I belong. It means demanding justice for Marielle and Anderson, 

asking in chorus with voices from around the world: “Quem mandou matar Marielle Franco e 

porque? Who ordered the murder of Marielle Franco and why?” It also means learning about and 

combatting the systemic forces that keep power as white and male as it is, and that cause a violent 

backlash when Black women shift structures as Marielle did. This reflection set me on the course 

back to North Carolina to find my political home. If I was going to dedicate “uma vida inteira de luta 



 

 36 

por você, Mari” as my friends who worked with her so beautifully articulated, I would need to live 

closer to my family and work to dismantle white supremacy in North Carolina. 51

 

51 “An entire life of struggle for you, Mari.” 
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Act 2: Political home (2020) 

 
July 2020, Raleigh, NC – I am at my parents’ house attending a virtual training to prepare to 
support an upcoming action to defend Black lives. The facilitators ask us to share our name, 
pronouns, and a principle we are seeking to embody at the action. Presence, I say, knowing I 
need to stay grounded in my body and pay particular attention to who and where I am to be 
effective in my role.  
 
The trainers share a list of movement directives: center Black lives and liberation,  
listen to Black voices and leadership, accept and adapt, examine individual power and 
privilege, commit to solidarity not charity, honor the agency of others, help the movement 
achieve its goals, create radical hospitality, welcoming people of all backgrounds and levels 
of experience, practice situational awareness. Keep your palms facing outward and your 
body relaxed if you need to de-escalate a situation. How will you care for yourself after you 
leave? 
 
As I listen, I reflect on what ‘center Black lives and liberation’ means in terms of the 
embodied choices I will make in the street. Where and how I will stand, what I will say, what 
I will wear. ‘Listen to Black voices,’ also directs my bodily movement, as I know I have been 
a more effective and active listener when I can sense my feet firmly on the floor and subtly 
encourage my body to widen, soften and lengthen. Following Black leadership could mean 
responding to a request to change my position or shift from one activity to another. 
Acceptance and adaptation require attention to unfolding situations and the willingness to 
adjust my movement patterns to align with the group’s most up-to-date needs and goals. If 
unexamined individual power and privilege might cause me to reproduce the oppressive and 
violent dynamics of white supremacy at the interpersonal level, how can keeping my 
positionality in view help me avoid causing further harm?  
 

Return 

The murder of Marielle Franco set me on the path of reflection and deepening commitment 

that brought me back home to North Carolina and to the Master’s in Fine Arts in Dance at Duke. 

While on one level, I wondered if there was any role for a white North American to play in the fight 

against racism and white supremacy in Brazil, on the other, I knew that because my family and roots 

are so firm in North Carolina, I would only be able to sustain engagement in the struggle for the long 
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haul from here. I needed to return to my home and to find a political home.1 Entering the MFA, I 

was interested in turning my attention and action toward making racial and social justice a reality in 

the United States while not losing ground on the creative and imaginative ways of being and moving 

that had been so important to me in Brazil. I hoped to teach stilt walking and movement practice in 

North Carolina in order to build community and promote dialogue across difference.  

I sought to make sense of my experiences during the previous six years through my Fall 

2019 courses and made the choreographic score ‘Arrivals,’ which was an initial proposal for a 

movement practice to me finding my place and way back at home. In the Spring 2020 semester, I 

took the Black Lives Matter: Brazil-USA course co-taught by Sílvio Almeida, legal scholar and 

leading voice on structural racism in Brazil, and historian John French. The course deepened my 

knowledge of and admiration for the historic struggles of Black people in both Brazil and the United 

States against state violence and for rights and recognition. It gave me an opportunity to meet other 

students invested in this urgent topic, and eventually to co-coordinate the exhibit project that came 

out of our work throughout the summer of 2020. At that time, social movement took priority, as I 

protested in the streets alongside others demanding racial justice. I was moved to action by the 

heightened awareness and lived experience of the interlocking crises of racial capitalism and 

environmental destruction brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic and shifted the focus of my 

project.  

I have wondered what a politically and socially responsive movement practice grounded in 

my positionality and skill set would look like. As my sense of urgency around collective care and 

survival practices increased, I turned my attention to mutual aid and relational organizing projects 

that engaged my body alongside others working to meet immediate community needs, redistribute 
 

1 I first learned about the importance of political home as “a place where we ideate, practice and build futures we believe in, 
finding alignment with those we are in accountable relationships with, and growing that alignment through organizing and 
education” in the following blog post from adrienne maree brown:adrienne maree brown, “Political Home – Adrienne 
Maree Brown,” accessed March 15, 2021, http://adriennemareebrown.net/tag/political-home/. 
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resources, and organize for systemic changes addressing the root causes of injustice. At the beginning 

of the Fall 2020 semester, I articulated plans for movement research to investigate what somatic 

practices and skills I needed to develop to be more effective in social movement work. Breath, 

mindfulness, and physical conditioning were core elements of this plan, as was an exploration of 

what approaching movement work with somatic attentiveness might offer. These initial questions 

grew out of my engagement with the field of somatics and social justice.  

Somatics and social justice 

My work in Brazil turned my attention toward social justice efforts that see transformation at 

the individual and systemic levels as inextricable and mutually reinforcing. I experienced the ways 

attention to my body position and alignment impacted my availability for listening, learning, and 

intervening in oppressive social systems. An important framework for this work was healing justice. 

Introduced by Cara Page and the Kindred Southern Healing Justice Collective in 2005, healing justice 

seeks to understand the legacy and impact of trauma on social movements and provide healing 

resources to organizers and changemakers.2 Somatic healing modalities figure prominently in this 

framework, offering resources for healing from trauma and grounding social change work in the 

body. The course “Somatics—Embodiment for the 21st century” taught at Duke by Glenna Batson 

in Spring 2020 introduced me to the foundational theories and practices of somatics, as well as to its 

possibilities for fostering autonomy and cultivating intelligent and whole-body responses to complex 

social and political problems.  

Thomas Hanna first popularized the term somatics as an attention to the experience of being 

a “living body” which is always alive and changing. As Martha Eddy notes in the volume, Mindful 

Movement: The Evolution of the Somatic Arts and Conscious Action, the field has always been concerned with 

 

2 Kindred Southern Healing Justice Collective, “Our History,” accessed March 14, 2021, 
http://kindredsouthernhjcollective.org/our-history/. 
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the “soma embedded in the environment.”3 Eddy describes awareness of how cultural, 

environmental and social contexts contribute to health as a logical outgrowth of people’s improved 

sense of well-being through somatic education.4 Eddy defines the field of “social somatics” as a form 

of activism that takes context, culture and relationships into account in somatic practice, as well as 

working for the widespread diffusion of somatic models in society. Eddy traces the evolution of the 

field of social somatics through a diffuse network of practitioners working in local communities who 

apply somatic awareness to addressing a range of inequities, highlighting the work of those working 

to stay attentive to body-mind experience while also engaging in social justice activities.5  

While the relevance of somatic practice to individual transformation and healing processes is 

widely documented, especially with regard to healing from trauma, there is a growing field of somatic 

practitioners who are incorporating a social analysis into their work for collective healing. In The 

Politics of Trauma, somatics practitioner and co-founder of the organization generative somatics Staci 

K. Haines defends a “politicized somatic theory” that “addresses the need for deep personal 

transformation, aligned with liberatory community and collective practices, connected to 

transformative systemic change.”6 Haines advances a theory of change that builds social movement 

strategy around work at the three interlocking levels of the personal, the collective, and the systemic. 

“Somatics is a practicable theory of change that can move us toward individual, community, and 

collective liberation,” Haines writes.7  

Haines also describes the approach of somatics to “understand beings as integrated mind, 

body, spirit, and social, relational beings,” and offers an understanding of ‘shape’ within somatics as 

 

3 Martha Eddy, Mindful Movement : The Evolution of the Somatic Arts and Conscious Action (Bristol, UK : Intellect, 2017., 2017), 
233, https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE009842789. 
4 Eddy, 233. 
5 Eddy, 234. 
6 Staci Haines and Ai-Jen Poo, The Politics of Trauma: Somatics, Healing, and Social Justice (North Atlantic Books, 2019), 46. 
7 Haines and Poo, 22. 
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“one’s current embodiment of beliefs, resilience and survival strategies, habits and actions.”8 She 

writes that “somatics understands people as a compilation of practices,” most of which are 

unconscious and inherited through social systems, communities and families.9 This understanding of 

embodied inheritance informs my hope and approach that some of these practices can be changed 

through somatic opening and repatterning.  

In a discussion of the development of this approach to politicized somatics, Haines points to 

the lack of attention and regard for somatics and trauma work within organizing models that often 

relegate healing processes to the category of “soft skills.”10 Through a series of partnerships with 

leaders and organizations, Haines and colleagues tested the application of an integrated approach to 

personal and systemic transformation within social justice movements, building and expanding a 

somatics program for movement leaders that grew into the organization generative somatics (gs) in 

2009-10.  

One success story in that lineage is of the use of somatics and trauma methodology and 

practice within the National Domestic Worker’s Alliance (NDWA), which explored the “possibility 

of embodied leadership and working class women really living in a whole, full, felt sense of their own 

power” and what that might offer in terms of the broader strategy of building power as a 

movement.11 In an essay in The Politics of Trauma, deputy director of NDWA Raquel Laviña describes 

shifts in the embodiment of the participants in NDWA’s Strategy, Organizing and Leadership 

program: “They were taller, like literally physically taller, from the first day to the last day. Their 

 

8 Haines and Poo, 20. 
9 Haines and Poo, 20. 
10 Haines and Poo, 10. 
11 Haines and Poo, 377. 
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dignity was so much more intact and their access to their brains and their hearts and their bodies was 

so much higher, you could see it; it showed up in them physically.”12  

Rae Johnson is another leading voice in the field of embodied social justice. In a dissertation 

titled “(Un)learning oppression through the body: toward an embodied critical pedagogy,” Johnson 

writes that the body has largely been left out of anti-oppression pedagogy, despite its relevance to 

how we “learn to function within and perpetuate oppressive social systems.”13 For Johnson, an 

embodied critical consciousness would involve creating awareness around “what the body tells us 

about how power is being navigated and negotiated in personal and social relationships.”14 In the 

book Embodied Social Justice, Johnson argues that “bodies help to create and maintain power dynamics 

that can arise between us” through gestures and eye contact and that the characteristics marked on 

bodies are the basis upon which people are categorized into groups. Foregrounding the connection 

between nonverbal communication patterns, attitudes around bodily norms, and feelings of 

connection with the body and the privileges associated with membership in different social groups, 

Johnson notes that “existing models of social justice have not been particularly attentive to the 

body’s role in reproducing oppression in everyday life.”15  

Johnson notes that the field of somatics has tended to overlook questions of power and 

authority. She advances an “embodied approach to social justice” that can be used to support 

structural and ideological changes in institutions and culture through promoting “authentic 

transformations in attitude,” and an experience of rights and freedoms “at the core of our beings.”16 

Johnson considers “the degree to which our bodies are implicated in the reproduction of social 

 

12 Haines and Poo, 377. 
13 Rae Johnson, “(Un)Learning Oppression through the Body: Toward an Embodied Critical Pedagogy” (2007), 208. 
14 Johnson, 210. 
15 Rae Johnson, Embodied Social Justice, 1st edition (London ; New York: Routledge, 2017), 1. 
16 Johnson, 1. 
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power” and points to the possibility of “unlearn[ing] the embodied patterns that keep oppression in 

place.”17  

In a blog post entitled “Embodied Activism” from 2017, Johnson outlines a useful model 

for this project. It gives readers an entry point into the work of dismantling oppression and 

foregrounds the role of the body in social justice work. The model is as follows:  

“Do your own work 
1) Educate yourself about oppression and embodiment.  
2) Explore your own body oppression and how it shows up. 
3) Decolonize your body.  

a. Identify and uncouple trauma patterns.  
b. Reclaim your body image.  
c. Cultivate your senses.  
d. Interrogate your non-verbal communication. 
e. Liberate your movement. 

4) Learn about your own body privilege and how it manifests. 
Work for others 
Work with others”18 
 
The bestselling book My Grandmother’s Hands applies somatic and trauma-informed 

therapeutic practices to the racialized violence and trauma in the United States. In the book, 

experienced somatic therapist Resmaa Menakem argues that because white-body supremacy lives in 

the body and not the brain, only widespread healing of the trauma it has caused can address the harm 

caused by racism in the United States. White-body supremacy persists, Menakem argues, because 

people living in the United States have not healed the dissonance and trauma passed down from 

ancestors of all racial groups. “The longstanding and ongoing destruction of the Black body in 

America,” Menakem writes, “will continue until Americans of all cultures and colors learn to 

acknowledge the inherited trauma of white-body supremacy embedded in all our bodies.”19 The book 

 

17 Johnson, 1. 
18 Rae Johnson, “Embodied Activism,” Rae Johnson (blog), September 23, 2017, 
https://raejohnsonsomatic.com/2017/09/23/embodied-activism/. 
19 Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother’s Hands: Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and Bodies (Central 
Recovery Press, 2017), 10. 
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includes specific practices for Black bodies, white bodies and police bodies, and asserts that all three 

of these groups need to process and heal their trauma in order to address racism. It also provides a 

useful introduction to the nervous system and field of trauma therapy in general with a specific focus 

on racialized trauma.  

Menakem emphasizes the felt difference between an open and a constricted body and 

between a settled and activated body. The body practices found throughout the book guide readers 

in how to open and settle the body so that healing and transformation can occur, even as Menakem 

notes that settling isn’t always the appropriate response to a situation. Settling and practicing self-

care, Menakem writes, are about “increasing your body’s ability to manage stress, as well as about 

creating more room for your nervous system to find coherence and flow.”20 A settled body is more 

receptive to healing and learning than an activated one, Menakem argues.  

adrienne maree brown’s call for a more holistic, integrated and somatic approach to 

organizing and is a source of inspiration to me in this work. In a chapter of Pleasure Activism titled 

“Feeling From Within: A Life of Somatics,” brown defends somatics as “one of the most effective 

ways to get a group of complex, contradictory humans into alignment with a liberated collective 

future.”21 Presenting a series of pleasure activism principles in the final chapter, brown encourages 

organizers to “center pleasure as an organizing principle...Be unconditional in your commitment to 

movement, be transformational in every area of your life and work, and center pleasure and joy as 

resistance: laughter, dance, taking time for the relationships. When people find movements that meet 

their needs, welcome them whole, affirm them, commit to their transformation, and actually feel 

good, they stay, and movement grows."22 

 

20 Menakem, 153. 
21 Rodriguez and Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, Pleasure Activism: The Politics of Feeling Good, ed. adrienne maree brown 
(AK Press, 2019), 278. 
22 Rodriguez and Piepzna-Samarasinha, 433. 
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Another source of inspiration in grounding an approach to social change in the body comes 

from Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa, who writes about the importance of inner work to drive 

public acts in a chapter published just before she died called “now let us shift...the path of 

conocimiento...inner work, public acts.” Prescribing a program of transformative work for women of 

color she writes, "Éste quehacer--internal work coupled with commitment to struggle for social 

transformation--changes your relationship to your body, and, in turn, to other bodies and to the 

world. And when that happens, you change the world."23 In designing this project, I intended to 

balance inner and outer work, interested in deepening my somatic and movement practices so that 

they help me be more effective in my commitment and contribution to work for social justice. I 

practiced mindfulness and somatics, sought to settle my nervous system when I become 

overwhelmed or encounter a challenge in my organizing, and observed the way actively widening my 

body supports my listening and facilitation. In practice, however, the demands of outward facing 

actions at times took priority over the inner work. I am aware of the ways this can limit the 

contributions of the project and seek to balance this moving forward by carving out intentional time 

and support for somatic practice.  

Meeting acute needs 

April 2020, Durham, NC – It is about one month into the first COVID-19 lockdown in 
North Carolina, and I join an online event about local organizing with a guest speaker from 
Brazil. I am curious how the gathering might help further my investigation of existing 
bridges between North Carolina and Rio de Janeiro and help me determine effective ways I 
can continue to build on what I learned in Brazil now that I am back at home.   
 
The guest, an organizer and educator, describes a combined food drive and political 
education COVID-19 response project being carried out by the MST (Brazil’s Landless 
Worker’s Movement) in rural and urban Brazilian communities. This conversation planted 
the seeds for a Durham-based political food distribution project that three local 
organizations launched in May 2020. I have participated in many ways since the first 

 

23 Gloria Anzaldúa and AnaLouise Keating, eds., This Bridge We Call Home: Radical Visions for Transformation, 1st edition (New 
York: Routledge, 2002). 
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distributions, supporting at the project site, driving to deliver food boxes, and participating 
in regular political education and organizing calls. In mid-August, I took on a more active 
role in the project training and organizing other delivery drivers.  
 
Access and review your route list. Count the number of recipients that are expecting you tomorrow. Text each 
of the recipients on your route list to check their address and let them know you will be delivering to them. 
Drive to the distribution site and wait in your car in line behind other delivery drivers. Move your car slowly 
forward until you reach the box loading station. Communicate the number of boxes you need to deliver with 
the box loading crew and coordinate with them to load your car. Pick up the same number of pieces of 
literature. Determine the delivery order that makes the most sense for you and your day. Navigate to the first 
address. Once you find it, park your car. Text or call the recipient to let them know you are outside their 
home. Put on your mask. Carry one of the boxes from your car to their door. Knock and stand back six feet. 
Have a conversation, potentially an organizing conversation. Return to your car and repeat the process. Let 
an organizer know when you have finished your route. Receive a follow up email and a link to sign up to 
deliver again. Repeat the process.  
 
These are the actions carried out by a volunteer delivery driver on any food distribution day. 
Mundane and unremarkable in isolation, in coordination with the other 52 drivers and team 
of organizers working on the project they resemble a distributed choreography across the 
city. Drivers turn their attention toward making food accessible to community members, 
seeking to build relationships and power in the process. They make embodied choices in 
response to acute community needs in solidarity with low-wage workers who are organizing 
for the changes they need. Week-to-week, drivers repeat the same pattern of movements, 
fulfilling a commitment to the project and the relationships on which it is built and go out of 
their way to extend care to the community.  

 
Throughout my time working in this project, I have wondered how drivers who come from 

similar backgrounds to mine might use movement protocols to support our alignment with the value 

of solidarity, not charity.24 In “Solidarity Not Charity: Mutual Aid for Mobilization and Survival,” 

Dean Spade describes mutual aid as “radical collective care,” emphasizing its dual purposes of 

supporting the immediate survival needs of vulnerable populations and of building movement 

infrastructure for ongoing struggle.25 “Mutual aid is a form of political participation in which people 

take responsibility for caring for one another and changing political conditions, not just through 

symbolic acts or putting pressure on their representatives in government but by actually building new 
 

24 Dean Spade defines charity, aid, relief, and services as terms used to “denote the provision of support for survival to poor 
people where that support is governed by rich people and/or government.” Eligibility requirements based on moral 
deservingness, stigmatizing conditions, and the tendency to uphold rather than disrupt systems that concentrate wealth are 
key features of this framework. Dean Spade, “Solidarity Not Charity: Mutual Aid for Mobilization and Survival,” Social Text 
38, no. 1 (142) (March 1, 2020): 140, https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-7971139. 
25 Spade, 131. 
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social relations that are more survivable,” Spade writes.26 The Black Panther Party’s survival 

programs are the most famous example of mutual aid on the left in the United States, Spade notes, 

with the free breakfast program offering a model for the Durham-based project with which I’ve been 

involved.  

In a guide to mutual aid published in 2020, Dean Spade explains mutual aid, its connections 

to Black revolutionary organizing of the 1960s, and the ways contemporary groups are applying the 

principles in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The practical sections of Mutual Aid are a 

how-to guide for people interested in carrying out mutual aid projects. In thinking about how to 

show up for participation in the project as an organizer or delivery driver, I am excited by Spade’s 

description of how mutual aid projects can cultivate solidarity by creating spaces where people work 

closely with people who come from different backgrounds and have different lived experiences, 

while also building the skills needed for ‘new social relations.’ Spade specifically references skills for 

“collaboration, participation, and decision making,” ranging from specific approaches to responding 

to harm to “meeting facilitation, working across difference, retaining volunteers, addressing conflict, 

giving and receiving feedback, following through, and coordinating schedules and transportation.”27 

I am especially interested in the opportunity for repatterning behaviors learned under 

oppressive hierarchies that intentional participation in a mutual aid project might offer.  “Most 

people in the United States have never been to a meeting where there was not a boss or authority 

figure with decision making power over others determining the outcomes,” Spade writes, suggesting 

that we bring these “learned practices of hierarchy” even to our volunteer groups.28 “But collective 

spaces, like mutual aid organizing,” Spade writes, “can give us opportunities to unlearn conditioning 

and build new skills and capacities. By participating in groups in new ways and practicing new ways 

 

26 Spade, 136. 
27 Spade, 137–38. 
28 Dean Spade, Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This Crisis (Verso, 2020), 16. 
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of being together, we are both building the world we want and becoming the kind of people who 

could live in such a world together.”29 This unlearning and repatterning happens at the level of the 

body.  

The body-level skills of settling the nervous system, opening the body for listening, 

understanding power and privilege, staying in motion and committed to engaging in collective work, 

directing attention outwards toward others with accountability, cultivating a welcoming virtual 

environment, and leading grounding exercises before actions have helped me respond to the 

following charge from Spade to make our meetings and movements welcoming and supportive of 

well-being. "When we greet new people with exhaustion and resentment,” Spade writes, “we rarely 

succeed in making participation in our group irresistible. Making our meetings welcoming, fun, 

warm, and energizing; making space for people to feel their rage and grief about the issues we are 

organizing around; and cultivating care and connection with one another strengthen the group and 

make the work more sustainable, in addition to supporting the well-being of all the participants."30 

Spade calls on mutual aid projects to “be wary of saviorism, self-congratulation, and 

paternalism,” resisting narratives about the presumed superiority and dysfunctionality and finding 

ways “to support participants to build shared analysis about the harms of saviorism and the necessity 

of self-determination for people in crisis.”31 Spade uses the following four questions to evaluate 

reforms and tactics related to mutual aid projects: “Does it provide material relief? Does it leave out 

an especially marginalized part of the affected group (e.g., people with criminal records, people 

without immigration status)? Does it legitimize or expand a system we are trying to dismantle? Does 

it mobilize people, especially those most directly impacted, for ongoing struggle?”32 These inspire me 

 

29 Spade, 16–17. 
30 Spade, 97–98. 
31 Spade, “Solidarity Not Charity,” 142. 
32 Spade, 133. 
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in the work of developing a framework for questioning and considering my commitments that I will 

share with house meeting participants and others I am organizing alongside.  

Relational organizing  

Aug 2020, Durham, NC – I am meeting a group of people on Zoom for a phone bank, as I 
have every Tuesday since June. I call in from the room where I have been for most every 
Zoom call during the past five months. The group checks-in, introducing ourselves and our 
favorite season. The host asks if anyone would like to lead us in a grounding practice before 
we start. We have grounded at the start of every phone bank, connecting to our bodies and 
our stability before reaching out to the 17,000 voters of color in Durham that we are inviting 
to join our movement, and are turning out to the polls in November. I volunteer to lead the 
practice, inviting the group to bring awareness to the places where we are making contact 
with support and to pay attention to the small dance each of our bodies is doing in order to 
stay balanced and upright. I can sense connection and calm in the group when we open our 
eyes and orient back to the Zoom screen. I am more available to listen to the people on the 
other end of the phone line and adapt my conversations because I have settled my nervous 
system.  
 
The process reminds me in some ways of the phone banks I facilitated when working as a 
field organizer for Barack Obama’s campaign for President in 2008, where more experienced 
staffers taught me to “respect, empower, and include” every volunteer who came my way. I 
have carried those values with me ever since, translating them for new contexts, shifting my 
understanding of “empower” and “include” to align with a vision of political organizing with 
those most impacted by our current systems at the center and leading the way.  
 

 
*** 

 
 
Nov 2020, Durham, NC – It is the night before Election Day and I am reflecting on the 
work I have been doing leading a canvassing effort to support voters whose absentee ballots 
were rejected. I’m feeling enthusiastic about how well people on my team are working 
together and caring about each other, even though we haven’t ever been in the same physical 
space. Due to the pandemic, we have coordinated all of our work through virtual channels.  
 
I remember that inviting people to center and ground before we started our work supported 
us in moving through challenges that came up and I set the intention to keep a calm, clear 
presence to guide the ship tomorrow. We have to be clear about every movement, knowing 
right where to be and what to do, because so much is at stake.  
 
It is meaningful to share affirmations and celebrations with the team, even when things feel 
hectic. So much happens in these very full Get Out The Vote (GOTV) days: cut turf, walk 
turf, redirect volunteers, redirect volunteers, redirect…People are so good, I think, our 
Zoom and team culture has a lot of care moving through it. 
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For a month surrounding the November 2020 election, a team of thirty committed 

volunteers came together virtually from across the United States to counter voter suppression by 

coordinating an absentee and provisional ballot canvassing program based in Raleigh, North 

Carolina. This group met on Zoom every day to facilitate the social movement of nearly 700 

volunteers who collectively knocked on 10,900 doors from October 20 to November 12, 2020. In 

the context of heightened risk and uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic and the high stakes of 

the election, the team worked towards the shared goal of connecting canvassing volunteers with 

voters who were at risk of being disenfranchised in order to defend the right to vote for all people 

and secure victory for Democratic candidates up and down the ballot in North Carolina. I had the 

privilege of serving as the lead organizer on this effort in the Raleigh region, building and supporting 

‘Team Raleigh’ from behind a desk in Durham.  

The building blocks of the canvassing program remained constant day to day, even as the 

information we were communicating and lists of voters we were attempting to reach changed almost 

constantly. Our task was to recruit and confirm volunteers, prepare materials for the canvasses, train 

volunteers, support them as they executed the canvass by being available for questions throughout 

their shift and a debrief at the end. Physically, these tasks involve staring at a computer screen, 

clicking and scrolling, and enthusiastically greeting or training people when they called in for a 

briefing or with a question.  

Organizing entirely in the virtual realm implicates bodies in a different way than organizing 

in-person. It is harder to pick up on non-verbal cues and read the dynamics of a group. Patience can 

run thin as the opportunity to meet others and have side conversations while waiting is limited in the 

Zoom format.  We don’t get the sense of embodied resonance or the build-up of energy and 

excitement that can happen when launching a canvass from a common physical location. The virtual 

realm also has some advantages, including that we could include people from across the country and 
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even around the world in our efforts. Because briefings happened on the go, volunteers could save 

time and a trip to a headquarters. Rather than calling an individual organizer with a question when 

out on a shift, that we had staffed a virtual field office meant that there was an entire team waiting to 

support volunteers.  

This virtual field office became the ongoing meeting place for Team Raleigh and a vibrant 

space where we shared both the challenges and victories of the virtually mediated organizing and 

volunteer program we were running. We would open the office at 8:00 am daily and not close it until 

late at night. A steady stream of volunteers would come in throughout the day and we implemented 

an intricate process for moving them into breakout rooms based on their level of experience and the 

purpose of the canvass they would be conducting. Volunteers often called into our field office while 

driving in their cars on the way to the supply hubs or from the porch of a voter with a question, 

giving the virtual field office a sense of momentum and motion in connection with volunteers who 

were moving through the city. Breakout assigner became one of the most important roles on the 

team. We also had an elaborate check in system and efficient communication between the “front of 

house” team that received people in the main Zoom room, the “back office” people running all of 

the data and logistics for the canvasses, and the briefers and supporters stationed in breakout rooms. 

On our biggest day on the weekend of the election, over 150 people moved through our Zoom 

office and out into canvassing activity, be it onto one of our absentee ballot cure canvasses or with 

the broader Get Out the Vote effort of the campaign. 

The team came from across the country and we built strong relationships of mutual support 

and risk, depending on one another and growing towards one another as we took on the challenge of 

organizing in a pandemic. These skills of facilitating and organizing in digital space have supported 

my subsequent projects and are key competencies I utilized in my house meeting. This intense 

experience takes a toll on the body, however, and is not sustainable for long periods of time. While it 
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is not a long-term strategy for building relationships and power, this kind of activity can be a gateway 

to sustained action with skillful organizing. Following up on this experience and in the organizing 

project that flows out of this thesis, I am interested in inviting volunteers who participate during 

elections into sustained social movement work between election cycles.  

The work of organizing can take place across many different types of organizations, and 

sometimes outside of them, including in interest groups, political parties, and mutual aid endeavors. 

In “Technological change and the shifting nature of political organization,” Binber, Stohl and 

Flanagin outline a distinction between organizing the action and interaction among people and the 

specific forms of organization within which this organizing takes place.33 They offer the following 

basic functions of organizing: “identifying interested people and their concerns, contacting them for 

purposes of developing common identity or trust or for purposes of sending appeals and requests, 

establishing agendas, and coordinating action or engagement.”34 Marshall Ganz, the theorist, 

practitioner, and teacher of the public narrative framework, defines organizing as a leadership practice 

based on “accepting responsibility for enabling others to achieve purpose in the face of 

uncertainty.”35 

The decision to host a house meeting is rooted in my affinity for and interest in relational 

organizing as an embodied praxis. In organizing, ordinary people band together to turn the resources 

they have into the power they need to effect change.36 The United States has a long history of 

successful organizing, in fact, it was a core strategy of the labor and civil rights movements that won 

 

33 Bruce Bimber, Cynthia Stohl, and Andrew J. Flanagin, Technological Change and the Shifting Nature of Political 
Organization (Routledge Handbooks Online, 2008), 79, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203962541.ch6. 
34 Bimber, Stohl, and Flanagin, 79. 
35 Marshall Ganz, “Leading Change: Leadership, Organization, and Social Movements,” in Handbook of Leadership Theory 
and Practice : An HBS Centennial Colloquium on Advancing Leadership, ed. Nitin Nohria 1962- and Rakesh Khurana 
1948- (Boston, Mass.: Boston, Mass. : Harvard Business Press, c2010., 2010), 1, 
https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/DUKE004438893. 
36 Marshall Ganz and collaborators working within the public narrative framework put forward this definition of organizing, 
which has been adapted for numerous training documents and workshop guides. 
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significant gains in the United States from the 1930s to the 1970s. As longtime organizer and scholar 

Jane F. McAlevey argues in No Shortcuts: Organizing for Power in the New Gilded Age, as compared to the 

advocacy and mobilizing approaches that have gained popularity in recent decades, “only organizing 

can effectively challenge the gross inequality of power in the United States.”37 The achievements won 

by earlier movements, she argues, stem from the fact that they were built and led by ‘ordinary people’ 

who understood that power “came from their own ability to sustain massive disruptions to the 

existing order.”38 In contrast, she argues, a reliance on an “elite, top-down theory of power” enacted 

through advocacy and mobilizing is to blame for the repeated failures of progressive movements 

since the 1970s.39 “The chief factor in whether or not organizational efforts grow organically into 

local and national movements capable of effecting major change,” she writes, “is where and with 

whom the agency for change rests.”40 

McAlevey focuses specifically on union organizing in No Shortcuts, however her insights 

around power and agency are also relevant to struggles waged beyond workplaces. The cases 

analyzed provide empirical evidence of how ordinary people can come into an understanding of their 

own power and use it collectively to win strategic victories. McAlevey emphasizes the importance of 

power-structure analysis for people trying to bring about change, arguing that groups on the left 

rarely engage in analyzing relationships among power-holders and almost never analyze “power 

structures among the ordinary people who are or could be brought into the fight.”41 She writes that 

liberals and progressives largely accept the premise that “elites will always rule,” an approach 

 

37 Jane F. McAlevey, No Shortcuts : Organizing for Power in the New Gilded Age (New York, NY : Oxford University Press, 
[2016], 2016), 2, https://find.library.duke.edu/catalog/UNCb8649814. 
38 McAlevey, 9. 
39 McAlevey, 9. 
40 McAlevey, 9. 
41 McAlevey, 4. 
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underscored by the advocacy and mobilizing models.42 People to the left of liberals and progressives, 

on the other hand, believe in the contestable nature of who holds power, and their actions evidence 

that “ordinary people can exercise both absolute power (power over) and creative power (power to).”43  

Through a detailed analysis of case studies and the factors that contributed to victories even 

in an era of union and civil society decline, McAlevey concludes that only an experience of collective 

struggle can help people overcome the conditioning that has “taught Americans to accept their 

economic and political roles, and to think ‘collectivism bad’ and ‘individualism good.’”44 In the cases 

of union organizing McAlevey references, the act of walking off the job together, enacted through an 

organizing model that “places the primary agency for success on an ever-expanding base of ordinary 

people” has produced significant victories in recent decades.45 “The craft of organizing helps people 

connect the dots between the critical, solidarity-affirming moment and the larger system it 

challenges,” McAlevey writes, “giving the workers in crisis a new way of seeing themselves and a 

newly formed sense of the society’s political economy.”46  

Movement elder Grace Lee Boggs also writes convincingly about the importance of 

‘transformational organizing’ to bring forth a new, possible world.47 In The Next American Revolution: 

Sustainable Activism for the 21st Century, published in 2011, Boggs, then 95, encouraged readers to build 

on the “humanity-stretching movements of the past half-century” with hope, expansive thinking, and 

 

42 McAlevey, 4. 
43 McAlevey, 5. 
44 McAlevey, 201. 
45 McAlevey, 206. 
46 McAlevey, 201. 
47 Grounded in seven decades of radical social change work, Boggs highlights late 20th century resistance movements 
against corporate globalization, specifically the Zapatista response to NAFTA, the 1999 “Battle of Seattle,” and the 
“Another World is Possible” World Social Forums and subsequent United States Social Forums as central to her 
transformed thinking about the urgency of practicing care and justice in our public as well as personal relationships. The 
book centers on her longtime work and collaboration with Jimmy Boggs in Detorit.  
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new methods of organizing to create “more human human beings and more democratic institutions.”48 We 

should engage in ‘two-sided struggles,’ she writes, “that not only say ‘No’ to the existing power 

structure but also empower our constituencies to embrace the power within each of us to create the 

world anew.”49  

Reviewing this literature on the importance of organizing and the theories of power inherent 

to it, I am interested in advancing a theory of corporeality within the practice. In what ways does 

organizing engage the body as a site of power, possibility, knowledge, and change?50 How can 

organizing efforts also overlook the significance and needs of the body, and what are the 

consequences? What if we infused embodied awareness into our campaigns?  

Organizing involves seemingly mundane gestures of making phone calls, showing up for 

coffee or a Zoom meeting, writing emails, facilitating discussions, telling stories, making 

confirmation calls, giving directions, and answering questions. A dance lens can help us understand 

how these unspectacular corporealities can lead to spectacular collective outcomes. When organizers 

build relationships and structures for accountability around the embodied choice-making of people 

with a shared objective, they can build a social or political body more powerful than individuals 

working alone.  This is what I have done in my movements with local groups and also what I intend 

to do as a facilitator of anti-racist action in my family and among friends.  

In Choreographing History, Susan Foster foregrounds the role of the body in the activity of 

writing history. She opens the book with a “Manifesto for Dead and Moving Bodies” that details the 

squirms, aches, tensions, stares and shifts that are present as she writes, declaring that “the body 

 

48 Grace Lee Boggs, Scott Kurashige, and Danny Glover, The Next American Revolution: Sustainable Activism for the Twenty-First 
Century, 1st edition (University of California Press, 2012), 51. 
49 Boggs, Kurashige, and Glover, 51. 
50 I draw on my work as student in “Theories of Corporeality” with Sarah Wilbur in Fall 2019 and, specifically on the 
course description, in articulating this question. 
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cannot be taken for granted, cannot be taken seriously, cannot be taken.”51 Bodies are ‘bodily 

writings,’ she continues, arguing that the actions, habits, and gestures of bodies “emerge out of 

cultural practices, verbal or not, that construct corporeal meaning.”52 Following Foster, I consider the 

way everyday movements associated with dialing a phone number to make an invitation to a house 

meeting, typing a campaign email, making a phone call, or knocking on a door while canvassing 

construct meaning and shift power.  

Foster suggests that mundane and minuscule ‘techniques of the body’ performed by 

different bodies across history “bore significance in the way they were patterned and the way they 

related with one another.”53 Habits and gestures “resonated with aesthetic and political values,” 

Foster writes, forming “the skeleton of meaning that also gives any aberrant or spectacular bodily 

action its luster.”54 Paying attention to the body as a bodily writing, she continues, can reveal the 

meaning in minute gestures and movements by placing them in the context of broader schemes of 

corporeal signification. “Each body’s distinctive pronouncements at any given moment,” Foster 

writes, “must be read against the inscription, along with others, it continuously produces.”55   

Foster's 2003 article "Choreographies of Protest" also helps me understand the centrality of 

the body in articulating individual agency and collective action toward social change. 56 While some 

gauge the merits of a protest on whether or not its targets respond to concrete demands, Foster 

brings the way bodies make and sustain meaning to the forefront of her analysis. Offering a body-

focused reading of three non-violent protest movements—the 1960s lunch counter sit-ins, the late 

1980s ACT-UP die-ins, and the 1999 protests of the World Trade Organization meetings in Seattle—

 

51 Susan Leigh Foster, ed., Choreographing History, Illustrated edition (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), 3. 
52 Foster, 3. 
53 Foster, 5. 
54 Foster, 5. 
55 Foster, 5. 
56 Susan Leigh Foster, “Choreographies of Protest,” Theatre Journal 55, no. 3 (2003): 395. 
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Foster writes against Gene Sharp’s distinction between symbolic action and physical intervention “by 

approaching the body as a vast reservoir of signs and symbols” capable in and of itself of persuasion 

and interference.57 Foster reads protest movements with specific attention to what embodied choice-

making is taking place and the impacts of moving with agency. She is interested in how, when and 

where people choose to move and who these choices impact their social surroundings.  

Foster concludes that the choice to engage physically in collective action “calls forth a 

perceptive and responsive physicality that, everywhere along the way, deciphers the social and then 

choreographs an imagined alternative.”58 I extend this conclusion by thinking about delivery drivers 

and canvass volunteers, understanding them as also engaged physically in moving around and across 

town towards interactions that propose alternatives to the status quo. Their choices to sign up for a 

shift, to participate in a training, to get out of their houses and into their cars, to navigate to the 

home of someone to deliver food or support someone in casting their absentee ballot, and to call in 

for support if they need it are the sites of their response and resistance to oppressive social 

conditions in coordination with others.  While navigating the space between overthrowing power and 

believing nothing can be done, protestors enact a “belief in the possibility of instigating change,” 

Foster argues.59 As protestors engage in action, Foster writes, they “read what is happening and 

articulate their imaginative rebuttal.”60 I understand the role of the organizer to be supporting the 

conditions for others to articulate this rebuttal through coordinated action, in so doing, as Foster 

writes, “demonstrat[ing] to themselves and all those participating that something can be done.”61 

 

 

57 Foster, 395. 
58 Foster, 412. 
59 Foster, 412. 
60 Foster, 412. 
61 Foster, 412. 
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Act 3: A house meeting (March 2021) 
 My final thesis action is a participatory performance gathering that grows out of the format 

of a house meeting, a tool of organizers that brings a small group of people together around a shared 

purpose. It is the first step in a longer process of organizing my friends and family into collective 

action to dismantle white supremacy. House meetings can be used to advance broader campaign 

goals by building community, sharing strategy, identifying leadership and asking for and obtaining 

commitments. In this house meeting, I designed an agenda based on the public narrative framework, 

including some somatic and movement exercises in order begin to invite guests into the ongoing 

work of paying attention to where and how we have been shaped by and reproduce white supremacy 

in our personal lives and within institutions, and how we might move otherwise into bold action that 

advances equity and justice. The gathering tested how dance and movement can help create 

conditions to raise awareness, motivate, activate and agitate others. Through it, I build toward an 

approach to embodied political education and organizing praxis to invite people into sustained action 

following the leadership of those most impacted by the interlocking crises of racial capitalism and 

environmental destruction.  

The meeting also seeks to respond to a concern I have felt in some spaces dedicated to 

supporting white anti-racist education, that the emphasis on doing the work of strengthening our 

awareness and critical consciousness might not lead to sustained and concrete action to change the 

conditions that we have made and uphold. I am interested in investigating and investing in heartful, 

artful, and deep relational work that is also effective at moving people to take action. With this in 

mind, I closed the gathering by inviting guests to commit to making a plan for deepening action to 

dismantle white supremacy and then sharing it with me in a follow-up conversation. I also asked 

those present to immediately direct resources toward an organization doing transformative work that 

is led by people of color and working-class people.  
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I first hosted house meetings as a field organizer on the campaign to elect Barack Obama as 

President in 2008. In Groundbreakers, McKenna and Han outline the classic relational organizing 

tactics that OFA (Obama for America) used in 2008 and 2012. This list of tactics includes “one-on-

ones, personal stories, public narrative, the art of a ‘hard ask,’ house meetings, leadership training, 

and relentless relationship maintenance and follow-up.”62 Their writing describes the ways OFA 

leadership expected field organizers to build relationships of trust with volunteers and count on them 

to execute the campaign plan and voter contact work. They also outline the central role of public 

narrative in the OFA approach to relationship building, which emerged out of Marshall Ganz’s work 

with Cesar Chavez and the United Farmworkers in the 1980s in California. Ganz and his 

collaborators solidified the stories of “self, us, [and] now” framework during a project with the Sierra 

Club in 2006, through Ganz’s teaching at Harvard Kennedy School, and then shared it with the 

campaign in 2007 at “Camp Obama.”63 In organizing my house meeting, I revisited this time-honed 

tactic and the public narrative framework, incorporating the perspective and orientation that I have 

gained over the decade since hosting my first house meeting in 2008.  

Invitations 

In formulating the list of invitees for the meeting, I thought of the white members of my 

family and close friends that I believed would be open to participating in the gathering and receiving 

my call to action at the end. For as many of the invitations as possible, I conducted a one-on-one 

conversation that serves the multiple purposes of extending the invitation, deepening the relationship 

I have with the person, and of allowing me space to practice and shape the skill of holding a one-on-

one with an embodied orientation. After the conversations, I sent a follow up email with a Zoom 

link for the meeting, and email reminders and text messages as the date approached with specific 

 

62 McKenna and Han, Groundbreakers : How Obama’s 2.2 Million Volunteers Transformed Campaigning in America, 103. 
63 McKenna and Han, 109. 
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instructions about how participants should prepare and what type of physical environment they 

should be in during the call. Further discussion of this process can be found in Appendix A. 

Appendix B contains the text of the email I sent two days before the house meeting.  

Agenda 

Arrival 

The first part of the meeting was devoted to welcoming guests. I planned to have a joyful 

and upbeat song playing when guests arrive in the Zoom room and to greet them by name as they 

join, applying the approaches to creating an inviting virtual space that I have learned and practiced 

during the past months of socially-distanced organizing. The day before the meeting and in the hours 

leading up to it, I decided to try sharing improvised dance with guests to build on this proposal. 

Given that I would be conducting the meeting from the Ark studio, where I have danced regularly 

throughout the MFA, I wondered if sharing some of my dancing would be a way to evoke the 

vulnerability and embodied sensibility that I wanted to sustain throughout the meeting. This was a 

departure from my perspective that the movements I made behind the scenes to support and 

facilitate social action were more useful to the projects in which I was engaged than my dancing. I 

originally planned to open with one of my favorite sambas from Brazil, “Alguém me Avisou” by 

Dona Ivone Lara, reflecting my commitment to grounding the work in the spirit of the embodied 

resistance and organizing I learned there. This song has especially relevant lyrics for this effort, as 

Dona Ivone sings “eu vim de lá pequeninho, alguém me avisou para pisar nesse chão devagarinho” / 

“I came from there when I was very small, someone told me to tread lightly on this ground.” Given 

that people who have supported and educated me throughout my life are the target population for 

this meeting, it is especially important for me to maintain the humility and carefulness that the song 

evokes. When I decided to include a welcome dance, I changed the opening song choice to 

“Andorinha” by A Barca and Mestra Dindinha, a collaboration released during the COVID-19 
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pandemic to which I have returned day after day to connect me with the cultural and musical 

environment of Brazil.  

Next, I welcomed the guests and asked them to be thinking of something that is bringing 

them joy for an upcoming round of introductions. I shared words of welcome, introduced the song, 

expressing gratitude for the people who came to the meeting, stating the purpose of the meeting as 

stepping into my responsibility to be organizing with my white family and friends around racial 

justice, honoring my movement and organizing lineages, thanking the staff and faculty of Duke that 

made the event possible, and establishing meeting norms and making a few requests about Zoom. 

For the introductions, I said each person’s name, how they are related to me, and then asked them to 

say where they are calling from and something that is bringing them joy. This decision builds on what 

I have learned about how to invite buy-in and belonging in a space and a project by asking each 

person to put their voice and something about themselves into the room before beginning the main 

activities of the meeting.  

The next section of the meeting included a grounding and settling practice and a land 

acknowledgement. The rationale was that a settled nervous system would leave guests more available 

to stay with discomfort and open to the proposals that could challenge them. It also allowed me to 

settle my nervous system as a facilitator. In The Politics of Trauma, Staci K. Haines describes the 

process of somatic opening as allowing us to “listen to, somatically process, and transform” the 

stories held in our bodies, allowing “more aliveness, purpose, love, and power.”64 For the grounding 

practice, I asked guests to lean into comfort and support and take attention to the soles of their feet, 

seat, back and to notice how they were being held. I guided a breathing exercise and asked people to 

sink their awareness down below the ground into the earth and to acknowledge the land they are on 

and the indigenous and original stewards of that land. I also shared a link for a resource where people 

 

64 Haines and Poo, The Politics of Trauma, 26. 
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could research the native land on which they are living and working. Next, I invited people to orient 

to the room by turning their heads, necks and spines, noticing what they see and finding something 

pleasant on which to rest their gaze while calling to mind a time that they worked with others to 

make a difference in the world. I ask people to remember the details, sights, smells and names of 

people and places, and what actions they were taking together.  

Story of Self 

Next, I shared a personal story developed following the public narrative methodology, which 

Marshall Ganz defends as useful for “mobiliz[ing] the emotions that encourage mindful action to 

overcome the emotions that inhibit it” as well as for “establish[ing] firm ground upon which to lead, 

collaborate, and discover common purpose."65 Public narrative teaches organizers to focus on choice 

points and the way our values have influenced the choices we have made. It also encourages 

reflection on why we are called to leadership and our purposes in calling others to join us in action. 

In the framework, gaining clarity about the values that are motivating action is a necessary first step 

for crafting a story that can also motivate others. For this context and audience, I began the story by 

sharing memories from childhood that taught me about who belongs and based on what 

characteristics within the toxic culture of white supremacy. I shared that I have been trying to unlearn 

these beliefs, values, norms and standards ever since I learned to recognize the harm they cause. I 

also shared the memory of a time my white first-grade teacher forced one of our Black classmates to 

sit behind a cardboard partition because he was more vocal and active than she had the skills and 

resources to respond to with care that day. I shared the memory of coming home and asking after 

school why it seemed like most of the kids getting in trouble at school were Black and those of us 

getting praised and rewarded tended to be white, hoping to invite the audience members who may be 
 

65 Marshall Ganz, “Public Narrative, Collective Action, and Power,” in Accountability through Public Opinion : From Inertia to 
Public Action, ed. Sina Odugbemi and Taeku Lee (Herndon, UNITED STATES: World Bank Publications, 2011), 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=692796. 
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resistant or unfamiliar with noticing and naming white supremacy into greater awareness through a 

story of a childhood in which they all participated in some way or another. I named white supremacy 

and structural racism as the underlying dynamics and defined these terms for the group, explaining 

that I shared the story about elementary school to show how deep into our conditioning and 

education in white supremacy penetrates. After naming the material consequences of these systems 

that cause disproportionate harm to people of color, I invited the group to pause and orient to the 

room again, opening space inside for listening and receiving, suggesting that the discomfort that they 

may have been feeling is welcome and needed, naming my complicity in this harmful system and 

making a first explicit appeal for the group to join me in the work of dismantling it.  

Productive disorientation 

After this opening story, I shared with the group that it took me moving to Brazil and 

experiencing a productive disorientation on stilts to learn how bankrupt and harmful white 

supremacy culture is and has been. I shared that while I was there, I started to see myself and the 

environment in which I grew up differently, a process that called me into deeper responsibility and 

accountability as a white person working for social justice. I’ve learned to think of my stilt walking as 

a useful, though imperfect, metaphor for how I want to show up in this work. I transitioned to the 

center of the room to put on my stilts and led the next section of the meeting from atop them.  

My aim in this section was to invite people into the embodied experience of stilt walking as a 

metaphor for how to show up for racial justice work. As I put the stilts on, I invited the audience to 

play a game that confused their sense of right and left, up and down to mirror the experience of an 

openness to learning something new. I described the stilts as a lens or support for me and also shared 

that we need to build our work on the strong foundation laid by those who came before us, 

referencing the table I used to help lever myself up on top of the stilts. Next, I described the shift in 

perspective that happens on stilts and invited people to look at an object in their room, move away 
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from it, and look again from a different angle to invite the experience of being willing to see things as 

they haven’t seen them before. The next lesson was to keep moving and stay with discomfort, which 

I am always doing rocking back and forth on stilts. I asked people to walk around their space and pay 

attention to the constant shift of weight from one leg to the next. I described my embodied 

experience of grounding in my core and aligning my central axis to communicate the need for us to 

know ourselves and our stakes in this work. I asked people to stand on their toes and notice what 

core muscles they need to engage to stay balanced. Revealing how detrimental a fall could be for 

myself or someone nearby, I described the importance of knowing the impacts of our actions and 

increasing our accountability when we inevitably cause harm. Finally, I described the many projects I 

was invited to participate in, from carnivals to protests to artist collectives, and invite the audience to 

work with joy on collective projects as I learned to do.  

Story of us and now 

Following these movement activities, I removed my stilts and continue in the public narrative 

framework, sharing the motivations for moving and organizing close to home detailed in Act 1. I 

described the approach to politics I learned working in the same time and space as Marielle Franco, 

as well as the way her tragic assassination initiated the reflections that landed me back in North 

Carolina and working to dismantle white supremacy here. The script I followed in this section can be 

found in Appendix C. At the end of this story, I asked people if they were “in” and then if they 

would spend half an hour over the weekend reflecting on how they are already working to dismantle 

white supremacy and for justice, determine one measurable step they can take to deepen that work, 

and what support they might need to overcome any roadblocks that are in their way. I said I would 

text them to talk about their goals in the coming weeks and suggested that we might gather up again 

next month to talk about what we are learning and how we are moving. I ask for a thumbs-up on the 

screen from the people who are excited about doing that together. Finally, I asked them to consider 
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contributing to two organizations working for racial justice by sharing links to their donation pages in 

the chat, drawing a parallel to the action of passing the hat at the end of a street performance or 

meeting.  

Closing 

The gathering closed with an opportunity for guests to share their questions and comments 

and with the samba by Dona Ivone Lara that I’d originally imagined would be the opening music. 

The event took exactly an hour.   

Follow up  

Appendix D contains the text of the email I sent following up on the meeting. I texted 

participants in the days after the meeting to schedule follow up one-on-one conversations to discuss 

the goals they had set over the weekend and to make an action plan together. While the process is 

not yet complete, guests have agreed to take trainings about the history and impacts of structural 

racism, to organize continuing education on racial equity at their workplaces, to find and contribute 

more of their time and resources to a political home led by people of color, and to intentionally 

disrupt the patterns of paternalism in their non-profit work by learning how to include the 

perspectives of the people they serve in the design and decision making of their programming. I have 

also set times to check-in with these family members and friends in the future to help hold them 

accountable to the plans they made. The follow up process is still ongoing in mid-April. As I 

continue to leverage the relationships I have with the family and friends toward changes in 

commitment, attention, and action, I plan to keep a clear record of what I am learning so as to be 

able to share my methodology with others who are invested in organizing their white family and 

friends into ongoing work for racial justice. I plan to build on this work by organizing other white 

people by hosting future gatherings and deepening the organizing I do with local projects based on 

what I have learned through this thesis process. 
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Postlude 
March 18, 2021, Durham, NC – With a storm brewing outside the Ark and a tornado watch 
in effect for Duke’s main campus, I sense the momentum building as guests enter the virtual 
house meeting waiting room. Should I postpone for fifteen minutes and take cover downstairs, or proceed 
starting at 7pm as planned? Things already feel in motion, my stories are rehearsed, my stilts are 
in place and people are calling in from around the country. I trust the responsiveness I’ve 
built up through years of dance training and public performance and know I can pause the 
meeting if the situation outside worsens. I press play on the music, click ‘admit,’ and greet 
my people as they enter the Zoom room. I feel a rush of delight as family, close friends, and 
advisers gather together. I can see the faces of my guests, who range in age from eight to 
eighty-five, on the big television screen set up in the studio. I go into the middle of the room 
and dance, opening my heart and sharing the gratitude and joy overflowing out of me. I 
return to see everyone looking on and make the gesture of a heart with my hands. I sit down 
in front of the computer screen and begin.  

 
Until people arrived that night, the house meeting was only a set of intentions and plans, a 

proposal for a way of moving and communicating that I hoped would move others into action. Once 

we were live and in virtual space together, I understood that the meeting went beyond a performative 

proposal into a proposal for a new way of being in relationship with those present. My aim in hosting 

the meeting was two-fold: engage in embodied organizing that builds on the skills I practiced during 

the intensive period of work in 2020 and lovingly agitate some of my close family and friends toward 

taking collective action to dismantle white supremacy. The enthusiastic thumbs-ups after I asked who 

would be willing to reflect for thirty minutes over the weekend and then schedule a time with me to 

make a plan for sustained action, combined with the positive feedback I received in messages and 

emails after the meeting, convince me of the usefulness of combining storytelling with movement 

and somatic practices in organizing efforts. They also build my confidence in my own practice and 

my momentum to continue this organizing work. 

Moving toward a theory of corporeality of political organizing, I am developing an approach 

that takes seriously the role of the body in cultivating an environment of welcoming, respect, trust, 

engagement, and excitement about traversing the uncertainty of working collectively to shift the 

status quo with courage and commitment. This approach includes micro and macro-movements, 
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body postures and gestures, and ways of directing energy and attention when guiding a group and 

conducting a conversation. As I have reflected on the meeting and also received responses from 

guests, I can see that the commitment to anchoring my facilitation in the skills I’ve learned as a 

movement artist opened the channels for communication and mobilization that were not open 

before. Simply appealing with reason and argumentation has not worked well for me in the past, but 

this approach to welcoming my people and meeting them where they are has laid the groundwork for 

longer-term work of learning and acting together.  

As I was leading the meeting, I wondered if I struck an appropriate balance between the 

commitment to meeting people where they are and calling them in with care and presenting a 

rigorous and serious vision of the urgency of the work that needs to be done. I also think that 

inviting guests into a physical experience of discomfort could have more effectively communicated 

the point ‘keep moving and stay with discomfort’ through a movement activity. I would like to 

sharpen the language I use to define and present the problem I have identified and the suggested 

action pathways to take, offering multiple entry points for people who have more and less experience 

and interest in the topic. This proposal tests the idea that by inviting dialogue, I will be able to reach 

more people than I would by pointing fingers or presenting statistics to an audience that does not 

have internal space to receive them. I will be interested to continue learning about which approaches 

move people most effectively.  

I am also interested in continuing to learn how to define “my own” as I reflect on my 

commitments and responsibility as an organizer. This meeting responded by literally calling in my 

family and close friends. I wonder what other resources I can access to understand the call for white 

people to organize our own, as well as how I can map the communities and groups to which I have 

responsibility and belonging and that would be worthwhile sites for deepening organizing work. 

Finally, I am aware of the contradictory fact that I am receiving academic credit and a credential for 
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doing the basic work of talking with my family about white supremacy, as well as of the critique that 

white people should not earn money or credit for doing racial justice education and work, and 

especially not without BIPOC co-facilitators. This is an urgent issue to address as I embark on the 

next phase of the project.  

The meeting was a proposal for a beginning, not an end. Its impacts and outcomes can only 

be measured in the actions that we take as a community moving forward, including the one-on-one 

conversations to follow-up and our collective work to stay accountable to the action plans we lay. I 

am glad to have taken this first step in a longer process of organizing with my family and friends and 

I am excited about the work that is ahead over the summer and into next year. I will continue to test 

and refine these embodied organizing skills and grow them as I work with joy on collective projects. 

I am also developing this project further as a series of gatherings and as a framework to share with 

others who want to respond to the call to organize their own but aren’t sure where to start. The first 

step is gathering your people.  
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Appendix A: One-on-ones 
One-on-ones are structured conversations used to build public relationships. They are a 

basic tool of organizing and are learned through experience and practice. As Ian Simmons describes 

in a seminar paper that was a teaching tool in Marshall Ganz’s “Leadership, Organizing, and Action 

Course,” which I took in 2014, one-on-ones are a means to deepen “public relationships that build 

communities for action in public life.”66  Simmons also emphasizes the differences between one-on-

ones and other conversations, distinguishing a purposeful, probing and scheduled meeting about 

commitments to specific actions with someone that builds a public relationship from a prying, free 

flowing and accidental conversation with an acquaintance.67 Given that I have close relationships 

with most of the people I am inviting to the house meeting, it is important that I am clear with 

myself and with others about the strategic purpose of the conversation in which I will invite them to 

the meeting.  

Somatic centering is useful to address the anxiety and nervousness that inevitably precedes a 

one-on-one meeting. Making an ask for people to commit to specific actions that may challenge or 

inconvenience them, as I am doing through my work, can touch on deeply held beliefs about self-

worth, belonging, and a fear of rejection. Taking a few minutes before the meeting to ground in my 

body and settle my nervous system, to go over the plan and objectives for the meeting and to 

visualize its outcome leaves me more available and receptive in the conversation. Simmons names 

recognition of nervousness and anxiety as the first step on the path to learning the skills that can help 

organizers feel safe enough to do the work.68 Somatic practice is a key source of those skills, 

 

66 Ian Simmons, “On One-to-Ones,” in The Next Steps of Organizing: Putting Theory into Action, Sociology 91r Seminar, 
1998. 
67 Simmons. 
68 Simmons. 
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connecting me with the authority, perspective, openness, and sense of security needed to take the 

next step in building relationships.  

Simmons also points to the usefulness of a structure or framework for making people feel 

safer engaging in one-to-ones.69 The reliance on and constant return to rituals and structures for 

improvisation and movement practice make this an attractive approach to planning my one-to-ones. 

The frameworks I studied break the one-on-one meeting into four sections. First, establish purpose 

and next, enter into the exploration phase to learn about the person’s values, interests, and resources 

and learning their story and possible motivations for taking action. After the exploration phase, there 

should be a period of exchange and finally the commitment or the ‘hard ask’ and clear next action 

steps. I have deviated slightly from that format in the one-on-ones I’m holding through this project, 

insisting that as many of them happen in motion as possible, on a walk or run or after a minute of 

vigorous dancing, and asking each participant roughly the same questions to prepare them for the 

types of provocations and activities I will invite them into at the meeting.  

The framing through which I am introducing the project includes sharing that my thesis 

project for the MFA in Dance at Duke is an organizing project with some of my family and close 

friends. I say that we have all been called to deeper attention and action around racial and economic 

justice and that I know identifying our role in the movement sometimes feel challenging. I also know 

we all want to act in alignment with our values, so we have to build intentional relationships and 

structures for accountability around that work. Given the way many of my conversations with friends 

and family around racial justice went over the summer, I also make a promise that the meeting is not 

a quiz or a ‘call-out,’ and that this time around I am intending for us to approach the work with a lot 

of care and love and art and grace and compassion for one another.  

 

69 Simmons. 
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After this moment of grounding, I conducted conversations based on the following 

questions:  

• Tell me about how you came into your current political affiliation. 

• We have been asked to pay more attention to race and racism in the past decade – 

how do you think that is going?  

• What about at a personal level, how is it going for you?  

• What was one time you stepped into leadership in alignment with your values? 

• Do you have any movement practices?  

• Can you come to the house meeting on March 18th at 7pm? 

I designed these questions specifically to let people know that I would address racism and 

racial justice at the house meeting and also to elicit their stories and perspectives and values, as the 

public narrative framework teaches. With the question about leadership, I hoped to get people 

thinking about agency and actions they have already taken, specifically to combat the sense of inertia, 

apathy, fear and isolation that can come up around wanting to work for change but not knowing 

how. In the public narrative framework, Ganz describes that the role of stories is to mobilize 

emotions that make agency possible. Emotions that are action motivators, including urgency, anger, 

hope, solidarity, and ‘you can make a difference,’ overcome the action inhibiting emotions of inertia, 

apathy, fear, isolation and self-doubt.70 I adapted the question about leadership from one of the 

suggested questions in the public narrative training manuals: “Can you remember the first time you 

stood up for something you believed in?”71 

 

70 Ganz, “Public Narrative, Collective Action, and Power.” 
71 Ganz. 
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Appendix B: Email to house meeting guests 
Dear Family, Friends, and Advisers, 
 
I am so thankful that you have accepted my invitation to join the virtual house meeting I am hosting 
as a part of my Master’s in Fine Arts in Dance thesis project! I have been thinking of it as a 
participatory performance gathering that I hope will be the beginning of a longer conversation with 
each of you. 
 
Please join the meeting from a comfortable place where you can move around a bit. Have something 
to drink and a paper and pen nearby. I will ask some reflection questions during the meeting that I’m 
including here, in case you want to be thinking about them between now and Thursday. Don’t worry, 
there will be no obligatory sharing! 

When was a time you worked with other people to make a difference in your community? 
(any difference, big or small!) 

 
Who is someone you admire for the way they live their life according to their values? 

 
What is one challenge you are facing as you seek to align your actions with your values? 
 
As I mentioned to many of you when we spoke, I have three aims for the meeting: 1) to 

share more about the ways living in Brazil shaped me and how I am moving, 2) to invite you to 
reflect and explore with me based on some of those lessons (I will walk on stilts during this part, it 
will be fun!), and 3) to think together about how we can deepen our commitments as a community 
who cares deeply for one another and about building a world where everyone can survive and thrive. 
You have taught me so much about this topic already, so it is a real honor and privilege that you are 
willing to turn your attention to the way I’m proposing we explore it together at this gathering. 
 
As a reminder, the meeting is this Thursday, Mar 18, 2021 at 7pm EST on 
Zoom: https://duke.zoom.us/j/99693220949. I've included full Zoom details below, and attached a 
calendar invitation.  

  

Please don’t hesitate to reach out with any questions or thoughts between now and Thursday! 

I can’t wait to see you then!  

With love, 

Courtney 
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Appendix C: Story of  us and now script 
I learned so much about being and working in collectives when I lived in Brazil. I want to 

tell you another story about that now, about the day that Marielle Franco, then a legislative aide to 
the leader of the Rio de Janeiro state human rights commission welcomed me and a group of other 
protesting women into the Legislative Assembly. “They are with me” she said with a warm smile to 
the security guard blocking the large doors to the building. Once we got inside, Marielle ensured we 
felt as welcome as possible in that government building and could make our voices heard. She 
embodied ‘politica com afeto,’ or politics with affection that insisted on centering the experiences 
and needs of Black, Indigenous, LGBT+ people, poor and working-class people, and women. There 
is image after image of her holding the hands of mothers whose sons and daughters had been killed 
by Rio’s military police as they reported their cases to the human rights commission and sought 
justice. Existing in the same time and place as Marielle was an enormous privilege, and I was shown a 
different way to be in relationship, in collective, and in politics. A Black woman who loved other 
women from the Maré favela complex, Marielle would go on to win a bid for city council with the 
fifth-highest number of votes and serve for just over a year.  

On March 14th, 2018, I was sitting on my porch on a warm evening in Rio eating pizza with 
friends when one of them looked at their cell phone and then up at us with horror: “They murdered 
Marielle.” We didn’t believe it at first and then report after report confirmed that a car had pulled up 
beside hers and someone shot her four times in the head at close range. Anderson, who was driving 
her home from a panel where she was speaking on the topic “Black Women Shifting Structures” was 
also killed. A political assassination, it was no coincidence that she had been vocal about the rampant 
police killings of young Black men in the days leading up to the murder. “How many more will have 
to die for this war to end?” she asked on twitter.  

I spent the following days in the streets protesting alongside colleagues and friends. We 
carried a banner with the words Giant Marielle on our stilts, lining up outside that same legislative 
assembly where she had welcomed so many of us into political participation. My friends who worked 
for her started counting the days following the murder like this “one, two, three, three hundred, one 
thousand one hundred days of an entire life of struggle in your name, Marielle…”  

The example of the mothers and family members of people killed by the police in Brazil has 
always been to transform mourning into struggle, so that’s what I’ve tried to do. To deepen my 
commitment to responding to the murder by interrogating my complicity in white supremacy and 
transforming it, dismantling it, where and how I can. That’s why I moved home and why I’m here 
with you all, actually. Because I could only imagine sustaining a lifetime of struggle somewhere I 
could still be close to my beloved family and community. When I looked deep inside at my stakes, 
my spheres of influence, where I was responsible and accountable, it was all here.  

There is no one size fits all response, and each of you has a unique contribution to make to 
the work of dismantling white supremacy and fighting for equity and justice based on your talents, 
resources, location, and interests. This is lifelong work, I’m in a process of figuring out how to do it 
myself, how to align my values with my actions, to be about and do it, rather than just talk about it.  

That’s why I asked you to think of someone you admire who inspires you in that alignment, 
because I think we all have it in us, we just have to build structures of accountability and relationship 
that we can count on when we aren’t sure of where and how to work.  So we can share what we are 
learning, ask each other questions and challenge each other, stay in dialogue and grounded in our 
shared vision of a world where everyone can survive and thrive. You all raised me like this – to know 
that everyone is equal and any system or idea that suggests we aren’t needs to be dismantled at its 
core, that we should treat our neighbors as ourselves, to ground my work in a radical and liberatory 
love like the love you have shown me over and over again. So, what do you think? Are you in?  
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Appendix D: Follow up email  
Dear Family, Friends, and Advisers,  

  
I’m overflowing with gratitude for all of you and your generous participation in the house meeting 
last night. I feel hopeful and excited to continue reflecting and acting together. The best part of the 
night for me was seeing your enthusiastic thumbs-ups after I asked who would be willing to dedicate 
half an hour to reflecting this weekend, and then to having a conversation with me to make an action 
plan in the coming weeks. 

  
For that reflection, I suggested you: 

1) think through the ways you are already working to dismantle white supremacy and to 
build equitable futures, 
2) come up with one measurable step you could take to deepen that work, 
3) list the roadblocks you are encountering on your path, and 
4) consider what support you might need to overcome them. 
  

If you aren’t sure you are already doing this work in some way, this weekend is a great time to start! 
I’m truly honored and excited to be alongside you as you do.  

  
I’m including two links here that are full of good information and ways to engage: the Dismantling 
Racism Web Workbook and a working document developed by three seminary students with 
resources for wherever you are right now on this journey.  

  
In your reflection, it may be useful to think about what you can do as an individual (reading, viewing, 
donating), what you can do within organizations (your work, school, church, or community group), 
and how you can support essential organizing work that is led by people of color and working-class 
people. 

  
Here is a written list of the lessons I shared when I was on my stilts: 

Be open to learning and shifting your perspective 
Keep moving and stay with discomfort 
Know yourself and your stakes 
Perceive impact and increase accountability  
Work with joy on collective projects 
  

And the links I shared in the chat, for where to donate resources immediately or to research the 
native land on which you live: 

 
https://www.support.institutomariellefranco.org/  
https://durhamforall.org/donate/ 
https://native-land.ca/ 
  

I’ll be in touch next week over text, and also am here if you have any questions or thoughts over the 
weekend! 

  
With love and gratitude,  

 Courtney  
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