
A letter written by Mr. I. Traoré to the Brock Press in November 2007 after White 

people dressed as the Black Caribbean Bobsled team and won second price in 

Isaac’s Halloween costume contest:  

 

In this piece I endeavor to share with you a personal and tremendously intricate position 

explaining why offense was taken by some of the Halloween costumes worn by White 

individuals at Isaacs, last Thursday. On the outset, it is imperative and beneficial to 

understand that there exists as much viewpoints to this subject as much as there are 

people who think about it. The unlimited variety of these opinions owe to the unlimited 

and different life experiences of these people. Nevertheless, and though I am by no means 

qualified to speak on behalf of others nor pretend to be, I attempt here to share with you 

why this issue was received with shock and concern by a significant collection. 

 

Let me begin by stating a comment that will slap many in the face: just as men will by no 

means ever fully understand (by mind) and feel, sense, experience (by sentiment) what 

it’s really like to be a woman, similarly, Whites will by no means ever fully understand 

(by mind) and feel, sense, experience (by sentiment) what it’s really like to be Black. On 

this note, I take care to acknowledge and recognize other racialized identities on campus. 

The nature of this incidence - Whites attempting to mimic Blacks, or better yet, a 

fabricated stereotypical version of a Black Caribbean Bobsled team  - requires that my 

focus remain between these two racial identities.  

 

Condemning or attempting to refute and belittle what I share with you is insult to my life 

experience; an experience that you are not familiar with. I am pretty sure we share this 

understanding and as a result sympathize with an adolescent girl who shares with us her 

brutal experiences of being savagely molested. So I share with you my account of why 

some took offense to this issue, and, in turn, would also appreciate this same approach to 

it.  

 

The personal is political; the micro- is always connected to the macro-, like white on rice, 

unable to be separated without destroying the complete structure of the rice. Nothing that 

one does, even thinking, is separate or outside of their society. It is important, therefore, 

to contextualize this seemingly individualized isolated Isaac event in a soci-historical and 

cultural framework. 

 

In North American colonialists’ epochs, dominant discourses (“organized complex of 

statements, terms, categories and beliefs that are structured in relation to historical, social, 

and institutional specificities” (Dei et. al, 2005, p. 71)) of Black people have 

predominantly had demeaning, subhuman, and negative undertones. What these White 

‘Halloweeners’ did not take in to consideration is that early American history partook in 

shaping attitudes towards Blacks. Images of Sambo, Jim Crow, the Savage, Mammy, 

Aunt Jemimah, Sapphire, and Jezebelle are examples of past overt stereotypical 

depictions and radical attitude towards Blacks that is still rampage today in a more covert 

manner; such as the ‘street credibility’ and ‘less logical/mindful but more physically able’ 

beliefs about Black peoples abilities and temperaments, or the belief that Black men are 



criminally inclined, and the ‘voluptuousness’ of Black women represents promiscuous 

biological character.  

 

What these White ‘Halloweeners’ unknowingly did reinforced, though to a more subtle 

extent, above discourses of Black people as mysterious and strange homo sapiens that 

through the tools of White privilege (Dyer. 1997), Whites can momentarily pretend to be. 

This comes with disparagement; hence the term “wigger,” a term that disapproves of 

Whites trying to “act” or “be” “N*****s”,  “act Black,” or should I say, trying to imitate 

a predominantly specific culture or way of being shared by a group of Black people. 

 

Just like early Black Americans had to powder their faces and hair to appear less dark in 

order to seem more noble, or just like a small, yet significant, portion of current Blacks 

use bleaching cream to appear more light, the implied dominant message in North 

America is that Black is abnormal, different (with less than connotations), and to be 

avoided. “The Penguin edition (1966) cites ‘black’ and its compounds under 40 

conceptual headings - of these, only the literal use and four compounds … can be 

considered neutral, free of unfavorable connotations” (James, 1981, p. 19). 

 

The offence is, thus, that as a person I am marginalized, ‘othered,’ and made exotic due 

to my color. During Halloween people want to be something or someone unfamiliar, 

strange, subhuman or superhuman; something or someone that is not part of normality. 

For another to find excitement and interest in wanting to mimic a White commercialized 

construction of ‘Blackness’ portrays me as an exotic, foreign, and unusual ‘thing’ that 

once a year would be ‘cool’ to be. Their actions, therefore, categorizes my Blackness in 

the rank of Vampires, Fairy’s, Monsters, Superstars, and all other extremities people are 

on Halloween. It reinforces dominant discourses of White’s as the normal criteria by 

which all other racial identities are to be measured by. G. Dei et al (2005) uses the term 

“mythical norm” to explain how “White standard continues to be reified, imagined and 

repositioned as the one true gauge against which to measure and define difference, 

dysfunction and dissidence” (p. 69). It therefore attempts to dehumanize, marginalize, 

and demoralize my Blackness, despite of intention, by claiming that it has an intriguing 

abnormal nature.  

 

There are numerous of academic literatures and research about topics related to how 

people of color have been and still are being portrayed, talked and thought about; how 

Blacks are being discussed in dominant public and private spheres that is 

disproportionately composed of middle-class, heterosexual, White males. And I bet my 

tooth that most conclude that portrayals of Blacks are still stereotypical.  

 

Placed under this context, I hope you now have a better understanding of why portrayals 

of Blacks coming from Whites are not favored. Colonial history to this day and age has 

seen Whites depict Blacks according to their likes and fantasies. This has been and 

continues to be very destructive to the self; especially young Black children that realize 

black dolls are bad and white dolls are good (Kenneth B. Clark, 1954).  

 



What these naïve Whites did could be summed up in one word: ethnocentrism. Though 

their intention may have not been to reinforce dominant discourses and be pejorative, 

intention does not stop ‘x’ from being ‘x’ if the outcome is remains the same. 

Additionally, it points to the lack of awareness and education about racially related issues 

on campus.  

 

I, however, expect to see the day instances of Whites mimicking their constructed beliefs 

of what would then be some specific people (and not Black people) would be placed 

under another context and not be derogatory. However, you, all, and I have to take on our 

own responsibilities and make a sincere deep-seated change; an organic movement. Such 

can always start with creating a positive space at Brock and/or in the Brock press where 

all could share stories like mine.  

 

 

Peace and Blessings… 

 

Mr. I. Traoré 

 


