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Lift Eve..,- Voice 
In a tempest of cultural misunderstanding, 
Stephanie Shonekan offers direction through the storm. 

Story by Erik Potter Photo by Nicholas Benner 

he camera operator clicked off the light and said 
thank you, and Stephanie Shonekan, the new 
chair of Mizzou's Department of Black Studies, 
walked away. It was her first television interview 
of the day. University of Missouri System Presi
dent Tim Wolfe had resigned that morning, Nov. 
g, 2015. Mizzou Chancellor R. Bowen Loftin had 
stepped down that afternoon. Shonekan glanced 
at her phone. 

The barrage of hateful emails already had begun. 
Aside from some extreme reactions, responses 

to the recent protests and resignations at Mizzou 
illuminated contrasting cultural attitudes on cam
pus and, as the story went national, in the United 
States. For Shonekan, though, making sense of 
different cultures is second nature. 

Shonekan is an ethnomusicologist. "It's like an 
art historian," she says. "We study the art, but we 
don't necessarily have to do the art. We're inter
ested in what the art tells us about who we are as 
a people." Her expertise is in the popular music of 
black people, from Africa to the diaspora. 

Growing up in Nigeria with a Nigerian father 
and a Trinidadian mother, Shonekan turned to 
music to better understand nuances in American 
culture. When James Brown sang "Say it loud: 
I'm black and I'm proud," she says, "It told us a 
story about America we didn't know." 

That same search for context motivated her, 
all these years later, during her television inter
view. She tried to explain that the context for Miz
zou students' protests was much more than two 
or three racist acts. Students were protesting soci
etal structures that at every turn - employment, 
education, health, etc. - generate outcomes less 
favorable, on the whole, to African-Americans 
than to their white peers. 

As Shonekan walked back to her office, her 
phone kept popping with email notifications. The 
subject lines left little to the imagination. "You're 
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an idiot." "You're a disgrace." "You're going to lose 
your job." "Mike Brown is a thug." 

And they didn't stop. For the next week, Shon
ekan and others faced a torrent of anonymous 
hate. A student worker in the black studies of
fice took a phone call one day from a man who 
didn' t identify himself. He asked whether he had 
reached the black studies department. Informed 
he had, Shonekan says, he told the young woman, 
"OK, good. I need you all to give me 200 people 
because I'm casting for Planet of the Apes." 

The student called Shonekan immediately, 
upset. "She could not understand the level of ha
tred that would make a man lift up his phone, find 
our number, call and, hearing her young voice, 
say that to her." 

Change ls Gonna Come 
But protests don' t last forever. The university 
now has new leadership, and the overriding ques
tion is, "What's next?" As Mizzou enters this new 
era, Shonekan's fresh leadership, buttressed by 
her background and academic training, should 
prove valuable. 

With a doctorate from Indiana University, 
Shonekan taught at Columbia College Chicago, 
where she also directed the Black World Studies 
program. She joined the Mizzou faculty in 2011 
as an assistant professor in both music and black 
studies. She was promoted to associate profes
sor in 2014 and took over as chair of the Black 
Studies Department in fall 2015 after Professor 
Wilma King retired. The interdisciplinary pro
gram she leads brings together perspectives from 
the arts, sciences, social sciences and professions. 
In a campus climate wherein people seek to de
velop greater understanding across cultures and 
academic fields, black studies is well positioned 
to contribute. 

Shonekan's leadership is informed by her 
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scholarship, which is rooted in the ability to un
derstand cultures and find commonalities within 
and among them. As a naturalized American, 
she has, in some ways, a better vantage point than 
most in identifying traits that seemingly dispa
rate groups of Americans share. 

Because American pop music reaches all cor
ners of the world, the hit songs of American R&B, 
country, gospel, soul and funk were the soundtrack 
of Shonekan's childhood. Growing up in Africa, she 
was struck more by the similarities among Ameri
can musical genres than by their differences. 

One of the more popular classes she teaches at 
Mizzou is Introduction to Soul and Country Mu
sic. Shonekan likes the class because it lets her 
"push people to think about what it means to be 
an American." 

Americans typically consider soul music to be 
black and urban. Country music, meanwhile, is 
seen as white and rural. Yet they're both branch
es of the same tree. "They're all Christian-based 
for the most part," Shonekan says. "They all sing 
gospel songs. They all base it on the same text. 
They all sing about Jericho. They all sing about 
Jesus. But there's this idea that they're so differ
ent. Well, maybe they're not that different." 

It Won't Be Like This for Long 
When Shonekan took on her new role this past 
summer, she stepped into an increasingly tense 
campus climate. But she saw the opportunity to 
bring people together. To listen. She chaired the 
department's fall conference committee, which 
by October had organized a daylong event featur
ing panels of students, faculty researchers and 
community members. Each year the committee 
plans the conference to address a campus issue. 
The fall 2015 conference focused on black life in 
America. Students, professors and community 
members discussed the struggles of different seg
ments of the black community and the history of 
race relations in the U.S. The room was packed. 

Days after Wolfe and Loftin stepped down, 
Shonekan organized a "teach-in" with colleagues 
Keona Ervin, assistant professor of history, and 
Cristina Mislan, assistant professor of journal
ism studies. Hundreds of people crowded into El
lis Library to hear 11 professors talk about black 
experiences in their various fields. After the tur
moil, she worked with Joan Hermsen, chair of the 
Department of Women's and Gender Studies, to 
create a new diversity program for incoming stu
dents this spring. She is also helping Residential 
Life with diversity training for its staff. 

She and other faculty are talking about race 
more in class. "This year when I teach my coun-
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try and soul class, there will be some extension 
into discussions about race as it happened here at 
Mizzou. I think there's an opportunity for that," 
she says. "Many of my colleagues are changing 
the way they teach, adding things to their courses 
to help students understand and unpack what we 
went through." 

Shonekan also continues to build a coalition 
of faculty and staff who are committed to racial 
progress on campus. She is finding a widespread 
willingness to engage on issues of race that she 
hasn't seen before. 

Shonekan has formed a faculty and staff 
group, Black Collective & Allies, to speak and act 
on race issues. She calls them "a beautiful set of 
people," of many ethnicities, from every college 
on campus. They are advocating for a center on 
race and social justice to be established at Mizzou 
and already have received financial pledges from 
several departments and units. 

"There are so many people who care about 
social justice and racial equality," she says. "That 
gives me hope." 

Moving forward, Shonekan wants to contin
ue building the size of the black studies depart
ment as well as its educational reach on campus 
through programs like the fall conference. "We're 
trying to drive the idea that coming to learn about 
these themes is helpful to all of us." 

R-E-SP-E-C-T 
In mid-November, Shonekan moderated a discus
sion at Ragtag Cinema, an art-house movie the
ater in Columbia, following a showing of the doc
umentary film Freedom Summer, about the 1964 
voter registration drive in segregated Mississippi. 

During the Q-and-A portion, an older white 
man spoke about how he had grown up in the Jim 
Crow South in a racist family. He had since re
jected the racist worldview of his upbringing, but 
many of his family members have not. 

Shonekan jumped in before the conversation 
turned away from him. She asked the man what 
had changed him. He had to think about it a sec
ond. Finally he answered. "He said it was when 
he was a teenager. He listened to Aretha Frank
lin, then Aretha Franklin led him to listening to 
the blues, and that just exposed him to all the sto
ries that come out of black culture." 

The story is proof to Shonekan of music's spe
cial power, which allows people to close their eyes, 
listen and hear the content of an artist's character. 

Outwardly, Shonekan just smiled at the man. 
But inwardly, she threw up her hands and yelled, 
"Yes! This is why I'm an ethnomusicologist. Be
cause music is so important." M 



Bow Alumni Can Delp Mlzzoa 

T he events oflast fall have prompted many in the 
Mizzou family to ask what they can do to make 

the university stronger and more inclusive. "For 
starters," says Todd McCubbin, executive director 
of the Mizzou Alumni Association, "I encourage 
everyone to read Pages 17-33 of this issue of MIZ
ZOU magazine, which describe the many issues 
and complexities MU is currently facing." Even 
in these extraordinary times, he says, the basics of 
how alumni can help Mizzou remain the same. 

Here are a few more of McCubbin's ideas and 
hopes for alumni involvement. ''With more than 
300,000 graduates worldwide, when alumni do any 
of these things regularly, Mizzou grows stronger." 

Send Us Great Students 
Alumni form a great sales force. Sharing your 
Mizzou experience with potential students and 
encouraging them to schedule a campus visit can 
be powerful, McCubbin says. "I can't tell you how 
many times I hear students mention a conver
sation they had with an alumnus and how it af
fected their decision to look at Mizzou. We really 
believe that once they visit our campus, we have 
an excellent shot of making them Tigers!" 

Come Back to Campus 
Alumni love to return to Columbia and see what's 
new. Homecoming is a prime example. "When I 
encourage alumni to come back, I suggest they 
walk around campus, talk to students and faculty, 
and visit familiar and new spaces. When alumni 
see how campus has evolved, they often leave en
ergized by what they find." 

Advocate for (and to) Mizzou 
Tell Mizzou's story, and tell us what you think. 
''Yes, we've been through a rough patch, but MU 
has countless pride points to share. Whether you 
are recruiting students, influencing legislators or 
engaging other alumni, be an ambassador for the 
university. As alumni, you also have a stake in 
letting the university know when it can improve. 
We are blessed with a wonderful, robust base of 
alumni who are passionate about Mizzou, and we 
are listening." 

To learn more ways alumni can help Mizzou, visit 
Mizzou.com/MizzouForward. 
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