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On April 5, 2002, a group of students of color at 
Smith College created the Students’ Grassroots 
Organizing Group (SGOG) to protest racist incidents 
on campus. �etween 7arch and 7ay, �lack and �rown 
students reported bigotry and discrimination in their 
houses. 

The housing system at Smith is uni½ue in its 
close-knit community and individual house cultures, 
but the system is also historically white and 
afñuent. �or students of color, life in the houses 
became particularly dangerous and disturbing in 2002 
because of the climate of the Ynited States so 
recently after Ăŉ11.

chen the SGOG presented a list of their demands to the 
administration, the first was to restructure the 
�iversity �oards, a campus-wide house council 
position whose goal was to promote diversity and  
combat racism within the houses. Though the �iversity 
�oards date back to at least the 1ĂĂ0s, these 
positions were untrained, had little institutional 
support, and were often students of color putting in 
unpaid emotional labor to fix a bigger systemic issue.

This demand called for ũa restructuring and expansion 
of all house diversity board programs, which would 
involve clearer definitions of these house diversity 
board positions, and would re½uire training for these 
students.Ū

Thus began a reimagining of the diversity 
representatives and a repeating series of student-led 
organizing groups to combat institutional racism at 
Smith College.



Spring 2002
In the spring of 2002, two Latina residents of 
Cutter spoke out about several hateful acts of 
racism committed by student leaders in their 
house.

As a response, the Latin American Student 
Organization (LASO, formerly NOSOTRAS) staged a 
"brown-out", a type of protest for black and brown 
students exclusively, in the Cutter- Ziskind 
dining hall. In doing so, they found that students 
in Ziskind were also experiencing racism and 
xenophobia in their house "community".

On April 5, someone found a homophobic threat 
written on a bathroom stall in Gardiner House, 
which was the first of multiple instances that 
month. This prompted students to create a space to 
“talk about issues, create dialogue, and mobilize 
around issues occurring on campus”. That same 
day, the Students’ Grassroots Organizing Group 
(SGOG) was born, and 156 people 
attended
their first 
meeting.

SGOG leaders at their first negotiation meeting with 
the administration. From left: Shea Rao, Carrie, 
Jenn, Roz Smith, Yvonne Tiger, Johanna Gutierrez



�s the SGOG »resented their demands, }la~£Ŭ~lad 
students rallied at 8eilson 2i}rarÝ against ra~ism and 
homo»ho}ia in su»»ort of their }la~£ and }rown »eers.

The SGOG noticed that many people, even some of 
their non-white peers, turned their cheek to the 
pervasive bigotry in the Smith community during 
this time. As ivonne Tiger, a leader of SGOG, 
explained, ņce al×aÝs seemed to �aÖe a good 
turnout, but it ×as almost al×aÝs t�e same �acesŃŃŃ 
allies s�o× up, and t�e people ×�o reallÝ need to 
be t�ere arenŇtŃņ

Remarkably, the SGOG were not the first students 
at Smith to face racism and feel unwelcome in 
their houses. �ourteen years earlier, a similar 
group of students called Concerned Students of 
All Colors (CSAC) organized a list of demands 
that called out the CollegeŇs lack of 
institutional response to racism and bigotry in 
the student body.

On April 16, 2002, the SGOG presented their 
demands, which ½uoted the CSACŇs work.

 iou can find their demands hereļ



The StudentsŇ Grassroots Organizing Group noticed 
several trends during this Spring Ň02ļ

1. In conñicts with white students, the 
non-white students were often the only ones 
disciplined.
ņ& am a�raid o� doing anÝt�ing because & �eel t�at 
& ×ill be penalizedŃŃŃ i� a ×oman o� 
olor does 
somet�ing to a ×�ite student, s�e ×ill su��er t�e 
conse½uences, but i� a ×�ite student does 
somet�ing to a student o� 
olor, not�ing is 
reallÝ doneŃņ ŝ
utter Kesident, Ňùû

Se~tion of Yvonne Tigerŕs »oster, whi~h she du~t ta»ed to 
her door and surrounded with the words ŔFu~£ OffŔ after it 

had }een ri»»ed off multi»le times }Ý housemates.

2. Instead of attending SGOG meetings and 
educating themselves, white students consistently 
relied on the students of color in the SGOG to 
teach them about campus issues.
ņ�o not knock on mÝ door and ask me about t�e 
grassroots organization, or ×�at �appened in our 
last meetingŃŃŃ iou need to educate Ýoursel�, Ýou 
need to come to a meetingŃŃŃ &ŇÖe got ×ork to doŃņ 
ŝiÖonne Tiger �




ü. Often, white students who considered 
themselves allies displayed superiority 
complexes and overshadowed the students of 
color during SGOG rallies and meetings.
ņT�eÝ ×ere allies, and t�eÝ ×ere ×illing to 
�elp outŃ �ut ×�en it came do×n to kno×ingŃŃŃ 
Ýou could tell �rom t�e interactions t�at 
more ×�ite ×omen ×ere speaking, more t�an t�e 
×omen o� color ×ereŃņ

ņce understand t�at t�eÝ are our allies, and 
t�eÝ �aÖe to understand t�at t�eÝ �aÖe t�e 
priÖilege and ×e donŇt rig�t no×Ńņ 
Ş .o�anna  utierrez Ňùý

ý. Students in the SGOG were exhausted, 
physically, mentally, and emotionally. They 
didnŇt sleep, they lost friends, and they 
experienced severe burnout.
ņ&t literallÝ sucked t�e li�e out o� meŃ 
Heople, �riends, pro�essors approac�ed me and 
×ere like, ŇÝou need to stopŃŇ T�eÝ ×ere 
like, ŇÝou need to calm do×nŇŃ �ut & ×as so 
driÖen bÝ angerŃņ

ņ&t ×as ÖerÝ stress�ul because ×e �ad to go 
to class and assume t�at ×e �aÖe normal 
liÖes, and in t�e mean×�ile all t�is 
craziness ×as �appening around usŃŃŃ Oo, all 
o� usŞ all t�e ×omen o� color especiallÝ, 
×ere eÜ�austed t�at ÝearŃ ce ×ere drainedŃņ 
ŝ.o�anna  utierrez Ňùý



Hrogress was not immediate. On April 2ü, the 
SGOG was appalled to find more racist and 
homophobic threats in another Gardiner 
bathroom stall. That night, concerned students 
rallied across campus and
held a candle-light
vigil on the Juad.

ivonne Tiger recounts this 
night as an explosive 
turning point. ņ&t �elt 
like people didnŇt �aÖe to 
�ide t�eir racism all o� a 
suddenŃ T�at people �ad a 
rig�t to t�eir racismŃņ

�or students of color in
the SGOG, the work was
never-ending. Throughout
the rest of the semester, they held protests, 
occupied College Hall, and met with acting 
Hresident .ohn Connolly in an all-college 
meeting to discuss the campus climate.

ivonne and her fellow SGOG leaders met with 
the administration time and time again to 
negotiate their demands and come to an 
agreement. ņce disrupted campus, ×e pulled 
people out o� t�eir classrooms, and ×e spoke, 
and ×e spoke, and ×e spoke, and ×e spoke, and 
×e spoke, and ×e spokeŃ �nd ×e ×erenŇt popular 
�or itŃ ce became t�e stereotÝpes o� t�e 
troublemakers and angrÝ black and bro×n 
×omenŃņ

bigil on the Juad
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The SGOG’s first demand, which included "a 
complete restructuring of house diversity board 
programs", pushed the student body to respond.

The following year, the SGA created a new 
�iversity Committee meant to support house 
�iversity Representatives and promote e½uity on 
campus. �ut the committee’s short life revealed 
how shallow SmithŇs commitment really was. 
�iversity Representatives received no training and 
the committee had little institutional support.

Herhaps the clearest sign of the campus climate 
came during the first election for �iversity 
Committee Chairļ not a single student ran. In the 
end, the �irector of Student �ngagement 
hand-selected a white student, Tobias Hacker ’05, 
whose persistent LG�TJŻ advocacy made him seem 
like a safe choice. As Hacker later reñected, 
ņt�ere ×as no t�oug�t coming �rom t�e 
administrationŃŃŃ or anÝone outside o� a �and�ul 
o� students ×�o sa× potential in it, to nurture 
leaders�ip, �acilitate conÖersation, and resource 
it as a position t�at matteredŃņ

His comment highlights the pattern the SGOG had 
already identified, where the  labor was always 
necessary, but nobody wanted to put in that work 
themselves. The college’s call for change rested 
on the expectation that someone else would take 
responsibility.



T�e �iÖersitÝ 
ommittee 7ission Otatement 
(2007): to serve as a resource for students 
interested in promoting diversityň raise 
issues of diversity among the student bodyň 
and promote awareness in the student body by 
raising issues and creating spaces for 
dialogue to create safer, more accepting 
college committees.

First of several Ra~e, Hrivilege, and Hre udi~e 
tal£s hosted }Ý the �iversitÝ Commitee

Although the mission statement pledged these 
goals, the committee’s early work rarely moved 
beyond surface-level programming. Acting SGA 
Hresident Lindsey catson ’0ü emphasized that 
the new body would unify house-level diversity 
efforts by creating campus-wide initiatives, 
and in its first years the committee hosted 
events on race, privilege, and pre udice. iet 
despite these intentions, the committee 
½uickly shifted toward symbolic celebrations 
rather than confronting systemic issues.



As former �iversity Chair 7ac Hamilton 
(2012ŝ201ü) explained, the board became “muc� 
more �ocused on celebrating diÖersitÝ in Omit� 
�ouses t�roug� eÖents like cultural potlucks 
t�anŃŃŃ dealing ×it� t�e ÖerÝ real conñicts and 
microaggressions t�at ×ere rampant bot� in 
Omit� �ouses and on an administratiÖe leÖelŃ” As 
a result, students (including those within SGA) 
grew increasingly frustrated by the board’s 
limited social- ustice impact during its first 
decade.

Spring 20�2
As archivist .ohn Thelin (200Ă) explains, 
campuses like Smith are prone to 
ũinstitutional amnesia,Ū a recurring cycle in 
which collective memory fades as students 
graduate and leadership turns over every four 
years. This amnesia helps explain why, 
despite the SGOG demands and rallies of 2002, 
similar patterns of bigotry and student 
mobilization reemerged a decade later.

In the spring of 2012, student-led organizing 
arose in response to campus bigotry because 
the work from 2002 had been insufficiently 
maintained by the SGAŇs �iversity Committee 
and subse½uently forgotten.



On �ebruary 2ü, alumna Anne Spurzem Ňāý sent a 
letter to the editor of the Sophian, pictured below. 
Spurzem condemned Smith’s diversity of students in 
recent years, mourning the loss of “×�ite, ×ealt�Ý, 
upperŞclass students �rom prep sc�ools in cas�mere 
coats and pearls ×�o marrÝ �m�erst menŃ” This letter 
echoed the bigotry that students of color faced in 
spring of 2002.



In retaliation, students created a Tumblr blog 
called Hearls and Cashmere, “intended to celebrate 
t�e diÖersitÝ in our communitÝ and s�o× �o× 
diÖersitÝ strengt�ens t�e Omit� communitÝ rat�er 
t�an ×eakening itŃ” 

Students, alumnae, and the greater 5 college 
community shared open letters to Spurzem and 
images of themselves dressed in pearls and 
cashmere, highlighting intersectionality as one of 
SmithŇs most valuable assets.



Campus tensions, already heightened by the 
Spurzem letter, escalated when a Harsons student 
received anonymous hate notes containing racist 
and homophobic slurs that explicitly referenced 
the letter. As in 2002, students responded by 
mobilizing against what they identified as the 
college’s ongoing failure to support marginalized 
members of the Smith community.

They held rallies and wrote an open letter to the 
Smith community, denouncing racism, homophobia, 
xenophobia, and classism. This letter highlighted 
the importance of administrative actionļ ņOtudent 
organizing is not enoug�Ńņ

iou can find the letter (and the archived Hearls 
and Cashmere Tumblr) hereļ

This time, unlike in 2002, the �iversity 
Committee already existed, and it functioned as a 
critical resource for student mobilization. As a 
chartered organization within the SGA, the 
committee received funding from Smith, enabling 
students to print hundreds of ñyers and 
circulate messages to the entire student body. 



iet despite this access, the �iversity 
Committee remained structurally unable to 
enact institutional change. The continued 
lack of standardized training for �iversity 
Representatives revealed a deeper 
institutional failure. As �ean of Residence 
Life Hannah �urrant acknowledged, diversity 
training lacked any stable framework, with 
leadership changing between Residence Life, 
the Center for Spiritual and Religious Life, 
the Office for �½uity and Inclusion, and even 
outside hires recruited by SGA. This 
inconsistency emphasized the administration’s 
unwillingness to institutionalize diversity 
work.

In response, and following the legacy of the 
SGOG, the �iversity Committee issued formal 
demands to the administration, insisting that 
�iversity Representatives be recognized as 
ũcoreŪ house council members and receive 
intensive leadership and diversity training. 
As in 2002, student pressure produced some 
ad ustments, but never a complete structural 
overhaul as an institution.

They presented these demands in the following 
spring of 201ü. iou can find them hereļ



Soon after, the �iversity Committee was 
renamed the Social .ustice and �½uity (S.�) 
Committee, and house �iversity 
Representatives became S.� Representatives. 
The shift in language was intentional 
because ũdiversityŪ didnŇt capture the 
social  ustice work students were interested 
in.

As a direct result of the committee’s 
demands, training for S.� Representatives 
finally became more structured. 
Representatives were elected in the spring 
semester, allowing them to move in early 
alongside other core house council members 
and participate in leadership and diversity 
training before the academic year began.

Ynsurprisingly, however, these reforms fell 
short of students’ hopes. As former 
Residence Life officer Annie Cohen later 
explained, many houses failed to elect an S.� 
Representative at all, delaying the position 
until the following semester. In practice, 
this often meant pressuring first-year 
students of color to fill the role, revealing 
how institutionalized ũdiversityŪ efforts 
continued to rely on the unpaid labor of 
marginalized students rather than systemic 
support.



Students had mixed feelings about the S.� 
Committee. 201ý S.� Chair, Nancy Chen, put 
it simplyļ ņce ×ere a ne×er committeeŃ 
Heople ×erenŇt reallÝ taking us seriouslÝŃņ

S~reenshots from the anonÝmous 
Smith Confessional we}site



Against the backdrop of the rising �lack Lives 
7atter movement and nationwide police violence 
against �lack men, the need for sustained social 
 ustice organizing at Smith persisted.

In September of 201ý, the Smith College Hresident 
at the time, 0athleen 7cCartney, moderated an 
alumnae panel on free speech during which cendy 
0aminer ’Ā1, a white woman, used the n-word and 
urged the audience to repeat it aloudļ “Oeeń & 
said t�at, not�ing �orrible �appenedŃ”

�espite widespread student and faculty outrage, 
Hresident 7cCartney neither denounced 0aminer’s 
use of the word nor issued a direct apology, even 
in her subse½uent email to the Smith community 
responding to calls for accountability.

To make matters worse, 7cCartney later sent an 
email to the student body addressing racial 
in ustice after the murders of 7ichael �rown and 
�ric Garner, and signed off with the phrase “all 
liÖes matter,” further alienating students who 
were already calling for institutional 
accountability.

)DOO 20��

Hanel transcriptionļHresident 7cCartneyŇs �mailļ



In �ecember, students of color and the S.� 
Committee organized No Happy Holidays, a week of 
action responding to ongoing police brutality 
against �lack people. Throughout the week, �lack 
and �rown Smith students led rallies and invited 
allies to  oin campus-wide protests in solidarity 
and mourning. chile student organizers framed the 
moment as one of urgency and accountability, 
Hresident 7cCartney (in her "all lives matter" 
email) pointed instead to the annual bespers 
holiday concert as a space for communal 
reñection and grief.

Students re ected this reframing. �uring bespers, 
protesters disrupted the event with banners 
reading “8o $appÝ $olidaÝs because 
Ł&
�8T�K��T$�,” demonstrating the difference 
between institutional gestures of unity and the 
lived reality of racialized violence.

Read the email hereļ

To»: 8o $a»»Ý
$olidaÝs »rotesters
disru»ting bes»ers

�ottom: SJ�
re»resentatives
hosting a sitŬin
»rotest at Smith during the 8YC 7illions 7ar~h.



2017-2020
�espite ñawed training and the continued lack 
of support from the administration, the S.� 
continued its work each year. 

This left many students of color with burnout 
and emotional fatigue. The (unpaidĿ) labor of 
being the face of diversity in student houses 
and bearing the responsibility of educating 
peers was unmanageable.

On the other hand, some S.� Representatives 
were well-meaning white students who werenŇt 
able to recognize (or call out) racism in their 
houses or among their friends.

The ½uestion aroseļ should this role even be an 
unpaid house council position in the first 
placeń As �urrant put it, “students o� color 
s�ould be able to  ust go �omeŃ”

In the spring of 201Ā, the SGA put the committee 
on hold and reconsidered the structure of the 
S.� Representatives entirely. After the world 
came to a stop when CObI�-1Ă was declared a 
national emergency, the S.� Committee never 
returned to the SGA constitution.



/($' &RrpV
As an alternative to the S.� Representatives, the 
Office for �½uity and Inclusion and the curtele 
Center for Collaborative Leadership came together 
to create the L�A� Scholars Hrogram. The program  
consists of two semester- long classes focused on 
social  ustice, e½uity and inclusion, and 
leadership skills.

L�A� Students are taught to think about their 
social identities and how those identities shape 
their leadership and relationships. cith this 
framework, students learn how to guide their peers 
through difficult situations regarding social 
 ustice and e½uity.

ĉćĉċŬĉćĉČ 2��� Cor»s



After completing a year of training, students 
may apply to  oin the L�A� Corps, a paid 
work-study program that now fulfills the roles 
once associated with the S.� Committee. Although 
L�A� Corps Co-�irector Annie Cohen emphasized 
that the program was not designed to directly 
replace the committee, its institutional support 
and paid structure have effectively removed the 
need for the S.� Committee.

Today, houses, clubs, teams, and other campus 
groups can re½uest L�A� Corps members to 
facilitate workshops, conversations, or 
responses to moments of conñict. After meeting 
with the L�A� Corps, students are expected to 
carry their new skills back into their own 
communities, redistributing the labor of e½uity 
work across campus.

In contrast to the S.� Committee, the L�A� Corps 
offers consistent training and institutional 
backing for students committed to social
 ustice. L�A� responds to a long-standing 
student demand that e½uity work be treated as 
skilled labor rather than unpaid volunteer work.

However, what was once collective,
student-led organizing has now
been turned into an
institutionalized service. L�A�
may fix some of the failures of
earlier models, but itŇs lost
the power of the unchartered
student mobilization groups to
challenge the administration.



This pro ect is part of Hrofessor �lizabeth 
HryorŇs "History of Heople of Color at Smith 
College" class. The bulk of this research was 
conducted with the ceaving boices Archives, a 
large collection of history focused on students 
of color and racial history at Smith created by 
students. Lots of this research also came out of 
the Smith College Archives.

I conducted several interviews with Smith College 
staff and alumni to gain a better perspective of 
the true student experience. Interviews with 
Smith staff were mostly conducted in person and 
I took notes to remember key details. Interviews 
with alumni were conducted virtually and recorded 
and transcribed.

7ost of the alumni I spoke to were recommended to 
me by the �irector of Student �ngagement during 
our interview. She provided me with the names of 
a few prominent SGA members who were heavily 
involved in the �iversityŉS.� Committee.

I reached out to ivonne Tiger online after 
discovering a scrapbook in the Smith College 
Archives of newspaper clippings, photographs, 
and ñyers from 2002, put together by ivonne 
herself. In 2005, another student interviewed 
several other SGOG members as part of a research 
pro ect. I used her interview transcripts for 
more insight into the SGOG story.

MeTHODS
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