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SUNY Oswego students join
nationwide protests

Students protest controversial police incidents in Ferguson, NYC

Posted: Saturday, December 6, 2014 4:00 am | Updated: 7:03
pm, Sat Dec 6, 2014.

By BRIAN ZAHN bzahn@palltimes.com | 0 comments

OSWEGO – Students at SUNY Oswego debated the role
of race and the flag in America in discussions that were
sometimes heated Friday following a protest of recent
grand jury non-indictments of police officers responsible
for killing unarmed black men and women.

"I know it could be me next. I'm very aware of that," said
Christopher Collins-McNeil, one of the students who
organized the protest.

Nyasia Elie, another student organizer, said she didn't
expect the issue of police brutality to resonate with most
of the campus, but she felt it was an important issue to
share.

"Police brutality happens and it should be known to the
nation that it's real," she said. "A lot of people don't
understand where protesting this comes from, because a
lot of people don't get it, police brutality, especially if it
doesn't affect them. It is here, at least the racism part, it
is here." Elie said she has experienced racism on
campus through racial epithets, but also in more subtle
ways, such as people being confused that she could be
close friends with a white person.

About 50 students marched on sidewalks and through
buildings, with some holding signs. Students chanted
things such as, "Hands up. Don't shoot," a phrase which
has become linked to the movement, known by many as
#blacklivesmatter, after police officer Darren Wilson shot

and killed unarmed black teenager Michael

Brown in Ferguson, Mo., on Aug. 9.

There have been conflicting reports of the circumstances surrounding Brown's death, with some reports claiming the
teen had his hands up at the time he was shot, while other reports indicate Brown and Wilson fought and the teen
was charging Wilson when he was shot.

A grand jury refused to indict Wilson on the matter in a report issued Nov. 24.

In a separate incident, a black man named Eric Garner died of a heart attack after a white police officer, Daniel
Panataleo, placed him in a chokehold in New York City on July 17. Garner was suspected of illegally selling
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Members of the SUNY Oswego #blacklivesmatter protest lay on
the floor of the Marano Campus Center Friday. The group held a
die-in at the end of a 10-minute march in honor of black
Americans who were killed by police officers in 2014.
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cigarettes.

Garner repeated several times in a video that he could not breathe, and a medical examiner ruled Garner's death a
homicide.

A grand jury did not indict Panataleo in a report issued Dec. 3.

Both incidents and the non-indictments continue to draw heavy scrutiny, however.

"After the most recent non-indictments (in the cases of) Eric Garner and Mike Brown, a lot of people are very upset
and this campus really hasn't seen a protest or anything of this magnitude or any sort of event like this in a very long
time," Collins-Mc-Neil said.

The protest ended with a "die-in," as protestors set themselves on the ground of the student center and mimicked the
position Brown was left in for over four hours after being shot.

During the die-in, Elie laid on the ground with an American flag. Written on the flag were messages like "RIP Mike
Brown" and "RIP Eric Garner." Feedback on Yik Yak, an anonymous social media app popular on college campuses,
was largely scathing a half hour after the protest began. Eventually, the campus "peaked," on the app's home page,
a barometer for which campuses are seeing a heavy increase in activity.

Anonymous commenters largely mocked the protestors for believing they could change minds in "a predominantly
white university," attacked them for supporting "a criminal" and accused them of disrupting students attempting to
study for finals.

According to Collins-McNeil, a message was posted on the app around 2 p.m. asking for students to join a counter-
protest.

Shortly after, a group of about five male students gathered in the academic quad near the library with an American
flag tied to a hockey stick.

Most of the students in the smaller group requested to stay anonymous. One said he was not scared of criticism, but
wished to remain anonymous, while another stated he was scared, because there were "rumors of destroying a flag,
lots of aggression." Members of the smaller group shared that they were assembling to show their respect for the
flag, and several objected to the fact that a flag had touched the ground during the die-in and that someone had
written on a flag.

"We didn't mean to disrespect America or the flag at all. It was simply a misunderstanding. I think the bigger issue at
play here is that something that was supposed to be a historic day on this campus has gone sour," Collins-McNeil
said. "I was not anticipating anything like this at all, and it is very, very surprising to me to see this is what has
happened." "I think people got uncomfortable as soon as they saw that hashtag #blacklivesmatter," he said.

Collins-McNeil said many students shared on social media their gripes with the term, and they believed the phrase
should be "all lives matter." "That's switching the narrative from something that is very important and needs to be
addressed and switches it to something else that makes other people comfortable, and it distracts from the issues at
hand," he said.

Justin Brantley, one of the four main organizers, along with Collins-McNeil, Elie and Tierra Beckles, approached the
group with the flag and tried to mediate between the two groups.

Brantley told the group that many of the students in the original protest were marching with hurt feelings and high
emotions, and the protest was an opportunity for them to vent their frustrations.

Craig Furey, one of the protestors with the smaller group, said he believed the discussion helped to clear up
discrepancies.

"I believe there was a wrong impression gathered in the beginning from the other assemblers about us, but in the
end I think it was cleared up what our message was and it united us," he said. "I am simply here because I love my
country, and I love anybody that lives in my country. I'm here to support the American flag, and everyone that stands
under it. We were not trying to contradict any group in particular or anything along those lines." When asked if he felt
he had a better understanding of the original protestors, he said he didn't have an impression beforehand.

"I don't think I had an impression of them, because I did not know why they were assembling," he said. He said he
didn't want to interrupt them as they were speaking.

Jerald Woolfolk, vice president for student affairs and enrollment management, joined a circle of students, mainly
students who participated in the initial protest, linking hands and sharing stories about racism, hope and progress.

"We are so proud of the students on this campus. Not just the students who are gathered here, but also the students
that stand behind us, because it gives me such hope that you're addressing the issues and that you're willing to
stand up for the things that you believe in," she said. "I am so happy and proud to be a part of the Oswego family."
Collins-McNeil and Elie said they approved the protest with campus administrators beforehand, and they were
pleasant and understanding.

Interim Director of Campus Life Earnest Washington said he often helps to coordinate benefit walks for the campus,
but he had never overseen a protest.

"They followed the necessary procedures for organizing a walk. Chris asked me if we could be helpful and assist him
with this, and I think the staff members in the audience did a great job," he said.

Collins-McNeil said he heard feedback before the protest from some students that they saw similar events taking
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part nationally, and they were excited to take part in one locally.

"I hope people can see the bigger picture in this, and that it's not just a black problem, it's a nationwide problem," Elie
said. "This is for people to just open their eyes and to realize that things happen to races. It's not just that we want to
go around and say, ' We're black,' or ' We're Latino.' It's that these things happen and we're discriminated against a
majority of the time. These things happen and we're affected by it. Hopefully people care enough to also hear us
out."
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