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which Chinua Achebe wrote Things Fall Apart.
Meanwhile, in America, the soul and harsh-

ness of its rappers move me with tales of their 
own black lives and their questioning of the 
white political structures that dehumanize 
them. Kendrick Lamar, in the unofficial but 
de facto theme song of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, “Alright,” shouts out “and we hate 
po-po, wanna kill us dead in the street fo sho.” While 
teaching this song, I thought of my mother’s 
warnings to watch out for the American po-
lice as I prepared to come here for college. 
The campus police don’t bother me because 
I am a Harvard student, so I’d never worried 
much about what she said. After all, the inter-
ests of the campus police lie primarily in the 
safety of its students. A lot of black Ameri-
cans, and thus a lot of black rappers, do not 
feel that their interests align with those of the 

police. “I personally haven’t experienced the 
kind of life that a lot of the rappers we will 
be studying have had to live through,” I ex-
plained to my students last summer, “so I’m 
trying to be careful when talking about their 
struggles. I want us to respect their stories, 
especially because we haven’t lived the same 
lives they have.” 

Then, one cold afternoon this fall after the 
China trip, the Harvard Advocate building was 
suddenly raided by a group of campus po-
lice officers—guns pointed toward our three 
bodies, mine and two other students’—who 
told us to put our hands up in the air and 
our faces against the wall. The back door 
was broken. A back window opened clean 
and full. The building a drunken post-par-
ty mess. They worried that maybe there’d 
been a robbery. Of the three of us, only I 

With Our Thanks
It is our privilege  to salute four outstanding contributors to Har-
vard Magazine for their work on our readers’ behalf during 2017, and 
and to confer on each a $1,000 honorarium.

Michael Zuckerman ’10, J.D. ’17—past president of the Harvard 
Law Review, now clerking for a federal judge in Ohio—combines ana-
lytical rigor with unusually fluid prose. We were fortunate to publish 
“Criminal Injustice” (September-October), his penetrating feature on public-interest 
lawyer Alec Karakatsanis, J.D. ’08, and are proud to award him the McCord Writing 

Prize, honoring David T.W. McCord ’21, A.M. ’22, L.H.D. ’56, and his 
legendary prose and verse, composed for these pages and the Harvard 
College Fund. We recognized Zuckerman previously, with the Smith-
Weld Prize for 2014—a testament to his broad, deep strengths.

Richard D. Kahlenberg ’85, J.D. ’89, a senior fellow at The Century 
Foundation, is recognized nationwide for comprehensive analyses of 
affirmative action, admissions, and equity in higher education.  “Har-
vard’s Class Gap” (May-June) combined that expertise with personal 
insight in a feature strongly grounded in the University today. We 

honor his article with the Smith-Weld Prize (in memory of A. Calvert Smith ’14, a 
former secretary to the governing boards and executive assistant to 
President James Bryant Conant, and of Philip S. Weld ’36, a former 
president of the magazine), which highlights thought-provoking writ-
ing about Harvard.

Davide Bonazzi provided exceptionally thoughtful, engaging illustra-
tions to accompany “The Watchers” (January-February), a feature 
on threats to privacy in the digital era—an unusually challenging as-

signment that required making tangible the abstract, 
virtual concepts being reported. And the portfolio of 
images of refugees, featured in “In Flight” (January-
February)—a sampling of the work of Warsaw-based documentary 
photographer Maciek Nabrdalik, then resident as a Nieman Founda-
tion fellow—remains a haunting record of a continuing humanitarian 
tragedy. It is a special pleasure to work with such expert, consummate 
professionals, and to recognize their extraordinary craftsmanship.
 vThe Editors
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was black, and one of the police officers was 
black, so surely it had nothing to do with 
my skin? If I were sure that it did, then may-
be my own rapping would be as angry, as 
righteous, as honest as Kendrick’s...wouldn’t 
it? Our words would be the same and we 
would be the same. In the same song, Kend-
rick chants, “we gon’ be alright, we gon’ be alright” 
and I go wild at every party that I hear it at 
because I am alive, I am all right, and he and I 
are still not the same; so it is easier for me to 
believe that we, and all black people, will be 
alright. And now I cannot help but wonder. 

While teaching it,  I considered my 
class more of a creative-writing seminar 
than a class about politics, and so I assigned 
poetry and rap-composition homework in-
stead of essays. I was curious to see where 
this would take my kids. Given that they 
were Chinese and neither African nor Af-
rican American, could they avoid the ten-
sion I felt, working as a colourless artist in 
a medium of black art? Would they be able 
to bypass all this and just...write? I would 
remind them before the end of class, snap-
ping my fingers, “One. Two. Three. Four. 
One. Two. Three. Four. Never forget the 
rhythm when you’re rapping and writing 
down your lyrics. Always keep to the beat.”

This is good advice for any rapper. It is also 
advice that I rarely follow. With my own rap-
ping, I feel as if I’m simply mouthing abstract 
whispers that occasionally match a beat. It is 
difficult for me to follow the rhythm. All the 
longs and shorts confuse me and my mouth 
gets filled with things I can’t understand, 
cannot taste properly. My sense of rhythm 
feels so separate from the flow of my words 
that composing just four lines of rap can take 
more than an hour. I fumble. I scratch out 
failed verses in heavy black ink. I lisp. And 
I do not know how to engage the colorless-
ness of my black experience with the crisp, 
dark textures of the great African poets and 
American rappers. Yet I still tried to rap and 
I still tried to teach rap. It was the closest I 
felt I was going to get to understanding the 
puzzle of my blackness. I loved my students, 
their confusions and their enthusiasms. The 
lessons continued, and so did the teaching. 

The final exam was an in-class perfor-
mance of a piece of each student’s own cre-
ation. One shy girl who barely said a word 
during class suddenly rapped aggressively 
to a very bass-heavy trap beat. One boy who 
had been the only one tapping his feet to 
the music I played performed a set of vers-
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