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University of Idaho Black Student Union co-chairmen Jowi McMillan (left) and Josh Hoston enjoy a lighter moment at a community mixer Sunday at
Moscow High School. The pair are working on reviving interest in the student group and promoting the interests of black students at the ul.

Ul’s Black Student Union being revived

Transplant from South Carolina recounts his experiences coming of age in the South

By JOEL MILLS
OF THE TRIBUNE

MOSCOW — As a boy growing up in
Reevesville, S.C., Jowi McMillan says
he was initially oblivious to the insti-
tutionalized racism that would even-
tually drive him from his home.

“I don’t think I had an idea of what
race was until middle school,” says
McMillan, a 30-year-old doctoral stu-
dent in environmental science at the
University of Idaho. McMillan, along
with graduate student Josh Hoston, is
the co-chairman of the recently re-
named and reinvigorated UI Black
Student Union.

McMillan remembers having sev-
eral white friends who as children
seemed to be color-blind. That is, he
says, until they were old enough to be-
come conditioned to the deep racial
divisions in the South. He can even re-

member one close friend by first and
last name.
“After fifth grade, he disappeared.”
His racial awakening continued
and eventually led to his disillusion-
ment and disgust with the region. He
began to notice impolite stares from
strangers while shopping. His ears
began to hear the racial slurs and his
eyes noticed the racist graffiti. He re-
alized the police were pulling people
over just because they were black.
“South Carolina is a socially sick
place,” McMillan says while taking a
break from a potluck and community
mixer Sunday at Moscow High
School. “It wasn’t worth living there.”
Before he left, however, he cut his
activist teeth organizing and partici-
pating in what he calls radical activi-
ties at his undergraduate alma mater,
South Carolina State University at Or-
angeburg. The writings of the Sene-
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galese scholar and activist Chiekh An-
ta Diop taught him that civilization
began in Africa, and he started to
think the history taught in public
schools cheated Africa out of the cred-
it it was due.

“Many people don’t understand it
was the Moors that got Europe out of
the Dark Ages,” McMillan says.

In his years at the South Carolina

university, he found himself and oth-
ers protesting for things as simple as
warm classrooms and respect from
instructors.
- “They know me still,” he says of a
university administration that resist-
ed the changes he was fighting for.
“And this was a black school.”

After earning an undergraduate de-
gree in biology, he finished a masters
degree in environmental science and
agriculture at North Carolina Agricul-
tural and Technical State University.

Then, on July 4, 1997, he left the
South for good. “I just wanted to get
away from the racism.”

McMillan says he doesn’t celebrate
Independence Day because black
America was not freed on that date.
But he wanted a piece of the happi-
ness white America feels as it cele-
brates its freedom, so he left that day
to celebrate his own freedom from the
South.

And despite leaving his sister and
parents behind, he says it was one of
the happiest days of his life. )

McMillan came to Moscow, where
he earned a second masters degree in
public administration and met Hos-
ton. Both men see it as their responsi-
bility to help change local perceptions
of what black America really is.

I can’t tell you how many times I’'ve
been a person’s first black friend,”
says Hoston, 24, a self-described mili-
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tary brat who did most of his growing up
at the Air Force base in Mountain Home.

McMillan and Hoston say Americans
have been force-fed images of blacks
that revolve around “homeboy hand-
shakes,” violent rap music and a steady
diet of other stereotypes that belittle the
true feast black culture has to offer.

“You never see the black doctors, the
black lawyers and other black profession-
als,” on TV or in the movies, McMillan
says. Popular media focuses almost solely
on the comedians, musicians and other
entertainers that draw attention away
from the pressing issues of race, he adds.

“Part of the problem here is people
don’t have a realistic view of what other
cultures are like.”

MecMillan says he has slowly learned
to take a less radical approach to bring-
ing change. He’s discovered the most ef-
ficient way is to work from the inside,
and has settled on a career somewhere
in federal government.

“To build bridges, people have to find
common ground,” he says.

And Moscow has been a good haven
from the racism McMillan remembers
from the South, in spite of northern Ida-
ho’s reputation as a white supremacist
hotbed and the occasional racial epithet,
he says. “Despite some of the racism
here, it really affords a peace of mind.”

Hoston also wants to change the sys-
tem from the inside. He is working on a
master’s degree in education and wants
to work with adults in his work as a fire-
fighter and in the military as a member
of the Idaho National Guard. Another op-
tion is staying at the UI to teach Ameri-

can Studies.

The Black Student Union was origi-
nally formed at the Ul in 1996 as Recog-
nizing African American Concerns in
Education, Hoston says. But McMillan
thought the term African American
wasn’t representative of blacks from
other continents, so they changed the
name. Membership in the union is open
to anyone at the UI, Hoston says. About
eight people have joined, he estimates.

In addition to promoting a positive im-
age for blacks, the Black Student
Union’s goals include securing scholar-
ships for black students and helping
them find jobs after graduation.

And within that job market resides the
most insidious form of racism, McMillan
says. .

“The (job) application process for
blacks is more difficult than for other
races,” he says.
“You already have
your race count-
ing against you.
Because of the ed-
ucational system,
on paper it says
we have certain
intellectual defi-
ciencies.”

That kind of
bias is even more
difficult to over-
come than blatant
racism because
those who prac-
tice it might not
even realize it, he
says. Many em-
ployers look at
standardized test
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results, he says, which are economically
and socially skewed to favor white cul-
ture.

He learned of job interview biases
while working in the UI’s human rights
compliance office. The office does a
good job of promoting diversity at the
university, he says, and the Black Stu-
dent Union hopes to contribute to their
work.

Another project is getting a human
rights library installed in the compli-
ance office so literature and other media
about different cultures will be readily
at hand. And they are gearing up for next
month’s Juneteenth celebration on June
19, the 1865 day recognized as the offi-
cial end to slavery in the United States.

For more information about the UI
Black Student Union, visit
http:/www.webs.uidaho.edu/bsu.
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