
To the Leadership of the Smart Museum of Art at the University of Chicago: 
 
As members of the Smart Museum Student Advisory Committee as well as fellow 
students, staff, and alumni, we feel compelled to issue a response to the Smart’s recent 
statement regarding its responsibility towards its South Side community and towards 
the global Black Lives Matter movement. 
 
First and foremost, we would like to thank the Smart for their willingness to hear, 
support, and foster student voices. In putting together this committee, hiring a diverse 
group of student interns, and curating exhibitions that bring contemporary political 
issues to the fore, the Smart has cultivated a space on campus that not only encourages 
academic inquiry but also teaches us to think critically about the institutions that 
structure our education, including museums. In recent years, the Smart Museum has 
launched exhibitions that celebrate the South Side of Chicago specifically and elevate 
the voices of Black artists on a global scale, like The Time Is Now! and Down Time: On 
the Art of Retreat, as well as through a productive partnership with the Sweet Water 
Foundation. We are grateful that the Smart has made major efforts to connect with its 
South Side community and that the Smart Museum has shared this effort with the 
University of Chicago and its students.  
 
However, we are not satisfied with the public statement that the Smart issued on June 
5th, over a week after the murder of George Floyd and the beginning of protests in the 
city of Chicago and across the globe. The statement artfully expresses solidarity with 
the Black visionaries, artists, and activists who have defined the South Side and 
reiterates that the Smart Museum has a responsibility to act as an agent of change. We 
applaud that commitment, but the statement provides no concrete steps or strategies 
that the Smart Museum will employ to create a tangible impact within the South Side 
and on the University of Chicago’s campus. It is important to make a commitment to 
action, but until those plans are made public, there is no way for the community to hold 
the Smart Museum accountable. 
 
As a result, we the undersigned members of the Smart Museum Student Advisory 
Committee as well as fellow students, staff, and alumni, call on the Smart Museum to 
officially take a stance against the University of Chicago Police Department. We urge 
the Smart Museum to join us in supporting the student movement #CareNotCops, 
which demands that the University defund, disarm, and disband the UCPD in order to 
reinvest in campus resources such as Student Counseling Services and community-
driven projects in the South Side. (#CareNotCops demands: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1HC0L9WwH_nkSodKphNtdoEnk81M0wk_gR-
Dgy0VXhS0/edit). 
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Last October, the Smart hosted Smart Talk: The Problem with Police, in which four 
activist-scholars spoke about the police’s state monopoly on violence and the deep 
harm this has caused and continues to cause a number of communities, including 
Chicago’s South Side. Although the panel ended with hopes and dreams for an 
abolitionist future that we can envision and create together, in which community and 
care are prioritized over cops, we urge the Smart to go beyond imagining. The Smart’s 
statement did not explicitly condemn the role police played in the recent deaths of 
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, Laquan McDonald, and countless others. 
Museums cannot be neutral on the issue of policing, and the change that the Smart 
Museum aspires to create cannot be enacted while these systems of oppression survive. 
 
Furthermore, we demand that the Smart Museum acknowledge the role that the 
University of Chicago has played in perpetuating racial inequality in the South Side and 
to make public a plan of action so that it may be held accountable by the local 
community. We call on the Smart Museum to commit to developing more public 
programming which directly confronts and explores the institution’s relationship to the 
University of Chicago’s historically harmful relationship with its South Side neighbors. 
The University has a complicated and violent history with the South Side of Chicago, 
with which the Smart Museum is necessarily associated. The University of Chicago’s 
multiple “Urban Renewal” efforts have displaced and continue to displace thousands of 
Black families and their businesses, including Black-owned galleries and the Hyde Park 
artist colonies. While the Smart’s statement praises the powerful legacy of Black artists 
and activists on the South Side, it is necessary that the Smart take active steps through 
public programming in order to acknowledge the injustices perpetrated against this 
community by the University of Chicago and begin to repair this harm.  
 
In order to pursue diversity, equality, and justice in every respect, the Smart Museum 
must take action and commit to 1) denouncing the UCPD, 2) pressuring the University 
to redirect funds from the UCPD into community, and 3) developing public 
programming which seeks to acknowledge and repair the harm that the University has 
enacted on South Side communities. We thank the Smart Museum for encouraging us 
to think critically about the role of art and museums in our current political moment. 
The Smart and its staff have inspired us endlessly, helping us to grow not only as 
students and scholars but as individuals. We hope that the Smart will take our demands 
under consideration and continue to engage in an open and transparent discourse with 
its community of students. 
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