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Food is Powerful, Food is Violence, Food is Love
	
Social activism is useful for creating change, but author Suzanne Cope says that activist mothering can make stronger connections with people. She is the author of “POWER HUNGRY: Women of the Black Panther Party and Freedom Summer and Their Fight to Feed a Movement.” Cope spoke about her book during a book talk on March 13 at the Boston Public Library. Cope is also a narrative journalist, food studies scholar, and professor at New York University teaching writing and politics.
 The lives of Aylene Quin and Cleo Silvers are told in the book because they both used food to serve their communities and advocate for racial equality. Quin was a restaurant owner during the 1960s in McComb, Mississippi, and served meals to freedom riders and held secret voter registration meetings at her restaurant. Thousands of miles away in New York City, Silvers was cooking for the Black Panther Party’s free breakfast program which served free breakfast to children from poor neighborhoods. Even though Quin died before Cope could write about her story, she said she still tried her best to honor her. Cope said when she asked Silvers for an interview, she “asked nicely” if she could be the one to write about her story.
Researching how food was used in racial equality activism during the Civil Rights movement led to Cope's research of a different type of activism called “activist mothering” which she said involves “women using feminized skills as a way of activism. … Feminized work as tools for political and social change.” This activism differs from traditional protesting and leans into a nurturing aspect for change. When asked if activist mothering should triumph over traditional protesting, she replied, “Yes, women should be like running this stuff!” 
 	For example, Cope said, “Slivers participated in activist mothering” because, even though she didn’t have children, she cooked for poor children in Manhattan and the Bronx so they “wouldn’t go to school hungry.” This might be a quieter way to create change but “you’re not going to have the power to fight if you are hungry,” Cope said. Someone does not need to be a mother to take part in this activism, they just need to utilize and multitask their skills in a variety of ways like mothers do, she further clarified. 
Food possesses a power that has historically been used to spread love or inflict hate, Cope said, citing Silvers’ cooking, “Chopping vegetables and prepping ingredients was a gesture of love [to Silvers].” On the other hand, food has been used to debilitate others, such as what Cope witnessed at a Native American food justice group called The Eye Collective. This is where she learned about the disenfranchisement of Native Americans through food in cases where they were removed from their land, so they had to make different food. “Food is violence, food is a weapon,”, she said, because food is part of people’s identity but if taken away, they lose a cultural part of themselves. 
	Cope said she used the book to “amplify stories” of people who are seen in history as background players but were known in their communities. Cope said she wanted to write this book to “inspire other people who want change”, especially stories with women activists because “women activists are often written about only when they are partnered with male leaders.”
Food, she said, should be used as a tool to connect people and unite communities. “Maybe you’re not solving the world’s problems but you’re really, deeply connecting to someone,” she said. When Silvers and Quin were using food for their activism they were “illustrating the world as they wanted it [to be]” said Cope. These women may not be mentioned in a history textbook but the person whose story isn’t told could be the most important person of all.
