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Oral history interview with Ikem Opara conducted by Ruth Belay 
22 February 2020 
 
00:00:00 Ruth Belay 

Thank you so much for sitting with us. If you could state your name 
and the year that you graduated from U of T. 
 

00:00:06 Ikem Opara  
My name is Ikem Peter Opara. I graduated from the University of 
Toronto in 2004.  
 

00:00:18 Ruth 
Tell me a little bit about your life before coming to U of T. 
 

00:00:23 Ikem 
I came to U of T as an international student from Nigeria. So, my life 
before that I was born and raised in southeastern Nigeria, I grew up 
there in a small university town. Both my parents worked in the 
university. I went to a university primary school. I lived in university 
housing- so, spent a lot of my childhood in and around university 
and academia settings. And then I moved, I moved, after starting 
university in Nigeria, I eventually transferred to U of T to do my 
undergrad in 1998. 

 
00:01:09 Ruth 

And why did you decide to come to U of T? 
 

00:01:12 Ikem 
U of T- it was kind of an accident. My- at some point we had 
decided as a family that I was going to move to Canada and the 
decision process wasn’t linear. We essentially looked at- and by we, 
I mean my dad, essentially looked at what universities were in and 
around the Toronto area. My older brother was living in Canada at 
the time. He had just moved to Toronto from Montreal, where he 
went to McGill. And so, we just applied to every university in the 
area. University of Toronto was one of the ones I got accepted to 
and we basically picked it because it had the word Toronto in the 
name. 

 
00:02:03 Ruth 

[Laughs] What were your first impressions of the campus and 
campus life? 
 

00:02:10 Ikem 
That it was big, but not, not intimidating. Because I grew up in a 
university setting, so I was kind of used to the bustle and the sort of 
anonymity of universities. But, I found- one of the things that stood 
out to me the most was, I guess the demographics of the student 
body at the time. I wasn’t- I didn’t expect it. I didn’t know a lot 
about Toronto’s population and demographics at the time and I 
was quite surprised at the number or the percentage of Asian 
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students who were on the campus, at the time. And in my classes. 
My first classes, I took calculus and economics and commerce in 
my first year. And I was- it was not- the demographics of my classes 
was not what I had in mind, emigrating to Canada from Nigeria. 

 
00:03:10 Ruth 

What were some of the, I guess, academic, like, areas of interest 
that you had? 
 

00:03:20 Ikem 
Well, I always wanted to be a lawyer. So, when I started university in 
Nigeria, actually my path was going to do law. But given that law is 
not a first degree in Canada, I ended up applying for an Arts and 
Science degree and went the route of a bachelor- at least I 
applied and started in the BCom program- the Bachelor of 
Commerce program in my first year. I found out pretty quickly that I 
had absolutely no interest in that field of study and did quite poorly 
in it. And so- but I found myself being more interested in things that 
had to do with studying about people and studying about human 
behaviour and how- what makes us the way we are with one 
another? So, I gravitated more towards sociology and the social 
sciences of that, of that nature. So, quickly I- basically I changed 
my major every year for four years, until I got to something that I felt 
stuck. And then, by that time, I was now a part-time student. And 
that’s how I finished out my time on campus, with political science 
and social sciences. 

 
00:04:48 Ruth 

That definitely sounds like me [laughs]. I decided my major in third 
year [laughs]. 
 

00:04:51 Ikem 
Yes. Yes. That was the path for me as well. Yeah. But it was good. It 
was good. 
 

00:04:57 Ruth 
Yeah. And the good thing is we’re allowed to have like the diversity 
of option in your first and second year. So, it provides you with a 
good basis. 
 

00:05:04 Ikem 
Yes. 
 

00:05:05 Ruth 
How important, I guess, was student life and student organizations 
in your student experience? 
 

00:05:11 Ikem 
They were critical for me. Like I said, I had come here as an 
international student. So, I didn’t know what frosh week was. My 
brother didn’t go to undergrad here and He was- and he was my 
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source of information about what to do. So literally, we lived at Don 
Mills and Finch at the time, in the north part of the city and he 
basically drove me down to Yonge and- no, to St. George and 
Bloor one evening in July and said, “here’s your campus. When you 
come to school, this is the subway you take and find your way 
here,” right? And, I mean, I was grown up. I was quite self-sufficient 
that getting to school wasn’t an issue, but because of that, I didn’t 
know- because of his lack of knowledge about what was going on 
in campus- I was unaware about the fact that some things 
happened during frosh that helps to bridge that gap from high 
school into university. Being an international student, I had access 
and membership to the International Student Centre, but I didn’t 
know where it was. And, I didn’t really know what it did at that time, 
because I didn’t know where to go to get the information. 

 
 So, eventually, student life became very, very important for me, 

because although I didn’t live on campus, I spent a lot of time on 
campus. That was partly because of the student organizations I was 
a part of. I was a Varsity athlete, so I spent a lot of time here. I was 
an international student, so I couldn’t work off-campus, so I worked 
on-campus. So, just about every bit of my life for those years that I 
was a student, somehow revolved around the University. And, none 
of my friends or folks I grew up around were here. So, every social 
connection that I built over those six years, was somehow 
connected to my experience as a student and life on campus. 

 
00:07:37 Ruth 

What were some of the other student organizations that you 
participated in? 
 

00:07:40 Ikem 
In no particular order, I was member of the Black Students’ 
Association. The- I don’t know if this was ever a- I was also a 
member of the African Students’ Association. I was a member of- 
and this is a funny story- I was a member of the Korean Canadian U 
of T Students’ Association. And, like I said, I played Varsity. I was a 
Varsity- I played Varsity football. And, what else? I’m a member of 
a historically Black men’s fraternity, that had- had an 
undergraduate chapter here on campus and now has a graduate 
chapter in the city. And, I think that was it.  
 

00:08:33 Ruth 
Okay. 
 

00:08:34 Ikem 
Yeah. 
 

00:08:35 Ruth 
So, maybe if you could go through each one and tell me a little bit 
about your experience and – 
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00:08:42 Ikem 
OK. The Black Students’ Association was, was kind of home. I think it 
was a huge- most of my strongest memories of student life revolve 
around growing that organization, being a part of it, the people 
that I have now as lifelong friends are mostly people that I met 
through the BSA. And, I think it was also a very interesting time for us 
because we were navigating Blackness as a racial identity, a 
political identity, the ethnic or lack of ethnic definitions of Blackness 
for all of us on the organization. So now this was 1998, 1999, in 
Toronto. There were quite a few things going on politically and 
racially in the city. So, some of the tension that we had at that time 
was this organization that had just been revived, because the BSA 
had been dormant for quite a while before that. And so, this 
organization had just been revived. Was it going to be a political 
organization? An activist organization? Was it going to be a social 
club? Or, a combination of all of those things?  
 
And I think pretty early in my time in the organization, there were 
fairly clear- it was fairly clear that there were different directions 
that the organization- that people in the organization wanted to 
go, but still wanted to serve that need for everybody, right. And so, 
some of the identity of the organization changed and evolved over 
time depending on who was in leadership, what else was going on 
in the city. This camp- the downtown campus is- the fact that it is so 
embedded in the city means that a lot of things that happen 
outside of the city, you know, activism and protesting at university 
and things like that, we get- we’re so close to it. Queen’s Park is 
right there. So, there’s a lot of opportunity and pull, to get involved 
in some of the bigger conversations that are happening politically. 
But then at the same time, you had an organization that was made 
up of quite a few Black students who had grown up here, some 
who were first generation, some who were immigrants, who had 
come to school like myself, some who had come from Africa and 
some who had come from the Caribbean. So, socially and 
culturally, there was, there was quite a bit of mixing that needed- 
had to happen for us to figure out how this one organization, that 
identified itself as Black Students Association, would be all things to 
all of those people. And that’s- so that’s- I’ll start there, and then 
we’ll talk about BSA. 

 
00:12:04 Ruth 

Okay. 
 

00:12:05 Ikem 
Then the Korean Canadian U of T- so, that one is kind of 
straightforward, but funny still. So, most students of the organizations 
would table, during membership drives at the beginning of the 
school year at the two large tables in front of the caf [cafeteria] at 
Robarts. And, I think the BSA table was on one side. So, I mean the 
place has been redesigned now, but there’s a table closer to the 
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entrance to the caf, and there was another table closer to where 
the TCard office used to be. 
 
So, for- I think you book them on a weekly basis. So, the BSA had 
one table booked and the Korean Canadian U of T Students’ 
Association had the other table booked. And, we were trying to 
drive membership up. So, at some point, we had spent a week 
across from each other, talking and hanging out and watching 
each other sign up new members. So, one particularly slow day, we 
just decided, okay, if everybody on your table signs up for our 
organization and everybody at your table signs up for our 
organization, we’ll, you know, build our organizational base and we 
might actually find some things that we want to do in common and 
do a bit of a programming in common. Or, at the very least, to 
attend each other’s parties. 
 
So, that’s what happened. And they also had pretty cool- really 
cool swag. They had really good ID cards. They were like CD’s. And 
so, we did- I think we did a couple of events jointly. Not- not like- 
sorry, we attended some of each other’s events, but we didn’t 
actually program a lot of events, any events during the- but, so, I 
was a member. 

  
Varsity football was- it’s not so much an association, but- or a 
student group- but more of, I think one of the most powerful 
keyholes for me into life in Canada. I, I had never played football 
before. I didn’t know anything about the sport before I came here. 
Sorry, that’s not fair. I knew about the sport, but I never played it 
before. I didn’t know how to play it. I enjoyed it. I enjoyed reading 
about it. I had a favourite football player. I just- I liked him, because 
he was Nigerian. But then I ended up trying out for the football 
team, somewhat by accident, and it was fun. It was a great 
experience. Now why it was important, because I think I was one of 
very few Black players on our team. And the experience that I had 
spending a lot of time in close proximity, doing very difficult and 
challenging things, with mostly white men my age, was completely 
novel and different for me having come from southeastern Nigeria. 

  
I spent a lot of time in the early years figuring out some of the social, 
some of the language of being Canadian and being North 
American that you don’t pick up because you speak the same 
language, English, right? So, football was a huge piece of my 
experience of understanding some of Canada, at least this part of 
it. Because there were places that we went that I would never 
have travelled to, if I wasn’t playing football. And, there were 
places that, even while I was there, I was keenly aware of the fact 
that my experience is, is a curated one because I’m on the bus 
with the U of T football team and I’m wearing a uniform and all of 
those kinds of things, making my experience in those communities 
different, as a Black man. 
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But it gave me, I think a bit of- it dispelled a bit of the myths that I 
had about what I could or could not do. And where I could and 
could not go, regardless of how big or small the town was in 
Ontario, which is where we played primarily. 

 And, just the folks that I met on the team. Some of them I’m still in 
contact with and friends right now, that I probably would have had 
no reason for our social circles to collide if not for the fact that we 
played football together, right? 

  
The African Students’ Association - I’m- I can’t remember the 
timelines exactly now, but I feel like it came later. My connection 
with the ASA came later than the BSA. I think the ASA at the time 
was a much smaller organization. It was just starting to kind of pick 
up steam, probably because the BSA took up quite a bit of- there 
was only so many Black students on campus, so. And this was a 
challenge, was having multiple organizations serving them, serving 
their needs, was a challenge for all of us. The ASA- part of the 
reasons, at least from my perspective, the ASA grew was a need 
that wasn’t being filled by the Black Students’ Association, which 
was to recognize the difference in experience for African students. 
Like the African students’ experience is different from that of the 
Caribbean students’ experience, even though they might both be 
Black. 

 And I- there was also, because of the Transitional Year Program that 
was here at the U of T at that time, it was- part of the role of the 
Transitional Year Program was supporting, sometimes more mature 
students get their, get their degrees, by sort of transitioning them 
back into the school, the U of T system. Some of them were 
professional. Some of them were folks who had gone to the 
university in the beginning and then went away to work and were 
now just doing course work in the evenings and all those times, just 
to be able to finish their degrees. 

 
 That meant that many of them were older than those of us who 

were, you know 19, 20 years old in the BSA. So, some of their- some 
of the things that they were getting- some of the things that we 
were getting all hung up about and exercised about, they didn’t 
really, they didn’t care. They were trivial for them. And some of the 
things, they found quite important that the student groups, the 
student group should do, we weren’t doing, on the BSA, I mean. 

  
So, to me, that was part of the reason the ASA was born, to 
recognize those two things. And then, as the African student 
population continued to grow, the ASA’s work became a lot more 
visible and a lot more important, right? 

 Now, I’m- I speak French, but I’m Anglophone. I’m from Nigeria, I 
grew up in Nigeria, which was a British Colony. So, I recognized that 
I don’t like, think the ASA was fairly Anglophone. I don’t know that a 
lot of the particular needs of French-speaking African students on 
campus, were that high on the radar of the work that we did and 
the things that we did on the ASA. But again, they were a minority, 
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within a minority, within a minority. There’s not a lot of unilingual, or 
French-speaking African students who were Black at U of T, at the 
time. 

 
 So, that was the ASA. Now at some point, there was a Nigerian 

Students’ Association that was established. And this was probably 
one of, one of the many regrettable decisions, the choices that I 
made as a student. When I was asked- I think at the time when the 
organization was being started, I think I was the Vice President of 
BSA at the time, or I had just been- or something like that. 

 And so, I was approached by some friends who were Nigerian, just 
to help them figure out what, what it would take to support them in 
starting up a Nigerian Students’ Association. And I think I was less 
than tactful in my responses. And my stance was that I didn’t think it 
made sense to start one. And their rationale was that their things, 
like, with the ASA, the things that the BSA is not able to do or 
unwilling to do, or doesn’t know how to do, that Nigerian students 
on campus need. Therefore, it made sense to start a Nigerian 
Students’ Association.  
 
I felt, on the contrary, that to make the BSA better, the Nigerian 
Students’ Association- the Nigerian students, including myself, could 
help the BSA learn how to do those things better. We could join the 
leadership of the BSA and infuse that aspect of our identity into 
what the Black Students’ Association does. 

 And by so doing, educate the Ghanaian students and the 
Jamaican students and all of the other students who are part of the 
BSA, on what and who we are, as Nigerian students. I think I failed 
to recognize that that wasn’t a need. The need wasn’t to improve 
the BSA. The need was to create a place of belonging for Nigerian 
students. And because I had, because of my own experiences, 
carved out my own place of belonging within the BSA and carved 
out my own place of belonging across the many kinds of Black and 
place of origins that made up the BSA, I minimized that need that I 
was hearing from my friends and that didn’t go very well. The 
Nigerian Students’ Association was founded that year. And it’s 
amazing. I think it’s still quite active still. 

 
00:23:26 Ruth 

Very active. 
 

00:23:27 Ikem 
Yeah. So, I was wrong. And then, I guess the last one: my fraternity 
was- it’s kind of an interesting, but not unusual story with Canadian 
universities- so the name of the organization is Alpha Phi Alpha. I 
joined, I joined the organization in the fall of 2001. I was the first- the 
first Canadian to be initiated into the organization in Canada, in 
2001. I wasn’t the first Canadian student in the organization. So, 
prior to me there had been nine men who joined the organization, 
here at the U of T, in- on the Easter weekend of 1908. 
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 And then again, not a lot of Black people on campus at the time. 
The organization ended up going dormant for- since between 1908 
and 1999, when three Black men, who- two of whom were at U of T 
and one at Ryerson, re-charted on the Brother Chapter here, in 
1999. And then they brought me in, in the fall of 2001.  
So, it was an interesting space to be in an organization that has 
such a rich and long history and legacy in Black communities 
around the world, but absolutely zero presence in the Canadian 
landscape. So, a lot of work that my- the decisions that my brothers 
and I took at the time- the three of us who were at the U of T 
campus, Ike Okafor, myself, and Philip August, kind of- we were all 
fairly active with the Black Students’ Association and all the other 
student associations. And a lot of our- the decisions that we made 
was just to make sure that whatever we learned and whatever, 
were the kind of guiding principles of the work of our fraternity. We 
found ways to infuse them into all the students of our student 
organizations that we were a part of. 

 
 So, you know for instance, this was, this was not necessarily- not 

entirely an under-handed- not an underhanded or an undisclosed 
plan, but we made sure that we were volunteers, or executive 
members of at least one of the student organizations, the Black 
community-focused student organizations, every year there was 
Alpha on campus. And that continued quite a bit as other brothers 
came into the organization over the years. Ironically, one of them 
has never left campus, he still works here and, Ike [Okafor]. 

 
00:26:58 Ruth 

The medical school? 
 

00:27:00 Ikem 
Yeah. Ike Okafor, he’s, he’s been here since then and, doing some 
really, really interesting work and full-circle work, right? The men 
who we found their records, who joined the organization in 1908, 
were physicians. They were both at the medical school. Their 
pictures are on the wall at, at Med Sci [UofT’s Medical Science 
Building]. And so, we always teased Ike about the fact that he’s 
making sure that their spirits remain, remain here. So that was- that’s 
kind of an introduction to- so, that organization was- part of our 
work was also educating our friends and the members of the Black 
Community, about what we do. What the difference is between 
our particular organization, and any of the other fraternities and 
sororities that they would interact with on campus. And that’s 
continued even until today. It’s getting easier, in the sense that 
there’s several organizations now in the city and in the country, that 
are historically Black fraternities or sororities. Not- we don’t have an 
undergraduate chapter at the U of T right now, but have graduate 
chapters.  
 

00:28:20 Ruth 
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If we could go back a little bit to the BSA and if you describe more, 
I guess, the- what you guys did as an organization and some of the 
initiatives, you guys participated in or led. 
 

00:28:37 Ikem 
So, we had- there was a publication that we had, that we 
resurrected. Now, I’m no longer clear on the details as to whether 
that publication was a U of T publication in the past, or we just used 
the name. It was called Black Light. 
So, we ran that publication at least for a few years, while I was on 
campus, at least four to five years, while I was on campus. And, it 
was essentially a way to tell the stories of Black students on campus 
and things that we’re getting involved in, who was doing what. It 
was a hybrid between a newsletter and a campus newspaper, 
written like, somewhat like The Varsity or The Strand, but from the 
perspective of Black editors and Black audience. And, to the 
campus-at-large, but telling stories that we felt we weren’t seeing in 
those publications, representing us. The- it was- I remember we had 
a little office at the, the Student- the Student Life Building on Sussex. 
That was where the BSA office was. 

 And this was- it was one of the things that was part of our growth as 
an organization as well, was, you know, getting that office and 
then realizing why we were doing some of the things that we had 
to do to get funding from, from Student Life. 

 
 And this, this tied into some of our discussions about having multiple 

organizations- was we got to understand pretty early that there was 
a- we were all pulling from the same pot of money, to fund all of 
our activities. 

 So, the more organizations we had, the less funds any one of them 
got to do what they wanted to do. So, again that coloured some of 
our decision making about collaborating with one another and 
how to maximize the resources that were available to student 
organizations to do their work. But we had a space, at least we had 
a pretty good office space. It was interesting. At some points- I 
can’t remember now whether this was around, I want to say it was 
around the Dudley Laws [Dudley Laws co-founded the Black Action 
Defence Committee in response to continued police violence 
targeting Black men and women] incident time, but there were 
some interesting relationships between, between Black community 
in Toronto and policing in Toronto. And it was, for me, it was 
interesting to see how that energy was transferred to the energy in 
our space, because the first floor of Student Life, is Toronto Police. 
Sorry, is U of T Police, was U of T Police, I don’t know if it still is. So, 
whether or not there was any kind of, sort of animosity in the 
relationship between us as students and the U of T Police, there was 
always that subtext and narrative about the fact that our office is in 
the same building as the U of T Police. 

 
 So, we had, as part of the work of both the fraternity and the BSA, 

we started these High School Conferences. I believe- I want to say 
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that those started probably in ‘99 or 2000. I’m not sure. Ike would 
know. Ike Okafor would know if you do interview him. It was the- he 
was the driving force between starting that Conference. And, the 
idea for the Conference was, we were doing quite a bit of 
mentorship work in community and tutoring work with Black 
students, primarily, in high schools around the city. But one thing 
that kept resonating, we kept hearing over and over again, was 
that it was amazing that we were at U of T and would come and 
spend time with them and tutor them. But they weren’t going to U 
of T anyway, so that- it was beside the point. And as we- so we 
wanted to push, push back a little bit at that idea of U of T as a, a 
completely inaccessible place for Black students, even at that 
young age. And so, the decision was made that instead of having 
BSA members go to the TDSB [Toronto District School Board], the 
TDSB and have this Conference at high schools, instead to bring the 
high school students to the University of Toronto campus, so that 
they could see for themselves how, and this is my words not ours, 
how – that it’s not special, right? It’s- it’s- it’s just, it’s just a university. 
It’s got buildings. It’s got people. It’s got a spectrum of people who 
are smart and who are not. There’s nothing to be intimidated 
about, about the institution of the university, specifically this 
university. Because that’s the one that we were in and we could tell 
them from our experiences that, yes, it is challenging. Yes, there are 
barriers to success. But the fact that you’re not good enough to be 
here, is something that we can push against, right? 

 
 So that was- the Black- the High School Conference was an annual 
event that became one of the highlights, I think of- for me 
personally of my year within the BSA, was seeing a few hundred, 
eventually, high school students, most of them Black, from schools 
all over the GTA, busing in here and, you know having sessions at 
Convocation Hall, at Med Sci, at- going to Hart House. I remember 
having conversations with, with this group about the- in the Great 
Hall and Hart House and looking at all of the pictures of all of the 
deans of Hart House. And talking about why those pictures were 
there and who those- I think it was, I think they’re all white men, why 
they’re there and who’s going to be on those walls in the future, 
right? So, those are conversations that we couldn’t have if we 
didn’t force them to happen in this space. So, that was a High 
School Conference, which is coming up soon, I think. And is still 
going on. In fact, I remember, a good friend of mine right now, who 
I met while I was in university, she was in high school. She came to 
the High School Conference and eventually became the president 
of BSA. And yeah, I think being able to be on the sidelines and 
behind the scenes and see those transitions and, you know all of us 
are getting older and going through phases of our life. But to see all 
of that happen, was pretty cool then and it still is now. 
 
 So, we had- there was a tutoring program that again, the BSA and 
one of our fraternity brothers brought in, called Tan Furu. It started 
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being- it was called Tan Furu when it started. I don’t know if it still 
retained that name much longer. 
 But again, it was a tutoring program where we invited younger- 
well, we were all younger, mostly high school students, most of 
them again, were Black, to come to campus for tutoring. So, we 
engaged members of the BSA to sign up and offer up their time, to 
tutor these high school students. Again, it was built in that it was on-
site, on campus, because we had access to space and then we 
also wanted to normalize this space, as one that belongs to them 
as well. And that was, that was a lot of fun. I didn’t enjoy tutoring as 
much. I’m not a very good teacher. I enjoyed setting it up and 
getting all the processes done, but the actual tutoring part was 
challenging for me. 
 
 And, I’m trying to see, what else did we do? Well, I mean with 
student group, we did have quite a few, if I say so myself, really 
good parties. One of them was called Mahogany, I think we did 
Mahogany every year. And again, this was- these were some of the 
places where the social aspect of the organization and what 
people want out of it, it bubbled up again, right? So, what kind of 
music is going to be played at the BSA party? Is it going to be hip 
hop? Is it going to be Caribbean music? Is it going to be African 
music? Can it be all? And how do you- in 2000, what DJ is playing 
Afro beat in Toronto? Zero. So, those were some of the kinds of 
things that led to and strengthened, I think, the rationale to have 
several student organizations. I think while I was an undergrad, 
there was a Black Students’ Association, there was Caribbean 
Connections. I think Caribbean Connections might have been at 
the Mississauga campus and here as well. There was a West Indian 
Students’ Association Students Association, WISA. There was Imani, 
at U of T Scarborough. And I think there might have been another, 
Indo Caribbean Students’ Association.  
  
And a lot of these organizations had very significant crossover, in 
terms of their membership, the programming. I mean, February, 
Black History Month was- you couldn’t get anything done, really. 
Because all of those organizations are programming stuff. And 
programming stuff to the same people, in the same spaces, at the 
same time over that month, right? So, it was quite, it was quite 
interesting. And we learnt a lot, we learnt a lot about how to work 
together and how not to work together in those spaces. Yeah. 
  
I’m trying to think of other programs. I- not so much a program, but 
at some point, I remember when I ran for VP of the BSA, I can’t 
even remember what it was, what- if there was a specific position 
that I was VP for- but what-  my commitment was that I would be 
on a first name basis with every Black person on campus. I was 
elected. I think, I think I did an okay job of getting there, but that 
was only part of the story. The part- the bigger part was getting 
every Black person on campus to be on a first name basis with one 
another, right? Because the intent was not just to drive up our 
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membership so we had more members, but also just to get, to push 
a little bit at some of the sense of isolation that people would say 
that they felt. And that I, I know that I felt very keenly, but I had a lot 
of strategies and a lot around me to help me deal with that. So, a 
lot of what we tried to do was to get people to be better 
connected with one another. 
 This led to quite a few group study sessions at Robarts, that- 
especially when Robarts eventually- I think Robarts is open 24/7 – on 
some days now? 
 

00:41:24 Ruth 
Mm-hmm. During mid-terms, yeah. 
 

00:41:25 Ikem 
It wasn’t always that way. And I remember- so because I worked 
there, sometimes sitting at my desk at the second-floor entrance, I 
could see all of my friends sitting in the lobby of that second-floor 
atrium there. And it was like 30 Black people, just in various states of 
studying, or taking a break from studying, or going to study, or 
leaving for studying. And it literally was like a- it was like a stoop. It 
was like folks were just hanging out and chilling and connecting 
with one another. Some were in the same courses. Some were in 
completely different programs. Some were dating. Some were 
married. Like it was, it was all over the place, right? And, it was, it 
was really beautiful to see, from my perspective. And then at the 
same time, part of my job was making sure that they didn’t get too 
noisy, right [laughs]? 
 

 So, sometimes, you know, I get the calls like, yeah. Folks that were 
studying in the- in the study room, were commenting on how, on 
how loud it was. So, if I could do something about it. So, I’d go in 
and have a conversation with my friends, “could you please keep it 
down, so that people can study?” But it was, it was seeing- it was 
gratifying to see some of those spaces that, that Black folks were 
just occupying like, like water, right? In ways that- there’s so many 
ways on campus that we felt invisible. And Robarts was one of 
those places that was highly central, Robarts and Sid Smith, were 
highly central places on campus, that anytime that we spent in 
those places, especially as a group, meant something, meant 
something to us. And, I think that helped build some of those 
connections. Because very few of us lived on campus, right? I know 
very few of- I know very- maybe ten of the Black folks that I knew 
when I was in school here, actually lived on res [residence]. I didn’t. 
I lived off campus but worked on res. I worked on campus a lot. So, 
it almost felt like I did. 

 
00:44:09  Ruth 

Oh yeah. What was the, I guess, the floor that you guys used to 
most commonly hang out on? 
 

00:44:15 Ikem 
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Second floor. 
 

00:44:16 Ruth 
The second floor? 
 

00:44:17 Ikem 
Yeah, second floor, because we could talk. 
 

00:44:19 Ruth 
OK. In the cafeteria space? 
 

00:44:20 Ikem 
In the cafeteria space and in the cafeteria itself. When- so when 
you’d go into the cafeteria, there’s a little, I don’t know what the 
layout is now, but when you go in from the second floor, before you 
get to where all the food is, there’s a little room on the right. We’d- 
there’s actually a really- I was trying to find a photo to bring in for 
you today. There was a photo that we- like there was probably ten 
of us in that picture. We took that picture probably at maybe 11:00 
o’clock at night. We had all been studying. It was exam period, we 
had all been studying together and someone decided to get food. 
And there was a Somali restaurant at- an East African restaurant, 
the owner is Kenyan-Somali. It used to be at Jarvis and Dundas. It’s 
called New Bilan. Bilan was like a second home for all of us. Hussein 
is the name of the man who owned it, Hussein Andani. And he 
made the best food. It was amazing. It was inexpensive. He knew us 
all by name. And, if we weren’t on campus, you could probably 
find us all at his, at his restaurant. 
 

 And so that evening, we were all studying, we’d been studying all 
day and we decided to get something to eat. So, we ordered food 
from there and I can’t remember who- very few of us drove. So, 
somebody probably went and picked it up. And it was- the photo 
was just of us all just sitting there that evening and- we got, we got 
some studying done, right? But I think just the, the camaraderie and 
the networks and just being able to lean on each other was, was 
very important. 

 
00:46:12 Ruth 

Yeah. Is the restaurant still open, or…? 
 

00:44:13 Ikem 
No, it’s not. That space is a condo now. 
 

00:44:15  Ruth 
Wow. OK. 
 

00:44:16 Ikem 
Yeah. But you know still keep in touch with Hussein, from time-to-
time and all of those people in that photo. 
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00:44:24 Ruth 
I would love to see the photo, if you do by chance find it.  
 

00:46:27 Ikem 
Yeah. I’ll definitely find it. I’m sure I have a digital copy of it 
somewhere. But like, I’ll find it and send it to you. 
 

00:46:32 Ruth 
You kind of touched on the BSA responding to larger political 
pressures, especially being so central to the city. What were some 
of the examples of, I guess, the topics that the BSA decided to 
participate and engage with in the surrounding community? 
 

00:46:51 Ikem 
Mm-hmm. I remember- I need to find the images. I think there was- 
we marched once- and the name Dudley Laws keeps coming up 
for me as, as part of what, what the conversation was in the city at 
the time around, you know, some of the racial tensions with police 
and systemic oppression and racism, that we felt was something 
that, excuse me, that we could, we could get into the conversation 
in solidarity with our elders, who were sort of out in that space and 
active in the space at the time. 
 

 We had- so New College, a couple of our professors at New 
College, New College was one place where we had some Black 
professors who were politically active and quite critical of some of 
what was going on at the time. And I’m trying to remember, I’m 
fuzzy on the details about how it started. But I do remember one of 
the conversations that we had with- across all of the- like Black and 
the Caribbean and African Student groups that we talked about – 
and actually coming together.  

 
And I remember us marching up, marching up St., St. George 
Street. And, it’s ironic that it’s some of the same issues that we are 
still talking about today around, you know policing in community 
and hyper-surveillance in community, and stuff like that. And 
creating- and finding a way to create more spaces for a Black 
community presence and a Black student presence on campus, 
was something that we, we got into a little bit with the Office of 
Student Life, I want to say- I think is the name of that office- Student 
Life or Student Affairs- I don’t remember now. 

  
And we had some pretty good success and some pretty good 
movement in some of the ways. I think things like even getting some 
changes made about what courses of study we’re talking about. 
African Studies and Equity Studies and Caribbean Studies and 
things like that were battles that the professors that we were 
working with at the time, had been fighting for a while. And you 
know someone like, Afua Cooper who- like the amount of work and 
effort negotiating and, you know, and standing her ground that she 
did to support some of the changes. And what the teaching- what 
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teaching was available for the university at-large when it came to 
thinking about history. And thinking about- and not sort of pigeon-
holing Black history, or African history as sort of an exotic fancy that 
is separate from the idea of history per-se- was really, really kind of 
a jumping off point for some of us. 

 So, either by affinity to the topic, or probably both, in solidarity with 
the work that was being done, we made- like those classes were 
full, right. I mean, like I have a minor in Caribbean Studies, because 
a lot of the classes that were available to me and I was interested 
in taking in that space, added up to a Minor in Caribbean Studies, 
right? So, we did some of the active- activism both out on the 
street, but in some of the decisions that we made about what 
courses we took, who we brought in to speak, the events that we 
did, where we did them. 

 I remember my first- so as part of the first things that you do- that we 
did when I joined the fraternity, was organize a community event. 
And, in partnership with the BSA, the event that we did that year 
was the- I can’t remember what the exact title was, but it was 
focused on impacts of violence on the Black community.  

 
And this was- it was a very well-attended event. It had folks from 
MTRAC – the Metropolitan Toronto Action Community Against- for 
Violence Against Women and Children [METRAC, Metropolitan 
Action Committee on Violence Against Women and Children]. I’m 
sure I’m messing their name somewhat there, but they were a 
partner that we, that we connected with on that. BSA, several 
professors came. And it was both a panel and a conversation 
about some of the things that we, we were seeing in the news, 
some of the violence that was happening across the Black 
communities, in the GTA. And trying to have a conversation in this 
setting, about some of what the systemic and social roots are of 
that violence and the sort of environment that creates it and keeps 
it trapped in these communities. 
 

 I think, as well like we had, we had events that- because we could 
book space on campus as BSA, we prioritized using spaces that 
were not only accessible to us, but also meant that the public 
could see those events happening. So, we would use Hart House a 
lot for the bigger events. I remember once we had an event called 
a Tribute to the Black Women at the Hart House- not in the Great 
Hall, but one of the longer halls there. And it was, it was, again for 
me it was really neat to see a lot of like multi-generational- like 
people brought their moms and their grand-moms to Hart House, 
right? And, sometimes you would have open mic nights at the- I 
forget the name of the café in Hart House- as well and, you know, it 
was a BSA event. So, the demographics of who was attending, who 
was performing, what kind of music and all the stuff like that, was 
intentionally curated and designed to sort of inject Blackness into 
those spaces where sometimes it’s either taken for granted that’s 
it’s open to everyone, but you never see yourself there. So, does 
that really mean that it is open to everyone? 
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00:54:44 Ruth 

And, I guess, in event planning and I guess solidarity action, how 
involved, I guess, was, were the other campuses in their 
organizations in that? Like, was there a network that existed 
amongst the three campuses? 
 

00:55:00 Ikem 
There kind of was. It wasn’t always- so it wasn’t always explicit. Right 
now, some people- there was a small subset of people who took 
courses at more than one campus, so that kind of became a 
natural go-between. But we would, we would definitely support 
each other’s events. Like when we had our bigger events, the other 
campuses- we supported each other. Attended them or just 
absorbed- because we had the largest population in the 
downtown campus at the time, of Black students. The BSA was 
bigger, in terms of numbers, right? So quite a few times when we 
have our bigger events, we would- the folks from the Scarborough 
and Mississauga campuses would come- will come down. But 
we’ve gone there too. I mean on a personal note, I think- I met my 
partner at one such event, at the U of T Scarborough. She was a 
member of Imani at the time and that was kind of how our, our 
relationship started was- and that’s, this is not a unique story of 
some of the people that were members of the BSA, as well. And 
even, even in terms of- in terms of the activism in community 
organizing, it was much the same as well. Most of us were 
commuters, right? So, there wasn’t a lot of huge difference in the 
sense of student life for those who went to school downtown and 
those who went to school at Scarborough campus- so U of T TM, 
right. There were- the ways that we felt connected to campus, was 
our connection to each other first, not necessarily our connection 
to our respective campuses. 
 

00:57:08 Ruth 
Could you tell me a little bit more about Imani. I’m from UTSC, so I’m 
interested.  
 

00:57:14 Ikem 
Imani, Imani was- I know little about it, except that I feel like it 
started while I was a student at U of T, right? I don’t think it was- I 
think the BSA, the BSA preceded it. And it was- it was essentially 
started, from what I learned, to offer the same kinds of opportunities 
that Black students in the other campus had, but specifically, to 
those who were at UTSC. I feel like the idea there was also to 
generate a hyper-local sense of belonging for the folks who were 
at the Scarborough campus. Because- it was because it was a 
smaller campus, I think it was easier- and this is, this is all my 
projections onto why, I think it was probably easier for people to 
disappear and not have an organization, because people knew 
each other, right? It was a smaller place, so you could have the 
social networks and, you know, you know the joke about-  you 
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know it’s like a high school, you’d see everybody in the same day, 
right? 
 

 So, I think it’s easier to gloss over the feelings of disconnection that 
you might have and not create an organization that takes care of 
that. Because you see each other often and it seems you don’t 
need it, right? That’s my thinking about why Imani was important. 
Even in a campus that was much smaller, that one could argue 
that it wasn’t necessary to have a student organization to bring 
Black students together, right? But the- we did, we did a lot of our 
events- we’d cross-promote all of our events. We didn’t, we didn’t 
travel, we didn’t travel. We didn’t go to Scarborough a lot to do 
events. But when they did, we would attend. Like, we’d do our own 
events out there, because many of the students who came to U of 
T downtown, either lived somewhat close by, or if they lived out 
east, would have been going to Scarborough campus anyway. 
Yeah.  

 
00:59:51 Ruth 

I think- oh I had a good question, but it went out of my head. 
 

01:00:00 Ikem 
That’s alright. 
 

01:00:02 Ruth 
Oh, what were some of the structures, I guess, having resurrected 
the organization, what were some of the things that you guys did, 
to make sure that it didn’t, like disappear again? 
 

01:00:17 Ikem 
I think the starting point was having a good sort of organizational 
structure. So, making sure that- so what I had mentioned about 
having a member of my fraternity be a volunteer on the Board, on 
the Exec, that was one of the things that we built in to have some 
kind of continuity because we knew people would graduate and 
leave, right? And so, taking the opportunities where they were 
available, to build in some kind of institutional memory of why the 
organization was the way it was and what the purpose of the 
organization was. That even if that wasn’t written down 
somewhere, there was someone who had been there from the 
year before, who could pass on some of what we were thinking, or 
what we had learnt from running activities in the previous year and 
all that. 

 I think the- one of the things that really helped at some point was a 
real regularity of the BSA meetings. I feel like they were monthly. I 
don’t remember now, the details. But I think I can- I know where I 
can find them. But having some regularity, so people knew this is 
where I go on this date. And there will be Black folks here and we’ll 
have a conversation about what’s going on on campus and what 
the BSA is doing this week, and all of that kind of stuff. 
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And, whether this was by intention, or you know just the level of 
energy that we had, it was a fairly low, like, low stress probably isn’t 
the right term, but the barrier to entry was pretty low for the BSA. 
There wasn’t a lot that the average member really had to do, to be 
a member of the BSA, right? So, yeah when it came to organizing 
events and stuff like that, the Exec was fairly involved and fairly 
busy, but I don’t remember, I don’t remember feeling that it was 
really onerous and took up a lot of my time or energy, even money, 
to be a part of the organization. I don’t remember what our dues 
were. I think it might have been $5.00, or something like that, a 
month. But, that also meant that people didn’t get a sense of, you 
know, this is just one more thing that I don’t feel like doing, or don’t 
have the time or energy to do. So, there was a bit more of a 
positive association with the organization and we felt that that 
would carry through. 

 The High School Conference was also a built-in succession plan, for 
the organization. The three people who come to mind for me, who I 
remember meeting when they were in high school, those three 
people have gone on to be presidents of their organization. 
Makesha Roberts, is one of them and Kofi Hope and Runako Gregg 
have all been- three people who I met, I think they were all 
presidents of their organization at some point in time, or very active 
in the organization at some point in time. Makesha and Kofi 
definitely. I don’t remember if Runako was ever president. 

  
But that idea of engaging with high school students – giving them a 
connection to the university and making it clear who was 
facilitating this conversation, it’s connection and that they can also 
do that – was an intentional built-in succession plan for, for the 
organization. 
 

01:04:17 Ruth 
OK. Were there any challenges that you guys faced as an 
organization from U of T, I guess like as a response or anything?  
 

01:04:30 Ikem 
I think- this is probably more general- I think the organization, the 
University at the time, didn’t quite- it didn’t- I think representative or 
very indicative of Canadian society- didn’t really want to get into 
any conversations about race and racism. So, that dance that we 
were doing internally as a BSA, about whether to be a political 
organization or a social club, was in some ways in response to the 
tension that we felt about how far we could push the envelope 
politically, from the perspective of Black students, because of things 
that we were most engaged on, were things that had to do with 
institutional racism, things that had to do with the sort of erasure of- 
not even erasure, but just the ignoring of the presence of Black folks 
in the landscape of the University and Black, you know mental 
labour, physical labour, that went into and that goes into 
producing the product that we see, as the University of Toronto, 
right? 
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 So, I don’t- no sort of incidents come to mind for me, except a 

general feeling of- no, not a general feeling- except the 
environment, which was, “do we really need to get into these kinds 
of issues?” “Everything seems OK, right?”  

 “There’s no racism in Canada, so why do we really have- need to 
have these kinds of conversations?” Or, have a Black students’ 
organization that defines itself through the lens of race, doing more 
than just, you know celebrating, you know spicy food and dance, 
right? So that was- that was sort of some of the challenge. Funding. 
Funding and space were definite challenges. Now, I presume that 
these are probably challenges that the, you know, Tamil Students’ 
Association faced and other student associations on campus, but I 
don’t think at the time I was here- I don’t think that the University 
had a really good system of resourcing student groups to flourish. 
Resources, like, everywhere are tight and I understand that, but I 
think the system, the system didn’t work well for student groups to 
be- to be creative in the ways that they connected with their, their 
communities. And, because that was the case, competition across 
student groups was fairly high. Competition for grants, competition 
for funding, as opposed to collaborating, right? And that, that 
environment wasn’t good for, for any of us. 

 
01:08:01 Ruth 

Yeah. How have these experiences informed, I guess, your 
professional life? 
 

01:08:08 Ikem 
Well, hugely. Now my- I’m fortunate that my line of study lines up 
with what I’m doing professionally, and also lines up with the 
identity of organizations and the work that organizations, like the 
BSA, does. So, it never really receded and it’s the background for 
me, as something that I did while I was in- when I was in university. 
How it, it continues in my professional life, is that, my- the centre of 
my work is around building connections and creating, creating, 
creating environments where people can feel like they belong. I 
didn’t, I didn’t feel that when I came to the University of Toronto. I 
faked it for a very long time. And, because I know it put people 
around me at ease, to know that I was okay and that I was, you 
know, was enjoying university. What’s not to like- there’s several 
bars [Ruth: laughs]. But I didn’t- that wasn’t a high point for me. The 
high points began when I started finding people who were 
navigating the same kind of challenges and experiencing the same 
kind of triumphs as I was, because of the identity. Because of things 
that they were curious about. Because of the things that they felt 
they had been separated from, by being here. 

 I mean, I didn’t want to come here, right? I didn’t- and my story is 
not one of escaping trauma or violence, or any of those kinds of 
things. It was a calculated economic decision by my family to 
come here. I come from a fair amount of privilege where I live, 
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where I grew up, right? So- but I was, I was happy and comfortable 
in the university that I was in Nigeria, studying. 

 
 So that transplant, that transplanting for me, it took me a while to 

see the benefit, to see the utility in it, or to resign myself to the fact 
that it wasn’t, that it was permanent. A lot of my thinking when I 
was an undergrad was like, I’m only here four years. When I’m 
done, I’ll go home. I was an international student and there was no 
clear pathway for me to be anything else, other than an 
international student, right? So, part of what freed me up to be as, 
as- to kind of insert myself into student life the way I did. Yes, part of 
it is my personality, but then a part of it is that I had a time, like the 
clock was going to run out at some point, so, I knew I only had to, 
you know, make it through four winters, right? 

 So, I think that the barriers, the barriers weren’t necessarily always 
evident, right? And it’s, it’s a huge university, which is a challenge 
for many people, right? The level of academic work is fairly high, for 
the most part. So, you know, getting people to shut their bio-chem 
books and come and have a conversation about sustainable 
agriculture in Grenada, is difficult to do on a Tuesday evening, in 
February. But those are some of the things that we wanted to do 
and needed to do. Just had to create some kind of connection 
within the organization that punched across the barriers of, you 
know, what country did you come from? What kind of music do 
you want to hear at the party? How much do you want to be 
politically active, or not? 

 
01:12:25 Ruth 

Yeah. Thank you so much.  
 

01:12:27 Ikem 
No problem. 
 

01:12:28  Ruth 
Is there anything else you’d like to add? 
 

01:12:30 Ikem 
No, I can’t think of anything at this point, except thank you for 
doing this. 
 

01:12:36 Ruth 
Well, thank you for all of the stuff that you’ve done. Yeah. 
 

01:12:40 Ikem 
I appreciate it. It was fun.  

 


