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E D I T O R ' S  L E T T E R

Of special note to the reader in this 
issue are a lengthy history and descrip-
tion of the gentrification of Tempe and 
a report on the questions surrounding 
the symbolism and ideology of ASU’s 
new Republican club. We chose the 
cover to best represent the latter be-
cause this new club, College Repub-
licans United, came about through a 
proverbial “fracturing” of the well-es-
tablished College Republicans.

If nothing else, I hope the reader 
can leave with two important sets of 
questions in mind: What is the state of 
Tempe and how does this reflect cities 
all over the nation? What is the state 
of our student politics, and, crucially, 
how does this reflect America’s poli-
tics writ-large? Further, I believe what 
follows will provide partial, incomplete 
and no doubt unsatisfactory answers 
to those questions.

But, they are answers nonetheless.
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L A D Y  C A R E S S :  P O E T
Standing in the center of a coffee shop, 

surrounded by Phoenix locals and artists, was 
a woman with a gripping performative energy. 
She was beatboxing, singing and performing all 
while delivering lines about racial inequality and 
women’s empowerment.

The crowd smiled, moved and snapped in 
unison with her. The room’s mood was light and 
engaged, curated by this performer.

The woman I'm talking about is performing arts 
graduate student Caress Russell, the spoken word 
poet who goes by the stage name “Lady Caress”. 

A warm smile and boisterous “Hello!” greeted 
me at the door of the Lyceum Theatere in Tempe. 
Russell welcomed me in to talk to her, maintain-
ing a smile on her face and an energy similar to 
her on-stage presence. 

Russell takes a lively approach to her artistic 
work. Through interlacing poetic takes on social 
reform with beatboxing and theatrics, she creates 
a stage presence that is both engaging and enlight-
ening to the audience. 

Caress has been on tour for five years, hopping 
from coffee shop to coffee shop, sharing her 
words with listeners of all backgrounds.

However, the stride of her life was not always 
gaited with the success she now enjoys.

Looking at me with a calm smile, Russell began 
to tell me about her experiences growing up and 
reflected on her shy childhood when she could 
barely speak to others. 

“I notice the person in the back of the room 
who no one is paying attention to because that 
was me,” Russell said.

Born in Atlanta, Georgia, Russell spent her ear-
ly years moving, often because of intense bullying. 
Friendless and alone, Russell struggled to find the 
sanctity of inner peace amid environments that 
were often hostile toward her.

“The first few years of my life I was trying so 

PHOTOS AND STORY BY MEGAN BARBERA 
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hard to fit in” Russell said. “I struggled a lot with 
finding out who I was.” 

With no one to lean on beside her parents, it 
was in those low moments that she began to find 
an escape through writing.

“I started writing poetry as a way to have 
friends, because I did not have any outside of 
the pen and paper. The pen and paper were my 
friends,” Russell said. 

As a budding youth, Russell wrote a song about 
a book her class was reading in the third grade. Her 
teachers and peers noticed her talent, and through-
out the years Russell garnered an impressive repu-
tation for her ability to write and get her thoughts 
across in a strong and unapologetic manner.

In high school, Russell joined her school’s debate 
team, but instead of debating with facts and statis-
tics like most would, she debated with poetry. She 
ended up winning a debate competition and won a 
full-ride scholarship to Wiley College in Texas.

When talking about this, Russell’s tone lowered to 
a more serious note, and she opened up to me about 
the struggles she faced as an African American wom-
an fearlessly speaking her mind in a debate setting.

“I was the only black person in an all-white 
arena,” Russell said. “I was called the n-word so 
many times. We were debating about ideologies 
and ideals, and I was the only African American 
person. We were talking about these marginalized 
communities, but I’m talking about it with people 
who don’t necessarily understand it.” 

Russell said she was often mentally and phys-
ically abused by her peers for her ability to speak 
her mind on issues she cared about.

Russell said she was a victim to racist attacks 
simply because she chose to never silence herself. 
Despite some shaking moments, like getting a 
glass thrown at her or repeatedly getting called 
the n-word by white peers, she said she rose above 
it and used those situations as an outlet to make 
herself and her writing more powerful.

She said she never allowed the abuse to get to 
her and instead used it as an asset to make herself 
stronger, as both a person and a writer. 

“There are so many perspectives that have not 
had the chance to be heard. If I have to be the 
person who gives the voice to those perspectives, 
I won’t run from it,” Russell said of how she sees 
her role as an artist.

Though writing and debating have always been a 
part of Russell’s life, she initially never thought to use 
those skills. She always had her mind on becoming 
an attorney. That is, until she got to law school. 

Russell reflected on her time at law school as 
one of most defining periods of her life. It was 
there where she began to gain a new perspective 
on law and its sharp contrasts to poetry. 

“What I like about poetry is that it gives people a 
voice who don’t necessarily get to say what they want 
to say,” Russell said. “Law is a part of why these people 
have not gotten to say what they want to say.” 

The more Russell went through law school, the 
more she realized law was not the path meant for 
her. She said she hated it for multiple reasons, but 
ultimately saw it as a major reality check. Once she 
accepted that this was not where she belonged, she 
saw that she was meant to be an artist. 

“When I started to realize that law isn’t always 
about what’s right — it’s about what you can 
prove — I started to detach myself from it because 
morally I wanted to put myself in a position where 
I could empower people and speak on things that 
mattered,” Russell said.

Despite the negative impact it had on her, law 
school ended up introducing Russell to her best 
friend, attorney and manager, Heather Greenmiller.

Greenmiller arrived at the theater late, and 
Russell excitedly led her to me. The two shared 
some jokes, and the mood was lightened. 

“Making people feel good, that’s one of the 
biggest things about her,“ Greenmiller said, 
mid-chuckle.

Russell went through a period of depression 
after leaving law school, and she stayed on Green-
miller’s couch for a number of months to collect 
her thoughts on what her next step in life would be.

Greenmiller suggested Russell give poetry a 
try on a more established level.

“When I saw her perform, she just captivated 
the audience. There’s something about the way 
she delivers the poetry,” Greenmiller said.

At first, Russell said she was reluctant, but she 
eventually took the advice and searched for per-
formance opportunities, hoping to find anything 
to help her get her feet off the ground. She looked 
online for anything performative she could do to 
fill her artistic void.

She stumbled across a McDonald’s amateur 
talent competition and decided to enter one of 
her pieces for the next year’s competition. 

What came next, she never expected. 
“I went down there, and they loved what I did 

so much they wanted me to compete that year,” 
Russell said.

Slowly but surely, Russell found her hope more 
robust that she could make her artistry a full-time 
job. She used her time while Greenmiller was 
away at class working on her craft. 

“It was a good time for me because I had noth-
ing else to focus on. I had no other distractions,” 
Russell said.

Russell ended up recording her first album, 
titled “Behind The Curtains,” out of Greenmiller’s 
living room. Russell and Greenmiller would 
go back-and-forth on what was working for the al-
bum, and what was not. This was the first time the 
two would collaborate so closely on Russell’s art, 
and Greenmiller said it brought the two of them 
closer as not only friends, but colleagues. 

“I watched her build the album from scratch, 
from the beat to the vocals to the words,” Green-
miller said. “I would be there while she worked on 
the beats, and she would always ask for my opinion.” 

Russell joked that Greenmiller often gave 
advice that she did not want to hear. 

“I would play her something, and she would be 
like, ‘No you have to change that,’” Russell joked. 
“You need that honesty sometimes, though.”

This bond only grew stronger as Greenmiller 
became Russell’s attorney. They worked together 
to build Russell’s career. 

Russell has developed a distinctive perfor-
mance style, touring coffee shops across the coun-
try and teaching guest workshops to students of 
all ages and backgrounds. She crafts her writing 
to illuminate the aspects of life that often go 
unspoken and unseen. 

“When you really look at life, the things that I 
value are not the things that are black and white. 
They are not things that patriarchal systems have 
put in place," Russell said, "they’re everything else. 
And that’s what my poetry illuminates."
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Ben Cooper takes us through the history of 
Tempe to show the city’s evolution and the 
position the city finds itself in today.



A CITY AT A CROSSROADS
In a cramped room at the Tempe Transit 

Center, just across the street from City Hall, 
officials presented the new Urban Master Over-
lay Plan to a full room of city residents. The 
purpose of the event, held on Sept. 20 and one 
of three that week, was to receive input from 
locals on the city’s long-term plans for what 
they define as Tempe’s urban core. Periodically, 
the light rail tram pulled into the station just 
outside the room’s far window. Each time, 
the presenter paused as the squealing brakes 
disrupted his train of thought.

The ambiance was apropos. Much of the 
meeting focused on patterns of development, 
which are intertwined with projects such as 
the light rail, Tempe Town Lake and those 
spearheaded by ASU.

Although the city has had some degree of 
success with these projects, the other focus 
of the event, albeit a subsidiary part of it, was 
affordable housing policy, underscoring the 
tension at the heart of development efforts. Res-
idents also voiced displeasure over issues such 
as building heights and traffic, both of which are 
inextricably tied to patterns of development in 
Tempe and its urban geography.

The tenor of the event indicates the 
newfound sensitivity of the City Council 
to concerns over gentrification and costs of 
development. Tempe, one time an agricultural 
settlement, one time a post-agricultural suburb, 
is now urbanizing, and confronting the accom-
panying social challenges along the way.

Tempe is, in terms of development and the 
future of its urban core, at a crossroads. This leads 
to the pressing questions: What is the history 
of development and gentrification in Tempe? 
What were the historical forces driving the city’s 

evolution? What roles has Tempe played in the 
past in the Western states and the U.S. 

at large?

And, importantly, how has the city’s unique 
economic, political and social history shaped the 
urban form we see today?

 

TEMPE’S ROOTS
Tempe was incorporated in 1892 but first began 

as a collection of farms relying on irrigated water 
from the Rio Salado. During this period, it was 
settled primarily by white and Mexican-American 
farmers and ranchers, built on Akimel O’odham 
and Piipaash land. The form and function of this 
early agricultural settlement continues to have an 
impact on the evolution of the city.

The first Hayden Flour Mill (there would be 
three, the last being the one now standing) opened 
in 1874, east of Hayden Butte. Charles Hayden 
owned the mill, ferry and general store constituting 
the core of the town, which is now the Mill Avenue 
bar district. San Pablo, a largely Mexican-American 
community south of Hayden Butte, housed many 
of the workers that made Hayden’s business, and 
consequently Tempe, possible.

An event that would play a crucial role in the 
future development of the city was the 1885 
founding of Arizona State University, then called 
the Territorial Normal School, with the purpose 
of training teachers for Arizona students.

Railroads and the waves of settlement they 
facilitated further changed the morphology of 
Tempe. The city was first connected to the rest of 
the United States by railroad in 1887. Shortly there-
after investors constructed new shops and housing, 
concentrated on Mill, Maple and Ash Avenues.

As Tempe grew in population, the boundaries of 
the residential neighborhoods continually pushed 
southward from what is now University Drive (a 
push that would only be thwarted in 1971 by the 
annexation of the hitherto unincorporated land 
south of Warner Road by the City of Chandler).

For most of its early history, the city was 
agricultural. The industry that was present mostly 
served the needs of agriculture and husbandry: 
both the Hayden Flour MIll and the Borden 

Milk Company Creamery. It was the Mill 
Avenue area that first became a center 

of business activity, sporting a bank 
and a variety of shops.

Construction of several 
dams upstream of the Salt 

River, beginning in 1902 

BY BEN COOPER
ILLUSTRATIONS BY SAM DEADRICK
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with the Roosevelt Dam, allowed for further ex-
pansion of commerce and agriculture by providing 
a regular source of water and power to the Phoenix 
Metro Area. However, this would have conse-
quences for the river and the habitat it supported as 
the sources that fed its watershed vanished.

TEMPE ON WHEELS
Like all American cities, Tempe’s geography 

was altered by the rise of automobiles and the 
policies that encouraged their use. From the 
1910s to the 1940s, several state and federal 
infrastructure programs made the city a hub 
for traffic moving along highway routes that 
spread out and knotted through the Western 
U.S. countryside; the US 60, a corridor once 
carrying motorists from Virginia to California, 
then passed through Mesa, Tempe and Phoenix.

Throughout this time period, Tempe also 
reflected the racial politics of the nation.

Mexican-American people had resided in 
Tempe since its inception and throughout the 
early 20th century. Amidst growing nationwide 
hostility to racial minorities, Mexican-Americans 
were subjected to discrimination and social 
marginalization in the city they helped build. 
For instance, the city forced Mexican-Amer-
ican children to attend separate schools than 
white children, which led to one of the earliest 
desegregation cases in American history in 1925. 
The case involved a scheme by which Hispanic 
children were to be taught by untrained teachers 
from the Territorial Normal School of Tempe. 
When a public swimming pool was opened in 
1923, Mexican-Americans were barred until 
1946. Even then, they were only admitted under 
special rules. Additionally, black people were 
barred from living in the city around this time.

The onset of the Great Depression in the 
early 1930s and World War II in the 1940s 
dampened the growth of ASU. However, the 
future University bloomed in the fertile soil cre-
ated for America’s higher education system by 
the GI Bill and the subsequent waves of student 
enrollment that resulted.

Expanding enrollment and programs 
fed the growth of the University into 
its immediate surroundings. For 
instance, in the mid 1950s, 
the City of Tempe and the 
University used eminent 
domain to wipe out 
the San Pablo Barrio, 
located at the base 
of Hayden 
Butte. This 

was done in order to provide ASU with land for 
student housing and Sun Devil Stadium.

According to “A People’s Guide to Maricopa 
County,” a collaborative project undertaken by 
ASU students in 2013, “The residents were forced 
to move, and many ended up in what is now the 
area of Escalante/La Victoria. Others displaced by 
the expansion relocated to other barrios along the 
Salt River, or moved to other parts of Phoenix.”

The 1950s brought many changes to the 
character of Tempe. Over this decade, the city 
became characteristically and functionally 
suburban, as the US 60, then routed through Mill 
Avenue and Apache Boulevard, as well as the 
curved stretch around Gammage that connects 
the two, provided the backbone for Tempe’s 
redevelopment by way of car and subdivision. 
Between 1950 and 1960, Tempe’s population 
tripled, the influx buoyed by the University and 
the proliferation of high-tech industry.

Increasingly automobile-centric development 
in the city would alter the economy of Tempe, as 
well as the businesses that it supported. Capital left 
the central business district, clustered around Mill 
Avenue, to flow into the suburbs. New classes of 
businesses and industry, dependent on the automo-
bile, replaced the former, small industry-agriculture 
complex. Car repair shops, motels, car washes and 
mobile-home parks went up.

Mill Avenue struggled to adapt 
to patterns of development that 
affirmed the centrality of 
the car that the densely 
packed district was not 
built to accommo-
date. Suburban 
shopping centers 
with ample 
parking 
were 



more suited to the car-dominated suburban 
lifestyle. In the late 1950s and 1960s, Mill Avenue 
experienced a period of decay and disinvestment 
as it lost its centrality to city life and became less 
attractive to shoppers within walking distance.

Just north, the often dry riverbed of the Salt 
River, a host to a variety of unsavory forms of en-
tertainment, was considered an eyesore by many 
residents — an “an ugly scar in Tempe” according 
to the City. Also unwelcome by locals was the 
influx of hippie college students to Mill in the 
late 1960s, frequenting new businesses created by 
ASU alumni in the wake of Mill Avenue’s slump, 
something of a revitalization for the district.

Decreasing water usage, owing to the paving 
over of thirsty farmland in favor of residential 
housing, also made way for the restoration of the 
Salt Riverbed. Floods in the winter of 1965-1966 
were a rude reminder to Tempe residents of what 
the Salt River was when the city first began.

MAJOR CHANGES
In 1967, the City of Tempe published its first 

plan, the purpose of which was to inform future 
development. According to a 2014 Masters The-
sis authored by Alyssa Gerszewski and published 
by ASU, the plan “provided a new framework for 
future land use, economic and cultural develop-
ment, public-private partnerships, downtown 
redevelopment, and the accomplishment of other 
community projects and goals.”

Another plan in 1973 outlined the City’s 
approach to re-develop Mill Avenue. It involved 
a “mixture of new construction and preservation 

to maintain an ‘old town’ feel, and would 
recreate downtown into the commercial, 
residential, recreational, cultural and 
entertainment hub of Tempe.”

The late 1960s foreshadowed changes 
on Mill Avenue, and the 

plan for the Salt River 
would prove to be the 

histori-

cal precedents for the rapid changes Tempe is 
experiencing now.

On the one hand, it is important to not over-
state the scale or completeness of the changes 
that occurred in the urban core. For example, 
Hayden Flour Mill did not cease operations until 
1998, and many businesses from the countercul-
ture era still exist on Mill to this day.

However, many others have closed or moved, 
such as the Gentle Strength Cooperative 
and Changing Hands Bookstore. A planned 
development, The Local, which is set to host a 
Whole Foods, has fueled resentment among 
nearby residents who are bitter about the loss of 
the historical character of the area and the lack 
of affordable options because it is located on the 
former site of the Cooperative.

Although the city made overtures to his-
toric preservation, several historic properties 
along Mill Avenue were either demolished or 
significantly altered by the city in its efforts 
to redevelop. In other cases, the businesses 
originally operating out of historic buildings 
were replaced with new ones, many of them 
corporate chains. A striking example is that of 
the Mcdonalds and Hooters that co-occupied 
the historic Laird and Dines building in the 
1990s — Hooters is still there to this day.

While it is clear that the desire on the part 
of city officials to redevelop the downtown 
was a major contributing factor, it is important 
to note that the term “gentrification” does 
not describe all of the redevelopment that is 
taking and has taken place in Tempe. Gentri-
fication refers to development that displaces 
existing residents in favor of wealthier, higher 
class residents. It does not refer to urbaniza-
tion in general, although the two are often 
confounded. However, evidence also indicates 
that development in Tempe is displacing 
residents. There is also a measure of concern 
over building heights and the fate of historic 
neighborhoods and communities.

Two major decisions on the part of the City 
of Tempe are contributing to the gentrifi-

cation of Tempe’s urban core: the 
installation of the Light Rail and 

decisions related to Tempe 
Town Lake, both of which 

were intended to encour-
age development in 

their vicinity and run 
through the urban 

core area. 

Two major 
decisions on the 
part of the City 

of Tempe are 
contributing to 

the gentrification 
of Tempe’s 

urban core: the 
installation of the 

Light Rail and 
decisions related 
to Tempe Town 

Lake...

– Ben Cooper

“

“
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Tempe's first city hall in 
1914. Photo courtesy 
of the Tempe Historical 
Society.

LIGHT RAIL
Although cars were of key importance to 

mid-century development in Tempe’s urban 
core, by the 1970s this area had lost its status as 
a transportation hub. All the major thorough-
fares that pass through Tempe bypass the core. 
The Phoenix Light Rail could be viewed as a 
response to manner in which automobile-cen-
trism had left the downtown area behind. This 
response would be forced to confront the results 
of that development, much like the response 
to Mill Avenue’s decline forced the City to 
confront its new tenants.

Flooding in the Salt Riverbed in 1980 caused 
severe damage to multiple bridges that spanned 
it. According to High Country News, transpor-
tation officials were forced to respond by creating 
an impromptu 
commuter train route 
over the river, dubbed 
the “Sardine Express” by 
city residents.

A little less than a 
decade later, a plan 
to introduce the 
light rail to the 
Phoenix area 
was put 

on the ballot but defeated. That was just the 
beginning of attempts to bring the light rail to the 
Phoenix Metro Area. In 2008, after a raft of sales 
tax increases were passed and federal funding 
secured, the light rail opened on a 20-mile stretch 
between Mesa, Tempe and Phoenix.

The city of Tempe planned a zoning overlay 
district, the goal of of which was to “encourage ap-
propriate land development and redevelopment 
that is consistent with the community's focused 
investment in transit, bicycle and pedestrian infra-
structure in certain geographic areas of the City.” 
Mixed use zoning, those that combine retail, 
commercial, and residential functions in a 
single, dense area was emphasized.

Several recent de-

velopment projects indicate that this model 
of development has displaced 
residents living alongside the 
light rail. The Arizona 
Republic reports that 
several motorhome 
developments 
have been torn 
down in 
favor of 
newer, 



far more expensive developments. For example, 
Pony Acres, an affordable mobile home park near 
Mcclintock and Apache, built in 1969, was torn 
down to make way for a multifamily develop-
ment that charges between $1,520 and $1,825 
for a two-bedroom apartment. Another project 
planned along the light rail, Park Place, is to replace 
another mobile home park and two restaurants.

Many of these mobile home parks preserve the 
memory of Tempe’s former position as a major 
corridor of motor traffic along the once US 60. 
Now, the presence of the light rail will shape the 
future of this corridor.

The impact of the light rail on affordable 
housing may be more far-reaching 

than the direct replace-
ment of 

affordable housing with newer, more expensive, 
apartments. A 2015 article from Confluence 
Denver suggests that the installation of light rail 
transit raises rents generally, indicating that rent 
increases could also force poorer residents out 
of neighborhoods in the vicinity, forcing transit 
ridership down as a result as well.

"No growing city can solve affordability," 
said Josh Rohmer, a principal of BAE Urban 
Economics, the firm advising Tempe on its latest 
Urban Master Overlay Plan. "There aren't a lot of 
affordable projects in Tempe."

RIO SALADO
In 1967, ASU students envisioned a facelift 

for the river including parks, development and 
aquatic recreation: the Rio Salado Project. The 

vision was expansive, encompassing the 
entire stretch of the Salt River in 

Phoenix, but the project met lim-
ited success. That is, except 

for in Tempe.
Changes in water 

usage, resulting from 
the aforementioned 

decline of the 
agricultural 

econo-

Postcard, 1967. Photo 
courtesy of the Tempe 
Historical Society.
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Marina Heights. Photo by 
Ben Cooper.

my in Tempe freed up water that could be 
used for the project. The shifting use of space 
in Tempe set the conditions by which future 
changes could be made.

Over the next few decades following the 
inception of the plan, the Rio Salado Project 
moved toward completion in 1999, opening only 
in a small stretch of Tempe. The development 
would include parks, the Tempe Arts Center and 
a water park.

The Rio Salado also received its own overlay 
district in 1981, the purpose of which was to en-
courage private development and “revitalization” 
along the shores of the planned Tempe Town 
Lake complex.

Tempe’s effort to encourage development 
along the shore of the Town Lake has largely 
proven to be a success, with luxury apartment 
buildings constructed, and currently under con-
struction, all along the shore. According to a State 
Press article published in 2015, residents have 
complained that the lake holds little value except 
for those who can afford to live near it.

"There are a couple of things I think have 
caused the gentrification, which I truly believe 
has happened in the Maple-Ash area," Tempe 
City Councilmember Kolby Granville told 
The State Press. "I think the biggest thing that 
has done it is the town lake and the revitaliza-
tion of Mill Avenue."

Development on Tempe Town Lake is 
analogous to the DC Potomac waterfront, 
which was intended to draw new business to 
the blighted area. However, this approach was 
decried by many residents for primarily serving 
the needs of wealthier residents and displacing 
existing residents.

All of the developments along Tempe Town 
Lake that we could catalog rent well above afford-
able rates. Some examples include Skywater at 
Town Lake ($1,693.00 for a two bedroom apart-
ment, at the cheapest), Ten01 ($1,255-$1,610 for 
a two bedroom apartment) as well as Bridgeview 
Condos ($500,000-$700,000 for a two-bedroom 
condo). Several more are planned as well, such 
as Broadstone Rio Salado, The Pier and 
Aura at Watermark.

Finally, there are several office 
complexes abutting the shore 
of Tempe Town Lake. Two 
of the most high profile 
are the Hayden Ferry 
Lakeside complex 
and the 2 million 
square foot Ma-
rina Heights 

complex. Arizona State University was intimately 
involved with both developments; it sold the land 
for the latter development and collects rent on 
the former. In 2017, the Marina Heights complex 
sold for $900 millions (the Arizona Board of 
Regents stills owns the land).

A GENTRIFYING CITY
The history of urban evolution of Tempe points to 

some serious questions about future development.
Despite the low rents in absolute terms, 

the Phoenix metro area ranks as the 9th most 
unaffordable city for renters because wages are 
relatively low with respect to rents. In Tempe, de-
spite housing subsidies for the poorest residents, 
finding a landlord who will accept vouchers, is 
offering the right amount of rooms and is able to 
pass building inspections, can be difficult.

More so, existing affordable stock is being torn 
down in favor of newer apartments and condos. 
The fact of the matter is that not enough afford-
able housing exists in Tempe, Granville said..

While Tempe Town Lake and the light rail 
have had their own unique effects on Tempe, 
and have modified the city in ways unique to 
the form and 
function 
of 

existing development, these effects suggest 
broad implications for the future of Phoenix’s 
south central neighborhoods, where future 
light rail extensions and Rio Salado revitaliza-
tion efforts will cut through some poor black 
and Hispanic neighborhoods.

If the histor y of Tempe’s urban core and 
the effects the Rio Salado and light rail 
improvements have had in displacing poor, 
local residents are to be any indication, then 
the future may see gentrification accelerate in 
the coming years.

"I think (affordable housing) 
has gotten worse, and I think 
it will get worse," Granville 
said. "But I will tell you 
that I don't think it 
was this council 
that made 
any of that 
happen."
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A schism in the Republican Party has ricocheted through the country 
from the White House to ASU as the November elections approach in 

the first real test of post-Trump Republican electoral health. 
The rift manifests itself with a splintering of the long-time active conserva-

tive group on campus, the ASU College Republicans, with a spin-off group 
called College Republicans United, which emerged as a Trump-oriented 
alternative to the more traditional College Republicans.

The split officially happened at the beginning of 2018, when CRU Presi-
dent Richard Thomas said a breakdown of understanding over bylaws, values 
and organization elections led them to leave and start their own organization. 

“What happened was about a year and a half ago ... a schism occurred within 
the group of College Republicans,” Thomas, a senior studying elementary ed-
ucation, said. “ASU College Republicans are seen as more of an establishment 
kind of conservative group … the John McCain branch of the Republican Party.”

Thomas said that it was a “conservative-purity test,” and an atmosphere 
lacking in acceptance for him and fellow Trump supporters involved with 
the ASU College Republicans that pushed them out, and that led to them 
codifying the separation between the two clubs.

“It's in our bylaws ... not to work with the College Republicans,” Thomas 
said. ”Because of the issues and the people that were with the other group ... 
there's no room for working together.”

Judah Waxelbaum, a sophomore studying political science, was affiliated 
with the ASU College Republicans leading up to the split. He is now the 
chairman of its parent organization, the Arizona Federation of College 
Republicans which oversees all affiliated groups in the state.

CRU, which began at ASU, does not associate with any overseeing body 
including the Federation of College Republicans. 

Waxelbaum said that the original organization aimed to be all-inclusive 
and accepting of conservative values.

“The goal of the federation … is to get Republicans elected and spread con-
servatism on our campus,” Waxelbaum said. “That’s what College Republicans 
is about, spreading the Republican ideas of smaller government and personal 
responsibility, no matter what shade of red it is in."

Waxelbaum refuted Thomas' claims and said that it was “sad that a 
conservative group would attack another.”  He also said that while there 
was a breakdown between the groups, he views the diversity of ideas in the 
Republican Party as a strength. 

“I wouldn't consider our differences (to be) disagreements,” he said. “I think 
if anything, it makes us stronger as a group because we represent what the 
Republican Party means to different people.”

Waxelbaum decried the animosity between the groups, saying that he 

was moving forward and that whether he worked with them or not, he was 
supportive of any groups that were able to bring conservatives into the Party.

“If they're successful at bringing people to the conservative movement, I 
commend them for it,” he said. “But if they’re attacking other republicans, it’s 
just going to hurt republicans as a whole."

Thomas, the president of the self-described splinter-group disagrees, 
saying there is no chance of collaboration due to the excluding nature of 
the older organization.

Other organizations that espouse conservative values are not directly 
involved in the spat, like Young Americans for Liberty who both College 
Republicans and CRU collaborate with.

This phenomenon is not unique to ASU, however, with the schism tracing 
back to the Republican Presidential Primary in 2016 when a coalition of 
Never-Trump Republicans vowed to abandon support of the party if Trump’s 
politics were the face of it. 

Thomas said that ASU is “a microcosm of everything that's going on in 
Washington D.C.,” where “there's definitely a schism between the Trump 
republicans, the ones that got him elected and (are) radically for him, and the 
ones that were within the Jeff Flake, Lindsay Graham, John McCain branch.”

The director of the School of Civic and Economic Thought and Lead-
ership at ASU, Paul Carrese, said this reckoning makes the political terrain 
increasingly difficult for traditional conservatives, such as Sen. Jeff Flake who 
is ceding his seat by not running for reelection this year.

“It seems to me ... all the incentives and all the structure we felt makes it 
difficult to be that kind of figure there,” he said. 

Carrese said this is caused by polarization, which starts when personalities 
and short term wins take precedent over coalitions and compromise. 

"It has reached a new level because of the extraordinarily unique situation 
of having Donald Trump as the president and party leader,” Carrese said. “It's 
a new level of division — there's some evidence in the primary races so far in 
the country that the turnout is stronger on the democratic side than is the 
turnout on the republican side ... so I'm sure the republicans in various states, 
including Arizona, are worried."

While tensions run high between the two conservative groups on campus, 
Waxelbaum said that the party would benefit from coming together. 

“We put our titles before the message and as long as we do that, we're only 
hurting ourselves,” he said. “About five republican clubs that I could think of at 
Arizona State ... do not co-host anything or work together and that is wrong, 
and it shouldn't be that way because quite frankly, if all the republican clubs 
work together,  it would be overwhelming for the spreading of conservatism 
on our campus.”



JUST A MEME?

Rick Thomas is in it for the laughs.
Or at least that’s what he claims. He’s 

the president of College Republicans United 
and a self-avowed “politically incorrect” 
Trump-supporting paleoconservative with 
a history of being incendiary and at times 
insensitive on social media. 

College Republicans United is a Trump-fla-
vored splinter organization that broke off from 
College Republicans in January of this year. 
At some events around the Tempe campus, 
the ASU-chartered organization, which has 
received funding from Undergraduate Student 
Government, has displayed a flag with origins 
on the online forum 4chan that some describe 
as a racist hate symbol.

But Thomas and the leadership of the organi-
zation maintain the group is not racist. He said 
their demeanor and controversial symbolism 
are simply rebukes of political correctness gone 
awry and a display of their right to free speech. 

Thomas’ social media includes a slew of 
tweets featuring alt-right rhetoric and discrim-
inatory language, including posts calling out 
what he said is a modern-day “White Geno-
cide,” a term often used by white nationalists 
who advocate for a white ethnostate. 

He doubled down on those statements in an 
interview with The State Press, pointing to what 
he called a concerted effort by the left against 
white males, a movement that he termed a “new 
kind of racism,” while also insisting that his views 
were not alt-right.

“Is there an actual genocide of white 
people going on? No, there isn’t.” Thomas 
said. “But there is definitely a kind of racism 
toward white people that I think is kind of 
new in recent decades.”

Other tweets on his account support 
aborting unborn with disabilities and assert 
that transgender individuals are mentally ill. 
He also uses slurs in reference to members of 
the LGBT+ community and advocates for the 
deportation of Muslims.

He did not walk back any of these claims 
when pressed but said the slurs were not meant 

to be offensive. Rather he said they were ironic, 
tailored for the culture of the controversial 
online message board 4chan, which has served 
as an incubator of sorts for alt-right ideologies. 

“A lot of the posts that I make on there are 
over the top — they’re flamboyant,” Thomas 
said. “They are almost a parody of themselves, I 
am kind of mimicking that culture of 4chan.”

Thomas said that it could be a good thing if 
people with controversial views on the internet 
were more “flamboyant.”

“Here’s the thing,” Thomas said, “if someone 
says something controversial … you want to 
know that they have a controversial view.” 

If nothing else, he said, the unfiltered com-
mentary would spark a dialogue with those he 
disagrees with. 

“I think that we should have a constructive 
dialogue about some issues, and if they see 
things that are controversial, let’s talk about 
those issues, but we shouldn’t be shunning 
people into silence.”

But while Thomas said he doesn’t speak for 
CRU, his racist and otherwise discriminatory 
tweets aren’t the only trappings of prejudice in 
and around the organization. 

The group brandishes a green flag mod-
eled after the Nazi war flag, one which the 
Southern Poverty Law Center said is a hate 
symbol associated with the alt-right. CRU 
used this flag as a recruiting tool at various 
campus events this year.

The leadership of the organization pushed 
back on the SPLC’s characterization of the flag, 
saying it and the culture it represents are simply 
ways to “troll” liberals and advocate for an incen-
diary brand of unfettered free speech.

The flag is supposed to be the symbol of a 
fictional nation called “Kekistan,” which origi-

nated as a 4chan meme connected to Egyptian 
mythology and video games.

“The thrust of the entire enterprise is 
to mock everything ‘politically correct’ so 
loudly ... that legitimate issues about the 
vicious core of white male nationalism they 
embrace never need to be confronted direct-
ly," according to the SPLC’s website. “The 
alt-right’s ‘meme war’ is ultimately another 
name for far-right propaganda, polished and 
rewired for 21st-century consumers.”

CRU says that it was an effective tool to 
recruit like-minded individuals into their 
independent conservative campus organiza-
tion. Chemical Engineering Senior and CRU 
Secretary Chase Smith owns the flag that the 
group displays at events.

“That’s why we only use it sometimes, because 
it brings the right people,” Smith said. “It brings 
people who believe in freedom and individual-
ism, but it makes us look bad to everyone who 
has been falsely informed.” 

Thomas said that he found the flag 
cringeworthy but echoed Smith’s thoughts, 
saying those who understood it were a good 
fit for the club. 

“That’s part of the people that we’re trying 
to recruit into our organization,” Thomas said. 
“The ones that can take a joke, the ones that 
don’t take things so serious — it’s almost like a 
filtration of potential members.”

Smith said the flag was created to troll leftists 
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online who were sensitive to certain types of 
speech, and tried to restrict it.  

“Because they were calling us Nazis and 
saying that free speech was oppressive, we made 
a comedy version of the Nazi war flag -- as a 
way to piss them off because they saw it as an 
oppressive symbol,” Smith said.

This view is shared with others on the right, 
who claim that liberals and the media misidenti-
fy the strange irony of 4chan humor as genuine 
personal politics. 

But this is not the prevailing view of 
watchdog groups who track white nation-
alist symbolism. Many of these groups say 
that the flag has become explicitly associat-
ed with the alt-right. 

The SPLC and others point to the use of the 
symbols by the alt-right and neo-Nazis.

While Smith and members of CRU claim 
that there is a clear difference between the 
alt-right’s use of the flag and their own, the 
imagery is undeniably similar. There are strik-
ing examples of the green flag being flown 
alongside the Nazi flag at White Supremacist 
rallies and protests.



Thomas said that his group denounces those 
who use the symbolism in that way. 

“If we have a radical person in there who 
is openly anti-Semitic, we are obviously not 
going to entertain them,” he said. “We are 
going to kick them out of the group, we are 
open about that.”

Analysis of the Kekistani culture is sparse, 
but one of the few academics who’s researched 
the topic said that those who support the 
Kekistan culture are mostly right leaning 
though not monolithic. 

University of Southampton political scientist 
Justin Murphy has written about and analyzed 
the Kekistan phenomenon on his blog.

His analysis is based on a sample of users 
who posted status updates containing 
#Kek, Kekistan or PraiseKek over a six-to-
nine day period.

He analyzed the tweets, attempting to 

measure issue priorities of Kekistan, their 
associations and politics. 

“A fairly clear picture emerges,” Murphy 
wrote. That is, “more than anything else, Keki-
stanis talk about Trump and Making America 
Great Again.” 

Beyond that, they only have one real unifying 
priority, he said: free speech. The rest is non-uni-
form, random and “doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

Murphy also said that the Kekistani culture is 
unabashedly right-leaning “but with a ‘long tail’ 
of centrists and leftists.”

Murphy said in an email that the flag 
would be a natural fit for a conser vative 
group on a college campus due to its 
adopted meaning.

“It does not surprise me that conservative 
college students might want to display this 
flag, in part because, to some conservatives, the 
flag now represents unfair overreach by social 

liberals to smear many non-racist conservatives 
as racist,” Murphy said.

Thomas said any assertions that he or any 
members of his group are racist are categorically 
false and that his group is all-inclusive, pointing 
out that the group has had "atheists, Muslims ... 
Blacks and Hispanics."

CRU Vice President and political science 
senior Joshua Bernard said he took offense to 
the allegation that CRU is racist.

“Me personally, being a black man and 
Native American, and also hearing from some 
other minorities … being accused of having 
some racial issues, especially when they’re trying 
to call someone like me racist, it’s like ‘dude 
are you blind?’” Bernard said. “I’m black, so I’ve 
dealt with my fair share of racism in the past, I 
have seen it firsthand.”

While the meaning of Kekistani flag is up 
for debate, the club will still be able to apply 



for USG funds unless the Dean of Students 
office finds the club to have broken the 
student code of conduct, said Maxim Quint, 
the Chair of Appropriations for USGT, which 
handles funding for student organizations on 
the Tempe campus.

Quint, after being made aware of the 
tweets said, “USGT awards funds from a 
viewpoint neutral manner.” 

Quint declined to comment on whether the 
appropriations committee thought the tweets 
and actions rise to the level of violating the 
student code of conduct.

“When we at appropriations suspect that a 
code of conduct violation is occurring, we do 
always report them,” Quint said.  

The President of USGT, Allison Sorgeloos, 
said in a text message that it was not within the 
purview “of USG to do anything about the 
CRU situation,” and that “the Dean of Students 

office is now aware and are the proper folks to 
investigate it if there is anything improper.

“ASU is committed to free expression, and 
we are not responsible for determining what 
is or is not a violation of the student code of 
conduct,” she said. “We will continue to work 
with our partners in the Dean of Students 
office, Student Organizations and Program-
ming and Student Rights and Responsibilities 
to ensure we are following proper procedure 
and guidelines.”

When asked about the University’s policies 
toward student groups displaying signage that 
could be construed as hateful or racist, a Uni-
versity official said in an emailed statement that 
the University supports students’ free speech so 
long as that it is lawful and non-disruptive. 

“ASU recognizes and supports the rights of 
students to engage in lawful free speech activity 
including: peaceful demonstrations and circula-
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tion of petitions that do not disrupt the normal 
educational and administrative function of the 
University, or interfere with the legitimate rights 
of others,” the official said.

Thomas said that if the University took action 
against the group, it would increase membership 
and prove the group’s point about free speech. 

“It would be a violation of our first 
amendment rights, absolutely,” Thomas 
said. “And I would have the ACLU and 
any other groups come in to look at those 
policies because that is not fair.”

But in the long run, Thomas said he is not 
worried about any actions diminishing the 
group’s presence on campus, no matter how 
politically incorrect it may be.

“I've always been the type of person who 
(thought) everything was allowed, everything 
was okay,” Thomas said. “Maybe not okay, but … 
it was a free for all.” 
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BAHA'I CLUB STANDS UNITED 
WITH OPPRESSED IN IRAN

Ever y week, the ASU Baha’i Club meets for an interfaith 
devotional to come together with other Baha’is and those of 

entirely different religious perspectives.
Their Iranian fellows in the faith, however, do not have the 

freedom to practice their religion.
"They are our family. When they hurt, we feel it," said the Baha’i 

Club Faculty Adviser, Nura Mowzoon.
The Baha’i faith is the largest non-Muslim group in Iran, with over 

300,000 people, according to a 2018 study conducted by the United 
States Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF).

The same study claimed the Baha'is are the "most severely perse-
cuted religious minority in Iran."

The religion is not recognized by the state, and the Iranian 
government has denied their political, economic, cultural and re-

ligious rights. In the past 10 years, 1,000 Baha’is have been arrested 
for their religious beliefs, according to the USCIRF.

Baha’i is a monotheistic religion that follows the word of the 
prophet Baha’u’llah, who said all religions were given to humanity 
at the time they needed them, Mowzoon explained. Those of the 
Baha'i faith are open to a variety of perspectives, emphasizing the 
essential worth of all religions and the unity of humankind. 

They acknowledge all religions’ beliefs and prophets and have 
the call to unite and serve humanity,” Mowzoon said. The religion 
has no sects: “A Baha’i in Arizona is going to practice the same way 
as a Baha’i in Baghdad.”

Evanna Rouhani, a sophomore studying global studies and sustain-
ability with a minor in justice studies, is a member of the Baha'i Club. Her 
family currently lives in Iran. Rouhani told the story of her uncle Amri.

SPIRIT OF RESILIENCE

BY TAYLOR O'CONNOR   |   ILLUSTRATIONS BY SAM DEADRICK



Amri used to run a convenience store on the first floor of his 
home, and the second floor was where his family lived. Since Irani-
an women often face restrictions in the workforce, her uncle was 
the only source of income for the family. 

"One day, the Iranian government came and told him that 
because he was Baha’i he, is not allowed to operate this business. So, 
they shut it down," Rouhani said. 

The government wouldn’t let his family enter the first floor. 
Rouhani mentioned that her family had to climb up a ladder to an 
open window to even get into their home.  

After the store shut down, Rouhani’s uncle began working at a 
large industrial factor y in order to earn money for his family.

"The government was watching him and saw he had 
been going in and out of this factor y. So, they 

came and tried to shut down the 
entire factor y," Rouhani said.

Instead of allowing 
the government to 

shut down the 
factor y, Amri 

gave himself up to the government. Rouhani said her uncle spent 
about six months in jail.

During his time in jail, Amri began playing music with a small 
band. The government eventually kicked him out of jail because 
"he was causing too much joy," Rouhani said. 

She said her uncle is supposed to have a trial soon to decide 
whether he’s going back to jail. However, Rouhani lamented, “It’s 
really up in the air.”

The government "could tell him, 'You’re free to go,' or they could 
throw him in jail for the next six years or so,” Rouhani said. “No one 
really knows what’s going to happen.”

Rouhani said she feels frustrated with the situation. There is not 
a lot she can do to help, but she hopes she will be able to assist more 
in the future. 

Rouhani is majoring in global studies and sustainability with a minor 
in justice studies in order to become a foreign diplomat for a country in 
crisis. She is specifically hoping to work in the U.S. government.

She wants to help bring light to the situation the Baha’is are 
going through.

In regard to responding to the oppression, Baha’i Club President 
and sustainability graduate student Eric Vahid said, “This is a tricky 
topic to talk about because the Baha’is are not supposed to engage 
in partisan politics, just because it is inherently disunif ying.”

The Universal House of Justice, which is the governing body 
of the Baha’i faith, is asking Baha’is in Iran to "respond as peace-
fully as possible."

"The situation in Iran is one of the only things that makes me 
angr y because of the injustice," Vahid said.

In order to look at it in a positive light, Vahid said they are a 
"prime example" of what it means to be a Baha’i. 

"They are facing such strong oppression and hate, but they are 
responding with love and peace,” Vahid said.

The Baha’i Club provides spiritual support by praying ever y 
week, Mowzoon said.

"There is an unspoken feeling (among the club) that we have a 
duty that is more profound to carr y out acts of service and talk 
about faith because our brothers and sisters can’t," Mowzoon said.

The Baha’i Club holds its interfaith devotionals ever y Thursday 
at 7 p.m. in the meditation room, which is in the basement of the 

Memorial Union. They also 
host a booth from 10 a.m. to 2 
p.m. ever y Monday outside of 
the Memorial Union.

In keeping with Baha'i 
teachings, all are welcome, 

regardless of religious 
preference, to attend their 

events.
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