Liz Nicolas: Seeking justice for victims of injustice
By Mary Heveron-Smith

She graduated from an Ivy League undergraduate school and an innovative law
school, and she worked in a prominent Philadelphia law firm. But perhaps her first
education was in her home in Queens, New York.
There, Liz Nicolas, the daughter of Haitian immigrants, along with her sister,
always knew that the house would be filled – sometimes with as many as 10 people,
including her grandmother, grandfather, aunts, uncles, and cousins visiting for
various stretches of time from Haiti. While Liz’s mom went to work as a nurse, Liz’s
grandmother and her aunts cooked for the family, filling the house with the
tantalizing smells of meat dishes with spicy dry rubs and herbs, white rice and
smooth bean sauces, well-seasoned vegetables such as okra or spinach, and soft or
fried plantains. Add to the mix lively conversations in mixtures of English, Haitian
Creole, or French.
Liz went into the world with the spirit of her “sweet and welcoming” family,
as she says, in her heart. After graduation from the University of Pennsylvania and
during her years studying law at Drexel University, she lived and worked in some of
the poorest Philadelphia neighborhoods, helping the homeless and working as an
adult education instructor. It was her sense of empathy for people in need -- and a
deep belief that we need to take care of our neighbors, as Jesus asked us to do – that
brought her to Rochester.
In her current role as a workers’ rights attorney for the Empire Justice
Center, Liz represents low-income workers fighting for their rights.
Liz works with cases in which employers have discriminated against workers on the
basis of race, age, gender, or even pregnancy; unjustly withheld or stolen wages; or
harassed or retaliated against workers seeking justice.
As a black woman who has endured her share of racial discrimination in the
field of law (inappropriate comments and jokes; being seen as “valuable” only
because her skin color makes a firm look more diverse; being ignored and
overlooked when it comes to the type of work would put her on track to the firm’s
highest positions, and so on…), Liz knows what it’s like to suffer from injustice.

And yet, while her parents imbued in her a sense of empathy for others, they
also had a “life plan for me,” she says with a smile. Anticipating that she would have
to work harder as a woman of color, in order to gain the same respect that a white
woman or man on the job might receive, her parents had very high expectations for
her in school and in her career. So why would Liz, after working so hard and
achieving so much, leave a secure, lucrative position in a Philadelphia law firm?
In a talk given recently as part of the “Humans of Spiritus” series, she
discussed her realization that racism in the workplace is “systemic,” so ingrained
into our society and its structures – and for so long -- that we may fail to recognize it
and its lingering effects. By working with the victims of the worst injustices, many
of them people of color, perhaps she is chipping away at that system, she suggests.
As an advocate for workers, she is often asked, “Why did [this person] stay in
the job?” Why not just quit? Yet the questions themselves may reveal some privilege,
she points out, explaining that the workers she represents are often people who
“live from paycheck to paycheck.” They have “no backup – no savings, no health
care, no recourse,” she says. “They cannot afford to lose the job.”
To those who might argue that such workers had other options or should
have worked harder to secure better jobs, Liz asks that such critics consider the way
racist policies of yesteryear have resulted in inequities today.
Liz cites one widely documented chapter of American history, when black
veterans returning from World War II were prevented from receiving G.I Bill
benefits – such as home loans and higher education – because of discriminatory
practices that stood in the way. Such benefits resulted in disproportionate wealth
and privilege for the white veterans, she points out, “while black soldiers were
lynched in uniform.”
(Indeed, according to writer Hilary Herbold, in her 1994-1995 article for The
Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, “Never an Even Playing Field: Blacks and the
GI Bill,” the GI Bill helped create a white middle class while keeping the families of
black veterans poor. These veterans endured treatment from the Veterans
Administration that was “arbitrary, discriminatory, and indifferent,” Herbold writes.
The treatment of returning black soldiers by the general public was no better, and
lynching had not ended: two black veterans were lynched in 1946 and 1947 in
retaliation for their economic success as farmers.)
The effects of these practices, and the like, are all around, she says, in
abandoned neighborhoods and in the lives of people who sometimes have to decide:
“Am I going to eat or put gas in my car?” Sadly, she says, these are the concerns of
people who live right here: “These things are happening in Rochester.” (To
underscore her point, the Rochester-Monroe Anti-Poverty Initiative at United Way
of Greater Rochester reported last fall that, among comparable-sized cities,
Rochester has the second-highest poverty rate in the nation, the highest extreme
poverty rate, and the highest childhood poverty rate.) As for self-made wealth, she
says, it’s a myth: “Nobody made it to where they are without someone looking out
for them,” whether it was a parent, a relative, or a colleague who mentored them.
Those with wealth and privilege have benefited and continue to benefit from unjust
systems.

And that’s what Liz is working to do in her current career – confront those
unjust systems and use her law degree and expertise to advocate for those who
need help the most.
Liz’s story is one of inspiration, and yet it’s one that begs a troubling question
that she was asked in a follow-up interview at her office: If racism is systemic, then
are we all part of the problem? If so, how do we eliminate our own racism or any of
the “-isms” that we may be carrying around, even unintentionally?
Perhaps, says, Liz, we begin with “the smallest thing” -- to notice incidents of
racism when we see them, “and to name them,” to call these things out for what they
are. Put simply, we can speak the truth when we see racism.
Can we ever end racism? “I don’t think we’ll see the end of racism and
poverty in my lifetime,” she says. Yet Liz is hopeful. “In the midst of suffering and
injustice, God is with us and offers infinite grace and infinite love,” and we are
capable of the same.
She suggests that one tangible way we can break through barriers of race is
to think of everyone in our communities as our neighbors, and then get to know
them. Care, concern, and love would follow logically: “If you understood who your
neighbor was, you would treat them the way you would want to be treated.”
Sound familiar?

