
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BIOS/Week 4 of 5  
THE ONLY OPTION IS ACTION: A Town Hall with Activists About Mental Health 
 
With Mike Ishii, Judith LeBlanc (Caddo Nation), Maru Mora-Villalpando, Vilissa Thompson, LMSW, and Nala 
Toussaint. Moderated by Brian Tate. Opening performance by Angel Nafis. 
 
 
PANELISTS 
 
Michael Ishii is a yonsei living in NYC where he has split his time as a performing artist, organizer, and 
clinician. Michael is the co-leader and co-founder of Tsuru for Solidarity, an independent project working to 
end detention sites and support directly impacted immigrant and refugee communities targeted by racism, 
state violence, injustice, and oppression in the United States. For thirty years, he has co-chaired the New York 
Day of Remembrance Committee, a group of Japanese American New Yorkers and allies dedicated to healing 
intergenerational trauma caused by the WWII incarceration of people of Japanese ancestry. He is the chair of 
the New York Japanese American Oral History Project, and a former president of the Japanese American 
Citizens League, New York Chapter. Michael also serves as a volunteer for the Tule Lake Pilgrimage 
Committee and sits on the board for the Hudson Valley Park for Study and Reflection.  
 
Michael has written and performed spoken word and performance art pieces related to his family’s 
incarceration in the WRA camp, Minidoka, exploring themes of remembrance and healing from 
intergenerational trauma. He studied classical music at the Oberlin Conservatory and The Juilliard School, 
performing extensively as a French hornist with New York City music ensembles before moving to a career in 
East Asian medicine. Michael was the clinical chair for the University of Bridgeport Acupuncture Institute and 
now practices privately in New York City. He is currently a Ph.D. candidate studying Traditional Chinese 
Medicine with a focus on the ability of five phase nodal sounds to affect blood pressure in humans. 
tsuruforsolidarity.org 
 
 
Judith LeBlanc is an enrolled member of the Caddo Nation of Oklahoma. She is executive director of the 
Native Organizers Alliance, a national Native training and organizing network which provides training to 
Native organizers, tribal governments, and nonprofits based on traditional Indigenous knowledge values and 
practices. LeBlanc co-chaired the May 2016 Fertile Ground Planning Committee and co-edited the Fertile 
Ground II: Growing the Seeds of Native American Health final report. The convening gathered 200 Native 
community, tribal leaders, public health experts, and members of the philanthropic community to share case 
studies and strategies for healthier Native communities, highlighting the urgent need for philanthropy to 
invest in Indian Country. She has been a media producer and correspondent with the Laura Flanders Show, 
Democracy Now!, and several PBS films. LeBlanc is currently working with tribal governments, traditional 
elders, and Native community groups in South Dakota organizing to protect the hydroscape. 
nativeorganizing.org 
 
 
Maru Mora Villalpando is a community organizer and immigrant. She was born and raised in Mexico City. 
Since she was very young in Mexico, she was involved in protests and marches and supporting work 
stoppages or strikes. In the U.S., she has spent more than two decades working for racial and immigrant 
justice. She is a co-founder of La Resistencia, whose main focus is to end all detentions and deportations and 
shut down the Northwest Detention Center in Tacoma, WA. Maru is also a founding member of MiJente, a 
national digital organizing Latinx group. Unlike many other immigrants, she has been an outspoken organizer 
and has been upfront about staying in the U.S. as an undocumented immigrant for over two decades. Due to 
her work against Immigration and Customs Enforcement, the agency put her in deportation proceedings in 
2017. Despite these challenges, Maru, her family, and her community remained undeterred and continued 
their community work. In September 2021 Maru was granted prosecutorial discretion by the same agency 
that tried to deport her. With this recent win, Maru continues the work to end all detentions and 
deportations in Washington state, where she currently lives. laresistencianw.org 



Vilissa Thompson, LMSW is the founder & CEO of Ramp Your Voice!, an organization focused on promoting 
self-advocacy and strengthening empowerment among disabled people. A disability rights consultant, writer, 
and activist, Vilissa is a prominent leader and expert in addressing and educating public and political figures 
about the plight of disabled people, especially disabled Black women and femmes. In addition to her activism 
work, Thompson is represented as a speaker by CCMNT Speakers. She also acted as a consultant for the Sen. 
Elizabeth Warren 2020 Presidential campaign, where she assisted in the development of the Disability Rights 
& Equality policy plan.  A macro-minded social worker from South Carolina, Vilissa addresses the issues that 
matter to her as a Black disabled woman, including intersectionality, racism, politics, and why she 
unapologetically makes good trouble. vilissathompson.com  
 
 
Nala Toussaint works with women across identities and socioeconomic realities to support their health goals 
and wellbeing. She is currently the TGNB Health Advocacy Coordinator at Callen-Lorde Community Health 
Center. She engages and mobilizes transgender and gender non-binary (TGNB) patients and their allies to 
advocate for policies that expand access to gender-affirming health care and services.  
 
In 2015, Nala co-chaired the Young Women Advisory Council under the administration of New York City 
Council Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito, where she helped launch and lead the #SheWillBe campaign. She has 
also served as co-program coordinator at Girls for Gender Equity. More recently, she supported the 
development of a mutual aid fund for black trans and queer people globally, and a resource directory 
combatting transphobic violence.  
 
She is the founder of Reuniting of African Descendants (R.O.A.D), a trans-led grassroots initiative invested in 
equity, collective growth, and healing for TLGBQIA+/SGL people of African Descent. ROAD work is rooted in 
ending genocide against Queer and Trans people of African Descendants. In 2020, ROAD secured 1/2 acre of 
land for Trans women in Uganda to sustain themselves amid the Covid-19 pandemic. It is unheard of for a 
Black Trans woman to provide land reclamation, and Nala has gone against that notion. 
 
Nala grounds herself through her role as a minister-in-training at Rivers of Living Water NY United Church of 
Christ. She also serves as co-director of the FLOW (Fluid Lovers of Worship) Ministry. Through her ministry, 
she welcomes all persons across the gender spectrum to worship God (He/She/They) in spirit, in truth, and as 
their whole authentic selves. nalatoussaint.com 
 
 
MODERATOR 
 
Brian Tate is a cultural curator and marketing strategist who develops major public programs that examine 
the issues of our time. He has built forward-looking projects at the nexus of culture and ideas for more than 
20 years, and he is expert at convening fearless thinkers for discussions of ethics, politics, and the future. Past 
projects include ‘TIL VICTORY IS WON: An Observance of the 400th Anniversary of Slavery in America; NEW 
AMERICAN DREAM: Town Halls on Dismantling Systemic Racism; TOMORROW WILL STILL BE OURS: A Festival 
of Activism, Ideas, and Arts; and IF THEY COME FOR ME IN THE MORNING: Town Halls on the Legacy of State-
Sponsored Xenophobia.  
 
He is the founder of Tate Strategy, a Brooklyn, NY-based consulting firm that advises innovators in the arts, 
philanthropy, media and entertainment, and economic development. He is also the director of community 
partnerships for The WNET Group, America's flagship PBS station.  
 
Tate is guided by the example of his parents, Charles and Florence Tate, brilliant civil rights activists who 
espoused selfless action to drive social change. tatestrategy.com 
 
 
OPENING PERFORMANCE  
 
Angel Nafis is the author of BlackGirl Mansion (Red Beard Press/ New School Poetics, 2012). She earned her 
BA at Hunter College and her MFA in poetry at Warren Wilson College. Her work has appeared in The 
BreakBeat Poets Anthology, The Rumpus, Poetry Magazine, Buzzfeed Reader and elsewhere. Nafis is a Cave 
Canem fellow, the recipient of a Millay Colony residency, an Urban Word NYC mentor, and the founder and 
curator of the Greenlight Bookstore Poetry Salon. In 2011 she represented New York City at both the Women 
of the World Poetry Slam and the National Poetry Slam. She is half of the ODES FOR YOU TOUR with poet, 
musician, and visual artist Shira Erlichman. Nafis co-leads The Other Black Girl Collective, an internationally 
touring Black Feminist poetry duo, with poet Morgan Parker. Facilitating writing workshops and reading 
poems globally, she lives in Brooklyn. In 2016, Nafis was a recipient of the Ruth Lilly and Dorothy Sargent 
Rosenberg Poetry Fellowship from the Poetry Foundation. In 2017 she was awarded a Creative Writing 
fellowship from the National Endowment for the Arts. angelnafis.com 


