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Independent Study Opportunity: 
The Ned Project – Fall Term 2021 
 
Prof. Kara Swanson seeks up to 4 independent study students to work on The Ned Project. 
 
The Ned Project is an ongoing CLIC/CRRJ collaborative restorative justice project, begun in Fall 
2020.   
 
In 1858, the US Attorney General issued an opinion that an invention by an enslaved person was 
not patentable.  The opinion was a response to an attempt by Mississippi enslaver and lawyer 
Oscar Stuart to patent a new plow invented by his slave, known only to us today as Ned.  This 
restorative justice project, named for Ned, seeks not only recognition of Ned’s accomplishment 
but also to recognize the centuries of contributions of Black Americans to technology and 
acknowledge the intellectual property that was stolen from uncountable enslaved inventors 
whose names are not known.  More broadly, it is designed to acknowledge and repair the theft of 
creativity from Black Americans via intellectual property laws.   
 
The Ned Project considers restorative justice as a process and students work to explore 
restorative measures.  One such measure is a posthumous patent to Ned via an award ceremony 
at the US Patent and Trademark Office.  Students have begun research in support of that goal, 
seeking to understand Ned’s life, find descendants, and assemble materials to support a petition 
to the patent office.  This research is difficult and ongoing.  Students have also identified and 
worked toward other possible forms of restorative justice, such as a memorial on the land where 
Ned worked, teaching modules, and public events.   
 
This is a 3-credit opportunity and will be at least as time consuming as a classroom course.  
Students selected for the Ned Project will meet 1-3 hours per week with Prof. Swanson to 
discuss the scholarly literature related to the Ned Project, including restorative justice, critical 
race IP, and Black history, as well as skills development in interviewing and historical and 
genealogical research.  Short reaction papers required.  In addition, individually or in teams, 
students will conduct research to advance the goals of the Ned Project and prepare a final project  
which may take the form, for example, of a draft petition to the PTO (with supporting materials), 
written advocacy in support of other forms of restorative justice, or a research paper exploring an 
aspect of Ned’s life, BIPOC intellectual property creation, critical race IP, and/or restorative 
justice.  Students are also required to keep a research diary, submit organized copies of all 
sources collected during research, and prepare a transition memo for use by future students.   
 
To apply, please submit a statement of interest, resume, and evaluations (both course evaluations 
and co-op evaluations, as available) to k.swanson@northeastern.edu.  Prior or simultaneous 
coursework in intellectual property law is useful, but not required. If you have any questions, 
contact Prof. Swanson, at k.swanson@northeastern.edu.  Applications are being currently 
accepted and should be submitted no later than Mon. August 2 at 5 pm.  Students will be 
notified of enrollment decisions by Fri. August 6. 
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