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Son,

Last Sunday the host of a popular news show asked me what it meant to lose my body. The host
was broadcasting from Washington, D.C., and | was seated in a remote studio on the Far West
Side of Manhattan. A satellite closed the miles between us, but no machinery could close the
gap between her world and the world for which | had been summoned to speak. When the host
asked me about my body, her face faded from the screen, and was replaced by a scroll of
words, written by me earlier that week.

The host read these words for the audience, and when she finished she turned to the subject of
my body, although she did not mention it specifically. But by now | am accustomed to intelligent
people asking about the condition of my body without realizing the nature of their request.
Specifically, the host wished to know why | felt that white America's progress, or rather the
progress of those Americans who believe that they are white, was built on looting and violence.
Hearing this, | felt an old and indistinct sadness well up in me. The answer to this question is the
record of the believers themselves. The answer is American history.

There is nothing extreme in this statement. Americans deify democracy in a way that allows for a
dim awareness that they have, from time to time, stood in defiance of their God. This defiance is
not to be much dwelled upon. Democracy is a forgiving God and America's heresies—torture,
theft, enslavement—are specimens of sin, so common among individuals and nations that none
can declare themselves immune. In fact, Americans, in a real sense, have never betrayed their
God. When Abraham Lincoln declared, in 1863, that the battle of Gettysburg must ensure "that
government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth," he was
not merely being aspirational. At the onset of the Civil War, the United States of America had
one of the highest rates of suffrage in the world. The question is not whether Lincoln truly meant
"government of the people" but what our country has, throughout its history, taken the political
term people to actually mean. In 1863 it did not mean your mother or your grandmother, and it
did not mean you and me. As for now, it must be said that the elevation of the belief in being
white was not achieved through wine tastings and ice-cream socials, but rather through the
pillaging of life, liberty, labor, and land.
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That Sunday, on that news show, | tried to explain this as best | could within the time allotted. But
at the end of the segment, the host flashed a widely shared picture of a 12-year-old black boy
tearfully hugging a white police officer. Then she asked me about "hope." And | knew then that |
had failed. And | remembered that | had expected to fail. And | wondered again at the indistinct
sadness welling up in me. Why exactly was | sad? | came out of the studio and walked for a
while. It was a calm late-November day. Families, believing themselves white, were out on the
streets. Infants, raised to be white, were bundled in strollers. And | was sad for these people,
much as | was sad for the host and sad for all the people out there watching and reveling in a
specious hope. | realized then why | was sad. When the journalist asked me about my body, it
was like she was asking me to awaken her from the most gorgeous dream. | have seen that
dream all my life. It is perfect houses with nice lawns. It is Memorial Day cookouts, block
associations, and driveways. The Dream is tree houses and the Cub Scouts. And for so long |
have wanted to escape into the Dream, to fold my country over my head like a blanket. But this
has never been an option, because the Dream rests on our backs, the bedding made from our
bodies. And knowing this, knowing that the Dream persists by warring with the known world, |
was sad for the host, | was sad for all those families, | was sad for my country, but above all, in
that moment, | was sad for you.

That was the week you learned that the killers of Michael Brown would go free. The men who
had left his body in the street would never be punished. It was not my expectation that anyone
would ever be punished. But you were young and still believed. You stayed up till 11 p.m. that
night, waiting for the announcement of an indictment, and when instead it was announced that
there was none you said, "lI've got to go," and you went into your room, and | heard you crying. |
came in five minutes after, and | didn't hug you, and | didn't comfort you, because | thought it
would be wrong to comfort you. | did not tell you that it would be okay, because | have never
believed it would be okay. What | told you is what your grandparents tried to tell me: that this is
your country, that this is your world, that this is your body, and you must find some way to live
within the all of it.

| write you in your 15th year. | am writing you because this was the year you saw Eric Garner
choked to death for selling cigarettes; because you know now that Renisha McBride was shot
for seeking help, that John Crawford was shot down for browsing in a department store. And
you have seen men in uniform drive by and murder Tamir Rice, a 12-year-old child whom they
were oath-bound to protect. And you know now, if you did not before, that the police
departments of your country have been endowed with the authority to destroy your body. It
does not matter if the destruction is the result of an unfortunate overreaction. It does not matter
if it originates in a misunderstanding. It does not matter if the destruction springs from a foolish
policy. Sell cigarettes without the proper authority and your body can be destroyed. Turn into a
dark stairwell and your body can be destroyed. The destroyers will rarely be held accountable.
Mostly they will receive pensions.
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There is nothing uniquely evil in these destroyers or even in this moment. The destroyers are
merely men enforcing the whims of our country, correctly interpreting its heritage and legacy.
This legacy aspires to the shackling of black bodies. It is hard to face this. But all our
phrasing—race relations, racial chasm, racial justice, racial profiling, white privilege, even white
supremacy—serves to obscure that racism is a visceral experience, that it dislodges brains,
blocks airways, rips muscle, extracts organs, cracks bones, breaks teeth. You must never look
away from this. You must always remember that the sociology, the history, the economics, the
graphs, the charts, the regressions all land, with great violence, upon the body. And should one
live in such a body? What should be our aim beyond meager survival of constant, generational,
ongoing battery and assault? | have asked this question all my life. | have sought the answer
through my reading and writings, through the music of my youth, through arguments with your
grandfather, with your mother. | have searched for answers in nationalist myth, in classrooms, out
on the streets, and on other continents. The question is unanswerable, which is not to say futile.
The greatest reward of this constant interrogation, of confrontation with the brutality of my
country, is that it has freed me from ghosts and myths.

And yet | am still afraid. | feel the fear most acutely whenever you leave me. But | was afraid long
before you, and in this | was unoriginal. When | was your age the only people | knew were black,
and all of them were powerfully, adamantly, dangerously afraid. It was always right in front of me.
The fear was there in the extravagant boys of my West Baltimore neighborhood, in their large
rings and medallions, their big puffy coats and full-length fur-collared leathers, which was their
armor against their world. They would stand on the corner of Gwynn Oak and Liberty, or Cold
Spring and Park Heights, or outside Mondawmin Mall, with their hands dipped in Russell sweats.
| think back on those boys now and all | see is fear, and all | see is them girding themselves
against the ghosts of the bad old days when the Mississippi mob gathered 'round their
grandfathers so that the branches of the black body might be torched, then cut away. The fear
lived on in their practiced bop, their slouching denim, their big T-shirts, the calculated angle of
their baseball caps, a catalog of behaviors and garments enlisted to inspire the belief that these
boys were in firm possession of everything they desired.

[...]

To be black in the Baltimore of my youth was to be naked before the elements of the world,
before all the guns, fists, knives, crack, rape, and disease. The law did not protect us. And now,
in your time, the law has become an excuse for stopping and frisking you, which is to say, for
furthering the assault on your body. But a society that protects some people through a safety
net of schools, government-backed home loans, and ancestral wealth but can protect you only
with the club of criminal justice has either failed at enforcing its good intentions or succeeded at
something much darker.
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| remember being 11 years old, standing out in the parking lot in front of the 7-Eleven, watching a
crew of older boys standing near the street. | stood there, marveling at the older boys' beautiful
sense of fashion. They all wore ski jackets, the kind that mothers put on layaway in September,
then piled up overtime hours so as to have the thing wrapped and ready for Christmas. A
light-skinned boy with a long head and small eyes was scowling at another boy, who was
standing close to me. It was just before three in the afternoon. | was in sixth grade. School had
just let out, and it was not yet the fighting weather of early spring. What was the exact problem
here? Who could know?

The boy with the small eyes reached into his ski jacket and pulled out a gun. | recall it in the
slowest motion, as though in a dream. There the boy stood, with the gun brandished, which he
slowly untucked, tucked, then untucked once more, and in his small eyes | saw a surging rage
that could, in an instant, erase my body. That was 1986. That year | felt myself to be drowning in
the news reports of murder. | was aware that these murders very often did not land upon the
intended targets but fell upon great-aunts, PTA mothers, overtime uncles, and joyful
children—fell upon them random and relentless, like great sheets of rain. | knew this in theory
but could not understand it as fact until the boy with the small eyes stood across from me
holding my entire body in his small hands.

| remember being amazed that death could so easily rise up from the nothing of a boyish
afternoon, billow up like fog. | knew that West Baltimore, where | lived; that the north side of
Philadelphia, where my cousins lived; that the South Side of Chicago, where friends of my father
lived, comprised a world apart. Somewhere out there beyond the firmament, past the asteroid
belt, there were other worlds where children did not regularly fear for their bodies. | knew this
because there was a large television in my living room. In the evenings | would sit before this
television bearing witness to the dispatches from this other world. There were little white boys
with complete collections of football cards, their only want was a popular girlfriend and their only
worry was poison oak. That other world was suburban and endless, organized around pot
roasts, blueberry pies, fireworks, ice-cream sundaes, immaculate bathrooms, and small toy
trucks that were loosed in wooded backyards with streams and endless lawns. Comparing these
dispatches with the facts of my native world, | came to understand that my country was a galaxy,
and this galaxy stretched from the pandemonium of West Baltimore to the happy hunting
grounds of Mr. Belvedere. | obsessed over the distance between that other sector of space and
my own. | knew that my portion of the American galaxy, where bodies were enslaved by a
tenacious gravity, was black and that the other, liberated portion was not. | knew that some
inscrutable energy preserved the breach. | felt, but did not yet understand, the relation between
that other world and me. And | felt in this a cosmic injustice, a profound cruelty, which infused an
abiding, irrepressible desire to unshackle my body and achieve the velocity of escape.

[...]
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