
  
    
      
    
  


What people are saying about

BLACK LIVES HAVE ALWAYS MATTERED

“This time in history has driven people of conscious to embrace a consistent and systematic system of oppression and inequality aimed at subordinate populations in America, and disproportionately against black people. The cry that “Black Lives Matter” does not exclude the importance of all humanity but shines the light on the elephant in the room that black lives have not and are still not perceived or treated with equality.

For the past 40 years, Abiodun Oyewole, in the tradition of the West African oral historian has spoken truth to power, and has been on the front lines using his weapon of art to challenge white and black America to examine themselves and do better. In this anthology, we are not only given the opportunity to celebrate those in the struggle, but are given a directive to continue the struggle. BLACK LIVES HAVE ALWAYS MATTERED honors the ancestors, and gives hope for peace and justice for future generations where through policy and a new collective consciousness, all lives will truly matter!” 

— Dr. Linda H. Humes, Executive Director Yaffa Cultural Arts Inc.
Assistant Professor John Jay College of Criminal Justice,
Africana Studies Department Chair of Education
 National Association of Black Storytellers

“Part of the value of this important new anthology is that it keeps our pursuit of justice in America in historical and political perspective. It reminds us that “Black Lives Matter” is not a new revelation but a continuation of the black social gospel proclaimed by Richard Allen, Adam Powell Sr., Marcus Garvey, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., and the many more. To value black life is part of our legacy. in a very real sense the reason we will never be defeated is that at the very core of our existence is the firm belief and understanding that BLACK LIVES HAVE ALWAYS MATTERED.”

— Bob Law, National Radio Personality

“The power of story unleashed in these pages penetrated my soul. No history book, no single black story, has yanked the rug of comfortable white ignorance from beneath my feet as these readings have. Taken one by one, these essays and poems offer conversation starters, sermon elements, and curriculum deepeners. Taken as a whole, BLACK LIVES HAVE ALWAYS MATTERED tells the story of America’s silenced racial trauma in a way that will fuel the movement to speak the unspeakable.” 

— Debby Irving, racial justice educator and author of
Waking Up White, and Finding Myself in the Story of Race (2014)
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Note to Readers Regarding Poetry

Since eBooks are formatted as reflowable text and have to work on many different screens and devices, it is impossible to guarantee that the poems will display as the poet intended. Viewing this eBook at a higher than optimal text size will cause the reading experience to be altered considerably. As such, some of the lines will display as multiple lines of text. When this occurs, the turn of the line will be marked with a slight indent, prompting the reader that this is a continuation of a previous line. In order to read the poetry as it was written, we suggest that you read this book at the default font size on your device. Please note, that spacing of some of the poems were either truncated or eliminated to accommodate reflowable text format. Please refer to the print edition of this book for a more accurate rendering of the poetry.■




This anthology is dedicated to all the freedom fighters everywhere: the Black Panther Party and The Republic of New Africa, to the Marcus Garvey philosophy to the NAACP and CORE; CBTU and Union 1199; to the Nation of Islam and Yoruba; to every black studies department and every black institution of higher learning; to the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, SCLC, SNCC and Black Lives Matter; and especially to all of the children who participate in demonstrations for black equality.

Finally to my children: Pharoah, Aina, Sowande, Obadele, Ebon, Ademola, Donjimen, and their mothers; and to all of my adopted children who mean and matter so much to me.

—Abiodun Oyewole


SERIES EDITOR’S NOTE



IMAGINE IT’S THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS. You don’t know anyone. Your eyes begin to scan the room quickly; it’s instinctual to do so, to scope out the space for familiarities, for oddities, for the closest exit. You won’t be graded in this class, but you’re invited to be active listeners and speakers. Amongst you are fellow classmates with a range of feelings and narratives in regard to the topic of diversity in American society. In your hands is the anthology Black Lives Have Always Mattered: A Collection of Essays, Poems, and Personal Narratives in which seventy-nine contributors have contemplated and written arduously and eloquently about the meaning of black lives have always mattered. It will be the primary text for this class.

Some members of the class are angry, apathetic, bored, fed-up, frustrated, incredulous, indifferent, petulant, uncertain, unwavering in their beliefs; the list is endless. There are those who have never spoken openly about race matters and there are those who have always spoken openly. There are those with college degrees and there are those without. There are those who think they should be the only ones to talk about race matters and there are those who desire to talk about race but don’t think they should. There are those who have been taught to feel as if they are superior to others by virtue of their skin color, gender, sexual orientation, ethnic, national or regional origin, religious belief, or political affiliation and there are those who have been taught to feel as if they are inferior. There are those who are self-deprecating and self-loathing and there are those who are self-centered and self-preserving. There are those who hold onto the beliefs that the laws of a land or fair and just and there are those who can’t hold onto these beliefs in the law. There are those who think they have all of the answers and solutions, and there are those who know that no one person can. There are those who will read these very words, who will read this entire anthology, and feel as if they have learned something meaningful and there are those who will scan the title, my words, the editor’s Abiodun Oyewole’s introduction, the anthology and think this was a waste of energy, time, and paper.

In this classroom setting the discussions to be had will sound familiar, they will sound like they needn’t be revisited or spoken of again. Will someone state that another member of the class is being impossible to reason with, or is being unrealistic, or not living in reality, or is misunderstanding what has just been said, or is putting words into another’s mouth, or is being over dramatic, or is being too sensitive or not sensitive at all? Yes, these statements will be voiced. Will someone be accused of inciting hate speech, of being ignorant, of further dividing the class, of not being a team-player? Yes, these accusations will happen. Will someone leave the room in a huff, or want to drop the class, or refuse to acknowledge the members of the class when they speak, or roll their eyes at every statement said, or continue to be apathetic and bored? Yes, these behaviors will happen. I have undoubtedly engaged in these types of statements, accusations and behaviors many times and while I would like to think I won’t succumb to them again, it’s highly possible that I will. I have learned from these moments and will try my hardest to continue to engage in conversations that are uncomfortable. Perhaps one of the greatest flaws of humanity is that one has to be reminded constantly of one’s humility, but these constant reminders, if one acknowledges them, have the power to affect great change.

There are many who will unabashedly say, as has already been said and spoofed before, that all lives matter. Of course all lives matter, but to state that “black lives have always mattered” doesn’t mean that other lives have not always mattered. I suspect that some of the animosity, misunderstanding, and negativity many have toward the term “Black Lives Matter” and its movement has more to do with the word “matter” than “black lives.” The American Heritage dictionary defines “matter” as “something that occupies space and can be perceived by the senses” but also as “the substance of thought or expression; a subject of concern or action; trouble or difficulty [what’s the matter?]; an approximated quantity [a matter of years]; something printed or written; to be of importance.” The multiple meanings and ways in which this singular word is used can create many confounding anxieties and fears. For instance, if I were to say my life as a gay Afro-Latino American “matters,” someone might take my statement the wrong way and think that I mean their life and identity markers don’t matter, when in actuality I am asserting my own selfhood, and not devaluing another’s selfhood.

I have read Black Lives Have Always Mattered three times and I was always intrigued by the wide range of voices and experiences presented. It is a much needed anthology that complements and strengthens the core goals of the 2LP Explorations in Diversity series of fostering dialogue that goes with and against the grain. The first anthology in the series, What Does It Mean to Be White in America? Breaking the White Code of Silence: Personal Narratives by White Americans, co-edited by Gabrielle David and I, features eighty-two contributors who respond honestly and openly with the title’s question. A forthcoming anthology, The Beiging of America: Personal Narratives About Being Mixed Race in the 21st Century, co-edited by Cathy J. Schlund-Vials, Tara Betts, and I, features thirty-nine contributors whose personal narratives articulate the complexities of interracial life.

It’s easy to get information from a singular source and then to proclaim that one knows all there is to know about a given topic. As a poet, teacher, constant learner and reader, I am always on a quest to gain more knowledge and to question myself and others every step of the way. Sometimes one may falter, sometimes one may not listen to another view point immediately, or one may be reluctant to hear the other side, but what matters is that conversations need to matter again and again.■

— Sean Frederick Forbes

Thompson, CT

May 2017


INTRODUCTION



Why We’ve Always Mattered

WHEN I WAS ASKED to be the editor of this anthology, I took issue with the book’s initial title, “Black Lives Matter.” I felt then as I do now, that black lives have always mattered. I was a child of the sixties, and a product of the Black Power movement. To endorse the idea that Black Lives Matter as a new thing was rather feeble to me, because having been an activist for most of my life, the concept that black lives matter preclude my life and the lives of every living black person everywhere; from the moment they brought us to America’s shores in chains, to the world we find ourselves living in today. This in my mind is a given. Since I did not entirely agree with the book’s title, and was asked what I would call this anthology, I proposed Black Lives Have Always Mattered, which embarked my journey in the compilation and editing of this book. 

After my initial meeting with the publisher, several thousand poets, writers and activists were contacted to solicit poems, essays and personal narratives, and more than 200 people responded. While I was shocked and pleased by the response, I did not foresee the painstaking ordeal of reading each submission to decide who was going to be in or out. It was a process that did not make me very happy because as a teacher, I like to give everyone a chance, but it had to be done. In fact, the last time I read these many papers was when I was teaching an African American history class at the College of New Rochelle at the Co-Op City branch over twenty-five years ago. 
			

I must admit, however, this has been a wonderful learning experience. Even though I am a poet and travel around the world performing, teaching remains my passion. So as I combed through all of the submissions, I read them with a teacher’s eye and a black man’s soul. I was touched by the outpouring of deeply personal stories in poetry and prose, and the reaffirmation of the beauty of blackness. I was also pleased that the book’s theme attracted the participation of people of white, mixed race, and Latino descent; voices from the LGBT community; people from the African and the Caribbean diaspora; and multiple generations of people, from millennials to older folks of diverse occupations including a number of college students, who are represented in this volume of work. 
			

While I initially did not conceive creating sections for the book, the submissions dictated otherwise. The anthology is divided into five sections: “Mourning Black Lives That Mattered,” “Black Skin/White Masks,” “Black Spaces/Black Places,” “Black Lives Remembered/Reclaimed,” and “The Legacy of Black Protest Continues.” Because I received a number of works that discuss the fear of being black and the loss of black lives, which is at the forefront of “why we matter,” I felt it was fitting that the anthology opened with “Mourning Black Lives That Mattered.” The section, “Black Skin/White Masks,” which acknowledges Frantz Fanon, goes straight to the heart of the matter of how skin color determines our destiny. “Black Spaces/Black Places” exudes just that, where people talk about how those spaces and places are undervalued and discriminated against. By the way, those “spaces” and “places” are also meant to be looked at figuratively as well as literally. I thought it was interesting that I received a number of pieces in remembrance of people – some famous, some not – and felt they required a separate section, “Black Lives Remembered/Reclaimed.” Finally, “The Legacy of Black Protest Continues” is where different thoughts and ideas converge into one space that tackle the questions; “What are we doing?” and “Where do we go from here?”

As a poet, I was also very happy to see so many great poems. I thought it was important to include poetry in this anthology because of its direct connection with cultural history and politics, and its ability to restore order out of chaos. I bring this up because the opening poem for the book, “Table Talk” by Angel Dye, and the closing poem, “Healing” by Shirley Bradley LeFlore, in many ways represent not only the pages of work that appear between the two poems, the poets who wrote these works are equally symbolic to this volume. Dye is an upcoming poet, a student at Howard University; and LeFlore is an older poet who was very much involved in the Black Arts movement of the sixties. It is this generational overlap of both emerging and established artists and activists that is essential to help give rise to movement, which we desperately need in our communities today.

Black Lives Have Always Mattered offers a thorough insight into the lives, dreams, aspirations, victories, defeats and recognition of black people in America. Considering the times we are living in these days, this anthology should serve as a mental compass for how we value ourselves and each other, and how we manifest our own destiny. I am very proud to have been a part of this project. I know for years to come, this book will matter more and more for each new generation that follows.■

— Abiodun Oyewole

Harlem, NY

April 2017


MOURNING BLACK LIVES

THAT MATTERED

“To be black in America is to exist in haunting, mundane proximity to death at all moments.”

— Hannah Giorgis, writer, organizer


ANGEL DYE	



Table Talk

“The race card is an

imaginary joker

placed by the dealer.”

“#BlackLivesMatter is

a blind, disruptive attempt

at freedom papers.”


RASAQ MALIK	



How Do I Tell My Son?

That he should run whenever he hears 

sirens blaring in the streets, that he is a 

black boy whose name resembles the name 

of a black man called Alton B. Sterling, 32,

shot by police officers in Baton Rouge, LA

How do I tell my son that nothing is more

saddening than reading about how a girl

watches how a Minnesota police officer

sprays bullets on her father, how she 

comforts her mother as they handcuff her. 

How do I tell my son that he is not safe 

whenever he walks the streets and someone 

calls him a nigger, and someone curses his 

skin as he tries to explain how being 

black is not a threat. How do I tell my son 

that love is fragile in a country where people 

wake up every day to see bullets lurking in

the sky, to bury their black beloveds, to pick 

the broken bones of their dead relatives, 

to see smoke spiraling in the sky. How do 

I tell my son that the world is dead and 

it needs a revival, that everything that

remains is a memory of how every

black child struggles to exist.


KIMBERLY GARRETT BROWN



A Mother’s Fear

I RARELY WRITE ABOUT HOTBED TOPICS. The two sides are polarized and uninterested in understanding one another. Consequently, joining the conversation feels akin to preaching to the choir. Unfortunately, that phenomenon is the very thing that keeps a lot of people silent on some very important issues. That certainly was the case for me as it relates to the Black Lives Matter movement. Though I understood and agreed with the tenets of the campaign, I kept my thoughts to myself. But a seemingly casual occurrence between my son and I made me realize how important it is for me, a black woman writer, to write about a fear shared by every mother of a black son. And while I generally avoid superlatives, this is one instance where I know what happened to me happens repeatedly across this country. 

The evening started innocently enough. I pulled into my driveway to find my son’s car parked in his spot. He’d been away on business for the last three months. The buzz of the television greeted me as I came into the house. Nostalgia washed over me. It had been years since one or both of my boys were downstairs watching television while I worked in the kitchen. Back then, the noise got on my nerves. Now it was a welcomed relief from the quiet and often lonely evenings I spent waiting for my husband to come home from work. While being an empty-nester had its advantages, it also heightened my grief. The silence amplified the reality of my older son’s death. 

As I unpacked my groceries, my mind waded through the memories. I was moments away from tears, when my younger son, Nick, came upstairs, wearing a pair of basketball shorts and a T-shirt with the arms cut out. 

“What are you cooking?” he asked.

“Chicken and squash stew.” 

“Are you cooking for me?” 

“Who only cooks enough stew for two?” I asked. 

“Well, you said you weren’t cooking for me anymore and you’re a woman of your word.” 

Prior to him leaving for his assignment in Texas, I had gotten frustrated by the amount of food thrown away because he ate before coming home. But all was forgiven. I was glad to have him back. 

“I’m cooking for you. Just let me know when you have other plans.” 

“Will do,” he said as he headed out the door for his evening run. 

With little thought to the time, I seasoned the chicken, and tossed it into the pan to be sautéed. As I diced the various vegetables, I noticed it had gotten dark outside, and Nick had been gone for a while. Much longer than it took to run a few miles. 

I told myself not to worry as I added chicken stock and vegetables to the pot. As I let the stew simmer, panic rose in my chest. George Zimmerman and Trayvon Martin floated through my mind. 

What if one of my white neighbors saw my black son with long dreadlocks, wearing a cut-off shirt and basketball shorts, running down the street? Would they see a young man exercising after work? Or would they see him as an imminent threat to their home and family? 

I tried to calm my fears. We lived in a nice, safe neighborhood. And while we weren’t friends, the neighbors were friendly. We were the same basic socioeconomic demographic, each wanting a comfortable and safe place to raise our families and live our lives. But that description could also be said about the gated community where Trayvon Martin was shot. Suddenly, all the names of the young black men shot by white police officers came to mind. 

I paced around the kitchen, debating whether to call Nick and tell him to come home. But that felt wrong. Why should a young man be afraid to go out for a run because his neighbors might perceive him as a threat based solely on the color of his skin? He wasn’t hurting anyone. It was his neighborhood, too. He had a right to be there. We paid our taxes just like everyone else. 

But then I had a vision of him trying to explain himself to a local police officer. I saw him against the police car. Of course, that would be the best-case scenario since the current trend with black young men and white police officers is to shoot first, and maybe ask questions later. My heart sank. I envisioned my son dead in the middle of street. I began to cry. I couldn’t lose another son. He had to come home. 

How much longer are you going to be out, I texted.

A half hour, he texted back. 

Though I was relieved he responded, I still felt anxious that he wasn’t closer to home. Come home, I typed into my phone, but deleted it. It wasn’t right to burden him with my fear. 

Instead, I prayed for his protection, and begged the Lord to bring him home safely. My fervent prayer went on for the next twenty minutes or so until I happened to notice his car wasn’t in the driveway.

Where are you? I texted. 

The gym, he texted back. 

The tension in my shoulders thawed as I whispered a prayer of thanks. Then, I texted Nick and told him how worried I had been when I thought he was running in our neighborhood. 

It’s crazy that you’d be more worried about me running in the suburbs than you were when I ran at night on Georgia Tech’s campus, he responded. 

Truth is, as a mother of black sons, I’m always worried. Though my sons were raised in upscale neighborhoods steeped in influence and money, neither one of them could behave badly in public without the potential for dangerous repercussions. On more than one occasion I feared for their lives because they both grew up believing, and rightly so, they were American first and protected under the unalienable rights promised in our Constitution. My fear tripled when we moved to the South. What if they got stopped for speeding? Or something happened when they were at the bar on the weekends? Would the police single them out? Would people perceive them as a threat and act accordingly?

Even with that fear, I stood somewhat aloof when the Black Lives Matter movement began. I believed teaching my sons to be respectful and responsible would protect them. I even shifted some of the blame to the victims, believing the lessons of respect and compliance passed down since the time of slavery from black mothers to their children was the safest way to react. But that belief is built on the assumption that one group of people deserve more respect than another. For centuries, blacks in this country have been dehumanized and subject to heinous acts of violence propagated by a belief that skin color is a determining factor of worth. And so, parents tried to protect their children by teaching them the “right way” to behave. But deference and obedience doesn’t stop the real problem of racism and hatred. There is still a deep-seated mistrust and fear of African Americans. It’s easier to accept an over-simplified belief that all black people are the same than to take the time to understand the individual with his or her own characteristics and history. And when we don’t understand, we make quick judgments about why people do what they do or react a certain way.

When my oldest son was lost to suicide two years ago, I began to see how much people hid their pain. For some, like my son, the anguish becomes too much to bear. Others are downtrodden and barely surviving. There are others who lash out at the world to protect themselves from further hurt. We may believe that they can change their lives if they tried harder without considering the social and institutional systems that actively work against them. We judge based on our own experiences, rather than seeing their experience from a place of compassion. Love heals. And as Maya Angelou says, “We are more alike, my friends, than we are unalike.” Imagine what we could do if we spent more time meeting our collective needs than fighting about our differences. 

Unfortunately, the current administration wants to keep us divided as we blame one another and fight amongst each other, because then we won’t pay attention to the ways in which their behavior and actions are helping to shape our nation’s biggest economic and social problems. Once we stop being distracted by all the rhetoric, we may discover how powerful we can be if we engage in serious dialogue about real problems and work together. 

That may sound lofty, but it’s achievable. The fear that mothers feel for their black sons isn’t just a black problem. It’s a human problem. As sentient beings, we can look deeper than the color of one’s skin. We must be willing to step out of our comfort zone. For some, that means operating out of a place of compassion. For others, it’s seeking to understand people outside of their own race or ethnicity. Either way, we must approach these uncomfortable topics with the goal of finding a solution. If we remain silent, we miss an opportunity to make a difference.■


ALI D. COLLINS 



Bargain of Life

In dedication to Rayquan Borum and Justin Carr

I REMEMBER THAT NIGHT like it was yesterday. The warmth of his blood that oozed through my fingertips as I tried to stop the bleeding and the cooling of his body after he struggled to breathe. 

I swear that the evidence that I shall give …

I remember looking down at his lifeless body that I once called my brother, my friend. Only ten minutes prior to that, we were chanting, “No justice, no peace!” Ten minutes prior to that, I remember hugging him after tears of black sorrow. We were mourning a black father that was killed just for reading a book while waiting for his daughter. Had I not known that ten minutes later, I’ll be mourning you.

Shall be the truth … 

Had I not known, I’d be wrongfully accused as the coldness from their handcuffs at-tempted to cut my circulation. Had I not known, my face would hit the concrete as blood overpowered my taste buds. Had I not known, pancakes would be our last meal together. Earlier that day, we chanted, “The whole damn system is guilty as hell!” and it’s true. It was a rubber bullet that traveled faster than the speed of light that robbed your life and my youth.

The whole truth … 

The sound of the gavel births anxiety in my throat as a conversation occurred before recess had ended. “Remember, we can all make this go away if you plead guilty,” my attorney said. I don’t believe this as the killer sits in to watch, smirking and laughing, because he just returned from vacation. The killer raised his hand and swore to serve and protect us, but he pulled the trigger because we didn’t look like him.

And nothing but the truth …

My mother watches me as her sister and community comforts her. The puffiness under her eyes shows sleepless nights while the redness shows countless hours of crying. She not only mourned over you, but soon she will be mourning over me too. Although, the media says I’m guilty, I will continue to plead innocent. 

So help me God.■


MELBA JOYCE BOYD	



It Could Have Been Me

President Obama said in response to the killing of Trayvon Martin

“If I had a son, 

he would look 

like Trayvon.”

He is hand-

some. Skin 

the color

of coffee,  

cream and

cinnamon.

Slight of build, 

with a physique 

yet to become, 

he is shrouded 

under hooded 

myths and 

shadows

of white guilt.

Grasping fists, 

armed

with a 

package

of rainbow 

colored candy,

he is stalked

while striding 

across grounds 

of a gated 

compound;

targeted by 

imaginary fears 

enforcing  

Americanism.

How does Trayvon

stand his ground

when he steps

beyond borders 

of the reservation?

What can a 

black boy do

when “the man” 

with a gun 

comes?

How do you

walk away 

from death 

aimed at 

your back?

“It could have 

been me,”

the President 

said.

“It could have 

been me . . .”

Trayvon Martin was an unarmed, seventeen-year-old teenager, who was gunned down in Sandford, Florida on February 26, 2012. The title of the poem is a quote from the statement President Barrack Obama made in response to the senseless murder.


AYSHIA ELIZABETH STEPHENSON



Rooms of Murder

I’m not afraid of aliens 

I’m afraid of those who shoot 

Unarmed civilians in the back

Of sergeants who shoot and kill 

A mentally ill and elderly 

Woman in her room – 

In her home

Of officers who gang rape 

A teenager 

And call it a hoax 

I’m afraid of those who kill 

Worshippers 

In a room of God 

Who murder teenagers 

Because they’re wearing a hoodie

Who open fire at the movies and 

On first-graders in a classroom

I’m afraid of unborn futures

And that the America he 

Protects is the one  

Who makes me unsafe 

Some people say all lives matter

And they do

But some people don’t know 

I’m black and afraid  

Every time I see a cop –

When I’m sipping coffee 

When I’m walking from 

One class to the next

When I’m at the airport 

And security touches my crouch 

Because my braids set off the alarm 

Some people don’t know 

There’s a pain in my chest  

From just 

Being 

My fear runs 

From a long and steady 

River of white hate

Immigrants aren’t the problem unless

They become white. 

No, I didn’t march this time

In Boston or DC or anywhere else

I nodded when a friend said 

I marched for you

Yes march for me

Thank you

It’s your turn 

I’m going to keep writing

And working and studying

Because when your excitement 

About this cause dissipates 

I still need to be better than you in order to survive.

They ask me how much more do I want?

I want to walk

into a store and not be followed.

I want to walk

on campus and not have white people

give my hair dirty looks.

I want a world

where I don’t fear

for the lives of children

I don’t yet have.

I want black to be fucking normal.

And for rooms of murder

not to be painted white and called clean.


TARA BETTS



An Open Letter to the Voyeurs

I KEEP TRYING TO WRITE A SENTENCE, simple and clear, but I keep writing the beginnings of poems that process the electricity and extinguishing of human charges, a persistent black light, a startling series of resistant sparks. The flashing clouds of shots fired puncture the flesh that we know, pinned down to this death language that they want us to speak like our first tongue, but it is a language without tone, a tongue of decaying then dissipating spirit. There are days when the songs of my dead seem to be the only notes that people trace with fascination, a morbid sort of savoring that ignores anything that helped someone like me live. This body of mine is alive and the product of being hugged, shared laughter, the dismantling of so-called textbooks. When you break me down to a product that purchases so many consumable goods, cut down my life and blame me for having babies so young, there is some equation where the pennies I make add up to someone else’s vacation in the Antibes, and their children might reference it in an easily published poem. My poems must talk about the anglings of flesh in cell phone cameras, once breathing then red, still. 


I must be fascinated with my own death, subsumed in grief I did not build. This sort of death is not old age, diet, smoking, alcohol, or drugs. This sort of death falls short of cancer, diabetes, and heart disease, and it is not an accident. Accidents require fewer bullets. Accidents are not just that call that startles you out of sleep. Accidents are never systematic, repetitive, and unloaded daily. Accidents do not extinguish parents in front of children, nor do they swing the pendulum toward a skin that catches a glinting sun in a whole other character. 
			

No, this is the deliberate swing of phone books and pulled triggers that drop hammers. This is the dragging of bodies into warehouses to say “Look at how they kill each other.” This is the shaking of heads that say look at their report cards, sex lives, and past records. These are the editors who will ask you can they publish another poem about your dead because your nihilism is spiced just right with hot sauce from your bag and some peach cobbler from the black restaurants that don’t survive in rejuvenated neighborhoods. This is the paean that no one wants to find in a hymnal because the chorus points at who is holding the gun, instead of the dead on the floors, in graves, and left on the streets of America, a country known for jagged hurts waiting in its buck knife. Don’t expect less from a two-sided blade ever.
			

This history tangles in the morass of Reconstruction bitten by Jim Crow and punctures like Carolina fields by Klan hoods and cotton bolls. This is a history wired, routed to eliminate, dim any charge that jumps clear off grid.
			

What some of you seem to forget is how I am a daily observer of electricity.■


JOHN WARNER SMITH



Why Being a Black Father in America

Today Frightens and Angers Me

For it is not light that is needed, but fire;

it is not the gentle shower, but thunder.

We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake.

 – Frederick Douglass, 1852

I am an American, a descendant of an African boy

who was stolen from his family, brought 

to America and sold into slavery.  

I am a father and grandfather of black boys

born and living in America,

doing honest work, 

not committing crimes,

not hurting people. 

We walk and drive down city streets, 

get stopped by flashing blue lights, cars 

emblazoned with the word POLICE. 

White men who stop us step out of their cars,

pull their guns, shoot, and kill us. 

Twice this week, when I closed my eyes 

to sleep, the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire

and the screaming cries of mothers

rang in my ears. I saw blood 

pouring out of a man’s body, two men:

Alton Sterling and Philando Castile, 

black, young – shot and killed

by white police officers in two American cities. 

In Baton Rouge, Alton Sterling was shot multiple times 

at execution range after he was wrestled

to the ground and pinned down on his back

like a man being nailed to a cross.

Too often the purveyors of justice have seen

such horrifying images and viral afterimages,

far too many, but not enough for them 

to see the guilt and dishonor

of militarized police officers

who kill innocent African American boys and men. 


MELISSA DUNMORE



Black Death

I need to talk about how no one is talking about 

the elephant in the room

the big, bleeding, black elephant in the room 

that trampled my rose colored glasses underfoot

I need to talk about how no one is talking about

Black Death

septic not skeptic Black Death

deep seated, mistreated Black Death

I need to change my voice mail greeting to 

“can’t come to the phone right now” because I’m grieving

set my Out of Office reply to “I’ve suffered a loss” 

I am at a loss for words

water cooler talk is Jen and Ben 

Courtney and Scott

who cares?

Kimye? I’m not okay

see, I can’t come make the meeting today 

because I’m screaming in my car

sobbing at the nightly news

shrieking at the radio

singing a spiritual in the shower

fearing the Grim Reaper is my black brothers’ keepers

scythe blocking the light from reaching my eyes

this old genocide a rolling blackout

and I can’t shout else I’m an angry black woman

any gross old epithet to make me less human

I need to talk about 

Trayvon, Mike Brown, Marissa Alexander, Sandra Bland

am I standing in quicksand?

because I swear I’m sinking

I need to talk about

this living nightmare 

being black in America in 2015 

where hoarders of historical hate

fly Confederate banners of evil

that laugh in the sky above 

pyres of black smoke

from black bodies

I need to talk about 

how can you function?

what’s it like to function amid the forever funereal?

I don’t want to function at the junction 

of ignorance plus privilege

if at the corner of apathy and apartheid 

is where I must meet you 

then I will never attend

my soul hasn’t had a chance to mend

does it not give you pause?

not even a moment of silence 

no grief counselor in sight

ignoring 

people talk sardonically about a quarter life crisis

saying millennials aged 25 are 

too anxious about making the wrong move

that we don’t move 

but I can’t move because I don’t want to get shot

can’t move because I have not forgotten

can’t move because I . . . I . . . dot dot dot

hands up, eyes down, mouth quivering to stay shut

holding back an Edvard Munch type scream

bursting at the seams

torn between wanting to be alive 

and wanting to dive below the surface

I want to extract the empathy from you like rainwater from a cactus

when my kin wrinkle like raisins in the sun

modern day bullet wounds akin to being hung

strange fruit are the media’s loot

demonizing the dead on CNN

innocence is a death sentence

headlines of “black killers” oppose “white shooters”

“mentally ill” versus “society’s ills”

diction dictates decorum

diction dictates dissent

diction the prescription for my malaise

the black mayonnaise that coats my days

all the while I can’t catch my breath

can’t ignore Black Death

I 

CANT 

BREATHE.


MARIA JAMES-THIAW



A Fuse Blew

A fuse blew the night we found out;

It was right before the rains came

beating on the glass panes 

like fists, like heads on concrete.

A fuse blew the night we found out

so we sat in the dark, hot expanse

of a warehouse behind a coffeehouse.

Espresso and art energized the stage.

Sankofa was purple from passion and pain

Dustin took us there all night and all day

The Priestess struck us like lightning

Soul Cry made you want to taste the rainbow.

The unlit stage hooded Tiger’s face

For no one can see a black boy

in the dark when the rains come.

No one can see a black boy 

In the dark when the rains come,

and the night was as heavy and thick

as Shane’s poems are true. 

Indeed, we heard it then

from lips that had just spit 

the deepest wisdom,

A Ghetto Issued proclamation,

a herald to we, the scribes,

and we almost clapped out of habit,

we almost snapped out of habit – 

we almost snapped out.

Because we had heard it then.

Smart phones buzzed

like black women on the back pew.

We shared a gasp, exchanged curses, questioned

the verdict. 

George Zimmerman: NOT guilty!

NOT GUILTY?!!!

A fuse blew. 


YAEL KENAN



Mourning: Black Life, Black Death[1]

AFTER LOSS, THEN WHAT?,” Judith Butler asks in the title of one of her essays.[2] In thinking critically about the prevalence of dead black bodies in the U.S. and the myriad of cases of violence and discrimination, the process of mourning, of what comes after, may often be overlooked. Mourning is, however, a central component of the racial dynamics in America, and plays a significant political role. In the following, I identify a theoretical framework of mourning, both in general and specifically in the context of black people in the U.S., through readings of formulations by Claudia Rankine, Fred Moten and Judith Butler. Thinking through their work about the dead body and its various representations, I seek to establish a notion of mourning in the face of precarity. Finally, I discuss a particular example of textual mourning in Marylin Nelson’s A Wreath for Emmett Till, hoping to outline a way of re-claiming mourning, and employing it in a life-affirming politics. 

In a mournful essay published five days after the Charleston church shooting in June 2015, Claudia Rankine diagnoses the state of black living in the U.S. as a “condition … of mourning,” citing the words of a friend who is “the mother of a black son.” This condition stems from the prevalence of loss in the black American experience, what Karla FC Holloway discusses as a phenomenon so central it has become part of the black cultural identity, almost part of the vernacular: “instead of death and dying being unusual, untoward events, or despite being inevitable end-of-lifespan events, the cycles of our daily lives were so persistently interrupted by specters of death that we worked this experience into the culture’s iconography and included it as an aspect of black cultural sensibility”(6). This cultural sensibility can be seen in Rankine’s list of daily occurrences, which for black Americans may prove lethal: “no hands in your pockets, no playing music, no sudden movements, no driving your car, no walking at night, no walking in the day, no turning onto this street, no entering this building, no standing your ground, no standing here, no standing there, no talking back, no playing with toy guns, no living while black.” While some of these mundane actions may refer to specific cases in which black lives have been compromised (playing music may refer to Jordan Davis, the toy gun evokes Tamir Rice), they all illustrate how vulnerable all black lives are; the many who have in fact been targeted and/or killed while driving their cars (Walter Scott, Rodney King) or walking at night (Trayvon Martin), but also the many more who engage in such everyday activities and may be targeted at any given moment, “for simply being black” (Rankine). 

Adding to this list, and the trend it illustrates regarding the prevalence of mourning, are Rankine’s examples of numerous losses of black lives throughout history, recalled in the wake of the current shooting in Charleston: the Alabama church bombing which occurred “eleven days before [she] was born,” slavery, the killing of Michael Brown and most prominently in her essay, the lynching of Emmet Till. The events are mentioned and dis-cussed out of chronological order not due to a lack of historical awareness – indeed, a historical argument is very much at stake – but rather to demonstrate the never-ending sequence of violent events which permeate American history, their frequency itself challenging a sense of social progression. Rankine argues that violence regularly characterizes the way the black body is treated in American life, from slavery onwards: “Dying in ship hulls, tossed into the Atlantic, hanging from trees, beaten, shot in churches, gunned down by the police or warehoused in prisons: Historically, there is no quotidian without the enslaved, chained or dead black body to gaze upon or to hear about or to position a self against.” Rather than discuss the differences between Middle Passage, lynching, police shootings and mass incarceration – a discussion which far too often leads to an eerie congratulatory conclusion that we have “come so far” – Rankine points to the terrifying ubiquity of these distinct but related historical events. The result of this ubiquity is that Dylann Roof, the Charleston shooter, “along with the rest of us, has been living with slain black bodies” (Rankine). The jarring effect of this statement does not derive only from the mention of dead bodies, but from their dwelling where they seemingly do not belong – alongside the living.[3] Rankine’s contention in this piece, starting from its title asserting that “the condition of black life is one of mourning,” is that life and death in the case of black people are not as distinct as we would like to believe, because “We live in a country where Americans assimilate corpses in their daily comings and goings. Dead blacks are a part of normal life here” (Rankine). 

The persistent and haunting presence of death stems from the long history of institutional and racialized violence because, as Achille Mbembe explains in his article on necropolitics, “in the economy of biopower, the function of racism is to regulate the distribution of death and to make possible the murderous functions of the state” (166). In the context of race, violence and death are constituents of the political and not an aberration, demonstrating their regularity. What Mbembe’s articulation – a response to Foucauldian biopower which challenges its normative view of the political – does not take into account is precisely the question of what comes after loss. It is the question of what living with the dead means for the living, how the dead are integrated into the life in their wake – the question of mourning. The presence of dead blacks in everyday life has a significant effect on the meaning of mourning. If dying – prematurely, unexpectedly, undeservedly – is a defining feature of black life in America, then mourning too is not an unusual time but rather an all-encompassing experience, one which does not have a definitive starting moment. Consequently, Rankine demonstrates that in the case of the black experience in the U.S., mourning does not only occur after death; rather, it is a reality of life, muddling the difference between the two. Hence, Mbembe asserts, for example, that “slave life, in many ways, is a form of death-in-life” (170). Thus, because of the precarity of black life in America, a paradox of mourning is created – there is constant need for mourning, but it is not sanctioned in public life. Black life is not considered worthy of grief by state authorities, and this in itself makes it vulnerable, rendering death an imminent part of life and mourning an inevitable but impossible task. 

Grieving, especially in the context of precarity, is simultaneously inevitable and impossible – omnipresent and all-consuming on the one hand, and absent and forbidden on the other. The prevalence of death and the consequent paradox of mourning before death are manifest in a variety of ways, given the different circumstances. So, for example, John Calvin Marshall, the Martin Luther King Jr. figure in Julius Lester’s And All our Wounds Forgiven, lives with a keen awareness of his imminent death, which informs his life with a sense of urgency and historical weight. In addition, the child murders in Atlanta depicted in Tayari Jones’ Leaving Atlanta loom over the children in the novel, whose lives seem like a not at all child-like game of Russian roulette. Another example is Ernest Gaines’ A Lesson before Dying, in which Jefferson awaits his death throughout the novel, knowing his fatal future and yet not having an option of preventing it or arriving at any redemptive denouement. One need not resort to allegorical readings to see these texts, and many others, as representative of entirely non-fictional current and historical events in the black experience in the U.S. In addition, characterizing this situation as a paradox is not merely an academic and philosophical observation. Rather, this paradox defines and marks black life and death, interlacing them and in effect perpetuating this condition.

In Precarious Life, Judith Butler explains that violence is not considered as such when it is perpetrated against those who are already excluded from the constitutive national group: “if violence is done against those who are unreal, then, from the perspective of violence, it fails to injure or negate those lives since those lives are already negated” (33). Consequently, “they cannot be mourned because they are always already lost or, rather, never ‘were,’ and they must be killed, since they seem to live on, stubbornly, in this state of deadness” (ibid.)[4] These ghostly figures are spectral while living and after they are killed, as the medical distinction between life and death is not what defines their state. The implications of this are significant because, as Butler asserts, the question of mourning and who merits the preliminary rite of a proper burial is pertinent to the definition of the human: “the derealization of the ‘other’ means that it is neither alive nor dead, but interminably spectral” (33-4). Therefore, Mamie Till Mobley’s actions after her son’s death amount to a “refusal to keep private grief private,” as she recognized the importance of the public and communal aspect of grieving as a counteraction to derealization (Rankine). In this way, Mobley “allowed a body that meant nothing to the criminal justice system to stand as evidence” (Rankine). So, Emmett Till’s body, whose legal status and state of existence were questioned in the trial of his murderers and in different ways in his killing and what enabled it, was put into public evidence by his mother as a body worthy of mourning. The presence of the body confronts viewers with its reality, and Rankine therefore sees the decision on the part of Ferguson police to leave the body of Michael Brown out on the street for four hours after he was shot as compelling a choice by viewers: “a person had to decide whether his dead black body mattered enough to be mourned” (Rankine). This decision, this choice, is a reaction to the particular paradox of black mourning, and it is importantly located at the site of precarity itself, the black body. 
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