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Deserve your genius. Tell our story.


—Maya Angelou

















• Introduction •



What a Gift Is




We did survive not only in Africa, but on this side of the Atlantic—the greatest miracle of all time! And every day black people in the Americas perform the miracle anew.


—Walter Rodney





WE NEVER NAMED THE RITUAL. BUT ON SUNDAY MORNINGS AFTER service at Messiah Baptist Church, my mother, father, and big sister set the stage: three chairs in a semicircle between foyer and dining room, four-year-old me standing front and center. I took a deep breath and began: “Good morning, saints. Our message for today will come from the Book of First Corinthians…”


And so it went, for minutes on end each week. A sermon entirely improvised with all the standard gestures, pauses, and phrasings—“c’mon somebody,” “y’all don’t hear me,” “can I get a witness”—I had seen performed by preachers since my first days on Earth, held in my father’s arms not far from the altar. For our family, these acts of impromptu oratory were a sign I had gifts of substantial value, divine origin. Not only a strong memory, or particular eloquence, but promise. There was no limit to my parents’ dreaming on this front: In their eyes, I was a child prodigy, destined for a path that would further the cause of our people’s freedom—a potential preacher, to be sure, or a movement lawyer, a civil rights advocate, a congressman working to set right the wrongs of centuries past. Over the next several years, my academic performance would only further this sense of things within our home. I was meant for great adventure, had always been, and the proof was there at every step. Now I simply needed to remain focused, keep my head down, stay the course, as my father often phrased it, and still does to this day. To deviate at any point would’ve been to misuse the talents I had been granted at birth, to bury them in the ground and miss my purpose on this mortal plane. The journey was not yet revealed in full, but I had my marching orders: Speak the unvarnished truth, treat language as precious, and use it to build another world.


At eleven years old, Mrs. O’Reilly, my math teacher, selected a handful of us—her sixth-grade protégés—to attend Summerbridge: a program defined by its emphasis on aspiration, ambition, and collective promise. Across New York state, around forty students were chosen to converge on the manicured campus of a private school in the city for two summers. There, we received instruction in math and science, music, foreign languages, while also learning to swim, playing chess and tennis, and otherwise expanding our horizons. Each activity, each day, was meant to transform our sense of what was possible for us, what was out there in the world beyond all we already knew and adored. Local college students were our teachers and mentors, guiding us through the classics and imparting timeless knowledge (Ali taught me to play the electric bass, and I soloed on Bob Marley’s “Three Little Birds” to close out the annual concert). For two years, we grew in capability and confidence before our final rite of passage: applying to selective high schools around the country. All of my middle school classmates and I emerged from the process with scholarships in hand: We were offered spots at independent schools with students from programs that shared a mission with Summerbridge, national and citywide initiatives with names like Posse, Prep for Prep, and A Better Chance. My path eventually led to Rye Country Day School: the closest to home and most generous with aid. Within days of receiving my acceptance letter, the decision was made.


During my sophomore year at Rye, I discovered the art of spoken-word poetry. I fell in love with the form almost instantly, via some combination of Def Poetry Jam on Broadway (a field trip with my art teacher, Miss Powell, that spring) and watching local performers bring audiences to their feet. As a senior, this newfound passion influenced my choice to apply Early Decision to the University of Pennsylvania, the only school I visited that was attended by poets I could find on MySpace. By the end of my freshman year at Penn, I was touring colleges on the West Coast as part of a three-piece collective, performing for packed-out auditoriums and sleeping on floors. Two years later, I was invited by President Barack Obama to perform my original work at the White House. Mom was my plus-one.


After Penn, life was a whirlwind: I went on to earn my PhD in English from Princeton University, and was then elected to the Society of Fellows at Harvard, where I spent the next three years with a cohort of astronomers, deep-sea paleontologists, historians, mathematicians, and condensed-matter physicists from across the world, while I finished my first books of poetry and literary criticism. Eventually, I joined the faculty of English and Creative Writing at Dartmouth College in 2019, commuting from Massachusetts to New Hampshire multiple times a week. In the spring of 2021, at thirty-two years old, I was awarded tenure. The same week I got the good news about the promotion, I received a call from an old friend, another professor in his early thirties. He said something that has stuck with me ever since: “We’re getting to that age, man, where the prodigy stuff is over with.” I laughed, but later realized that his insight had struck a disquieting chord. Without knowing it—or at least without ever thinking of it in this language, exactly—a measure of my self-worth had become attached to the fact that in just about every professional space I entered, I was one of the youngest people in the room. Somewhere along the way, I had internalized the importance of being seen not solely as competent, or capable, but promising.


In truth, the outside world’s sense of my promise had always ebbed and flowed. Around the same time I was preaching those early sermons to my family, I started kindergarten. This was a major shift; I changed not only grades but neighborhoods (from the Bronx to South Yonkers), and moved from The Modern School—a predominantly black independent school in Harlem founded by a woman named Mildred Johnson, whose father and uncle composed the black national anthem, “Lift Every Voice and Sing”—to our local public school. Right from the start, I noticed all sorts of differences: For one, we now sang “The Star-Spangled Banner,” which I had never heard before (at The Modern School, unsurprisingly, we sang “Lift Every Voice and Sing” each morning). But what was far more jarring was the language that was now used to describe me as a student. Within the first month, my mother and father were called in for a parent-teacher conference. There they were told, essentially, that I would never function in a classroom. From the teacher’s vantage, I was both perpetually distracted and a distraction to others. I couldn’t stay on task; I drew when I was supposed to be writing and daydreamed, visibly, when I was supposed to be paying attention to that morning’s lesson. As far as my kindergarten teacher could tell, there was little hope for me. I was, in her eyes, without promise.


High school presented a similar dilemma. After moving through elementary and middle school without much issue—my kindergarten teacher’s prediction fell flat soon after that initial conversation with my parents—I arrived at Rye Country Day, situated in one of the wealthiest suburbs in the entire country. For as long as I could remember, I had been trained to think of school as an elaborate game; I knew the rules, and how to make them work for me. But private school was a different, more dangerous animal. The classes were smaller, more intense: I had spent years in classrooms filled with thirty or more students, and now I was being asked to contribute to college-level seminars of no more than nine other people. By halfway through the first quarter, I was struggling in almost every subject. At one point, an Upper School administrator took me aside to let me know that he wasn’t sure things were working out. If I didn’t get my grades up, I would have my scholarship revoked and be asked to leave at the end of the term.


In that moment, as I stood at that mortifying crossroads, I knew something needed to change. More than anything, I was ashamed, dreading the moment I would have to tell anyone back home—at church, on the block, during family gatherings at Thanksgiving and Christmas—that I had fallen short. But as was the case a decade before, the last time it seemed like the classroom might not be a place I would survive entirely intact, I didn’t have to face this latest challenge alone. My guidance counselor, Ms. Butera, stepped in. She introduced me to our school’s learning specialist, who offered a crash course on organization and study skills. Her impact was immediate: My grades rose in every subject, and as time went on, I grew more comfortable, more agile, within this new environment. I began contributing to the school’s literary magazine and founded the Poetry Slam Club with a group of friends. My tenth-grade English teacher, Mrs. Simms, introduced me to the wonders of Shakespeare, James Baldwin, and Zora Neale Hurston. I joined the cross-country team, helped lead the school’s chapter of Big Brothers Big Sisters, and was elected to student government. As I grew accustomed to the pacing and various pressures of the academic atmosphere, the entire world seemed to open. So much of what I loved—writing poems, running, organizing events where people could gather and talk through their experiences of the world as we knew it—had now returned to me, often in forms I never could have imagined. The world’s sense of my potential, it seemed, had been restored. I was promising once more.
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How does it feel to be marked, defined, by a gift? To be set apart, from early on, on the basis of one’s perceived potential? What does it cost? Prodigies, in a sense, are the embodiment of promise. And the appearance of prodigies throughout the historical record tell us a great deal about a given era’s discourse on class, religion, race, and what it means to live a rewarding life. Think here of the chess prodigy Bobby Fischer, who became an avatar of US power and intellectual prowess during the Cold War; or the prodigy pianist Philippa Schuyler, whose parents imagined her genius as proof of their social vision of the multiracial family as a counter to American racism. The etymology of the term reflects this tension. Prodigy’s origin is the Latin word prodigium, meaning “prophetic sign.” In the sixteenth century, prodigium became the English prodige: “an extraordinary occurrence or creature; an anomaly, especially a monster; a freak.” A century later, the definition arrived that many of us are most familiar with: “an extremely talented person, especially a child.” In the stories of numerous public figures over the past three hundred years, these competing definitions collide.


Take, for example, the career of the teenage literary phenomenon Phillis Wheatley. Wheatley was an enslaved black poet in the eighteenth century who was regarded as a prodigy for her exemplary original work, as well as her expansive knowledge of the classics, the Bible, and Latin. Her first poem was published in the Newport Mercury when she was around thirteen years old. In October 1772, Wheatley, likely still a teenager, was asked to sit before a panel of eighteen lawmakers and scholars in Massachusetts, all tasked with assessing whether it was truly possible that a black human being had produced a work of literature. Though there is no written evidence of what took place in that room, we do have a letter clarifying the outcome of the trial that reads, in part: “We whose Names are under-written, do assure the World, that the Poems specified in the following Page, were (as we verily believe), written by Phillis.… She has been examined by some of the best Judges, and is thought qualified to write them.” Wheatley’s first collection, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral, was published in London the following year.


We might also consider the case of the much lesser known Oscar Moore, a blind black boy who, when he was only two years old, was discovered to have an encyclopedic memory, and was then contracted out to white handlers who took him on tour as a performer. Over the course of his childhood, under the stage name “Bright” Oscar Moore, the boy would perform feats of memory and mathematical aptitude, reciting a diverse range of facts for audiences gathered to see this living wonder in real time. A catalog of facts that he knew by heart, Hand-Book of the Wonderful Boy: A Few Things of What the Little Blind Two Year Old Boy, Prof Oscar Moore, Can Tell You, was sold at these events. Traces of Moore stopped appearing in public documents around 1900, when he would have been sixteen years old. Little is known about his life after this point.


And what of Thomas “Blind Tom” Wiggins, the classical composer and pianist born into chattel slavery in 1849 in Harris County, Georgia, and one of the first African American musicians to ever be invited to the White House? As a child prodigy performer, Wiggins was hired out to the concert promoter Perry Oliver, an arrangement that earned Oliver and James Neil Bethune, the man who claimed ownership over Wiggins and his parents, tens of thousands of dollars a year in revenue from his shows. Wiggins was one of the nineteenth century’s most highly compensated performers, though he received only a small share of the profits. He died of a stroke at the age of fifty-nine.


These black prodigies throughout history highlight an under-examined side of our present-day obsession with promise: that is, how such figures face the burden of collective representation. Moore’s and Wiggins’s performances of undeniable brilliance took place in historical moments when black people’s supposed intellectual inferiority, and indeed their sub-humanity, was assumed within the dominant culture and asserted by law. Under such circumstances, black prodigies unsettled the anti-black narrative structures that held them in place. Their stories make clear that prodigies have always held a kind of symbolic power; they can at times challenge and reorient our preconceived limits of human potential. For a prodigy is not only an outlier. They shift the bar of our collective expectation: They tell us a new story about who we are, and who we have the potential to become. What happens when the people occupying that social position, that vexed intersection of expectations, also belong to a group that is considered a permanent underclass? How, in various eras, have witnesses to the brilliance of these prodigies made sense of this supposed contradiction?


The narratives of Oscar Moore and Thomas Wiggins are important, representative examples of the kind of storytelling I intend to undertake in this book for another reason: how they speak to the subject of disability and physical difference. How might Moore and Wiggins, alongside any number of figures within the worlds of art, literature, cinema, and education, complicate our understanding of how prodigy, disability, and race intersect in the way prodigy has historically been defined in the popular imagination? Stephen Wiltshire, the world-renowned black visual artist who was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder at age three, is perhaps most famous for drawing the New York City skyline from memory, in stunning detail, after flying over it once in a helicopter. This sort of work, I have found, is often set apart as a sort of rare occurrence, spectacular performance art, rather than placed within a larger tradition of artistic influences and interlocutors. How do these living artists and intellectuals trouble the veil that sits between impairment and giftedness? How might they help us expand our vocabulary of human difference and transform the way we think about all sorts of artists, authors, ancestors, who were perceived as having lived outside the bounds of the rational, too mad to be taken seriously? What is the shape of a praiseworthy mind?


Even in the cases of prominent figures like Thelonious Monk and Nina Simone, widely considered musical geniuses, the public reception of their work has not always reflected a rigorous engagement with the relationship between their respective disability status, their racial identities, and their radiant gifts. Only through a holistic accounting of their life and works, I think, can we understand how their journeys might inform a more liberating vision of human imagination and expression. These matters are central to this book’s larger project: an exploration of the innumerable ways of thinking and dreaming within my beloved intellectual and artistic tradition. Alternative visions of prodigy, of genius—black and neurodiverse, radical and revolutionary—merit not only our attention but our defense and celebration. The People Can Fly is an argument for how we might preserve these stories in a world that does not always cherish them, and too often calls them by other names.


The title of the book’s penultimate section, “The Orbit of Our Dreaming,” is drawn from RaMell Ross’s film Hale County This Morning, This Evening. Like my father’s childhood dreams and the John Coltrane classic, it centers around black life in Alabama. There are five central questions the film asks directly, framed in white letters against a black background: What is the orbit of our dreaming? How do we not frame someone? What happens when all the cotton is picked? Where does time reside? Whose child is this? A resounding answer to this last question, I think, is offered by none other than James Baldwin (whom we will be hearing from again soon): “The children are always ours, every single one of them, all over the globe; and I am beginning to suspect that whoever is incapable of recognizing this may be incapable of morality.” We are one another’s responsibility. The lines separating our lives are militarized, and they are many, but they are nonetheless modern inventions. This much older thing in us, which knows we belong to the air, the water, the grass beneath our feet, calls out to us still. It lives on in works of art, and in those who call them into being.


The People Can Fly’s emphasis on historically marginalized communities—my community—is an attempt to address what seems to me a meaningful gap in the record. As I first began to formulate this book, for example, I sought out another, related work of nonfiction that was immensely helpful: Ann Hulbert’s Off the Charts: The Hidden Lives and Lessons of American Child Prodigies. It painted a sprawling, detailed picture of a history I was largely unfamiliar with—one in which math and chess and classical music prodigies were at the forefront of the national consciousness, splashed across the pages of daily newspapers, being depicted in books and in Hollywood films, and inspiring a generation of parents to alter the scale of their aspirations. This, to state it plainly, is quite different from the world that raised me. My family and others we knew had an almost singular reverence for intellectual gifts but placed little emphasis on displays of computational prowess as the sole or primary means through which brilliance might be expressed. In our community, giftedness could manifest in all sorts of ways, and being an exceptional student was merely one of them. Were you an eloquent speaker—a future lawyer or freedom fighter, perhaps? Were you wise beyond your years? Were you an especially talented musician or singer, visual artist, or athlete? All of these were seen as equally valuable expressions of one’s interior life.


Most importantly, gifts were never as important as what you did with them. If you never helped anyone with your exceptional abilities, if you never made another human life a bit easier to navigate, what use were your talents? A gift was not solely meant for profit, or personal gain, but rather to be given away. I was raised in a family of lifelong students and educators alike; our love of literature, music, and live performance came with the understanding that each of these forms, at their best, creates opportunities for everyday people to gather in the same space, and to arrive at a more robust sense of a stranger’s inner world.


A life shaped by these experiences, these alternate approaches to thinking about the purpose and power of gifts, helped lead me to the following question: How has a people historically considered to be generally incapable of extraordinary intellection, of genius, responded both explicitly and indirectly to that discourse? Via outright refutation in the form of public activism, manifestos, plays, and poems on the one hand but also by saying it slant in a multitude of other forms. As I will describe in this book, I read this aforementioned idea of the communal value in one’s gifts as a shared understanding and critique of what Carter G. Woodson once called mis-education: a system of knowledge production where black students are narratively condemned, to borrow a term from Sylvia Wynter—i.e., their histories are misrepresented or altogether erased in textbooks and lessons to demotivate them within the classroom and beyond. It is a core tenet of the black expressive tradition to honor the gifts of black children, to speak of their people’s contributions beyond the terms of the dominant culture. We rightly sing the praises of intrepid inventors, scientists, and athletes during times like Black History Month (which Woodson helped to create in the 1920s), but we also assert that there are quieter, less visible ways of achieving greatness and living a dignified life. How might the stewards of such a tradition conceive of giftedness and promise differently? In The People Can Fly, I argue for a conception of creativity, of cognitive power and agility, that is more capacious not only in service of a certain ethical vision but as a result of another level of rigor, and robust imagination.
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Promise, or at least the outside world’s perception of it, comes and goes. It does so in ways that can be undeniably destructive, especially for black children living and growing up in the United States. Though black high school students make up roughly 15 percent of students nationwide, for example, they annually represent anywhere between 32 and 42 percent of students who are suspended or expelled. Black male students, specifically, are disciplined more harshly than their white male peers for the exact same behaviors, irrespective of socioeconomic status. These data reflect, in agonizing clarity, a landscape in which black students in aggregate are rarely seen as promising, and often actively constructed as threats, distractions, problems to be solved via exclusion or expulsion. Between the ages of four and five, then from five to fourteen, and again in college and in graduate school, I saw others’ sense of my potential rise and fall wildly. There was no middle ground: I was either an exemplar or a washout, a failed investment or an elite institution’s promise fully realized. I soon discovered any number of people I knew were wrestling with similar conflicts regarding their own abilities, as well as the chance that the future they had imagined for themselves—or others had envisioned and worked tirelessly to build for them—simply might not, one day, come to be. All these anxieties, it seemed to me, were tied in some way to the relationship between promise and perception.


What might happen if we return to, and elevate, certain black historical visions of what it means to bear a prodigious gift? How might these origin stories help us reconsider the nature and value of gifts in our communities? These are the questions at the core of The People Can Fly.
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In my effort to clarify the role of prodigious gifts in the black expressive tradition, I will call upon the childhood archives of Malcolm X, James Baldwin, Stevie Wonder, Nikki Giovanni, and others to explore how an expansive range of institutions—e.g., Motown Records, the Michigan School for the Blind, Frederick Douglass Junior High School, and New Bethel Baptist Church, among others—helped shape the lives of leading lights in African American culture. This ensemble of luminaries emerged from spaces that were defined both by particular pedagogical strategies and by a shared sense of transcendent purpose. Their collective history serves as a critical revision of dominant conceptions of genius. Many of which narrate the path of an iconoclast as one that is necessarily atomizing: a process of self-actualization during which one lets go of communal influences—the people and places you know and adore—in favor of training in solitude.


Over and against such a limited vision, this book argues for the importance of collaboration, conviviality, and abundant care in the history of black education as well as in our approach to building the future world. It celebrates creative individuals as well as interpretive communities, a term I am borrowing from the writer and legal scholar Stanley Fish, though it has a much longer history in the world of literary theory. Here, I intend it to signify a wide range of collectives that this book’s central figures encounter and are shaped by in turn: their high school English teachers, bandmates, siblings who need them in order to survive, tutors on the tour bus, the neighborhood crew with whom they ran the streets of their hometown without fear or shame or direction—all collectives through and against which these writers and artists came to more fully understand themselves and their place in a tradition of daring artistry and social transformation. In that vein, this book argues for more substantive, general investment in the creation of networks of mentorship for all of our young artists, and for spaces that are invested in their success not simply as future workers, entertainers, or academic stars but as stewards of all that we cherish.


The People Can Fly is autobiographical in the sense that it features my personal journey as a learner, writer, and educator, who from a young age was deemed, at varying points, to be promising, or else a problem. It also encompasses the stories of the communities that raised me: a diverse group of elders and contemporaries, schoolteachers, dancers, postal workers, speech therapists, caregivers, parents, poets. I grew up in a family that includes multiple people with disabilities: a younger brother on the autism spectrum; an older brother who was diagnosed with schizophrenia after his incarceration as a teenager; and a father who lived his entire adult life with PTSD after serving in the Vietnam War, fresh out of high school in the Jim Crow South. Our ideas of promise—both what constitutes it and how one makes good on it—differ from the models and expectations of prodigies in the American mainstream. In that difference, I believe there is much to discover about how we learn to lead meaningful lives, as well as what the philosopher and mathematician Alfred North Whitehead once called the aims of education. In this book, I write about the spaces that made me in all of their intricacies. The People Can Fly is a tempestuous autobiography—to riff on Margo Jefferson’s Constructing a Nervous System, an astonishing hybrid work of cultural criticism and memoir—a bricolage of stories offered from the vantage of the first person, through which we can journey into a larger set of questions about the pitfalls, and possibilities, of promise.
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The book’s first section, “Malcolm and Me,” explores my relationship with the life and letters of Malcolm X: an interest that began when I was four years old, watching Spike Lee’s legendary biopic Malcolm X with my parents (the first movie I ever saw in theaters), was heightened when I read The Autobiography of Malcolm X (one of the most influential books I encountered as a young person) and continued through my career as a writer and academic. I discuss Malcolm’s legacy as an example of the sense of peril that is so often associated with promise in African American art, literature, and everyday life: promise that is snuffed out too soon, promise as that which can make you famous, make you a target, or both. In thinking alongside Malcolm’s writings—as well as the wealth of art that turns to his influence as an animating force—I hope to offer a vision of promise that is more textured, and truer to the lives of the most vulnerable among us. Put another way, this section will emphasize a thread that runs through the entire text: the pervasive ways in which even black children who are seen as promising at an early juncture in their lives—Malcolm, for example, was class president at his predominantly white middle school in Michigan—are vulnerable to having that early promise assailed at every turn as they grow, and change, and do their best to navigate the anti-black landscape of the land they call home.


The next section, “The Height of Light” (a phrase I borrow from the poet Saul Williams), introduces another central theme of the book: the role of neurodivergence in contemporary discourse around giftedness. There, I look to the insights of disability studies and reflect on various moments throughout my life with my little brother, who was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder as a child. Together, these personal and critical threads help me argue for a definition of promise that is inclusive of people with disabilities and also accounts for the ways that current ideas of giftedness suppress people who embody, and expand, any standard of promise worth pursuing.


Additionally, I explore the various difficulties that arise when doing such work, including the historical invisibility of black people in particular as it pertains to our modern understanding of autism spectrum disorder. This goes as far back as the work of one Leo Kanner—who included no black children in his earliest studies of the condition—to arguments made by the psychologist Victor Sanua in the early ’80s that autism is “rarely found” in black children. The Autism Genetic Resource Exchange has revealed that only 2.3 percent of its subjects are African American. In addition to all this, recent studies have found that black children with autism are diagnosed up to two years later than their white counterparts and disproportionately misdiagnosed with “behavior disorders” as well as ADHD. This chapter argues that the rise in the formation of organizations like The Color of Autism is an attempt to strain against these forms of exclusion and misrecognition: a constellation of witnesses, collectively working against both ableism and racism alike on the way to a better world for the people we love.


“Nevertheless, Live” centers around the work of Gwendolyn Brooks and the imaginative ensemble of parents, teachers, and living writers—Langston Hughes and James Weldon Johnson among them—who facilitated her prodigious output as a poet from the time she was a child. The chapter traces the trajectory of her first plays (at around four years old), her earliest published work (at ages eleven and thirteen), and her first collection of poems (at nineteen), all the way to her later writing, active mentorship, and work with youth programs as a community elder. In approaching Brooks’s career from this perspective, I aim to shed light on an under-theorized aspect of her role in black literary history: i.e., not just as a formalist par excellence or populist Black Arts paragon but as a thinker devoted to honoring the complex life-worlds of children in her written works. Someone who actively made space in the material world—as well as through the printed page—for young people to hone their gifts as poets and performers.


“Auto-Bibliography” offers an account of my journey through the American educational system. In recounting my experiences, I consider the art of autobiography itself, and bring onstage a question that the rest of the book explores: What is the role of promise—lost or found, fulfilled or else left by the wayside—in the way we tell the stories of our lives? Various members of my family (my grandmother, father, mother, and big sister) feature prominently in this chapter: as my first teachers, my models of a dignified life, and my guardians against a world that could not see me as I was.


“A Land Where We Never Grow Old” is an extended meditation on the life and lyrical sensibilities of a black church child prodigy from Michigan: Stevie Wonder. By exploring the cultural impact, and enduring power, of his various iconic performances as well as the range of the cultural institutions in which he was educated, formally and otherwise, as a young person—including but not limited to the Michigan School for the Blind and Motown Records—I hope to elucidate a core element of the book’s argument: the pivotal role of affirmative interpretive communities in the historical cultivation of African American erudition.


“The Heart Is One of the Only Parts of the Body That Has Its Own Sign” considers the qualities of the human voice: as inheritance, as stolen relic, and as an instrument of liberation, within the black expressive tradition. In pulling together the stories of figures as varied as Bessie Smith, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and Louise Burrell Miller, one of the parents who worked to desegregate schools for the Deaf in Washington, DC, before Brown v. Board of Education became the law of the land, this section seeks to situate black voices in a plurality of forms—in song, in sign, in speech—as sites of legal contestation and ongoing political struggle. And also, always, as bridges between us. No matter where we are in space and time.


“The Orbit of Our Dreaming” invites us beyond the borders of Earth, up and off into the outer reaches of the galaxy. It features the narratives of Nikki Giovanni, one of the most prominent African American poets of the twentieth century (who also happened to write a fair amount about the planet Mars), and Mae Jemison, an astronaut, doctor, author, and the first black woman to reach outer space. In telling the story of how they navigated their outlier educational experiences all the way from childhood—both attended college early, at Fisk and Stanford respectively, before moving on to graduate programs—and highlighting, in particular, the conversation about their shared interest in interstellar exploration that was published in Essence magazine in 1993, I aim to elucidate the elaborate network of teachers and family members who helped amplify their gifts as young people. And what’s more, to think about their respective contributions as part of a much larger, ongoing conversation around black poetics, black politics, and the desire to seek out another life among the stars.


The People Can Fly also includes a series of interludes: “Park Hill Interlude,” “James Baldwin Interlude,” and “Oscar’s Interlude,” which are meant to serve as meaningful shifts in terms of the form and tone of the larger narrative. My hope is that these shorter sections operate, in a sense, as occasions for genre experimentation and play, where various elements of the compositional process—my time spent at archives, in my hometown, and in conversation with family and friends—make their way into the story as moments of epiphany and exhortation. As opportunities to let the full scope of the work I will be exploring—diary entries, interviews, family histories overheard from parents, picture books, beloved songs I grew up listening to as background or instrument of divine encounter—have its time on stage. And for the material to sing, from moment to moment, in previously undared registers.
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In October 2020, I became a father. My son, August, arrived in the world and changed the stakes of life itself. Suddenly, every waking moment was filled with new sound and color, new possibility, new joy. It didn’t take long for various ideas about his future to begin milling about my mind. Would he be a soccer star? A chemist? A writer, destined to turn a childhood surrounded by artists and academics into literary gold? I wasn’t the only one now living in this sort of dream-space: My friend and longtime collaborator Carvens also became a father that year. Our conversations about August and his son, Judah, often contained joyous speculation about all that our children might build as they grew older, all that they might accomplish or aspire toward.


Much of this sort of talk, I now understand, is commonplace among new parents. But for me and Carvens, there was also the feeling that our sons would have access to resources we didn’t even know to want while growing up in New York: tutors, travel abroad, internships and after-school enrichment in the dramatic arts. In some sense, we’d been working our entire adult lives for them; every onstage performance and classroom lecture had led up to this point, to the opportunity for our children to move through the world with a freedom we could not fathom when we were younger. As much as we did our best to be fully present in every moment of those early days as fathers, Carvens and I both experienced a sense of living for and working toward a more beautiful future. Every decision we’d make in the coming years, and were indeed already imagining in their first days—everything from what school they’d attend to what sort of equipment they might need for a future in basketball or lacrosse, tennis or crew—was a way to safeguard their potential, and their very lives.


In my childhood home, my parents’ own sense of the future that was available to me manifested in their unflinching commitment to academic excellence. They helped craft for me a rigorous regimen of study and performance: I sang, acted in plays, composed and performed poems. School was the vehicle through which I would get an excellent job, start a family of my own, make my mark. It was also the space in which I would war, each day, against the stereotypes that had circumscribed their lives ever since they were children: pernicious lies, often reflected in policy decisions, which communicated to them at every turn that as black Americans they were not valuable, not capable, and certainly not brilliant.


From my parents’ vantage point, my gifts were not merely cognitive; they had a level of spiritual content, import, and meaning—a bestowal from above that merited a certain level of gratitude, gravitas, and consistent cultivation. Their investment in my schooling was both a kind of cultural inheritance and a means of resistance, part and parcel of how they understood their roles as my guides and defenders. Education, imagination, artistic ability: These were all good, valuable things on their own. But they were also intended to protect me. They were force fields, designed to help me survive. Looking back now, as a parent, I see my childhood training regimen much differently than I did then. These days, I understand the stakes. I understand the cost. Hence, The People Can Fly is partly a letter to my son, and to the son I once was, and to the untold millions straining under the weight of the clock held above our heads since we were young, the one reminding us that we have but so much time to cash in on our potential. It is this very phenomenon—of promise as something one must eventually make good on, promise as a promissory note—that I want to explore herein.


And so, at this stage of things, as August runs through the living room while we prepare to take him to school, The People Can Fly is a book of lessons I want to share with him regarding what I’ve learned about learning: what it costs, what it makes of us. It’s a book about my process of learning how to be his dad, and what sort of instruments I want to give him to go up against a world that might not always understand him, as it did not always understand me or our loved ones. It’s a book about human creativity and its many names—neurodivergence, precocity, genius—as well as how so many sites of education as they presently exist (the local elementary school, the elite preparatory academy, the modern university) can harm the very populations they ought to serve. The final section of The People Can Fly argues that there is a pressing need for us all to seek out and enact alternative visions of promise in our everyday lives, to oppose the death-dealing structures that limit our dreaming, both for the planet and for one another. Its title, “On Imagination,” is a direct reference to the work of Phillis Wheatley. Its subtitle, “Notes Toward a Theory of Miracles,” takes inspiration from an essay composed by the poet and educator June Jordan: “The Difficult Miracle of Black Poetry in America.” Not unlike any number of moments within that essay, this section will also be addressed to young people. It will function, in one sense, as an ode to my son’s generation: a praise song for their brilliance, which is beyond measure, comprehension, or the reach of those who might mar it with their fear. It will also be a promise: to dedicate my life to building a world that makes room for him, and each one of them, and the love that makes all of us possible.
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Before bed, my mother would sometimes read me a picture book by Virginia Hamilton, The People Could Fly. It was a story rooted in what I thought, at the time, was no more than a centuries-old folktale. One in which there was a small group of enslaved people who had always had the ability to fly, long before they were stolen and sent across the Atlantic. Once captured, they all shed their wings; after the Middle Passage, they remained grounded for an untold stretch of time, working the land. That is, until the day one of the elders saw a younger woman with her child, suffering abuse from an overseer, and walked over to her. He recalled this older, secret knowledge, said an incantation, and asked her to fly. So she did: With her child in her arms, she rose and stood on the air. One by one, even without their wings, a small crowd of those around her began to do the same. Everyone present that day wasn’t able to fly to freedom. But the story of those who did remained intact, retained its power, and was passed down for generations.


In graduate school, I pored through the firsthand accounts for the first time. Through interviews preserved by the Works Progress Administration’s Slave Narrative Collection, I read claim after claim of formerly enslaved people who said that they saw human beings take flight. Some recited chants beforehand. Others ran in a circular motion until they rose into the sky and never returned. One group ascended “into the air with a great shout; and in a moment were gone, flying, like a flock of crows… miles on miles, until they passed beyond the last rim of the world.” In the years after reading these narratives, I began to see this origin myth all around me. I recalled, for instance, that the first novel I ever held in my hands was Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon. My sister had an all-black hardback copy, its pages tinged with red like river clay, that she kept on her dresser. I thought it was the Bible. Years later, I would learn that it tells the tale of a black man, Shalamar, who could fly, and of his descendant, Milkman Dead, who searches for him, his story, and likewise learns in the process to take flight—an act, we discover, that is rooted in both self-knowledge and surrender.


One day, while seeking out new books for August, I found a copy of Faith Ringgold’s Tar Beach. Its protagonist is a girl from New York City named Cassie Louise Lightfoot. She knows how to fly, and wants to teach her little brother, Be Be, to do the same. “Tar Beach” is the name she gives to the roof of their apartment building, the place where her family eats dinner, spends time with their neighbors Mr. and Mrs. Honey, and shares their varied aspirations (one of hers is to own both the George Washington Bridge and the local ice cream factory). Across a sequence of multiple picture books, including Aunt Harriet’s Underground Railroad in the Sky—which reimagines Harriet Tubman as the conductor of an abolitionist train line that floats through the heavens—Cassie, always flying, appears again and again. She is our guide through an uptown landscape reinvigorated, re-enchanted, by Ringgold’s imagination—her commitment to keeping our timeless trope alive. At the end of the text, Cassie offers instructions on ascension: “It’s very easy, anyone can fly. All you need is somewhere to go that you can’t get to any other way.”


This dance between mythology and history, folklore and metaphysics, is the most fitting possible frame for the story I am offering here. It reflects the larger world vision I am after: the persistent strivings of a people who knew how to transcend whatever forces weighed them down, and have committed, over the centuries, to equipping their descendants to do the same. To move through one’s daily life with agility, grace, and unyielding dignity; holding on to a deeper sense that the constraints of this present world are not all-powerful or everlasting. The miraculous is yet available. The people could fly, and still can. We need only remember who we are, where we have been, and attend to the dreams of the children. Who will inherit the earth—and the avenues of the air.
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