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Context



Ta-Nehisi Coates was born in West Baltimore in 1975. His mother, Cheryl Waters, was a teacher. His father, William Paul Coates, was a publisher who founded the Black Classic Press, which reissued forgotten African American works. His father also worked as a librarian at the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center at Howard University and was a member of the local Black Panther chapter. The neighborhood where Coates grew up was very violent during his childhood. Violence was a common part of daily life, in homes and in the streets. Coates was regularly in fear for his physical safety. However, being surrounded by literature from an early age pushed him to seek answers about the struggles of black people and his culture through reading.


Coates started at Howard University in 1993 but left five years later without a degree. Shortly thereafter, he had his son, Samori, with Kenyatta Matthews, whom he later married. He began to work as a freelance writer, though at first he was not terribly successful. Then he started getting work writing for periodicals. He wrote for Washington Monthly, Philadelphia Weekly, and Time, to name a few. He gained readership when he began corresponding for The Atlantic magazine’s website. He wrote a series of very opinionated essays that garnered attention, including a few about former president Barack Obama. Coates won a National Magazine Award for two essays written in 2013 and 2014. He was named a MacArthur Fellow in 2015 and earned a PEN/Diamonstein-Spielvogel Award for the Art of the Essay in 2016. Before Between the World and Me, Coates published a memoir called The Beautiful Struggle: A Father, Two Sons, and an Unlikely Road to Manhood. When he published Between the World and Me in 2015, it won the National Book Award and the Kirkus Prize for Nonfiction.


Coates took his inspiration for Between the World and Me from James Baldwin, who wrote The Fire Next Time in 1963. Baldwin wrote one of the essays in his book as a letter to his nephew, and the subject matter is an analysis of the problems facing African Americans in a time of segregation. Coates’s book is a letter to his son concerning much of the same subject matter. When Coates was writing Between the World and Me, the issues of police brutality and racial profiling had become prevalent in the media. Coates was profoundly affected by the deaths of unarmed black citizens at the hands of the police.


Between the World and Me references several examples of lethal police brutality. Michael Brown Jr. was an eighteen-year-old black man from Ferguson, Missouri. In 2014, Officer Darren Wilson shot Brown and claimed self-defense, though other witnesses said Brown had his hands up in surrender and was unarmed. The city of Ferguson erupted into riots until the National Guard was called in. Wilson went on trial and was not indicted.


Trayvon Martin was a teenager who was shot and killed by George Zimmerman, the “neighborhood watch captain,” in 2012. Zimmerman reported that Trayvon looked suspicious and ignored police instructions to stay in his car and not confront the teenager. Instead, he tracked Trayvon and killed him, claiming self-defense. Zimmerman was acquitted of murder. Between the World and Me is Coates’s attempt to explain the struggle of black men and women in America to his son—to prepare his son for the realities of his life ahead and pass on his own knowledge gleaned from decades of study. His work serves as a stark eye-opener to issues of racial injustice in the United States.




















Plot Overview



Between the World and Me is a letter written in three parts. Coates writes directly to his son Samori. Coates is forty years old, and Samori is fifteen. The text is not set up as a traditional narrative. Rather, it traces Coates’s thoughts and feelings throughout his life so far. It is a loosely chronological account, though it is sometimes interrupted with anecdotes out of chronological order. The plot has less to do with specific events and more to do with the way Coates’s thoughts and opinions changed over time.


Part I begins in the present, as a host for a news show interviews Coates. She asks Coates what it means to lose his body, and he answers her with all the knowledge he has gained over the years. Coates turns to his childhood, describing his life and family as he was growing up in the ghettos of West Baltimore. He first understands the gap between his black world and the suburban white world in childhood, though he cannot articulate the reasons for the separation. Coates begins to give form to his thoughts by reading the many books on Africana that his father owns. He develops a belief system similar to that of Malcolm X and disagrees with the idea of nonviolent protests.


Coates attends Howard University, and his beliefs evolve significantly during this time. He continually studies, reads, and questions everything. He turns to Chancellor Williams’ The Destruction of Black Civilization as his main guidebook. He begins to think of black people as “kings in exile,” severed from their nation by plundering Europeans, and keeps a mental trophy case of African heroes. Debating with older poets and his teachers challenges his views, which leads Coates to journalism. He starts to think about black history more objectively and less romantically. At Howard, he meets Kenyatta Matthews, and she becomes pregnant at twenty-four. He leaves Howard without a degree and moves with Kenyatta to Delaware, where he works as a freelance writer.


The main event in Part II is the murder by police of Prince Jones, whom Coates met at Howard. This is an episode of police brutality in which the officer is not charged. Coates begins to write about Jones’s murder and develops a rage at both the police and all of white America. Coates’s family moves to New York City in 2001, and Coates finds himself unable to sympathize with the victims of the September 11 terrorist attack because he views them all as part of the system that brought down Prince Jones. Coates describes his life in Brooklyn as a new father with young Samori. His thoughts revolve around Samori understanding the weight and struggle he will have to go through as a black man. The second main event in Part II is a trip to France. Travel opens Coates’s eyes to worlds outside of America. He realizes how much fear has damaged his life and is able to better place himself in the larger context of the world as a whole.


In Part III, Coates visits Prince Jones’s mother, Dr. Mable Jones. He is amazed by her composure and compares it to the steady determination of his grandmother and the protestors at sit-ins in the 1960s. Dr. Jones speaks about her own history and tells Coates more about Prince. After leaving, Coates sits in his car and rethinks his views of nonviolent protestors. He used to think they were shameful not to fight for themselves, but he now believes they may have known that there was never any security to fight for in the first place. He reflects on attending Howard University’s homecoming and the sense of black power he felt within that group of people. His parting message to his son is to remind Samori to engage fully in the struggle of his life as a black person, but to know he is not responsible for converting white people to the struggle. Coates is confident that white America will continue to plunder not only black bodies but the environment, too. The text thus begins and ends discussing the white assault against the black body.




















Character List



Ta-Nehisi Coates The author and Samori’s father. Coates is a dynamic intellectual with passionate opinions about being black in America, which change and evolve over the course of the book. His childhood in the ghettos of West Baltimore serves as the backdrop for all his later experiences.


Samori Coates Coates’s fifteen-year-old son, to whom the book is written. Coates makes it clear that their childhoods are different. Samori was raised in Brooklyn and has traveled with his father. Because of his environment, Samori has experienced less fear than Coates, but still recognizes the same gap between black and white that his father did.


Kenyatta Matthews Coates’s wife, whom Coates only refers to as “your mother.” She meets Coates at Howard and engenders key changes within Coates, such as teaching him how to be a loving father and sharing her love of travel. She inspires him to move to New York City and travel to Paris, which provides Coates a wider perspective on the world.


Prince Jones Coates’s contemporary at Howard who was murdered by police. His murder has a serious impact on Coates and darkens his view toward the police and all of white America.


Dr. Mable Jones Prince Jones’ mother and a radiologist. She is the central character in Part III, when Coates visits her years after Prince’s murder. Coates respects her composure and determination to break the poverty cycle and give her children an excellent life.


Uncle Ben and Aunt Janai Close friends of the Coates family (not blood relatives). Coates meets Uncle Ben at Howard and refers to him as a fellow searcher.


Girl with the dreadlocks An unnamed, bisexual love interest for Coates at Howard. She challenges Coates’s prejudicial views towards bisexual and gay people and is the first to show him true tenderness. She teaches him that love is heroic, but does not return Coates’s interest romantically.


Samori’s paternal grandparents Coates’s mother and father. Coates refers to them anecdotally and says their love was hard, not tender. Coates’s father once worked as a librarian at Howard, and he provided Coates with many books from a young age.


Samori’s maternal grandmother Coates’s mother-in-law. She makes an impression on Coates when she tells him to take care of her daughter, Kenyatta. She helps Coates realize the magnitude of his responsibility as a partner and father.


News show host Interviewer for a popular news show. Her interview with Coates opens the book, and by the end, she still does not seem to fully grasp his point about black bodies. Her lack of understanding represents the larger whole of America.




















Analysis of Major Characters



Ta-Nehisi Coates



As the author, Coates is the main character, and he is the only character whose thoughts the reader has direct insight into. Coates is a very dynamic and intellectual person. His viewpoints and moral schema change several times over the course of his life. Through the letter to his son, the reader sees his world open further and further from childhood, to university, to partnership and fatherhood, to travel and a thriving career. As the author, he allows an unusually vulnerable insight into his mind. This vulnerability is furthered by the fact that he is not trying to talk to the reader. Instead, he is speaking directly to his son, Samori. In so doing, Coates has no need to sugarcoat events or to placate an audience. This unique personal letter-based approach allows him to express views that could be offensive to white readers. If the letter were addressed to white Americans, they might feel attacked and put the text down. But writing to his son provides a degree of separation that may translate into getting white people to listen with some degree of compassion, as parenthood is a common human experience. Coates does not withhold thoughts that he believes Samori needs to know.


One of Coates’s most important character traits is his willingness to let others challenge his ideas. For this, Coates likely has his parents to thank. Between his mother teaching him to read at a young age and his father providing plentiful books, Coates was consistently exposed to different viewpoints. Curiosity is another of Coates’s defining traits. His intense curiosity rendered him bored with the mundanity of school and likely led to his troubles both in grade school and at Howard University. Coates left Howard without a degree, but having read many books, because he was interested in satiating his curiosity more than taking part in organized classes. He also found his passion for journalism, which enabled him to ask questions that mattered to him. Coates demonstrates that, to him, education is about the quest for knowledge, not passing classes. Overall, he provides an array of thoughts that are at once honest and angry, direct and eloquent.



Samori Coates



As the recipient of Coates’s letter, Samori is a major character, but the reader has no knowledge of Samori’s thoughts; there are only a couple instances that give insight into Samori’s character. Coates writes about the week that the police officer who killed Michael Brown is set free. Coates says that Samori is still young at this time, so he believes that justice will be done. When it isn’t, Samori goes to his room and cries. This is potentially a defining moment in Samori’s life. Coates hints this may have been when Samori first realizes that despite his relatively privileged life, he is still a young black man and this reality will affect how the world treats him.


Coates describes taking Samori to preschool and Samori immediately running off to play with the other children. He doesn’t fear rejection; he simply embraces the new experience. Coates admires Samori for his outgoing personality. Through this recollection, the reader can see that Samori has lived more unafraid than his father. This fearlessness is due to Samori’s privileged household, his ability to travel, and his parents’ investment in his upbringing.
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