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For Gil Scott-Heron and Shirley Chisholm—


I don’t know if you two ever met in life, but I’m glad


you met here and provided the guidance I needed.


For Dr. Lloren A. Foster—


I hope you got to read the first one before you left.


I hope you knew that I listened.
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THE FORETHOUGHT





I keep thinking/the only city left/is outer space.


—MORGAN PARKER,
“SLOUCHING TOWARD BEYONCÉ”




What I was prepared to say the night of November 8, 2016—I’d been asked to appear as part of Democracy Now!’s election night coverage—was that the election of Hillary Clinton should be celebrated for what it is and acknowledged for what it isn’t. We had eight years of the first black president to learn that representational progress, while important, does not necessarily translate to material progress, and it is that experience that should guide us in assessing the meaning of Clinton’s triumph in becoming the first woman elected president of the United States, as well as how we strategize for pushing her administration moving forward. It is imperative—again, this is all what I had planned to say that night—to acknowledge that the rise of movements such as Occupy, Black Lives Matter, and the Dreamers illuminated the need to organize around the ongoing, structural problems that persist regardless of the political party in power at any given moment, but especially when it is the party trading on a message of progressivism. It must be possible to note a welcome change in the possibilities for marginalized people while also remaining skeptical of a system of governance that creates and maintains the conditions for their marginalization.


As you well know, reader, I didn’t have the opportunity to say any of this. I can only present these thoughts to you now as things I once felt applied to a future I assumed would come to pass. I didn’t plan for any other outcome, as I rehearsed these thoughts in my head over the course of the six-hour flight from New York City to San Francisco. I would be in town for a few days touring with Pop-Up Magazine, a “live magazine created for a stage, a screen, and a live audience,” as its website puts it. I would be reading a short essay I wrote about sneakers, style, resistance, and activism. I had agonized over it for a few weeks, and now it feels too small to even mention.


The vibe on Twitter when my plane landed, at around 11:00 p.m. East Coast time, was markedly different from earlier in the day before I took off, when it seemed that thousands of liberal white women were posting selfies sporting Clinton-esque pantsuits at the polls. Fear had not yet settled in, but doubt was creeping. On the way to my hotel, assured optimism turned toward desperate pleading. By the time I was at the studio, it was full-on dread. The black woman who drove me there, with the radio feeding us real-time results, said all she could do was pray. She let me out of the car and hoped for my safety. I returned the wish.


When it was time for me to go on air, no networks could call it, but we all knew, even if some of us were refusing to be honest with ourselves.


What I ended up saying to Amy Goodman when she asked my thoughts about what we were seeing unfold that night was: “After eight years of the first black president… we have now elected a man who ran an explicitly racist campaign. That is not accidental. This is American history playing out before us. Whatever moments there are of progress, there is a backlash, there is a retrenchment, and white supremacy does what it can to protect itself. This is like the end of Reconstruction.… What we are witnessing is not some abnormality.”


I was wearing a sweatshirt with the words “Catalyst for Change Shirley Chisholm for President ’72” on it. I wondered to myself how things were going in the timeline in which Chisholm had won that election. I spent the rest of the night drinking with a friend, both of us sobbing as it was called in Wisconsin.


Two days after Trump won, I was in Oakland and found myself standing across the street from the building that was meant to be the next Uber headquarters (supposedly a sign of progress and revitalization), watching as images of the president-elect were projected onto its unfinished white siding. If I were a different kind of writer, this might be the point where my dystopian novel begins. But I’ve never had a flair for fiction and can only say to you, forlorn, that this dystopian vision was all too real.


Three days later, in a hotel room in Chicago, I was alone and listening to A Tribe Called Quest’s new, and last, album, saddened again as I thought about the passing of Phife Dawg, hype to hear what hip-hop’s greatest group would provide as its final offering. I was ready to declare it a classic as soon as I heard the hook for the first track, “The Space Program,” which goes: There ain’t a space program for niggas/yeah, you stuck here, nigga. Now, when my mind calls up the memory from Oakland, it fills in the silence left between police sirens with these lyrics. Because “here” is wherever I am—wherever we are.


Whether we are talking about Oakland, where forty years apart the police killed Lil’ Bobby Hutton and Oscar Grant with plenty more in between, or Chicago, where they closed forty-nine public schools in one cruel swoop, or New York City, where I now call home and where, for the first few years I lived there, I perhaps knew best from the vantage point of a protest, we are always “here” because there is no “there” where our destruction has not been carefully planned. There is no place where we have not been marked as other, where our otherness has not been used to justify our exploitation, and where our lives have not been defined by the limitations placed on them by whiteness.


You stuck here, nigga.


In the run-up to November 8, 2016, I heard good liberal white folks promise (or maybe they thought of it as a threat?) to move to Canada in the event that Trump won. I would nod politely and think to myself, How quaint, yet another move they plan to hijack from black people. But it must be nice to know there is a place you can go where you will be free. The police create niggers in Canada the same as they do here. I wonder if any of the good liberal white folks thought of any ideas for where we could go to escape.


Of course not. It has never truly been their concern. The good liberal white folks hardly even acknowledge that we have any cause for concern until one of us throws a trash can through a window, or flips over a car, or lights a gas station on fire. Only then do they seem to care, but not so much about us or the conditions that produced such anger, but more so about chastising our inability to be civil. The good liberal white folks tell us there is a resolution to our grievances that can only be achieved if we are willing to put aside our anger, frustration, pain, grief, and despair, and trade them for… what, exactly, isn’t clear. Neither the emotions nor the facts of our condition persuade many of them that our lives are worth saving, so I remain unsure, and increasingly uninterested, in determining what will. No matter the method we choose to fight back, they are ready to chastise us. Our op-eds are too angry, our organizations too militant, our political demands too divisive, our votes wasted. Then they call our rebellions “riots” and ask why we tear down our own neighborhoods and I think what they really mean to say is don’t mess it up any further before we have a chance to take it from you.


The irony is that after November 8, 2016, the good liberal white folks got good and mad and they had no idea how to go about being mad. Their “resistance” marches have proudly boasted their lack of disruption, while any conservative with even a tepid critique of the Trump administration has been branded a hero. They are, these resistance liberals, for the first time legitimately frightened of what the present and future hold for them, and they are not sure where to turn. They have since been in mourning for the loss of their America, where it was promised that hard work and determination would grant upon anyone who desired it the opportunity for a better life. This America has always been a fiction, and had they bothered to listen to us, to the pain they have always readily dismissed as misplaced rage, they would have known this was coming. Trump was inevitable and the evidence of his rise was sitting right there.


I don’t intend to be a hypocrite and pretend I had this insight before the election. Sure, I read Trump as a backlash to the movements that threatened to push the country’s aggrieved white men from their self-constructed pedestals. He spoke the language they had longed for—no longer coded in its hostility, but forthright in its provocation. I knew they were swinging desperately, hoping to land one last blow to keep them in a fight that they felt slipping away from them.


What I chose to believe, however, is that this is a nation so committed to its self-delusion that it wouldn’t dare, in 2016, elect a true representative of its underlying ideology to its most cherished ceremonial perch. The days of acceptable public bigotry were supposed to be over.


I find myself, and many others, saying things like this from time to time, indignant over the fact that something objectionable from the past persists in the present, as if there had been some previously agreed-upon expiration date on injustice. But what it reveals is that even those of us with a healthy understanding of what created this nation also share in shaping its fiction. There is a part of us that wants to believe the good of America can outlast the bad.


If I am being more honest than this country has taught me to be, that is precisely why I moved to New York City. I was raised in Virginia, below the Mason-Dixon Line, which has always lived in the American imagination as the line of demarcation between the civilized and the non. I wanted out for fear of suffocation, that the ghosts of that land would swallow my dreams. From my youth I bought into the notion of the backward South, and so I romanticized New York as a place where creative minds flourish with relatively little interference from the history I hoped to escape. New York City would be the place where I would find like-minded rebels, sophisticated thinkers, off-kilter but fascinating weirdos, and the thing I sorely lacked my whole life in Virginia: belonging.


“It can destroy an individual,” E. B. White wrote of New York, “or it can fulfill him, depending a good deal on luck. No one should come to New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky.”


I have been lucky enough. In New York City I have found community, friendship, and love in abundance. But I have also found in this place a home where every day I am terrified. I am constantly on guard because I know my survival depends on such vigilance. If I were to fully relax, I fear, I would leave myself vulnerable to the destruction New York can so breezily ignite.


It’s the kind of place that turns standing outside the building where you live into forty-one shots from police, as happened to Amadou Diallo in 1999 (nineteen of those hit him). That history is never idle; it pulses through every interaction I have here, as it did when I saw a “Make America Great Again” hat in the wild for the first and, to date, only time. It was the day after the Electoral College officially made Donald Trump the forty-fifth president of the United States. The unsightly red hats aren’t a staple of New York City’s ostensibly liberal streetwear—primarily feminist T-shirts and New Yorker tote bags. But there are pockets of Trump supporters, mostly concentrated in Staten Island, Queens, and parts of Brooklyn I never visit.


When I first moved to New York, I lived in Bushwick, a neighborhood largely populated by working-class Puerto Ricans and Dominicans whose accents range from first-generation immigrant to native New Yorker. There is, also, a creeping white hipster presence that was priced out of its former playground, Williamsburg. Now, I live in Flatbush—or at least you call it Flatbush if you’ve lived there since it was known as “The Jungle.” These days you may call it Prospect Lefferts Gardens, as that name finds itself covering more and more territory beyond its original scope, a bit of real-estate trickery meant to dissociate a place from its reputation and assuage the fears of prospective residents. My new neighbors are still working-class people, still immigrants, but here they come from Jamaica and Trinidad. It is a neighborhood in the early stages of gentrification. The barbershops, nail salons, sneaker stores, and jerk-chicken spots haven’t disappeared, but more than a handful of bars have cropped up, anticipating the demographic shift. The longtime residents are not oblivious to what is happening. No new construction goes unremarked upon, as luxury apartments are fully constructed almost overnight, right next to subsidized housing. I overheard a conversation between two people in the lobby of my building on my way out one day. They were having trouble renewing their leases. “They tryna push all the niggas out,” one said to the other.


And yet, not one of the new residents is made to feel unwelcome. The mail lady greets the new white tenants the same as she does the more familiar black ones. The kids on the stoop across the street hold the door open for white dudes in cargo shorts carrying moving boxes. The brothers playing chess and politicking outside the laundromat greet white joggers with a healthy “Good morning.” White people with only two items at the grocery store are instructed to jump in front of the woman with a cart full of groceries. Black and white addicts are served by the dope boys with the same standard of customer service. The black homeless beg black and white passersby alike for change and then apologize for their presence.


There is an abundance of evidence of black people’s humanity here, and no one who matters is around to record it. Watching black folks perform daily kindnesses for the people meant to replace them is difficult to stomach.


For now, Flatbush a.k.a. Prospect Lefferts Gardens is a place that this white woman wearing the “Make America Great Again” hat will pass through. The Q train we shared took her, in all likelihood, to one of those neighborhoods where her red hat serves as a victory flag. She never had to consider what effect the message it carries might have on her neighbors directly north of her. She, perhaps, has never considered them as neighbors.


At the time, I was reading John Edgar Wideman’s latest book, Writing to Save a Life, about the life and death of Louis Till, the father of Emmett Till. I wondered if, for her, the America that hat was referring to is the same America that, as punishment for charges of domestic violence, gave Till the choice between serving time in prison or time in the military during World War II, and when he chose the latter, sent him off to Italy, where he was convicted of raping and murdering two Italian women based on little to no evidence (a crime he didn’t need to travel all the way to Italy to be accused of in 1940s America), and then hanged him. Or perhaps her red hat wants to take us back to the America of the younger Till, lynched in Money, Mississippi, in 1955 after being accused of whistling at and making sexual advances toward a white woman, who only recently admitted to fabricating parts of the story that led to Till’s brutal death.


She did not, to my eyes, look old enough to remember either of these Americas, so perhaps she was pining for the days of the previous presidential candidate whose campaign slogan promised, “Let’s Make America Great Again.” Perhaps she was nostalgic for the nation of Yusef Hawkins, the sixteen-year-old black teenager killed by a mob of white teens in Bensonhurst in 1989. I never asked. Forgetting which America I live in is not a luxury that I can afford—it has always been the one where it is unsafe to exist in a black body and to challenge white authority, real or imagined.


And what a luxury it must be for this woman to be able to retreat to another America. Preserved in her mind is a country, one of prosperity and promise, where she feels protected. Her pristine America is under attack—by Mexicans, terrorists, takers of every hue—and her faith in the old America can only be restored via the bombast of an aging celebrity millionaire.


This is what her hat said to me, and she seemed not to care. She never looked my way, never looked beyond herself. She took her defiant victory lap through the other America, filled with people who have struggled mightily to realize the promise of this country. By rent or by force, landlords or ICE, their removal will mean that this woman can have the America tucked away in her mind returned to her.


It’s not that I envy her vision of America. I would never hope to be so deluded. I envy the power of her narrative imagination. She has conjured an America, someplace in history, that is “great,” and so many people are convinced of its existence that they create greater suffering in the present for people who stand to gain nothing from this imaginary restoration.


“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but the rule,” philosopher Walter Benjamin wrote in On the Concept of History in 1940, and it endures. The nation finds itself in crisis, fretting over what comes next, debating what temporary measures can be taken to bring back normality even as it slips further away. But normal is no solution for those who never existed in normal’s good graces. There are those of us who can retreat to a fantastical America, and those of us who are always here—stuck.


We need not be. There is a future that is not as grim as our past. But it is a future that depends on a bravery this country has never exhibited. It requires excess honesty and a radical retelling of who America has been. It will mean letting go of our myths and fashioning new selves based around principles we have thus far found difficult to live up to. We will have to relinquish old dreams and replace them with ones that meet the challenges we now face.


We will have to do it quickly.













PART 1



DELUSIONS




It was beautiful. Flames seemed to leap as high as the tenement roof. The row of brownstones across the street, reflecting the fire, was a shimmering red wall. The sky was a great red curtain. And from all over the city, we could hear the clanging of fire engines. Our bonfire never got out of hand but a lot of others did on election night.


Grandpa enjoyed the sight as much as I did, and he was flattered when I left the rest of the boys to come up to share it with him. He pulled his chair closer to the window and lit the butt of his Tammany stogie. “Ah, we are lucky to be in America,” he said in German, taking a deep drag on the cigar he got for voting illegally and lifting his head to watch the shooting flames. “Ah, yes! This is a true democracy.”


I had no idea what Grandpa was talking about, but he was a man of great faith and whatever he said was the truth.


—HARPO MARX, HARPO SPEAKS… ABOUT NEW YORK
















And then there is Donald Trump himself, who I am loath to write about but cannot avoid. He is as contemptible a figure as has ever existed, a receptacle for all the worst aspects of human expression. He suffers a lack of curiosity, compassion, and self-awareness, while over-indexing on bluster, dishonesty, and greed. All this is before you get to his proud racism and xenophobia, vile and violent misogyny, queer antagonism, enthusiastic militarism, and transphobia. Still, he became president.


For liberals shocked and outraged by the election results of 2016, it became popular, when speaking of Trump, to dismissively refer to him as “not my president” or, as an insult to a conversation partner, “your president.” It’s a rhetorical move with little consequence, but one that allows the speaker a perceived moral high ground: they are not responsible for the current state of affairs because this president does not belong to them. Whatever personal solace is achieved through this, however, is not matched with any real-world provocation—it simply doesn’t matter if you claim him as your president or not, he remains the president.


I suppose I shouldn’t begrudge people their small acts of sanity preservation; we all desperately need such acts in whatever form they may take. But this one in particular reveals a deeper problem with Americans and our relationship to the presidency. We do silly things such as vote based on the vaguely defined characteristic of likability, which produces ridiculous photos of politicians eating fried foods and drinking large beers, all because we want to feel that “our” president is someone who is like us in the ways that matter least to the function of the office.
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