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1. Introduction 

 

 

In this world of no pity, I was raised in the ghetto of the city. Momma, she works so 

hard to earn every penny. Something is holding me back. Is it because I’m black?  

(Syl Johnson 1970) 

 

The purpose and aim of my research is to map and analyze the various forms of oppression 

present in Coates’s Between the World and Me. I want to investigate how African Americans 

are oppressed in contemporary America society and how the inevitable resistance and 

pushback against white supremacy manifests in Coates’s writing. Coates’s work provides a 

rich and extensive overview of the all-encompassing nature of racism and its devastating 

impact on the psyche of the victims. This is especially true when broadening the highly 

personal and aesthetic work of Between the World and Me with further writing by Coates on 

the subject of race-relations in America. The abundance of material was crucial in expanding 

my understanding of the complex social and historical roots of racism. In my view, to fully 

appreciate Between the World and Me requires a multi-disciplinary examination of white 

supremacy and racism – only then can we truly grasp how entrenched the phenomenon of 

racial hierarchies are in our societies.   

 

Between the World and Me, published in 2015, is a work of autobiographical non-fiction 

exploring the Black condition in an America still largely defined by the forces of white 

hegemony and oppression. The narrative structure of Coates’s non-fictional work is modeled 

on James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time. Coates admires Baldwin’s capacity to “strip away 

illusion, to break away from dreams” (Coates 2018, 217). He aspires to join the “long line of 

dream-breakers” that constitutes the African American literary tradition – writers that have 

always exposed the hypocrisies and fictions underlying the foundational myths of America 

(212). The main thematic thrust of Between the World and Me is the urgent desire by Coates 

to overcome the dreams of others, and especially the lure of the American Dream. Coates 

believes that the only way to overcome white supremacy is to awaken the “dreamers,” or 

more specifically, those “brought up hopelessly, tragically, deceitfully, to believe that they are 

white (Coates 2015, 7). The precondition of “awakening the dreamers” is central to the 
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supposed cynicism and bleak worldview expressed by Coates (146). This is because the 

dream of being white confers numerous advantages to the dreamers. Do the dreamers want to 

wake up to a world where their privileged status is no more? In his essay, “The Case for 

Reparations”, Coates describes in meticulous and historical detail the various ways 

generational wealth has been stolen from the Black community stretching all the way back to 

slavery. All of the discriminatory and criminal policies, ranging from redlining1 to outright 

terrorism2 and theft have resulted in white households having twenty times more wealth than 

their Black counterparts (Coates 2018, 173). Coates is adamant and persuasive in his 

conviction that major reparations are owed to the Black community. It is impossible to ever 

truly compensate for the centuries of economic exploitation and barbarism inflicted on Black 

people, but it is imperative for a moral society to try to do so. It is not merely a matter of 

material compensation; there is a strong symbolic dimension to reparations as well. It is the 

long overdue admission of the horrific suffering and crimes perpetrated by the American state 

against Black people. The political language of empathy and remorse is insufficient in 

rectifying historic crimes of this scale. Perhaps, most importantly, it is the recognition that 

centuries of white supremacy and oppression still determine and structure the reality of many 

Black Americans today. It is admitting that the past informs the present – an admission many 

refuse to make. According to Coates, the hardest part of paying reparations is not the 

expenditure of money but the painful recognition that “the most cherished [American] myth 

was not real” (Coates 2018, 159). 

 

The only way to effectively combat racism is to reconstruct the social and political systems 

that perpetuate a system of advantages and disadvantages based on race. I purposely avoid the 

term “reform.” The language of “reform” can be deployed in perpetuity with no real tangible 

results for those who suffer from systemic racism. Coates rejects the language of 

incrementalism, for example, he sees the phrase “police reform” as something “in vogue” that 

fails to capture the true horror of police brutality (Coates 2015, 78). It is imperative to find 

alternatives to the current system, which thrives on and reproduces the conditions of 

exploitation and oppression. To begin the process, those who believe they are white must 

undertake a serious examination of the social costs inherent to whiteness (Baird 2021). It is 

                                                 
1
The practice of denying mortgage loans, home insurance, or other financial services based on race and 

geography. 
2 The 1917 Tulsa Race Massacre destroyed the wealthiest Black community in America known as Black Wall 

Street. 
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not a simple question of eliminating racial prejudice; one must actively engage in 

deconstructing the structural inequalities of white hegemony. Anybody can claim they are not 

a racist and many do. A common appeal for many self-declared non-racists is to passionately 

assert one’s inability to see color. Coates refers to the white “dullard” who believes that the 

only way forward is a “grand orgy of black and white, ending only when we are all beige and 

thus the same race” (Coates 2015, 115). However, as Coates points out, “a great number of 

‘black’ people are already beige” (115). According to Coates, the history of civilization is 

littered with obsolete dead races. They died when they lost their organizational utility in 

allocating groups into hierarchies “beneath, and beyond the umbrella of [human] rights” 

(115). 

 

The “grand orgy” is analogous to the colorblind vision of racial relations. In this view, we 

should strive for a colorblind world and see beyond the brutal and bloody history of racial 

terror that still embodies America today. The past is behind us, it is time for us to move 

forward. Anti-racism modeled on this philosophy requires little effort on the part of the 

colorblind. The extremely laborious process of changing institutions and predatory capitalist 

practices of exploitation are unnecessary in a colorblind world. As long as we eliminate race 

from the visual spectrum (i.e. refuse to acknowledge race), the problems of white supremacy 

and domination will simply disappear. Appealing to colorblindness exempts one from 

examining the privileges and structural advantages inherent to whiteness. There is no need for 

introspection, for who wants to know, in the end, that their position and status in a given 

society can be determined by something as arbitrary and meaningless as melanin? 

 

Faced with direct discourse on race, racism, and power, many white people experience 

feelings of anger, guilt, anxiety, and avoidance (Hartzell 2020). The most expedient way to 

avoid these negative emotions is to ignore the question of race altogether. This avoidance is 

integral to the dream of being white, and the “dreamers of today would rather live white than 

live free” (Coates 2015, 143). To be truly free, white people must renounce the “beautiful 

dream” of being white and, as Coates notes, “live down here with us, down here in the world” 

(143). For Coates, placing your hope on the “dreamers coming into consciousness” (146) and 

the powerful conceding power is delusional and dangerous. And, if anything, white hegemony 

and supremacy are deeply entrenched and immensely powerful social structures – it is power 

and capital that have been accrued over centuries of colonialism, slavery, and capitalist 

exploitation. The hegemonic power structure described by Coates as “White America” is a 
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“syndicate arrayed to protect its exclusive power to dominate and control [black] bodies” 

(42). This “syndicate” is a formidable opponent and a serious and intransigent impediment to 

real structural change. Moreover, those who refuse to see race are bad allies in the fight for 

true social justice. Coates is adamant in telling his son Samori not to base his struggle on the 

improbable event of white people voluntarily relinquishing the status “whiteness” confers 

(151). Ultimately, race and the “invention of racecraft” (56) (categorizing fellow human 

beings into racial hierarchies) is a matter of power accrued though centuries of white 

supremacy. This power is so interwoven into the fabric of America that overcoming it goes 

far beyond eliminating prejudicial thinking. 

 

Baldwin and Coates, born half a century apart, write about their respective lived experiences 

of being Black men in America. Both writers express the individual and collective trauma of 

existing as the marginalized “other” in a social system operating on the premise of race-based 

oppression. Both writers speak to the fear and pain that defines the lives of many Black 

Americans – a fear that in Baldwin’s words runs as “deep as the marrow of the bone” 

(Baldwin 2017, 84). Coates mirrors Baldwin’s sentiment: to be a Black man is to be 

“powerfully, adamantly dangerously afraid” (Coates 2015, 14). How does one navigate a 

world saturated by oppression and fear? How does one maintain his humanity and dignity in a 

system committed to denying both? The central questions of race, racism, and power are not 

merely literary “themes” in the writings of Coates and Baldwin – they are urgent problems 

that demand solutions for the sake of future generations. In light of this reality, both writers 

choose to address their immediate relations directly in the form of epistolary letters. Baldwin 

writes to his nephew and Coates writes to his fifteen-year old-son. This literary decision 

produces a sense of raw intimacy and immediacy in the relation between the narrating “I” and 

the “You” of the addressee (e.g. “you were born and faced the future that you faced because 

you were black and for no other reason” [Baldwin 2017, 12, emphasis original]). It feels as 

though Coates and Baldwin are addressing the reader directly, intensifying the emotional 

impact of both texts. 

 

Both writers impart important strategies and coping mechanisms necessary to maintain one’s 

identity and sanity in the face of white supremacy and oppression. The works embody the 

hard-won wisdom of the writers. In essence, Baldwin and Coates are teaching their respective 

kin how to live free as Black men in majority white America. The fundamental question 
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articulated by Coates becomes, “how do I live free in this black body?” (Coates 2015, 12). 

However, Coates diverges from Baldwin’s vision in relation to questions regarding hope and 

the possibility of future progress. Baldwin sees a possibility for racial reconciliation: he 

believes that bringing together the “relatively conscious blacks and relatively conscious 

whites” can end “the racial nightmare” that defines the Black experience in America (Baldwin 

2017, 89). However, in the world Coates describes, white supremacy is an unstoppable force 

of nature. In his perspective, “there is no velocity of escape” from oppression, no hope for 

true justice. (Coates 2015, 129) 

 

The American dream and its original sin have always been intimately interrelated – one 

cannot exist without the other. In his essay, “Notes from the Third Year”, Coates writes, 

“enslavement provided not merely the foundation of white economic prosperity but the 

foundation of white social equality, and thus the foundation of American democracy” (2018, 

67). According to Coates, the very beating heart of American democracy, capitalism and 

empire is the systematic and brutal plunder of the Black body: “Our stolen bodies were worth 

more than all of American industry, all of American railroads, workshops, and factories 

combined” (Coates 2015, 101). Coates vividly describes America’s “birthright” as the “the 

right to beat, rape, rob, and pillage the black body” (102). Between the World and Me is an 

honest and personal examination of race, racism and power in a country that has historically 

denied the humanity of Black people. It is a deeply personal story, a desperate testimony 

transmitted from father to son about the numerous perils of being a Black man in America. 

Coates illustrates the various forms of oppression Black people are subjected to in a 

supposedly democratic and meritocratic America. In the Baltimore of Coates’s youth, the 

effects of systemic racism permeate every aspect of life in the neighborhood. Coates draws a 

clear connection between white prosperity and Black misery. The American dream is only 

possible if there exists a permanent underclass that is materially exploited for the benefit of 

the few. The exploitation is an inclusive experience – immigrants, African Americans, 

Indigenous peoples, poor white people, are all biomass for the engine of American capitalism 

and empire.  

 

Oppression takes many forms – growing up in Baltimore, Coates experienced the full 

spectrum of white supremacy and racism: bad schools, segregated neighborhoods, dangerous 

streets, racist police, and a profound lack of opportunity. The police killed his friend, Prince 



6 
 

Jones, whom he deeply admired. Coates lived a precarious existence ruled by fear and ever-

present physical danger. At any moment he could lose his body (Coates uses the noun “body” 

synonymously with “life”). One misstep, one wrong look, could possibly end his life. The 

vast majority of human beings that are subjected to such perilous and oppressive living 

conditions will suffer from serious emotional pain and trauma. Coates describes in intimate 

detail how he lost his capacity to feel and express complex human emotions. The streets of 

Baltimore demand an impenetrable stoic exterior, anything less is interpreted as weakness and 

exploited. Surviving crack-era Baltimore is analogous to surviving a war, and Coates, like so 

many combat veterans, suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder. He describes himself as a 

survivor of some “great natural disaster, some plague, some avalanche, or earthquake” 

(Coates 2015, 129). Even after becoming a world-renowned writer, he cannot shake the “old 

fear” (152). Coates will always be “wounded” and “marked by “old codes” that shielded him 

on the streets of Baltimore. However, it is these “old codes” that have “chained” him to a life 

of fear – and breaking these chains is all but impossible (125). 

 

 

1.2 Research Objectives and Methods 

 

 

According to Speight (referencing Young 1990), five categories exist for determining how a 

particular group is oppressed. These include exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, 

systemic violence, and cultural imperialism (Speight, 2007, 128-129). My research will 

focuses on the forms of oppression most prevalent in Coates’s writing. For example, special 

emphasis will be given to cultural imperialism and systemic violence due to their thematic 

importance (although these categories do not exist in a vacuum and are heavily 

intersectional). It is important to emphasize that racism is not a “singular one-dimensional 

vector,” but rather a “pandemic afflicting black communities at every level” (Coates 2018, 

158). The second aim of my research is to track and investigate the inevitable resistance to 

white hegemony: what forms does resistance take and how is it enacted? For example, Coates 

explicitly resists the narratives of the dominant power structure and begins to construct his 

own conceptual paradigm separate from the mental colonialism practiced by white 

mainstream culture (i.e. educational system, media representation, western cannon etc…). He 

rejects the school system wholesale and embarks on a project of self-education that allows 

him to construct a new discursive reality independent of the distorting effects of white 
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supremacy and cultural imperialism. Coates replaces these narratives, (e.g. The American 

Dream, meritocracy) with his own stories, histories, and mythologies. Coates’s ultimate form 

of resistance is the very re-description of history and reality that centralizes and gives primacy 

to the Black experience in America.  

 

The act of resistance is a central theme in Between the World and Me. There is both an 

existential and material dimension to resistance. Traditionally, resistance is enacted and 

pursued on the material level (i.e. better wages, safe streets, political representation); 

however, for Coates resistance is also metaphysical and existential in nature. Coates tells 

Samori to struggle because it is the only way to live an “honorable and sane life” (Coates 

2015, 97). What separates Coates from many others in the Black tradition is his strong 

commitment to atheism. He is a pure materialist. Coates’s universe and human existence is 

ultimately reducible to the interplay of elementary particles. We are nothing beyond our 

material bodies. There is no room for dualism – no hope for transcendence or heavenly justice 

that can ameliorate the pain and suffering experienced in the present. Coates has learned early 

in life that “the code of the streets was the code of the world,” and that all “nations were 

atheists. They find their strength not in any God but in their guns” (Coates 2018, 110). 

However, his commitment to atheism is equaled by his commitment to ancestry and family – 

“If atheism is important to me, my sense of ancestry is its equal” (212).  There is no need to 

struggle in the name of God, but instead struggle for your family and those who came before 

you. I will explore resistance in the context of Coates’s atheism and his commitment to 

family. I want to understand how Coates reconciles his atheism with the self-sacrifice inherent 

to resistance. Moreover, I will attempt to explore the practical differences that emerge 

between different systems of metaphysics in relation to the act of struggle, i.e. what are the 

differences between struggle in a religious vs secular context? 

 

Between the World and Me is a thematically rich text that explores some to the most difficult 

questions of our age. Therefore, the only approach that equals the complexity of Coates’s 

writing is inevitably multidisciplinary in nature. I combine a close reading of Coates with 

various theories and ideas sampled from different disciplines and thinkers to better understand 

and elucidate the themes of oppression and resistance inherent to the text. I examine the life 

of Coates through a close reading of his memoir The Beautiful Struggle (2008). The primary 

motivation for analyzing Coates’s memoir is to observe whether any similar themes and 

motifs are repeated in Between the World and Me. The theme of fatherhood runs deep through 
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both works, and special emphasis will be given to describing the life of Coates’s father, 

William Coates, and the outsized influence he has had on his son. I also incorporate a close 

reading of Coates’s various essays and magazine articles to better understand the 

aforementioned themes. At certain points in my thesis, I allude to other poets to further 

deepen and illustrate my arguments. I will explore questions of “othering” and cultural 

imperialism through postcolonial theory, and especially the work of Edward Said. 

Overcoming the narratives of the imperializing dominant culture and transcending a sense of 

subordination to the “Western Cannon” are central to Coates’s struggle against oppression 

and white cultural hegemony.   

 

Since Between the World and Me is a male-centered text exploring the father-son relationship, 

I found it necessary to investigate structural racism and systemic violence through the lens of 

the criminal justice system. Black men are especially victimized by this form of oppression. I 

investigate the intersection of police brutality and “Black criminality” using critical race 

theory and a general historical analysis of the phenomenon of “Black criminality.” Khalil 

Gibran Muhammad’s work in this sphere was particularly useful in understanding how Black 

men are “criminalized” in order to justify brutal state-sanctioned oppression and extra-judicial 

punishments. I also rely on many primary sources ranging from newspaper articles stretching 

back to 1914 and first-hand accounts of prison labor. I found this necessary to both humanize 

and accurately portray the suffering caused by white supremacy. Moreover, I explore the 

destructive effects of racism on the human psyche through studies published in journals of 

psychology. In addition, there are underlying theories that inform my work; however, I do not 

refer to them directly. For example, my analysis of Coates’s struggle to redefine his reality 

through the creation of “new stories,” and a “new history” (Coates 2015, 44) is influenced by 

my reading of Richard Rorty – specifically, his conceptualization of “contingency.” 

Overcoming oppression requires a new vocabulary, and, according to Rorty, our vocabularies 

are always contingent on our historical and social circumstances (Rorty, 1989). Coates is 

aware of the contingency of his language, and the only way to supplant hegemonic narratives 

is through the creation of new stories and new ways of perceiving the world. The desire for 

new stories and narratives is a major motivator in his academic studies and his general pursuit 

of knowledge. Finally, my reading of Harold Bloom influenced the questions underlining the 

“Western Cannon”. Saul Bellow’s “Tolstoi Question” (“Who is the Tolstoi of the Zulus?” 

[Coates 2015, 43]) is a crucial theme that Coates struggles with deeply. The answer to the 
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question is the key to his intellectual liberation from the shackles of cultural imperialism and 

western supremacy. 

 

 

1.3 Critical Reception and General Critique 

 

 

The critical reception to Between the World and Me has been very positive. Toni Morrison 

called the book “required reading,” and went as far as to claim that Coates is the intellectual 

successor to James Baldwin: ’I've been wondering who might fill the intellectual void that 

plagued me after James Baldwin died. Clearly it is Ta-Nehisi Coates” (Prince, 2015). Coates 

won the National Book Award, and the MacArthur Genius Grant. The New York Times 

applauded Coates’s “emotional reach as a writer and both his lyric and gritty prose” 

(Kakutani, 2015). In his review, Between the World and Me: Baldwin’s Heir?, Michael Eric 

Dyson calls Coates’s work a “willful and unapologetic act of grand literacy” (2015). Dyson 

goes further when he describes Coates’s work as an unparalleled achievement – “no 

accomplishment has been bigger than this” (ibid.). Dyson is especially impressed by Coates’s 

ability to “expose the extravagant hoax of whiteness” (ibid.) and its primary beneficiaries. As 

with Morrison, Dyson believes Coates is the natural heir to Baldwin. Dyson writes, “every 

age gets the writers it deserves,” and if Baldwin were alive today he would presumably be 

like Coates (ibid.). Between the World and Me definitely exhibits the courage of a young 

writer. Borrowing the epistolary structure of Baldwin’s short essay and extending it to a full-

length autobiographical book demonstrates an unusual level of confidence. Coates must be 

aware that he will be compared to one of the greatest writers in the Black literary tradition. 

Dyson applauds Coates’s ambition to pursue Baldwin, when he writes, “when you want to be 

great why not emulate the greatest” (ibid.). However, being compared to James Baldwin is 

not without its risks and drawbacks. Such comparisons will invariably lead to increased 

pressure and expectations from critics and readers alike. 

 

However, there are critiques that primarily focus on the perceived pessimism, cynicism, and 

fatalism of Coates’s writing in general (not just Between the World and Me). Cornel West, in 

an op-ed titled “Ta-Nehisi Coates is the Neoliberal Face of the Black Freedom Struggle," 

argues that Coates embodies a sort of “apolitical pessimism.” According to West, “Coates 
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fetishizes white supremacy. He makes it almighty, magical and unremovable” (2017). In 

West’s critique, there isn’t a sufficient accounting of the Black “fightback” against racism and 

oppression. Coates omits the historical tradition of Black resistance: “for Coates, defiance is 

narrowly aesthetic – a personal commitment to writing with no connection to collective 

action” (ibid.). Moreover, Coates falls victim to a paralyzing fatalism: if white supremacy is 

an unshakable force of nature, then there is little room for hope or progress. West also argues 

that Coates fixates on race exclusively, while neglecting the “ugly legacy of predatory 

capitalist practices and imperial policies of war, occupation, detention, assassination” (ibid.). 

It is precisely this omission that makes Coates, in West’s words, “The Neoliberal Face of the 

Black Freedom Struggle” (emphasis my own).  

 

Coates has enjoyed an exceptional level of access to Barack Obama, interviewing him several 

times, and attending lavish White House parties. He is very explicit in his admiration of 

Obama, writing, “the Obamas represented the best of black people, the ultimate credit to the 

race, incomparable in elegance and bearing” (Coates 2018, 295). Coates goes on to describe 

Obama “as a skilled politician, a deeply moral human being, and one of the greatest 

presidents in American history” (299). Such proximity and enthusiastic support of Obama 

complicates Coates’s critique of power and empire. It positions him in a class of elites that 

comprises the bourgeois intelligentsia of contemporary American society. The exceptional 

access Coates enjoys inevitably raises questions about objectivity. How much are you willing 

to defer to power to maintain your access? Cornel West, on the other hand, is suspicious of all 

“black faces in high places” that merely reproduce the conditions of oppression and 

exploitation characteristic of neoliberal empire (Schwartz 2020). According to West, the 

“racial tribalism” exhibited by Coates can obscure the suffering of the most marginalized 

members of society, namely, the LGBTQ community. One must see beyond race and also 

challenge “the black elite’s refusal to confront poverty, patriarchy or transphobia” (West 

2017). 

 

For West, Obama is, first and foremost, the “first black head of the American empire” (West 

2017). Obama oversaw and started multiple wars, dropped more bombs than George W. Bush 

(Purkiss, Serle 2017), deported more immigrants than any other president (Marshall 2016), 

bailed out Wall Street banks while millions were evicted from their homes (LIHC 2013), 

aggressively prosecuted whistleblowers (Ackerman, Spencer, Pilkington 2015), failed to close 
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Guantanamo Bay (Bruck 2016), sold a record number of arms (Israel, Saudi Arabia) (Farid 

2017), opened the Arctic to drilling (Gardner 2015), continued the drug war (Bates 2016), and 

dramatically expanded the surveillance state (Bamford 2016). However, Coates does briefly 

recognize Obama’s complicity in advancing the interests of American empire: In We Were 

Eight Years in Power, Coates writes about the price of Obama’s ascendency to power: “The 

crimes of the American state against its own people, along with its bombings in Yemen, 

Afghanistan, and Iraq now had the imprimatur of a black man. We were at once the most 

segregated and disenfranchised community in the country and somehow now even more 

complicit in all of its sins” (Coates 2018, 116).  

 

Coates implies that Obama merely inherited the problems of the Bush administration 

(economy, wars), and hence the situation was merely guilt by association, rather than an 

active engagement in destructive neoliberal and neoconservative policies. However, it is 

precisely a critique of power and empire and Obama’s role in perpetuating and enacting its 

ideology that is absent from the literary work of Coates. Is Coates’s “neoliberalism” simply a 

sin of omission? What is a “neoliberal” exactly? West describes a neoliberal as “somebody of 

any color who sees a social problem and does three things: “privatize, financialize, and 

militarize” (Harriot 2017). West uses as an example education: the push for charter schools, 

profits from tests, busting teacher unions, and militarizing schools. A neoliberal is someone 

“who is obsessed with markets” (ibid.). Given the previous definition, it is difficult to 

comprehend how exactly Coates fits into the neoliberal paradigm. At no point in his writings 

does Coates advocate for privatization, financialization, and militarization. As Naomi Klein 

(referencing Jelani Cobb) writes: “The man who has done more to revive the debate about 

Black reparations than any writer of his generation cannot blithely be written off as a 

neoliberal tool” (Klein, Tometi 2017).  

 

In his essay, “The Legacy of Malcolm X –Why His Legacy Lives on in Barack Obama,” 

Coates draws a close parallel between Obama and Malcolm X. Coates quotes Ossie Davis’s 

eulogy of Malcolm X, where he describes Malcolm X as “our living, black manhood” and our 

“black shining prince” (2017, 103). According to Coates, “only one man today could bear 

those twin honorifics: Barack Obama” (103). This comparison is sacrilegious to Cornel West. 

Everything Malcolm X stood for is antithetical to Obama and his policies. How would 

Malcolm X, a devout Muslim, view Obama’s drone strikes in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Pakistan, 

Somalia and Afghanistan? How does Coates reconcile the fact that Obama has killed so many 
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Muslims while actively advancing the interests of the corporate elite and the military 

industrial complex? As with the criticism of Coates’s “neoliberalism,” the issue at hand is 

more complicated. It is fair to say that in this particular case Coates is actually guilty of the 

sin of omission. Coates fixates exclusively on the cultural and symbolic significance of 

Obama. The reality that Black parents everywhere can point to Obama, the first Black 

president, is a powerful message to Black children that they can be anything they want to be. 

There is no ceiling; children should dream big, anything is possible.  

 

The immense impact of a Black presidency on the self-esteem of millions of people cannot be 

underestimated or devalued. Coates writes, “The Obama family represents our ideal 

imagining of ourselves – an ideal we so rarely see on any kind of national stage” (127). 

Obama’s greatest achievement, according to Coates, is that he expanded the “black 

imagination.” He was “culturally black,” but he was also “Ivy League, intellectual, 

cosmopolitan, temperamentally conservative, presidential” (127). According to Coates, it is 

specifically this cultural and symbolic significance that Malcolm X and Obama share. For 

Coates, both men had the same impact of expanding the Black imagination (127).  Malcolm X 

instilled a sense of pride and dignity to the Black community. To embrace Malcolm X was to 

be “reborn as full human being” (101). Both men embody a controlled, ascetic cool and 

preach the importance of self-discipline and high moral conduct. Both men are “self-created” 

and “martially disciplined” (103). Obama and Malcolm X are paragons of moral virtue and 

character.  

 

However, Coates is simultaneously critical of Obama’s moralizing rhetoric when addressing 

Black audiences. He argues that Obama “would invoke his identity as a president of all people 

to decline to advocate for black policy – and then invoke his black identity to lecture black 

people for continuing to make bad choices” (299). Obama’s respectability politics allows him 

to place blame on the Black community so as not to alienate his largest constituency – white 

people. The preservation of white innocence is politically crucial: “whatever might befall the 

country, white America is ultimately blameless” (115). West’s unapologetic critique of 

Coates’s juxtaposition is both fair and accurate; however, it omits the cultural and symbolic 

influence common to both Obama and Malcolm X. Coates understands the importance of 

symbols when he writes, “there is nothing ‘mere’ about symbols. The power embedded in the 

word nigger is also symbolic” (emphasis original) (295). Coates illustrates how symbols 

structure our reality and organize our behavior. Human beings are perpetually engaged in 
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interpreting an endless stream of symbols to make sense of the world. This is why victories 

deemed “merely” symbolic can be profoundly meaningful.  

 

At moments, Coates’s exclusive emphasis on race can limit his capacity for empathy. This 

can be observed when Coates writes about the September 11 terrorist attacks. The attacks 

followed the police killing of his friend Prince Jones. The death of Jones was highly traumatic 

and had a profound impact on Coates. Coates recounts standing on a rooftop in Brooklyn, 

observing “great plumes of smoke” covering Manhattan (Coates 2015, 86). However, his 

“heart was cold” (86). Coates meditates on the fact that “Southern Manhattan had always 

been Ground Zero for us” (86). It was at the Financial District where slaves were auctioned 

off to their masters. Given this brutal history, Coates is incapable of feeling empathy for the 

many firefighters and police officers who lost their lives that day: “I could see no difference 

between the officer who killed Prince Jones and the police who died, or the firefighters who 

died. They were not human to me. Black, white, or whatever, they were the menaces of 

nature; they were the fire, the comet, the storm, which could – with no justification – shatter 

my body” (87). Michiko Kakutani of The New York Times offers an interpretation of 

Coates’s indifference to the suffering caused by the 9/11 attacks. His lack of empathy 

“underscores the depth of his emotion over the loss of a friend and his anger at police killings 

of unarmed black men” (Kakutani 2015). Kakutani, however, recognizes that the passage can 

be easily taken out of context or misinterpreted. It is easy to use Coates’s words and depict 

him as misanthropic and myopic, but that would be missing the mark. In reality, Coates’s 

inability to feel empathy is a direct result of the emotional trauma of growing up Black in 

Baltimore. His deep knowledge of the history of slavery and oppression in America 

undermines his ability to feel any patriotic sentiment. He knows the history of the Financial 

District too well. Coates’s lack of emotion is not an indictment of him, but rather an 

indictment of a racist society that traumatizes human beings.  

 

Melvin L. Rogers, writing for Dissent magazine, affirms West’s critique. Rogers writes that 

the “wound of racism is too fresh” in Coates’s writing (2015). Rogers writes, “the sharpness 

of the pain captures Coates’s senses and arrests his imagination” (ibid.). There is a danger that 

the reader is captured by the same “fatalistic assumptions” underlining Between the World 

and Me. Much like West, the emphasis of Rogers’s critique revolves around Coates’s 

depiction of race and racism as inevitable to the human condition. There is no remedy or 

possibility to end the racial nightmare that has defined the Black experience in America. 
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Coates writes, “The earthquake cannot be subpoenaed. The typhoon will not bend under 

indictment” (2015, 83). He is describing the situation following the police killing of his friend 

Prince Jones. The police officer responsible was acquitted and returned shortly to work. 

Coates describes the officer in question as “a force of nature, the helpless agent of our world’s 

physical laws” (83). He sees Prince Jones’s death as an “immutable fact of race” (83). It is 

precisely this deterministic and fatalistic conceptualization of race that Rogers criticizes.  

 

According to Rogers, “For [Coates], white supremacy is not merely a historically emergent 

feature of the Western world generally, and the United States in particular. For Coates, white 

supremacy does not merely structure reality; it is reality” (2015). I partially agree with 

Rogers’s analysis. At times, it seems as if race determines the very fabric of reality in 

Coates’s writing. Other socially determined structures (e.g. class) can seem underrepresented 

or overlooked. However, this does not diminish Coates as a writer. No work of literature can 

be divorced from its biographical and social context. The reality is that Coates lived the 

effects of racism and systemic oppression on a profound and personal level. Rogers’s 

criticism seems to discount the fact that white supremacy did, in fact, structure Coates’s 

reality. What makes Coates’s work so particularly powerful and moving is his ability to 

articulate and demonstrate the incredible reach and power of racism. When he describes the 

police officer who killed Prince Jones as the “helpless agent of our world’s physical laws” 

(Coates 2015, 83), he is expressing the generational trauma caused by numerous police 

murders and the inevitable exoneration of the officers responsible. The use of the empirical 

sciences as a metaphor illustrates the self-perpetuating pattern of police brutality that 

underlies the predictability of these events. In America, the killing of unarmed Black men is a 

common event that can be expressed both empirically and statistically. Coates is right in 

describing racism as a force majeure: observing human civilization and behavior since time 

immemorial, the phenomenon of racial hierarchies and discrimination are firmly embedded 

into the human condition. Therefore, Coates’s use of metaphors that equate racism with the 

laws of nature are well justified.  
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1.4 Coates Biography 

 

 

 “You can jail a revolutionary, but you can't jail a revolution” (Fred Hampton 1971) 

 

Ta-Nehisi Coates was born September 30th, 1975, in Baltimore Maryland, to William Paul 

Coates and Cheryl Waters. His father was a veteran of the Vietnam War and a former local 

captain of the Black Panther Party. William Coates was also the founder of Black Classic 

Press, a publisher that specialized in African American literature. Cheryl Waters was a 

teacher. Ta-Nehisi Coates wrote an intimate memoir about growing up in Baltimore titled The 

Beautiful Struggle (2016). He writes about his formative childhood experiences, his close 

relationships with family, crack-era Baltimore, and the ever-present fear of living under the 

threat of violence: “I knew that to be afraid while on the way to school was deeply wrong” 

(Coates 2016, 37). The fear is rooted in the knowledge that “the most ordinary thing – the 

walk to school, a bike ride around the block, a trip to the supermarket – could just go wrong” 

(33). Coates understands the painful reality that he will always be “a false move away” from 

disaster. He describes this experience as living with a “dagger at my throat” (142).  

 

In the world Coates describes, “to be a black man is to be always at war” with the outside 

world (192). Coates was a normal boy growing up, “dreaming of model trains, Captain 

Marvel, and chemistry sets” (61). However, what makes his youth different is the constant 

threats and dangers lurking beyond the front door. Growing up in Baltimore presented a 

multitude of challenges. Unlike his brother, Big Bill, Coates had a soft disposition and an 

aversion to violence. He has “fat cheeks,” he is verbose, and laughs in a way that “gave the 

hardest kids around [him] the permission to laugh” (45). According to Coates, this “easiness” 

made him “soft” (45). He navigates a violent world by employing a strategy of de-escalation 

and diplomacy: “I was peace pipes and treaties. My style was to talk and duck. It was an 

animal tactic, playing dead in hopes that the predators would move on to an actual fight” (47). 

This strategy often works for Coates, but there are limits. A man’s social worth and respect in 

this social context is intrinsically tied to a willingness to commit violence. Avoiding 

confrontation can result in an individual losing face, resulting in severe social repercussions. 

This is something Coates understands intimately when he writes about an unavoidable 

conflict with a boy named Shawn: “Painfully I’d come to know that face must be held against 

everything, that flagrant dishonor follows you, haunting every handshake with all your 
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niggers, disputing every advance on a jenny” [a ubiquitous term for a girl when Coates was 

growing up] (176). The persistent challenge is to balance the need for violence with social 

respect. Not being violent enough can leave you vulnerable to perpetual abuse but engaging in 

violence can possibly end your life (Coates 2015, 28) Many young men must learn to walk 

this tight rope in disadvantaged communities. 

 

The perils of the streets intensified exponentially with the introduction of crack cocaine. 

Coates writes, “when crack hit Baltimore, civilization fell” (29). The rules and regulations 

that dictated life in poor inner-city communities were completely reconfigured. In the pre-

crack-era, petty confrontations were resolved through fistfights. Gun violence was extremely 

rare (30). The influx of cash from crack sales led to an arms race resulting in deadly battles 

for territory between competing drug crews. Coates describes this time as extremely volatile 

and dangerous. The violence becomes random and indiscriminate: “We died for sneakers 

stitched by serfs, coats that gave props to teams that we did not own. I could feel the falling, 

all around. The flood of guns wrecked the natural order” (29-30). The proliferation of 

weapons changed everything – being “strapped was to grab the steering wheel of our 

careening lives” (55). The only way to impose some semblance of control in this chaos is to 

be armed – to be “the master of yourself,” and “become more than a man whose life and death 

could be simply seized and hurled about” (35).  

 

Coates lived through historic times: he was a firsthand witness to the terrors unleashed by the 

crack epidemic. These were his formative years. The profound fear permeating Between the 

World and Me is closely related to the horrors of this historical time. This was the crucial 

junction in history when the war on drugs and the ensuing violence exploded in Baltimore. 

Moreover, neoliberal economic policies reached their zenith. The implementation of 

“Reaganomics” introduced the language of “welfare queens” into the national conversation 

(Covert 2019). The poor were demonized, and welfare and government spending were 

slashed, leading to an increase in poverty and economic desperation in predominantly Black 

inner-city communities (St.Pierre 1991; Asante-Muhammad 2013). The combination of the 

proliferation of crack cocaine, the drug war, police brutality, mass incarceration and 

neoliberal supply-side economic policies devastated many Black neighborhoods. When 

Coates was growing up, every day was a struggle for literal survival: “Back in West 

Baltimore – the landscape gutted, dead eyes all around, and hundreds of kids slain every year 

from gunshots and bricks to the skull and every other undignified means to their end – it 
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became clear that we were all in proximity to great heaving change” (Coates 2016, 97). The 

“great heaving change” witnessed by Coates in his youth defines much of his writing. The 

fear and cynicism underlining Between the World and Me can be traced back to the fear and 

insecurity unleashed by the crack epidemic.  

 

William Coates is a major figure that looms large in Coates’s literary output. The father-son 

relationship is meticulously explored and much room is given to describing William Coates’s 

impact on his son. Both Between the World and Me and The Beautiful Struggle are, at their 

core, centered around the father-son relationship. In the former book, Coates writes an 

intimate letter to his son about race in America. He instructs his fifteen-year-old son Samori 

how to function and maintain his sanity and dignity in a society ruled by white supremacy. In 

the The Beautiful Struggle Coates writes about his relationship with his father. The influence 

and significance of William Coates cannot be overstated. Coates writes, “When I was young, 

my father was heroic to me, was all I knew of religion. His word was the difference between 

pancakes and oatmeal” 205). William Coates was an erudite, politically conscious man with a 

history of revolutionary activity. He worked seven days a week. Every morning he would 

drive to the Moorland-Spingarn Research Centre to work as the librarian. In the evenings, he 

would spend his time “barbecuing tofu, steaming basmati, and thinking of sedition” (13). He 

ran the Black Classic Press from the basement of his home. The Coates household was 

overflowing with books and “layers of ancient arcana” dedicated to African American 

literature of all varieties (especially rare and forgotten works) (13).  

 

Coates is extremely proud of his father and his preservation of rare books, writing, “these 

were words that they did not want us to see, the lost archives, secret collections, folders worn 

yellow by water for years. But dad brought them back” (13). William Coates filled the house 

with every type of “Knowledge” imaginable (books, art, music) [Coates capitalizes the word 

‘knowledge’] (14). Coates was surrounded by ideas and political debates from the moment he 

could understand the English language. However, his father could be a difficult man. Coates 

reminisces how his father “issued sweeping edicts like he had a line to God” (5). He goes on 

to describe how William Coates outlawed eating on Thanksgiving, and “disavowed air-

conditioning, VCRs, and Atari” (5). He describes this experience as being “persecuted under 

the rules of this enlightened despot” (99). However, he feels both blessed and cursed to have a 

deeply engaged father in his life. Many of his friends were fatherless, but William Coates 

was, at times, “a practicing fascist” (20). Coates knows his father is flawed yet he always 
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“retains the aura of a prophet” (20). His father was a hard disciplinarian because he was trying 

to raise Black boys in a perilous society. Coates Senior is especially aware of the crucial age 

of twelve through eighteen: “this was the abyss where, unguided, black boys were swallowed 

whole, only to re-emerge on corners and prison tiers – Dad was at war with this destiny” (20). 

The fear of losing his son is the primary reason for William Coates resorting to strict 

disciplinary measures and corporal punishment. Coates grew up in a household where his 

parents beat him as form of punishment. He grew up in a house “drawn between love and 

fear” (Coates 2015, 61). According to Coates, there is profound meaning underlying corporal 

punishment in the Black community, and he writes about holding his own son in his arms and 

being overwhelmed by a great “generational fear”:   

 

Now I personally understood my father and the old mantra – “Either I can beat him or 

the police.” I understood it all – the cable wires, the extension cords, the ritual switch. 

Black people love their children with a kind of obsession. You are all we have, and 

you come to us endangered. I think we would like to kill you ourselves before seeing 

you killed by the streets that America made (82). 

 

In this perspective, beating a child is a desperate attempt at asserting some sense of control in 

a society that does not value Black lives. It is the “philosophy of the disembodied, of a people 

who control nothing” (82). In Coates’s writing, violence, fear, love, and control are closely 

related. To preserve a sense of agency young men carry guns. Parents resort to violence out of 

love and fear for their children. Coates writes, “all the kids anyone cared about got beatings” 

(Coates 2016, 206). He painfully remembers his father’s black leather belt folded next to his 

parents’ bed. It was always at the ready for any possible infractions. Coates recounts a 

disturbing incident where his father gave him a severe beating: he was disruptive in school, 

placing his hand on the teacher’s face and declaring, “don’t you ever yell at me again in your 

life” (140). The school police were called, and Coates was suspended. When he got home, his 

father was waiting for him. Coates writes, “he threw an open hand and I hit the floor” (141). 

This is when the assault intensifies: William Coates “swung with the power of an army of 

slaves in revolt. He swung like he was afraid, like the world was closing in and cornering 

him, like he was trying to save my life” (141). His mother, Cheryl Coates, tries to step in but 

is told, “woman, get off me” (141). After the beating, Coates is crying in his room, and he can 

hear his parents negotiating in the bedroom, but “only one sentence mattered – Cheryl, who 

would you rather do this: me or the police?” (141) William Coates is desperately trying to 
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save his son from the prison tiers, the street corners, and the brutality of the police. Sadly, he 

believes that the only option available is to resort to violence, confirming the old adage that 

violence always begets more violence.  

 

William Coates has had a tremendous influence on his son’s worldview and general 

philosophy. It is through his father that Coates is exposed to a wide variety of African 

American thinkers/writers. William Coates is the living embodiment of the revolutionary 

ethos. He joined the Black Panthers from a young age and rose through the ranks to become 

the captain of the Baltimore chapter. This was a dangerous time to be a Black Panther – it was 

the height of J. Edgar Hoover’s war against Black activists. Hoover called the Black Panthers 

“the greatest threat to the internal security of the country” (Ross 2021). The FBI special 

counter-intelligence program (COINTELPRO) was established to sabotage groups that were 

deemed subversive and “un-American,” such as feminists, communists, Black nationalists, 

and civil rights advocates. However, it was the Black Panthers that were the main target of the 

FBI’s war against activists – out of the 295 documented operations targeted at Black groups, 

233 focused on the Black Panthers (PBS 2002).  

 

The Black Panthers represented the intersection of socialist and Black Nationalist ideology – 

they carried guns, studied dialectical materialism, and organized food drives and meals for 

children. A serious critique of capitalism combined with militant Black activism made the 

Panthers a major source of paranoia for the FBI. Coates describes this war in harrowing detail 

in The Beautiful Struggle: “Hoover was wild and aflame. Later it all came out – reams of FBI 

files where agents fomented beef, trumped up charges, and coaxed the vanguard to suicidal 

acts” (Coates 2016, 79). This was a time of extreme paranoia: “Everyone was a presumed 

agent. Members were purged. Alleged informants were found decomposing in the woods of 

Leakin Park” (76). William Coates, however, was not concerned with guns and violent 

insurrection; he was a community organizer within the Black Panther hierarchy: focusing on 

procuring “oil, electricity, water, rent, and groceries” for the community (78). However, 

Coates Senior was a first-hand witness to the brutal tactics employed by the United States 

government to dismantle the Black Panther Party. Coates writes, “across the country, police 

armed with blueprints and intelligence above their grade kicked in doors at perfect hours. 

They murdered Fred Hampton. Bound and gagged Bobby Seale” (79). Both Bobby Seale and 

Fred Hampton were founding members of the Black Panthers. The Chicago Police, in a pre-

dawn raid, killed Fred Hampton and Mark Clark (fellow Black Panther). The Chicago Police 
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shot nearly 100 bullets through the house where the men resided (Lee 2019). Fred Hampton 

was killed in his sleep. Eventually William Coates left the Panthers, but he never relinquished 

the ideology of the movement: 

 

Still, he left the Panthers with a basic belief system, a religion that he would pass on to 

his kids. He would jettison Christmas and he saw the great apostasy of the Fourth of 

July. He took a pact with a group of brothers and sisters to fast on Thanksgiving in 

protest over Attica, the Indians, and the sheer gluttony of Satan. Through the years, 

these brothers fell away. But Dad carried on. (Coates 2016, 83) 

 

The steadfast commitment to the struggle makes William Coates a remarkable man. Whereas 

others eventually fall by the wayside, Coates Senior actively continues his fight against 

oppression and white supremacy. Understanding Ta-Nehisi Coates necessitates an 

examination of the life of his father. Many of the major themes in Between the World and Me 

are directly related to the “basic belief system” inherited from William Coates. The entire 

conceptualization of Coates’s world, his atheism and his critique of white hegemony derive 

from his father’s looming influence. 
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2. Systemic Oppression 

 

 

As long as there’s drugs to be sold/ I ain’t waitin’ for the system to plug up these 

holes/I ain’t slippin’ through the cracks/So I’m at Portland, Oregon tryin’ to slip you 

these raps (Jay-Z 2004)  

 

Between the World and Me is a highly gendered text. Coates is a Black man writing about the 

Black experience. Moreover, the text is an intimate transmission of ideas and knowledge from 

father to son. Therefore, my approach is to examine oppression and white supremacy through 

the lens of the criminal justice system. Black men, especially, suffer from the systemic 

violence and oppression perpetrated by the state. The justification for this violence derives 

from a history of criminalizing and dehumanizing Black men. It is the reason why so many 

men are brutalized and killed by the police, and why so many are warehoused in prison cells. 

Moreover, I found it necessary to adopt this approach after a close reading of Between the 

World and Me. In his work, Coates emphasizes the primacy of the “body.” According to 

Coates, there is nothing beyond our material bodies, and racism is, first and foremost, a direct 

assault on the human body. Coates writes about the various “destroyers” of Black men: 

primarily “the police departments that have been endowed with the authority to destroy your 

body” (2015, 9). Coates describes this form of systemic violence and oppression as the 

“superlative form of dominion” (9). At any moment, the state can detain and search you, 

assault your body, humiliate you at will, and even kill you with no repercussions. Moreover, 

Black teenage boys are disproportionally the victims of police brutality (Lepore 2020). My 

approach is to focus on the criminal justice system because it functions as the arm of state-

sanctioned violence. In addition, the criminal justice system directly interferes with the bodies 

of millions of Black men in the form of incarceration, prison labor, and parole. Special 

emphasis will be given to analyzing the war on drugs and its impact on Black men especially. 

The war on drugs supplies law enforcement with the far-reaching mandate necessary for 

incarcerating Black men at will (Cooper 2015).  It is this same war that is used as a pretext for 

dehumanizing and destructive policies such as “stop and frisk” and “no-knock warrants.”3 

 

 

                                                 
3
No-knock warrants permit law enforcement to breach a domicile with no prior warning. An execution of a no-

knock warrant resulted in the death of Brianna Taylor, igniting nation wide protests. 
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Although both Baldwin and Coates represent different generations, the material conditions of 

African Americans have not improved sufficiently to eradicate the state of fear and trauma 

expressed by both writers. In fact, comparing the texts, a depressing irony emerges. The Fire 

Next Time was published in 1963, in the midst of the civil rights movement, one year before 

the passing of the Civil Rights Act. This was the era of segregation, lynching’s, and church 

bombings. Despite the dire social circumstances, Baldwin maintains and nurtures a sense of 

hope. He communicates to his young nephew that there is a possibility for progress through 

the power of love: “that we, with love, shall force our brothers to see themselves as they are, 

to cease fleeing from reality and begin to change it” (Baldwin 2017, 17). Baldwin believes in 

the possibility of white redemption; in that he sees “white” people as “trapped in a history 

which they do not understand” (16-17). It is only when the “relatively conscious whites and 

the relatively conscious blacks” come together “like lovers” that we can “end the racial 

nightmare and achieve our country” (89). This is in stark contrast to Coates, who tells his son, 

“I do not believe we can stop them, because they must ultimately stop themselves. Do not pin 

your struggle on their conversion” (Coates 2015, 151). This divergence in perspectives 

necessitates a historical and critical analysis of race in America.  

 

Paradoxically, the historical context of 1960s America – as oppressive as it was – was also a 

time of great change and hope. It was a moment of cultural and sexual revolution, women´s 

liberation, and artistic renewal. The passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was a landmark 

achievement for human rights. The law ended segregation and employment discrimination 

based on race and gender. “Whites Only” signs were consigned to the trash bin of history. The 

future was hopeful and full of possibility – real tangible progress had been made. In theory, 

everyone would be afforded an equal opportunity to pursue the American Dream. This ethos 

of the possible extends to Baldwin’s writing, embodied in his belief that, “we, the black and 

the white, deeply need each other here if we are really to become a nation (Baldwin 2017, 83). 

One would be forgiven for assuming that the rate of progress would only accelerate, 

eventually eliminating what W.E.B. Du Bois considered the central problem of the twentieth 

century, “the color line” (87) 
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2.1 Legacy of Ongoing Oppression 
 

 

The countervailing pessimism expressed by Coates is better understood when examining the 

real lack of progress made in the material conditions of African Americans in the post-Civil-

Rights-era. According to Delgado and Stefanic, “the gap between whites and nonwhites in 

income, assets, educational attainment, and life expectancy is as wide as it was thirty years 

ago, if not wider” (2017, 48). In many ways, the systems of oppression and exploitation never 

disappeared, but rather evolved to become more sophisticated and hidden. For example, the 

Voting Rights Act of 1965 abolished literacy tests and poll taxes only to be replaced by 

purged voter rolls (Levine 2019), strict voter ID laws (ACLU 2017), and gerrymandering 

(Thernston 2010). Moreover, one-third of Black men have felony convictions, making them 

ineligible to vote4 (Shannon et al. 2017; Sentencing Project 2017). Taken together, these 

policies of disenfranchisement have maintained the historical systems of political oppression 

aimed at the Black voter. Political disenfranchisement has always been an effective tool for 

maintaining white hegemony by excluding the Black community from the political domain. 

Furthermore, de facto segregation continues to persist in the form of various discriminatory 

housing policies. In The Fire Next Time, Baldwin explicitly tells his young nephew, “It was 

intended that you should perish in the ghetto” (2017, 17). The “intentionality” communicated 

by Baldwin demonstrates the insidious and intentional social engineering underlying the 

phenomenon of institutional segregation. Escaping the “ghetto” is exceedingly difficult; this is 

not a bug in the system but a feature. 

 

In her work Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents, Isabel Wilkerson writes that Black people 

are still “smothering in an airtight cage of poverty, quarantined in isolated ghettos, exiled in 

their own country” (2020, 22). In his song Things Done Changed, Christopher Wallace, a.k.a, 

The Notorious B.I.G. illustrates the limited choices available to the young people meant to 

“perish in the ghetto”: “If  I wasn't in the rap game/ I'd probably have a ki [kilo] knee deep in 

the crack game/ because the streets is a short stop/either you're slingin' crack rock or you got a 

wicked jump shot” (1994). For many young men the only opportunities for escape are through 

the arts, the drug trade, or athletics. What each of these possibilities have in common is that 

                                                 
4 A felony conviction does not require imprisonment. Most felony convictions result in parole or jail time 

(Shannon et al. 2017). The distinction is relevant as I also cite Justice Department statistics that demonstrate a 

1/4 incarceration rate for Black men. 
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they are all extremely competitive and only a very small minority ever succeed in a 

meaningful way. David Simon, the creator of the “Wire”, in his interview with Barack 

Obama, analyzes the intersection of segregation, economic despair, and the drug war. The 

economic process of deindustrialization coupled with discriminatory housing policies have 

turned many neighborhoods into “company towns.” The situation is similar to any town or 

region dependent economically on one industry or company (e.g. mining towns). The drug 

trade is an “industry so large, with so much money, that it’s hard to get around it” (2015, 7 

minutes). If you are a young man or woman in a “company town,” and the only viable 

economic opportunities available to you are in the drug trade, what are you supposed to do? 

In this sense, Baldwin’s statement “it was intended that you should perish in the ghetto” 

captures the desperate circumstances and impossible choices faced by poor minorities in 

economically neglected and socially segregated neighborhoods. 

 

The militarization of the police, the war on drugs, and the school-to-prison industrial complex 

all combine to incarcerate an average of more than one in four Black men in the course of a 

lifetime (Beck and Bonczar 1997). And in the age of privatized prisons, human beings are 

often more profitable behind bars. The passing of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865 

abolished slavery in the United States. However, the amendment was quickly counteracted by 

passing numerous vagrancy laws (loitering, breaking curfew) referred to as“ Black Codes.” 

These vague laws coupled with the policy of “convict leasing” (plantation owners purchasing 

prisoners from the state and working them as slaves) ensured the continued supply of cheap 

labor crucial to the American economy (Muller 2018; Whitehouse 2017). Furthermore, the 

Thirteenth Amendment always contained a major caveat: slavery and involuntary servitude 

were abolished, “except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly 

convicted” (The Thirteenth Amendment 1865). Under the law, prisoners can be subjected to 

involuntary servitude and exploitation as a form of punishment. In other words, “although the 

names and legal legitimations have changed, there is little to distinguish the plantation from 

the penitentiary” (Heitzeg and Brewers 2008, 638). In his article “Rooted in Slavery: Prison 

Labor Exploitation” (2010), Brown describes the prison labor system as “mirroring the Free 

Enterprise Zones in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.” The labor conditions are so exploitative 

(no wages, no labor rights, etc.) as to resemble the sweatshops in the developing world. Prison 

labor is a multibillion-dollar industry operated by private corporations in tandem with the US 

government. The growth of the prison industrial complex in a globalized capitalist system 
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necessitates the constant search for cheaper labor in the name of maximizing profits. The 

importance and profitability of prison labor cannot be overstated. In many states, prison labor 

is crucial to the economy. For example, when Kamala Harris was acting Attorney General of 

California, her office argued against releasing non-violent offenders under the pretext that “it 

would deplete the prison labor pool” (Lopez 2020). California is especially dependent on 

prisoners to fight the annual wildfires – thousands of inmates are used for this purpose. The 

work is extremely dangerous and strenuous. Prisoners work in 24-hour shifts and are 

compensated a maximum of 2.90 dollars a day (Brock 2020). In an op-ed for USA Today, 

Brock argues that “the state's use of inmates to fight fires is a human rights violation that 

history will almost certainly deem cruel.” The real insult to injury is the fact that the prisoners 

who do fight the fires are prohibited from working as civilian firefighters upon release from 

prison.  

 

The profitability of the prison labor system is predicated on the continued supply of new 

prisoners. This cruel dynamic has resulted in the institution of a new system of “Black 

Codes”. For example, in California, various curfews, anti-loitering and anti-association laws 

have been passed in the name of “gang prevention.” Politicians are using these laws as a 

pretext to “track young (predominantly minority) men into the prison system to become 

prison labor” (Brown 2010). Heitzeg and Brewers describe this system as a form of “neo–

slave labor via incarceration” (2008, 626). Rashid Johnson in his op-ed for the Guardian, 

titled “Prison Labor is Modern Slavery: I've been sent to Solitary for Speaking Out” (2018), 

which was smuggled out of prison, vividly describes the nature of penal labor in various 

institutions: chain gangs, overseen by guards on horseback brandishing shotguns, toiling 

under the Texas/Florida sun, planting squash and okra for long hours without remuneration. 

The guards employ “elite posses of prisoners” who use coercion and violence to maintain 

order. Refusal to participate in this system is punished: “Prisoners who do not agree to such 

abject slavery are put in solitary confinement” (ibid.). Because Johnson has conscientiously 

objected to participating in a practice he considers “modern day slavery,” he has been deemed 

a “rebellious nigger” and subjected to many inhumane punishments: ”I have endured every 

level of abuse they have to offer: I have been starved, beaten, dehydrated, put in freezing cold 

cells, attacked with attack dogs, rendered unconscious, chained to a wall for weeks . There’s 

nothing left to fear.” The experiences described by Johnson embody “the superlative form of 

dominion” (Coates 2015, 9) practiced by a system of white supremacy and race-based terror.  

 



26 
 

 

2.2 “Black Criminality” and Police Brutality 

 

 

 “Some of those that work forces are the same that burn crosses”   

 (Rage Against the Machine 1991) 

 

The all too common phenomenon of Black men dying at the hand of the police is a central 

theme in Between the World and Me. Dr. Mabel Jones, the mother of Prince Jones, who was 

killed by the police, features prominently in Coates’s narrative. Coates shows the devastating 

effects of these deaths on the psyche of the victims by representing Jones’s deep grief over the 

loss of her son. Jones describes the emotion following her son’s death as “extremely 

physically painful” (Coates 2015, 144). She thought she was losing her faculties from grief: “I 

thought I was going to lose my mind and go crazy. I felt sick. I felt like I was dying” (144). 

Jones is deeply worried that her recently married daughter would bring a boy into this world, 

because “she could not save him, she could not secure his body from the ritual violence that 

had claimed her son” (144). The world of Black parents can be shattered at any moment. 

Jones “spent years developing a career, acquiring assets, engaging responsibilities. And one 

racist act. It’s all that it takes” (145). Coates examines the complex historical and social forces 

that account for this “ritual violence”, writing that the “destroyers [police] are merely men 

enforcing the whims of [the] country, correctly interpreting its heritage and legacy” (10). 

 

 It is imperative to investigate the American “heritage” and “legacy” that defines police 

violence. One must ask the obvious question, why are so many Black men incarcerated and/or 

brutalized/killed by the police? Khalil Gibran Muhammad’s The Condemnation of Blackness: 

Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America provides a detailed historical 

account of how the concept of “black criminality” emerged and how it has shaped “racial 

identity and racial oppression in modern America” (2010, 2). Muhammad examines census 

data reaching back to the Reconstruction Era to illustrate how, during that period, African 

Americans constituted 12% of the population but made up 30% of the prison population (4). 

Why were African Americans overrepresented in the prison population? According to 

Muhammed, these statistics are the direct result of numerous “race conscious laws, 

discriminatory punishments, and new forms of everyday racial surveillance that suppressed 



27 
 

black freedom” (14). The statistics are a direct indictment of a racist system. However, those 

who maintain that “Black criminality” is a social reality, fixate exclusively on the 

intentionally misleading numbers. The social context and the systems of oppression 

responsible for the statistics underlying “Black criminality” are completely ignored. Not 

much has changed since the 1890s: The US has 4.25%5 of the world’s population and 25%6 of 

its prisoners. African Americans comprise 13.4%7 of the US population, and 34% of its prison 

population.8 In fact, the percentage of Black men incarcerated relative to the general 

population exceeds that of the Reconstruction era. As Coates writes,“ In 1900, the black-white 

incarceration disparity in the North was seven to one – roughly the same disparity that exists 

today on a national scale” (2018, 276).  

 

Furthermore, it is American “heritage” to criminalize Black men through racist depictions in 

popular culture. Hit “reality-based” tv-shows like “Cops” repeatedly represent Black and 

Hispanic people as criminal suspects, whereas white characters are more often depicted as the 

police. (Oliver 2009). “Black criminality,” moreover, is a potent political weapon deployed in 

election cycles. The now infamous “Willie Horton” ad, run by the Bush campaign in the 1988 

presidential election, used the image of Willie Horton, an intimidating felon, to tar the 

Democrats and Dukakis as “soft-on-crime.” The express purpose of the campaign was to 

bolster Bush’s bonafides as the “tough-on-crime” candidate. Lee Atwater, Bush’s political 

strategist, initiated a Machiavellian campaign to associate Horton and the crimes he 

committed while on furlough (weekend pass from prison) with Dukakis. Atwater famously 

remarked that “by the time we’re finished; they’re going to wonder whether Willie Horton is 

Dukakis’s running mate” (Schwartzapfel and Keller 2015). According to Baker, “The Willie 

Horton episode and the political advertising that came to epitomize it remain among the most 

controversial chapters in modern politics, a precursor to campaigns to come and a decisive 

force that influenced criminal justice policy for decades” (2018). The Democrats, in their 

attempt to match the republicans “tough-on-crime” rhetoric, passed major legislation during 

the Clinton administration that disproportionally targeted the African American population 

(ibid.). Laws like the “three strikes rule” (three felonies results in automatic life-

imprisonment), and the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act, accelerated mass 

                                                 
5 Worldometers statistics 
6 Collier, Lorna “Incarceration Nation” American Psychological Association 2014 
7
 U.S Census 2019 

8
 NAACP Criminal Justice Fact Sheet 
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incarceration (Chung 2019). Democrats took special pride in passing draconian sentencing 

laws and increasing federal funding for states to implement “tough on crime” measures (e.g. 

building more prisons, more police, longer sentences, expanding the death penalty, trying 

minors as adults etc…) (Ofer 2019).  

 

The prison industrial complex operates under the laws of a state-subsidized “free” market that 

simultaneously manufactures and profits from “Black criminality.” Coates describes this 

system as the new “national model of social control” (Coates 2018, 276). Upon re-entering 

society, Black men find it nearly impossible to re-enter the work force. A felony conviction is 

like a scarlet letter. A study conducted by Devah Pager in Marked: Race, Crime, and Finding 

Work in an Era of Mass Incarceration (2007) compares how white men with criminal records 

fared compared to Black men with similar records in seeking employment. The results were 

astounding; not only was it more difficult for a Black man to find employment, but “the black 

man without a criminal record fared worse than the white man with one” (cited in Coates 

2018, 240, emphasis original). The “criminalization of blackness” is so effective that being 

innocent is rendered irrelevant. A felony conviction can completely decimate an individual. 

Not only do you lose all prospects for gainful employment, but you also lose your access to 

welfare and public housing, which “nearly guarantees continued participation in crime and 

return to the prison industrial complex following initial release” (Heitzeg and Brewers 2008, 

637). In her article, “The New Jim Crow” (2010), Michelle Alexander quotes a Black 

minister’s sermon from Mississippi; 

 

'Felony' is the new N-word. They don't have to call you a nigger anymore. They just 

say you're a felon. In every ghetto you see alarming numbers of young men with 

felony convictions. Once you have that felony stamp, your hope of employment, for 

any kind of integration into society, it begins to fade out. Today's lynching is a felony 

charge. Today's lynching is incarceration. Today's lynch mobs are professionals. They 

have a badge; they have a law degree. A felony is a modern way of saying, 'I'm going 

to hang you up and burn you.' Once you get that F, you're on fire (20). 

 

Alexander’s minister demonstrates the cruel logic of today’s criminal justice system. An 

Orwellian bureaucracy that devours Black men whole has replaced overt racism. It is more 

palatable, effective, and efficient to replace the “N-word” with “felon.” It is more acceptable 
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to destroy the lives of Black men through criminalization. Lynching’s are archaic and 

unnecessary. In addition, criminalization profits the state by extracting free labor from 

prisoners while simultaneously saving money in the form of welfare and public housing 

expenditures. This ensures the never-ending supply of prisoners and the permanent 

desperation of many Black men ensnared in the system.  

 

What constitutes a crime? Who gets to decide? Delgado and Stefanic investigate the 

relationship between our definition of crime and the criminalization of Black men. Observing 

the real world, it becomes apparent that many destructive acts ranging from selling tobacco 

and alcohol, white collar crime, and starting illegal wars are not illegal or enthusiastically 

policed (2017, 121). However, activities that young Black and Latino men engage in –

“loitering,” “marijuana possession,” “graffiti” – attract the full attention of the state (121). 

Delgado and Stefanic go on to illustrate “that white-collar crime, including embezzlement, 

consumer fraud, bribery, insider trading, and price fixing, causes more deaths and property 

loss on a per-capita basis, than all street crime combined (121). If this is the case, it begs the 

question: why are the prisons full of poor Black and brown men? The answer is simple and 

depressing: there are two criminal justice systems; one for the powerful, wealthy, and well 

connected, and the other for the poor and powerless. 

 

The war on drugs is, in reality, a war on poor people, especially poor people of color (Earp et 

al. 2021).The real world is full of examples that reveal the underlying hypocrisy, injustice, 

and racism inherent to the drug war and the criminal justice system. Coates writes, “Now I 

felt the deeper weight of my generational chains – my body confined, by history, by policy, to 

certain zones. Some of us make it out. But the game is played with loaded dice” (2015, 124 

emphasis mine). “The loaded dice” is a perfect metaphor for the criminal justice system. The 

rich and powerful always win; the poor and powerless always lose; right and wrong do not 

enter the equation. To fully appreciate the gross imbalance and injustice of the criminal 

justice system, I will examine two recent cases that perfectly illustrate how the game is played 

with “loaded dice,” how the oppressed exist in an alternate judicial system. The sixth largest 

bank in the world, HSBC, has laundered enormous sums of money for the Sinaloa cartel (881 

million dollars), and allegedly facilitated financial transactions for terrorist organizations 

(Woodman 2020). No criminal prosecutions were brought against HSBC, only fines. (Bray, 

2017). Wachovia, one of the largest financial institutions in the US (bought by Wells Fargo), 

was exposed laundering billions of dollars for various criminal organizations. Criminal 
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charges were filed against the bank but they were never taken to court. Wachovia was fined 

less than two percent of its total profits of 12.3 billion dollars (Vulliamy, 2011).There is no 

disincentive for major banks to engage in criminal activity as the fines are just factored into 

the cost of doing business. During the height of the financial crisis in 2008, the only liquid 

capital available to many banks originated in the drug trade (Vulliamy 2011). In 1999, Eric 

Holder, Obama's future Attorney General, wrote a memo that came to be known as the 

“Holder Doctrine.” In the memo, Holder argued that when prosecuting major financial 

institutions and corporations prosecutors should consider “collateral consequences” and 

systemic risks inherent to a criminal prosecution (Chittum 2014). If a financial institution is 

declared “systemically important,” prosecutions should be avoided. This doctrine deems 

major banks and corporations as “too big to jail.” These real-world examples demonstrate the 

gross duality of the criminal justice system. In contrast, if an economically desperate migrant 

is caught crossing the border with drug money, he will face a long prison sentence. When a 

Black man is caught selling small amounts of crack cocaine, he is sentenced to life in prison 

(Blinder and Medina 2018). However, when major financial institutions launder billions for 

international criminal syndicates, at most they pay fines – nobody goes to jail.  

 

For centuries, African Americans have occupied the imagination of the white psyche as 

inherently and dangerously “other.” This supposed “criminality” and “danger” has been the 

primary justification for oppressive social control in the form of various draconian laws and 

extra-judicial punishments. It was seen as the white man’s duty to protect civilized society 

from “the crime stained blackness of the negro” (Coates 2018, 245). The white supremacist 

Hinton Rowan Helper illustrates this sentiment: “Negroes” with their “crime-stained 

blackness” could not rise to a plane any higher than that of “base and beast like savagery” 

(cited in Muhammad 2010, 16). According to Muhammad, following the civil war “African 

American criminality became one of the most widely accepted bases for justifying prejudicial 

thinking, discriminatory treatment, and/or acceptance of racial violence as an instrument of 

public safety” (14). This phenomenon of racially justified discrimination and social control 

can be observed by examining the historical roots of the war on drugs. A 1914 New York 

Times article titled “Negro Cocaine ‘Fiends’ are a New Southern Menace” recounts 

“incidents” of “cocaine crazed negroes” committing mass killing sprees in the American South 

(Williams 1914). The article asserts that under the influence of cocaine,“ Negro men” become 

dangerously violent. Cocaine imbues these men with impeccable “marksmanship,” and 
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preternatural resistance to bullets (ibid). The fear of the violent “cocaine crazed negro” was a 

major impetus for the passing of the Harrison Narcotics Tax Act of 1914. This was the origin 

of the drug war that continues to devastate poor minority communities to this very day (Hart 

2014). The same social and political practice of criminalizing blackness continues unabated. 

The 1980s and 90s saw politicians decrying the emergence of “super-predators” – a not so 

subtle dog whistle denoting poor young Black men from inner city communities. Defending 

her husband’s 1994-crime bill, a major legislative driver for mass incarceration (Lopez 2020), 

Hillary Clinton described young people in inner cities engaged in criminal activity as follows: 

“They are not just gangs of kids anymore. They are often the kinds of kids that are called 

‘super-predators.’ No conscience, no empathy. We can talk about why they ended up that 

way, but first we have to bring them to heel” (Keneally 2016).  The discourse of that time 

claimed poor young kids of color were irredeemable criminals devoid of any human emotion. 

Using this language was Clinton’s Willie Horton moment – a political ploy to amass more 

power by being “tough-on-crime.” She stoked the fears of the white electorate by invoking 

the fear of the “Black criminal.” Coates is prescient when he writes, “the justification for 

resorting to incarceration was the same in 1996 as it was in 1896” (Coates 2018, 256). The 

language of overt racism has been replaced by more socially “acceptable” dog-whistles, but 

the underlying assumption is the same – Black men are inherently criminal. 

 

The use and availability of crack cocaine exploded in the 1980s due to its relative 

affordability compared to powder cocaine. Old stereotypes of the “cocaine crazed negro” re-

emerged in newspapers. A 1987 article in the New York Times titled “New Violence Seen in 

Users of Cocaine” recounts a thirty-hour standoff between the police and an alleged crack 

consumer in East Harlem. As Hart notes, since “East Harlem was almost exclusively black 

and Latino, there was no need to mention the suspect´s race. The message was clear: crack 

makes poor people of color crazy and violent” (2014). Powder cocaine has always been 

perceived as the drug of choice for the white and affluent. It maintains an aura of luxury and 

exclusivity. In contrast, crack “was described as being prevalent in “poor, ‘urban’ or 

‘troubled' neighborhoods, ‘inner cities’ and ‘ghettos’ terms that were codes for ‘blacks’ and 

other undesired people” (Hart 2014). New mythologies emerged around crack-cocaine. The 

users, given the derogatory moniker “crackheads,” were portrayed as dangerously violent, 

unpredictable and prone to psychosis. However, according to a study published by the 

Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA), “The physiological and psychoactive 
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effects of cocaine are similar regardless of whether it is in the form of powder or crack” 

(Fischman et al. 1996). At the beginning of the “tough-on-crime” hysteria, The Anti-Drug 

Abuse Act of 1986 was passed into law. The law created a 100:1 sentencing disparity between 

crack and powder cocaine and established harsh mandatory minimum sentences. Possession 

of five grams of crack cocaine (the weight of two pennies) carries a mandatory federal prison 

sentence of five years. During the “tough-on-crime” era, inner city neighborhoods were 

flooded with tactical police units targeting crack users and dealers, “transforming federal 

prisons into institutions increasingly dedicated to the African American community” 

(McCurdy and Vagins 2006, 3). According to Devah Pager, a Harvard sociologist, “No single 

offence type has more directly contributed to contemporary racial disparities in imprisonment 

than drug crimes” (cited in Coates 2018, 256). The data reflects this fact: African Americans 

comprise 15% of all drug users, but 74% of those sentenced to prison for a drug offense 

(McCurdy and Vagins 2006, 1).  

 

Muhammad´s work reveals the underlying logic of a system that self justifies its own 

inhumanity. If “Black criminality” is accepted at face value, then policies like “stop and frisk” 

are systemically easy to justify. A common apologist position for continuing police brutality 

is appealing to “bad apples” within the police. According to this line of reasoning, there is no 

systemic bias and racism in policing. All instances of police brutality and, especially, the 

killing of unarmed Black men, are the result of individual “bad actors.” This narrative is 

always recycled to counteract the latest case of police brutality. It is an embodiment of the 

logical contortions necessary to justify an ongoing system of state violence targeted at the 

African American community. A further defense is to blame the victim. The logic of “Black 

criminality” permits the perpetrators to manufacture some “legitimate” reason for the use of 

excessive force. In his grand jury testimony, Darren Wilson, the police officer who killed 

Micheal Brown, an unarmed teenager, described his interaction with Brown as follows: “I felt 

like a five-year-old holding on to Hulk Hogan. He looked up at me, and had the most intense, 

aggressive face. The only way I can describe it – it looks like a demon” (Glenza 2014). 

Although in reality Wilson was the larger man, the depiction of Brown as supernaturally 

strong and “possessed” aided his acquittal. It played to the old racist stereotype of the “crazed 

criminal” Black man 

 

 The drug war and police brutality are intimately interrelated. This can be observed when 

investigating the various trials of police officers charged with assaulting and killing Black 
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men. The most famous case is Rodney King, who was viciously beaten by multiple police 

officers. The act was caught on camera, and the acquittal of the officers responsible led to the 

LA riots. The defense claimed that Rodney King was under the influence of PCP. The exact 

wording was “how much force is needed to subdue this unruly, PCP-crazed giant” (Newton 

1993). Even though the toxicology screens were negative for PCP, the evocation of the 

“cocaine crazed” Black man is unmistakable. Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown both had 

cannabis in their systems at time of death. Lawyers argued that the presence of cannabis could 

possibly have contributed to aggressive and unpredictable behavior in both men, therefore 

justifying the use of deadly force, although scientific experts deny the connection between 

cannabis and violent behavior (Lopez 2014). Crucially, the drug war ensures that police 

routinely encounter Black men who “fit the profile.” Probable cause is easy to manufacture. 

An officer, for example, can always claim they smell marijuana to justify an illegal search. 

Moreover, attributing cause of death to narcotics or the unscientific diagnosis of “excited 

delirium”9 is standard operating procedure for many police departments. Taken together, the 

pattern of these cases demonstrates that the old racist tropes and stereotypes are alive and 

well, and using them as a defense in criminal trials is highly effective in producing “not 

guilty” verdicts in cases involving police brutality and murder.  

 

Between the World and Me begins with Samori’s reaction to the trial of Michael Brown’s 

killer. Samori “stayed up till 11 p.m. that night waiting for the announcement of an 

indictment” (Coates 2015, 11), and when none materialized Samori withdrew to his room in 

tears. The acquittal was highly traumatic; Samori was young and still believed that justice 

would ultimately prevail. His father, on the other hand, had seen enough to know that “the 

men who had left his body on the street would never be punished” (11). Coates has witnessed 

too many police killings to offer any comfort to his grieving son: “I did not tell you it would 

be okay, because I have never believed it would be okay” (11). Coates understands on a deep 

level that police killings are the ultimate manifestation of the “superlative form of dominion” 

(9) expressed by a system of violence and white supremacy. The solution to police terror and 

                                                 
9 “Excited delirium” is an invented diagnosis to absolve the police from killing people under arrest. Many Black 

men have died from “exited delirium” while in police custody. According to the police, a person under the state 

of “exited delirium” will exhibit exaggerated human strength and immunity to pain. This state can supposedly 

lead to respiratory failure and death. “Exited delirium” is not acknowledged by any authoritative medical 

organization (American Medical Association, The American Psychiatric Association, the World Health 

Organization’s International Classification of Diseases, or the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders)The “diagnosis” is a modern version of the “cocaine crazed negro.” The only difference is that today 

police borrow terminology from the medical sciences (Byju 2021) (O’Hare et al. 2020). 
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brutality goes far beyond police reform. Policies of diversity and sensitivity training and the 

use of body cams are minuscule steps in the right direction, but, according to Coates, real 

change cannot be made until it is recognized that the police “reflect America in all of its will 

and fear” (78): 

 

The abuses that have followed from these policies – the sprawling carceral state, the 

random detention of black people, the torture of suspects, are the product of 

democratic will. The problem with the police is not that they are fascist pigs but that 

our country is ruled by majoritarian pigs (79). 

  

Coates refuses to separate the “fascist pigs” from the majority of the American population. It 

would be easy to allocate all of the blame on the police, however, it is the “majoritarian pigs,” 

Americans in general, that are responsible for the existence of these abuses and brutal 

policies. The police do not exists in a vacuum; they express the will of the hegemonic 

majority.  In America, the security of the Black body is in constant jeopardy and eventually 

every Black parent has to have the “talk” with their children. What do you do when the police 

pull you over? Keep your hands in a “ten to two” position on the steering wheel at all times. 

Do not make any sudden movements – one wrong move and you could lose your life. The 

ever-present physical danger to the Black body persists today just as it did in Baldwin’s time. 

Coates communicates this fundamental reality to Samori: “The police departments of your 

country have been endowed with the authority to destroy your body. The destroyers will 

rarely be held accountable. Mostly they will receive pensions” (9). Moreover, the violent 

police suppression of the Black Lives Matter protests, one of the largest protest movements in 

American history (Buchanan et al. 2020), echoes the state violence perpetrated against the 

non-violent Civil-Rights activists in the 1960s. Images of peaceful crowds, protesting the 

murder of George Floyd, being tear-gassed, shot with rubber bullets, beaten with billy clubs, 

run over by police cars, and thrown into unmarked vans (Doubek et al. 2020) highlight the 

continued practice of political oppression and state intimidation against movements 

demanding social justice.  

 

Understanding police brutality requires a historical overview of the entire concept of policing 

in America. The history of law enforcement is inseparable from white supremacy (Speri 2017; 

Lepore 2020). In an interview with Amy Goodman on Democracy Now! (2021), Khalil 
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Gibran Muhammad explains that the police have always existed to control poor minorities. 

Policing is not concerned with protecting individuals but rather with subordinating minority 

groups and protecting private property. In the early periods of colonization, it was the 

indigenous population, and with 250 years of chattel slavery the police controlled and 

subjugated the Black population – white property. The central purpose of the police was to 

protect and preserve the economic system of slavery. The first incarnation of the police were 

the slave patrols tasked with capturing runaway slaves and returning them back to the 

plantation (Hassett-Walker 2021). After the abolishment of slavery, policing focused on 

enforcing a system of Black Codes, a combination of vague laws passed for the explicit 

purpose of imprisoning newly freed slaves. During Jim Crow, the police enforced the brutal 

laws. Moreover, many police officers themselves were members of the Klan (Speri 2017), and 

“lynching, though extralegal, found support in the local, state, and national governments of 

America (Coates 2018, 245).  According to Muhammad, this history has never disappeared, 

and it still determines policing to this day. Even now, the police are “overwhelmingly 

concentrated within the most divested and poor minority communities” (Muhammad 2021, 

3:20min). Muhammad goes on to highlight that policing in poor white communities per capita 

is much lower than in poor Black communities (3:30min). This fact demonstrates that over-

policing is not merely determined socioeconomically – the key factor is race.  The history of 

racism and white supremacy is still reproduced in many police departments across America. 

A leaked FBI counter-terrorism policy guide asserts that “domestic terrorism investigations 

focused on militia extremists, white supremacist extremists, and sovereign citizen extremists 

often have identified active links to law enforcement officers” (Speri 2017).  

 

White supremacist groups have a “historical” interest in “infiltrating law enforcement 

communities or recruiting law enforcement personnel” (Speri 2020.) Neo-Nazi groups are 

encouraging their members to become “ghost skins,” hiding one’s beliefs and avoiding any 

obvious displays of racist iconography to infiltrate law enforcement and advance the interests 

of white supremacy (Speri 2017). During the Capitol riots of 2020 following Donald Trump’s 

election defeat, the mob responsible included many that had extensive military training 

(Biesecker et al. 2020). An estimated one in five of the rioters had a military background 

(Haroun 2021). In addition, there were approximately 30 active-duty police officers present 

that day (Westervelt 2021). The militant core of the rioters were made up of various white 

nationalist/supremacist groups (eg. Three Percenters, Proud Boys). The reaction of the 
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Capitol police10 also raises many questions especially when juxtaposed with the draconian 

police response to the protests over the murder of George Floyd in the summer of 2020. If the 

protesters had been part of the Black Lives Matter movement, would they have reached the 

Capitol steps? How many protesters would have lost their lives that day? Given this brutal 

history of white supremacy and policing, it is easy to understand Coates’s declaration that the 

country is ruled by “majoritarian pigs,” and that the police truly “reflect America in all of its 

will and fear” (Coates 2015, 79). 

 

All of this historic and ongoing systemic oppression imbues Coates’s writing with a searing 

indictment of America: “White America is a syndicate arrayed to protect exclusive power to 

dominate and control our bodies (…) The power of domination and exclusion is central to the 

belief in being white, and without it, ‘white people’ would cease to exist” (42). Coates’s use 

of the word “syndicate” illustrates the intimate and necessary interrelationship between power, 

whiteness, and racism. The term “syndicate” is commonly modified with the adjective 

“criminal,” as in “criminal syndicate.” This explicitly implies organization, hierarchy, 

logistics, and, crucially, the profit motive. Understanding the phenomenon of white hegemony 

and domination necessitates an analysis of the power and advantages inherent to “whiteness.” 

How does the “white” syndicate operate and who benefits materially from its existence? 

George Lipsitz describes these explicit advantages as the “possessive investment in 

whiteness” – “whiteness” affords an individual structural advantages in employment, asset 

accumulation, health care, education, and housing (Lipsitz 2006). In her article “Defining 

Racism,” Beverly Tatum also affirms that racism is not a matter of “prejudice,” but rather, a 

“system of advantage based on race” (cited in Adams et al. 2018, 75). The police exist to 

protect these advantages and without this protection, as Coates writes, “white people would 

cease to exist” (2015, 42).  Understanding racism as a system of advantages and power 

relations explains in large part Coates’s reluctance to embrace any narratives espousing 

“hope.” In contrast, James Baldwin hopes that white people will eventually “cease fleeing 

from reality and begin to change it” (Baldwin 2017, 17). However, in the prescient words of 

Upton Sinclair, “it is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends 

                                                 
10

Over 250 Black officers have sued the capitol police since 2001 for racist practices: “Some of those former 

officers now say it’s no surprise white nationalists were able to storm the building” (Kaplan 2021). 
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on his not understanding it” (Sinclair 1994, 109). For Coates, the notion of white people 

voluntarily relinquishing their privilege and power is a utopian delusion. The only path 

forward is continuous struggle.  
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3. Broken Bodies and Caged Minds 

 

 

In Between the World and Me, Coates projects a materialistic metaphysics of the universe and 

the human condition. Our humanity and subjectivity are ultimately reducible to our material 

“bodies.” The relatively short text (152 pages) has approximately 42 mentions of the word 

“body” (Haile 2017). The frequency of the repetition is both intentional and meaningful. In 

the world Coates portrays, human beings are nothing more than exposed anatomy, vulnerable 

to the elements, and easily annihilated. Coates repeatedly uses the noun “body” as a stand in 

for “life” (i.e. “she could lose her body” Coates 2015, 11) to express both the objectification 

of Black life, and the materialistic claim that there is nothing beyond the “body” – no dualistic 

possibility for spiritual transcendence to compensate for the material suffering in the here and 

now. Our lives are synonymous with our bodies. By evoking the “body” repeatedly, Coates 

brings to light the destructive physical, social, and psychological consequences racism has on 

its victims. The “embodied” analysis of lived racism imbues Coates’s writing with a searing 

indictment of “race relations” in the United States: 

 

But all our phrasing – race relations, racial chasm, racial justice, racial profiling, white 

privilege, even white supremacy – serves to obscure that racism is a visceral 

experience, that it dislodges brains, blocks airways, rips muscles, extracts organs, 

cracks bones, breaks teeth (…) Remember that the sociology, the history, the 

economics, the graphs, the charts, the regressions all land, with great violence upon 

the body. (10)  

 

Coates’s juxtaposition of race-related terminology, in the quoted passage (i.e. white 

supremacy, race relations, white privilege, racial chasm) with broken and violated human 

anatomy further highlights the active role racism plays in the destruction of the physical 

subject. This can be observed by a cursory syntactic analysis of the quoted passage above. In 

the passage, the abstract noun “racism” precedes a predicate that would naturally follow a 

concrete noun. If, for example, a proper noun “John” is substituted for the abstract noun 

“racism” it can be seen that the sentence expresses the direct agency of its physical subject – 

i.e., “John rips muscles, John breaks teeth, John cracks bones.” Moreover, the present tense of 

the verb demonstrates that the physical violations are happening now. The destruction is 

immediate, not something consigned to the distant past. Coates’s use of this sentence structure 
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anthropomorphizes the abstract concept of “racism” by giving it both agency and intent. Thus, 

racism is made flesh, and its effects on the Black body are exposed. Moreover, Black bodies 

have fueled the engine of American capitalism for centuries – they were “transfigured into 

sugar, tobacco, cotton, and gold” (71). Here Coates uses the verb “transfigure” in conjunction 

with Black bodies and material commodities to underscore the brutal nature of slave labor. 

The very act of “transfiguring” necessitates a physical change in the subject: human beings 

were literally maimed and mutilated in the pursuit of profit.  

 

Understanding racism requires going beyond the analysis of micro aggressions and income 

distribution graphs. Racism cuts deep, it is a “visceral experience.” Coates illustrates the 

disconnect between the language we use to describe racist policies and practices, and their 

effects on the “Black body.” One example out of many is the racial profiling practiced by the 

NYPD under Giuliani and Bloomberg (stop and frisk). This was not merely a bureaucratic 

abuse of police power, but rather, a direct assault on the bodies of primarily Black and brown 

men. Keeshan, a young Black man, recounts his experience of these oppressive police tactics. 

Growing up in New York City has been a traumatic experience. Keeshan has been stopped 

and frisked by the police over 100 times between the ages of 13-18 (Medina 2013). Keeshan 

describes the situation as living in a constant state of paranoia, “you never know what’s going 

to happen” (Ibid.). Maybe the police take him to jail, or maybe they let him go: “no matter 

how innocent I may be, they can still arrest me.” (ibid.) Keeshan felt completely “powerless” 

growing up in this environment. He regained his sense of agency only when he began to share 

his experiences with other young people. He realized he was just one of many that suffer from 

this form of state oppression (ibid.). The inviolability of the human body is supposed to be 

sacrosanct in self-declared Liberal Democracies. It can be violated only under well justified 

circumstances (i.e. commission of a crime, mental health crisis). What racial profiling means 

in practice is that, at any moment, a police officer can lay claim to your body. Living under 

these conditions is a constant reminder that you have no agency and autonomy – you are 

completely powerless. In this social reality, your freedom is always contingent on the whims 

of the police officers that represent oppressive state power.  
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3.1 The Metaphysics of Between the World and Me 

 

 

 “Freedom as the recognition of contingency” (Rorty 1989) 

 

The evocation of the body as the ultimate source of our subjectivity and existence is a 

rejection of the metaphysics of organized religion or any other transcendentalist tradition. 

Such a rejection distinguishes Coates from most in the Black tradition who find meaning in 

the church and its “mysteries” (Coates 2015, 28). The world is governed by chaos and the 

ultimate telos of existence is death – the cessation of all being. Coates writes about his 

atheism and how, paradoxically, a purely materialistic interpretation of the universe is the key 

to his liberation: “In accepting both the chaos of history and the fact of my total end, I was 

freed to truly consider how I wished to live – specifically, how do I live free in this black 

body?” (12) The acceptance of death as the “total end” forces Coates to “truly consider” the 

significance of his decisions. Time is limited and all choices are irrevocable. This fact is, 

surprisingly, both liberating and constraining. Accepting his inevitable demise gives Coates 

the prerequisite agency, urgency, and perspective to navigate life on his own terms. However, 

a tension exists in Coates’s declaration of being truly free to consider how to live, and the 

subsequent question, “How do I live free in this black body?” (12) Coates recognizes that 

asking common existential questions in the vein of “how should I live,” or “what is the 

meaning of life,” is fundamentally altered when explored by a Black man in America. How 

can you be free in a society that denies you your basic humanity? What does freedom for a 

Black man in America look like? These questions have preoccupied Coates’s mind for the 

entirety of his life. He has actively searched for answers in numerous places: in books, in 

classrooms, in the streets, in national myths, and in other countries and so on (12). Ultimately 

Coates concludes that the “question is unanswerable, which is not to say futile” (12). The 

unrelenting questioning in the context of oppression and white supremacy has, according to 

Coates, freed him from the “sheer terror of disembodiment” (12). “Disembodiment,” the loss 

of the “body,” is the final end in Coates’s metaphysics 

 

Somehow, the act of questioning has freed Coates from the fear of death – his “total end.” 

Coates frees himself from the fear of death by accepting his ultimate mortality in the context 

of a random and chaotic universe. It would be reasonable to assume that one’s inevitable 

demise in the context of a purely materialistic and meaningless existence would only intensify 
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feelings of fear and anxiety vis-a-vis death. If our lives are finite in a chaotic universe, how 

can we derive meaning from existence? How can we ever feel safe knowing that we are 

nothing but a collection of atoms suspended in an endless void? Counterintuitively, Coates 

discovers his own agency, his freedom to truly consider, only when he accepts the 

contingency of existence and his own inevitable “disembodiment.” Being free to “truly 

consider” how to live vs. being free to live in the material world with its “chaos of history” 

and infinite contingencies are two vastly different propositions.  

 

Coates’s simultaneous acceptance of the “chaos of history” and his own autonomy in 

choosing how to live parallels the poem Invictus by William Ernest Henley (1875). Alluding 

to Henley’s poem is an attempt by me to further expound and clarify Coates’s metaphysics 

and worldview. The similarities in relation to questions of contingency and agency are 

significant. Henley wrote Invictus while he was hospitalized for tuberculosis of the bone. 

Henley lost his leg and spent a considerable portion of his life in severe pain. The famous 

lines “I am the master of my faith/I am the captain of my soul” (Henley 1875) express the 

agency of the speaker when confronting difficult and often insurmountable odds. The lines 

celebrate individual agency in the face of certain calamity. In the second stanza of the poem 

Henley writes, “In the fell clutch of circumstance/I have not winced nor cried aloud,” and in 

the third stanza he continues, “and yet the menace of the years/finds and shall find me 

unafraid” (Henley 1875).  All told, the speaker of the poem is unfazed by circumstance, old 

age, and ultimately death. Invictus embodies Coates’s recognition that when confronting the 

“chaos of history,” and our inevitable demise, all one can do is “truly consider” how to face 

adversity, pain, and death. To be “the captain of your soul” is to overcome circumstance and 

assert your individual agency. We cannot control our historical and social circumstances, only 

how we will respond to them. We do not choose our bodies; we do not choose when and 

where we are born. We do not inhabit a “just” world created through a Rawlsian “veil of 

ignorance” (Rawls 2009). The question, “How do I live free in this black body,” is the 

ultimate synthesis of the tension between agency and contingency. It is the interplay between 

these opposing forces that animates Coates’s search for meaning and identity in a country 

historically defined by white supremacy.  
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3.2 Struggle for Meaning 

 

 

A Black man in Baltimore is subject to forces beyond his control (racist police, mass 

incarceration, economic deprivation, violence, history of collective trauma, etc…), yet he 

must preserve a sense of individual freedom and agency to derive meaning from life and 

maintain his sanity. This balancing act can be observed when Coates writes about the 

“wisdom of the streets” (Coates 2015, 68). He describes the violence of the streets, of being 

assaulted by other boys. An explicit code exists: if your friend is attacked, you must go to 

battle: “whether you fought or you ran, you did it together, because that is the part that was in 

your control” (69 emphasis my own). The streets are violent and full of peril – all Coates can 

do is choose how to navigate this hostile environment. He ultimately finds purpose and 

meaning through resisting the forces of white supremacy and oppression. However, there is 

no metaphysical significance to his struggle, no scriptural decree or imperative that demands 

resistance in the face of injustice. Most importantly, there is no guarantee of success; no 

moral arc that bends towards justice. In fact, Coates explicitly tells Samori that he must resist 

“the common urge toward the comforting narratives of divine law, toward fairy tales that 

imply some irrepressible justice” (70).  

 

The real answer to the question “why struggle” is that “the struggle in and of itself has 

meaning” (69). This is a profound statement by Coates. Coates supplies the answer to his own 

question (how do I live free in this black body?). We live free through the act of struggle. It 

gives meaning to our lives and positions us in solidarity with those who suffer. Coates goes 

further when he writes, “you are called to struggle, not because it assures you victory but 

because it assures you an honorable and sane life” (97). Coates wants his son to “attack every 

day of [his] bright life in struggle” (108). He wants Samori to live in a state of constant 

struggle, for his life to have true meaning. The very name “Samori” comes from Samori 

Toure, a Muslim cleric, and military strategist “who struggled against French colonizers for 

the right to his own black body” (68). Committing to resistance is to commit to a tradition that 

transcends the self. Coates does not need religion or god to justify his struggle – his struggle 

is rooted in material traditions, virtues, and most importantly family: “Struggle for the 

memory of your ancestors. Struggle for wisdom. Struggle for the warmth of The Mecca. 

Struggle for your grandmother and grandfather, for your name. But do not struggle for the 

dreamers” [Mecca is Howard University] (151). Coates pleads for his son to struggle in the 
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name of anything except the “dreamers,” those who deem themselves to be “white.” There is 

no meaning to be found in struggling for their conversion. The people “brought up hopelessly, 

tragically, deceitfully to believe that they are white” (7) must save themselves. Confronted 

with overwhelming oppression and the insult of daily injustices, the act of struggle works as a 

bulwark against losing one’s mind.  

 

Moreover, the act of struggle is intimately related to the aforementioned discussion on control 

and agency. Coates tells his son, “The struggle is really all I have for you because it is the 

only portion of this world under your control” (107, emphasis my own). The only way to 

preserve a sense of agency, to be the “captain of your soul,” is to engage in struggle against 

the forces of oppression. Coates tells Samori that the struggle is “all we have”: 

 

Perhaps struggle is all we have because the god of history is an atheist, and nothing 

about the world is meant to be. So you must wake up every morning knowing that no 

promise is unbreakable, least of all the promise of waking up at all. This is not despair. 

These are the preferences of the universe itself: verbs over nouns, actions over states, 

struggle over hope (71).  

 

The universe is chaos. Nothing is given and power concedes nothing without demands. 

“Hope” is an abstraction, a dangerous notion often divorced from reality. True resistance 

requires more than “hope,” it requires the sacrifice and struggle of ordinary people. Perhaps, 

most importantly, what is needed are concrete actions and deeds. Coates’s metaphysics gives 

primacy to action and chaos – there are no certainties.  

 

Given the preferences of Coates’s universe, it begs the question: what does effective struggle 

look like? How should we resist knowing that the “god of history is an atheist?” Isn’t the act 

of struggle intimately intertwined with hope? Envisioning a better tomorrow, a more equitable 

future derives from our capacity to hope. Without hope, it becomes exceedingly difficult to 

imagine alternatives to our current system of exploitation and oppression. There is a 

contradiction at the heart of Coates’s conceptualization of “struggle.” It is this disconnect that 

Cornel West highlights in his critique of Coates. What are the concrete “actions” that must be 

undertaken to overcome oppression? What should be done? West emphasizes the importance 

of the collective Black struggle against white supremacy, while Between the World and Me 

expresses an existential, aesthetic, and individual dimension of struggle. Moreover, Coates’s 
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conviction that one should not struggle to convert the “dreamers" is problematic. How can 

true progress be made without expanding the number of allies committed to social justice and 

progress? All effective political/social campaigns for moral progress are predicated on 

winning hearts and minds. Coates rejects this fundamental dimension of resistance; his 

struggle is personal, and success does not derive from material progress or the elimination of 

prejudice in white society. The personal and psychological importance of struggle is perfectly 

articulated by Pulitzer Prize winning journalist and author Chris Hedges: 

 

Resistance entails suffering. It requires self-sacrifice. It accepts that we may be 

destroyed. It is not rational. It is not about the pursuit of happiness. It is about the 

pursuit of freedom. Resistance accepts that even if we fail, there is an inner freedom 

that comes with defiance, and perhaps this is the only freedom and true happiness we 

will ever know. To resist evil is the highest achievement of human life. It is the 

supreme act of love. It is to carry the cross, as the theologian James Cone reminds us, 

and to be acutely aware that what we are carrying is also what we will die upon. 

(Hedges 2018, chap 7)  

 

Coates understands on a deep level that his freedom is contingent on resistance. There is 

nothing rational or practical about Coates’s struggle. It cannot be distilled into slogans or 

demands. The only way Samori will ever experience “inner freedom” is through struggle. It is 

why Coates is so adamant in his appeal for defiance. He wants his son to attain the “highest 

achievement of human life,” to experience the only “true happiness [he] will ever know.”  

 

 

3.3 Atheism and Resistance 

 

 

The vast majority of those who deem themselves white have escaped into the dream 

irrevocably. The allure of the American dream with its supposed commitment to self-evident 

truths such as “all men are created equal,” are nothing but bitter platitudes for those who are 

oppressed.Belief in the American dream necessitates a considerable level of cognitive 

dissonance. George Carlin famously remarked that “the reason they call it the American 

dream is because you have to be asleep to believe it” (Carlin 2005). How can one reconcile a 

system proclaiming itself a meritocracy when the foundational wealth of the country was 
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created through slavery? The very notion of “equality of opportunity” is an insult to those 

born in the “killing fields” of segregated ghettoes (Coates 2015, 111). Coates’s atheism, his 

rejection of “magic in all its forms” (12), raises the stakes of resistance considerably. Our 

“precious bodies” can be broken, our lives easily extinguished (146) Black resistance has 

always been viciously suppressed by the state. If there is no “just god” on your side, you 

sacrifice your body –– you sacrifice everything: 

 

I had no sense that any just god was one my side. “The meek shall inherit the earth” 

meant nothing to me. The meek were battered in West Baltimore, stomped out at 

Walbrook Junction, bashed up on Park Heights, and raped in the showers of the city 

jails. My understanding of the universe was physical, and its moral arc bent toward 

chaos then concluded in a box (Coates 2015, 28). 

 

In Coates’s world, there is no meaning, no higher moral purpose, in sacrificing your body to 

the gravity of the streets, or to the prison industrial complex. Coates is extremely specific and 

graphic in describing the consequences of being “meek” in Baltimore. You end up getting 

battered, stomped, and raped in the city jails. Coates exudes a sense of disdain for Christian 

ethics and the tradition of non-violent resistance exemplified by the Civil Rights movement. 

He rejects Martin Luther King’s assertion that the “arc of the moral universe is long, but it 

bends toward justice.” In Coates’s view, it is a form of magical thinking to assume progress is 

inevitable. The only certainties are chaos and death. To base your struggle on religious morals 

or any idealist principles (e.g. moral universe) is to engage in delusional thinking. Moreover, 

it is a very dangerous form of thinking, as it can easily lead to losing your body. The police 

officer cracking your skull might not share your ideals and worldview. Coates’s atheism is, in 

some sense, an alienating force in his life. It distances him from the Black community. When 

Prince Jones is killed by the police, he writes about the religious Black community and its 

desire to forgive the officer responsible, “I heard several people ask for forgiveness for the 

officer who’d shot Prince Jones down. But I know that I have always felt great distance from 

the grieving rituals of my people, and I must have felt it powerfully then” (78).Forgiveness, 

the very heart of the Christian tradition, does not resonate with Coates. He sees no value in 

forgiving a police officer that killed his friend.  
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Although religion is anathema to the way Coates conceptualizes the world, he is 

simultaneously aware of its transformative power. Coates wonders whether he has denied 

Samori something meaningful by rejecting religion. Perhaps Coates deprived Samori of 

“something beyond the body” (139), a force that transcends the self and gives meaning to our 

brief existence on this material plane. In addition, the Black church and religion in general, 

have often been a major catalyst for transformative social change. If we live in a chaotic, 

Godless universe, then why sacrifice yourself fighting the overwhelming forces of oppression 

and white supremacy? Coates admits to this reality when he tells his son not to struggle for 

the “dreamers” because “Our moment is too brief. Our bodies are too precious” (146). 

However, he also asks Samori if he has “ever taken a hard look at those pictures from the sit-

ins in the 60s, a hard, serious look?” (142). Coates writes that the protestors betray “almost no 

emotion” (142). There is no sadness, anger, or joy in their faces: “They look out past their 

tormentors, past us, and focus on something way beyond anything known to me” (142). 

Coates understands that the protestors are “fastened to their god,” and their conviction equips 

them with “armor” to withstand the brutal assault of white supremacy (142). At the very least, 

belief in God functions as a “life extension, a kind of loan allowing you to take the assaults 

heaped upon you now and pay down the debt later” (142). For Coates, God functions as a 

temporary prophylactic against violent oppression. Faith provides the strength to endure, but 

eventually the brutal assault of white supremacy will exact its price. The history of Black 

resistance has always been intimately connected to the Black American religious tradition; 

Martin Luther King and Malcolm X were committed adherents to their respective religions. 

Although secular activists existed, it is fair to say that the material progress made would not 

have been possible without the organizing capabilities of the church and the “armor” of the 

believers.  

 

 

3.4 System of Fear 

 

 

The metaphysics of Between the World and Me highlight the profound fear of 

“disembodiment” (Coates 2015, 12). Life is truly precarious and precious. Coates writes about 

the traumatic consequences of living in a state of perpetual fear. In the Baltimore of Coates’s 

youth, everyone was “powerfully, adamantly, dangerously afraid” (14). Fear permeates every 
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aspect of existence from the streets to the home and “violence rose from the fear like smoke 

from a fire” (16-17). Coates sees the fear in the “by-laws” of the young men hanging out on 

the street corners; in their “practiced bop” and perfectly angled baseball caps (14) – all 

behaviors to inspire the illusion that the young men are in control of their surroundings. In 

this existence, weakness is punished and the meek are violated. Young men employ “brutal 

language” and “hard gazes” to protect against perceived threats and to reassert a sense of 

autonomy in the face of random and often indiscriminate violence (15). The gravest threat are 

the young men who have “transmuted their fear into rage” (22). This transmutation occurs 

when the fight or flight response is triggered in human beings. Violence is a universal 

response to fear. In the neighborhood of Coates’s youth, violence and death are “random and 

relentless, like great sheets of rain” (19). Being a young Black man in Baltimore in the 1980s, 

is to be totally exposed. Coates describes this experience as being “naked before the elements 

of the world, before all the guns, fists, knives, crack, rape, and disease” (17). It is important to 

emphasize that the “nakedness” is not pathology, but rather “the correct and intended result of 

policy” (17). Coates emphasizes the distinction between “pathology” and “policy” to 

communicate the explicit intentionality underlying the conditions in his neighborhood. The 

misery and dangers dictating life in the neighborhood are the culmination of racist 

government policies and centuries of white supremacy. There is nothing inherently wrong 

with the people subjected to such inhumane living conditions. They are victims. Such a 

system is utterly immoral –  and forcing a child to “live in fear [is] a great injustice” (28). 

 

When Coates was young “one-third” of his brain was constantly occupied by the rules of the 

street. He practiced the “culture of the streets, a culture concerned chiefly with securing the 

body” (24). This culture is one of hyper vigilance. Every move must be premeditated, and a 

single mistake can result in you losing your life (24). How you walk, the eye contact you 

make, the number of times you smile, what neighborhood you are in, all can determine the 

security of your body (24). An existence ruled by fear denies a person their basic humanity: 

“This need to be always on guard was an unmeasured expenditure of energy, the slow 

siphoning of the essence. It contributed to the fast breakdown of our bodies” (90). Living in a 

state of fear and perpetual anxiety has immense consequences on the psychological and 

physical well-being of individuals. Sustained stress can cause various psychiatric conditions 

(depression, anxiety, PTSD), but as Coates writes, the effect is also physical – chronic stress 
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can cause cardiovascular disease, hypertension, heart attacks, and strokes. The combined 

physical and psychological effects of living in fear is what Coates describes as the “slow 

siphoning of the essence” (90). The very last thing Coates wants is for is son to inherit the 

same fear that has ruled his life. He wants Samori to have his own life “apart from fear” 

(125). Sadly, Coates believes that it is too late for him, that he is “wounded” and traumatized 

by his youth in Baltimore. His “eyes are blindfolded by fear” (126), preventing him from fully 

experiencing and appreciating life. Fear is the partition that separates Coates from the world. 

He is determined to protect his son and “put as much distance between [Samori] and that 

blinding fear as possible” (126). Perhaps, most tragically, fear has deprived Coates of his 

ability to express the full spectrum of human emotions. He even had to learn how to love his 

son, how to show affection – how to say,” I love you.” Coates writes that “even now it does 

not feel a wholly natural act so much as it feels like a ritual” (125).  

 

 

3.5 Cultural Imperialism and Self-Hatred 

 

 

For Coates, struggle is the only means through which one can maintain a sense of agency and 

identity in the face of white supremacy. Failure to resist is a tacit admission that the cruel and 

inhumane state of affairs is somehow natural, deriving from some inviolable laws of history 

and nature. It is acquiescing to essentialist narratives, which can lead to inverted rage. When 

Coates equates the act of “struggle” with “sanity,” it is not merely a metaphor. In an article 

for the Counseling Psychologist, Carter states that “racism can and does create damage to 

one’s psyche and personality in the same way that being subjected to community violence, 

being held captive, or being psychologically tortured can create emotional damage” (2007, 

83). The research shows that people of color exhibit a wide array of symptoms classified in 

the DSM, ranging from PTSD to a variety of mood and anxiety disorders (Carter 2007; 

Williams et al. 2018). Moreover, Speight demonstrates that, “racism is not a discrete, isolated 

event, but rather, a process that violates its victims physically, socially, spiritually, materially, 

and psychologically (2007, 127). Racism is so ubiquitous that it becomes difficult to locate – 

“it’s the air we breathe, the water we swim in” (127). This all-encompassing nature of 

oppression can easily result to the “internalization of racism,” a form of psychological injury 

that Speight considers most devastating (127). According to Speight (referencing Young 
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1990), five categories exist for determining how a particular group is oppressed: exploitation, 

marginalization, powerlessness, systemic violence, and cultural imperialism. African 

Americans suffer from all the aforementioned categories of oppression. However, it is 

through cultural imperialism that groups come to “internalize their oppression” (129). 

Cultural imperialism “involves the universalization of a dominant group’s experience and 

culture, and its establishment as the norm” (129). This process of cultural imperialism allows 

the hegemonic group to universalize its experiences and narratives while simultaneously 

marginalizing the subaltern group as something inherently “other” (129).  

 

Internalizing racist narratives results in a double injury. You have to both overcome the 

external and the internal hurt resulting from your oppression. In his work Orientalism, 

Edward Said uncovers and analyses the inner logic of cultural imperialism. According to 

Said, the construction of “identity” always requires the existence of an “other.” The “other” 

can be anything from “outsiders and refugees to apostates and infidels” (1979, 332). This 

phenomenon can be observed when Coates honestly reflects on his adolescent use of the word 

“faggot.” He comes to realize that, “Hate gives identity. The nigger, the fag, the bitch, 

illuminate the border, illuminate what we ostensibly are not, illuminate the Dream of being 

white, of being a Man. We name the hated strangers and are thus confirmed in the tribe” 

(Coates 2015, 60, emphasis my own). To be included one must be prepared to exclude others. 

In addition, the process of “naming” (i.e. we name the hated strangers) is exclusively the 

prerogative of the dominant group. As Speight notes, “the dominant group has the power to 

define and name reality, determining what is ‘normal,’ ‘real’, and ‘correct’” (2007, 130). The 

power to name, to define, and construct reality is at the heart of cultural imperialism. It 

empowers the dominant group while subordinating the “Other.” Coates’s own sense of 

alienation and estrangement is a direct result of the cultural imperialism practiced by system 

of white supremacy: “I saw that what divided me from the world was not anything intrinsic to 

us but the actual injury done by people intent on naming us, intent on believing, intent on 

believing that what they have named us matters more than we could ever actually do” (Coates 

2015, 120 emphasis my own). Having no agency in describing and “naming” your reality robs 

you of your identity and autonomy. The hegemonic cultural narratives dehumanize and 

objectify the target group. Internalizing the negative narratives leads to “self-degradation and 

self-alienation” (Speight 2017, 130).  

 



50 
 

In Orientalism (1979), Edward Said analyzes the phenomenon of Western cultural 

imperialism in relation to the bifurcation of the “Occident” and “Orient.” (West vs East). 

However, his analysis can be extrapolated to understand cultural imperialism more generally. 

Orientalism (the process of “othering” the East) is a process for “dominating, restructuring, 

and having authority over the Orient” (3). This is accomplished through “statements,” 

“descriptions,” occupation, and subjugation. These “descriptions” and “statements” range 

from “scholarly discovery, philological reconstructions, psychological analysis, [to] 

sociological descriptions” (12). The end result of this process of Western academic analysis is 

the depiction of the “Orient” as something quintessentially exotic, strange, irrational, and 

underdeveloped. These descriptions provide the necessary intellectual justification for 

imperial rule and conquest. Orientalism constructs an all-encompassing paradigm that both 

distinguishes the “Orient” from the “Occident” and affirms a narrative that Western 

civilization is inherently superior. If the “West” is, in contrast, the nexus of reason and 

advanced human development, then it stands to reason that there is a moral imperative to 

educate the “savages.” The poem White Man’s Burden by Rudyard Kipling (1899) perfectly 

exemplifies the sentiment of exporting “civilization” to the “dark” corners of the world. In his 

poem, Kipling urges the American people to bring the light of civilization to the Philippine 

Islands – to send forth “the best ye breed” to illuminate the ignorance of the “new-caught, 

sullen peoples, half devil and half child” (Kipling 1899). Here, Kipling manages to both 

infantilize and demonize the Filipino people in one line of his poem, illustrating the sentiment 

of Western superiority when dealing with other cultures and people.  

 

The struggle against cultural imperialism is at the core of Coates’s attempt to maintain his 

sanity and affirm his identity. All other forms of oppression (systemic violence, economic 

exploitation) are ubiquitous in the Baltimore of Coates’s youth, but no other form of 

oppression has the same devastating consequences on his self-esteem. Franz Fanon describes 

the various ways that cultural imperialism traumatizes “the self.” At its core, the trauma 

derives from “being categorized by others as inferior due to an imposed racial identity” 

(Nichols, n.d.). The question becomes how can “the self recuperate a sense of identity and a 

cultural affiliation that is independent of the racist project of an imperializing dominant 

culture?” (Nichols, n.d.) Coates resists the “imperializing dominant culture” by 

deconstructing its narratives. According to Coates, “what was required was a new story, a 

new history, told through the lens of our struggle” (Coates 2015, 44). All received knowledge 

and wisdom from American institutions (school, media, popular culture) have perpetuated the 
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notion that Black people are inferior. Growing up, Coates never saw “black people celebrated 

in movies, in television, or textbooks” (43). In school, he learned that “serious history was the 

West, and the West was white. Everyone of any import, from Jesus to George Washington, 

was white” (43). This distorted reality results in a sense of alienation. Coates realizes that 

being Black meant being “beyond the visible spectrum, beyond civilization” (43). The 

alienation (43) is caused by the painful recognition that “our history was inferior because we 

were inferior” (44). This distorted sense of self can easily lead to self-hatred. Coates describes 

the profound impact of internalizing the narratives of mainstream America; he writes about 

the fear that ‘they,’ the alleged authors and heirs of the universe were right. And this fear ran 

so deep that we accepted their standards of civilization and humanity” (56). The act of 

accepting and internalizing the “standards” of your oppressor is, in essence, surrendering your 

identity and accepting your inferiority. It is mimicking the hegemonic group, a common 

coping mechanism of the marginalized.  

 

When Coates writes of being erased from “the visible spectrum,” he expresses a profound 

sense of erasure, of being made invisible. If you are unseen, unheard, and ignored, you do not 

matter – your life is expendable. Moreover, Coates recognizes the dangerous relation between 

cultural erasure and systemic violence: “the larger culture’s erasure of black beauty was 

intimately connected to the destruction of our bodies” (44). To be made invisible is the first 

precondition of marginalization, and it often lays the groundwork for systemic violence. It 

occurs when “a category of people are expelled from useful participation in the society and 

are potentially subjected to material deprivation and extermination” (Young 2014, 18). 

Detaching a minority group from the larger social and cultural domain facilitates the practice 

of systemic violence and extermination. In addition, marginalization provides the dominant 

group the luxury of ignorance in the face of state sanctioned violence and oppression. The veil 

of ignorance descends when “the people who think they are white flee the cities into the 

dream” (Coates 2015, 79). The American Dream stereotypically entails a house in the suburbs 

and a white picket fence. When urban neighborhoods were becoming more diverse, white 

people escaped into the suburbs, a phenomenon known as “white flight” – a major contributor 

to de facto segregation (Semuels 2015). There is a direct correlation between the “caged 

neighborhoods, the killing fields authored by federal policies” (110) and the ignorance and 

innocence of white America. The “caged killing fields" are “rooted in the assumed 

inhumanity of black people” (110), and have been rendered totally invisible. Pervasive 

violence and crime in the neighborhoods Coates describes rarely make the news. American 
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suburbs exist as the end result of generations of segregation, and marginalization works to 

alleviate white guilt and conceal Black suffering. As Coates writes, “the people who believe 

themselves to be white are obsessed with the politics of personal exoneration” (121). There 

are no racists, the very word “racist” conjures up images of “tobacco-spitting oafs” (97). 

However, whiteness always comes at a cost. Everybody participates in this system of 

oppression, willingly or not. According to Coates, the entire American dream is predicated on 

the subjugation and exploitation of African Americans – it is Black bodies that have 

“refinanced the dream of being white” (132). 

 

 

3.6 The School - An Institution of Oppression 

 

 

The same people who control the school system control the prison system 

(Dead Prez 2000) 

 

Dostoyevski allegedly remarked that “the degree of civilization in a society can be judged by 

entering its prisons.” I contend that this same potential for illumination extends to the 

educational system. The school is a unique institution in that it embodies, interacts, and 

ultimately reproduces the societal forces at large. In essence, the school functions as a social 

microcosm that reflects the prevailing social, economic, and philosophical foundations of a 

society. From an early age, Coates struggles against the narratives and categorizations 

imposed by cultural imperialism. He begins the process of “creating a new language” (Coates 

2015, 44). Coates is fortunate in that he was born into a family that revered books and the 

pursuit of knowledge. In the Coates household, books “were all over the house, books about 

black people, by black people, for black people” (Coates 2015, 30). Coates’s upbringing was 

instrumental in him becoming politically conscious. He began an “unceasing interrogation of 

the stories told by school” (30) and he took these questions to his father and mother, who 

“refused to offer answers” and instead, “referred more books” (34).  

 

For Coates, the beginning of re-describing reality and overcoming hegemonic narratives is a 

process of unceasing inquiry. Coates’s Socratic method brings him into direct conflict with 

the educational system of his youth. He holds the school system in absolute contempt, 

viewing it as just another assault on the body: “If the streets shackled my right leg, the 



53 
 

schools shackled my left” (25). The educational system functions as the institutional 

embodiment of state control, coercion, and oppression. Prisons and schools are both what the 

sociologist Erving Goffman called “total institutions”. Such institutions “are a place of 

residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals cut off from the wider 

society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered 

life” (Briscoe et al. 2017, 68). The degree of control varies according to socioeconomic and 

demographic factors. Schools in the affluent white suburbs emphasize critical thinking skills 

and allow flexible schedules and curriculum. However, in the predominantly minority inner 

cities, the focus is on rote learning and student behavior (70). This was the reality of Coates’s 

youth: “Algebra, Biology, and English were not subjects so much as opportunities to better 

discipline the body, to practice writing between the lines” (Coates 2015, 26).  

 

Poor minority schools are ruled by policies perfected by law enforcement in the drug war. The 

student bodies are subjected to harsh, punitive Zero Tolerance policies of discipline. Minor 

infractions lead to suspensions and expulsions, creating the perfect conditions for the 

formation of the school-to-prison pipeline (Briscoe et al. 2007). Schools have gone as far as 

creating their own police departments. In many inner-city schools, students must pass through 

metal detectors under the watchful eye of guards to enter the building and get to the 

classroom. The language used to describe student behavior is indistinguishable from police 

jargon (aggravated assault, disorderly conduct) and, according to Briscoe, phrases like “the 

building is on lockdown” are frequently used to emulate expressions that in the past were 

more typically used in jail/prison situations” (89). The criminalization of blackness begins 

from a young age. Black children do not simply misbehave but rather engage in criminal 

conduct. As with the prison population, Black kids are severely overrepresented in the 

statistics on suspensions: “Black youth represent only 17% of the population of US schools; 

however, Black students account for 32% of all students suspended from schools” (75).  

 

In the first verse of They School (2000) by revolutionary hip-hop group Dead Prez, Khnum 

Muata Ibomu, rhymes, “I tried to pay attention but they classes wasn’t interestin/they seemed 

to glorify the Europeans/claiming Africans were only three-fifths a human beings.” Ibomu 

illustrates how the school functions as a means to impose the racist project of an imperializing 

dominant culture. Coates resists the educational system to inoculate against the hegemonic 

narratives of his oppressors. It is the only means through which one can avoid internalizing 

racism and spiraling down into self-loathing. The schools of Coates’s youth did not foster 
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creativity, critical thinking, or the love of learning. Quite the contrary, while Coates was “a 

curious boy, the schools were not concerned with curiosity” (Coates 2015, 26). State 

pedagogy focused on “disciplining the body” and “compliance” (26). From an early age 

Coates knows that “schools did not reveal truths, they concealed them” (27). He understands 

that the “streets and the schools are arms of the same beast” (33). The desperation and fear 

governing life in segregated inner cities is intrinsically connected to the narratives propagated 

by the K-12 school system. Not only is the school an agent of cultural imperialism, but it also 

functions as a strong barrier against real resistance and change. For example, Coates never 

understood the ritual meaning of Black History Month. Why did all the teachers gather the 

children to watch “a series of films dedicated to the glories of being beaten on camera? Why 

are they showing this to us? Why were only our heroes nonviolent?” (32, emphasis original). 

The school system of Coates’s youth advocates and highlights nonviolent resistance as the 

only legitimate means to overcome violent oppression. How much time in the curriculum was 

allocated to teaching about the Black Panther Party and other militant Black activists? Did 

teachers speak of Bobby Seal, Huey Newton, and Fred Hampton?  How about the FBI’s 

brutal war against Black activists? What about Malcolm X’s proclamation “The Ballot or the 

Bullet?” Omitting the history of militant resistance is not an accident, but is the intended 

policy of state-sanctioned ideology.  

 

Coates sees through the hypocrisy and the placating narratives meant to disarm and pacify. He 

is suspicious of the “dreamers that are quoting Martin Luther King and exulting nonviolence 

for the weak and the biggest guns for the strong” (131). Coates cannot understand how his 

teachers can celebrate non-violent resistance and subsequently send students into the streets of 

Baltimore, “knowing all that they were” (32). In addition, schools espouse false narratives of 

“personal responsibility” that legitimize a pervasive system of exploitation and oppression – 

“those who failed in the schools justified their destruction in the streets” (33). The system is 

rendered innocent. A common refrain for a life lost to the streets becomes “he should have 

stayed in school” (33). Coates speaks of the “great number of educators who speak of 

“personal responsibility” in a country authored and sustained by “criminal irresponsibility” 

(33). According to Coates, “the language of ‘intention’ and ‘personal responsibility’ is a 

broad exoneration: Mistakes were made. Bodies were broken. People were enslaved. We 

meant well. We tried our best. ‘Good intention’ is a hall pass through history, a sleeping pill 

that ensures the dream” (33). 
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America is intent on moving on from the past and remaining captured by the “dream”. The 

only way to maintain the illusion of American exceptionalism is to conceal and ignore the 

legacy of white supremacy and genocide. The “dream” that is America, a land of equal 

opportunity and “personal responsibility,” where anyone can pull themselves up by their 

bootstraps, is, according to Coates, nothing more than a “sleeping pill” that conceals the cruel 

reality of oppression that defines the lives of millions of Americans. It is profoundly 

hypocritical to advertise yourself as a “city on a hill,” a beacon for freedom and democracy, 

when the country was built on stolen land and slavery. Not only did the enslavement of 

Africans lay the foundation for white economic prosperity, but also, the foundation for white 

social equality – the bedrock of American democracy (Coates 2018, 67). Class tensions were 

ameliorated through racism – white people shared a sense of solidarity independent of 

socioeconomic variables. If you were a poor white laborer, you were still treated with respect 

solely for being white. It was exclusively white people who enjoyed the equality and liberty 

promised by the American experiment. Coates refers to the South Carolina senator John C. 

Calhoun, who declared that “the two great divisions of society are not the rich and poor, but 

white and black. And all the former, the poor as well as the rich, belong to the upper class and 

are respected and treated as equals” (cited in Coates 2015, 104). This is, according to Coates, 

an admission that “the right to break the black body” is the foundation of the “sacred 

equality” white Americans enjoy (104). 

 

 

3.7 New Narratives and New Worlds 

 

 

Coates opposes the narratives and hypocrisies taught by the American school system: “An 

unceasing interrogation of the stories told to us by the schools now felt essential” (34). Coates 

embarks on an intellectual journey to overcome the oppressive narratives propagated by 

mainstream American culture. He finds his guide in Malcolm X. Malcolm X was everything 

Coates wanted to be, “controlled, intelligent, and beyond the fear” (35). It is through 

Malcolm’s teachings that Coates realizes the simple and painful truth that, “if you’re black, 

you were born in jail” (36). The teachings of Malcolm X resonate with young Coates 

precisely because they upend and subvert the traditional narratives espoused by teachers and 

popular culture. Coates “loved Malcolm because Malcolm never lied, unlike the schools and 

their facade of morality, unlike the streets and their bravado, unlike the world of the 
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dreamers” (36). Malcolm X instilled a sense of pride and agency to young Coates; he learns 

that “black is beautiful – which is to say that the black body is beautiful” (35). Moreover, 

Malcolm X refused to preach passive nonviolent resistance. He sees no value in subjecting 

yourself to the violence of your oppressor: “You do not give your precious body to the billy 

clubs of Birmingham sheriffs, nor to the insidious gravity of the streets” (cited by Coates, 35). 

Malcolm X is the intellectual catalyst that steers Coates in the direction of redefining and re-

describing both his identity and reality.  

 

Once at Howard University, Coates immerses himself in the African American intellectual 

tradition. He inhabits the library and undertakes a project of serious and focused study. 

However, even now, Coates rejects the regimented classroom: “I was made for the library, not 

the classroom. The classroom was a jail of other people’s interests. The library was open, 

unending, free” (48). He draws inspiration from visualizing Malcolm X in his small prison 

cell, studying books, “trading his human eyes for the power of flight” (48). A major driver for 

Coates’s research and study is his fervent desire to overcome a sense of subordination to the 

“Western Cannon.” While at Howard, Coates reads a quote attributed to Saul Bellow: “Who 

is the Tolstoy of the Zulus?” (43) The underlying meaning behind Bellow’s question is a form 

of racist subordination: “Tolstoy was white, and so Tolstoy “mattered” (43). Instead of 

dismissing Bellow’s question as ridiculous on its surface, Coates feels the need to discover his 

own Tolstoy. There is a strong sense that the only way to overcome cultural imperialism is 

through supplanting hegemonic narratives with new stories, a new history. Coates immerses 

himself in African American and African literature, history, and philosophy, desperate to 

overcome his sense of subordination to the “Western Cannon.” He dreams of a “‘black race’” 

– of our own Tolstoy’s who lived deep in the African past” (45). He found his “bible” in 

Chancellor Williams’s Destruction of Black Civilization (ibid.) and, ultimately, his Tolstoy in 

Queen Nzinga: a powerful queen who ruled Central Africa in the sixteenth century. As a 

direct consequence of cultural subordination Coates develops a “working theory that all black 

people are kings in exile” (46).  

 

The strong impulse to resist domination drove Coates towards a rigid, deterministic approach 

to intellectual inquiry. Coates entered into the investigation “imagining history to be a unified 

narrative, free of debate” (47). Coates’s history professors at Howard University undermined 

any unified theory of history and Black exceptionalism. His professors raised difficult 
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questions that contradicted Coates’s theory of history and human society: “My history 

professors thought nothing of telling me that my search for myth was doomed, that the stories 

I wanted to tell myself could not be matched to truths. Indeed, they felt it their duty to 

disabuse me of my weaponized history” (53). Do all Black people descend from a glorious 

African past? How can you reconcile the fact that Black people have practiced slavery for 

thousands of years in Africa? What does it mean to be “Black?” Is it a matter of culture, 

biology, or skin pigmentation? (54) Coates writes about a class he attended focusing on 

European history: He was surprised to find paintings and depictions of Black people that 

looked “regal and human” (55). Sixteenth and seventeenth century paintings (Alessandro de` 

Medici, Bosch’s Black Magi) demonstrated that there is no inherent connection between race 

and racism. In the past, European art portrayed Black subjects as beautiful and human. It was 

only after the establishment of the transatlantic slave trade that “Sambo” caricatures of Black 

people proliferated (55). In a class on American history, Coates is surprised to discover that at 

one point in time the Irish were portrayed in the same “ravenous, lustful, and simian ways” 

(55). Coates experiences a transformative moment – an epiphany: he realizes that there is no 

“inherent meaning in black blood,” that there is nothing “holy or particular” in our 

pigmentation. Being “Black” is exclusively the result “of history and heritage” (55). Coates 

begins to see the complex socioeconomic and historical forces that drive exploitation and 

oppression. Being “Black” is to be the other – “And being named ‘black’ was just someone’s 

name for being at the bottom, a human turned to object, object turned to pariah” (55).  

 

Internalizing all of the new insights gained through his education causes Coates to experience 

a sense of “gnawing discomfort, chaos, and intellectual vertigo” (52). Everything he took for 

granted is suspect. The intellectual foundation that sustained his sense of self is severely 

compromised. Stories of Black Kings and Queens in a romanticized Africa of the past have 

sustained and protected Coates’s identity and dignity in a society that has always denied him 

both. He writes about the weight of these realizations; he describes them as “physically 

painful and exhausting” (55). Coates realizes that his journey to find Tolstoy is doomed to 

failure. The very nature of the endeavor is to acquiesce to the normative ideology of white 

supremacy. It is to accept the premise of Saul Bellow’s question. Finding Tolstoy means 

succumbing to a narrative that thrives on exclusion and oppression. Coates mistakenly 

thought that he must “create a carbon copy of white claims to civilization” (50). It is thinking 

that the only way to overcome white hegemony is to mirror its practice of cultural 

imperialism. Coates writes, “the boot on your neck is just as likely to make you delusional as 



58 
 

it is to ennoble” (50). His years spent at Howard University disabused him of any delusions 

and generalizations about the human condition:  

 

“It began to strike me that the point of my education was a kind of discomfort, was the 

process that would not award me my own especial Dream but would break all the 

dreams, all the comforting myths of Africa, of America, and everywhere, and would 

leave me only with humanity in all its terribleness” (52). 

 

 Awakening from the Dream allows Coates to place himself in solidarity “with humanity in 

all its terribleness.” We all have our “dreams,” our illusions that provide us with comfort and 

security in a chaotic universe. Dreams give our lives meaning, and shared dreams, collective 

illusions, organize and mobilize people for a common purpose. Later in his studies, Coates 

finally discovers the answer to the question “Who is the Tolstoy of the Zulus?” He comes 

across an essay written by Ralph Wiley in which Wiley replies to Bellow, “Tolstoy is the 

Tolstoy of the Zulus. Unless you find a profit in fencing off universal properties of mankind 

into exclusive tribal ownership” (cited in Coates, 56). Reading Wiley, Coates finally 

understands that the entire premise of Bellow’s question is flawed; it is a manifestation of the 

dream of Western supremacy. The Tolstoy question elucidates the incessant need for human 

beings to construct tribal and racial domains that can be used to categorize fellow humans in 

hierarchies. Race is not some “defined, indubitable, feature of the natural world” (7) but 

rather a social construct with deep historical roots. As Coates writes, racism is not “a matter 

of genealogy and physiognomy so much as one of hierarchy” (7). Bellow’s question positions 

Tolstoy into a hierarchical relationship with Zulu culture. Tolstoy’s superiority derives from 

an assumed Zulu inferiority. Ultimately, Coates rejects the need for hierarchies and “the fact 

of dreams, the need for escape and the invention of racecraft.” (56)  

 

Coates’s struggle is his desire to overcome oppressive narratives, the dreams of others, and 

reclaim a lost, universal, and cosmopolitan identity. However, it is easy to discard one dream 

for another. Coates knows that “being black did not immunize [him] from history’s logic or 

the lure of the dream” (53). All nations, all people, concoct various dreams (nationalism, 

exceptionalism, religion) to make sense of the world, to provide meaning and purpose and to 

protect against pain and suffering. One must be wary and skeptical of all dreams. For 

example, accepting the dreams of your nation is accepting a preconceived epistemology and 

reality. You exist in a world not of your own making. You relinquish your agency and accept 
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a manufactured identity. Coates writes, “The Dream thrives on generalization, on limiting the 

number of possible questions, on privileging immediate answers. The Dream is the enemy of 

all art, courageous thinking, and honest writing” (50).  

 

Nations need dreams to justify their actions. For example, America’s “Manifest Destiny” 

provided the intellectual and metaphysical justification for conquering the entire continent 

from coast to coast (Scott 2021; Horseman 1981). The dream of manifest destiny justified the 

violent removal of Native American tribes to make room for the expansion of American 

capitalism and industry. God had given dominion over all the land to the white man and if 

God is on your side, what more do you need? The American Dream is built on the principle of 

meritocracy. The constitution enshrines the universal rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness. In theory, everyone should have the same opportunity to thrive and to fulfill the 

American promise. It is this dream that produces the numerous Horatio Alger stories so 

typical to the American experiment. These rags to riches tales work to maintain the illusion of 

American exceptionalism and provide hope to the economically desperate. Maybe one day 

they too will strike it rich and get a slice of the American dream. The promise of the dream 

has given rise to a uniquely American religious tradition – the prosperity gospel. According to 

this belief system, if you are a good Christian and devoted to god, he will reward you with 

material blessings. The more you give to the church the more you shall receive in return. 

Religious leaders in this tradition are often immensely wealthy. This is the merger of 

American capitalism with religion (Wrenn 2021). The ideology driving this capitalist 

theology allows its adherents to place blame on the poor for their lack of conviction and 

commitment to God. In many ways, the prosperity gospel is an apt analogy for the American 

Dream. Coates quotes Solzhenitsyn’s observation that for a human being to do something 

truly evil, he must believe that he is doing something good and just (Coates 2015, 98) 

According to Coates, “This is the foundation of the Dream.” The Dream rests on the delusion 

that prosperity is “the natural result of grit, honor, and good works” (98). To maintain the 

illusion requires the whitewashing of history, giving only a “passing acknowledgment of the 

bad old days” (98) and insisting that the legacy of brutal oppression has only a marginal effect 

on the present.  
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Moreover, the ideology of the “dream” permits the “dreamers” to lecture the Black 

community about the importance of virtue and personal responsibility while ignoring the 

ongoing legacy of white supremacy. The desperate material conditions are attributed to the 

conviction that “black America is a bastion of decadence” (Coates 2018, 25) and if Black men 

would simply pull up their pants, stop listening to gangster rap, and father their children, 

Black prosperity would finally be realized. A common appeal of white America is to decry 

the violence in the inner cities, exclusively condemning “black-on-black crime.” It is a means 

to evade the real structural foundations driving the violence. Coates views the use of 

terminology like “black-on-black crime” as “violence to language” (Coates 2015, 110). 

According to Coates, such language “vanishes the men who engineered the covenants, who 

fixed the loans, who planned the projects, who built the streets, and sold red ink by the barrel” 

(111). It is the ultimate embodiment of victim blaming, or, as Coates writes, “to yell black-on-

black crime is to shoot a man and then shame him for bleeding” (111). 
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4. Conclusion 

 

 

Ta-Nehisi Coates’s writing embodies the personal and collective trauma resulting from 

centuries of oppression. Between the World and Me illustrates the various ways racial 

hierarchies crush individuals and erode societies. At its core, Coates’s remarkable book is 

about the reclamation of one’s basic humanity. The profound capacity for emotional truth is 

what makes Coates an exceptional writer. He is willing to share and explore parts of himself 

that many writers and readers would rather repress and ignore. Sometimes this raw honesty 

can expose Coates to criticism. For example, his lack of empathy for the victims of 9/11 on 

the day of the attack is an admission many would not make. Coates is unmoved by such 

considerations and calculations – all that matters is emotional truth. His “heart was cold” that 

day for a reason, his friend Prince Jones was dead (86-87). By sharing his truth, Coates 

reveals the deep trauma and pain experienced by victims of white supremacy and domination.  

 

Coates alludes to Derrick Bell’s expression “faces at the bottom of the well” (68) when 

describing the Black condition in America. It is important to recognize that “the bottom of the 

well” is not exclusively a place of despair: Coates writes, “there really is wisdom down here, 

and that wisdom accounts for much of the good in my life” (68). Many critics lament the 

fatalism and pessimism of Coates’s work, however, Coates does not see himself as a cynic. 

Samori has filled his life with love and purpose: “I love you, and I love the world, and I love 

it more with every new inch I discover” (71). The deep love Coates feels for his son is also 

the source of his worst fear – losing Samori to the various destroyers of the Black body. 

Ironically, Coates’s supposed cynicism derives from a deep love for his son. How can a man 

so overwhelmed by love be a cynic? Dr. Mabel Jones, the grief stricken mother tells Samori, 

“You exist. You matter. You have value (…) You have every right to be you (…) And you 

can never be afraid to be you” (113). Many take for granted the basic human right to define 

and express their individual identity. The basic right “to be you,” expressed by Mable Jones, 

is denied to the “other.” The racial identity imposed by the dominant power structure always 

subordinates the individual. Your identity is essentialized, you exist as a mere token 

representation – always deemed inferior by your oppressor. Coates’s ultimate epiphany is the 

realization that “race” is nothing more than a set of historically determined ideas and 

structures that are used to construct hierarchies that subjugate those deemed “other”. 
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The special emphasis given to “struggle” also begs the question: how should we struggle? 

Coates provides few answers in this regard. It is this lack of detail and commitment to 

collective action that Cornel West decries as “apolitical pessimism” (2017). Coates does not 

advocate for direct action, general strikes, civil disobedience, or any other methods 

historically associated with liberation movements. Coates’s narrative is both highly personal 

and particularized. Thus, it is difficult to extrapolate from the work some universal 

methodology for overcoming white supremacy. Between the World and Me is not a political 

manifesto. Coates’s work is written in the spirit of a Bildungsroman, a coming of age tale, 

where the protagonist undergoes a journey of personal growth and moral development. 

Between the world and Me is a literary text, not an academic paper on the nature of race 

relations in America. The frequent use of metaphor and other literary devices resists simple 

readings. The struggle at the heart of the text is ultimately existential and metaphysical in 

nature: How do we struggle in a Godless universe ruled by the “chaos of history?” (Coates 

2015, 12) How do we overcome those “intent on naming us?” (120). Coates intimately 

understands that Black power and identity emerges from oppression, that it is a “view taken in 

struggle” (149). The highest form of resistance is to create something beautiful from the 

confines of your dungeon: “We have made something down here (…) They made us into a 

race. We made ourselves into a people” (149).  

 

There exists a wealth of opportunity to conduct further research on Between the World and 

Me and Coates’s writing in general. Given its relatively recent publication (2015), there is no 

large corpus of research on Coates’s work. The rich complexity of the text affords multiple 

possibilities for further inquiry. For instance, further study on both the autobiographical and 

epistolary structure of the narrative could expand our understanding of how trauma is 

expressed textually. One could examine the text using the wealth of literature in trauma 

studies. Approaching Between the World and Me through theoreticians like Cathy Caruth, 

who specializes in trauma and literature, could further illuminate and deepen our 

understanding of Coates’s work. Furthermore, one could choose from a vast selection of 

literary theories and apply them to a reading of Between the world and Me. For example, what 

insights could a feminist theoretical approach bring to the text? Especially given the male-

centric point of view of Coates’s work. In addition, the deep philosophical themes (e.g. 

materialism vs idealism) running through the text are a rich source for future investigation. 

Personally, I am interested in continuing my research on Ta-Nehisi Coates utilizing the 

theoretical framework of Afro-Pessimism. This approach mirrors Coates’s writing in its 
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purported cynicism. In this perspective, “blackness is a paradigmatic position”, and our 

societies are perpetually defined by anti-black violence (Douglass et.al 2018). This position 

echoes Coates’s assertion that “there is no velocity of escape” from white supremacy and 

oppression (Coates 2015, 129). I am particularly interested in questions involving hope and 

the possibility of future progress. I want to know if we live in a racially determined world 

where those at the “bottom of the well” are eternally doomed to a life of subjugation.  
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