


CITIZEN



You are rushing to meet a
friend in a distant
neighborhood of Santa
Monica. This friend says, as
you walk toward her, You are
late, you nappy-headed ho.
What did you say? you ask,
though you have heard every
word. This person has never
before referred to you like
this in your presence, never
before code-switched in this



manner. What did you say?
She doesn’t, perhaps
physically cannot, repeat
what she has just said.



Maybe the content of her



statement is irrelevant and
she only means to signal the
stereotype of “black people
time” by employing what she
perceives to be “black people
language.” Maybe she is
jealous of whoever kept you
and wants to suggest you are
nothing or everything to her.
Maybe she wants to have a
belated conversation about
Don Imus and the women’s
basketball team he insulted
with this language. You don’t



know. You don’t know what
she means. You don’t know
what response she expects
from you nor do you care. For
all your previous
understandings, suddenly
incoherence feels violent.
You both experience this cut,
which she keeps insisting is a
joke, a joke stuck in her
throat, and like any other
injury, you watch it rupture
along its suddenly exposed
suture.



When a woman you work
with calls you by the name of
another woman you work
with, it is too much of a
cliché not to laugh out loud
with the friend beside you
who says, oh no she didn’t.
Still, in the end, so what, who
cares? She had a fifty-fifty
chance of getting it right.



Yes, and in your mail the
apology note appears
referring to “our mistake.”
Apparently your own
invisibility is the real problem
causing her confusion. This is
how the apparatus she propels
you into begins to multiply its
meaning.

What did you say?



At the end of a brief phone
conversation, you tell the
manager you are speaking
with that you will come by
his office to sign the form.
When you arrive and
announce yourself, he blurts
out, I didn’t know you were
black!

I didn’t mean to say that, he



then says.

Aloud, you say.

What? he asks.

You didn’t mean to say that
aloud.

Your transaction goes swiftly
after that.



And when the woman with
the multiple degrees says, I
didn’t know black women
could get cancer, instinctively
you take two steps back
though all urgency leaves the
possibility of any kind of
relationship as you realize
nowhere is where you will get
from here.



A friend tells you he has seen
a photograph of you on the
Internet and he wants to know
why you look so angry. You
and the photographer chose
the photograph he refers to
because you both decided it
looked the most relaxed. Do
you look angry? You
wouldn’t have said so.
Obviously this unsmiling
image of you makes him



uncomfortable, and he needs
you to account for that.

If you were smiling, what
would that tell him about
your composure in his
imagination?



Despite the fact that you have
the same sabbatical schedule
as everyone else, he says, you
are always on sabbatical. You
are friends so you respond,
easy.

What do you mean?

Exactly, what do you mean?



Someone in the audience asks
the man promoting his new
book on humor what makes
something funny. His answer
is what you expect—context.
After a pause he adds that if
someone said something, like
about someone, and you were
with your friends you would
probably laugh, but if they
said it out in public where
black people could hear what



was said, you might not,
probably would not. Only
then do you realize you are
among “the others out in
public” and not among
“friends.”



Not long ago you are in a
room where someone asks the
philosopher Judith Butler
what makes language hurtful.
You can feel everyone lean
in. Our very being exposes us
to the address of another, she
answers. We suffer from the
condition of being
addressable. Our emotional
openness, she adds, is carried
by our addressability.



Language navigates this.

For so long you thought the
ambition of racist language
was to denigrate and erase
you as a person. After
considering Butler’s remarks,
you begin to understand
yourself as rendered
hypervisible in the face of
such language acts. Language
that feels hurtful is intended
to exploit all the ways that



you are present. Your
alertness, your openness, and
your desire to engage actually
demand your presence, your
looking up, your talking back,
and, as insane as it is, saying
please.



Standing outside the
conference room, unseen by
the two men waiting for the
others to arrive, you hear one
say to the other that being
around black people is like
watching a foreign film
without translation. Because
you will spend the next two
hours around the round table
that makes conversing easier,
you consider waiting a few



minutes before entering the
room.



The real estate woman, who
didn’t fathom she could have
made an appointment to show
her house to you, spends
much of the walk-through
telling your friend,
repeatedly, how comfortable
she feels around her. Neither
you nor your friend bothers to
ask who is making her feel
uncomfortable.











The man at the cash register
wants to know if you think
your card will work. If this is
his routine, he didn’t use it on
the friend who went before
you. As she picks up her bag,
she looks to see what you will
say. She says nothing. You
want her to say something—
both as witness and as a
friend. She is not you; her
silence says so. Because you



are watching all this take
place even as you participate
in it, you say nothing as well.
Come over here with me,
your eyes say. Why on earth
would she? The man behind
the register returns your card
and places the sandwich and
Pellegrino in a bag, which
you take from the counter.
What is wrong with you?
This question gets stuck in
your dreams.



Another friend tells you you
have to learn not to absorb
the world. She says
sometimes she can hear her
own voice saying silently to
whomever—you are saying
this thing and I am not going
to accept it. Your friend
refuses to carry what doesn’t
belong to her.



You take in things you don’t
want all the time. The second
you hear or see some ordinary
moment, all its intended
targets, all the meanings
behind the retreating seconds,
as far as you are able to see,
come into focus. Hold up, did
you just hear, did you just
say, did you just see, did you
just do that? Then the voice
in your head silently tells you
to take your foot off your
throat because just getting



along shouldn’t be an
ambition.



You and your partner go to
see the film The House We
Live In. You ask a friend to
pick up your child from
school. On your way home
your phone rings. Your
neighbor tells you he is
standing at his window
watching a menacing black
guy casing both your homes.
The guy is walking back and
forth talking to himself and



seems disturbed.

You tell your neighbor that
your friend, whom he has
met, is babysitting. He says,
no, it’s not him. He’s met
your friend and this isn’t that
nice young man. Anyway, he
wants you to know, he’s
called the police.

Your partner calls your friend



and asks him if there’s a guy
walking back and forth in
front of your home. Your
friend says that if anyone
were outside he would see
him because he is standing
outside. You hear the sirens
through the speakerphone.

Your friend is speaking to
your neighbor when you
arrive home. The four police
cars are gone. Your neighbor



has apologized to your friend
and is now apologizing to
you. Feeling somewhat
responsible for the actions of
your neighbor, you clumsily
tell your friend that the next
time he wants to talk on the
phone he should just go in the
backyard. He looks at you a
long minute before saying he
can speak on the phone
wherever he wants. Yes, of
course, you say. Yes, of
course.



A man knocked over her son
in the subway. You feel your
own body wince. He’s okay,
but the son of a bitch kept
walking. She says she
grabbed the stranger’s arm
and told him to apologize: I
told him to look at the boy
and apologize. Yes, and you
want it to stop, you want the
child pushed to the ground to
be seen, to be helped to his



feet, to be brushed off by the
person that did not see him,
has never seen him, has
perhaps never seen anyone
who is not a reflection of
himself.

The beautiful thing is that a
group of men began to stand
behind me like a fleet of
bodyguards, she says, like
newly found uncles and
brothers.



Stop-and-Frisk

Script for Situation video
created in collaboration with
John Lucas



I knew whatever was in front
of me was happening and
then the police vehicle came
to a screeching halt in front of
me like they were setting up a
blockade. Everywhere were
flashes, a siren sounding and
a stretched-out roar. Get on
the ground. Get on the ground
now. Then I just knew.



And you are not the guy and
still you fit the description
because there is only one guy
who is always the guy fitting
the description.

I left my client’s house
knowing I would be pulled
over. I knew. I just knew. I
opened my briefcase on the
passenger seat, just so they
could see. Yes officer rolled



around on my tongue, which
grew out of a bell that could
never ring because its
emergency was a tolling I
was meant to swallow.

In a landscape drawn from an
ocean bed, you can’t drive
yourself sane—so angry you
are crying. You can’t drive
yourself sane. This motion
wears a guy out. Our motion
is wearing you out and still



you are not that guy.



Then flashes, a siren, a
stretched-out roar—and you
are not the guy and still you
fit the description because
there is only one guy who is
always the guy fitting the
description.

Get on the ground. Get on the
ground now. I must have
been speeding. No, you



weren’t speeding. I wasn’t
speeding? You didn’t do
anything wrong. Then why
are you pulling me over?
Why am I pulled over? Put
your hands where they can be
seen. Put your hands in the
air. Put your hands up.

Then you are stretched out on
the hood. Then cuffed. Get on
the ground now.



Each time it begins in the
same way, it doesn’t begin
the same way, each time it
begins it’s the same. Flashes,
a siren, the stretched-out roar
—

Maybe because home was a
hood the officer could not
afford, not that a reason was
needed, I was pulled out of



my vehicle a block from my
door, handcuffed and pushed
into the police vehicle’s
backseat, the officer’s knee
pressing into my collarbone,
the officer’s warm breath
vacating a face creased into
the smile of its own private
joke.

Each time it begins in the
same way, it doesn’t begin
the same way, each time it



begins it’s the same.

Go ahead hit me
motherfucker fled my lips
and the officer did not need to
hit me, the officer did not
need anything from me
except the look on my face on
the drive across town. You
can’t drive yourself sane. You
are not insane. Our motion is
wearing you out. You are not
the guy.



This is what it looks like. You
know this is wrong. This is
not what it looks like. You
need to be quiet. This is
wrong. You need to close
your mouth now. This is what
it looks like. Why are you
talking if you haven’t done
anything wrong?

And you are not the guy and



still you fit the description
because there is only one guy
who is always the guy fitting
the description.



In a landscape drawn from an
ocean bed, you can’t drive
yourself sane—so angry you
can’t drive yourself sane.

The charge the officer
decided on was exhibition of
speed. I was told, after the
fingerprinting, to stand naked.
I stood naked. It was only
then I was instructed to dress,



to leave, to walk all those
miles back home.

And still you are not the guy
and still you fit the
description because there is
only one guy who is always
the guy fitting the description.


