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Tonight, in Oakland
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Danez Smith

2017

Introduction

Danez Smith's poem “Tonight, in Oakland,” from the 2017 collection Don't Call Us Dead, takes place on a night of celebration of the self in a world where, for one day, guns do not exist. The speaker, a gay African American man elated to have survived another day without being shot and killed, rides his bike across the city to meet his lover. On the way, he calls out to God in praise of the city he loves, begging him to preserve the peace. The police pray to their own God, while the prisons are turned to fields of flowers, and the speaker shouts his joy to the stars in the sky in the hope of becoming one. A stylistic tour de force, the poem embraces self-love as well as love of the universe despite its flaws. The world does not have to be perfect to be worshiped, and neither do the poem's African American men. Smith emphasizes the beauty of life as well as its fragility in “Tonight, in Oakland.”




Author Biography

Smith, who uses the pronoun “they,” was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 1992. They earned a bachelor's degree from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and a master of fine arts degree from the University of Michigan. They were a featured poet and performer at Nuyorican Poets Cafe, Split This Rock Festival, FAMU Younger Poets Series, Brave New Voices, and Queer Contact Festival. Smith was a finalist in the 2011 Individual World Poetry Slam and in 2014 was a member of the championship team the Sad Boy Supper Club.

Smith's first chapbook of poetry, hands on ya knees, was published in 2013, followed by their first collection [insert] boy, in 2014, and black movie in 2015. “Tonight, in Oakland,” a poem inspired by the days of unrest in Ferguson, Missouri, following the shooting of Michael Brown, is included in Don't Call Us Dead (2017), which received widespread critical praise for its pertinence to today's national debate on police brutality.

Smith's awards include a Lambda Literary Award for Gay Poetry for [insert] boy, the Button Poetry Prize for black movie, a Kate Tufts Discovery Award, a McKnight Foundation Fellowship, a Cave Canem Fellowship, a Voices of Our Nation Fellowship, a Poetry Foundation Fellowship, a Ruth Lilly & Dorothy Sargent Rosenberg Fellowship, and a Paris American Reading Series Prize. They are a 2017 National Endowment of the Arts Fellow. Their work has been published in Poetry, BuzzFeed, Ploughshares, Blavity, Kinfolks, and Beloit Poetry Journal. They are a founding member of Dark Noise Collective and in 2014 served as festival director for the Brave New Voices International Youth Poetry Slam.




Poem Summary

The text used for this summary is from Don't Call Us Dead, Graywolf Press, 2017, pp. 79–80. A version of the poem can be found on the following web page: https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/58027/tonight-in-oakland.

“Tonight, in Oakland” begins with the speaker announcing that he does not want to sing a blues song. Flowers and plums fall from his mouth when he speaks. He wants to use his voice to make the sky into a lush garden. There has been no rain this year, but the speaker asks God for rain and honey, too. Without rain, the speaker looks for men instead.

The speaker rides his bicycle to meet his lover, declaring that tonight is not a night of prayer but of movement. In the east, two men face each other dressed in the potential for violence, but the speaker begs God to let them dance instead. Tonight, there are no guns, and the police beg their God for mercy for their sins. No one will be buried tonight. God is just a man with painful joints and a brother in prison. Prison transforms into a field of yellow tulips where prisoners dance. Tonight, everyone is noble. The ground on which two people stand becomes the site of two ageless spirits reuniting.

The speaker wants to yell his name to the sky until he becomes a star. He loves God and Oakland. When he reaches his lover, he will tell him he is still alive. He has not been shot and killed on this day. His lover will tell the speaker he wants to make love the way police take black lives: without warning and unarmed.




Themes

God

The speaker of “Tonight, in Oakland” addresses God directly in the poem. He asks that the two men facing off in the streets in the east will dance instead of drawing blood. The night is peaceful in part because the police are busy with their own God, asking to be forgiven for their sins. The speaker's God is not a God of death but of life. He is not the God of an easy life, however. This God has a brother in prison and a limp, but the speaker loves him dearly.

In the poem, God is flawed as well as personal. There is a deep spirituality in the text as the speaker ponders life, love, and death. The speaker is friends with God even as he worships him. Unlike the police, the speaker does not feel guilt. He begs God not for forgiveness but for peace, and for one miraculous night, his wish is granted. The speaker has found his own spiritual strength—he is his own lord as well as one of the stars. He has found the beauty in the world and created God in his image. God's brother is incarcerated, but through the power of the night, prisons become tulip fields. The speaker's God is at once human and divine, much like the speaker himself.
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Media Adaptations


	An audio recording of Smith reading “Tonight, in Oakland” is available at the WNYC website (http://www.wnyc.org/story/tonight-in-oakland/).





In the speaker's world, where death is always near, God is close by as well. Where violence and love exist in extremity, God is not unmoved—he is present. His presence can be felt in the charged air of a night in which people could be shot and killed, but through his divine intervention, they are not. Like a soldier who has found his religion in war, the speaker has found his God in the streets of Oakland. He worships God knowing each moment could be his last.

Love

The speaker experiences a night of rapturous love for his city, for God, for himself, and for the universe. He does not have room for sorrow in his heart on this night. No one has lost his life, and so the city must celebrate. There is no need to pray or stand vigil for the dead, no need to pass a dead man's name from mouth to mouth in remembrance. For once the world is whole, and the speaker basks in his bright love for a universe that would allow such a moment of peace. The speaker is grateful to have lasted another day without dying.
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Topics for Further Study


	Read Angie Thomas's young-adult novel The Hate U Give (2017). Write an essay on the topic of police brutality and gun violence using The Hate U Give and “Tonight, in Oakland” as examples. How do each of the two works approach the deaths of black civilians at the hands of police officers? What answers, if any, do each of the works suggest for what can be done to stop the violence? What roles do class and sexuality play in each of the works?

	Create a time line of the events surrounding the death of Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Sandra Bland, Freddie Gray, or Sam DuBose or another high-profile incident of an armed officer killing an unarmed African American through shooting or negligence. Begin your time line with the events directly leading to the death of the subject you choose and end it with the most recent developments in the case. Free infographics are available at Easel.ly

	Write a free-verse poem in first-person narration about a joyous moment in your life, using “Tonight, in Oakland,” as your inspiration.

	Choose a different poem from Don't Call Us Dead to read and explicate. What are the poem's themes? Is the poem's style similar to that of “Tonight, in Oakland”? If so, how? If not, what are the major stylistic features of the poem? Compare and contrast the two poems in an essay, concluding with your analysis of Smith's major themes as a poet as well as a description of their writing style in your own words.





He rides his bike to his lover, but he admits they will not make love. Love surrounds them tonight, so it cannot be made. Love is the air. Love is a night in Oakland in which the police are busy with their own God, in which God turns the prisons to tulip fields, in which two men squared off in the street to fight decide to dance instead of shoot. Love flourishes in the absence of guns, of police, and of an angry God who must be begged for his mercy. In the peaceful streets, the meeting of two people by chance becomes not a death toll but a miracle: two ancient sparks of life reunited after a millennium, two stars twinkling at each other across the universe.

The speaker's love is not personal but universal. Every person is a star. Everyone deserves to know that they are stars and that not only do they belong to the universe, but the universe also belongs to them. The speaker's love of God demonstrates this concept: just as God creates the speaker, the speaker creates God. Each loves the other. Each listens to the other. In the same way, the speaker and his lover have found each other and reflect each other's love. They are alive despite the odds and will celebrate it while they can.

Survival

The speaker's survival is not guaranteed. The town is awash with blood and crowded with the bodies of the dead, but not on this night. “Tonight, in Oakland” portrays a detente between the police and the African American civilians, as well as between the occupants of the city. For one magical night, guns do not exist. This is a miracle worth celebrating, because death and violence follow the speaker like a shadow. Even as he stands in awe of the universe and his place among the stars, uncountable sinister forces are at work to take his life simply because he is young, African American, and gay in the United States. His survival is the gift he brings to his lover: an unmarked body, intact, warm and breathing. He does not bring death to his lover. He does not bring even the rumor of death. For once, the air is so clear of murder that the speaker's lover can twist the image of police brutality into an image of lovers embracing.

The speaker's survival is threatened, too, by the drought. Without water, he is thirsty for the company of men. Without a bullet wound, he is free to seek them out. His happy journey across the city by bicycle is dotted with the potential for violence—whether by the police or a civilian. It is only the miracle of the night that allows him to pass unharmed. For once, there are no bodies to bury, no prayers to be recited for the dead. The police are occupied begging for forgiveness from their angry God, while the people of Oakland are busy shouting at the stars in ecstasy. Because they and the speaker have known such great pain, they savor the pleasures of this night.

All—police, people, God, and speaker—are aware that the peace will not hold. However, as the speaker explains to his lover, he is still alive for another day. Death has not stolen him off the streets. When everyone can name themselves as one of the stars in the sky and bask as the speaker basks in universal love, the sky will rain flowers and plums instead of bullets.




Style

Apostrophe

Apostrophe in a work of poetry occurs when the speaker directly addresses a concept, object, abstract idea, or a nonexistent or absent person in the text. Frequently, apostrophe is used in poems to address the poet's muse or to call on God. The latter is true of “Tonight, in Oakland,” in which the speaker calls on God to preserve the peacefulness of the night. The speaker asks God to send rain or honey from the sky and to inspire two men to dance instead of shoot each other. The speaker describes God as imperfect but friendly, and he appears throughout the poem, which sets the apostrophe of this poem apart from its more common use: calling to the muse or to God for inspiration at the poem's beginning. The speaker calls to God throughout the text, as in a sermon. A speaker using apostrophe disrupts readers’ assumption that they are the intended audience of a work by addressing a poetic personae instead. In this way, the person, idea, or thing being called to through apostrophe becomes significant in determining the poem's meaning.

Couplet

“Tonight, in Oakland” is written in a series of couplets. In poetry, a couplet consists of two paired lines that together form a stanza. Couplets can be rhymed or unrhymed—in this case, unrhymed—depending on the poem. Couplets are used in traditional poetic forms, for example, in sonnets, as well as in free verse. Smith's use of couplets in “Tonight, in Oakland” lends a grandiosity to the poem. This elevation of the text's form matches the poem's content, in which the speaker feels connected to God and the universe through the love he feels for the city at peace. Couplets also provide an opportunity for enjambment, in which the idea continues past the line break and spills into the next line. Smith's couplets elevate the poem by harking back to traditional forms while allowing the poet to create a modern-sounding poem through enjambed lines.




Historical Context

The Shooting of Michael Brown

“Tonight, in Oakland” was inspired by a peaceful night Smith witnessed following the weeks of protest after the shooting of a young African American man by a white police officer. On August 9, 2014, Darren Wilson, the policeman, shot and killed Michael Brown, an unarmed teenager, in the streets of Ferguson, Missouri. Having identified Brown as a suspect in a convenience store theft of cigarillos earlier that day, Wilson ordered Brown and his companion, Dorian Johnson, to move onto the sidewalk. Brown and Wilson engaged in a struggle while Wilson was seated inside his vehicle before he fired his weapon twice. Then, as Brown ran, Wilson gave chase on foot. After Brown stopped running to face Wilson, the officer opened fire until Brown fell dead to the pavement.

Brown's body was left where he fell on Canfield Drive for over four hours in broad daylight and in full view of Brown's neighbors, who gathered at the scene to demand to know why the body was not covered or removed altogether, especially due to the presence of children as well as Brown's friends and family. This decision by the police department fueled the community's anger in the days and weeks of protest to come.

The details of the confrontation and shooting remain the subject of intense debate because of conflicting witness accounts and an inept response by the Ferguson criminal justice system, which afterwards was found by a Justice Department investigation to have violated the Constitution. Despite the fact that the majority of the population of Ferguson is African American, only four of the fifty-three officers in the Ferguson police department at the time of the shooting were African American.

Wilson was cleared of wrongdoing by a grand jury made up of nine white and three African American jurors, as well as by federal civil rights investigators. This decision sparked a new round of protests in Ferguson and across the country. Wilson resigned following the grand jury's decision. The Ferguson police chief, Thomas Jackson, stepped down following the Justice Department's report on the city's corrupt criminal justice system. Michael Brown's death and the protests in Ferguson gave rise to the Black Lives Matter movement, which seeks justice for unarmed civilians shot and killed by police officers.

Mass Incarceration in the United States

In the United States, there are over 2.4 million people incarcerated in a vast prison system that consists of over 3,000 jails, 900 juvenile correctional facilities, 1,719 state prisons, 102 federal prisons, and additional detention centers for the military and immigrants across the country, more than any other country in the world. In fact, the country with the second-highest prison population, Cuba, is outranked by thirty-six individual US states, including Florida, California, Alaska, Montana, and Missouri.

In addition, 3.7 million people are on probation, while over 840,000 people in America are on parole under the supervision of the police. One in every 100 citizens is imprisoned, and the United States hosts a quarter of the world's prison population, though it accounts for only 5 percent of the world's general population. The number of prisoners in America has quadrupled since 1980, and the rapid rise is often attributed to policies introduced by the Reagan administration that have remained in place. Many prisons face severe overcrowding as a result of the sheer number of inmates in the country. By a large margin, African Americans are incarcerated at a disproportionately larger ratio than whites.

Once out of prison, the criminal records of former convicts will follow them through life, negatively impacting job and housing applications. Americans pay billions of dollars a year in taxes for the maintenance and operations of the federal, state, and local prisons.




Critical Overview

Smith's transition from slam and performance poetry to the written word has been met with widespread praise from critics and readers alike. Wesley Rothman writes in his review of Smith's first collection, [insert] boy, for American Microreviews and Interviews, “Smith manages to translate his cathedral-filling performance presence onto the page, and devastates poetry's formal possibilities, wrecking and ripping them up for new ground and new sound.”

The power of Smith's poetry comes from his artistic fearlessness, as H. Melt writes in a review of [insert] boy for Lambda Literary: “Smith's writing is not safe. How can one's writing be safe when their life is constantly in danger?” As a gay, HIV-positive, African American man in the United States at a time when endemic racism, bigotry, and police brutality have drawn national attention, Smith is uniquely positioned to relate their own experiences and acknowledge the danger of simply existing in such a place and time. Chris Stroffolino writes in the Rumpus review of [insert] boy, “The book is a ‘coming-of-age’ story and ‘spiritual quest’ as much as a seething commentary on the catastrophe effected by the disease of contemporary racism and white supremacy.”

August Smith writes in the BookPage review of Don't Call Us Dead,

Not content to merely allow us to play witness to the horrors of oppression, Smith's poems pull us into it; they brim with blood … and broken bodies. But there is also humor, too, and hope.

That hope for a better tomorrow can be seen in “Tonight, in Oakland,” a poem that at once acknowledges the blood-soaked streets and celebrates the potential for love to grow among the weeds of hate.

Z. G. Tomaszewski writes in a review of Don't Call Us Dead, “Smith in their second collection of poems … rattles the core of the heart and consciousness for a new understanding of self and its singular and collective orientation in the world.” Smith blurs the line between the individual and the universal as they explore the human potential for love. This theme runs through “Tonight, in Oakland,” as those who practice compassion are described as stars and ancient beings, connected to a universal power.

Publishers Weekly describes Don't Call Us Dead as a “luminous and piercing” collection that “reassembles shattering realities into a shimmering and sharp mosaic.” Smith is particularly adept at connecting dissimilar things, such as police violence and the reunion of lovers. Such connections bring into doubt the cause for such violent action when love is an option. Smith's poetry stuns and delights, shocks and instructs. Peter LaBerge writes in his review of [insert] boy for Pank magazine, “Through the arteries of movement, music, and religious (or non-religious) experience, Smith allows us to imagine life from his perspective in a way that only the most powerfully evocative poetry can.”
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What Do I Read Next?


	Ibi Zoboi's young-adult novel American Street (2017) tells the story of Fabiola, a newly arrived Haitian immigrant to America who is left in the company of her cousins in Detroit after her mother is detained by customs. Steeped in magical realism and Haitian voodoo, the novel delights with its lyrical prose poetry as Fabiola tries to get her feet beneath her in her new home.

	Lorna Dee Cervantes's Emplumada (1981) changed the face of poetry in America forever with the introduction of a feminist Chicana poet to the mainstream publishing world. Cervantes's speaker comes of age caught between her Mexican and American cultures in California as the ever-threatening highway construction closes in on her barrio.

	Smith's chapbook of poetry black movie (2015) won the Button Poetry Prize for its depiction of African American life in the United States. Packed with action, wordplay, and wry humor, the collection approaches everyday lives with the eye of a director preparing his audience for the sudden twist.

	From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America, by Elizabeth Hinton (2016), examines why one in eleven African American men in the United States is under some form of control by the sprawling prison system. She searches American history to find the root causes of today's mass incarceration of citizens and examines the effects of the criminalization of a disproportionate number of African American men in American society.

	Claudia Rankine's Citizen: An American Lyric (2014) catalogues the racial tensions in the United States through the poet's experience of racism as it seeps continuously into the daily life of African Americans, an always-invasive presence that cannot be escaped. This book-length poem was a finalist for the National Book Award.

	Cynthia Cruz's How the End Begins (2016) draws on fairy tales for inspiration for the deceptively simple poems that continue to unfold the longer they are examined. The motif of whiteness that runs throughout the collection probes the question of what is real and what is illusory in a world ruled by individual perception.

	The Collected Poems of Audre Lorde (1997) compiles the work of the groundbreaking African American, lesbian, feminist poet who demanded an end to racism and sexism and called for justice for the victims of hate. Her poetry, unflinching in the face of bigotry and violence, inspired countless others to follow her example and bravely join the fight for equality.

	Saeed Jones's debut collection Prelude to Bruise (2014) dazzled critics with its hypnotic imagery and sustained wordplay. Divided into six sections, the poems are memorable for their breathtaking originality as intimate moments within the African American body are portrayed in wildly unique turns of phrase.

	Jericho Brown's collection The New Testament (2014) is a quietly powerful meditation on love, disease, religion, and violence as Brown lifts up his own experiences against the stories in the Bible in search of answers. Racism and homophobia are ever-present demons the poet must face as he yearns for a cure for the poison cursing his body.

	Toi Derricotte's The Black Notebooks: An Interior Journey (1997) collects years of journal entries by the poet on the subject of being a light-skinned African American woman in America, where she is not dark enough to feel truly black but repulsed by the racist confessions of whites who believe she is white like them. Derricotte recognizes that she has the lived experience to provide an expert comment on race in the United States but feels deeply dissatisfied by her observations.
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Alexander, Michelle, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, The New Press, 2012.

Alexander argues persuasively that the system of slavery has been replaced by the mass incarceration of African Americans. This systematic oppression, brought about by the war on drugs, strips black Americans of their rights, preventing their rise in society through discriminatory police practices that lead to their disproportional incarceration, after which they are denied employment and educational opportunities as well as government assistance.

Davis, Heath Fogg, Beyond Trans: Does Gender Matter?, NYU Press, 2017.

Davis questions the necessity of segregating the world by gender, with a particular focus on how gender divisions work to exclude individuals and allow for easier discrimination. Davis proposes an end to the policy of documents that force individuals to identify their sex, such as on college applications and licenses, as well as an end to single-sex colleges, restrooms, and sports.

Dyson, Michael Eric, Tears We Cannot Stop: A Sermon to White America, St. Martin's Press, 2017.

In this powerful call for action, Dyson demands that the United States of America confront its racial divisions head on to prevent further violence against our most vulnerable citizens at a time when hate groups are more active, visible, and energized than in decades. White Americans must face the truth about the privileges they are provided through the inherent racism of American society and fight against the oppression of other races as un-American in essence and destructive toward our progress forward as a nation.

Hill, Marc Lamont, Nobody: Casualties of America's War on the Vulnerable, from Ferguson to Flint and Beyond, Atria Books, 2017.

Hill explores the deaths of Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, Sandra Bland, Freddie Gray, and Eric Garner, as well as the clean water crisis in Flint, Michigan, and other instances of police violence and government ambivalence in order to understand today's inequality in an American society that claims to strive for equality.

McSpadden, Lezley, Tell the Truth & Shame the Devil: The Life, Legacy, and Love of My Son Michael Brown, Regan Arts, 2016.

In this moving memoir, McSpadden tells the history of her family, from her first pregnancy at fifteen and determination to raise her four children on her own to the death of her unarmed eighteen-year-old son at the hands of a police officer. She also describes her role in the massive protests that followed the shooting and the grand jury's decision not to pursue criminal charges against the officer. In this mother's plea for an end to the police violence against minorities, she argues that the power of love and compassion for fellow human beings can defeat the fear and racism endemic in white society that threaten the lives of African Americans across America.
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