
Open Letters of (subtle & unsubtle) resistance 
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How stories are told, who tells them, when they're told, how many stories are told, are really dependent on power. … Stories matter. Many 
stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign, but stories can also be used to empower and to humanize. Stories can 
break the dignity of a people, but stories can also repair that broken dignity. —Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, “The Danger of a Single Story” 
 
 
 
WHY write an open letter? 

- to protect the story of yourself or your community from being dispossessed 
- to challenge a dominant narrative by introducing a surprising perspective, description, or story 
- to preserve “Hope Spots”: literally, “special places that are vital to the ocean,” as designated by the 

oceanographic organization Mission Blue, but metaphorically…? 
- to remember and record: because history is written by those who write it 
- to ask or advocate for a particular future 
- to imagine things differently: an alternate present, past, or future 

 
 
WHO might you write to? 

- a close friend, family member, or loved one (“Americana/Dying of Thirst” [Perry]) 
- someone who will be made vulnerable by the new regime  
- someone who will have power within the new regime 
- a neighbor (“Dear Friend, from My Life I Write to You in Your Life” [Li]) 
- a stranger (“Dear Guy at the Ped Mall Painting Benches” [Brucker]) 
- a fictional character  
- someone in a particular social role (“Please Consider Me for Your Racial Ambassador Position” [Ho]) 
- someone who is no longer living 
- someone who is not yet born (“What I’ll Tell My Children” [Abrams]) 
- a senator, congressperson, or other public official 
- a group of people (“Love Letter to White People” [Osmundson]) 
- your future or past self (“Dear Myself Circa 1998” [Mailer]) 
- an object, institution, or public entity (“Dear Dollar Tree Chicken Salad” [Brucker]) 
- someone in a photograph in the New York Times’s “Year in Pictures” 

 
 
an OPEN LETTER... 

- addresses a specific audience (individual or group) 
- accounts for the particularities of the addressee  

o might refer to shared experiences  
o or specific characteristics  

- …but is also comprehensible to the public 
- can use a private, intimate voice, one catered to the addressee 
- may not actually be sent  
- lets the reader peek in on a private interaction 
- makes public a private exchange—for the sake of openness,  

generosity, and change 
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SPEAKING TO THE FUTURE about the night of November 8, 2016, from “What I Will Tell My Children: On Being F***able 
Under the Regime of President-Elect” by Jessica Abrams 

Remember, I will say, I was in Red-Republican-Coal-Country Wyoming. But I was among artists so I packed two Hillary 
shirts anyway. The first, which is now laced with unbearable irony, said: Love Trumps Hate, which was a hope we all had 
about kindness or understanding or an acknowledgement of the 260 reported hate crimes in the US yearly against Muslims, 
or the 2,624 children and teens killed by guns, or the 20 to 25 percent of members of the LGBTQ community who would be 
attacked in their lifetimes, or the 195 African Americans killed at the hands of the American police or the 288,820 victims of 
sexual assault, which I will point out, works out to an assault every two minutes. 
(http://therumpus.net/2016/12/what-ill-tell-my-children-on-being-fable-under-the-regime-of-president-elect/) 
  

SPEAKING TO THE PAST, from “Dear Myself Circa 1998,” by Rose Mailer: 
I know what you were doing twelve years ago, the night of March 5 — at least, I have a pretty good guess. After all, 
Thursday was when Star Trek: Deep Space Nine was on: the new episode that night, according to the Internet, was "Change 
of Heart" […] So after an afternoon of procrastinating and web browsing, you probably watched the new episode, then 
retreated to your bedroom to finally begin working on your abandoned homework. […]  
But in 2008, March 5 was a Wednesday, and what I was doing that night was, oddly, thinking about you. Because I was also 
in my room — this time, my bedroom in my Los Angeles apartment. And Jonathan H. had just come all over my new Target 
bedspread. (www.nerve.com/love-sex/true-stories/true-stories-dear-myself-circa-1998) 
 

SPEAKING TO A FIGUREHEAD, from “Please Consider Me for Your Racial Ambassador Position,” by Jean Ho: 
Dear Hiring Manager: 
I’m excited to submit my application for your Racial Ambassador opening. In the aftermath of the 2016 presidential election 
results, I applaud your organization’s efforts in recruiting a Racial Ambassador who can navigate the treacherous waters of 
discussing race at the workplace in a calm, meaningful, and non-violent atmosphere. Your commitment to helping your 
employees access and process their range of feelings when it comes to race — confusion, regret, guilt, or perhaps, complete 
obliviousness — is a crucial part of what makes you an industry leader, despite recent allegations about the non-diversity of 
your board of directors and your executive team. With my past and current experience as a person of color, I believe I am the 
ideal candidate for your search. (www.mcsweeneys.net/articles/please-consider-me-for-your-racial-ambassador-position) 
 

SPEAKING TO A GROUP, from “Love Letter to White People,” by Joe Osmundson 
White people, I love you. I really do. Not because I am a white person myself. This is not a story of self-love, although those 
can be important. This proclamation is not an attempt to subvert power structures that disavow love of white bodies. No, love 
of white bodies and selves, that is the norm, so hidden in plain sight that it is rarely given a racial identity at all. […] 
White America, America full stop, I am trying to love you in a different way, an honest way, a way that provokes a dialog, a 
way that requires progressive change. I love you, and we need to do better. James Baldwin said, “Love is a battle, love is a 
war; love is a growing up.” White people, it’s time we grow up.  
(http://www.thefeministwire.com/2013/09/love-letter-to-white-people/) 

 
SPEAKING TO A LOVED ONE, from “Americana/Dying of Thirst,” by Andre Perry 
 Dear Emma, 

I was in Iowa City in the student memorial union for a concert, and I was surrounded by over eighteen hundred white people. 
I was alone. I was the smallest black man in the world. Outside, the air was warm and dry. Summer had yet to touch down 
with its fever heat and thick humidity. Inside, the bodies steamed up the room. Everyone looked so young. I stood near the 
back where the congestion thinned out. Up front, it was wild, the students fervent in their adoration, their devotion to the man 
onstage: Kendrick Lamar. […] He looked down at us from the stage and asked, “What the fuck am I doing in Iowa?” […]  
My head was full of confusion, as it often is. I briefly considered seeking solace in the bar, in glasses of whiskey and beer—
always my easiest escape. But my compass endured and I climbed the hill towards my home, towards you. I knew I would 
find warmth by your side—it is the place I go when I have been left alone or have stumbled by my own stupid actions. 
I fall into your arms as I always do, as I always will. […] (https://catapult.co/stories/americanadying-of-thirst#) 

 
SPEAKING TO AN OBJECT, from “Dear Dollar Tree Chicken Salad,” by Erick Brucker (unpublished) 

I'm not sure what you are. You smell the way that cat food smells. You taste the way that I would assume that cat food tastes. 
You come in a cat food sized can. For these reasons and more, I am feeding you to my cat. As for the crackers that came with 
you, I will be hucking them at cars. The real loser here is the tiny flat spoon (seriously, which side of this is supposed to be 
the 'spoon' side?), which will most likely find its way to New Jersey soon. Other than that, all is well with me. And you? 
Your friend, E 

 
SPEAKING TO A STRANGER, from “Dear Friend, from My Life I Write to You in Your Life,” by Yiyun Li 

What makes you sad? What makes you angry? What makes you forget the good things in your life and your responsibilities 
toward others? One hides from people who ask these unanswerable questions only to ask oneself again and again. 
(http://apublicspace.org/magazine/detail/dear_friend_from_my_life_i_write_to_you_in_your_life) 


