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About the book

Book Overview: "Long Division" by Kiese Laymon  

Explore the unique narrative tapestry of Kiese Laymon's gripping novel,

*Long Division*, where the boundaries of time and identity are thoughtfully

blurred. Follow the journey of Citoyen "City" Coldson, a black teenager, as

he traverses the complex landscapes of love, loss, and self-discovery across

two contrasting years: 2013 and 1964. In this remarkable tale, infused with

both raw humor and profound insight, City embarks on a mystical adventure

initiated by a book bearing the same name as the novel. 

As he delves deeper, City uncovers harsh realities tied to his heritage,

community, and the persistent racial injustices that resonate through time.

*Long Division* masterfully merges a contemporary coming-of-age

narrative with rich historical contexts, prompting readers to ponder the deep

legacies of our past and the continuous search for personal identity and

belonging. Prepare yourself for a narrative that is both laugh-out-loud funny

and tear-jerkingly poignant, merging imagination with an unyielding

reflection of reality.
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About the author

Profile: Kiese Laymon

Who is Kiese Laymon?

Kiese Laymon is a distinguished American writer, educator, and social

commentator known for his powerful and unfiltered narratives.

Background

- Birthplace: Jackson, Mississippi

- Influence of Background: Laymon’s upbringing significantly shapes his

literary voice, allowing him to address crucial themes such as race, identity,

and Southern culture.

Education

- Degree: Graduate of Oberlin College and the University of Indiana.

Literary Achievements

- Notable Works: Laymon is renowned for his essays, novels, and memoirs,

most notably the award-winning "Heavy: An American Memoir."

- Themes: His work confronts systemic inequalities and intricacies of Black

life in America with courage and transparency.

Current Role
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- Academic Position: As a professor specializing in English and Creative

Writing, Laymon is dedicated to both teaching and engaging in meaningful

discussions about pressing societal issues through his writing. 

Through his creativity and insights, Laymon continually inspires students

and readers alike.
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Written by Listenbrief
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1. Understanding Identity Through the Eyes of
a Young Black Boy

In "Long Division" by Kiese Laymon, the exploration of identity through the

lens of a young Black boy is a central theme that unravels the intricacies of

race, memory, and knowledge. Kiese Laymon crafts a narrative that delves

deeply into the psyche of his protagonist, revealing how societal structures

and personal experiences shape the understanding of one’s identity in a

racially charged environment.

The protagonist, a young Black boy named City, becomes a vessel through

which Laymon examines the complexities of race in America. From the

outset, City’s journey is fraught with challenges that stem from both his

social context and his personal environment—profoundly affecting how he

perceives himself and his place in both his community and the broader

society. Laymon’s portrayal highlights how race is not merely an abstract

concept; it is a lived reality that influences everyday interactions,

perceptions, and experiences.

As City navigates his formative years, issues of memory and knowledge

become intertwined in his understanding of identity. He grapples with the

legacies of his ancestors, confronting the harsh realities of systemic racism

while simultaneously seeking to find his own voice and narrative. Through

memories—vivid recollections that resurface throughout the novel—City
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experiences moments that reflect the cultural history of Black Americans

and how it intersects with his personal identity. These memories serve not

just as recollections, but as reminders of resilience and the ongoing fight for

recognition and dignity in a world that often diminishes his existence.

City's coming-of-age story is set against a backdrop of social and personal

struggles that serve to complicate his journey to self-acceptance. Through

encounters with family, friends, and the broader community, the novel

illustrates the multi-layered challenges that young Black boys face. For

example, the tension between familial expectations and societal realities is

palpable; City often feels torn between the aspirations his family has for him

and the harsh judgments society places upon his young shoulders. This

duality is exemplified in moments where he must rise above the limitations

imposed by both those who love him and the societal structures designed to

constrain him.

Family dynamics play a crucial role in shaping City’s identity. Laymon

portrays a rich tapestry of familial relationships, emphasizing the love, strife,

and complexity that characterize them. The expectations of family members

weigh heavily on City, as he becomes aware of the sacrifices made by

previous generations. These expectations, while rooted in love and a desire

for success, sometimes create an overwhelming pressure for him. His

struggle to balance these expectations with his own desires reflects a broader
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narrative of Black youth trying to carve out their own paths amid external

pressures.

Moreover, Laymon emphasizes the importance of education and knowledge

in City’s journey. School becomes both a sanctuary and a source of

frustration, where City encounters both mentorship and discrimination. The

way knowledge is wielded in his environment becomes a double-edged

sword; it is empowering yet often feels out of reach due to the systemic

barriers he faces. His experiences in the classroom mirror a larger

commentary on how education can serve as a powerful tool for liberation or

a means by which marginalized voices are silenced.

As City grows, reflections on his identity evolve, prompting him to

reconsider what it means to be a young Black boy in America. The narrative

invites readers to contemplate the broader implications of identity, including

the ways in which society shapes perceptions of Black masculinity and

youth culture. The internal conflicts that City faces lead him to deeper

introspection about his future and what it entails, suggesting that identity is

not a static condition but one that must be continually navigated and

reclaimed.

In conclusion, Kiese Laymon’s "Long Division" provides a poignant and

multilayered exploration of identity through the eyes of a young Black boy.
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Through the complexities of race, memory, family dynamics, and societal

expectations, readers gain insight into the profound journey of self-discovery

and the relentless pursuit of identity in a world that often seeks to define it

for him. The narrative resonates as a powerful testament to growth,

resilience, and the possibilities that lie ahead, despite the obstacles faced.
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2. The Intricacies of Race, Memory, and
Knowledge

In "Long Division", Kiese Laymon intricately weaves together the themes of

race, memory, and knowledge, exploring how these elements are not only

interconnected but also crucial in shaping identity and individual

experiences. Through the lens of a young Black boy navigating a world that

is rife with racial tension, societal expectations, and personal conflicts,

Laymon delves into how race influences thoughts, perceptions, and

relationships.

From the very beginning, the theme of race surfaces not merely as a

backdrop but rather as a driving force that propels the narrative. The

protagonist must grapple with internal and external expectations linked to

his identity as a young Black male. In his conversations with peers and

adults, he often confronts preconceived notions about intelligence, behavior,

and potential, shaped entirely by racial stereotypes. For instance, when

interacting with educators, the boy senses how their views of him are

clouded by his skin color, which creates a constant environment of

surveillance where he feels he must prove himself.

Laymon intricately portrays how memory plays a critical role in shaping

one’s understanding of race and identity. The protagonist reflects on

memories of familial conversations about race—stories his elders tell about
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their own struggles, triumphs, and the weight of history borne upon their

shoulders. For instance, as he recalls moments spent with his grandmother,

her recollections of the civil rights movement impart lessons that resonate

deeply. These anecdotes serve not only as a connection to the past but also

inform his present actions and reactions to discrimination.

The interplay between memory and knowledge is apparent as the young boy

learns about systemic injustices that persist in contemporary society.

Through his experiences, he gradually understands how facets of

history—both personal and communal—shape present realities. One

poignant example is when he encounters a lesson in school that overlooks or

simplifies the complexities of Black history. This disconnect between what

he learns in formal education and the knowledge passed down by his family

leads to a profound internal conflict; he is forced to question the validity and

completeness of what he is taught.

Moreover, Laymon exposes the anguish of existing in a society that often

seeks to erase or distort the narratives of Black individuals. He illustrates

this through instances of erasure in literature and media, where the

achievements and struggles of Black figures are minimized or omitted

altogether. The boy's experience becomes a microcosm of a larger social

commentary on how knowledge about race and history is often skewed,

impacting the identity formation of younger generations.
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The intricacies of race are further exacerbated by the intersections of

memory and knowledge within different spaces—be it home, school, or the

wider community. In moments of introspection, the protagonist wrestles

with the dichotomy of how his identity is constructed through societal lenses

versus how he perceives himself through personal experiences. This internal

dialogue propels him toward a journey of self-discovery where he actively

seeks out knowledge that aligns with his lived experiences rather than just

accepting mainstream narratives.

In conclusion, Kiese Laymon's "Long Division" offers a multifaceted

exploration of the intricacies of race, memory, and knowledge. Through the

eyes of a young Black boy, the narrative unfolds as a powerful commentary

on the ways in which identity is formed not only from personal experiences

but also through the collective memory of a community. It emphasizes the

enduring impact of history on present circumstances and underscores the

necessity for individuals, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds,

to reclaim their narratives and seek comprehensive understandings of their

identities.
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3. Coming of Age Amidst Social and Personal
Struggles

In "Long Division" by Kiese Laymon, the coming-of-age journey is

intricately woven into the protagonist’s experiences as he navigates a world

filled with both social injustices and personal challenges. The young Black

boy at the center of the narrative is not merely growing older; he is also

confronting the harsh realities imposed by systemic racism, familial

expectations, and the weight of societal norms that shape his identity. This

journey of adolescence is characterized by a struggle for self-definition in a

world that often seeks to define him in narrow and limiting terms.

The protagonist, through his eyes, illustrates the harsh dichotomy of growing

up Black in America. He faces the dual pressures of wanting to belong while

also resisting the stereotypes that society often places on him. For example,

moments of camaraderie with friends contrast with chilling experiences of

being judged or wrongfully accused. Each encounter is a lesson about race

and self-worth, resonating deeply as he learns that he must prove himself in

a world that is quick to dismiss him based solely on the color of his skin.

As Laymon narrates these experiences, they are enriched by the protagonist's

memories and reflections, which serve to highlight not only the social

struggles he encounters but also his internal battles. He grapples with

insecurities about his intelligence and appearance, often feeling the tension
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between societal expectations tied to race and his aspirations. The novel’s

structure, with its incorporation of magical realism and time travel,

accentuates the surreal nature of these formative moments, underscoring

how past experiences color one's perceptions of present challenges.

Moreover, Laymon does not shy away from showing how the protagonist's

personal struggles manifest in his relationships with family and peers. These

dynamics are often fraught with tension, as the young boy attempts to

balance the love and expectations from his family against the wider social

prejudices that threaten to engulf him. The dichotomy between family

loyalty and the desire for personal freedom leads to moments of intense

introspection and conflict, compelling the protagonist to question where his

true allegiances lie.

For instance, conversations with his mother reveal the generational trauma

and resilience within his family unit. She serves as a tapestry of wisdom and

caution, imparting lessons from her own experiences of struggle. These

lessons become pivotal as they inform the boy's understanding of his place

in the world. Yet, he must also navigate his path, which is often marked by

missteps and realizations of his own shortcomings, painting a fuller picture

of what it means to grow up amidst adversity.

Throughout these struggles, Laymon weaves in poignant moments of joy
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and triumph, illustrating that coming of age is not solely defined by

obstacles but also by resilience and the pursuit of knowledge. The

protagonist's journey is ultimately about reclaiming his narrative despite the

attempts of the world around him to box him into simplified identities. His

victories—no matter how small—are milestones on the path toward

self-acceptance and empowerment.

As the novel progresses, Laymon effectively captures the protagonist’s

evolution through these multifaceted experiences. The boy learns not just to

survive in a complex world but to find strength in vulnerability, to embrace

his individuality, and to acknowledge both his roots and the wider societal

landscape. This coming-of-age story is a testament to the resilience of youth

navigating through social constraints while forging their identity amid

multifarious personal and societal expectations. The indelible mark left by

these struggles not only shapes his character but also lays the groundwork

for how he views and interacts with the world, instilling hope that

transformation is possible.
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4. The Complexities of Family Dynamics and
Expectations

In "Long Division" by Kiese Laymon, the complexities of family dynamics

and expectations are intricately woven into the narrative, highlighting how

familial relationships shape identities and influence personal choices. The

protagonist, who navigates his teenage years amid the challenges of racial

identity and societal pressures, encounters various expectations set by his

family that often collide with his personal aspirations and realities.

Laymon delicately portrays how family members influence one another

through their beliefs, expectations, and lived experiences. The protagonist

experiences these dynamics primarily through the lens of his relationship

with his mother and other familial figures, revealing the profound impact of

their hopes and fears. For instance, his mother's aspirations for him are

rooted in her own struggles against systemic racism and poverty, instilling in

him both motivation and anxiety. She embodies a protective yet pressing

force, wanting the best for her son while simultaneously imparting the

weight of her own experiences, which reinforces the idea that family

expectations often arise from love but can transform into burdens when they

overshadow an individual’s authentic self.

Moreover, the novel, set against a backdrop of socio-political issues

affecting Black families in America, invites a nuanced understanding of how
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historical context shapes personal relationships. Family expectations are not

merely individual but collective, reflecting broader societal norms and

pressures. This complexity is illustrated when the protagonist grapples with

his family's narratives around success and struggle, questioning the paths

laid out for him versus the desires that bubble up from within.

One vivid example is when the protagonist finds himself torn between

adhering to his family's expectations of academic excellence and the desire

to explore his identity through creative expression and social defiance. The

conflicting expectations lead to moments of tension and rebellion,

showcasing how young people often feel caught between their family’s

hopes and their own burgeoning sense of self. The pressures mount as the

protagonist realizes that fulfilling his family's dreams may not align with his

own aspirations, creating a palpable tension that reverberates throughout his

journey.

Laymon expertly uses these familial interactions to delve deeper into the

nuances of love and disappointment that characterize many family

relationships, particularly within marginalized communities. He reflects on

how the fear of failure, disappointment, and the desire for familial approval

can sometimes trap individuals in cycles of compliance rather than

encouraging their genuine pursuit of passion and authenticity.
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Furthermore, the expectations emanating from family can also intersect with

issues of race and gender, complicating not only the protagonist's

self-discovery but also the broader experience of Black families in America.

These expectations can often be laden with stereotypes and biases, requiring

them to navigate a double consciousness—balancing their family’s

aspirations with the harsh realities of a world that frequently underestimates

their potential.

In summary, "Long Division" provides a rich exploration of the complexities

embedded within family dynamics and expectations. Laymon’s narrative

reveals how these relationships influence the protagonist's identity

formation, highlighting the tension between familial duty and the quest for

self-definition. By immersing readers in the protagonist’s struggles, Laymon

emphasizes that understanding one's place within a family often requires

negotiating love, disappointment, and the desire for authenticity in a world

rife with challenges.
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5. Reflections on Growth, Society, and the
Future Ahead

In Kiese Laymon’s "Long Division," the journey of a young Black boy

navigating the complexities of identity, race, and the profound struggles of

growing up in a racially charged society elicits a multitude of reflections on

the broader implications of growth, the role of society, and the paths that lie

ahead for future generations. Laymon’s narrative serves as a poignant

reminder that personal growth is often inextricably linked with societal

context, and this relationship shapes not only the individual but also the

community at large.

As we parse through the experiences and insights gleaned from this

coming-of-age story, it becomes evident that the process of growth is not

linear; it is multi-faceted and deeply influenced by external societal

structures. The juxtaposition of personal and collective identity often

becomes a battleground where young people, particularly those from

marginalized backgrounds, wrestle with the societal expectations and

limitations placed upon them. Laymon illustrates how this struggle can lead

to a visceral understanding of self, one that is constantly challenged by the

narratives imposed by society at large.

In reflecting upon society’s role in shaping individual growth, we cannot

ignore the oppressive systems that often dictate the parameters of success

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


and belonging. For instance, young Black boys, as depicted in the book, may

face systemic barriers that impact their educational and social opportunities.

Laymon’s protagonist experiences racial prejudices that frame his

understanding of the world and himself. These experiences are reflective of

broader societal issues, such as disparities in educational access, economic

opportunities, and representation.

Furthermore, Laymon challenges readers to recognize that growth often

requires confronting uncomfortable truths about societal injustices. The act

of resisting these traumas—be they personal or communal—encourages a

push towards future advancement, both individually and collectively. An

example that resonates with the themes presented in "Long Division" can be

found in the movement for educational equity advocated by leaders like

Malala Yousafzai, who championed the rights of girls to receive quality

education in the face of systemic poverty and sexism. This mirrors the fight

for access and recognition that Laymon's characters grapple with in their

personal lives.

Moreover, the fluidity of memory and how it intersects with personal and

societal histories presents an essential layer to understanding growth.

Memories act as both anchors and catalysts for individuals navigating their

family dynamics, societal expectations, and race. The protagonist’s

recollections are informed not just by his immediate experiences but also by
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shared histories within his family and community. This is reminiscent of the

concept of generational trauma, where the experiences of previous

generations shape the present realities and future expectations of younger

ones. In this way, Laymon invites readers to ponder how learning from the

past—through both pain and resilience—can inform a more hopeful

trajectory for the future.

Looking ahead, Laymon’s insights prompt us to think critically about what it

means to pave a future characterized by understanding, inclusivity, and

empowerment. To envision a society where young individuals can thrive

requires dismantling the barriers that currently inhibit their growth. This

involves re-evaluating how education is delivered, ensuring that youth from

all backgrounds receive the support and resources necessary to excel.

In conclusion, Kiese Laymon’s "Long Division" serves as a powerful

exploration of growth against the backdrop of societal constructs,

illuminating the complexities of race, memory, and personal experience. As

we reflect on the insights drawn from this narrative, we are reminded of our

collective responsibility to foster environments where every child can

flourish, free from the restraints of prejudice and inequity. To move forward,

society must engage proactively with the challenges laid bare in Laymon’s

story, not just as spectators but as active participants dedicated to fostering

growth for all.
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