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Dear Son…

Juanita Stephen

Son is a multi-media installation of sound, photograph, text and moving 
images as a meditation on parenting a Black son under the constant threat 
of racial violence. The installation featured 180 black and white photo-
graphs depicting the relatively unremarkable tasks of domestic care as the 
back drop to two videos playing at either end of the room. The first video is 
an open letter I wrote to my son shortly after his 16th birthday, warning him 
of the potential of increased surveillance and vulnerability that he may be 
subject to as he grows. As the letter is read, it is redacted several times to re-
veal messages not present in the original (or voiced) letter. The second video 
brings the perspectives of other parents of Black sons into conversation with 
my own as they answer the questions: What is your greatest hope/joy/fear 
for your son? Their responses are pieced together—never quite overlapping, 
but allowing very little space to discern when one emotion has ended and 
another has begun—and form the soundscape for the images and videos of 
my son and his Black boy kin – protected, connected, laughing, cared for, 
nourished, peaceful, safe. 

Son is a conversation about Black care—that which can be seen and that 
which cannot—and the emotional complexities of parenting in a context 
that, as Audre Lorde (1997) reminds us, we were never meant to survive 
(p.255).
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Figure 1: During setup of Son at the Eco Arts & Media Festival, York University (2020)

Figure 2: Two of the 180 photos that lined the walls of the installation.
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Figure 3: Unredacted letter, part of Son (2020).
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Figure 4: Redacted letter from Son (2020). It reads, “It is 
terrifying when your child is Black.”
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Figure 5: Redacted letter from Son (2020). It 
reads, “gentle child clench your fists.”
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Figure 6: Redacted letter from Son (2020). It reads, “gentle child you 
may need to clench your fists.” The text in red (“you may need to”) is 
an annotation not present in the original letter.
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Figure 7: Redacted letter from Son (2020). It 
reads, “I hope my love can keep you safe.”


