


CHAPTER ONE

A WORD ON MY WORDS

I do not have it all figured out. I am a work in progress as it relates to figuring out the terms to best refer to different groups in a way that is empowering. I speak more in-depth in another chapter about our racialized vocabulary, but I want you to understand how I chose to use words in this book. I put a glossary at the end of the book so that we are on the same page with the terms in this book. As I explain later, coming to common definitions up front is crucial for courageous conversations. You can indeed refer to the glossary for more complete definitions of words, but I want to explain my word choice in this book. I do not use the term minority to refer to Black and Brown people unless I am quoting someone. The reason for this is that my parents taught me that I am part of a global majority, so I never limited myself to the United States. I always knew that much of the world was closer to my complexion than the complexion of White people, so the term minority never made sense to me.

I no longer use the term people of color. In my work over the past few decades in the field of diversity, equity, and inclusion, I have always done my best to make sure that the language I use is respectful of all communities with whom I work. Now I do not throw out words just to please people. For the most part, I do my research and combine my knowledge with how people feel they want to be identified. For years, I have used the term people of color in my writings, presentations, and speeches, but over the past few years, I have grown uncomfortable with the term, primarily because my experience as a Black person in America gets lost in that expression. Add the word minority to the conversation, and one can hopefully see how the Black experience is being forgotten for the sake of overall diversity and inclusion.

Across multiple industries, we see people of color and minorities used in literature. Companies often speak of how their numbers have increased in terms of “minority” representation, but the numbers rarely match for African Americans and Black people overall. For example, when some companies state that they have increased hiring of “minorities,” that could mean anyone from White women to Asian-born Indians and everyone in between. This was indeed the case with affirmative action, where research has shown that most people who benefitted from it are White women.1 More on that later. To be clear, I believe that all traditionally underrepresented groups in company spaces should have opportunities to have their numbers increased. What happens unfortunately too often is that after those numbers are met, there is no longer a need to reach out to the Black community.

Relating back to people of color, all challenges affecting what I would call non-White people are not the same. For example, the many cases of police shootings of unarmed people are primarily an issue facing the Black community.2 It is not a “people of color” issue. The preschool-to-prison pipeline is primarily a problem affecting Black students. After comedian Shane Gillis was hired then fired from Saturday Night Live over his racist comments toward Asians, I read one tweet by an Asian activist who wrote, “[C]hink is like the n-word for people of color.”3 History lesson: “People of color” are not called nigga or nigger. Black people are.

So today, when I hear people of color, it sounds too universal, and I feel lost in it. I do not besmirch people for using the term; I just know how it makes me feel. I am a Black person before I am a person of color. Furthermore, using that term places White people at the center, like a white piece of paper and then everyone else is colored in. Historically, White people were not the first to walk this earth. Black people were the first known humans, so people of color also may reinforce a White ethnocentric, maybe even a White supremacist, idea.

If we are going to be serious about diversity, equity, and inclusion, then we must be sure that we are being inclusive of all groups and their experiences. Truth be told, some companies get away with touting an increase in their Black representation by hiring non–African American Black people, such as people from the Caribbean, the African continent, Europe, and elsewhere. This is also a discussion happening in our colleges and universities4 and even in Hollywood, as we have seen in recent years with the movies Harriet, I Wanna Dance with Somebody, and Judas and the Black Messiah, where the lead actors are Black but not African American. Personally, I am fine with an overall increase in Black representation in film, but if the intention is that African Americans come with too much “baggage” to employ, as African American director Lee Daniels told Black British actor David Oyelowo when he cast him to play Dr. King in the movie Selma, then the real issue may be the stereotypes and lies that employers have about African Americans that also need to be challenged.5

So throughout this book, if there is a need to speak about all people who are not White, I will use the term non-White because it holds less power and history than people of color, which is just too close to colored people for my liking. Other terms I avoid are disability, third world, and developing country. I am looking for new language and words that help us create communities where everyone can feel celebrated, not tolerated, and I find these terms disempowering. Lastly as it relates to political terms, I do not use terms like prolife and the Right to refer to the Republican Party because the Republican Party of today is not “the Right.” It is the wrong. Prolife puts those who are against abortion in a “higher than thou” space that they do not deserve, particularly because many in the “prolife” movement do not care much for lives after birth. Furthermore, given that the conservative Supreme Court removed a constitutional right when it overturned Roe v. Wade in the summer of 2022, I do not see much respect given to the lives of pregnant women. We cannot use language that connotes righteousness of a particular group when their actions and policies represent the exact opposite; therefore, I refer to these groups as conservatives, Republicans, or antiabortion activists where needed.

We all have work to do, and we must deal with the fluidity of change. I still use the terms Latino and Latina as opposed to Latinx, for example. I do not do this because old habits die hard but rather because I encounter more people within the Latino community who prefer the former terms to Latinx and view Latinx as a term being placed on them with no discussion with them. At the same time, however, I know that there are many within the Latinx community who prefer this term because they see it as gender neutral and it does not center men. My point is that we must stay on this journey of working together to figure out what makes the most sense and making changes as needed, and not just due to some form of political correctness.

In recent months, for example, I have been working to eliminate referring to groups as guys. I had two female conference participants at two different conferences tell me the term is problematic because guys is used primarily for men, as in guys and gals. I received their feedback, but one thing I explained to them is that I started using guys because I found saying ladies and gentlemen to be offensive to people who identified as nonbinary. In my attempt to respect one group, I was unintentionally disrespecting another. One of the women challenged me publicly as I spoke. I accepted her critique, but not more than two minutes later, I said guys again. I caught myself and then asked if it is OK for everyone if I used the term family instead, and they agreed. Given that family may also be problematic to some, I have settled on folks. While some might argue that this is too much or too confusing, I just believe, and I hope you believe, that if we are serious about creating communities where everyone can be their complete selves, then we should start with checking our language. We are all a work in progress!

As a reminder, I have included a glossary of select definitions of words like racism toward the end of this book. I use basic dictionary definitions because in order to engage in courageous conversations, we need to oftentimes strip conversations down to their most basic levels. Furthermore, we must understand that we must start with the same points of departure if we are to arrive at the same destination. If I asked you who the greatest basketball player is or the greatest athlete in your preferred sport, a name quickly comes to mind. If we are discussing basketball, maybe you are quick to think of Michael Jordan, Kareem Abdul Jabbar, or LeBron James. Once the criteria are set, however, the answer becomes obvious, and there is no need for endless barbershop or sports-broadcast talk. If, for example, the greatest player is based on the man who won the most NBA championships, then it is the late, great Bill Russell because he won 11. Most rebounds? Wilt Chamberlain with 23,924. Agree to set criteria, and your discussions and debates will be more productive. Do the work needed to come to common ground on simple words because if I am talking to you about individual racism and you are responding back to me talking about systemic racism (both defined later in this book), then we will argue in circles with no resolution. Come to common ground on definitions, and you are one step closer to finding common ground in these uncommon times!


Activity: The Lies You Were Told

Our first activity asked you to write about lies you were told. In this section, spend some time reflecting on the deeper question of why you believe you were told those lies.






MY ANTIRACIST JOURNEY: KARMA LEKSHE TSOMO
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Karma Lekshe Tsomo is a seventy-eight-year-old Caucasian female professor. Growing up, she was told that Black people were different from “normal” people. She refers to this reference as “subtle but unmistakable.” Growing up in Kentucky during segregation, racism “was in the air,” but even as a young child, she could see “that something was terribly wrong when [she] saw the deep sadness in the faces of Black people on the street.” It was only later that she would realize the extent of the “structural injustices that perpetuate racism, that explain why no Black people lived in any of the White neighborhoods we lived in.”

For Karma, the biggest consequences of the lies she was told about Black people were the overall ignorance of Black people’s lives, such as “missed cultural enrichment, [and] missed friendships.” When she was a child, she recalls asking her grandmother why there were no Black people in her church in Louisville. Her grandmother simply replied, “They have their own churches, Honey. They like it that way.” As she got a little older, her father “claimed that he treated all the engineers he supervised equally but that Black people did smell different.” These examples of what some call everyday racism helped Karma to understand the hypocrisy all around her. She realized that the phrase all God’s children only “seemed to include White people.” The experience of what she called “racial hypocrisy” helped Karma to “begin to see through religious, economic, gender, and other forms of hypocrisy.”

Sadly but not surprisingly, Karma does indeed see the lies she was told persisting today. She holds that in order to challenge the systemic scale of racism, there must be systemic education “not only in the schools but in all companies, schools, organizations, and institutions [and that] economic justice urgently needs to be addressed to correct the glaring economic disparities that plague society.” Karma believes that the Black Lives Matter movement has helped to improve some of the racist issues America has faced. She fears the racial situation in America today is getting “worse and worse” for the poor and disenfranchised, but the “most insidious and dangerous thing is voter disenfranchisement, which stacks the political and economic systems against minorities.”

What I find so inspiring about Karma’s story as it relates to racism is that she was born during World War II and grew up in the South. Systemic racism and Jim Crow were in full swing in America during these times, and she was able to remove the racist blinders that were placed in front of her. She lived through the era of intense voter disenfranchisement, such as the house burnings and assassinations of voting and civil rights advocates like Medgar Evers and Viola Liuzzo and the beatings of activists like Fannie Lou Hamer. Since her childhood, however, she was able to see that something just was not right with what she was taught about Black people. She sees history repeating itself today if we do not learn the valuable lessons she shared: that lies about Black people hurt not only Black people but also the entire country.










CHAPTER TWO

RACISM IS THE REAL “BIG LIE”!


What do you know about me?

What do you know about you?

What will you do when you find out the truth?

What will you do?

They say, “When you know better, you do better”

This should be true

But too many times we stay silent

Not understanding that silence is compliance

Some even say that White silence equals Black violence

But right now, you have a chance to unlearn

You have a chance to advance your knowledge, but only if you yearn

If you yearn for the truth, you will find some of it here

And if you’re confused on what to do, we will make it clear!



What if I told you that I could point to an actual date and person to prove where modern-day racism started? Turns out I can actually do that. I want to take you back to 1453 and a man in Portugal named Gomes de Zurara. According to historian Dr. Ibram X. Kendi, Zurara served as Prince Henry’s first biographer and was commissioned by King Afonso V to write a biography about his uncle. Prince Henry sponsored voyages that started the trans-Atlantic slave trade. In 1453, Zurara published The Chronicle of the Discovery of the Conquest of Guinea. In this book, Zurara wrote that some of the enslaved people Prince Henry captured in 1444 were “White enough, fair to look upon, and well proportioned,” while others were “like mulattoes” or “as Black as Ethiops, and so ugly.” Kendi writes, “Despite their different skin colors and languages and ethnic groups, Zurara blended them into one single group of people, worthy of enslavement.”1

Although Zurara did not create the modern races directly, he provided the groups that would fit into the categories we know as Black, White, and mixed, and thus a “racial hierarchy” was created. Kendi elaborates,


Gomes de Zurara grouped all those peoples from Africa into a single race for that very reason: to create hierarchy, the first racist idea. Race making is an essential ingredient in the making of racist ideas, the crust that holds the pie. Once a race has been created, it must be filled in—and Zurara filled it with negative qualities that would justify Prince Henry’s evangelical mission to the world. This Black race of people was lost, living “like beasts, without any custom of reasonable beings,” Zurara wrote. “They had no understanding of good, but only knew how to live in a bestial sloth.”2



And with Zurara’s writings, the foundation for the idea of modern races was created. You would be hard-pressed to go back into history before the 1450s and find the descriptions of race that we use today. Prior to this time, human beings were primarily affiliated with their ethnic or religious identities. Individuals were described simply by how they looked, such as having bronze feet and woolly hair, as the Bible refers to Jesus in Revelations 1:14–15.3

As Duke University’s audio director John Biewen said in a TEDx talk, racism did not start with a misunderstanding. It started with a lie. He said that it is a story people decided to tell and that this “tool of Whiteness” is still “doing the job” it was invented to do today—to set up and perpetuate systems to keep us divided. It did not start with anything related to deficiencies based on color.4

The system of race we use today was set up in the mid-1400s to justify the enslavement of African people. The lie of racial hierarchies was created to allow the Portuguese to go before the Vatican and justify slavery, not for their real economic reasons, but to save Black African savages. This is what leads Kendi to state emphatically that self-interest, particularly of an economic and political nature, is the driving force of racism, not hate. Kendi states, “If the fundamental problem is ignorance and hate, then your solutions are going to be focused on education, and love and persuasion.”5

Kendi holds that it is the self-interest that drives the racist policies that then in turn benefit the self-interest. The self-interest runs so deep, according to Kendi, that when policies are challenged because they produce inequalities, racist ideas spring up to justify those policies, and hate flows freely from there. For Kendi, therefore, the economic self-interest led to the need for slavery as opposed to the hate of Black people in general. When it came to slavery in the United States and its continual justification, Kendi also boils it down to self-interest:



I’m enslaving people because I want to make money. Abolitionists are resisting me, so I’m going to convince Americans that these people should be enslaved because they’re black, and then people will start believing those ideas: that these people are so barbaric, that they need to be enslaved, or that they are so childlike that they need to be enslaved.6



Have you ever looked at American racism through this type of lens? Can you see the self-interest that lies behind today’s debates over critical race theory and White-replacement theory (both of which are discussed later) and other race-based protests we are experiencing today? American racism is not solely based on hate, though hate crimes are the most obvious indicator of racism. Our racism is based on the self-interest of keeping White communities White, on keeping access to government resources White, on keeping access to the best education White, on keeping access to the best land White, and so on. The list is endless. In addition to self-interest, I would add fear. The founder of the Black News Network and legendary journalist Roland Martin describes White fear as the “unwillingness to share power and resources and allow for the redefinition of America’s morals, values, and principles.” Martin continues, “White fear is perpetuated by White Americans who are resistant to allowing America to live up to the promises of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.”7

The fear of competition from Black athletes kept American sports segregated. The fear of the stereotype of Black male sexual prowess forced laws keeping Black men and White women separated, although since our arrival in America and for more time that we have been here than have not, White men have had access to Black women’s bodies. The fear of leveling the playing field kept Black people from attending the best schools or even schools equal to their White counterparts. The story of too many riots and massacres of Black communities in America started with some form of alleged or real (often small) interaction between a Black man and a White woman, as you will see with Black Wall Street and other examples later.

The system of racism as we know it is less than six hundred years old. It was started at a particular time, and with your efforts and dedication, it can end at a particular time. We must be willing to do the work. We must be willing to break out of our comfort zones. We must be able to work beyond our own self-interests or, better yet, readjust our ideas of what our self-interests are. As a parent, for example, it is in my self-interest that my children do not become the victims of a hate crime. Because I know that people commit acts of hate out of ignorance and jealousy, I want every community to learn the full picture of our American history in a way that makes them have sympathy or empathy for each other. As a White parent, for example, it should be in your interest to want your child to know as much about the American experience as possible, so they are not embarrassed or even angry when they grow up and are exposed to diverse cultures and experiences, which I have seen all too often, as well. And the ways in which terror can strike literally anywhere in the United States today (supermarkets, schools, mosques, synagogues, graduations, sporting events, funerals, etc.), it should be in everyone’s self-interests to work toward building a community where everyone can believe they belong.


Activity: What Are We So Afraid Of?

Write down any stereotypes you heard about Black people that you later learned were based on fear.






MY ANTIRACIST JOURNEY: MARI STASKY
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Mari Stasky is a vet tech and student. She identifies as a forty-three-year-old White female. Mari shared several lies she was told growing up, including that Black people are dirty, they are criminals, and they didn’t know how to swim, which is why she said she never saw them at the beach. She realized later it was because she lived in an all-White community that she did not see Black people at the pool. She was primarily taught these lies by her mother and her family. Mari did not start to learn that she was taught lies until around her freshman year in high school, when she befriended a Black girl whose family moved into town. Unfortunately, the family did not stay long because her town was a sundown town.

A brief word on sundown towns: A sundown town or a “sunset town” or a “gray town” is a town where it is not safe for Black people to be present when the sun goes down. Author James W. Loewen writes that towns are often called sundown towns “owing to the signs that many of them formerly sported at their corporate limits—signs that usually said ‘Nigger, Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on You in _______________.’” He writes that in Illinois, for example, “Anna-Jonesboro had such signs on Highway 127 as recently as the 1970s.” In 2001, he walked into a store in Anna, Illinois, and asked the clerk if the sign on the door, “ANNA,” meant “Ain’t No Niggers Allowed.” She said yes—in 2001.8 A viral TikTok video in 2021 by hiker Marco William in Devil’s Bathtub, Virginia, highlights the fact that sundown towns still exist today.9

One thing I intentionally did not ask Mari was where she grew up because her experience was/is Anywhere, America, depending on the time. Members of her town deny that it was a sundown town, but the fact remains that across America, local governments actively engaged with local White families to keep their towns White. Similar to Black Wall Street, where government policy did not work, violence did the work, and vice versa. This was not just in the South. This was America and still is on many levels. Mari’s story is a true cautionary tale if we choose to listen.

For Mari, the continued denial of opportunities to interact with non-White people kept the lies going. Her adoptive mother was born in 1920 and was steeped in racist ideas. Exposure to other groups “shattered” the ideas her mother taught her. The fear she had of establishing friendships with non-White people has been replaced by a passion for “undoing the dumb racism” in her life and “being actively aware of it.”

Like my other interviewees, Mari believes that the lies she experienced are perpetrated today. She believes that one of the main actions that need to be taken is increasing more exposure of White people to non-White people, especially in schools. She is calling for more non-White teachers and students to be part of the school life in majority-White schools. For Mari and many other people, exposure was the real difference in helping her challenge the lies she was told about Black people.

What has helped you on your journey? If you’re just starting your journey, then what is helping you so far? Keep going!










CHAPTER THREE

WHY WE MUST FIGHT LIES ABOUT BLACK PEOPLE

Being Black in America is like being constantly connected to a lie detector. You are constantly asked or even demanded to prove that you are truly qualified to work at your job, go to school where you do, and live where you live:


	“You want to be president of the United States? Show us your college transcript.”

	“You want to be a Supreme Court justice? Show us your LSAT scores.”

	“You want to be a doctor? Didn’t you only get into med school because of affirmative action?”

	“You want to be an NFL team owner? Show us …” (Well, we’re still waiting on that one.)



As Black people, despite our qualifications, we are too often placed in a position to have to prove people wrong or prove that we are not lying about who we are. We are too often presumed guilty before presumed innocent. We are too often assumed to be underqualified rather than qualified or, dare I even say, overqualified. The assumption is made first that we are not worthy of our positions. Whenever there is a conversation about a role a Black person is going to assume, there is always the qualifier that she must be “qualified,” although that term is rarely used for White males, if ever. What is it about the very sight of our skin that makes so many people (including many Black people) believe that we are inherently incapable of achievement? What is it about our complexion that leads to so much rejection? What makes so many others believe we are not worthy of what we have earned?

The most shining recent example of the constant questioning of Black qualifications comes in the form of the 2022 nomination and subsequent confirmation of Judge Ketanji Onyika Brown Jackson to the Supreme Court of the United States. Judge Jackson was the first Black female to ever be nominated to the highest court in the land in the 236-year history of the Supreme Court. The court has had 116 judges in its history, including Jackson. Of those 116 judges, several were appointed with no judicial experience at all, such as John Marshall, Roger B. Taney, Salmon P. Chase, Morrison Waite, and Melville Fuller. Furthermore, only half of the judges appointed in the twentieth century were actual judges prior to their appointment.1 More than half of the Supreme Court justices in history, sixty-four to be precise, never obtained a law degree.2

Judge Jackson was hailed by many as one of the most, if not the most, qualified nominee to the Supreme Court, represented by her attaining the highest rating from the American Bar Association, yet she was still treated as if her experience was a lie. She was treated like her qualifications were not real or did not matter.3 Jackson has two degrees from Harvard, including her law degree; graduated magna cum laude from undergraduate school; was an editor on the Harvard Law Review; and served as a judge for almost a decade prior to her Supreme Court nomination.4 Who else is more qualified? When it comes to being Black in America, the qualifications do not matter for many White people.

I was listening to legendary comedian Chris Rock speak about his up-bringing and how his parents instilled the ideals of hard work in his mind. He repeated something that most Black people have been told by their parents: You have to work twice as hard as White people. While I had also heard that phrase since I was a child, he added a part that I never heard before and it shook me to the core. He said that we have to work twice as hard to get half as much as White people. Judge Jackson was talked about by her detractors as if she was a random person off the street who just decided to be a judge one day. She was not only called a radical left-wing activist but also a pedophile sympathizer for cases she was assigned as a public defender.5 In the end, Judge Jackson fortunately did not work twice as hard to receive only half of a judgeship, but rest assured, her decisions will be critiqued with twice as much vigor from her detractors, if her confirmation process provides any evidence.

Some of the racist actions toward Jackson included Fox’s top show host, Tucker Carlson, asking that Biden provide a copy of her LSAT scores, even though LSAT scores relate to law school admission, not to becoming a judge. He also asserted that her nomination was part of Biden’s process of turning America into Rwanda and the chaos that occurred there with the Rwandan genocide of 1994.6 Compared to Supreme Court Justice Amy Coney Barrett, Jackson’s reśumé shines even brighter. NYU School of Law professor Melissa Murray noted that Barrett



did not have the same credentials [as Jackson,] but she was celebrated for not being Ivy League because it made her relatable…. For years we’ve been told that for Black women to be considered for positions in the upper echelons, they’d have to be twice as good…. Now people like [Lindsey] Graham are saying we’d prefer that you graduated from Trump University Law School.7



You do not have to stretch your imagination to think about what the response would be in the media if Jackson’s and Barrett’s reśumeś were switched. Murray also noted that, as Black lawyers, “We’ve all been called to present our LSAT scores at some point.”8

Murray’s comments show how the accepted qualifications switch historically depending on the race in question. Compare the low levels of expectations of Trump versus Obama or Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene versus Marcus Flowers or Raphael Warnock versus Herschel Walker. Wait! Did I just say that? I get to this later, but in way too many instances, White Republicans will put the least-qualified Black men forward to compete against a Black Democrat and almost deputize them in Whiteness until they are of no longer use to them (think Obama versus Alan Keyes in 2004). They will also quickly choose a Black face to represent a White perspective on television, such as Candace Owens, Diamond and Silk, Jesse Lee Peterson, and Paris Dennard. This is also not new. As Malcolm X stated decades ago, “Whenever a black man stands up and says something that white people don’t like then the first thing that man does is run around to try and find somebody to say something to offset what has just been said.”9 Because the rules keep changing for Black people, we still must be twice as good, but in order to be Black and condemn Black people, conservative news outlets only need their Black commentators to be half as smart, if that.

One activity I have come to enjoy over the years is a good social media debate. I enjoy engaging in intellectual conversations with people of opposing viewpoints. As long as the discussions are respectful, I can talk to people for days on end. Most attempts at conversation, however, do not last more than three replies. Why? Because within the first two to three reactions to my posts by some commentators, my credentials are immediately challenged or dismissed altogether:


“They call you a doctor?”

“How did you get a PhD?”

“They gave you a blue check?”



Oftentimes, we as Black people dismiss these stories because we are so used to it, as was the case with Jackson and Black lawyers. We may even laugh at it, but sometimes, these situations can have dire consequences. In October 2016, Dr. Tamika Scott was denied the opportunity to aid an unresponsive passenger on Delta flight 945 because the flight attendant did not believe Dr. Scott was indeed a physician.10 As she witnessed the emergency and started to spring into action, the flight attendant said to her (according to Scott’s Facebook post), “oh no sweetie put [your] hand down, we are looking for actual physicians or nurses or some type of medical personnel, we don’t have time to talk to you.”11 Scott was trying to save a man’s life, and she was asked for her credentials. A little later, however, a White man approached and said he was a doctor, and the flight attendant let him attend to the passenger, although he showed no credentials, according to Scott.

Some White people may dismiss instances like this and say, “I have been discriminated against, too,” but this is about a systemic problem and systemic consequences. This is about the fact that Dr. Scott started her Facebook post by stating, “I’m sure many of my fellow young, corporate America working women of color can all understand my frustration when I say I’m sick of being disrespected.”12 The fact that the post received 151,000 likes; 35,000 comments; and 45,000 shares speaks to the frustration Black people feel on a regular basis. Furthermore, the flight attendant later apologized and offered Dr. Scott frequent-flyer miles, leading Dr. Scott to write, “I don’t want skymiles in exchange for blatant discrimination.”13

Beyond the blatant and racist treatment of Dr. Scott, the fact of the matter is that this denial of medical care affects everyone on the plane and the airlines after the fact. As Dr. Pamela Wible wrote in the Washington Post,


Obstructing medical care is never in the best interest of the patient—or the airline. The difference between life and death is sometimes measured in seconds. Not only can one skilled physician aboard an aircraft save a passenger’s life, but her quick action may also save the airline more than $100,000 in a flight diversion and ensure that hundreds of passengers arrive to their destinations on time.14



Wible asks a sarcastic but powerful question: “What does a doctor on a plane look like?”15 The deeper question I ask is, How much longer will racism and racist ideas hamper human progress? How many medical breakthroughs could have been discovered earlier if Black people were allowed into medical schools in America in the late 1700s instead of the late 1800s? How many Olympic medals could have been won for the United States if Black people were not historically either barred from certain sports, like swimming, or provided with significantly fewer opportunities to master the sport in question? How many more wars could have been won sooner if Black soldiers were given the chance to be fully integrated into the military prior to 1948? I can fill in the blanks with any field, from medicine and sports to agriculture and finance. Racism is so deep in the core of American history that White America has too often cut off its nose to spite its face rather than confront it head on. Part of the challenge is that many in White America are comfortable with sliding scales of suffering.

I love sports. I am not a diehard sports fanatic, but I am always sure to represent my Boston teams. Actually, it’s pretty much the Boston Celtics because as you can clearly tell by my name, I am from Boston (smile), and because there is a no more storied franchise in the history of sports (it’s OK to admit it even if you’re not a Celtics fan) than the Boston Celtics. A few years ago, when the Celtics were not doing so well, I found myself making the same statement repeatedly: “Well as long as the Lakers lose, it’s all good.” The Los Angeles Lakers have been rivals of the Celtics for more than fifty years. Have you ever done this? Have you ever made it acceptable for your favorite team to lose, as long as your rival loses, too? That is how many in White America have been when it comes to accepting racism and racist policies.

President Lyndon B. Johnson said to the young journalist Bill Moyer in the 1960s, “If you can convince the lowest White man he’s better than the best colored man, he won’t notice you’re picking his pocket. Hell, give him somebody to look down on, and he’ll empty his pockets for you.”16 The statement was his response to poor White Americans who did not support his antipoverty agenda, even though it was in their best interests. This statement had held true before his tenure as president of the United States and still holds true today. Poor post–American Civil War White Americans gave up partnering with formerly enslaved Black people in their efforts to rebuild the South for a chance, through the promises of Jim Crow’s America, to be a part of the White landowning class. The “Southern strategy” was a targeted racist program for decades that White politicians used to justify denying necessary services to White people, as long as Black people suffered more, as Republican strategist and former Republican National Committee chair Lee Atwater stated in 1981:


You start out in 1954 by saying, “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968 you can’t say “nigger”—that hurts you, backfires. So you say stuff like, uh, forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff, and you’re getting so abstract. Now, you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is, Blacks get hurt worse than Whites…. “We want to cut this,” is much more abstract than even the busing thing, uh, and a hell of a lot more abstract than “Nigger, nigger.”17



This notion manifests itself today in White people who are willing to lose the many benefits of Obamacare because a Black man delivered it to them.18 It is evident in opponents of President Joe Biden’s “Build Back Better” proposed legislation because some Whites do not want to see Black and Brown people receive better services. And, like Atwater’s comments about using terms like forced busing instead of Nigger, nigger, nigger, the new coded terminology today includes words like urban, critical race theory, and woke. Even legislative attempts to severely hamper or even block voting rights for Black and Brown communities have been cloaked under the veil of “state’s rights.”

How many White jobs could have been saved during the Great Recession between 2007 and 2009 if the United States made a concerted effort to end or greatly reduce Black unemployment, which consistently is twice as high as White unemployment? How many White lives could have been saved during the opioid epidemic of the last decade if we had treated the crack epidemic of the 1980s and 1990s, which affected primarily Black and Brown communities, like an issue of addiction instead of criminalization? If crack was not criminalized, the United States would have had the health infrastructure in place to tackle the opioid epidemic decades later. Too many lives were lost as the United States played catch-up with its treatment facilities or lack thereof for opioid addiction.19

When the COVID pandemic began in the late winter and early spring of 2020, there was a wartime sense of unity as the country expressed a “We’re all in this together” mantra. Even a self-declared20 racist president Donald Trump declared the pandemic a national emergency on March 13, 2020; promised to devote more resources to aid struggling communities during the pandemic; and garnered bipartisan praise for his declaration.21 This declaration was made, however, after intentionally downplaying how deadly COVID was,22 so the declaration was seen as a positive step forward. Something changed, though, as the summer of 2020 approached.

As Trump’s response to COVID began facing criticism due to the inept nature of his administration’s response, a question started to arise in social media, academic, and journalistic spaces: What is the racial makeup of COVID-related deaths?23 As this data became available, it became clear that Black Americans in particular suffered the most at the beginning of the pandemic in terms of deaths.24 Once it became clear that Black, Brown, and Native American communities suffered more than White people, the “We’re all in this together” mentality vanished and was replaced with such chants as “Free Michigan” as protesters there and in other states protested at state capitols for the government to end their quarantine, mask, and later vaccine mandates.25 These protests included a failed attempt to kidnap Michigan governor Gretchen Whitmer in 2020.26

In essence, the United States witnessed the Southern Strategy happening in real time as it related to the COVID pandemic. Presidential advisor and sonin-law to former president Trump Jared Kushner suggested that Trump not have a national plan to fight COVID because Democratic, or blue, states would suffer more from COVID than Republican, or red, states.27 This is related to the notion that more non-White people are Democrats and live in blue states and therefore will suffer more. Moreover, once the vaccines arrived, there was an economic and racial disparity in how they were distributed, which also hurt Black people more than White people and which was indeed connected to structural racism by the National Center for Biotechnology Information.28

I live in Southeast Washington, DC. Southeast, and more specifically ward 8, is the most underserved community in DC. One day during the early days of COVID-vaccine distribution, I walked into our neighborhood Giant supermarket and noticed an exceptionally large number of White people in the store. I noticed this over the course of the week. I could not figure out why they were appearing until I realized that they were all concentrated by the pharmacy. I realized that they were there for the COVID vaccine. The problem was that there were more White people in the line for the vaccine than Black people in line who lived in the neighborhood. I started texting my friends and family in other inner-city neighborhoods across the country to see if they were experiencing the same phenomenon, and they were. The issue playing out in real time was that White people with better internet access and transportation resources were getting news of COVID-vaccine availability before Black people living in their own poorer communities without heavy internet and transportation access were.

According to the National Academy of Sciences,


Racial disparities in vaccination persist despite the increased availability of vaccines…. Analyzing vaccination data from [April 19, 2021], when nearly half of the US adult population was at least partially vaccinated, we find associations between racial disparities in COVID-19 vaccination and median income (negative), disparity in high school education (positive), and vote share for the Republican party in the 2020 presidential election (negative), while vaccine hesitancy is not related to disparities.29



What this means in short is that you were less likely to get access to COVID vaccines if you were poorer and less educated, and this is why so many Black and Brown communities did not have immediate vaccine access. While association with the Republican Party also led to less vaccine accessibility, this was primarily due to Republican leaders creating disinformation, denouncing vaccine mandates, and denouncing the vaccine itself.30 Moreover, former president Trump actually stated that it was White people who were being forced to the back of the line for the vaccine, which only added more hostility and anger by many Whites toward non-White people.31 Coupled with his blaming Asian people for COVID by using racist terms like Kung flu and China virus, it became clear that his administration used racist lies to keep the country divided. In a world based on racial lies, actions like these are why hate crimes against individuals hit a sixteen-year high under the Trump administration in 2018, with Black people being the number 1 target, followed by Jewish people.32 Hate crimes against Asians increased by nearly 150 percent between 2019 and 2020 as the COVID pandemic intensified and many of us in America needed a scapegoat.33

So even with a global pandemic, where we were all cursed with the ability to possibly breathe death onto the person standing within six feet of us, the opportunity for America to vaccinate our way out of this pandemic took on a racial dynamic. Atwater’s mindset of “Blacks get hurt worse than Whites” played out on full display during the pandemic and vaccine distribution. As appalling as this story may seem, it is in line with America’s racialized history, as this book elaborates on in greater detail.

Referring to former president Johnson’s statement on White self-interest, when you use lies to play on people’s fears, almost any action can be justified against the soon-to-be-targeted group. Genocides historically do not start with the slaying of hundreds and then thousands of people on some random day. Genocide starts with the lies told in print or animated cartoons to children. It continues in the jokes told on the playground about the soon-to-be-slaughtered people that never get challenged by adults. It continues in the curriculum, where certain groups are labeled as having been “enemies of the people” or “enemies of freedom.” These lies told at a young age experience a revival when we are older and maybe go through an unemployment spell or just do not believe our life is going the way it should. Then we remember “those people.” Then our so-called leaders escalate the rhetoric, as those cartoons are now articles in newspapers, television news segments, and podcasts. Even our religious leaders may get in on the action. Terms like roaches, vermin, illegals, rodents, and rapists become commonplace in society. The final stage before the slaughter comes with cries like “They’re raping our women,” “They’re taking our jobs,” and “They’re replacing us.” Before we know it, we have Germany, Armenia, the United States, Congo, Rwanda, Sudan, Cambodia, and more.

I visited the Kigali Genocide Memorial in Rwanda in August 2018, and there were several aspects of the visit that I will never forget because they are instructive for learning how to unlearn hate, intolerance, and ignorance and build antiracism. The first lesson I learned at the memorial is that even though the genocide happened in 1994, they are still finding bodies today. The second soul-shaking experience was seeing pictures of children dressed in their Sunday’s-best clothing with beautiful smiles on their faces. Next to these pictures was a card stating how they were killed: bludgeoned; shot; and, in one case that stuck in my mind, head smashed against a wall. What lies could have been told about these children to justify these actions?

The third memory that was seared into my mind was walking through a room where they showed all the political cartoons and news segments that targeted Tutsis as being worthy of execution. Multimedia was being used to sow seeds of slaughter. The indoctrination was real. Neighbors began targeting neighbors. The memory that is probably the most instructive for this book and for America was a woman giving her testimony of surviving the genocide. She said that one day she was paying the school fees of her neighbor’s child, and the next day, that child was “hunting” her. Hunting.

Literally as I was wrote this section—these very paragraphs—CNN reported that ten Black people were hunted down and slaughtered at Tops Supermarket in Buffalo, New York, by an eighteen-year-old White supremacist. Payton Gendron drove three and a half hours from Conklin, New York, to Buffalo to blow a hole through the heart of a thriving Black community. Gendron was dressed in full tactical armor and live-streamed the massacre on social media. According to his manifesto, he targeted that community because “it has the highest Black population percentage” by zip code nearest to his home. Why did he do it? According to his manifesto, it was due to White-replacement theory—the age-old idea that White people are being replaced by non-White people.34

This theory was used by a shooter at a Jewish synagogue massacre that killed eleven people in Pittsburgh in 201835 and by a shooter at an El Paso Walmart in 2019 that left twenty-two primarily Latino people dead.36 For the Black community, it also harkened back to Dylan Roof, who prayed with Black congregants before slaughtering nine of them in June 2015 at Mother Emmanuel Methodist Episcopal church in Charleston, South Carolina.

Gendron claimed that his radicalization process began during the COVID pandemic while online. One can only assume that in an era where you can pick your own news and receive what you want to hear 24/7, the lies he would hear about Black people and other groups were on full display for him to digest, from news
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