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No Milk for Me
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A carton sits upon my tray,

Bright and red, in the light of day.

“Drink this,” they say, “it makes you strong,”

But in my belly, it feels all wrong.

I tell them softly, “I can’t drink this,

It twists my stomach, it’s not bliss.”

They smile and nod, but they do not hear,

The quiet aches, the gassy air.

I dream of a time when consideration is running free,

Without other’s choices, created for me.

I read, I learn, I stand, I speak,

My body is strong,  my voice is Not weak.

Bar charts and facts are brought to light,

It shows the truth, to prove my fight.

It’s not rebellion, it’s not pride,

It’s knowing Black bodies deep inside.

I know me, strong and near,

My words are calm, but firm and clear.

“I know my stomach, I know my pleads,

I deserve the choice of my health needs.”

“I prefer Soy milk,” I say with my voice,

A sip of safety, a victor’s choice.

No storms in my belly, just laughter and cheer,

A tiny triumph, but mine- sincere.

For every Black child who remains unheard,

Who refuses softly, yet gets ignored,

Stand tall, speak out, let your body glow,

The choice is yours, it’s your right to say “No”!
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Whole Milk and Black People
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The “truth” about whole milk and Black people mostly comes down to lactose intolerance. 

Lactose intolerance is common among Black people. Studies show that about 70–80% of African Americans have some level of lactose intolerance. That means their bodies make less of the enzyme lactase, which is needed to digest lactose (the sugar in milk).

Symptoms 

When someone who is lactose intolerant drinks whole milk (or any milk with lactose), they may get bloating, gas, cramps, or diarrhea.

This is Not An Allergy 

Lactose intolerance is different from a milk allergy. It’s about digestion, not the immune system.

Whole Milk

Whole milk specifically – The “whole” part means the fat hasn’t been reduced. The fat content doesn’t cause lactose intolerance, but because whole milk has both lactose and fat, it may feel heavier and make symptoms worse for people who are sensitive.
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Alternatives 

Many Black people (and others with lactose intolerance) do fine with lactose-free milk, plant milks (soy, almond, oat), or cultured dairy like yogurt and hard cheese (which have less lactose).

Most Black people are more likely to have trouble digesting whole milk compared to white populations, because lactose intolerance is much more common in Black people.

Reasons for Lactose intolerance 

Why lactose intolerance is more common among Black people (and many other groups worldwide).

Human biology

All babies can usually digest milk, because breast milk has lactose and their bodies make lots of lactase (the enzyme that breaks it down).

After weaning, in most humans, lactase production naturally decreases. That’s why so many adults worldwide are lactose intolerant — it’s the default state.

Genetics and ancestry

A genetic trait called lactase persistence lets some adults keep producing lactase throughout life. This is a mutation.

This trait developed in certain populations about 7,000–10,000 years ago in parts of Europe, the Middle East, and East Africa where people began drinking animal milk as a food source.

In Europe, the mutation spread widely, so most white Northern Europeans can digest milk as adults.
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Global patterns

Northern Europeans: 80–95% can digest milk.

African Americans: 70–80% are lactose intolerant.

East Asians: 90% are lactose intolerant.

Native Americans: very high rates too.

Some East African groups (like certain pastoralist tribes in Kenya/Tanzania) evolved their own versions of lactase persistence- mutation, so they can digest milk well.

Why it matters for Black people in the U.S.

African Americans’ ancestry traces mostly to West and Central Africa, where dairy farming wasn’t a big part of traditional diets.

So there wasn’t evolutionary pressure for lactase persistence to spread widely in those populations.

That’s why, today, many Black people in the U.S. have trouble digesting regular milk, even though U.S. dietary guidelines have historically promoted it as “essential.”

Lactose intolerance is the normal human condition. The ability to digest milk as an adult is the genetic exception, most common in Europeans and a few African/Middle Eastern groups.

The Health Side

Let’s tackle the health side for Black people and whole milk (and dairy in general).

Calcium & Bone Health

Dairy is often pushed as the main source of calcium for strong bones.

This has been wrong all along. This narrative is to increase milk sales for the rich dairy farmers. 

Calcium is not unique to milk — it’s also in leafy greens (collards, kale, bok choy), beans, almonds, sesame seeds, fortified juices, and plant milks.

Studies show African Americans generally have higher bone density than white Americans, even with lower dairy intake. So, not drinking milk doesn’t automatically mean weaker bones for them.

Vitamin D

Vitamin D helps absorb calcium.

Black people are more likely to be deficient in vitamin D, because melanin in darker skin reduces how much vitamin D is made from sunlight.

Whole milk is usually fortified with vitamin D — but since lactose intolerance should make many Black people avoid milk, they may need other sources: supplements, fortified plant milks, or more safe sun exposure.

Heart Health & Whole Milk

Whole milk is higher in saturated fat than low-fat or skim milk. Diets high in saturated fat can raise LDL (“bad”) cholesterol, which is linked to heart disease — a condition that disproportionately affects African Americans.

So far, it sounds like we shouldn’t be drinking whole milk as African Americans. 

That said, recent research shows dairy fat must be taken in moderation.

Do Black people “need” milk?

No. There’s nothing in cow’s milk that humans can’t get elsewhere.

Healthy Alternatives:

Calcium → greens, beans, nuts, fortified foods.

Vitamin D → supplements, fortified plant milks, sun exposure.

Protein → beans, lentils, fish, chicken, eggs, soy.
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My Point

Most Black people don’t digest whole milk well, and they don’t need it for health. Bone and heart health can be supported with other foods, supplements, and lifestyle choices — no milk at all if they choose. 

Historical Dietary Guidelines 

For decades, U.S. nutrition policy (shaped heavily in the mid-20th century) promoted cow’s milk as an “essential” food for calcium, protein, and vitamin D. This was based largely on European-ancestry populations, where lactose intolerance is less common.

School Lunch Program Rules 

The National School Lunch Program, which public schools follow, requires milk to be offered with meals. Federal guidelines specify different fat levels by age group (whole milk is common for children under 2, while low-fat or fat-free milk is usually required for older children). Supposedly this is what they are following. 

WIC Rules 

WIC provides milk as part of its food packages because it’s seen as a convenient source of protein, calcium, and vitamins. However, WIC does allow substitutions in many states (like lactose-free milk, soy milk, or yogurt) if a child or parent has lactose intolerance. But many times at my WIC office they want a doctor’s note for Black children to opt-out of whole milk for a substitute; which is ridiculous. Parents should simply be able to choose what’s best for their children without a doctor’s note. 

Equity Issues 

Critics argue that these rules don’t fully reflect the high rates of lactose intolerance among African Americans, Asian Americans, and Native Americans. This has led to calls for broader options ( these broader options should not have to require a doctor’s note), such as plant-based milks, without needing a doctor’s note.

Black parents (and really, any parents of kids with lactose intolerance) do have options when it comes to educating schools and WIC staff, and also advocating for their children’s needs. I believe more educating about the different needs, should be done in the training phase of these professionals positions. Here are some steps for parents:

Know the Rules

Public schools: 

The USDA requires that milk be offered with school meals, but students are not required to drink it. Black parents should teach this to their children. Children should always have a choice and should be able to request a substitute beverage (like lactose-free milk or soy milk) if they want; without providing a note from a parent/guardian or a doctor’s note. Children are smarter than we think and they should be able to advocate for themselves. 

WIC:

WIC rules allow lactose-free milk, soy milk, and yogurt as substitutions. Each state has its own process, but most states require you to tell your WIC nutritionist about lactose intolerance, and sometimes get documentation. In my state of California they do not listen to the parents and most of the offices require doctor documentation to opt-out of whole milk. This is a ridiculous practice to not let parents choose what’s best for their children without a doctor’s note.

Educate & Advocate

Bring documentation if you can: 

A pediatrician’s note stating “my child is lactose intolerant” can help schools and WIC staff understand that it’s a real medical issue, not just a preference. Saying this, I don’t understand why personal preferences aren’t considered if the program is for the benefit of families and not for the benefit of rich dairy farmers.

Talk to teachers/nutrition staff about your concerns:

Many school workers don’t know how common lactose intolerance is in Black, Asian, and Native American children. This information is not in their training and should be. A short conversation may make a big difference.

Share facts and websites: 

Point out that lactose intolerance is the norm worldwide, not the exception; especially in African Americans. (Around 70–80% of African Americans are lactose intolerant.)

Request Alternatives That Should Be Provided:

Alternatives in schools: 

Ask for soy milk, lactose-free milk, or just water if your child is discomforted when drinking regular milk. Tell your child it is okay not to drink the milk. Schools that participate in the National School Lunch Program must accommodate medical needs.

Alternatives in WIC: 

Ask your WIC office about substitutions. Options should include lactose-free milk, soy milk, or yogurt.

Community Awareness

Speak Up in Parent Groups & PTAs:

Working with other parents can amplify the message that “one-size-fits-all” dairy rules don’t fit every child
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