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				ADVANCE PRAISE FOR 
TELL ME WHO YOU ARE

			

			“This is an exploration of race in America by two young women who are earnestly challenging their own assumptions and encouraging the rest of us to do the same. If you’re a young person who wants to be part of our national conversation on race but don’t know where to start, this book is an engaging launching point.”

			—Cecilia Muñoz, 
former director of Intergovernmental Affairs under President Obama and senior vice president of the National Council of La Raza (now UnidosUS), the nation’s largest Hispanic policy and advocacy organization

			“This is a critical book for current times where we are seeing a resurgence of nationalism, racism, sexism, and authoritarianism globally. Better communication and understanding, particularly among the next generation, is the key to humanizing the unfamiliar and countering identity politics. Kudos, Priya and Winona, for your vision, your journey, and the honesty and respect with which you tackle diverse stories from across the country. The fact that you are teenagers makes me doubly hopeful! This book should be on top of our lists.”

			—Yasmeen Hassan, 
global executive director of Equality Now

			“While we know a lot about racial literacy, the work that Winona Guo and Priya Vulchi have accomplished in Tell Me Who You Are brings life to this concept. They are magical in weaving in the stories of everyday folks’ racial traumas and triumphs and force us to question the way we see the world. They encourage us to stop assuming we understand racial, gender, sexual, age and ability biases and open our eyes. They implore us to be more than spectators or witnesses, ignorant of the broken racial promises right in front of us and speak to that loss. This work is a call for not just talking about social justice but doing random acts of justice every day. Be careful. If you want your racial justice neatly packaged into the ‘saying the right thing’ or ‘avoiding the wrong thing to say,’ go elsewhere. But if you want to become fluid in how to keep the racial justice promises we make to people who are different in this society, read on.”

			—Howard Stevenson, Ph.D., 
director of Forward Promise, Racial Empowerment Collaborative, and Constance E. Clayton Professor of Urban Education and Africana Studies, University of Pennsylvania

			“From the moment these two remarkable young women took the TEDWomen stage as high school seniors to talk about their commitment to have a real conversation about race, I knew their work would be a game changer in the conversation about race in this country . . . and Tell Me Who You Are is just that—the outcome of an extraordinary journey from the wealthiest neighborhoods to the poorest reservations and communities to find out more about who we all are.”

			—Pat Mitchell, 
former president of CNN Productions and the first woman president and CEO of PBS

			“In Tell Me Who You Are, Priya Vulchi and Winona Guo do exactly that—tell us who they are, how they have come to thinking so carefully, so deeply about race, and how they want to create change. This book is at once hopeful, raw, and brimming with curiosity, engagement, and youthful energy. Through the conversations these women have with people from all walks of life, we see that the key to any kind of progress begins with letting people tell us who they are. If you want to have richer, more fruitful discussions about race, gender, all the things that comprise our identities, this book will give you a necessary vocabulary. All you have to do is turn the page.”

			—Roxane Gay, 
New York Times–bestselling author of Bad Feminist and Difficult Women

			“Brave. Bold. Insightful. This book not only offers insight into how we think and do race, it is a testament to what this generation can do to fundamentally transform our world. The reader can’t help but feel the energy, passion, and commitment of these two brilliant young women.”

			—Eddie S. Glaude, Jr., 
James S. McDonnell Distinguished University Professor, and Chair, African American Studies, Princeton University

			“I’m truly astonished by the vision, audacity, and leadership of Winona Guo and Priya Vulchi to compile these amazing stories from over 150 Americans. These girls are the antidote to the notion that this generation is apathetic. In fact, they are our thought leaders and have proven to be dynamic change-makers! It takes enormous courage to confront the cracks in our humanity and hold space for such diverse stories. Tell Me Who You Are is exactly what our country needs right now. In these divisive times, two young women have managed to create a tangible catalyst for compelling and necessary conversation, by doing something truly radical: Listening. Deeply.”

			—Monique Coleman, 
actress, global youth advocate, and CEO of Motivated Productions
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			“In our traditional way of life, we believe that I don’t tell you who you are. You tell me who you are, and that is who you are.”

			–a Cherokee saying shared with us by Ahyoka from Tahlequah, Oklahoma

		

	
		
			

			INTRODUCTION

			Kids start developing signs of prejudice and stereotyping at three or four years old, and yet, after over a decade in both private and public schools in the United States, we don’t remember ever having an honest conversation about race. All we got, instead, were pastel pink signs on our classroom walls that declared, “Here, in this room, we will not discriminate based on race, gender, religion . . . or any other reason.”

			Despite this lofty ideal, however, we’ve been told something very different.

			“Don’t associate with black people.”

			“Your queer friends are ruined.”

			“That short skirt means you deserve to be raped.”

			“Don’t be the racism police.”

			“Injustice is a fact of life.”

			Priya was repeatedly told to bleach her skin. Winona was frequently asked why her eyes were always closed in photos. For over a dozen years, we both remember looking in the mirror in the morning, recalling the White girls at school who didn’t remember our names, thinking, over and over again, “I am so inferior.”

			

			•   •   •

			After years of silence, Eric Garner’s death in July 2014 prompted a surprising group conversation in our tenth grade history class. It was the first time we remembered any teacher initiating a discussion about race—and he was a self-identifying WASP—a “White Anglo-Saxon Protestant” and “straight man of privilege.” He inspired us to disrupt the comfortable patterns of silence in our lives—first through class conversations, and then through the shockingly unheard stories we collected outside of school.

			Once we started learning, we couldn’t stop. We approached friends, teachers, peers, and hundreds of strangers all around our hometown of Princeton, New Jersey. Our first public interview was at a Starbucks windowsill, when we asked a young woman: “What does the word ‘race’ mean to you?” No one had asked her that question before, and she described, waving her hands in at least fifteen different directions, how she felt being told that she would never make it to college as a Hispanic female—and then being the first in her family to do so. She thanked us profusely for simply listening. Others whispered their fears for their children of color; some cried loudly while describing the psychological impact of their past experiences on their lives today. It felt like being on the end of a fire hose, which made us wonder why stories about race had been ignored, suppressed, or unshared for so long.

			Once, the principal of an elementary school pulled us aside and said, “You’re going to have to explain what ‘race’ is, because these kids have no idea.” Then we asked the fourth grade class, “Who here has experienced or seen racism?” Almost all of their hands shot up.

			

			•   •   •

			We cofounded CHOOSE as a platform for racial literacy. We shared all the stories we heard on our website and social media. We started speaking at schools. We sent out surveys. We designed multiple iterations of classroom materials for K–12 educators. We self-educated through a reading list much longer than for any of our classes. We gave language to not only our traumas but also our many privileges—from being able-bodied, to having parents who love us, to having teachers who assumed that we, as Asian Americans, were capable, to living near and with access to so many resources that enabled our work. Of everything that happened in the next four years, perhaps the most impactful to our work were the mentors who always stood by our side. One mentor, Princeton University Professor Ruha Benjamin, tweeted this: “Racial literacy is not about acquiring the words to have a ‘conversation on race’—which too often stays at the level of anecdote and sentiment. Racial literacy is developing a historical & sociological tool kit to understand how we got here and how it could’ve been/CAN BE otherwise.”

			We realized that our anecdote- and sentiment-driven model was not enough. Our focus had been on raising consciousness toward racial inequity—why we all need to talk about race—without giving the tools of how to break it down. We wanted to accomplish both. We began to understand that our anecdotes would require a larger “historical & sociological” context. So we created a model: stories, paired to research, to close what we called “the heart–mind gap of racial literacy.” In our first TED Talk, “What it takes to be racially literate,” we later described the heart part of the gap as “an inability to understand each of our experiences, to fiercely and unapologetically be compassionate beyond lip service,” and the mind portion as “an inability to understand the larger, structural ways in which racism operates.” We also began including fun facts with every interviewee’s story—the design was inspired by our team member Marie Louise James’s work—in order to further humanize people beyond race.

			Together, the stories and statistics we found pulsated with truth and power. Everything we’d been told previously—like, “there’s no racism in Princeton of all places!”—felt like a cover-up. The town of Princeton, with its Ivy League association and upwardly mobile citizens, had adopted a culture of silence and denial about race. What about the rest of the America?

			We were due to start college in fall of 2017—Winona to Harvard and Priya to Princeton—but we kept feeling like the work was far from complete. In junior year, we had published, using our heart–mind model, a racial literacy textbook called The Classroom Index, funded primarily by Princeton University’s Department of African American Studies. When it was covered in national media like Teen Vogue and ordered by schools in more than forty states, we felt that we had to do better. For one, the stories we had collected came mostly from central New Jersey and New York City, and we knew those voices could not represent the vast experience of Americans. We believed our idea for an effective racial literacy tool kit could impact communities near and far from Princeton, people in and out of the classroom. We knew there was much more we could do to contribute to the world—now, rather than four years later. So we fundraised our senior year of high school to take a year off before college and to hear for ourselves the diversity of voices across the nation. Later, as TED Residents in New York City, we would research and write this book.

			

			•   •   •

			We started off in Anchorage, Alaska, in July 2017 and finished in Charlottesville, Virginia, in February 2018. During our travels, we collected over five hundred stories. We asked everyone, How has race, culture, or intersectionality impacted your life? The responses were astonishing. These identities had so significantly shaped the lives of the people we spoke to that it often felt as if we had asked them simply, Tell me who you are.

			In a restaurant in the Mississippi Delta, Black servers told us that some of the White customers in the room had previously refused to be served by them—in 2018! We stayed with a philanthropist in Park City, Utah, who introduced us to friends affiliated with the Academy Awards, then lived with a young transgender man and his girlfriend in Tulsa, Oklahoma, who were struggling to put together enough money for a small wedding. In downtown Montgomery, Alabama, we read public markers that announced the city’s history of slavery, while Confederate flags waved on the highway a mile away. While we had previously scheduled many of our interviews, many also came from strangers we tapped on the shoulder—strangers ranging from a homeless man sitting in a tunnel to Alexander Rodriguez entering a shiny black SUV. One of our first interviewees was a White man who condemned President Barack Obama for “throwing his White mother under a bus and pretending to be Black for political expediency,” while among our last was a White man who worked at a women’s correctional facility and condemned color-blindness. We had long conversations on a yacht in Point Loma, San Diego, as well as in broken-down reservation houses in some of the poorest places in our nation. We frequented spaces exclusively with other people of color, and also stayed in nearly all-White rural communities like Troy, Idaho (in a log cabin built by hand by our hosts!). From Honolulu to Chicago to Omaha to Los Angeles, we did not find a single diverse town or city that was not physically separated by race in its housing and resources. It was astonishing to us how we became conscious of these divides now, but growing up, like most other youth in Princeton, we had no idea that “Black and Hispanic neighborhoods” existed, that slavery had existed in our town square, and that to understand the intergenerational legacy of that injustice would have dramatically altered how we understood the divided lunch tables, clubs, and classes at school we saw every day.

			When we started this trip, we thought we already fundamentally understood racial division in our country. The astonishing complexity and intensity of division we witnessed proved we didn’t. Communities were not just divided everywhere, but also divided in every way. We learned how impossible it is to treat a racial group as one monolith. In a meeting that lasted an hour and a half, a band of Keetoowah Cherokee elders spent more than an hour of that time talking about inter-tribe prejudice. In St. Paul–Minneapolis, a Hmong writer told us that, rather than being perceived as an Asian-American “model minority,” she must “write to write [her] people into existence.” We learned how much intersectionality matters. A gay Black man in D.C. left his queer community because it didn’t accept his Blackness, while a gay Chinese woman in DeLand, Florida, was ostracized from a Chinese community that didn’t accept her queerness. In Philly, a trans woman lost nearly all her relationships after she came out, and when she had to use a wheelchair after being shot twice and stabbed seven times in a trans hate crime, trans community gatherings were no longer physically accessible to her and so she lost them too. We learned how strongly race shapes even communities of racial justice activists. In Charlottesville, Virginia, Heather Heyer’s mom guiltily described how she felt that her daughter’s death after a protest got so much attention, because she was White. We saw that many were frustrated. Many just wanted “to communicate, live together, and love each other better.” Yet, at least a dozen people told us, separately, that they knew a race war was coming.

			Our heads throb and our hearts hurt when we think about the stories we have heard. Many are tragic. Many are hopeful. Most detail lives we have never imagined and still cannot imagine.

			The stories leave us feeling disturbed. Touched. Tired. Energized. Sad. Optimistic. Angry. Compassionate. More than anything, they leave us urgently wanting to make sure these stories are heard. As we have traveled, we have learned that racial literacy never stops. We—including the two of us—can all learn more about who we are.

			We are so excited to share this extraordinary breadth and depth of the U.S. American experience. This book chronicles our journey of racial literacy so far: a journey of two eighteen-year-old young women of color traveling, alone, to all fifty states, listening to strangers talk about the most vulnerable parts of their hearts, from Anchorage to Charlottesville. This is the literacy tool kit we believe can catalyze generations of change, through hundreds of these intimate interviews—then paired to research and statistics.

			Hundreds of people breathed life into this book. From the courageous people who shared their stories, to the tremendous activists and educators we have learned so much from, to the families who opened up their homes to us, to the students who spent hours transcribing each interviewee’s words, to the parents, teachers, doctors, librarians, CEOs, nonprofit leaders, professors, and one “spice hunter” who helped us edit everything, truly a team worked together to make this book possible. Our team, further described in the acknowledgments, transcends many boundaries of age, geography, or background. We often think that if every person we’ve met on this trip got together in one (very large) room, it could be the most diverse gathering in American history.

			

			•   •   •

			Two disclaimers:

			First, this book does not reflect a complete or definitive picture of race in America, and it is not meant to. This book reflects a personal journey. We planned every part of this trip ourselves. For safety reasons, our destinations depended largely on whether we had a trusted contact to host us. The two of us were too young to rent cars, and we mostly interviewed in places accessible by rideshare apps, public transportation, or foot. We wish we could’ve covered many more voices, or spent much more time in each community, but we were constrained by time (our gap year) and space (our page limit). Even out of the five hundred plus stories we heard, we could share little over a hundred here; out of a hundred and eighty days of travel, we could share little over ten moments in our chapter introductions. These moments, oftentimes describing a place we visited, are truthful to our experiences yet also both subjective and incomplete. Our methodology—from who we were able to find as hosts, to how willing strangers were to talk to us, to what questions we asked—has been heavily shaped by our own individual identities and experiences. Much more academic analysis could be added to support each story. (And while some footnotes might be relevant to more than one story, we’ve only included them alongside the first relevant story.) Many more statistics and vocabulary terms are also important to know. This book simply reflects much of what we have learned so far, and we have much to learn still.

			Second, the people you’ll “meet” are much more complex than can be encompassed in one or a few pages. Our longest interview was four hours, which meant over fifty pages of transcription. We (painfully) cut those pages down to one or two. We eliminated parts in context of what would be included elsewhere. Some facts may have also changed since our interview was conducted. Remember: each story is not the full story. At the same time, we tried our best to be accurate and fair, to convey all essential details of a story, and to retain the interviewee’s personal voice. We can’t say we agree with every perspective we included, but we nevertheless urge you to open-mindedly consider them all, and to trust that they have been shared with honesty. If you’d like to keep reading more, to view photographs with engaging fun-fact illustrations, or to find other content that brings each story further to life—check out our social media (Facebook: chooseorg; Instagram, Twitter: choose_org) and website (chooseorg.org).

			

			•   •   •

			Millions of Americans—both White people and people of color—still don’t come close to fully understanding people outside their mostly homogeneous immediate communities. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., once wrote that the “great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom” was not the obvious racist but “the White moderate who is more devoted to ‘order’ than to justice.” In fact, three out of four White people in America don’t have a single friend of color, and the average White American has 91 percent White friends. For all of us, White or not, seeking to learn exclusively from the people we know and are comfortable with would only widen our heart–mind gap. Looking around at both ourselves and others, we realized that, as much as we all like to believe we are open-minded and progressive, many of us have not truly broken out of our racially divided bubbles. We have not learned from and formed friendships across the true diversity of our nation. We have remained too aloof from the pursuit of justice.

			We, and so many people we know, have the privilege and resources to do something. The two of us have been told that we are too young, too bold, too uneducated, too aggressive, too insignificant; particularly as Asian-American females fighting for racial equity, we’ve been told we should stay silent. We find that opinion not only misguided, but also not an option.

			What does that “something” look like for you? We hope that the stories throughout this book will inspire some new ideas, and the last chapter of this book, “Let’s All Get to Work,” contains a formula for action in your daily life. Americans—moms, dads, teachers, entrepreneurs, scuba divers, Wall Street executives, archaeologists, policymakers, humans—we can all reframe our work and lives toward racial literacy. Educators, try connecting book chapter themes and words from the index to your existing lesson plans, perhaps photocopying stories and stats for your students. Students, maybe form a reading group to discuss takeaways from this book, and transform those takeaways into concrete action plans for your school or district. Parents, you could read a few stories to your children each night before they sleep. Anyone could gift this book to a friend who might be touched by its stories, or who could benefit from some racial literacy. Any person who is part of a community can help ensure that the voices within that community are heard. We can prevent some of our racial pain before it seeps into our younger generations. We can heal the communities we are already part of so they are defined not by division but by hope and harmony, by love and equity. If we can do it, why don’t we? As we both discovered in our travels, racial division is not a problem that only affects some. It is not a reality detached from our daily lives. The topic speaks to the very nature and future of our nation, our communities, and all our humanity. This is all of our responsibilities. As we do with ourselves, we challenge you to get to work.

		

	
		
			
				A BRIEF HISTORY OF WHITENESS

				Main source: Racial Domination, Racial Progress by Matthew Desmond and Mustafa Emirbayer

				The racial categories that we’re familiar with developed only two hundred years ago, primarily by England and Spain. Otherwise cut off from the rest of the world, England kept on invading Ireland, labeling the people as savages—in fact, the cruel saying “the only good Indian is a dead Indian” first circulated in England as “the only good Irishman is a dead Irishman.”

				A little less than two thousand miles away from England, Spain, loyal to the Catholic Church, was offering the Jewish and Muslim people under their rule three choices: “leave, convert, or die.” While many Jews and Muslims converted to Catholicism to escape persecution, church leaders questioned their sincerity, leading to the 1478 Spanish Inquisition, during which “interest in religious purity morphed into an obsession with blood purity.”

				In both England and Spain during this time, nationalism (the creation of “a ‘people’” within “artificially created borders”) and capitalism (“social relationships in the countryside [transforming] into relationships based on the exploitation of agricultural labor for sake of profits”) began to rise.

				To satisfy Europe’s growing sense of nationalism and hunger for capitalism, the Age of Discovery began—“or, from the standpoint of the indigenous people of Africa and the Americas, the ‘Age of Terrorism.’” When Christopher Columbus “discovered America”—aka happened upon an island in the Bahamas that was already inhabited—the Americas were populated by approximately 50 to 100 million indigenous people.

				With Christopher Columbus’s lead, the Spanish colonized the Americas; the English followed a century later. Colonialism “occurs when a foreign power invades a territory and establishes enduring systems of exploitation and domination over that territory’s indigenous populations.” From 1600 to 1900, 90 to 99 percent of America’s indigenous peoples died “as a direct result of European colonization.”

				With the rise of nationalism, capitalism, and European discovery of the “New World”—which, again, was only “new” from a European perspective—a different worldview was desired to make sense of it all. Through colonialism, “race” became a key element of that worldview.

				To further their capitalist interests in the “New World,” the English needed a labor force.

				So, indentured servitude started. Indentured servants were often kidnapped. They included Irish, impoverished English, indigenous, and African people. (Note how the English and Irish are identified as people from two separate nations, whereas indigenous and African people, all from different nations, are considered as two monoliths.)

				Indentured servitude evolved into chattel slavery. Among all other indentured servants, why were Black people singled out to be enslaved? It couldn’t be Native Americans, because their numbers were reducing rapidly, they could escape their captors more easily since they were familiar with the land, and they were already relied upon as trappers in the lucrative fur trade business. It couldn’t be the “savage Irish” because, upon escaping, Irish slaves could “blend in” with their English captors.

				Africans, however, “could not blend in.” Furthermore, Africans were not accustomed to the American landscape, making escape from captivity more difficult; they were also immune to Old World diseases, unlike Natives, and many were already farmers. “Africans soon came to be seen as ‘the perfect slaves’” and originally not strictly because of their Blackness.

				Thus, Whiteness and Blackness were born: “twins birthed from the same womb, that of slavery.” The White race began to be formed “out of a heterogenous and motley collection of Europeans who had never before perceived that they had anything in common.”

				Whiteness remains the dominant category today—other races are compared and contrasted relative to it. Whiteness positions itself against ideas of, among others, Blackness, Indigenousness, Asianness, and Hispanic-ness. This is why people of color, rather than White people, will frequently be identified by their race. Whiteness has become the norm.

			

			WHAT IS RACE?

			Main source: Racial Domination, Racial Progress by Matthew Desmond and Mustafa Emirbayer

			
					
					Race is a symbolic category based on phenotype (such as height, hair texture, eye color, and skin tone) and ancestry (including tribal, regional, and national affiliations). Race is not natural: it’s a well-founded fiction, a social construction rather than a biological truth.

				

					
					In the United States, the current racial taxonomy has five major groups: 1) Native American and Alaskan Native; 2) Asians and Pacific Islanders; 3) African Americans (Blacks); 4) Hispanics; and 5) Whites.

					
							
							Is there a biological basis for this taxonomy? No. In fact, there is “8.6 times more genetic variation within traditionally defined racial groups than between them.” Furthermore, “people might speak different languages, uphold different traditions, worship different deities, enjoy different kinds of food,” or even fight among themselves, yet they are still homogenized under one racial category.

						

							
							This taxonomy has changed dramatically and continues to change over time.

						

					


			

			NOTE TO THE READER

			The Four Dimensions of Racism: Our racial reality today can be described in four dimensions (according to trainings by Race Forward: The Center for Racial Justice Innovation). As you read the stories in this book, think about which of these dimensions are being described.

			
					
					Internalized racism: “The private racial beliefs held by individuals.”

					
							
							These can be both conscious and unconscious, held toward oneself or toward others.

						

					


					
					Interpersonal racism: “How we act upon our racial beliefs when we interact with others.”

				

					
					Institutional racism: “Racial inequities within institutions and systems of power.”

					
							
							Example: “School systems that provide unequal opportunities for people of different races.”

						

					


					
					Systemic racism: “Racial bias across institutions and society.”

					
							
							Example: “The racial wealth gap reflects the cumulative effects of racial inequities.”

						

					


			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

			

			RACE IMPACTS EVERYTHING

			As Yaari spun onstage, singing in an almost-forgotten language, the room vibrated with her rage and pain. Traditional blue Inuit tattoos protruding from her mouth like fangs, her black eyes stung the scattered audience, and her limbs wailed Hear me, hear my people as she danced to an Alutiiq drum. We sat, stunned, as she narrated Saint Lawrence Island Yup’ik stories.

			We were at the very start of our journey: a day ago, we had landed in our first state, Alaska. We realized that we had never met anyone who identified as a full-blooded indigenous person before. In school, all mention of Native Americans stopped after the Trail of Tears. Priya remembers a kid shouting once, “No way! You’re Indian?! I thought they were extinct!!” Even when we had followed the typical tourist itinerary through downtown Anchorage, we saw White people everywhere.

			Yet, suddenly, here we were watching Yaari dance, and her emotion pierced us. After she got off the stage, we hurriedly approached and asked her for an interview. She opened her mouth, stretching the five double stripes of her inky blue tattoos . . . and popped in a stick of bubble gum. “Follow me,” she said. We followed her to a large room at the back of the Alaska Native Heritage Center. There, a handful of Alaskan Natives sat behind information and artifact booths. They looked bored. An older man stared at his glowing phone while a red-haired woman absentmindedly ran her fingers alongside the ridges of her wooden sculptures.

			“They’ll answer your questions,” Yaari calmly said to us. “I’m sorry, but I don’t feel comfortable talking about anything political on behalf of the Heritage Center. Plus, there’s a big tour group coming in about thirty minutes.”

			She left. In front of us, the man put his phone down and the woman stood up. They told us their names: Alfred and Darlene. The glass window behind them framed a view of luscious trees standing tall behind a pond that reflected their spiky silhouettes and the icy blue sky. As Winona pulled out her phone to snap a photo, a bird swooped by, its feet grazing the water.

			A tourist walked up to Darlene’s booth. “Beautiful sculptures,” we overheard him saying. “What a great display of Eskimo culture.” Darlene made a familiar face—the one we make before answering the Where are you from? question for the hundredth time—but we didn’t understand what was wrong.

			Leaning over to look at the panoramic photo Winona took, Priya muttered, “Wow, this place feels so out-of-worldly. I mean, it’s crazy that it’s a part of America!”

			Alfred chuckled, and then said, “This place is more American than any other part of America. We are more American than any other American. We were here first.”

			Those words were our foundation to understanding how race and racism inescapably impact everything around us. Even the very existence of the United States demanded their presence.

			Some people never realize how poor their vision is until they get glasses—once you slide those shiny frames onto the bridge of your nose, the world looks completely different. An increased clarity about how our country was built upon race, that the concept of race was constructed to divide us, will leave you similarly flabbergasted.

			Before European colonization, scholars estimate the Americas’ indigenous population to have been anywhere from 50 million to 100 million people. After colonization, by 1650, the Native population declined to less than 6 million. There was the genocide of Native Americans, and the abuse of the Chinese and Irish who connected vast stretches of this country with their backbreaking labor. There was the theft of African bodies and souls, dragged here in shackles. Our country’s success, in large part, rests on an enormous price of Black and brown bodies.

			While visiting Alaska, we began to recognize that race—this ubiquitous thing that controls our lives—goes deeper than the ground we walk on (whiiiiich was most likely obtained by a violated treaty with whatever indigenous tribe lived there). Race goes well beyond our history. We began to notice how, when we visited the Anchorage drugstore, the “skin color” Band-Aids lining the walls weren’t meant for Priya’s brown skin; how, on the sidewalk, we passed by a carefree, singing White biker and then, one block away, an officer calling a Latino biker to a stop; how, in the TV show we watched later that night, the one Asian-American character didn’t say a word; how taking a selfie together was nearly impossible because our phones can’t handle our different skin tones (thanks to the technology only being tested on White folks); how almost all the artwork that hangs on the government buildings we visited were of White men; how the women who later did our stage makeup and hair tried to make Priya’s skin lighter (“brighter”) and Winona’s eyes bigger (“more obvious”); how our university campuses are dominated by colonial-style housing; how every single city we’ve been to had racially divided neighborhoods; how people have told Winona her playing of the erhu “doesn’t feel as civilized as Western instruments”; how doctors more easily ignore the pain of Black women—who are three to four times more likely to die from pregnancy—and how, growing up, we were taught that White was right.

			The list goes on. From our televisions to our artwork to our health care, race is a cancer that impacts every part of our lives. It often determines anything from where we live, to whom we know, to how we walk through the world.

			Thinking about it all, our heads spin, spin, spin, like Yaari spinning on that stage in Alaska, her feet thumping loudly, begging people to stop condoning indigenous invisibility and to realize the Saint Lawrence Island Yup’ik people are still alive. We think of Alfred and Darlene, who corrected that tourist by saying, “Actually, Eskimo is a derogatory term given to us by the Russians who invaded this land. It means ‘raw meat eater,’ so you’re technically an Eskimo too, young man.” We think of how frequently the word “Eskimo” was used in our history textbooks, and how Wikipedia still uses it to describe the Yup’ik people. We think of how Alfred cried, telling us how he’s afraid that our generation will forget his story.

			The truth of the world—that race is inextricable with everyday life—is heavy. But, if we all cared and dared to share the weight of that truth, perhaps we can hold it high enough and long enough for things to change. Perhaps if we started by simply recognizing that race impacts everything, that everything is impacted by race, our vision would begin to clear.

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Alexa, Justin P., and Jennifer L., Chicago, Illinois. Alexa: My favorite author is Raymond Carver; I own a seven-year-old beagle. Justin P: I love the show Atlanta with Donald Glover; I have a twin brother. Jennifer L: The best thing I know how to make is Japanese curry!; I am a slam poet.]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Jennifer: Growing up, I was surrounded by the Vietnamese community. My mom raised me by herself. It was me, her, and my sister—for a while, we actually lived in a shelter. Being from a family that didn’t have much, if we wanted to get anywhere, we’d have to walk. So, for a lot of my younger life, I only stayed in my tight-knit Vietnamese neighborhood. I didn’t know what anything other than Vietnamese culture looked like until high school. At that point, I’d never really talked to a White person before.• Can you imagine?

			
				• As of 2010–2014, Milwaukee ranked as the most racially divided large city, followed by New York City, and then Chicago. As of 2015, on average a White resident in Chicago lives in a neighborhood that is 71.5 percent White, and on average a Black resident lives in a neighborhood that is 64 percent Black.

			

			I got a lot of my views from my very conservative dad. He wasn’t really around, but in the short period that he was, he would say stuff like, “Don’t hang out with Black kids ’cause they’re dirty.” Now when I look back I think, okay, this makes a lot of sense, because he hadn’t really met a Black person before to know or feel otherwise.

			I really tried to reflect my dad’s views myself because I thought, “This is what Dad would want—if he decided to ever come back.” And so when I went to a majority Black, Asian, and Latino school, I just remember saying the most awful things to the Black kids. I’d say, “Don’t hang around me. I don’t want to be around you.” I’d ask my teacher, “Can we split up the classroom? I don’t want to be close to them.” I didn’t even know what segregation was, and I was out here being the advocate for it! Looking back, I’m just like, why was I like that?

			When I was seven, my mom was dating this White guy, and in the car he’d say, “Oh, so weird, you’ve never heard of this, and this? You’ve never done that?” It was a rude awakening that what he knew was what it meant to be American, and what I was living wasn’t it. I thought when I went to high school with all these rich White kids, a complete 180 from my old neighborhood, I could finally live like a real American. But there was this divide, I didn’t fit in. My freshman year, I experienced my first racial slur. A lot of my early high school days became a lot of crying.

			My sophomore year I had a moment of self-reflection. It was a moment for me to realize my privilege as an Asian American. I don’t have to face police brutality, because of my light-skinned privilege, and nobody’s going to question that I’m not smart, because usually Asians are the model minority•• second to being White. I became more vocal, more educated on race, and I now lead the Asian Student Alliance at my school. Right now, my biggest challenge is finding ways to continue being an ally••• to others.

			
				•• In addition to invalidating and treating all Asian Americans as a monolith, the “model minority” myth is harmful because it has been used as a “racial wedge” by White Americans to minimize other oppressed groups’ struggles against racism (particularly Black Americans). The myth perpetuates a false narrative that every American has an equal opportunity to “make it” as long as one works hard.

				••• A definition of ally: “Someone who makes the commitment and effort to recognize their privilege (based on gender, class, race, sexual identity, etc.) and work in solidarity with oppressed groups in the struggle for justice. Allies understand that it is in their own interest to end all forms of oppression, even those from which they may benefit in concrete ways. Allies commit to reducing their own complicity or collusion in oppression of those groups and invest in strengthening their own knowledge and awareness of oppression.”

			

			At my school, we have Asian students, but usually they’re rich Asian students who’ve been growing up in this White culture all their life. I was kind of angry at ASA for a long time. I’d think, “Why aren’t we more like the Latinx Affinity Group? Why aren’t we celebrating one another more?” I had to learn that not every person who comes to ASA is going to be another Jennifer. Not everyone necessarily identifies with being poor•••• or wanting to flex your culture all the time to feel seen. Not every person wants that.

			
				•••• Overall, Asian Americans have a higher median household income than Whites. Yet 12 percent of Asian Americans live at the poverty level, compared to 10.4 percent of Whites, and it varies widely by factors like ethnicity and generation of immigration.

			

			I’d never taken time for myself when I was younger to be anything besides the smart kid. My mom’s always told me, “Go be a doctor for that financial security,” and I see that my friends back home are still stuck in that. There’s just this extra layer of privilege and understanding that I have going to a private school, even though I’m on scholarship, because I feel like I don’t have to fill that smart stereotype••••• to be happy. It’s hard seeing my sister, though—she still says the n-word no matter how many times I tell her not to. She’s sixteen, and I see her stuck in the same spot that I was. Another thing that’s the result of being educated: knowing not to turn to violence immediately. So when I go home and I tell my sister, “This is something that happened today,” something offensive, she’ll tell me, “You’re so White, Jennifer, that’s so White, you just beat their ass.”

			
				••••• A stereotype is an over-generalized perceived notion about a group of people. The idea that all or even most members of a race can share the exact same characteristics is false and damaging. While racial stereotypes are usually negative (an example: the association of Black Americans with the blackface Jim Crow minstrel clown), even so-called positive stereotypes like “all Asians are smart” or “all Black people are good at sports” or “all Hispanic people work hard” are inaccurate. What stereotypes do you consciously or unconsciously subscribe to? Do you ever find yourself saying to a person of color, “You must be good at [insert stereotype here] because of [insert person’s race or ethnicity here]”? Through reading the diverse stories of individuals in this book, we hope you will begin to deconstruct and actively challenge stereotypes in your daily life.

			

			I wish I was more patient with my family and with people from my old neighborhood. I’m trying to give back, give back, give back, you know? I’m trying to give back all that I’ve learned, and even if they don’t understand the first time, I’m trying not to give up on them and to keep pushing these conversations.

			The conversation for White people has always been, “Yes, but what about me,” to insert themselves and make themselves relevant. It should be, “Yes, and how can I support you?” or, “Yes, and what do you need from me?”

			Alexa: When I moved here, I didn’t really realize where I was, or the fact that I wasn’t going back to Mexico, and that I wasn’t going to see my family again. In fact, I had to say bye to my grandparents forever because they passed away a couple of years ago, and I couldn’t ever visit them.

			I feel like I’ve blocked out a lot of what happened in my first school, but I remember that there was one day where this kid had a big roll of money. He said, “Oh, it’s toy money, it’s not real money,” and he gave me a couple hundred bucks—like actual hundred dollar bills. I took it home, and my parents said, “What is this?” And I said, “My friend gave it to me.” So my mom called the school and turns out that the kid got the money from his dad, and his dad was a gang member, a drug dealer.

			After that, she realized that I had to get out of there. My teachers would also tell my mom, “She’s really bright and she likes school, and we don’t have enough resources right now to support what she wants to do, what she might be one day.”

			I went to another school in the West Side of Chicago called Pulaski International School of Chicago, and I got into their gifted program. It was also mostly Hispanic people, there were some Black people, and there were, like, two White people in total. Those were the first White people I met for sure. There was a lot of code-switching••••••— I would use the n-word, ’cause I didn’t even know what it meant. My friends would use it all the time too. I straight up thought it was a name for a friend.

			
				•••••• Code-switching occurs when one alternates between different languages, dialects, or ways of speaking among different groups of people.

			

			At one point I realized that maybe I am a little bit different. A lot of these kids were Mexican, or just Hispanic in general, but they were dark-skinned, and I was light-skinned. They would start calling me güera, which means blond White person, or gringa, all the time. That would really hurt me because I was actually from Mexico and these kids, they were born here. I knew that I was Mexican, and I knew who I was, but one day I just thought, “Am I not? Am I White? Why are these kids calling me White?”

			They were calling me rich too, and it started opening my eyes to this connection between color and socioeconomic status. I thought, “Wait, this doesn’t match up: my parents are struggling—my mom can’t get a job, my dad is working at a restaurant, and we have this tiny house that we’re renting.”

			I ended up moving because I was getting bullied too much for being light-skinned and born in Mexico.

			On the first day of my next school, I see all these White faces, but I just automatically assumed that they were all Mexican and light-skinned like me. I went up to them and started speaking Spanish, and they’re like, “What the . . . ?” And I say, “Wait, where are you from?” And they’re like, “I’m Polish.” And I’m like, what is that?!

			Now, at home, going to a good school or getting an education is equated to being White. We’re too colored for the kids in our school, and then we go back to our families and we’re too White for them. It’s like you can’t have it any way.

			I am a woman, but I’m also Mexican, and I’m also undocumented. Yeah, women earn seventy-eight cents to a White man’s dollar, but that’s only White women. Hispanic women, they earn fifty-six cents to a White man’s dollar. Fifty-six cents! And we don’t talk about that. People are like, “Women were allowed to vote in 1920,” and it’s like no, girl, whatcha talking about?! That’s White women only!

			I applied to a private boarding high school. In the application I remember it asked what my citizenship status was, and for all other schools I’d written that I’m a noncitizen. They all said that it would be harder for me to get in because of that, so I decided to say that I am a citizen. I got in, and I got a full scholarship, all $60,000 worth. They would fly me out—my books were covered and everything.

			When I told them I was undocumented, the guy that I interviewed with said, “You were honestly the best interview I had, and I’m going to fight for you to get in.” They had meetings but, at the end, they decided that I couldn’t go.••••••• It was heartbreaking. It broke my parents’ hearts too. They didn’t know what else I was qualified for but would never be allowed to do.

			
				••••••• For public schools, under the Supreme Court decision in Plyler v. Doe, children of undocumented workers have the same right to attend public primary and secondary schools as do U.S. citizens and permanent residents. They are also required under state laws to attend school until a mandated age.

			

			I’ve learned and grown and realized where I am in society—not just in a victimized way, but also in the way that I do have privilege. Yes, those kids made fun of me and it sucked, but maybe there’s a reason behind that. There is anger about my skin tone because, based on that, I get treated better. It’s not okay that they made fun of me, but it makes sense and there’s a reason behind it, and now I know that. And I do know, even if I am undocumented, there are so many other undocumented kids that are not in the position that I’m in now. They don’t know that they could get into college, and I’m lucky enough to know that I can. It might be harder, but I know that I can.

			It’s important to validate people’s experiences. I have an amazing White friend who, when I talk to her about my experiences, doesn’t tell me I’m wrong or say “yes, but.” She might not understand but she’s listening and she hears me and supports me and appreciates what I’m sharing. It feels great to have that. If someone tells you they don’t get heard enough in their honors science class, say, “Okay, I understand, maybe I don’t see it enough because it’s not affecting me, but if you’re saying it’s happening, then it’s happening, and I’m going to do what I can to be the megaphone for your voice.”

			Justin: I grew up in the southwest side of Chicago in a neighborhood called Brighton Park. It’s predominantly Latino, predominantly low-income immigrant families. As long as I could remember, me and my twin brother were always top of the class. Everyone knew us as the smart kids.

			I didn’t have any non-Latino friends. I hadn’t met my first White friend until high school. Everyone that I knew kind of shared a very similar reality—your family came here, now you’re first generation, now you’re just trying to make it through life.

			It took me a while to really understand the privileges I have as a light-skinned Latino in my neighborhood. I was thought of as this more well-spoken kid, so every time the teacher would come around, they’d pay more attention to me, and I’d be this perfect straight A student. The moment the teacher would leave, I’d start to say the n-word and yell out different Latino race jokes again. Before I even knew what code-switching was, I was doing that.

			Getting straight As where I’m from and getting straight As at some other school across the city are two different things. I grew up with the gang culture. My goals started small. I told myself that I’m going to be the top of my class in my neighborhood high school. And then what? Fast forward four years from that, and you’re lookin’ at schools like Yale and Wesleyan—this is a whole dream that I never even thought possible.

			Some of my best friends are now dropouts from high school, some of them have joined gangs. I call them my best friends because none of us are comparing our socioeconomic status, our academic success. But in this private school I’m in now, there’s a culture where everybody asks, “So what is your ACT score?” That’s just something I don’t do with my childhood friends. I think there’s two different cultures we’re talking about here: I’d spend eight hours a day in this private school, wealthy, predominantly White culture, and my reality back home was this Latino, low-income, immigrant culture. You only have a few students making that jump. The first part isn’t part of the dream until you show kids like me that we can make it.

			It’s not even about skin tones sometimes—I’m darker skinned than some people in my family, yet I’m the Whitest. I remember trying to explore that, knowing why they thought I was White, but they couldn’t give me the reasoning. I had to ask, “Is it the way I speak English, is it the school I go to?” And of course they’re like, “Yeah, yeah, that’s it.” Like, even me coming downtown is not something my family or my friends do. My Chicago isn’t the nice architecture down here, it isn’t the North Side for me, my Chicago is the Orange Line, the lines where you have the working class going on the train.

			I remember we had a soccer game down south, near where I live. We’re driving our bus over there, and so the moment we get into my ’hood—I know it, I already know it, me and my brother aren’t saying anything, and they start talking about it, like, “Oh wow, it’s so crummy down here, wow, this is so sketchy, who even lives down here?” My bro’s like, “We live down here,” and so they’re like, “Tell us more about it, like, oh, do you ever hear gunshots?” And you’re like, “I don’t know what to tell you, gunshots just happen.” They were like, “Do you ever drop down to the ground!?” And I’m like, “No, you just continue doing whatever the hell you were doing.” And they then talk about the drug dealers, all this stuff that isn’t their reality, like, “Wow, that’s so exotic, blah blah.”

			Here was my journey: in freshman year, you’re like, I’m not going to be accepted here. Sophomore year, you get exhausted having these very aggressive arguments with kids, hearing racial slurs and stuff. In junior year, you kind of don’t care and form your clique with the people of color, feeling like you’re forced there because the other side won’t accept you. Senior year, you’re kind of in your own lane. I’m going through that now.

			Recently, another student was trying to start a club around these difficult race conversations, and I was thinking, “Oh, wow, this is interesting” . . . and then at the bottom of the post they wrote, “If you come to this club, you can’t say something’s racism, if it’s not.” I was like, okay, well, that’s part of the problem! How do you decide, when you maybe can’t experience it? White people are so worried about being uncomfortable for one moment, while we’re uncomfortable all the time. You really do get exhausted talking about this. I remember I stopped sitting in the lunchroom because they had divided the table, and they had put me on one side and said, “This is the Mexican border, and you can’t cross it to sit with us.” I didn’t know what to say. I just left.

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Queen Esther, New York City, New York. I’ve got six brothers, and before I hit puberty, I used to honestly believe that I was a boy too. I make the best pound cake in the world. I learned how to read when I was three.]
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			People are caught up in the fantasy of the Whiteness of country music. It’s just White, White, Whitey White White, and it’s something that they think belongs to them. Well, it doesn’t.

			I came up with Black Americana in 1996 or ’98 and everybody asked me, “Shouldn’t you be singing R & B? I mean . . . you’re Black.” But no, believe it or not, I’m a Black country singer, and I sing Black Americana. The phrase seems like an oxymoron. But Americana is just Black, Black, Blackity Black, and no one is willing to say it or acknowledge it. To me, the genre is all-encompassing because it acknowledges that the foundation of all American music—blues, bluegrass, swamp grass, and everything else—is African music traditions. There isn’t anything in popular American music that can’t sit in that tree that is Black Americana.

			The banjo came from West Africa, built like an akonting, which is from Senegal and Gambia, played with the same downstroke technique as that classic 1840s banjo. Until the 1840s, we were the only ones who played banjo. But then Joel Sweeney came along and commercialized it. But it belonged to us.

			There are so many things that were invented by slaves, but slaves weren’t allowed to claim their own inventions so their owners—the White colonizers—could say that they created them and get the patent and get the money and get the historical credit. A popular filament in lightbulbs was created by a Black man. Jack Daniel’s whiskey was created by a slave named Nearest Green. Green taught him top to bottom how to do this, and Jack Daniel and his whole family and everybody knew it. Green never got any money for it, though. He’s never gotten acknowledgment, never even gotten praise for it, until very recently in 2016.

			So many tools your gynecologist uses came from this guy, J. Marion Sims, from South Carolina. He didn’t believe Black people could feel pain. After he failed miserably as a general practitioner, he went to plantations and used Black women to experiment on to solve this pressing vaginal problem in the nineteenth century. He had a makeshift hospital with eight beds and he essentially butchered Black women with no anesthesia until he got it right. Their Black bodies were not their own.• One was seventeen years old, with thirty surgeries. Because of them, we have the field of gynecology. Who knew?

			
				• Black women were denied rights to their own bodies in many other ways. In the context of enslaved Black women giving birth, Dorothy E. Roberts writes, “Here lies one of slavery’s most odious features: it forced its victims to perpetuate the very institution that subjugated them by bearing children who were born the property of their masters.”

			

			Your refrigerator, the traffic light, the Super Soaker, the technology behind caller ID, potato chips—there’s a jillion and one things that we use every day that Black people invented or advanced that people either don’t know or don’t care to know. People really want to believe the narrative, “Well, African Americans just haven’t done anything.” They need to believe that because if they knew the truth, if they knew that if it weren’t for the Black, the African infrastructure, that built up this country and created its first-world status, this country would just be a backwater because no one would’ve been there to pick the cotton or the tobacco or chop the sugarcane. I mean, it actually boggles my mind. Now in Texas, and in other parts of the country, you’ve got people rewriting textbooks•• because they’re just not comfortable with the idea of slavery. So they’re calling slaves “migrant workers,” “volunteers”—they’re just rephrasing and falsifying history.

			
				•• As of 2015, public schools in Texas adopted a new history curriculum. It barely addresses slavery, frames the Civil War as a debate regarding states’ rights, and doesn’t mention the KKK or Jim Crow (a racial caste system that legally restricted Black rights in every part of life, primarily in the South from 1877 to the 1960s).

			

			When I’m dealing with White people—especially Americans—I wanna understand their propensity for Whiteness. Whiteness is a marketing ploy which was created to be juxtaposed to Blackness, to create Blackness. The idea was to erase the African captives’ history, their culture, their language, their religion, their everything, and just leave this stripped-down husk of a person. A Black person.•••

			
				••• Here Queen Esther also quoted Zora Neale Hurston: “I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp White background.”

			

			I’m from the Low Country—that’s an area in the South encompassing Georgia, South Carolina, and some of Florida. I’m also two generations removed from slavery. My father’s mother’s parents were slaves. And I know that both my father and his mother were born on plantations, so it’s a constant reminder for me that this stuff didn’t happen so long ago. Maybe that’s why my African roots are really strong in me. Stronger in me than most people. I was in church every day of the week, started singing spirituals and field hollers as soon as I could stand. Those roots made me stick out like a sore thumb when I came to New York City to sing. People were like, “Why is a Black girl singing country music?” The further north I went, the more Southern I became, the more frustrated I became that nobody seemed to realize that me holding a banjo and singing country music was not me straying from my Blackness, but me reclaiming it.

			Jimmie Rodgers said that country music is just “the White man’s blues,” and it basically is. It was called hillbilly music before it was called country music. Hillbilly music was sold to poor working-class White people. That was the pitch. There was this sentiment, this yearning for this image of the South that was green and lush, free of slaves. That is where they wanted to belong. It was a magical wonderment. The record label gave them that sound, they nurtured it and eventually marketed it as “country.” At the core of country music, right down to the banjo that they can’t stop playing, is the African blues-based tradition. It just happens to be a White guy playing instead of a Black person.

			I don’t think that people understand what the African captives did, what slavery meant, how pervasive and all-encompassing it was, and how it established America’s first-world status. This country wouldn’t be what it is without my ancestors. This country’s music would not exist. This country in and of itself would not exist. That’s the biggest takeaway of all, and I don’t know how to explain the enormity of that. It’s something as simple as: You owe Black people for everything.

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Justin E., Lawrence, Kansas. I’m a soccer player—all day all the way. I have one more semester left before I graduate. Living in Los Angeles is the end game. I’m a cultural anthropologist.]
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			The first time I realized who I was, was in middle school. I was wrestling in the yard with a friend in my predominantly White neighborhood. A White person drove by, lowered his window, and called me “nigger.” So, being Black has defined me. I grew up knowing my ancestors were part of the slave trade, and that defined me too.

			But I saw a different way when I went to Senegal, West Africa,• to study for a bit. Senegal has an island which was one of the last slave ports. They’d keep slaves on islands off the coast of Africa so they couldn’t run away back to their homeland. What was interesting was viewing some Africans’ perspectives on slavery and who they now are. It seemed, when I was talking to them, that the whole slave trade was something that happened in their history. It wasn’t something that defined them now.

			
				• Notice how Justin didn’t just say “Africa,” as if it’s a country (it’s a continent). There is more genetic and physical variation within all populations of sub-Saharan Africa than there are among any other populations on the globe. This means that, biologically, it is likely that a woman from the Congo would have more in common with a woman from Germany than she would with a woman from Botswana. The false idea that race is instead biological has led to abuses like the U.S. eugenics movement in the early 1900s, which
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