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To my mother and grandmother, 

who made sure this Black boy knew he was amazing—

even when the world tried to teach him otherwise 

Brandon, this book is for you 

and millions of other Black and brown children 

who should be loved for all of your beauty and glory.  
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PREFAcE

To My Reader:

I finished writing The Black Friend in 2019, but so much has 

happened in 2020, I feel like I have to address it. Though we 

are only six months in as I write this, this year has already 

had a historic impact on the entire world.

When I wrote this book, I had one goal in mind: try to 

help make things better. In the case of racism and white 

supremacy, the word better is difficult to define. This is 

because, as discussed throughout this book, racism and 

white supremacy influence literally everything. Therefore, 

better is always a matter of perspective based on what a per-

son is dealing with.

Racism and white supremacy are the root causes of 

world-altering moments, such as the murder of Michael 

Brown in 2014, as well as subtle moments, such as a white 
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woman clutching her purse closely when I enter an 

elevator.

In the first case, better would be defined as the police no 

longer murdering Black people. In the other, better would be 

defined as white women no longer leaning into racist stereo-

types about Black men.

Though they are both racist moments, it’s obviously dif-

ficult to compare the two. But both cases do share one 

common denominator: the humanity of Black people being 

stripped away.

This may all be difficult to understand for some—but 

that is exactly why I wrote this book. Its success will be 

defined not by how many copies are sold, but rather by how 

much better people are for having read it.

My hope is that this book will be a tool to help others see 

and understand the obvious and not-so-obvious ways in 

which racism and white supremacy not only have infected our 

society but are actually the foundation of it. That it might 

spark the flame in someone who one day helps burn down the 

historic oppression we have faced.

But a lot has changed (and so much has stayed the same) 

since I wrote this book, and while I still hold those same 

hopes, I am also tired. So incredibly tired.

As I sit here contemplating the words I might use to 

explain to you how detrimental 2020 has been to the souls 

of Black people, I find myself unable to write them. Not 

because there aren’t countless thoughts floating through my 
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mind that could be shared. But rather because I don’t want 

to give them to you.

This isn’t an attempt to be disrespectful, as much as an 

attempt to explain just how tired I am. In this book I’ve 

already given my readers so much—my pain, my trauma, 

and my life—in hopes that maybe future Black generations 

won’t have to do the same.

I don’t want to use the very little energy I have left 

talking to non-Black people about this moment in time.

Instead, I would rather help Black children understand 

it. Children like my eight-year-old brother.

So I will write to him, and you may take from it what 

you will.

2

My Brother, Brandon:

By the time you read this, you’ll likely be about twelve years 

old, though you’re a very gifted child, so maybe you’ll be a bit 

younger. Either way, I hope I’m still alive to see it and to talk to 

you about it, about why I felt compelled to write it. Though, with 

the way things are going, I’m not sure I will be.

I saw you recently in the midst of everyone trying to survive 

the pandemic and protesting for social justice, and as usual you 

didn’t have a care in the world. As it should be for an 

eight-year-old.
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I wish that I could make it so that your life was always that 

way, but it won’t be long before the stress of being Black in this 

world finds you.

I am heartbroken by this unchangeable fact.

As I write this, you are still too young to understand that 

to be Black in America is to be left with two options: either 

you pretend oppression isn’t happening or you fight back.

I say pretend because there is no way that any Black person 

who is born in this house, which is on fire, and always has been, 

doesn’t come to realize that smoke is filling their lungs.

That smoke is the reason, when you were six years old, our 

mother had to report one of your teachers for looking at the labels 

of your clothes to check whether they were real. Because she 

couldn’t fathom that a Black child could be the best dressed stu-

dent in a predominantly white class in the suburbs.

That smoke is why at such a young age you had already been 

taught to assess when a white person was doing something so 

blatantly racist.

That smoke is why I have so many stories to tell about my 

own traumatic moments. Far more than any person should ever 

have.

But the smoke is just a symptom. What’s destroying the 

house—what’s destroying us—is racism and white supremacy.

You deserve better, and I deserved better—and now, I 

demand better. Which is why I’ve chosen to use every resource at 

my disposal to fight back. As long as I have a platform, I will use 

it to make our voices heard. I will write, so long as it’s the truth. 
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And as our people put their lives at risk marching in the street for 

justice, I must be with them.

But by choosing to fight back, I have only increased the like-

lihood of being taken from you, as so many of my idols before 

me were taken from their loved ones. Such is the reality in this 

land where Black people are murdered for simply existing.

While I haven’t said it directly to her, I feel a deep sorrow for 

the position I’ve put our mother in, or rather the position this 

country has put her in. She must live with the gravity of loving 

me, and of loving our people. Which means she understands that 

she may be forced to sacrifice something.

I’m sure who I’ve become is no surprise to her; she raised me 

with the values that got me here, that made me the loud, 

staunch, and aggressive anti-racist I am today. This is why she 

has never asked me to stop my work, as fearful as I know she is. 

Why she understood me protesting when police murdered Akai 

Gurley, even though I was arrested for doing so. Why she didn’t 

object when I told her I was going to write a book to help white 

people unlearn white supremacy. Why she simply walks away 

in silence when she hears about the weekly emails I receive call-

ing me a nigger.

But having been through all of that, 2020 is still different for 

us both. The weight is heavier, the sacrifices are greater, and the 

fires are as large as ever.

Before, when Mommy and I would talk on the phone, we 

would end our conversations with a goodbye and an occasional “I 

love you.” Now we have an unsaid agreement not to hang up 
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without saying that we love each other. We both know we are 

living in a time when we might not get another chance to say 

those words.

This is particularly true in my case, as we are living through 

COVID-19, a global pandemic that has taken the lives of hun-

dreds of thousands of people—especially people like me, who are 

immunocompromised. The same pandemic that has ravaged the 

Black community more than any other, because of the historic 

inequities in America.

It’s a humbling feeling to go to sleep every night hoping to not 

get sick. Which is why I’ve been extremely diligent and careful 

during this time for my safety, because I understand how serious 

it is, and I want to be here.

“Are you wearing a mask? Are you using antibacterial soap? 

Are you staying away from other people?” Mommy has called me 

every day for the last four months asking me the same questions, 

trying to make sure I don’t get sick. Trying to make sure her eldest 

son doesn’t become another victim of a virus that has already dis-

proportionately decimated the Black community and furthered 

the health, wealth, and education gaps in this country.

The feeling that your life may potentially be lost at any 

moment to a virus is a frightening one, though it’s not much dif-

ferent from the feeling of any Black person who fears they may 

never see their loved ones again whenever they step outside. Not 

because accidents happen to Black people but rather because 

hatred happens to Black people.

Hatred happened to Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, Tony 
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McDade, George Floyd, and David McAtee. They are the most 

recent high-profile cases of Black people who have been murdered 

by white supremacists, and their deaths are the reason why 

millions of people around the world are risking their lives to 

demand justice.

Protests aren’t new; neither are marches, or riots. But this 

moment we are in is unprecedented. Never before have we seen 

people so overtly weighed down by this many oppressive sys-

tems at one time. While we have to worry about losing our jobs 

and feeding our children during a pandemic, we also have to 

worry about those same children being shot by the police while 

playing outside.

More people than ever have had enough and are fighting 

back. I’m proud to be one of them.

This is inherently the burden of those who are oppressed. As 

I write this, there is no vaccine for COVID-19; people are still at 

risk, getting sick, and losing their lives. But Black bodies being 

left hanging from trees or dead in the street is an older and more 

insidious problem, and the opportunity to defeat it has once 

again presented itself.

As a Black man, I don’t get to worry about being immuno-

compromised during COVID-19, not while a police officer kneels 

on George Floyd’s neck until he dies.

As a Black woman, our mother doesn’t get to tell her son not 

to go protest for justice, not while Breonna Taylor is murdered by 

police officers as she sleeps in her bed.

We don’t get to unpack our fear of white supremacists 
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gunned down by white supremacists for simply jogging.

White supremacy. Racism. Police brutality. A global pan-

demic. Staggering job losses. A white supremacist in the Oval 

Office. Only halfway into the year, and 2020 has already been 

the combination of everything that is wrong with this country 

happening all at once.

But as they say, it is darkest before dawn.

In every state and around the world, people have begun to 

rise against the tyranny of white supremacy.

Ultimately, that darkness will take some of us, as it always 

has. None of us know what’s going to happen. But I wanted you 

to know that when things got so dark and so bleak and we were 

pushed against the wall—we pushed back.

No more police brutality. No more white supremacy. No 

more Black bodies.

We were prepared to pay the costs, prepared to make the 

sacrifices that were necessary. I don’t know whether I will be sac-

rificed, and believe me, I don’t romanticize the idea. I want to 

live. We all do. Don’t let them tell you any different.

But if sacrifice means victory, a chance for liberation, a 

future in which you never have to write a letter like this, then it 

would have been well worth it.

Love,

Your Big Brother

June 2020
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INTRODUcTION

One of the most important lessons I learned when I was 

younger was that being a Black person in this world 

usually means that at some point, you’re going to have 

to do things you don’t enjoy. Even more important was 

learning that many of those things are going to involve 

white people.

For me, that has meant spending a lot of my time as an 

adult discussing white supremacy, white privilege, and the 

negative aspects of whiteness in general.

C  If you don’t know what a bolded word or term means, 

don’t worry: I’ve defined it at the back of the book. Yes, 

friends: it’s your very own Encyclopedia of Racism.

Anyone who truly knows me would tell you I’d much 

rather spend my time tweeting about the Lakers, watching 

rom-coms, or sleeping. But, as I learned a long time ago, 

there aren’t enough people addressing societal issues, so 

here I am.
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Because of how publicly critical I am of the impact white 

people have, and have had, on people of color and on the 

general world around them, some people have gone so far as 

to say I hate white people.

Honestly, this deeply offends me, as I’ve been to over ten 

John Mayer concerts and at least two hockey games; there’s 

no way a person who hates white people willingly attends 

the two whitest events on earth multiple times.

That said, my one actual problem with white people is 

that many just don’t have any sense of accountability when 

it comes to people of color. Accountability not only for the 

things white people do that often make interacting with 

them the most frustrating and tumultuous part of our days. 

But also, accountability for the historic and current inequi-

ties and disparities plaguing Black people and people of 

color as a whole.

Which is why I’ve written this book. Not because of the 

fame, fortune, and chance to meet Oprah—though those 

would be pretty dope. But, as a Black person, I speak on 

behalf of people of color (except those of us on Fox News) 

when I say: WE HAVE A WHITE PEOPLE PROBLEM.

My aim is to help you go from being a person who is learn-

ing and unlearning things about these problems created and 

perpetuated by white people to someone who actively works to 

solve them. This is called being an anti-racist. 

I define anti-racists as people who understand that 

white supremacy isn’t something to empathize with Black 
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and brown people over. It’s a destructive system and exis-

tence that white people created, and anti-racists are 

actively trying to end it. 

While many believe there is no way to change the prob-

lem, because they believe there is no way to change white 

people, I disagree. Because after sitting with and talking to 

many white people throughout my life, I’ve come to realize 

that there are white people who do care and who I believe 

want to make change. But these same white people often 

don’t understand the negative impact they are having or 

how to be better, because many of them have never had the 

conversations necessary to know this stuff, either in the 

classroom or outside of it.

Let’s face it: Black people and people of color are taught in 

school, in the media, and in everyday interactions to be empa-

thetic and understanding of white people and their history. But 

most white people never have to do the same for us.

B  You’ll notice I don’t capitalize the w in white when 

referring to white people, though I capitalize the B when 

referring to Black people. This is a personal preference, 

because white people are simply defined by the color of their 

skin, while Black people are a cultural and ethnic group.

For example, I’ve never met a white person who doesn’t 

know who Christopher Columbus was (even though he didn’t 

discover anything). But most white people can’t have an 
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informed conversation about the indigenous people who were 

already in America and the lingering impact on indigenous 

people today of so many of their ancestors having been slaugh-

tered by people like Christopher Columbus. Nor do most white 

people know anything about the white supremacist massacre 

of Black people in Tulsa, Oklahoma—though most white peo-

ple can tell you that Kevin Durant and Russell Westbrook 

played together on the Oklahoma City Thunder.

To put it plainly, we have to learn a lot of white crap, 

including white history, much of which is not even true. 

Meanwhile, white people never have to learn about us, 

because doing so would force white people to be held 

accountable for the many ways they’ve mistreated—and 

continue to mistreat—people of color.

This book is an opportunity to change that. To provide 

some of the context and history that is so often lacking for 

white people.

Heck, we even added the Encyclopedia of Racism because 

my white editor pointed out that many of you reading this 

might not understand some of the terms that I’ll be using, 

some of the events I refer to, or why certain things are racist.

C  I hope you already looked up white privilege, 

from page 17. Here’s another opportunity to use the 

encyclopedia: if you aren’t familiar with the 1921 Tulsa 

Race Massacre, go to the back of the book and learn 

about it.
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But to the point about people who think white people 

can’t change: I understand, and have met those white peo-

ple, too. These are the types of white people who will say 

things like “Black people need to get over slavery” or “We 

had a Black president; there is no more racism.” These are 

people who want white supremacy to continue because it 

benefits them. They are the same people who will say this 

book sucks, never having read it.

But this book isn’t for those white people. It’s for the 

ones who want to do better, who want to be better. But where 

do white people start? How does someone learn empathy? Is 

it by watching a specific movie? Listening to an album?

I think it starts with understanding.

2
I’ll never forget the first day of my sophomore year of high 

school. I had just transferred from a school that was pri-

marily Black to a new school that was far more white. I was 

prepared for the shock of just how many white people there 

were going to be in my everyday now. What I was not pre-

pared for was how shocked they were going to be by me. 

There were other people of color in the school, yes, but I 

was one of the only Black transfer students. Being one of 

very few transfer students was probably enough to make 

me stand out, but being a transfer student who wasn’t white 

pretty much guaranteed that I’d be noticed.
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Because I transferred at the beginning of my sophomore 

year, the students in my school had already grown accus tomed 

to one another, and everyone seemed to have their role. I quickly 

learned what people assumed my role would be.

During my first lunch period, I sat by myself. This lasted 

for about fifteen minutes, until a group of slightly older white 

kids walked over. They sat at my table and stared at me, and 

one eventually asked what school I transferred in from.

I looked at them for a second and told them.

“Oh, that’s the ghetto school,” one replied. “Lucky you 

made it here.”

I didn’t even know how to process that.

I sat in the silence, still surprised that a wild pack of 

white boys were speaking to me in the first place. Before I 

could respond, another asked me a question that gives con-

text to my entire experience while at the school and, for a 

long time, my views on white people and my very self.

“What hood do you live in?”

This wasn’t meant to be a friendly way of finding out 

whether we were from the same area; this was an assump-

tion, or rather an assertion. “Hood” was slang for a low-income 

area, and in the part of the country where we lived (Yonkers, 

New York), those areas were typically filled with Black and 

Latinx people.

B  You’ll see me use Latinx in the book, as it’s a 

gender-neutral term for people who are Latin American. 
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Can’t ask people to respect my people if I don’t respect 

theirs, right?

But not all Black and Latinx people lived in the “hood,” 

and this white boy had never spoken to me or even met me, so 

he couldn’t have had any idea about where I was from or how 

much money my family had. He simply assumed I was poor 

and lived in a “hood” because I was Black.

B  This is a common racist stereotype about nonwhite 

people. But in reality, most people living in poverty in 

America are white.

But I was fifteen years old and wanted to fit in, and he 

wasn’t wrong—I was from a “hood.” So I told them where I 

was from, and they immediately thought I was cool and 

edgy. That was the day I became the token Black guy.

B  A token Black guy or girl is a Black person that 

white people can claim they know in order to avoid 

being called racist and who doesn’t ever make them feel 

uncomfortable about the racist things they do. Kind of like 

Kanye West and the Kardashian family.

To add context, this was in 2004, before there was 

social media, a Black president and First Lady, and trendy 

wokeness. It was basically the Wild West. It wasn’t MAGA 
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bad, at least not on the surface, but it was a different type of 

bad: an I-don’t-realize-what-I’m-saying-or-doing-is-hella-

problematic-and-racist bad.

In my first few weeks at that high school, I quickly 

learned that there were only a few ways white people viewed 

people of color, and we were broken into specific groups:

If you were Black, that meant you were unquestionably 

good at sports, even if no one had seen you play yet. You 

grew up in an impoverished neighborhood, you came from a 

single-parent home, you knew every rap song ever made, 

you were prone to violence or stealing, and you had no inter-

est in academics.

For Latinxs, it was assumed that your first language 

was Spanish, you had a large number of siblings, you were 

proficient in Latin dancing, and you were probably in some 

type of gang.

Asian kids had stereotypes placed on them that might 

seem positive—they’re often referred to as the “model 

minority”—but stereotypes are inherently problematic. The 

East Asian students in my school, and in schools across the 

country, were seen as being highly intelligent, mild man-

nered, and more than likely to know martial arts.

While I often make the point that no one in the world 

has it worse than Black people in regard to stereotypes and 

racism, in the early 2000s, people from the Middle East had 

it bad. At that point, we were only a few years removed from 

September 11, and people were not only racist, they were 
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racist on steroids. They would vandalize the homes and 

businesses of Muslims and people perceived as Muslim, 

attack their places of worship, and gang up on them and beat 

them up. All in the name of “American values.” Most of the 

physical abuse wasn’t taking place in my school, but the men-

tal and verbal abuse certainly was.

Because much of what was going on in the world was 

also taking place in my school, it was a very difficult place to 

be a student of color. Not only did we have to worry about 

fitting in, but we also had to worry about surviving in a place 

that was obviously not meant for us. But, as we’ll discuss 

throughout the book, my school wasn’t much different from 

America generally.

Many of us had messed-up experiences during that 

time. But I think the worst part was that we started to 

become conditioned to many of the stereotypes and problem-

atic views about our groups.

Including myself.

That’s not to say I thought I was a murderous thief or 

naturally great at basketball (especially because I was 

never that great at ball). But I started going along with 

some things that set the tone for how I viewed and felt about 

myself for years and, eventually, how I viewed and felt 

about white people.

Again, like most students, I wanted to fit in and be wel-

comed. So to do that, I aligned myself with whatever made 

that process easier, even if it meant growing accustomed to 
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laughing when a white person called me an Oreo (Black on 

the outside, white on the inside) for enjoying Maroon 5 or 

letting it go when someone asked me random questions 

about “the hood” without knowing where I was from.

I was like a cooler version of Carlton from The Fresh 

Prince of Bel-Air or that one Black cast member on each sea-

son of The Real World. You know, the one who hangs around 

white people and makes them feel comfortable, even when 

they do something problematic or racist. The person to 

whom people say things like “You just happen to be Black.” 

And for all intents and purposes, it worked.

F  I’m not going to even bother explaining The Fresh 

Prince ; if you’ve never heard of that show, the world has 

failed you. But there’s a chance you don’t know what 

The Real World is, which gives me hope for humanity. 

Basically, it was a reality show on MTV about a group of 

strangers who were given a house in a random city and 

asked to live together, and we watched them all hate one 

another and throw shade. (Dang, I feel old.)

By the time I got to my senior year, not only had I sur-

vived by being the token Black kid; I had thrived. I was voted 

both most popular and prom king by my classmates, and I 

was the vice president of the student government.

I figured I would carry on this way even after high 

school. I knew the world was primarily white, so I should 



FREDERIcK JOSEPH

2 7

just get used to navigating white people’s stereotypes and 

problematic behaviors by pacifying them. I was going to be 

the token Black guy forever.

Thankfully, I’ve spent my years since high school learn-

ing and meeting people who were far more culturally aware 

and thoughtful than I was, which helped me realize that the 

role I wanted to play around white people wasn’t the token 

Black guy but rather “the Black friend.”

Let me explain.

I like to think of the high school version of myself as the 

original Black Power Ranger: well meaning but extremely 

problematic. While he did have powers and helped save the 

world, he also was constantly dancing to hip-hop music, 

rapping, and speaking in slang. It was a very stereotypical 

representation of Blackness. (They also really had an Asian 

woman play the Yellow Ranger: yikes.)

The college version of myself was attempting to be a 

young Stokely Carmichael. My militant pro-Blackness was 

awakened by writers like James Baldwin and Toni Morrison. 

I spent most of that time protesting, refusing to speak to 

most white people in public, and trying to support only 

Black-owned businesses—it was a great time to be alive.

B  I would normally say you should google Stokely 

Carmichael (later known as Kwame Ture), but I did my 

own search, and as it often happens with pro-Black 

figures, the first results about him were falsely negative. 
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Stokely is famously known for coining the term “Black 

Power” and was a civil rights leader and grassroots 

organizer.

The thing about being militant Black and refusing to 

speak to white people is that it makes it difficult to earn a 

living. Which is why by the time I was in my early to 

midtwenties, I became more like Denzel Washington.

B  While Denzel is known widely for the movies he’s been 

in and his award-winning acting, behind the scenes he’s 

made a great deal of change for Black people. He’s done 

things such as help students pay for college and has even 

let young Black people live with him and his family if they 

need a place to stay. He’s also donated millions of dollars 

to historically Black colleges. And this has all been very 

under the radar.

But now I think I’m in a moment where I’m a good mix of 

all of my phases (except that Black Ranger moment, yuck). 

My focus is on using everything at my disposal, from story-

telling to access to finances, to help create a better and freer 

future for all people of color, especially young people. In large 

part, this means finding ways to educate and inform the 

white people who want to listen and grow. I call this my Ava 

DuVernay phase.
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B  Ava is the director of films such as the award-

winning Selma, about the Civil Rights Act of 1964; the 

documentary 13th, about the history of race and justice 

in America; and series such as When They See Us, about 

the Exonerated Five (formerly known as the Central Park 

Five). You should probably just see everything she’s 

made, to be on the safe side.

Throughout the book, you’ll read about moments from 

each of my personal phases. I’ll be speaking to you directly 

at times to explain certain things and to give my current 

opinion on stories and conversations you’ll be reading 

about.

I’m also going to be pretty damn hard on my past self.

I call this voice the Black Friend.

2
I often think back to that white kid asking me about my 

“hood.”

Realistically, we were both problematic. He was wrong 

for making that assumption about me, and likely about 

many other Black people, and I was wrong for playing into it.

By not telling him that he was wrong to make such an 

assumption and by instead going along with it, I made him 

feel like it was fine to do this to me and, worse, to do it to 

other Black people. I could have said that not all Black people 

live in a hood, or that not all Black people live in poverty, and 
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that his question was racist. Hell, I could have also simply 

said nothing, which would have been better than basically 

agreeing with the racist stereotype.

I couldn’t see any of that at the time, but I see it now, 

and I’ve made it the mission of this book to help others to 

see it, too, by choosing to create the Black Friend. In this 

context, the Black Friend is the person who is willing to 

speak the truth to the white people in their lives, to call 

them out when they do or say something hurtful, ignorant, 

or offensive. After reading this book, my hope is that white 

people won’t need to tokenize or ask Black people and peo-

ple of color to do all of the work.

It’s not an easy thing, being the Black Friend. And it’s 

certainly not a role every Black person should be expected to 

take on. But those of us who choose to play that role do so 

because we know that by helping our white friends become 

better people, we help make the world a little bit better for 

the rest of us.

As your Black Friend, in this book I’m going to share—

as examples and as a guideline of things not to do—some 

of my personal stories as well as stories from other people 

of color about problematic moments created by white 

people.

B  Much of the dialogue in the scenes from my younger 

years is invented, as I didn’t have a tape recorder running. 

But I’ve done my best to be true to the people involved—
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my past self included—and to the sentiments felt at the 

time. All names have been changed to protect the not-so-

innocent.

This book is meant to provide teaching moments, cul-

tural history, and context for white people. But just as 

important, this book is also supposed to provide affirma-

tions for people of color—that you are seen and loved. Know 

that others are dealing with the same stuff. You are not alone. 

This book is also for those of you who may not realize yet 

what you’re dealing with—I was one of those.

I’ve been using my energy for most of my life to try to 

make the world a better place, and I’m still fighting the good 

fight, but frankly, I’m getting my ass kicked. Hell, everyone 

working to make the world better for people of color is get-

ting their ass kicked, too.

The world needs you to step up, or get out of the way. 

(Imagine me saying this in my most superhero-monologue- 

like voice.) Particularly if you are a white person. The world 

needs to be better, and because of the power that white 

people hold in our society, much of that change needs to 

start with white people. The oppression that white people 

have inflicted on people of color since, well, damn, the very 

inception of this country can only be undone by the oppres-

sors (white people).

If you’re reading this, that means you’re probably a white 

person who wants to do better, or a person of color who 
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wants to reaffirm things to feel less alone—or someone 

who bought this book to burn it. (Yep, I see you—and 

thanks for the royalties.) But, as you’ve seen from the title 

of the book, this is aimed primarily at the first audience I 

mentioned, the white people who want to be better.

All wise people know that no one knows everything. If 

you feel you don’t need to read this book because you’re 

already a decent white person, there’s a good chance you’re 

not as decent as you think.
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1
WE WANT YOU TO SEE RAcE

Featuring Angie Thomas

There’s something special about firsts—you know, your first 

kiss, a baby’s first steps, the first day of school, your first 

time deleting a message from your teacher so your parents 

don’t know you got in trouble at school.

High school was a time of many firsts for me, but none 

more important than my first time being invited to dinner 

at a white family’s home. It was the same day I tried devil’s 

vomit for the first time (also known as date loaf).

During my junior year of high school, I worked at a pet 

store in Scarsdale, New York, which was about an hour bus 

ride from my house. Like most of Westchester County, 

Scarsdale was very white. But unlike the other parts of 

lower Westchester County, it wasn’t blue-collar middle-class 

white; it was wealthy upper-class white.

For context, Scarsdale was listed as the second-wealthiest 
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town in America in 2019, and Westchester County was 

among the wealthiest counties in the country when I was in 

high school.

Another distinctive factor about not only Scarsdale but 

wealthy parts of Westchester generally is that most of the 

white people there consider themselves politically and 

socially liberal. But they will still do and say problematic 

things. They either don’t know or don’t care that they are 

problematic.

I met a lot of these types of customers at the pet store. 

They’d come in and ask for my help finding things like dog 

food and then, after speaking with me, say something like 

“I’m happy you’re doing something constructive with your 

time and not out in the streets. You should consider college.” 

As if I weren’t an honors student and would otherwise be 

spending my time robbing banks.

While these interactions made it hard to work there, I 

did become close with some of my white coworkers who 

were from the area, in particular two guys I’ll call Patrick 

and Matt for the sake of anonymity and avoiding a lawsuit.

The two of them managed to get along with everyone. 

They also acted like their families didn’t have a boatload of 

money, almost as if they were like the rest of us—working 

because we had to.

I would talk with them about everything—sports, video 

games, anime. It seemed like anything I was into, they were 

as well.
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One day, we were on break, talking about the game 

Super Smash Bros. (which was my jam, and if you haven’t 

played it, you’ve lived a lesser life), and Patrick suggested 

that Matt and I come over that Sunday to have dinner and 

play the game with him.

Up until that point, I’m not sure that I had ever been in 

a white person’s home, which might sound surprising, but I 

didn’t live near any white people, and the families of my 

white classmates weren’t really the “invite the Black kid 

over” types.

I figured, “Hell, if people can go to the moon, I can try 

dinner with white people.” Plus, I had seen enough episodes 

of 7th Heaven and Boy Meets World to know what to expect. 

So I accepted the invite.

One small step for Frederick Joseph, one giant leap for 

Black kids with a couple of white friends everywhere.

I wasn’t nervous about the dinner itself, but I was anxious 

about when it would be taking place. Sundays for me were a 

very sacred time, and I had a specific view of how they worked.

Growing up, I started and finished every Sunday the 

same way. I would wake up to the sound of my mother play-

ing soul music and the smell of her cooking grits and canned 

salmon (we didn’t have fresh-salmon money then), and I 

would have four minutes of peace in bed before she would 

yell, “Get up and do your chores!”

That was the routine for most of my life as a kid. I would 

get up on Sundays, eat breakfast, and then help clean our 
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apartment while my mother cooked dinner, which typically 

included collard greens, corn bread, and mac and cheese.

B  You should know, I can basically taste the food while 

writing this. I know everyone says this, but my mother is 

legitimately the best cook. Her food isn’t always healthy—

and I have no problem throwing my mom under the bus 

about that—but it’s good as hell.

But my house wasn’t the only place like this on Sundays. 

You could smell similar scents at my cousin’s house and hear 

the same types of soul music down the hall at my neighbor’s 

house. This was how my mother was raised, and countless 

other Black people as well. If you weren’t up cooking and 

cleaning, you were in church.

In fact, the music and the foods might have been different, 

but this was the same scene in the homes of many people of 

color around the country. Food, music, and family are the 

essence of race and culture for many of us.

I was actually pretty interested to find out what a 

“white Sunday” looked like. What did white people eat? 

What was the white version of soul music—the Beatles? Or 

maybe Elvis (who was a racist thief—google it if you don’t 

believe me)?

The experience I ended up having at Patrick’s house was 

not only void of everything I was used to, but it tainted my 

Sundays for the rest of time.
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That Sunday afternoon, I arrived at Patrick’s house in a 

cab and was immediately impressed. They lived in a home 

with a driveway gate that had a video intercom. This already 

put them in a higher class than the white television families 

I had seen.

After my cab was let past the gate, I saw that Matt’s car 

was already there, which eased my mind; I wouldn’t have to 

meet Patrick’s family alone.

I rang the bell, and within seconds the door was opened 

by a tall white woman who looked like she could have been 

Tina Fey’s sister. She stared at me for a moment, as if to take 

in what I was wearing and confirm that I wasn’t a threat, 

and then said, “You must be Frederick. Come on in!”

I thanked her for having me and handed her a pie I had 

bought at Trader Joe’s. I figured that would be the easiest 

thing to bring them, as everyone loves Trader Joe’s, regard-

less of what race they are or how much money they have.

When I walked in, I was greeted by Patrick’s father, who 

sort of reminded me of Ben Affleck. (Not the Batman ver-

sion, the out-of-shape version.) He shook my hand and said, 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, son,” then followed up with, 

“Strong handshake like that on a boy your size, I’m sure you 

can palm a basketball. You can probably dunk, too. No NBA 

in your future?”

G  You’re probably thinking, Wow, that was racist as 

hell. You’re right: it was. If you’re not thinking this, we 
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have A LOT of work to do, and you should refer to the 

stereotypes entry in this book’s encyclopedia.

I didn’t know how to respond, and luckily I didn’t have 

to, because at that moment, Patrick came downstairs to 

greet me and take me upstairs to their game room. (Yes, 

they were that rich.)

When we got to the room, Matt was sitting there play-

ing Smash Bros. with Patrick’s brother, who was about eleven 

years old. After a few minutes of talking, I got comfortable 

and joined them.

We played for a few hours, then Patrick’s parents called 

us downstairs for dinner, which surprised me because I 

hadn’t smelled any food being cooked.

When we got to the dining room, there were about ten 

cartons of Chinese food laid out. As I said, I’d had no idea 

what to expect from a white family dinner—maybe a green 

bean casserole?—but it certainly wasn’t Chinese takeout.

When Patrick’s father went to turn on the radio, I fig-

ured I would at least get to hear what their Sunday music 

was, but I was wrong. Instead, he turned on NPR (National 

Public Radio), which I’ve come to realize is like religion for 

liberal white people.

I suppose Patrick’s parents could tell I was confused, 

because they asked me what was wrong. I told them all 

about Sundays in my household and about my mother’s 

cooking.
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Patrick’s mother responded by saying, “That sounds 

nice! What does your mother make?”

Before I could respond, Patrick’s brother jumped in and 

said, “Fried chicken!” and laughed, assuming we’d all think 

his comment was funny. 

Patrick’s father swiftly turned to his youngest son and 

said, “That’s not funny, Michael. Apologize to Frederick!”

But I jumped in with “It’s okay.” In fact, there was noth-

ing okay about it, but I was so embarrassed and hurt that I 

just wanted to move past this deeply racist moment.

I was expecting one of my friends to stick up for me 

and condemn what was said, but Patrick simply chimed in 

by saying, “Michael, you’re a little jerk,” and then changed 

the conversation to how the Yankees were doing that 

season.

I sat quietly for the rest of dinner, picking at my food 

until everyone was done eating. After Patrick’s parents 

cleared the table, his brother went back up to the game 

room, and his parents asked the three of us to stay down-

stairs for dessert and to talk.

We went into the den and Patrick’s mother and father 

sat for a second and stared at me. Then Patrick’s father said, 

“Frederick, I want to apologize to you.”

At that point, I would rather have been anywhere in the 

world but in that room, surrounded by white people staring 

at me. Looking back, it felt like I was in the Sunken Place 

from Get Out.
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So I simply said again, “It’s okay,” hoping I could just call 

a cab and head home soon.

Patrick’s father slammed his hand on a table near him 

and said, “It’s not okay! I don’t know where he got that from!” 

Which was interesting, seeing as he was the same person 

who made the racist basketball comment when I walked in.

An older me would have said, “He obviously got it from 

you, Chad.” But I said nothing.

F  I don’t know if his name was Chad. I just figured he 

looked like a Chad, or maybe a Dan. I also imagined that 

he had played lacrosse and would shotgun beers at frat 

parties in college.

Patrick’s mother said, “The reason we are frustrated by 

what Michael said is because in this family, we don’t see 

color. When you are here, it doesn’t matter if you’re black, 

orange, or purple. You’re a human, Frederick.”

Both Patrick and Matt nodded and smiled at me when 

she was finished to affirm that they were on the same page 

as her. I just sat and stared at them, then stared around 

the room.

She then proceeded to go into the kitchen to get dessert.

There are two sayings that almost every person of color 

has heard various times in their life: “Why does everything 

have to be about race?” and “I don’t see color.”

These sayings are directly responsible for many of my 
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migraines over the years, and more important, they are part 

of the reason for a lack of racial progress in this country.

While I might not have been as thoughtful about rac-

ism when I was younger as I am now, I still hated the idea 

of people not seeing color, because it doesn’t make sense. 

You can’t tell me that you don’t see my Blackness when you 

have to see my Blackness to even make the statement. The 

statement contradicts itself.

Beyond making no sense, the statement is also extremely 

racist, even though most people saying it think it’s the exact 

opposite. But I wouldn’t learn that until later in life.

When Patrick’s mother walked back into the den, she 

was holding something that looked like banana bread, which 

I was happy about. The least they could do was have a solid 

dessert to end the night.

She cut everyone a piece, and they began eating. I picked 

up my piece and took a bite and quickly realized this wasn’t 

banana bread at all. It wasn’t sweet, and the texture was off.

I asked what it was, and Patrick’s mother responded, 

“Date loaf.” I didn’t know what the hell date loaf was, nor did 

I care; I had had enough. First they ruined my Sunday 

dinner, then they were racist, and now they were trying to 

poison me!

B  For those who aren’t aware, date loaf is basically 

bread with nuts and dates. It can be camouflaged as  

other things, such as banana bread, and is disgusting.  
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It tastes like soggy wheat bread with crunchy nuts and 

fruit in it.

I don’t know why anyone would eat it themselves or 

serve it to their guests, unless that person is pulling an 

elaborate prank—or hates their guests.

I got up and went to the bathroom and called my cab. 

When I was walking back to the den, Matt was standing 

there, and he asked whether I was okay. I told him I was get-

ting ready to leave because Patrick’s family was racist. He 

responded by telling me I was wrong and that they said they 

didn’t see color.

I tried to explain why that didn’t make sense, but he told 

me I was “looking for something to be mad about.”

F  While I’m paraphrasing a lot of conversations in this 

book, some of the things that were said I never forgot and 

remember word for word. That comment of Matt’s is one 

of them.

A few minutes later, Patrick’s father told me my cab was 

outside, and I thanked them and left.

I thought about the day the entire ride home, and then I 

thought about it the next day, and I kept thinking about it 

for months, and now years.

I didn’t just think about the racist things that happened. 

I thought about how everyone had created a shield so I 
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couldn’t criticize their racism and how I also felt my 

Blackness being erased in the process. I disliked myself for 

a long time for giving them that power, for not holding 

them accountable.

I’ve come to realize that a fear of accountability is why 

white people say things like “I don’t see color” and “Why 

does everything have to be about race?” Because to see my 

color, to see my culture, to see my race, would also mean 

taking responsibility for how white people have historically 

treated people my color, with my culture, from my race.

I may not have realized it when I was younger, but 

being at Patrick’s house helped me come to terms with 

something important: from the expectations and stereo-

types about what foods we eat to what talents we have or 

what activities we enjoy, every interaction in some way is 

influenced by race.

More important, talking about and combating racism 

doesn’t “make everything about race”—racism makes every-

thing about race, and racism can be found in every part of  

society. From our educational system to our legal system, 

nonwhite people are disproportionately mistreated and 

oppressed.

B  Except when it comes to food; I can safely say that 

green bean casserole is a form of white oppression.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH ANGIE THOMAS

Producer, storyteller, and author of the best-selling book  

The Hate U Give

Between conversations online and in professional settings, 

I’ve spent a lot of time discussing the reasons it’s important 

that white people not only see race but also understand the 

active role their color blindness has played in racism. One of 

those discussions was with Angie Thomas.

One of my favorite things about Angie is how her work 

is authentically Black and relatable while holding white peo-

ple and oppressive systems accountable.

ANGIE: Whenever I sit down and write, I never really sit down 

with an intention to talk about racism or with an intention to 

talk about issues that may be affecting young Black people. 

I just want to really tell stories about young Black people 

and the things they may experience, and in The Hate U Give, 

we see that with Starr. She experiences, of course, racism, 

police brutality, systemic racism. All of these things affect 

her life, affect her world. But for me, I wanted to simply tell 

a story about a Black girl in a community like Garden Heights 

and the struggle she had with being two different people in 

two different worlds.
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This is an important point because it shows the inherent 

difference between the lives of many people of color and 

those of many white people. Angie didn’t set out to write a 

book about racism or oppression; she set out to write a Black 

girl’s story. But to tell most Black stories, it would be inau-

thentic not to include the racism impacting their world. This 

is another benefit of white privilege: white storytellers don’t 

have to create characters or worlds that are impacted by 

things such as police brutality or systemic racism if they 

don’t want to.

ANGIE: I hear white authors saying things all the time like 

“Oh, I just decided to make this character Black because 

it would be great to have that. But I’m not doing any 

research on Black people.” You know what I mean? It’s 

like you just took a white character and essentially gave 

them blackface, and no, it doesn’t work like that. There 

are certain things, there are certain experiences, that 

Black characters are going to have that’ll be different. So 

it’s always good to take note of that. It’s always good to 

be aware of that.

Let’s say, for instance, if you were writing a story about 

time travel, and you were sending characters to the 1960s. 

It’s going to be a whole different experience for a Black char-

acter than for a white character. You have to know these 

things. You have to be aware of these things.
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In order to know these things, you need to first acknowl-

edge that there is a difference. You need to see race. My 

experience at Patrick’s house didn’t happen because I’m “a 

human”; if so, it could have happened to Matt. But it didn’t 

happen to him; it happened to me, because I was the Black 

person there.

ANGIE: I tell people, just say no to color blindness. I hate that 

phrase “I’m color-blind, I’m color-blind.” I don’t need you to 

be color-blind. I need you to see me as I am, I need you to 

see that I’m a Black woman. I need you to read my characters 

and see that they’re young Black people. I need you to take 

note of that. I need you to recognize that, because it makes 

a difference. That’s the world we live in. But when somebody 

says, “Oh, I’m color-blind,” that also means they’re purposely 

being blind to the things that affect me as a person of color.

In my opinion, the idea of being color-blind and of try-

ing to steer conversations away from race are the most 

manipulative and powerful tools of racism. They allow white 

people to continue to be comfortable. No awkward conver-

sations about race! No having to account for the centuries 

of brutality and injustice perpetrated by people who look 

like them against people who look like us!

But that color blindness doesn’t help people of color who 

are in uncomfortable or downright dangerous situations 

every day because of race. And refusing to acknowledge race 



FREDERIcK JOSEPH

47

certainly doesn’t save the lives of those who are killed 

because of it.

C  Think I’m overstating the impact of color blindness?  

I suggest heading to the encyclopedia, my friend.

The inability of people to accept accountability for 

doing things that are wrong is in the DNA of America. It’s 

why people can’t accept that America was founded on land 

stolen from indigenous people and that Black people are 

still feeling the legacy of slavery.

I’m going to assume (hope) that you’ve heard of Black 

Lives Matter—the movement that started in the wake of the 

murder of Trayvon Martin, which seeks to draw attention to 

the disproportionate degree of police violence experienced 

by Black people in this country. You’ve probably also heard of 

All Lives Matter, which might seem like a fairly neutral state-

ment but is actually anything but. (And then there’s Blue 

Lives Matter—the movement to remind everyone that 

white killer cops are people, too.)

All Lives Matter is directly related to white people not 

wanting to see color and not wanting to make things about 

race. It’s an effort to derail the people who are saying that 

Black lives matter while they are burying children like 

Trayvon Martin and Tamir Rice. It’s an effort to neutralize 

the message that we need to uplift the importance of Black 

lives because so many people act as if those lives don’t count. 
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I want you to see my race, and I want you to see the race of 

other people of color and the traumas many white people 

have caused us, and I want you to own those traumas and to 

be better.

But I also want you to see more than our pain and our 

struggle. I want you to see the beauty in our differences.

I want you to see Black mothers perfecting their collard 

greens recipe. I want you to see Chinese grandparents 

teaching their children to make dumplings by hand. I want 

you to see Puerto Rican fathers teaching their children the 

history of salsa music. I want you to see Indian mothers 

placing colorful saris on their daughters.

I don’t want to be seen as “a human,” I don’t want to be 

seen as “the same.” I want to be respected. I want to be spe-

cial. I want to be jazz. I want to be soul food. I want to be 

poetry.

I want to be Black.
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