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Context


Angie Thomas was born in 1988, in Jackson, Mississippi, and grew up in the primarily black neighborhood where she still resides. After six-year-old Thomas witnessed a shootout between gangs, Thomas’s mother introduced her to the library to show her that the world was bigger than the violence outside. The library experience inspired Thomas’s love of stories. In 2009, while Thomas was studying creative writing at Belhaven University, police officers shot an unarmed black man named Oscar Grant in California. Thomas’s classmates dismissed Grant as a criminal, but Thomas saw him as someone who could have come from her own neighborhood. Soon after, these feelings grew into a short story for Thomas’s creative writing class about a teenage girl who witnesses her best friend shot by police.


As violence against black communities continued, Thomas transformed her short story into The Hate U Give. In 2012, George Zimmerman fatally shot seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin in Florida. Media outlets reported widely on the attack, and the state took Zimmerman to trial. The jury found him innocent. The resulting anger and frustration led three community organizers—Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi—to create the Black Lives Matter movement in 2013. Black Lives Matter organizes civil action and protests in response to violence against black communities. After a police officer shot eighteen-year-old Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, Black Lives Matter activists organized protests and rallies against police brutality. Elements of these real-life events appear in The Hate U Give. In the book, the police’s militarized response toward protesters reflects the behavior of the Ferguson police, who sent officers in riot gear to fire tear gas, rubber bullets, and flash grenades into the crowds. As in The Hate U Give, some vandalism of businesses happened amid the chaos, but most protesters remained peaceful.


Thomas found inspiration in the story of Rachel Jeantel, one of Trayvon Martin’s friends, who spoke on the phone with Martin at the time of his death. Jeantel gave testimony for the prosecution at Zimmerman’s trial. She became a subject of public ridicule because many claimed Jeantel sounded uneducated. Infuriated by the media’s dismissal of Jeantel, Thomas created Starr Carter, a character who knows how to talk in a way that the white mainstream media identifies as well-spoken, but who delivers an account of police brutality similar to Jeantel’s. Starr knows how to switch between the speech and mannerisms of her predominantly white school and black neighborhood, and therefore receives less scrutiny than Jeantel. Similarly, Thomas tried to overcome the stereotypes associated with her neighborhood by “code-switching” at her mostly white college.


In 2015, the nonprofit We Need Diverse Books awarded Thomas its very first grant. Founded in response to the lack of diversity in children’s fiction, We Need Diverse Books argued that all children deserve to see themselves as the protagonists in fiction and to read stories written by diverse authors. The Hate U Give—a story written by a black woman about a black teenage girl—speaks directly to the organization’s mission. Growing up, Thomas could not find teen fiction that reflected her experience, instead finding a mirror in hip-hop. She even attempted a career as a rapper. Now, Thomas infuses hip-hop into her books. The title The Hate U Give comes from the late rapper Tupac Shakur’s “THUG LIFE” acronym, which stands for “The Hate U Give Little Infants F---s Everybody.”


The Hate U Give was released to critical acclaim, reaching the number one spot on the New York Times Young Adult Best Seller list its first week in print and won multiple awards. The film adaptation was released in 2018. Despite its positive reception, the book became frequently challenged, with its harsh language and negative depiction of police cited as problematic. Nevertheless, the book continues to sell well, and in 2018, HarperCollins published a collector’s edition with bonus content, including Thomas’s original short story.




















Plot Overview


Starr Carter, a sixteen-year-old black girl, attends a party in her neighborhood, Garden Heights. Starr goes with Kenya, a friend with whom she shares an older half-brother, Seven. Ever since she started attending Williamson Prep, a primarily white school, Starr feels out of place in the Garden Heights social scene. When Kenya goes off with other friends, Starr runs into her childhood best friend, Khalil Harris, who she hasn’t seen in a long time. Gunshots from a gang fight interrupt the party, and Khalil offers to take Starr home. While Khalil drives, he explains rapper Tupac Shakur’s idea that “Thug Life” stands for “The Hate U Give Little Infants F---s Everybody.” Soon after, a white police officer with the badge number 115 pulls them over. Khalil questions the motivation for the stop, and One-Fifteen orders him out of the car and searches him. One-Fifteen commands Khalil not to move, and returns to his car. Khalil opens the door to check on Starr. One-Fifteen fatally shoots Khalil.


Starr has nightmares about the death of another childhood friend, Natasha, who died in the crossfire of a gang shooting. At school on Monday, Starr feels tense around Hailey and Chris, her white friend and boyfriend, as memories of Khalil’s death interrupt her thoughts and she realizes they don’t understand. At the urging of her uncle Carlos, a police officer, Starr goes into the police station after school with her mother, Lisa, to testify about Khalil’s shooting. Starr realizes that the officers are asking more questions about whether Khalil was a troublemaker than about the night of the shooting. She worries that justice for Khalil will not be served. At Khalil’s funeral, a lawyer and activist named April Ofrah confirms Starr’s fears when she announces that the police will not pursue legal action against One-Fifteen and invites the attendees to a rally in Khalil’s honor. Starr blames herself for the police’s inaction. King, the head of a local gang called the King Lords, also interrupts the funeral and places a gray bandana on Khalil’s casket, signifying Khalil’s membership in the King Lords. April Ofrah tells Starr to call her if she needs legal representation.


The news that the police won’t prosecute One-Fifteen leads to days of protests in Garden Heights. During this time, Maverick, Starr’s father, explains to her his interpretation of Tupac’s phrase “Thug Life.” He believes that Thug Life describes a system designed against black communities. Only by speaking out can black communities begin to break the cycle. At the Carter family’s grocery store, a teenage member of the King Lords named DeVante begs Maverick, a former King Lord, to help him leave the gang. Maverick agrees. Starr sees DeVante’s request as a chance to help someone in a similar situation as Khalil. A few days later, Maverick gets into an argument with the neighborhood barber, Mr. Lewis. Although the argument is peaceful, two police officers intervene, and when they see that Maverick is Starr’s father, they push him to the ground and search him. Between this scary event and pressure from Kenya, Starr decides that she will no longer remain silent.


The District Attorney calls Lisa to announce that a grand jury will hear the case against One-Fifteen and asks if Starr will testify. Starr agrees, and April Ofrah decides to represent Starr pro bono. She also wants to find a way to arrange for Starr to do a television interview. Meanwhile, DeVante tells Starr that Khalil had never been a member of the King Lords and only sold drugs for King to protect his mother, who had stolen money from King. During Starr’s television interview, she decides, against Ms. Ofrah’s advice, to talk about the truth behind Khalil’s drug dealing. This enrages King. The night before her grand jury testimony, someone throws a brick and fires a gun into the Carter household. Unsure if the culprits are the King Lords or the police, Starr almost backs out of testifying. However, she ultimately decides that Khalil needs her truth. She testifies before the grand jury.


Almost two months later, the grand jury announces their decision not to indict One-Fifteen. Starr and some of her friends get caught up in the resulting riots. As she tries to avoid the chaos, Starr stumbles upon a protest led by Ms. Ofrah. She offers Starr the megaphone, and Starr leads a chant in front of the protest. The police try to break up the protest with tear gas. Starr and her friends head to the Carter family store to get milk to help heal their eyes. A Molotov cocktail lands in the store, setting it ablaze and trapping them inside. Maverick arrives just in time to unlock the back door. King shows up to taunt them, proud about getting his revenge. The police arrive, and King, confident that no one will testify against him, claims ignorance. However, the neighbors rally around the Carter family and tell the police that they saw King throw the Molotov cocktail. The police arrest King. Although the grocery store is in ruins, Starr knows that the family will rebuild. She vows to continue fighting for justice on behalf of Khalil and all other black people killed at the hands of police.




















Character List




Starr Carter The protagonist and narrator of the novel. Starr is a sixteen-year-old black high school student who spends her life divided between the poor, primarily black neighborhood of Garden Heights and Williamson Prep, a wealthy, primarily white school. Starr is analytical and sharp, but because she narrates events as she experiences them, her emotions are immediate and unfiltered. Traumatized after witnessing the fatal shooting of her friend Khalil, Starr blames herself for not being there for Khalil prior to his death. As Starr gains the courage to testify at the grand jury hearing for One-Fifteen and grapples with how being black affects all aspects of her life, she grows more outspoken, refusing to accept the way racism hurts her.


Khalil Harris Starr’s childhood best friend who is shot by One-Fifteen during a traffic stop. After Khalil’s death, rumors spread that Khalil dealt drugs and participated in the King Lords gang, calling his character into question. However, Starr remembers Khalil primarily as the sweet friend she knew growing up. Kenya and DeVante attest that Khalil often spoke fondly of Starr, and that he cared about her very much. Toward the end of the novel, DeVante reveals that Khalil took great care of his family and only sold drugs to pay off his mother’s debt to King.


Maverick “Big Mav” Carter Starr, Seven, and Sekani’s father, an outspoken and philosophical man who runs a small grocery store in Garden Heights. Despite his dark past as a member of the King Lords gang and a short stint in prison, Maverick is an engaged father who devotes himself fully to his family and his neighborhood. Maverick inspires Starr by educating her on Black Power philosophy, but he struggles with balancing his values of black liberation with the reality that those values put him and his family in danger. His strong beliefs often get him into arguments with Uncle Carlos, who helped care for Maverick’s children while Maverick was in prison.


Lisa Carter Mother to Starr and Sekani, and stepmother to Seven. Lisa is a nurse and a loving but firm mother. Although she comes off as strict, Lisa has a compassionate heart and teaches the importance of forgiveness and second chances. She fiercely protects her children and always reminds her husband, Maverick, not to push the children too far into dangerous activism.


Uncle Carlos Starr’s maternal uncle, a police officer. Uncle Carlos served as a father figure in Starr’s life, particularly while Maverick was in prison. With his job as a police officer and a home in a suburban, gated community, Uncle Carlos assimilates into the white community, and encourages Lisa to do the same with her family, leading to conflict with Maverick.


Seven Carter Starr’s older half-brother, son of Maverick and Iesha. Seven is the oldest of the Carter children and fiercely protects all his siblings. He worries particularly about Kenya and Lyric, his half-sisters through Iesha, because of their dangerous home environment with King.


King The leader of the King Lords gang. King profits off the drug dealings in Garden Heights, but does not care about the community, threatening elderly men and teenagers alike to protect his hold over the neighborhood. King abuses his girlfriend, Iesha, and daughters, Kenya and Lyric.


Chris Starr’s boyfriend, a wealthy white boy from Williamson Prep. The two initially bonded over a love of the television show The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, and Chris often raps the theme song to make Starr smile. Chris adores Starr and tries to make her feel comfortable being her authentic self around him, which Starr struggles with throughout the novel.


One-Fifteen The white police officer who shoots and kills Khalil. Although the media portrays him as a caring father and a good police officer, One-Fifteen lies to his colleagues about the events of the night of Khalil’s death. Throughout the novel, One-Fifteen represents systemic racism and corruption in law enforcement.


Hailey Grant Starr’s friend from Williamson Prep, a wealthy, white teenage girl who feels uncomfortable when confronted with the racism affecting Starr’s life. In the past, Hailey expected Starr and Maya to go along with her dictates, and finds Starr’s new outspokenness threatening.


DeVante A black teenage boy from Garden Heights and a member of the King Lords gang. DeVante attempts to leave the King Lords after King gives him an assignment that DeVante knows will lead to his own death. Despite his cocky exterior, DeVante cares deeply for his family and others. He has a crush on Kenya.


Kenya Starr’s friend from Garden Heights and Seven’s half-sister through Iesha. Kenya is assertive and calls Starr out for not spending as much time with people in Garden Heights since Starr started going to Williamson Prep. Kenya also urges Starr to speak out on behalf of Khalil.


Mr. Lewis The neighborhood barber, an older black man and resident of Garden Heights. Mr. Lewis loudly complains about the effects of gang violence in the neighborhood and often clashes with Maverick because of Maverick’s past membership in the King Lords. The King Lords later beat up Mr. Lewis after he betrays King on television.


Maya Yang A close friend of Starr and Hailey’s at Williamson Prep. Maya is the peacekeeper of the trio, always trying to get Starr and Hailey to communicate. After Maya confesses that Hailey made racist comments about Maya’s Asian American heritage, Starr and Maya form an alliance to fight Hailey’s racism.


April Ofrah Starr’s lawyer, a community organizer who leads Just Us for Justice. She encourages Starr to use her voice for activism.


Iesha Mother to Seven, Kenya, and Lyric, a sex worker who is dating King. Iesha puts her relationship with King over the safety of her children, but she is also a victim of King’s abuse.


Sekani Carter Starr’s younger brother. Maverick and Lisa protect Sekani from a lot of the dangers around him and Sekani maintains a childish innocence throughout the novel.


Natasha Starr’s childhood friend who was shot by accident at the age of ten during a gang-related shootout in Garden Heights.


Ms. Rosalie Khalil’s loving grandmother who often looked after Starr and Sekani when they were young.


Brenda Harris Khalil’s mother, a drug addict who was often absent during Khalil’s childhood.


Lyric Seven’s youngest half-sister.


Remy Hailey’s brother who starts a protest at Williamson to get out of class.























Analysis of Major Characters


Starr Carter


Throughout The Hate U Give, Starr grows from an uncertain teenage girl to an outspoken activist for change in her community. Starr’s witty and relatable narrative style contrasts with her reluctance to speak out at the start of the novel. Because Starr feels torn between her two worlds—the poverty and violence of Garden Heights and the wealth and respectability of Williamson Prep—she is unsure how to speak about Khalil’s death, fearing the story will affect how her white friends and boyfriend, Chris, view her. Khalil’s death disrupts any semblance of equilibrium Starr has created between her Garden Heights and Williamson Prep identities, and forces Starr to realize that no matter what she does, white spaces will always judge her blackness. With this realization, Starr stops silently tolerating racist comments from Hailey, allows Chris into her Garden Heights life, and ultimately testifies before the grand jury on Khalil’s behalf, becoming a voice for justice for those subjected to police brutality.


Starr’s name carries the thematic weight of the many meanings of the word “star,” which emphasizes her potential for leadership in her community. Maverick states that he chose Starr’s name because she was a light in a dark time for him. Throughout The Hate U Give, Starr acts as a light of hope and truth for many of the characters. In testifying before the grand jury and speaking out at the protest, she sheds light on the truth about Khalil and breaks through the layers of falsehoods that the media has created. By exposing King’s involvement in Khalil’s death, Starr inspires her neighbors and DeVante to have the courage to speak out against King. Starr’s realization of her potential for leadership in her community highlights how Hailey’s racism had previously relegated Starr to a secondary role in Hailey’s life, whereas Starr is the center of her own.



Khalil Harris


Although he dies in Chapter Two, Khalil plays an important symbolic role in The Hate U Give. Specifically, Khalil’s murder dramatizes the process of dehumanization and demonization of young black men in the wider news media that allows them to become scapegoats for the violence in their communities. After his death, the media quickly paints Khalil as a drug dealer with gang connections. This narrative flattens Khalil into a thug who posed a viable threat to One-Fifteen and makes Khalil responsible for his own death. The “thug” stereotype also transforms Khalil into a stand-in for many of the other characters’ fears. For example, Mr. Lewis, despite being a resident of Garden Heights, also blames Khalil for the shooting as a means of distancing himself from the violence Khalil represents. By labeling Khalil as a gang member and therefore guilty, Mr. Lewis can avoid seeing himself as a potential victim of police violence.


As Starr emphasizes at the protest, the most important thing about Khalil was that he was a teenage boy who lived a normal life. As Starr remembers, he loved his grandmother, enjoyed Harry Potter, and was afraid of animals. These details portray him as sweet and vulnerable, emphasizing his personhood. Even Khalil’s drug dealing reads differently when DeVante tells Starr that Khalil had to raise money to protect his mother. Although the media portrays drug dealing as intrinsic to who Khalil was, the truth is that Khalil made difficult choices based on the circumstances he faced. This nuanced portrait of Khalil cannot coexist with a negative stereotype about black youth. Thus, Starr’s insistence on talking about Khalil’s life rather than his death during the protest serves to remind the crowds and the readers of the multidimensionality of Khalil as a human being, rather than as a symbol for the police or the media to project their ideas of blackness onto.



Maverick “Big Mav” Carter


Starr’s father Maverick inspires Starr with his pride in being black. Maverick’s outlook on life draws inspiration from the Black Power Movement, in particular Malcolm X and the Black Panther Party. Often called the foil to Martin Luther King Jr.’s peaceful protests, Malcolm X preached black liberation by any means necessary. The Black Panther Party was a political movement founded in 1966 by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale. They also fought for black liberation and organized community programs. Maverick follows their lead by running a grocery store, helping to nourish the community. Maverick also organizes the neighborhood gangs to mediate the response to the grand jury verdict, using structures from within Garden Heights to protect the neighborhood, instead of relying on the police. However, Maverick’s devotion to his ideals means he ignores the difficult realities associated with them, such as when he initially refuses to move the family out of Garden Heights.


Maverick’s caring nature breaks stereotypes of black fathers in popular media, who are often absent and cold. Maverick’s garden showcases his nurturing personality, mirroring the care he brings to his parenting. Significantly, Maverick had almost been an absentee father, but after going to prison he renounces gang connections entirely. Part of Maverick’s anger toward Uncle Carlos stems from jealousy because Uncle Carlos acted as a father to Starr while Maverick was in prison, living out the negative stereotype of a black father. Maverick attempts to compensate for the missing years by being involved in his children’s lives. The tattoos Maverick has of Starr, Seven, and Sekani emphasizes how centric they are to his world. In fact, Maverick’s love for his children is the one thing that breaks through Maverick’s devotion to his ideals, which is why he decides to move them out of Garden Heights once King threatens Starr.



Lisa Carter


Lisa consistently acts as a voice of compassion who reminds Starr of the humanity of those around her. While Maverick often gets caught up in the ideological importance of the family remaining in Garden Heights, Lisa never loses sight of the fact that Starr, Seven, and Sekani are children who have emotional needs that philosophy cannot always address. As the voice of emotional reality, Lisa teaches Starr the importance of empathy and understanding. For example, Lisa reminds Starr that just because Brenda was a bad mother to Khalil, that does not erase the pain Brenda feels at losing her son, which in turn reminds Starr that Brenda is a complex person despite her drug addiction. Lisa’s model for judging people, based on love and understanding, provides an important foil to how the media judges black people, based on stereotypes. While Maverick’s philosophy is louder, Lisa’s compassion is equally important to developing Starr’s outlook on the world.
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