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INTRODUCTION


Dear white friends, countrypersons: welcome. Pull up a chair.


Consider this book an invitation to the table. It’s a special table—but don’t worry, this isn’t one of those uptight, where’s-your-VIP-reservation places, rather a come-as-you-are joint for my white brothers and sisters and anyone else inclined to join us. The room where this table sits is a safe space, by which I mean a space to learn things you’ve always wondered about, a place where questions you may have been afraid to ask get answered. For all of you who lack an honest black friend in your life, consider me that friend.


My arms are open wide, friends. My heart, too.


Before I get into more of what to expect from the book, I want to share a few things about myself. I’ve been navigating the lines between whiteness and blackness all of my life—starting with growing up in Dallas, Texas, as the son of Nigerian immigrants. My homelife was steeped in Nigerian culture, rather than black American culture; I only got that on Sundays and on Wednesdays at church. My surroundings, meanwhile, were disproportionately white, from my upper-class suburban neighborhood to the private school I was fortunate to attend. I became “Manny” to all the kids who decided my real name was too foreign.


I wasn’t unaware of racism, growing up. My home state, as you may know, is the birthplace of Juneteenth, a holiday that celebrates the day enslaved people in Texas discovered they’d been set free—the last group of black people to find out. It’s a day that, among other things, calls attention to the state’s long Confederate history. There might not have been any Lost Cause soldiers terrorizing my neighborhood, but from the time I was nine or ten years old, I knew I’d experienced racism. It wasn’t that overt, call-you-the-N-word-to-your-face racism. It was more subtle. Like, for example, the uncountable times some kid in elementary school or middle school or high school plopped down at my lunch table and, after hearing me recount some playground feat, said, “You don’t even talk like you’re black,” or “You don’t sound black,” or “You don’t even dress like you’re black.” Or the ever-popular “You’re like an Oreo: black on the outside, white on the inside.”


I was offended, but I also thought—Maybe they’re right? Maybe I’m not black enough? Thank you if you’re telling me I sound smart  . . . but then, are you saying black people can’t be smart? Let me tell you, kid Emmanuel was working on an identity complex.


You should’ve seen me when I got to the University of Texas and found myself surrounded by more black people than I ever had been. Yo, I realized, these are my people. I’m home at last. You know when Tarzan finally met some humans and was like, “Oh, I’m a human”? It was like that. Those early college years were the first time I understood what it means to be a black man in America. Part of this meant realizing how my childhood had given me misguided impressions about my own people. I had been fed the same stereotypical stuff about black people as the white kids around me, and I hadn’t been immune: they had me under the impression that the only real way to be black was to be Nelly circa 2002, minus the Band-Aid under the eye. Finally surrounded by so many different expressions of blackness, I knew I was fine the way I was. But I started to wonder: If I, a first-generation-American black man, could be taught to believe distorted things in such a short time, how much easier is it for a white person to believe them?


Today, I’m grateful for all my experiences, because they were all a kind of lesson. Ask anybody: to be fluent in a language, you have to study abroad. I studied Spanish all four years of high school, but I was never fluent because I never set foot in Spain. Well, my childhood was one big study abroad in white culture—followed by studying abroad in black culture during college and then during my years in the NFL, which I spent on teams with 80–90 percent black players, each of whom had his own experience of being a person of color in America. Now, I’m fluent in both cultures: black and white.


The book you’re reading is what I want to do with that perspective.


WE’RE IN THE MIDST of the greatest pandemic in recent times, which has the potential to be the greatest pandemic of all time. (Friends, wear your masks and wash your hands.) However, the longest-lasting pandemic in this country is a virus not of the body but of the mind, and it’s called racism. I’m not sure if we can cure racism completely, but I also believe that as we rush to find a vaccine for COVID-19, we should be pursuing with equal determination a cure for the virus of racism and oppression. “The ultimate logic of racism,” Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “is genocide.” I don’t mean to be the Bad News Bears, but we are living in an America that necessitated the Black Lives Matter movement. A country in which the simple declaration that people who look like me are worth saving has become controversial.


Enough. I want to be a catalyst for change, to help cure the systemic injustices that have led to the tragic deaths of too many of my brothers and sisters; prisons popping up like fast-food chains; inequalities in health care and education; the forced facts of who gets to live where; the ingrained ignorance of Americans who can’t see beyond skin color. I believe an important part of the cure, maybe the most crucial part of it, is to talk to each other.


Let me take a second to break down what I mean. I don’t mean chatting about whatever; I mean a two-way dialogue based on trust and respect, full of information exchanged and perspectives shared. The goal here is to build relationships—and, ultimately, to help us recognize each other’s humanity. I’d bet some Dallas Cowboys season tickets that it’s tough, if not impossible, to hold bigoted thoughts about someone whose humanity you recognize. I’d double down: it would take some next-level self-deluding to discriminate against someone you respect enough to listen to.


IN THESE PAGES, the only bad question is the unasked question. You’ll see that each chapter starts with a question, each of which is from a real email I’ve received in response to my video series. (Same title as this book, if you got here without watching.) I appreciate every one of them, because wherever the askers are coming from, they came to learn.


If things go the way I want, you will leave this book with an increased understanding of race. You will have more empathy and grant people more grace. And if you have more empathy and are more gracious, then you’ll be less judgmental. And if you’re less judgmental, then your judgment is less likely to play itself out in racism.


Now, there are degrees of racism. If you’re reading this, I imagine you’re not a white-hood-wearing, Confederate-statue-defending, Dukes of Hazzard–idolizing, tiki-torch-toting, N-word-barking first-degree racist. However, you might fall between the second or third degree, meaning someone who is not overtly racist but is on a spectrum between a person who is a little racially insensitive or ignorant and someone who holds deeply ingrained negative ideas about people of other races and ethnicities. Even if none of the above descriptions fit you, you might know someone they do fit.


PAUSE—DID THAT MAKE you uncomfortable to read? Look, I won’t lie to you, we’re only getting further in the weeds from here. We’re going to talk about slavery a lot. We’re going to talk about privilege. And complicity. And so on.


BUT: getting uncomfortable is the whole idea. Everything great is birthed through discomfort. Think about it—a mother suffers no small amount of trouble for nine months before enduring the mega-pain of labor in birthing the world’s next great hero genius. I endured years and years of grueling football practices, many of them under a scorching Texas sun, before I made it to the NFL. Most of our major accomplishments are accompanied by some form of discomfort. If we truly want to treat this four-hundred-year-old American virus that has been doing its work since the first stolen Africans landed in Jamestown in 1619, then we are all going to have to buckle in.


Before we get this thing going, a couple of caveats from me. I don’t profess to know everything about black culture, or to speak for every black experience in this country. I’m aware that I move through the world as a man (down with the patriarchy), that I’ve lived in affluent neighborhoods, and that I attended a private school growing up. Add to that the fact that I’m from a home of first-generation immigrants, which is a different experience from a black person whose family has been in America for generations. All told, mine is a particular perspective. That said: I am a black man in this country. I have been walking around in this skin all my life, interacting with black (and white) people for all my twenty-nine years. What I can do is tell you how it looks from here.


IN HIS POEM “Let America Be America Again,” Langston Hughes writes, “O, let America be America Again / The land that never has been yet.” Hughes published these words in 1936, almost twenty years before the civil rights movement, a time when he had strong reason to critique America for not fulfilling its promise. At the time of the 1965 march across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, a large swath of white people were unwilling to make America what it could be. At the time of the 1992 LA uprising, scores of white people were still resistant to forging a version of America that made good on its founding principles. In 2016, when Colin Kaepernick started kneeling, white America showed that they were dramatically divided on accepting how far America still has to go. Now it’s 2020: more than eight decades after Langston’s poem. In the wake of the devastating murder of George Floyd, I believe the majority of white Americans are now ready to help America become the land it dreamed for itself.


It’s going to take all of us—you, me, everybody—to achieve the dream. You are going to have to learn how to move beyond being not racist, to being antiracist (a term that’s been around for decades, but was recently made popular by scholar Ibram X. Kendi). If you’re reading these words, I’m going to venture that you are ready to see an America that the great Langston Hughes challenged us all to will into existence. Huddle up, my friends. It starts with an uncomfortable conversation.


Thank you for listening, sharing, and believing. Let’s change the world—together.









Part I


YOU 
AND ME




“How do you bring race up with minorities? I honestly have so much fear of saying something wrong and being labeled as a ‘racist.’ I’m sure things will come out wrong, or sound unaware because they are. But how will I learn if we can’t discuss?”—Melissa












1.


THE NAME GAME


Black or African American?







According to my Teachers,


I am now an African-American.


They call me out of my name.


BLACK is an open umbrella.


I am a Black and A Black forever.


I am one of The Blacks.


—GWENDOLYN BROOKS, “I AM A BLACK”





On June 5, 2020, in Washington, D.C., city workers painted three bold words down the street leading directly to the White House: BLACK LIVES MATTER. The city had already renamed this section of D.C.’s Sixteenth Street to Black Lives Matter Plaza, and now they had a two-block-long street mural so big you could see it from space. Size matters, but the heart of the mural is the language, and the key word here is this one: black.


We’ll get (way) further into the Black Lives Matter movement, but for now, let’s keep it real: “African American lives matter!” as a motto just doesn’t have the same ring to it.


Giant murals aside, what do you call a person of African descent living in America: black, African American, colored, Negro? (Okay, I was just playing about the last two. Those terms have been dead.) Does it matter what you call us? I want to start with this question because I get it a lot, and if we’re going to have a good, long conversation, first I want you to know how I identify myself. I also want to start here because definitions are going to be important throughout this book—the words we use have power, especially around race. And none of them, these included, are simple.


Let’s Rewind


HISTORICALLY AND PRESENTLY, black people have a hard time agreeing on how to describe ourselves as a group. We must never forget that the lion’s share of people of African descent living in this country had ancestors that were seized from their homeland and stripped of the core parts of their identities: kinship ties, links to a tribe, language, and so on. That they suffered a hellish journey. That when they reached the shores of what became America, they became something less than human—legally—and were deprived of the most important things that made them, them. We must never lose sight of the fact that this torture went on for hundreds of years, until the end of the Civil War, and even beyond it (remember what I said about Juneteenth).*


As part of establishing themselves after the Civil War, emancipated black people began to adopt different racial labels. The first widely used term was colored, because it was accepted by both white and black people and deemed inclusive of those who had mixed racial ancestry, too. Colored reigned supreme into the early twentieth century and can still be found in the name of what might be the most important black organization of all time: the NAACP (the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, founded in 1909).


The rise of progressive black figures like Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois spurred a shift from colored to Negro as the dominant term. Du Bois pitched Negro as philosophically stronger and also as more versatile since it could be used as a noun or an adjective. Negro held on for a few decades, from the early twentieth century until the end of the civil rights movement. One of the chief arguments against Negro eventually gained the upper hand: that it was originally a term imposed by white people onto black people.


After the late 1960s, black came into its own. One of the main arguments for using black was that it created a parallel with white. (Which, side note, is also an invented term—European immigrants didn’t arrive here saying, “White and proud”!) Black birthed phrases like “black and beautiful,” “Black and Proud,” and groups like the Black Muslims and Black Panthers, and generally dominated through the 1970s and into the ’80s.


Then, in 1988, black leaders met in Chicago to discuss the “National Black Agenda,” where some of them proposed replacing black with African-American. One of those leaders was activist and former presidential candidate Jesse Jackson. (Right, Obama was not the first to run.) Jackson explained his group’s thinking: “Just as we were called colored, but were not that, and then Negro, but not that, to be called black is just as baseless. Every ethnic group in this country has reference to some cultural base. African Americans have hit that level of maturity.” Those advocating for the use of African-American over black criticized black as a label that was originally assigned by slave owners and also highlighted the links between black and sin, between black and dishonesty, between black and a lack of virtue, between black and a whole bunch of negative connotations. African-American, they argued, instead celebrated a cultural heritage.


Not everyone was on board with the switch—including Gwendolyn Brooks, whose poem “I Am a Black” started this chapter. Brooks, the first black person to win a Pulitzer Prize (1950), published a whole collection of poems called Blacks in 1973. Among other things, she liked how inclusive “black” was, an “open umbrella” for anyone with skin like hers. Others opposed to Jackson and his shift to African-American argued that its hyphenation was another way of subjugating black people: a.k.a. you’re not American Americans, you’re this subset. Still others felt that all the name-changing business was a diversion that drew attention away from the real problems. (Ironically, some Black Lives Matter advocates criticized the mayor of D.C. for the huge mural, calling it a distraction from their goals of police reform.)


So that’s where we are, history-wise. There remain camps of those who favor black and those who favor African American (pretty sure Negro and colored won’t be making any comebacks, but one never knows). You may also have heard the term POC or BIPOC—People of Color or Black Indigenous People of Color. Rather than a synonym for black, this is more a synonym for minority, once the go-to for anyone nonwhite. I prefer it to minority, for the record, because people of color make up the global majority!


Let’s Get Uncomfortable


I IMAGINE SOME of you are thinking: If black people can’t decide which term to use, then how and why should white people be expected to know which term to use? Point taken. But all that means is that this conversation is worth having.


I’ve had my own journey. Growing up, at home, I felt Nigerian, because that’s what my family was—but out in the world, I felt black, because I knew that’s how the rest of the world saw me. I knew this despite the fact that, as I said in the intro, I wasn’t even sure I knew what being black meant  . . . like, was I black enough if I was listening to R&B instead of Lil Wayne or Nas? Whatever I doubted about the specifics, my skin color made me a lifetime member of the club.


As for African American, no one embodies the definition more than I do. Even as I’m now immersed in black American culture, I’m actually a dual citizen of the United States and Nigeria, and I go back to my father’s home village for a few weeks every year (on medical mission work). Still, I don’t personally identify with the term African American. If you’re gonna go there, I mean, get it right—I’m Nigerian American. I’m not from the whole continent.


To the extent I can speak for anyone else: black is the most inclusive choice. Here’s Gwendolyn Brooks again, this time from her poem “Primer for Blacks”:




The word Black


has geographic power, 


pulls everybody in:


Blacks here—


Blacks there—


Blacks wherever they may be.





BLACK COVERS THE descendants of the people who were brought over on slave ships and forced to work on plantations and also includes people like my parents, who immigrated to the United States. It covers all the black people in the United States and also joins them with people of African descent in Brazil, the Caribbean, Mexico (the diaspora), and other countries where the transatlantic slave trade brought Africans. It’s a descriptor of what black people all have in common.


There’s no one label that will satisfy all (who knows, maybe there’s some old head who still wants to be called Negro), but there is usually an opportunity to ask someone their preference. Yes, it might be uncomfortable, but it’s the right thing to do. It’s also a decision that will keep you from making mistakes, from offending someone when that’s not your intent.


Talk It, Walk It


WELL INFORMED. WE’VE all got to be as well informed as we can be. And to that end, I suggest reading writer Tom Smith’s essay “Changing Racial Labels: From ‘Colored’ to ‘Negro’ to ‘Black’ to ‘African American.’” And check out Kee Malesky’s “The Journey from ‘Colored’ to ‘Minorities’ to ‘People of Color,’” published on npr.org.


And when in doubt—again, just ask. Remember in school, when a new teacher would ask if anyone had a particular way of saying their name or even went by another name? Jennifer would say she wanted to be called Jen. Some guy named Fernando said he preferred going by Flip. Jonathan Jr. wanted to be called JJ. And the teacher, if they cared, marked those names in the roll book, and that was that. They didn’t question why the students had those preferences, they just respected them. The question of whether to use black or African American is ultimately a preference, one that helps a person present their identity to the world. Each person you meet might not have a preference, but maybe they do. Trust me, language matters.
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“What are some of the best ways to find and get rid of your implicit bias?”—Patrick












2.


WHAT DO YOU SEE WHEN YOU SEE ME?


Implicit Bias







Prejudice is an emotional commitment to ignorance.


—NATHAN RUTSTEIN





Back in 2015, Google’s rollout of its Photos app ran into a big, racist problem. The app had a feature that suggested tags for objects and people, distinguishing each with coding to “recognize” faces. One user, a black computer programmer named Jacky Alciné, found a serious bug: the app kept tagging him and his girlfriend as “gorillas.”


Alciné tweeted the error at Google, which got him a swift “This is 100% Not OK” from the company’s chief social architect. The tag itself might seem funny until you remember that black people were long insulted as “apes” and “monkeys” and, yes, “gorillas”—all ways of saying “less than human.” Now, assuming Google’s engineers weren’t trying to add a racist Easter egg to their Photos app: Why was this happening? Why weren’t white people being tagged as polar bears?


The short answer is that the facial recognition algorithm had been disproportionately coded to, and tested on, white faces. It didn’t recognize black faces because no one had thought to teach it to do so.


The long answer is something called implicit bias.


Let me first point out that everyone has implicit biases, including me. They’re not just about race—they’re your knee-jerk judgments about every superficial difference between people. And don’t get me wrong: you shouldn’t beat yourself up for every single biased thought or decision. If you see a clown and think, DANGER, look, you’re not the only one. At the same time, you’re responsible for your biases, if for no other reason than that there are ways to make them more conscious. And when an idea is conscious, you can change your mind.


Let’s Rewind


IN A 2016 article titled “Whitened Résumés: Race and Self-Preservation in the Labor Market,” professors from Harvard, Stanford, and the University of Toronto reported on a two-year study about the effect of people of color using whitewashed names on their résumés. (“Lamar J. Smith” became “L. James Smith,” etc.) I’ll give you one wild guess what the researchers discovered. Yup: applicants with white-sounding names were more likely to be called back for an interview. And not just by a little bit. They were almost twice as likely to be called back.


Adding insult to injury, the research showed that companies advertising themselves as pro-diversity discriminated just as much, and sometimes even more! This is exhibit A of implicit bias: when a company thinks of itself as an “equal opportunity employer,” or goes out of its way to say, “Minorities are strongly encouraged to apply,” they may be lying and not even realize it. Black applicants get the false confidence that it’s A-OK to reveal their race on their résumés and then, boom, catch a biased rejection, while prodiversity company X wonders why they still have so few “diverse” employees.


As you probably know by now, what someone says is not necessarily a good gauge of the whole of what they think or feel, nor how they’ll behave. Anyone can act on biases—prejudice and stereotypes—without being aware that’s what they are doing. But as with “equal opportunity” employers, once bias informs our thinking, it can lead to explicit racism and bigotry.


Some of the most popular recent baby names for black boys and girls are Jevonte, Kyrone, Tamika, and Shantel. I’m willing to bet these names wouldn’t have fared well in the above study. And one might say, it’s just a callback for an interview—but think about all the things that can happen as a result of being half as likely to get that callback. That means longer periods of unemployment. More unemployment means a greater risk of homelessness. Think about what joblessness does to a person’s esteem, to their mental health. Think about the fact that with no job, there’s likely no health insurance or no good health insurance. And what about feeling like your name is the cause of your life’s troubles?


Are you starting to see how damaging a knee-jerk reaction can be?


Implicit bias on the job is just one source of fallout. It’s also common elsewhere. Ever heard of “driving while black”? Or how hard it can be for black people to catch a cab? These are old clichés for a reason—black people get pulled over way more often than white people and have to deal every day with the kind of snap judgment a taxi driver makes. These little slights happen constantly, and they’re exhausting.


In hospitals, bias can literally determine whether a person lives or dies. According to Eliminating Racial Disparities in Maternal and Infant Mortality, a 2019 report published by the Center for American Progress, black women across the income spectrum and from all walks of life are dying from preventable pregnancy-related complications at three to four times—I REPEAT: THREE TO FOUR TIMES!—the rate of non-Hispanic white women. The death rate for black infants is twice that of infants born to non-Hispanic white mothers.


If we assume the doctors and nurses of this nation mean well, what’s going on? Black women have long been thought capable of bearing more physical pain, have received less careful, attentive, thorough health care, and have failed to be treated with dignity by health care professionals. Those factors create a chain of biological processes known as weathering that undermines black women’s physical and mental health. It is literally killing their babies. And a major reason for why it’s happening is implicit bias.


Don’t get it twisted—saying these disparities are due to bias isn’t a way out of saying they’re due to racism. Again, unconscious prejudices can manifest as racist actions, that’s the whole problem. But I think it’s important to start here, with the fact that you don’t even have to know you’re racist for the damage to be done.


Let’s Get Uncomfortable


WHAT ARE YOUR implicit biases against black people and people of other races? How have those biases played out in your decision-making, in how you treat people?


I’ll go first. I did track and field way back when, and I still love a good track meet. So I was watching the Texas High School Championships last year, and we got to the one hundred meter finals. The eight lanes were filled up with the black kids I expected to see—all except lane four. “Matthew Boling?”Who was this lanky white dude? I knew he was the favorite, because lane four is always reserved for the fastest seed, but my mind instantly went back to the joke-not-joke the black sprinters on my team had: “Don’t let the white kid beat you.”


Sure enough, this kid Boling ended up setting the meet record, tying the Texas state record for the one hundred meters. Touché, my white friend.


I’m sure talking about these things is uncomfortable for many of you. Especially for those of you who believe yourself to be a good person, who don’t consider yourself a racist, who want to treat people fairly. But that’s all the more reason to discuss your biases, to learn about them, critique them, to try to trace where they come from. I like to use the acronym DENIAL: Don’t Even kNow I Am Lying. The first way to end racism is for my white counterparts to get out of denial, to understand that, wait a second, maybe you’ve been lying to yourself about the existence of racism this whole time. You need a counter voice in your head when you notice your internal monologue ushering you toward making a biased decision or judgment against black people. Everyone, and I mean everyone, has biases. It’s the job of empathetic and considerate people not to let them dictate actions that harm others.


Talk It, Walk It


“LOTS OF WORK being done, and lots still to be done,” tweeted Yonatan Zunger, chief architect of social at Google in 2015. “We’re very much on it.” After trying and failing to fix the algorithm that labeled black people as gorillas, the company removed the gorilla label altogether. They’re still working on a better way to recognize the full spectrum of human faces. Therein lies a lesson for those of us who are not billion-dollar tech giants: it can be easier to avoid bad PR than to fix the root problem.


In order for us to conquer our implicit biases, we have to speak openly and honestly about them. Uncomfortable conversation is all about addressing this kind of thinking, airing it out. We can’t let these ideas fester in silence.


So, what’s a game plan for reducing implicit biases?


One way is to spend time with people in different social, racial, and ethnic groups. You can do things like join meetups, join a gym or fitness class, take a class in something you’re interested in, drop by a new desk at work, walk around your neighborhood, or even just sit down in one of those often-empty bus or subway seats next to a black man and strike up a conversation. The more you reach out, the easier it gets, I promise.


Another way is to stop celebrating “color blindness.” HGTV stars Chip and Joanna Gaines came on my show earlier this year and told me that one day they asked their kids to pretend they saw two strangers, a black man and a white man. Would the black man make them more nervous? The kids all said no, really quickly, and the Gaineses took that as evidence that their kids were color blind—that they didn’t “see race.” Was that a good thing, they asked? Answer: it’s actually not. Not only does that overlook the difference between the experience of being a black versus a white person in this country (more on that  . . . throughout this book), it also provides a fertile ground for implicit biases to grow unrecognized and unchecked.


Instead of being color blind, be introspective. Try to identify your prejudices and hold them up to scrutiny. If you don’t know what they are, you can start by taking an implicit bias test. (Here’s one: https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html.) Pay special attention to your biases when you’re stressed, as that’s when they are more likely to pop up without you noticing. As much as you can, try to imagine you’re me—consider things from the perspective of someone you know is susceptible to discrimination or stereotyping.


Avoid lumping people into groups in general. Meet your peers as individuals. Affirm people’s particularities and differences. That’s what makes us human. In your job, your school, or any other institution you belong to, be supportive of measures to diversify—along with measures of accountability. It’s like riding the New York subway: if you see something, say something.




“Do you believe that, with time, white privilege can be eliminated? Also, when I think about white privilege, I feel guilty and ashamed.”—Maria
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