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Dedicated to those precious, easily offended few who will courageously take to online comment sections, Twitter, and other semi-anonymous forms of communication to express outrage over this book after having read only its title. Without you I could not sell as many books, and my name would not be as well known.




[When] Black and Third World people are expected to educate white people as to our humanity . . . the oppressors maintain their position and evade their responsibility for their own actions. There is a constant drain of energy which might be better used in redefining ourselves . . .


—Audre Lorde


Men often hate each other because they fear each other; they fear each other because they don’t know each other; they don’t know each other because they can not communicate; they can not communicate because they are separated.


—Martin Luther King Jr.,
Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story, 1958
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DEAR WHITE PEOPLE. It’s a catchy title. Catchy but curious, I must concede, and one I imagine you, dear reader, responding to in a number of ways. If you’re white, you may walk past this book thinking, Finally, a manifesto of all the ways I’ve been marginalizing my ethnic friends! Or, perhaps, Fabulous. Another piece of self-deprecating irony I can place on the new coffee table I bought for my trendy loft in a recently gentrified part of town! If your knee-jerk reaction, however, is something like This book exemplifies why minorities should not be allowed to have opinions!, then you may either be a ghost from the Civil War, or the educational system in your county has left you unprepared for the contents of this book.


Another reaction I’ve encountered while making the film-festival circuit with my movie of the same name comes in the form of Why should white people be addressed in this manner at all? How are their opinions in any way helpful in fostering a sense of self for people of color? To this person, I say, You’re right, my brother. And thus concludes this book. Black power.


In all seriousness, did you notice what I did at the beginning of this introduction? I just stereotyped you, dear reader. I boxed you into a rigid assumption for the purposes of convenience and humor. For starters, this introduction assumed you were either white or black. This was out of pure laziness convenience. If you’re a member of neither race, you’re probably in a group being marginalized for some reason or another and, therefore, will hopefully be able to relate. Silver lining!


Second, if you’re white, being blatantly stereotyped can be such a foreign or rare experience that it can be taken with grave offense. The Internet eloquently calls this being “butthurt,” or deeply offended by something petty. If you’re a couple pages in and already butthurt, this is going to be a tough read for you. Your feelings are valid but you may be blind to your own white privilege, in which case I say put this book down, go forth, and enjoy your whiteness! There are so many more organic ice cream flavors to try, and so many employment opportunities to enjoy without suspicion from coworkers who surmise you just got the job because of your race!


More often than not, however, white people laugh at white stereotypes as a bit of nonthreatening humor because most white people are innately aware that opinions about white people from books like Stuff White People Like and shows like Portlandia pose little threat to their daily lives. Despite this book, white people will still be able to enjoy Vespa scooters without comment and properly conjugate words without anyone being surprised.


For black folks, being stereotyped is nothing new, but it typically can have a very real impact on their daily lives, even when it comes in the form of well-meaning gestures and questions from their white friends or colleagues like, “As a Black Person, why do you think people talk back to the screen in movies?” These are called “microaggressions.” It’s not lynch-mob racism, but being spoken to or even treated in a kind way because of an assumption about your race by a member of a race that on the whole has cultural, political, and economic control can feel unsettling.


The title Dear White People represents the exasperating, sometimes funny, sometimes enraging process of navigating race in the so-called post-Obama age. An age where racism remains alive and well despite the assumption of far too many people that racism ended around 2008 with Obama’s election. While it’s true the book is partly organized by a list of things white people should know on behalf of black people,1 it’s actually meant to provoke a discussion among all people about race and identity as understood from a black perspective. If you’re willing to laugh at yourself a little and admit that race in America can still be a minefield of miscommunication whether you’re black, white, or other, you will enjoy this book! I suppose I could’ve saved us both the trouble of this introduction and just called my book something else. But honestly, if I had titled it something along the lines of Ruminations on Race: Essays on Identity from an African American Perspective, which, frankly, it is, then we both would have fallen asleep. Just now. And as I’ve discovered in recent months, falling asleep while writing is, surprisingly, not an effective method for finishing a book.


To be fair, the primary reason behind calling my book Dear White People is because without having made the aforementioned movie of the same title, I would not have gotten this gig. The film involves a character whose college radio show lambasts her white classmates for unintended racism, but the film is not about white people at all. Instead, the “black experience” of four students at an Ivy League college is the primary focus of the film. It’s cool. You should check it out, or whatever.


This book operates much like the movie. Though it may come in the form of an address to white people at large, it’s really about black people and, by proxy, members of other marginalized cultures who may have similar feelings and experiences. And while I’m aware of the irony and confusion inherent in addressing a book to white people that primarily deals with America as seen from the margins, i.e., the American experience from a black point of view, here’s the thing: Name recognition + controversy = a new yacht. And by “yacht,” I of course mean an important cultural discussion.2


Now that we live in a “post-racial” America—thanks to the election of President Obama and the success of whichever Beyoncé album has been surreptitiously released by the time of this publication—it seems people of all races are starting to figure out how to hang out together. And with the kind of casual intermingling of the races once envisioned by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the casting director of the original season of the Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, many people of all persuasions are discovering that not only does “post-racism” mean “denial of racism,” it also means that there is a multitude of microaggressions between mainstream and marginalized cultures brewing that go unexpressed.


I’ve noticed that people typically want to discuss race in America only if it comes in the form of irony or controversy, or a civil rights/slavery-era film released during awards season. So, contrirony it is! I’d rather you pick up the book and argue over it than have you add it to your mental queue of things you should read as you pick up a copy of Gone Girl, which, to be honest, you really should have read by now.


Still confused, outraged, or otherwise unconvinced about this humble author’s choice of title? Here is a list of other books with similarly misleading titles:






	BOOK TITLE


	YOU THINK IT’S ABOUT


	IT’S ACTUALLY ABOUT







	The Jungle by Upton Sinclair


	A thrilling adventure that takes place in the tropics.


	A depiction of the personal rights abuses of the immigrant labor force in Chicago during the early twentieth century. Also, your meat may contain E. coli.







	1984 by George Orwell


	The future (at the time of publication) or the past (at the time of now).


	Present day America. A fictional world where a totalitarian government manipulates its citizens through official deception, surveillance, and media propaganda.







	To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee


	An anti-bird revenge fantasy and/or a Hunger Games sequel.


	The trial of a black man who is wrongly accused of raping a white woman in a small racist town that somehow is not in Florida.







	The Circle by Dave Eggers


	Geometry


	The dangers of sharing too much on social media. #whoops #unsubscribe #thankgodfortheeditbutton








See? Creating controversial work with misleading titles is nothing new. But truthfully, what I’ve found while playing the film to audiences of all races across the country is that most people are neither confused nor shocked by the title. The most common reaction is a simple chuckle of recognition. With either a “Yeah, I’ve used that phrase” or a “Yeah, I probably said something that merited someone directing that phrase toward me.”


So to answer the real question at hand—Is this book for you?—try answering the following:


1. Are you a white person seeking to make your nonwhite friends feel more comfortable in your presence?


2. Are you looking for a humorous outlet for your budding annoyance with the feeling of being marginalized by people’s assumptions about you?


3. Are you in an interracial relationship and want an easy, passive-aggressive way to bring your white partner up to speed on what never to do or say?


4. Are you looking to create a more inclusive workspace for your employees?


5. Are you looking for items to decorate your office or apartment and let people know it’s cool; you’re cool?


6. Do you have the asking price for this book?


If you answered yes to any or none of the above questions, this book is for you. Purchase and read on!









BLACK MYTH BUSTERS





Post-Racism


The idea that America has somehow become “post-racial” remains popular thanks to President Barack Obama’s election/re-election as well as Neil deGrasse Tyson replacing Stephen Hawking as the guy who comes up when you google “smart sciencey man” while stoned. It’s also a popular idea among people who fancy themselves colorblind and therefore absolved from having a conversation about racism.


Unfortunately, “post-racism” is also a myth, like unicorns and black people who survive until the end of a horror movie. We still live in a country where a person of color is at a major disadvantage to their white peers because of privileges and opportunities denied to them. Morgan Freeman playing the president and God in popular films wasn’t enough to save Barack Obama from literally being asked by other people in power to “go back to Africa.” Just as Barack Obama becoming the first black president doesn’t instantly solve the problem of income, health, and housing disparities based on race. Nor has it stopped unarmed black teenagers from being shot by overzealous police officers and suspicious white citizens “standing their ground.”


The idea of “post-racism,” just like that of “reverse racism,” is really just a coded way of denying the existence of actual racism. And denying the existence of actual racism is really just another form of (you guessed it) racism. Also, if you’ve been playing the drinking game Take a Shot Every Time You See the Word “Racism,” you will probably develop liver disease over the course of reading this book. Racism.
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