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8 • HOW TO BE AN ANTIRACIST 

knowing how to make themselves, only knowing how to not 
make themselves?" Applause. . . . . 

"How can it be over if all of this 1s happening m our commu-
nity?" 1 asked, lowering my voice. "~o I say to you, my friends, 
that even though this cultural revolut10n may never be over, I still 
have a dream . . ." 

1 STILL HAVE a nightmare-the memory of this speech when-
ever I muster the courage to recall it anew. It is hard for me to 
believe I finished high school in the year 2000 touting so many 
racist ideas. A racist culture had handed me the ammunition to 
shoot Black people, to shoot myself, and I took and used it. In-
ternalized racism is the real Black on Black crime. 

I was a dupe, a chump who saw the ongoing struggles ofBlack 
people on MLK Day 2000 and decided that Black people them-
selves were the problem. This is the consistent function of racist 
ideas-and of any kind of bigotry more broadly: to manipulate us 
into seeing people as the problem, instead of the policies that 
ensnare them. 

The language used by the forty-fifth president of the United 
States offers a clear example of how this sort of racist language 
and thinking works. Long before he became president, Donald 
Trump liked to say, "Laziness is a trait in Blacks." When he de-
cided to run for president, his plan for making America great 
again: defaming Latinx immigrants as mostly criminals and rapists 
and demanding billions for a border wall to block them. He 
promised "a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering 
the United States." Once he became president, he routinely called 
his Black critics "stupid." He claimed immigrants from Haiti "all 
have AIDS," while praising White supremacists as "very fine peo-
ple" in the summer of 2017. 

Through it all, whenever someone pointed out the obvious, 
Trump responded with variations on a familiar refrain: "No, no. 
I' . I' m not a racist. m the least racist person that you have ever in-
terviewed," that "you've ever met," that "you've ever encoun-



MY RACIST INTRODUCTION • 9 

tered." Trump's behavior may be exceptional, but his denials are 
normal. When racist ideas resound, denials that those ideas are 
racist typically follow. When racist policies resound, denials that 
those policies are racist also follow. 

Denial is the heartbeat of racism, beating across ideologies, 
races, and nations. It is beating within us. Many of us who strongly 
call out Trump's racist ideas will strongly deny our own. How 
often do we become reflexively defensive when someone calls 
something we've done or said racist? How many of us would 
agree with this statement: "'Racist' isn't a descriptive word. It's a 
pejorative word. It is the equivalent of saying, 'I don't like you."' 
These are actually the words of White supremacist Richard Spen-
cer, who, like Trump, identifies as "not racist." How many of us 
who despise the Trumps and White supremacists of the world 
share their self-definition of "not racist"? 

What's the problem with being "not racist"? It is a claim that 
signifies neutrality: "I am not a racist, but neither am I aggres-
sively against racism." But there is no neutrality in the racism 
struggle. The opposite of "racist" isn't "not racist." It is "anti-
racist." What's the difference? One endorses either the idea of a 
racial hierarchy as a racist, or racial equality as an antiracist. One 
either believes problems are rooted in groups of people, as a racist, 
or locates the roots of problems in power and policies, as an anti-
racist. One either allows racial inequities to persevere, as a racist, 
or confronts racial inequities, as an antiracist. There is no in-
between safe space of "not racist." The claim of "not racist" neu-
trality is a mask for racism. This may seem harsh,_ bu_t it's impor~ant 
at the outset that we apply one of the core pnnc1ples of antira-
cism which is to return the word "racist" itself back to its proper 
usag~. "Racist" is not-as Richard Spencer argues~a ~ejorative. 
It is not the worst word in the English language; 1t 1s not the 
equivalent of a slur. It is descriptive, and t?e ~nly way to un~o 
racism is to consistently identify and describe it-and then d1s-

l 
·t The attempt to turn this usefully descriptive term into mant e 1 . . 

an almost unusable slur is, of course, designed to do the opposite: 

to freeze us into inaction. 
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THE COMMON IDEA of claiming "color blindness" is akin to the 
notion of being "not racist"--as with the "not racist," the color-
blind individual, by ostensibly failing to see race, fails to see rac-
ism and falls into racist passivity. The language of color 
blindness-like the language of "not racist"-is a mask to hide 
racism. "Our Constitution is color-blind," U.S. Supreme Court 
Justice John Harlan proclaimed in his dissent to Plessy v. Ferguson, 
the case that legalized Jim Crow segregation in 1896. "The white 
race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country," Justice 
Harlan went on. "I doubt not, it will continue to be for all time, 
if it remains true to its great heritage." A color-blind Constitution 
for a White-supremacist America. 

THE GOOD NEWS is that racist and antiracist are not fixed identi-
ties. We can be a racist one minute and an antiracist the next. 
What we say about race, what we do about race, in each moment, 
determines what-not who-we are. 

I used to be racist most of the time. I am changing. I am no 
longer identifying with racists by claiming to be "not racist." I am 
no longer speaking through the mask of racial neutrality. I am no 
longer manipulated by racist ideas to see racial groups as prob-
lems. I no longer believe a Black person cannot be racist. I am no 
longer policing my every action around an imagined White or 
Blac~ judg~, trying to convince White people of my equal hu-
maruty, trymg to convince Black people I am representing the 
race well. I no longer care about how the actions of other Black 
i~dividuals_ reflect on me, since none of us are race represenu-
tives, nor is any individual responsible for someone else's racist 
ideas. And I've come to see that the movement from racist to 
a~tiracis~ is always ongoing-it requires understanding and snub-
bmg racism based on biology, ethnicity, body, culture, behavior, 
color, space, and class. And beyond that, it means standing ready 
to fight at racism's intersections with other bigotries. 
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THIS BOOK IS ultimately about the basic struggle we're all in, 
the struggle to be fully human and to see that others are fully 
human. I share my own journey of being raised in the dueling 
racial consciousness of the Reagan-era Black middle class, then 
right-turning onto the ten-lane highway of anti-Black racism-
a highway mysteriously free of police and free on gas-and veer-
ing off onto the two-lane highway of anti-White racism, where 
gas is rare and police are everywhere, before finding and turning 
down the unlit dirt road of antiracism. 

After taking this grueling journey to the dirt road of anti-
racism, humanity can come upon the clearing of a potential fu-
ture: an antiracist world in all its imperfect beauty. It can become 
real if we focus on power instead of people, if we focus on chang-
ing policy instead of groups of people. It's poss~ble if we over-
come our cynicism about the permanence of racism. 

We know how to be racist. We know how to pretend to be 
not racist. Now let's know how to be antiracist. 
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"What is your definition of a Christian?" Dad asked in his 
deeply earnest way. 

Cone looked at Dad with equal seriousness and responded: 
"A Christian is one who is striving for liberation." 

James Cone's working definition of a Christian described a 
Christianity of the enslaved, not the Christianity of the slavehold-
ers. Receiving this definition was a revelatory moment in Dad's 
life. Ma had her own similar revelation in her Black student 
union-that Christianity was about struggle and liberation. My 
parents now had, separately, arrived at a creed with which to 
shape their lives, to be the type of Christians that Jesus the revo-
lutionary inspired them to be. This new definition of a word that 
they'd already chosen as their core identity naturally transformed 
them. 

MY OWN, STILL-ONGOING journey toward being an antiracist 
began at Urbana '70. What changed Ma and Dad led to a chang-
ing of their two unborn sons-this new definition of the Chris-
tian life became the creed that grounded my parents' lives and the 
lives of their children. I cannot disconnect my parents' religious 
strivings to be Christian from my secular strivings to be an anti-
racist. And the key act for both of us was defining our terms so 
that we could begin to describe the world and our place in it. 
Definitions anchor us in principles. This is not a light point: If we 
don't do the basic work of defining the kind of people we want 
to be in language that is stable and consistent, we can't work 
toward stable, consistent goals. Some of my most consequential 
steps toward being an antiracist have been the moments when I 
arrived at basic definitions. To be an antiracist is to set lucid defi-
nitions of racism/ antiracism, racist/ antiracist policies, racist/ anti-
racist ideas, racist/antiracist people. To be a racist is to constantly 
redefine racist in a way that exonerates one's changing policies, 

ideas, and personhood. 
So let's set some definitions. What is racism? R acism is a mar-
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riage of racist policies and racist ideas that ~roduc~s. and normal-
izes racial inequities. Okay, so what are racist policies and ideas? 
We have to define them separately to understand why they are 
married and why they interact so well together. In fact, let's take 
one step back and consider the definition of another important 

phrase: racial inequity. 
Racial inequity is when two or more racial groups are not 

standing on approximately equal footing. Here's an example of 
racial inequity: 71 percent of White families lived in owner-
occupied homes in 2014, compared to 45 percent ofLatinx fam-
ilies and 41 percent of Black families. Racial equity is when two 
or more racial groups are standing on a relatively equal footing. 
An example of racial equity would be if there were relatively eq-
uitable percentages of all three racial groups living in owner-
occupied homes in the forties, seventies, or, better, nineties. 

A racist policy is any measure that produces or sustains racial 
inequity between racial groups. An antiracist policy is any mea-
sure that produces or sustains racial equity between racial groups. 
By policy, I mean written and unwritten laws, rules, procedures, 
processes, regulations, and guidelines that govern people. There is 
no such thing as a nonracist or race-neutral policy. Every policy 
in every institution in every community in every nation is pro-
ducing or sustaining either racial inequity or equity between ra-
cial groups. 

Racist policies have been described by other terms: "institu-
tional racism," "structural racism," and "systemic racism," for in-
stance. But those are vaguer terms than "racist policy." When I 
use them I find myself having to immediately explain what they 
mean. "Racist policy" is more tangible and exacting, and more 
likely to be immediately understood by people, including its vic-
tims, who may not have the benefit of extensive fluency in racial 
terms. "Racist policy" says exactly what the problem is and where 
the problem is. "Institutional racism" and "structural racism" and 
"systemic racism" are redundant. Racism itself is institutional, 
structural, and systemic. 

"Racist policy" also cuts to the core of racism better than "ra-
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cial discrimination," another common phrase. "Racial discrimi-
nat~on" is_an immediate and visible manifestation of an underlying 
rac~al policy. When someone discriminates against a person in a 
racial group, they are carrying out a policy or taking advantage of 
the lack of a protective policy. We all have the power to discrim-
inate. Only an exclusive few have the power to make policy. Fo-
cusing on "racial discrimination" takes our eyes off the central 
agents of racism: racist policy and racist policymakers, or what I 
call racist power. 

Since the 1960s, racist power has commandeered the term 
"racial discrimination," transforming the act of discriminating on 
the basis of race into an inherently racist act. But if racial dis-
crimination is defined as treating, considering, or making a dis-
tinction in favor or against an individual based on that person's 
race, then racial discrimination is not inherently racist. The defin-
ing question is whether the discrimination is creating equity or 
inequity. If discrimination is creating equity, then it is antiracist. If 
discrimination is creating inequity, then it is racist. Someone re-
producing inequity through permanently assisting an overrepre-
sented racial group into wealth and power is entirely different 
than someone challenging that inequity by temporarily assisting 
an underrepresented racial group into relative wealth and power 
until equity is reached. 

· The only remedy to racist discrimination is antiracist discrim-
ination. The only remedy to past discrimination is present dis-
crimination. The only remedy to present discrimination is future 
discrimination. As President Lyndon B. Johnson said in 1965, 
"You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by 
chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race 
and then say, 'You are free to compete with all the others,' and still 
justly believe that you have been completely_ fair." As .~.JS. Su-
preme Court Justice Harry Blackmun wrote m 1978, In ord~r 
to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. There 1s 
no other way. And in order to treat some persons equally, we 
must treat them differently." . 

The racist champions of racist discrimination engineered to 
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maintain racial inequities before the 1960s are now_ the racist op-
ponents of antiracist discrimination engin~ered to disma~tle those 
racial inequities. The most threatening rac!St movement 1s not the 
alt right's unlikely drive for a White ethnostate but the reguhr 
American's drive for a "race-neutral" one. The construct of race 
neutrality actually feeds White nationalist victirnhood by positing 
the notion that any policy protecting or advancing non-White 
Americans toward equity is " reverse discrimination." 

That is how racist power can call affirmative action policies 
that succeed in reducing racial inequities "race conscious" and 
standardized tests that produce racial inequities "race neutral." 
That is how they can blame the behavior of entire racial groups 
for the inequities between different racial groups and still say their 
ideas are "not racist." But there is no such thing as a not-racist 
idea, only racist ideas and antiracist ideas. 

So what is a racist idea? A racist idea is any idea that suggests 
one racial group is inferior or superior to another racial group in 
any way. Racist ideas argue that the inferiorities and superiorities 
of racial groups explain racial inequities in sociery. As Thorn.u 
Jefferson suspected a decade after declaring White American in-
dependence: "The blacks, whether originaUy a distinct race, or 
made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the 
whites in the endowments both of body and mind ." 

An antiracist idea is any idea that suggests the racial groups ue 
equals in all their apparent differences-that there IS nothmg nght 
or wrong with any racial group. Antiracist ideas argue th.u rarut 
policies are the cause of racial inequities. 

Understanding the differences benveen racist pohc10 and an-
tiracist policies, benveen racist ideas and antir.icist ideas, allow1 m 
to return to our fundamental defin itions. R acism 1s .1 powerful 
coUection of racist policies that lead to racial mC'qu1l)• :md are 
sub5tantiatcd by racist ideas. Anuracisrn 15 a pow"Crful c0Uect1011 of 
a. ntimcist policies thJt le;id to r.1c1a.l equny and .ire su~unu.ited 
by anti racist ide:15, 
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ONCE WE HAVE a solid definition of racism and antiracism we 
' can start to make sense of the racialized world around us, before 

us. My maternal grandparents, Mary Ann and Alvin, moved their 
family to New York City in the 1950s on the final leg of the 
Great Migration, happy to get their children away from violent 
Georgia segregationists and the work of picking cotton under the 
increasingly hot Georgia sun. 

To think, they were also moving their family away from the 
effects of climate change. Do-nothing climate policy is racist pol-
icy, since the predominantly non-White global south is being vic-
timized by climate change more than the Whiter global north, 
even as the Whiter global north is contributing more to its ac-
celeration. Land is sinking and temperatures are rising from Flor-
ida to Bangladesh. Droughts and food scarcity are ravishing bodies 
in Eastern and Southern Africa, a region already containing 
25 percent of the world's malnourished population. Human-
made environmental catastrophes disproportionately harming 
bodies of color are not unusual; for instance, nearly four thousand 
U.S. areas-mostly poor and non-White--have higher lead poi-
soning rates than Flint, Michigan. 

I am one generation removed from picking cotton for pocket 
change under the warming climate in Guyton, outside Savannah. 
That's where we buried my grandmother in 1993. Memories of 
her comforting calmness, her dark green thumb, and her large 
trash bags of Christmas gifts lived on as we drove back to New 
York from her funeral. The next day, my father ventured up to 
Flushing, Queens, to see his single mother, also named Mary 
Ann. She had the clearest dark-brown skin, a smile that hugged 
you, and a wit that smacked you. 

When my father opened the door of her apartment, he smelled 
the fumes coming from the stove she'd left on, and some other 
fumes. His mother nowhere in sight, he rushed down the hallway 
and into her back bedroom. That's where he found his mother, as 
if sleeping, but dead. Her struggle with Alzheimer's, a disease 
more prevalent among African Americans, was over. 

There may be no more consequential White privilege than 
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life itself. White lives matter to the tune of 3.5 additional years 
over Black lives in the United States, which is just the most glar-
ing of a host of health disparities, starting from infancy, where 
Black infants die at twice the rate of White infants. But at least 
my grandmothers and I met, we shared, we loved. I never met my 
paternal grandfather. I never met my maternal grandfather, Alvin, 
killed by cancer three years before my birth. In the United States, 
African Americans are 25 percent more likely to die of cancer 
than Whites. My father survived prostate cancer, which kills 
twice as many Black men as it does White men. Breast cancer 
disproportionately kills Black women. 

Three million African Americans and four million Latinx se-
cured health insurance through the Affordable Care Act, drop-
ping uninsured rates for both groups to around 11 percent before 
President Barack Obama lefi: office. But a staggering 28.5 million 
Americans remained uninsured, a number primed for growth 
after Congress repealed the individual mandate in 2017. And it is 
becoming harder for people of color to vote out of office the 
politicians crafting these policies designed to shorten their lives. 
Racist voting policy has evolved from disenfranchising by Jim 
Crow voting laws to disenfranchising by mass incarceration and 
voter-ID laws. Sometimes these efforts are so blatant that they are 
struck down: North Carolina enacted one of these targeted voter-
ID laws, but in July 2016 the Court of Appeals for the Fourth 
Circuit struck it down, ruling that its various provisions "target 
African Americans with almost surgical precision ." But others 
have remained and been successful. Wisconsin 's strict voter-ID 
law suppressed approximately two hundred thousand votes-
again primarily targeting voters of color-in the 2016 election. 
Donald Trump won that critical swing state by 22,748 votes. 

We are surrounded by racial inequity, as visible as the law, as 
hidden as our private thoughts. The question for each of us is: 
What side of history will we stand on? A racist is someone who 
is supporting a racist policy by their actions or inaction or ex-
pressing a racist idea. An antiracist is someone who is supporting 
an antiracist policy by their actions or expressing an anti.racist 
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idea. "Racist" and "antiracist" are like peelable name tags that are 
placed and replaced based on what someone is doing or not 
doing, supporting or expressing in each moment. These are not 
permanent tattoos. No one becomes a racist or antiracist. We can 
only strive to be one or the other. We can unknowingly strive to 
be a racist. We can knowingly strive to be an antiracist. Like 
fighting an addiction, being an antiracist requires persistent self-
awareness, constant self-criticism, and regular self-examination. 

Racist ideas have defined our society since its beginning and 
can feel so natural and obvious as to be banal, but antiracist ideas 
remain difficult to comprehend, in part because they go against 
the flow of this country's history. As Audre Lorde said in 1980, 
"We have all been programmed to respond to the human differ-
ences between us with fear and loathing and to handle that differ-
ence in one of three ways: ignore it, and if that is not possible, 
copy it if we think it is dominant, or destroy it if we think it is 
subordinate. But we have no patterns for relating across our 
human differences as equals." To be an antiracist is a radical choice 
in the face of this history, requiring a radical reorientation of our 
consciousness. 


