
Prologue

Conversations about race and racism fill homes, 
classrooms, theaters, and the minds of many Ameri-
cans, and I have certainly participated in my share. But 
a very specific event prompted my friend Katie and me 
to write this book and share our conversation. I am 

black, and Katie and her husband are white adoptive parents  
raising their son, Gabriel. Gabriel’s biological mother is white, and 
his biological father is black. Our formal education and exper- 
iences have given Katie and me access to information, research, 
resources, and people that inform our conversations about race 
and racism. However, after Gabriel’s birth in 2011, race and racism 
were no longer theoretical academic topics of conversation for us. 
The stakes grew from the two of us trying to understand each oth-
er’s perspectives to a mother navigating how to equip a child with 
the perspective that would best serve him as he grew up with a 
different set of experiences from his parents.

We embarked on this journey to write a book that orients par-
ents and other community members to the ways race and racism 
will affect a black child’s life, and despite that, how to raise and 
nurture healthy and happy children. Dialogue about racism can be 
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difficult and benefits from a knowledge of history, as well as a 
vocabulary of ideas and practice. Essential to the task is an under-
standing of racism and how systems continue to perpetuate priv-
ileges and disadvantages that your child will have to navigate in 
ways that you may never have had to. We also wrestle with the 
issue of why more people are not working to dismantle those sys-
tems. This understanding may lead you to see the world and you 
and your child’s place in it differently. The book will introduce our 
own experiences and bring in research and expertise from educa-
tion, psychology, sociology, history, law, African American studies, 
and other fields to make sense of the questions and obstacles we 
faced and we expect readers to face. While we hope to guide par-
ents and community members, this book will not proceed like a 
traditional how-to. Instead, readers will learn how race impacts 
the way the world interacts with a black child, and the way they as 
adults can provide their child with the knowledge and awareness 
to resiliently face these challenges. People raised to believe that 
their place in society is shaped only by individual merit will learn 
about the obstacles African Americans have faced and continue to 
face. If a parent is able to communicate this history, they arm black 
children with the knowledge that they inherit a history of resis-
tance in the face of structural disadvantage, thereby combating 
the prejudice that associates blackness with laziness, immorality, 
and overall inferiority. This knowledge guards a child’s confidence 
and well-being, a goal at the heart of our project. Moreover, any-
one raised to believe that U.S. history is a story of continued and 
sustained racial progress will learn that at each historical moment, 
race is reinscribed for new disadvantage. It is our hope that this 
knowledge will motivate readers to take a more active approach to 
eradicating racism in their own time.

This book also tells a story about developing friendships across 
races and ethnicities. The common refrain “some of my best friends 
are black” is real for Katie and me. We have nearly twenty years in. 
We talk almost every day. We each were one of the handful of sup-
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porters sitting in the room as the other defended a doctoral disser-
tation. Katie was the person in the room taking notes as surgeons 
spoke too fast and with terminology too unfamiliar for me to fully 
grasp how they would remove the cancer from my body, but she 
got it all down. We share secrets. I am her lawyer, and she is my 
uncredentialed therapist. And I am not the only one. The D’Angelo 
dinner table can often include more black people than white. They 
were married, and Gabe was baptized, by a black priest with whom 
Mike and Katie have been friends for decades.

We guide you on this journey using both of our voices, each in 
turn. When one of us presents a new idea, the other will recall a 
scenario that shows how it works in real life; when one of us 
remembers a question she faced, the other will jump in with the 
research and insight to put it into perspective and help you think 
through it. To help keep the shift in voices straight, we called on 
an artist friend, Susan Jarvis Ragland, and use her artwork to 
identify the speaker. Throughout the book, we will identify my 
voice by introducing it with the same piece of Susan’s artwork that 
was placed at the beginning of this prologue. Look for Katie’s pic-
ture to indicate her voice. Here is the first shift from me to Katie.

Unlike parents who subscribe to a color-blind or 
postracial ideology, my husband, Mike, and I confronted 
head-on the reality that we would need to equip Gabri-
el for a life far more complex than anything we had 
experienced. I learned that I was not alone. Whenever 

Val encountered white women raising black children (daughters 
mainly), these women eagerly shared their concerns and questions 
about everything, from how to care for their daughters’ hair and 
affirm their body image to how to build a diverse community of 
support. White parents of black children want so badly to parent 
well and certainly have enough love to go around, yet we have real 
questions and concerns related to racism, culture, and identity.
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Mike and I were clear that we wanted to parent within a village 
that included people who looked like Gabriel and in a way that 
prioritized his best interests, but that was not possible without 
knowing much more than our lives had taught us. That’s where 
this book comes in. Doing right by Gabriel and all black children 
means learning what disadvantages they will face because of their 
race, where those disadvantages come from, what effect they have, 
and how people have been managing them. It’s a lesson that many 
people could benefit from learning. The book is useful not only for 
white adoptive parents of black children but also for anyone 
engaged in parenting and nurturing black children, including 
black or interracial families of origin. The book also provides 
insights and tools to a broad audience of social scientists, child and 
family counselors, community organizations, and other educators 
who engage issues of transracial adoption or child development or 
who explore current experiences in the areas of social justice and 
institutionalized racism.

We’ve organized the book into eight chapters:

Chapter 1. Knowing What You Don’t Know: This book is not 
intended to add new research to the existing studies regarding the 
efficacy of transracial adoption, but it will make the research that 
has been done accessible to readers.

Chapter 2. Trapped in History: Understanding the United States’ 
racial history helps explain how our present is structured by  
racism—to an extent not possible without knowing that history. 
In order to really open up a conversation about building positive 
racial identity and navigating racism, participants must first learn 
the horrific race narrative in the United States and how racist sys-
tems continue to impact the lives of black and white people today.

Chapter 3. Too Great for Hope: Perhaps the single most impor-
tant point of this book is to emphatically show how critical it is for 
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parents of black children, whether adoptive parents or parents of 
origin, to do everything possible to ensure their children develop 
a positive racial identity and never feel that they are a failed 
attempt at being white. This chapter defines positive racial identi-
ty and shares tools for getting black children there, covering topics 
such as African history, culture, art, body image, and spirituality.

Chapter 4. In Living Color: At the heart of it all, our children are 
guided and shaped by the diverse people that comprise their  
community. In Chapter 4, Val and I tell a story about developing 
friendships across races and ethnicities and how absolutely essen-
tial that is to raising a child.

Katie and I then turn to describe how racism 
plays out in various aspects of a black child’s life.

Chapter 5. Black Out: The impact of racism on the 
health of black people, compounded by racism in the 

delivery of health care, has created health disparities between 
black and white Americans that are astounding regardless of 
income. We share specific steps parents can take to close the gap.

Chapter 6. Not without Education: We hear consistently that 
education is the “great equalizer.” However, in Chapter 6, we scru-
tinize that assumption and look at the important role of parents 
to make sure the learning environment is constantly examined 
and intentionally designed to achieve positive results for children 
of all races and backgrounds. For example, the chapter explores 
the research regarding educational outcomes for black children 
who have at least one black teacher. It also considers data that 
suggests that black students receive more discipline that results in 
time out of class than white students for the same behavior. Pas-
sive education environments equalize nothing for black children; 
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a child’s community must actively work to make sure that each 
black child receives the benefits expected by their white peers.

Chapter 7. The Talk: Most often, a child having at least one bio-
logical parent of African descent will be regarded by others as 
black. This is enough for many people to treat that child with fear 
and prejudice. One does not have to look far into news reports to 
know that black men and women of all ages are confronted with 
unconscionable violence simply for being black. This chapter will 
share resources and tactics parents can use in an effort to help 
keep their children safe.

Chapter 8. Alchemy of Intention: This final chapter is the culmi-
nating expression of what we have grown to know through these 
chapters. Love is simply not enough. It will take evolutionary con-
sciousness together with an intention to protect, nurture, educate, 
affirm, encourage, and advocate for every child.

The book’s title, Do Right by Me, is taken from a line in Alice 
Walker’s prized novel made movie and musical The Color Purple. 
The chief character, Celie, asserts herself after years of abuse from 
the man she is forced to marry, referred to only as Mister. “Until 
you do right by me, everything you think about is going to crum-
ble,” is her valiant declaration to Mister to end the cycle of abuse. 
The appeal “do right by me” represents for us the plea of black 
children for an end to the operation of racist and oppressive sys-
tems, policies, and behaviors in their lives today. It is the call that 
our children charge us with: to take on the responsibility of expe-
riencing discomfort, being brave, and learning uncomfortable 
truths in order to provide them with a better world.

The name Gabriel turned out to be more predictive of the 
impact Gabe would have on our community than we could have 
imagined. In various religious traditions and sacred texts, Gabriel 
is identified as an archangel who provides clarity by explaining 
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visions and foretelling future events. Our Gabriel has ushered us 
onto a journey to provide clarity to an area so riddled with misun-
derstanding and confusion that it continues to divide the world. 
Even those who profess to be progressive-minded advocates of 
equity and inclusion may not recognize their blind spots and how 
their passivity perpetuates the negative impact of racist systems. 
Gabriel has inspired us to share a conversation that we hope pro-
vides greater clarity to anyone concerned about creating a more 
just and equitable society.
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Too Great for Hope

What you’re thinking is what you’re becoming.

—Muhammad Ali

When Gabriel was four, Mike and I attempted  
to introduce him to a nearby soccer program. We did so 
with all the enthusiasm one might expect from the par-
ents of an only-child who had only recently expressed 
an interest in kicking a ball into a net. After registering 

him and finding cleats and shin guards to match his tiny frame, we 
proudly brought him to a field where no less than one hundred 
children of all ages had also arrived to begin their season of soccer.

It was only about ten minutes into this scene that our four-
year-old son observed something that we noticed but did not yet 
acknowledge. Twenty minutes in, he still adamantly refused to 
join the other kids and play. We waited him out and tried to at least 
get him to cheer for the other kids and learn their names. The 
coach, who was another kid’s father, was gently persistent as he 
tried to coax Gabe onto the field to participate. To no avail.

After the hour was over and we drove home, my son said he 
didn’t want to go back. A day later, we were working on some Legos 
together when I asked him if he still liked soccer. Without pause, 
he said, “Yup.” 

I asked, “Then why didn’t you want to play on the team?” 
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With absolute clarity, he responded, “Because none of the other 
kids looked like me.” And he was right.

And once again, the child shall lead them. After we confirmed 
that Gabe was still interested in soccer, we began to seek out 
opportunities that would be a better fit for our family. Another 
great blessing of our neighborhood and community was that we 
didn’t need to look far before we found the Multicultural United 
Soccer Club, where kids as young as four and well into their teens 
were active, and their families had critical roles to play, from 
marking out the playing fields and removing rocks to coaching 
teams and translating any of the various languages spoken. As we 
had hoped, Mike and I were among only a handful of white partic-
ipants and enjoyed the observable connection Gabe felt to his new 
team.

Karen T. Craddock will tell you the behavior I observed is part 
of a predictable process in our brains. Craddock’s research as an 
applied psychologist, action researcher, and strengths-based prac-
titioner found that, “our neurobiological network is wired to con-
nect. Which is why belonging and exclusion fundamentally impact 
us as human beings. With generational experiences of social exclu-
sion and inequity, marginalized groups experience chronic pain 
from being left out or treated less than that is literally registered 
in the brain.”1 Although I would hesitate to apply the word exclu-
sion to Gabe’s first experience of organized soccer, there is some-
thing of that when you do not feel you belong. The boys on the 
soccer field don’t even have to set out to exclude Gabe. Exclusion 
doesn’t need to be practiced in order to be felt. All they have to do 
is connect with the people they feel most kinship with, and at first 
blush, that’s unlikely to be Gabe, so Gabe’s going to feel left out, 
especially if he’s experienced that before. Further, inclusion is not 
the absence of exclusion—it’s its own practice.

Craddock goes on to explain how necessary it is to “disrupt 
these cycles of bias that seed empathic dysfunction” as early as we 
can with children. Seeing this research long after Gabe’s soccer 
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debut was helpful to give me language for what I was acting on 
instinctively. This was among the first of many occasions when I 
recognized, deeply and even painfully, what it must feel like to 
look different. Mike and I have had a lifetime of experiences in 
predominately white spaces and have never known that feeling. As 
a parent, it is a lot to take in, particularly when the science of it is 
further explained.

A groundbreaking area of relational neurophysiology or 
brain science identified how social exclusion appears in the 
brain. Social Pain Overlap Theory (SPOT) confirmed that 
the pain from social exclusion and pain from physical injury 
or illness share the same brain pathways that register dis-
tress (Dorsal Anterior Cingulate Cortex). Whether we have 
been punched in the stomach or wounded by direct or indi-
rect marginalization, our brain pathways set off an alarm 
that activates pain.

Bottom line—images, messages, and actions, whether 
they are direct or indirect, that signal or shout that one is 
left out, not worthy or deemed “lesser than” cause real hurt 
to our being. These experiences of marginalization and 
exclusion register pain in the brain, and we experience it 
everywhere in our body.2

A significant body of research points specifically to the harm 
that actual or perceived discrimination does to a black child’s 
physical health, mental health, and overall well-being. Experi- 
ences of discrimination have been linked to a range of health prob-
lems in children, including elevated systolic blood pressure, early 
onset of insulin resistance depression, attention-deficit/hyperac-
tivity disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, anxiety, and low 
self-esteem.3

Even before Gabe acknowledged his discomfort with the soccer 
team, my first instinct as we walked hand in hand onto the field 
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that day was to hoist him onto my hip and return to the car with 
an abrupt rationale that “Mama got the directions wrong, and this 
is not our team.” I would never hesitate to exert my force when 
needed, particularly if I felt that it would prevent a hurt, a side-
eye, or any feeling of disconnection. Even if Gabe did not feel a 
part of that team, he was made aware that the coach, other kids 
and parents wanted him to participate and have fun. Folks here 
were genuinely expressing to Gabe that he belonged, but it wasn’t 
enough. The lesson for me isn’t just that people should be inclusive 
or that this soccer club wasn’t nice enough; it’s that they were, and 
Gabe was still not comfortable. A first step for Mike and me was 
understanding that our child was going to identify as black and 
not automatically a part of the environments we may see as wel-
coming. A black child doesn’t even need to experience explicit 
unwelcome for this to happen. And given the science on the expe-
rience of exclusion, we knew we needed to find communities where 
the psychological desire to connect with like provides him an eas-
ier path to belonging. That necessitated finding spaces with black 
people.

By the time Gabe was four, he had a social calendar that rivaled 
my college years. Enrollment in preschool and soccer created plen-
ty of activities, and the birthday party invitations began to pour 
in. Every few weeks, an invitation would arrive for Gabe to jump 
on inflatable fun houses, swim at the Y, putt a golf ball, and build 
his own bear. Whatever the occasion, we said yes. Even when the 
parties were mostly kids from school, he would take time to warm 
up and ease into the festivities. At other times, he was clingy. The 
bear-building party for one of his white classmates bordered on 
painful shyness. Gabe would not leave Mike’s side. He reluctantly 
moved along with the other kids to stuff and stitch his bear. By the 
time the pizza arrived, Gabe was playing with two friends, and we 
chalked it up to a delayed nap.

A month later, we received another party invitation to one of 
those climbing, jumping, and swinging places. The day of the party 
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arrived, and I noted to Mike that this was going to be iffy because 
of the missed naptime again. When we arrived at the party, I 
scanned the room for Gabe’s classmates, praying that he would 
ease in faster with a buddy. However, the party was already hop-
ping with the birthday girl’s family and only a couple of the girls 
in Gabe’s class. While I was busy fretting over the fact that there 
were only two kids he knew there, I missed him flinging off his 
shoes and sprinting into the mix. Mike and I made eye contact and 
then proceeded to chat up the parents and other adults while keep-
ing Gabe in our sight. He was having a ball! By the time the cake 
came out, we were all herded into one room. Gabe was soaked in 
sweat and was trying to sneak icing with some of the kids I did not 
know. The birthday girl was engulfed by parents, grandparents, 
aunts and uncles, cousins, neighbors, and a handful of school 
friends. Around this circle were forty people, almost all black, 
singing in a variety of voices; only five of us were white. Gabe 
enjoyed the day from start to finish; there was no clinging, no hes-
itation, and not a minute of coaxing needed from us. The connec-
tion was immediate, and the joy and warmth of the family’s cele-
bration embraced us. Mike and I marveled at how feelings of 
inclusion and exclusion for Gabe began to take shape at such a 
young age. This observation led Val and me to explore other set-
tings and factors that might make a black child feel included and 
excluded.

I believe Katie and Mike are among the best  
parents any child could have, and Katie and I agree on 
many things. However, an area of contention for Katie 
and me has been Gabe’s hair. Black hair is strong. It will 
fight you. If not properly cared for, it will mat up, tangle 

up, and even break off and leave you. You can’t wash it every day, 
and many black boys get their hair cut or groomed professionally 
at least every two weeks, beginning shortly after the baby boy’s 
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first birthday, in a black barbershop. It’s like a rite of passage. Grow-
ing up in Philly, I tagged along to the barbershop with my father 
and brother and marveled at what was behind that door flanked by 
the red, white, and blue barber’s poles. There were good smells and 
creative craftsmanship, but more than that, it was a place to tell 
stories across generations. As they did back then, black men still 
take pride in being well groomed and well dressed, and they affirm 
each other’s efforts and dreams. The more contemporary dos made 
popular by professional athletes are most often professionally 
styled. For black men, the barbershop experience feeds strong and 
positive cultural identity. Perhaps looking good is an in-your-face 
rejection of the negative images and stereotypes that portray them 
as shiftless, unkempt, and dreamless. I know that Gabe will be 
excluded from certain white communities; I simply didn’t want him 
to also feel like an outsider in black communities. Katie and I knew 
all too well the reality of black children being teased for being ashy 
because their white parents didn’t know their skin needed to be 
hydrated with cream daily. Gabe’s hair knocked out Katie in the 
seventh round, and Gabe now has a nice haircut.

Both Gabe’s feelings about being the only boy of color on a soc-
cer team and his perception of his hair inform his racial identity. 
For decades, psychologists, sociologists, and other theorists have 
sought to explain racial identity using frameworks that involve 
movement through stages of development.4 While these stage-
based models can be helpful in understanding the ways in which 
some scholars believe individuals engage in a process of develop-
ing a black identity, we use the term identity in a broad sense to 
describe how black children see themselves. Scholar and Pulitzer 
Prize–winning author Manning Marable fleshes out the concept in 
a way that makes it somewhat easier to grasp.

“Blackness” or African-American identity, however, is much 
more than “race.” It is also traditions, rituals, values and 
belief systems of African-American people. It is our culture, 
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history, music, art and literature. Blackness is our sense of 
ethnic consciousness and pride in our heritage of resistance 
against racism.5

Thus, the pride that a parent can cultivate in a black child is not just 
a matter of race; the parent has a myriad of cultural achievements 
and perspectives to point to for the child to feel inspired by. Simply 
put, the health and well-being of black children depend on the 
extent to which they feel positively about being black. A poor sense 
of one’s self as a black person results in low self-esteem and hinders 
the academic and personal achievement of black children.6 Con-
versely, positive racial identity results in high self-esteem and aca-
demic performance, as well as a greater ability to navigate racism.7 
If parents don’t work on constructing a positive black self-identity 
for their children, our culture will construct a negative self-identity 
around their blackness for them. There are at least three forces at 
work that threaten positive identity in black children to which we’d 
like to direct your attention.

The first is the creation and proliferation of negative images of 
black people. Underlying the stigmatization, surveillance, control, 
and domination of a particular group is an insidious tool of oppres-
sion—the intentional and negative distortion of the image of the 
group’s members. If you portray a group’s members in as many 
outlets as possible as savage, dangerous and subhuman, it will be 
easier to justify savagery, violence, and inhumane treatment 
against them, whether it’s the pillage of diamonds and gold on the 
continent of Africa by Europeans, or slavery and discrimination in 
the United States. And it will be more difficult to connect and 
empathize with the group’s members or see their contributions 
and value.

Here’s how it works in African and African American history. 
In his book The History of Africa: The Quest for Eternal Harmony, 
Molefi K. Asante reminds us that many Americans perceive Africa  
as “helpless, stagnant or crippled in its potential” as viewed through 
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U.S. history books, news media, and movies.8 In fact, Asante notes 
that “in the West, the ignorance of Africa is palpable, like a mon-
ster that invades our brains with disbelief, deception, and disin-
terest, yet is everywhere around us. We are victims of probably the 
most uninformed educated people in the world on the subject of 
Africa.”9 Through the age of exploration and continuing through 
modernity, European colonizers constructed a racist and unfound-
ed idea of the indigenous peoples they encountered as existing in 
a state of nature that would benefit from the control that coloniz-
ers would enforce in order to take advantage of the colonized 
land’s resources. These constructions would persist in the cultural 
works of the time, which continue to influence the cultural works 
of peoples and races throughout the world today. For example, 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, the German philosopher of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, claimed that Africa plays no 
historical part in the history of the world. Rather, he described 
Africa as an “undeveloped spirit” and its people as “wild,” “un- 
tamed,” and “barbaric,” promoting a general image of Africans as 
magicians, sorcerers, and cannibals.10 Further, Hegel cited only 
tyrannical examples of African kings and rulers and then charac-
terized these examples as evidence of the “African spirit.” Yet 
examples of corrupt Roman leadership were never referred to as 
the “Roman spirit but were seen as isolated aberrations.”11 Hegel 
concluded that “want of self-control distinguishes the character of 
the Negroes.”12 Consequently, he justified slavery and colonialism 
by relying on the false notion that both were necessary to human-
ize and save the African. He fortified this invention and dismissed 
any suggestion that Africans contributed to history by artificially 
dividing Africa into three parts: (1) Africa proper, south of the 
Sahara; (2) European Africa, north of the Sahara; and (3) the river 
region of the Nile, or Egypt.13 This allows Europe to claim the his-
toric achievements of Northern Africa without acknowledging the 
attendant influence of North Africa on the achievements of Med-
iterranean cultures retroactively constructed as white. Hegel spe-
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cifically considered ancient Egypt as “not belonging to the African 
spirit” although prior to the Arab invasion of Egypt in a.d. 639, 
there were no Arabs in Egypt; the population was overwhelmingly 
black. The notion of a mixed Egypt as opposed to a black Egypt has 
subsequently been used to misrepresent the reality that black peo-
ple were at the forefront of creating what we now popularly think 
of as the first great civilization. A great resource for deeper study 
is Ibram X. Kendi’s Stamped from the Beginning, a chronicle of the 
detrimental and corrosive influences of Hegel and other architects 
of false African images and history.14

The development of positive black identity continues to be 
undermined by negative cultural constructions of black life. The 
game is the same although the players have changed. As we learned 
in Chapter 2, racism resulted in a U.S. system of slavery and legal-
ly mandated discrimination and oppression that produces cumu-
lative advantage for white people and disadvantage for black peo-
ple in a variety of areas including education, employment, criminal 
justice, and health care, and that discrimination and oppression 
still impact overall quality of life for most black people, even today. 
Identity can be shaped by the myth that behavior—namely, lazi-
ness, lack of discipline, and depravity—and not racism produced 
these outcomes.

The contemporary media plays a significant role in perpetuat-
ing these images. News reports exaggerate negative portrayals of 
black people, overrepresenting them in stories about poverty and 
crime and underrepresenting them in other stories.

African Americans are disproportionately represented in 
news stories about poverty, and these stories tend to paint 
a picture that is particularly likely to reinforce stereotypes 
and make it hard to identify with black males. For example, 
low-income blacks in news stories are more likely to live in 
slums or urban areas, as opposed to rural areas, than real-
world averages would suggest; more likely be entirely unem-
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ployed and “idle” (as opposed to working); and so forth. The 
idle black male on the street corner is not the “true face” of 
poverty in America, but he is the dominant one in media 
portrayal.15

Furthermore, “blacks are overrepresented as perpetrators of 
violent crime when news coverage is compared with arrest rates,” 
and black men specifically are underrepresented in their roles as 
parent, law enforcer, or victim.16 A study of television and print 
stories in the Pittsburgh media found that over a three-month peri-
od in 2010, 86 percent of television news stories and 36 percent of 
print stories in the Pittsburgh media were about black males com-
mitting a crime. Less than 3 percent of the stories showed young 
black males (ages fifteen to thirty) involved in activities outside of 
crime.17

As a result, people often equate blackness with the weakest or 
most vulnerable examples. It is true that racism has resulted in 
black people being disproportionately clustered in adverse condi-
tions such as poverty and incarceration. But if you depend on the 
media to learn about black people, black may mean poor to you, 
although the majority of black people in the United States are not 
poor.18 Black may mean historyless and cultureless, although black 
people are rich in both. Your assumption may be that incarceration 
is the most probable outcome for young black men, yet there are 
more black men aged eighteen to twenty-four years studying on 
college campuses than in prison, and if you consider this same age 
group, the number of collegians is more than double that of those 
incarcerated.19 For some people, black may mean dangerous and 
less than human. These same distortions used to justify slavery, 
Jim Crow, and legally mandated discrimination in the U.S. in the 
seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries are 
used to justify the killing of unarmed black people at the hands of 
white people today. Notably, experiments confirm that white peo-
ple are more likely to shoot an unarmed black male than an 
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unarmed white male.20 In Chapters 6 and 7, we will talk more spe-
cifically about the influence of negative images on a black child’s 
experiences with the educational system and law enforcement, 
respectively.

In every age and socioeconomic group, African Americans 
watch more television than their counterparts in other racial and 
ethnic groups.21 This creates a greater risk for racial identity for-
mation from intentionally distorted stories, stereotypes, and 
other negative images of themselves in the media and popular cul-
ture. We know the more black people ingest negative media imag-
es of themselves, the lower their self-esteem.22

Also, black children are more easily lured into mimicking 
unhealthy behavior when they are told that the behavior rep-
resents them. The science backs this up. Vittorio Gallese, a neuro-
scientist at the University of Parma, offers, “It seems we’re wired 
to see other people as similar to us, rather than different. At the 
root, as humans we identify the person we’re facing as someone 
like ourselves.”23 Other researchers have reached the consistent 
conclusion that “when a stereotype becomes activated, stereo-
type-consistent behavior may follow automatically from that acti-
vation.”24 When black children see negative images of themselves, 
there is a real and substantial risk that they will copy the behavior. 
The negative impact of the distortion is magnified if the black 
child has little or no real-life experiences with black people that 
provide counter images.

The absence of positive racial identity also can result in the 
development of self-hatred. I would dare to say that most black 
people hate the negative images they see of themselves in the 
media. However, those with a limited knowledge and underdevel-
oped understanding of their history and culture may believe that 
these negative characterizations are true, innate, and sweeping. 
They may internalize the hatred and reject everything black. They 
may consciously isolate themselves, choosing to be one of very few 
black persons in their home, work, and religious and recreational 
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spaces. They may do everything in their power to separate them-
selves from anything related to black culture and do their best to 
look and act in a way that reflects white culture. But they may 
struggle to feel equitable acceptance in these contexts and end up 
in a vicious cycle of struggling to escape their internalized inferi-
ority. Self-hatred leads to psychological distress and deprives the 
individual of the benefits of black networks, an effective source of 
support and connection for well-being.

They also may see themselves as an exception to what they 
believe is the general negative character of black people. This leads 
them to put pressure on themselves and others to constantly act 
as representatives of a better version of blackness: an unfair posi-
tion to be in, a stigmatizing view to take against manners of 
self-expression, and a white supremacist standard to judge some-
one by. They tend to be ignorant of the realities of racism and 
somewhat unforgiving. Consequently, they blame and seek to 
destroy any black person who embarrasses them or threatens their 
black idea.

Self-hatred and poor racial identity can make it challenging for 
black people to see other black people as people, and easier to see 
them only as a good or bad image to be protected or destroyed. 
Without the proper perspective on racial identity, black children 
may grow up learning to respond to other black people by seeking 
to destroy the ones they believe represent a bad image or simply 
reveling in the virtues of the good, never learning how to engage 
in a process of analyzing the obstacles to racial equity. We are 
capable of being our own toughest critics, but we help neither our-
selves nor others when we do. For example, supporting policies 
that lock up those most impacted by racism—black people who 
have been denied the educational and job opportunities to earn 
family sustaining wages and who are relegated to communities 
ravaged by concentrated poverty—instead of fighting for policies 
that guarantee those educational and economic opportunities has 
never been in the best interests of black people.

      Harrison-D Angelo_Do Right by Me indd   58     16/09/20   12 55 PM



Too Great for Hope | 59

Katie knows that she and her family will need to work to help 
Gabriel develop positive black identity so that he becomes a confi-
dent self-advocate.

A second threat to the positive racial identity of 
a black child was discussed more fully in Chapter 2: the 
operation of systems that intentionally disadvantage 
black people while ensuring that white people continue 
to enjoy its privileges. All people need surroundings 

that are pleasing, strong and positive relationships, and good work 
(productivity) for overall well-being. Systems that relegate black 
people to neighborhoods that are intentionally underresourced 
and blighted, a biased criminal justice system whose rules dispro-
portionately incarcerate black men thereby tearing black families 
and communities apart, inadequate education and limited employ-
ment opportunities for black people that impede productivity—
these work together to undermine positive racial identity and 
well-being. “But,” you say, “our family is middle class or upper mid-
dle class, and we are grateful that our child can enjoy the fruits of 
our privilege.”

White parents of black children may themselves function as a 
third threat to their child’s development of a positive black identi-
ty. They may dismiss the need to concern themselves with racial 
identity if their children enjoy a middle-class or upper-middle-
class lifestyle. Frequently, white people ascribe visible inequalities 
in their communities to issues of class and choose not to engage 
with the role race has played in the allocation of a community’s 
resources. Gabe lives in a well-appointed home in a clean and visu-
ally pleasing neighborhood, is supported by a loving family, and is 
in the second grade at a well-resourced school. None of these 
things in and of themselves are enough to give him racial pride, 
which we know is tied to his achievement and well-being. There-
fore, we still must actively and intentionally build racial identity. 
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Chad Goller-Sojourner, a black adult transracial adoptee, is often 
asked to write and speak on this very topic. “I can’t tell you how 
often I hear white adoptive parents say ‘Well, we don’t have any-
thing around. We live in a rural community. The closest black per-
son is three hours away.’ People will fly across the country for a job. 
If their kid is a track star, they’ll find the best school district for 
that before they even call the realtor. There’s something about 
transracial adoption where people won’t find a way to work it 
out.”25 Like it or not, this is what the National Association of Black 
Social Workers was attempting to guard against in 1972. Their 
position was that black children should be raised by black parents 
because white parents were ill equipped to mirror the perceptions, 
attitudes, and behaviors necessary for a black child’s survival in a 
racist world, let alone that which is critical for healthy racial iden-
tity formation.

Even more, what does it say to our children when we make 
choices (or fail to) that do not intentionally recognize, celebrate, 
and mirror their racial identity? It reinforces the notion that there 
is one standard, universal, and superior way of being that is white 
or European. In fact, white parents may not even think in terms of 
their own racial identity or understand the need to acknowledge 
different racial identities. They may assume their own identity is 
tied to individualism or the universal human experience, not real-
izing that it too is shaped by race. Many white people tend to think 
of identity as individual. White people who think of themselves as 
a group are the white supremacists and nationalists, this thinking 
goes. This line of thinking is convenient because it lets white peo-
ple off the hook from having to grapple with the messy meaning 
of white identity. But the reason they can get comfort from think-
ing of their identity as purely individual is that the world around 
us has normalized white culture and treated it as normal, if not 
universal. Many white people think of themselves as mere individ-
uals in the world without racial identity, and they wonder why that 
doesn’t work for everyone, but in fact they are individuals operat-

      Harrison-D Angelo_Do Right by Me indd   60     16/09/20   12 55 PM



Too Great for Hope | 61

ing within a white identity that they mistake for the world. The 
confusion comes from the privilege of seeing white identity every-
where around them and so incorrectly assuming that it is an 
absence of race identity and not its own racialized group identity. 
A resource that we will encourage in Chapter 6, on education, is 
The Guide for White Women Who Teach Black Boys.26 Ali Michael’s 
chapter on white racial development is especially meaningful here. 
In order to fully embrace the development of positive racial iden-
tity in our black children, white parents cannot dismiss the impor-
tance of their own positive racial identity.

The promising news is that there are as many effective strate-
gies to develop positive racial identity as there are threats to it. 
However, the racial mirrors held up for black children must be 
thoughtfully intended and selected. The consequences of hoping 
they see themselves positively or feel like they belong are just too 
great for hope.
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