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gnore the evidence.  If I know one thing about the 

pursuit of success, it is this.  If you want to have any 

success, you must ignore the evidence.  The people who 

achieve the most do so by ignoring all the reasons why they should 

not or will not be successful.  They ignore the evidence because 

relying on this “evidence” will cause them to fail.  This is especially 

true for Black people.  For Black people, the evidence points to the 

unavoidable conclusion that being Black is hard and being Black and 

successful is harder still.  Black people, ignore the evidence!     

But haven’t we been taught that ignoring this sort of evidence 

can be dangerous, even fatal?  And hasn’t it, in fact, been fatal for so 

many of us?  Isn’t living Black in America without keeping a constant 

watch for the dangers of being Black in America tantamount to 

reckless endangerment?  Many Blacks would argue that averting one’s 

gaze from racism is just as dangerous as drinking and driving.  Either 

one will get you killed.  This is what we have been taught, and yet the 
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future success, perhaps the future survival, of the Black community 

depends upon our ability to ignore the evidence.  But what are we to 

believe if not our eyes?   

To paraphrase Black author and talk show host Tavis Smiley, 

there is one thing that I know for sure.  The people who achieve the 

greatest success, regardless of race, trust one set of eyes above all 

others, the eyes in their minds.  With these eyes, they see nothing but 

abundance, greatness upon greatness, and no obstacles that cannot be 

overcome.  Four decades ago, a great man told us he could see clearly 

from a “mountaintop” that we as a people had not yet scaled.  Today, 

another would-be great man is on the precipice of removing the fog 

from our downhill view.  We as a people will be able to see all of our 

“mountaintops” and “dreams” more clearly when we start to look past 

that pesky evidence by which we are so often confronted. 

May I remind you that we have seen this movie before?  The 

only reason we Blacks are here today is because Blacks who came 

before us ignored the evidence.  In fact, their ability to ignore the 

evidence has left us a legacy that is undeniably special.  I always feel 

patronized when I am told that we Blacks should pride ourselves in 

being “descendants of African kings and queens.”  In a world in which 

Senator Barack Obama and Vice President Dick Cheney are cousins, 

every one of us probably has some royal blood and it’s probably just 

as likely to be European as African.  However, there is one (more) 
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thing I know for sure.  There is something transcendent, and perhaps 

regal, about the legacy we have inherited.   

We Black people are descendants of a people who possessed a 

spirit that could not be suppressed.  We are the descendants of a 

people who were subjected to the worst physical and psychological 

torture imaginable, from slavery to the Jim Crow South, and not only 

survived but thrived.  We are descendants of people who would not 

die despite a nation’s best attempt to kill them, a people that resisted 

the collective might of what would become the mightiest nation in the 

world.  Our legacy is special because our ancestors ignored the 

evidence, evidence much more daunting than ours.  Our history of 

surviving and thriving despite this daunting evidence should be a 

source of universal pride and inspiration among Black people.  

However, we Black people do not always choose to see it that way. 

It is no accident that so many successful people regardless of 

race have had their successes forged through adversity.  A diamond is 

created when a rock endures extreme pressure.  With the “extreme 

pressure” we have endured throughout our history, one could argue 

that we as African Americans have a diamond-encrusted future 

awaiting us should we position ourselves to claim it.  Knowing our 

history, why would we ever doubt ourselves?  Our history should be 

the proof that we can excel in any circumstance and despite any 

obstacle if we are sufficiently motivated.  Our history should cause us 

to believe that we can stage a movement that would change the world.  
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Oh, wait a minute.  We have already done that once before.  Why not 

once more?  Yet so many of us see this history, our history, as the 

cause of the disadvantages that exist for us today rather than a 

reminder of the significantly larger disadvantages we have overcome.  

What would happen if we all loved our legacy?  What would happen 

if we all saw our legacy as a gift rather than a curse?   

Many of us do.  Without question, many Blacks today are 

wildly successful, and some are among the most successful people our 

world has ever known.  But in light of all the disadvantages that come 

with living Black in America, how can we possibly explain such 

success?  Did these wildly successful Blacks just get lucky like blind 

squirrels that find nuts?  Are they simply so talented that they could 

not have been held down by any society, no matter how biased?  Were 

they just the chosen ones “allowed” to be successful by a nefarious 

power structure in order to keep the rest of us just hopeful enough to 

stay in line?  I believe the answer is “None of the above.”   

I believe these wildly successful Blacks view being Black in a 

different way, a special way, which allows them to excel despite being 

fully aware of the evidence.  These successful Black people have 

discovered the balance between being “color-blind,” dangerously 

unaware of the perils they face due to their race, and “color-blinded,” 

so hyper-aware of the perils that this awareness prevents all 

achievement.  A Black person who is color-blind may be at risk, but 

one who is “color-blinded” is in much greater danger.  I believe these 
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successful Blacks have found the cure for “color-blindedness.” We 

must all find the cure for color-blindedness before it is too late. 

 

Ignore the Evidence? 

 

But how can we ignore all that evidence?  The evidence 

confronts us wherever we turn.  For example, according to some 

scholars, the financial disparity between Blacks and whites, or the 

“cost of being Black” is so high that it cannot possibly be overcome 

without dramatic government intervention.  Harvard University 

professor of social ethics Mahzarin Banaji and Ohio State psychology 

professors Philip Mazzocco and Timothy Brock performed a study 

that estimated “the cost of being Black.” The professors calculated 

this “cost” by estimating the wealth accumulated by whites from 

slavery through the Jim Crow era and wealth accumulation denied 

Blacks by discriminatory laws and practices during the same time 

period.   According to this study, the “cost of being Black” could only 

be overcome by significant reparations in the form of a transfer of 

wealth from white households to Black households of a minimum of 

$150,000 per Black household.  The professors argue that “making 

reparations possible is the most authentic path to realizing the dream” 

articulated by Dr. King forty-five years ago.  Given the unlikelihood 

that such a transfer of wealth would ever occur, these professors in 
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effect argue that the Black community is living deep in an economic 

hole from which we will never emerge. 

This is our history, but what about our prospects for the 

future?  Not surprisingly, there is ample evidence to suggest that being 

Black, even in 2008, means having a harder, less successful life than 

the average white American.  The National Urban League (NUL), the 

prestigious nearly one hundred-year-old organization created to 

“enable African Americans to secure economic self-reliance, parity, 

power and civil rights,” released its annual report describing the Black 

condition entitled 2008 The State of Black America.  In this report, the 

NUL describes dimensions upon which it measures and evaluates the 

quality of the Black condition.  The aggregate measure of these 

dimensions is called the National Urban League Equality Index 

(NULEI).  The NULEI measures the “relative status” between Blacks 

and whites in America.  In 2008 The State of Black America, the 

NULEI measured 73 percent or, said differently, Blacks are 73 percent 

“as equal” as whites.  The key dimensions of the index and the 

relative scores are as follows: economics (56 percent), education (78 

percent), health (76 percent), social justice (72 percent) and civic 

engagement (104 percent).  The NUL evidence suggests that were it 

not for Blacks’ disproportionately high engagement in civic matters, 

our equality as defined here would be even worse.   

The evidence does not paint a pretty picture.  But we don’t 

need any evidence to convince us that a Black life can be a hard life.  
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The great work done by the National Urban League and the 

aforementioned professors notwithstanding, we do not need Exhibits 

A through Z as proof of the condition of the Black community.  

Sometimes, the evidence of our condition is all we can see.  We don’t 

need a study to confirm that Blacks are over-represented in prisons 

and under-represented in colleges.  We don’t need the aid of statistics 

to know that as many needles are found in haystacks as Blacks found 

in the executive board rooms of Fortune 500 companies.    

But we also don’t need the data to know we have to accept 

our share of the blame for our current condition.  We don’t need the 

six o’clock news to tell us that unconscionably too often when a Black 

person finds himself or herself staring down the barrel of a gun, there 

is another Black person holding that gun.  We can’t avoid the 

evidence that too many of our children are born disadvantaged due to 

poor choices that we ourselves have made.  We are well aware of our 

condition.  A patient admitted to a hospital in our condition would be 

rushed to the ICU.  Ignoring this evidence is neither simple nor 

prudent. 

These are the facts in evidence as we know them.  However, 

the verdict to be rendered from this evidence is still very much an 

open question.  Some will view this evidence and conclude that we 

Blacks are predisposed to lower levels of academic achievement and, 

therefore, professional achievement.  They will see this evidence as 

proof that Blacks in general are lacking the discipline or the moral 



EXCERPT ɀ A Love Letter to Black People 
 

 
 

8 

rectitude required to be successful.  We have seen this verdict 

rendered against us time and time again.  Outside opinion 

notwithstanding, this is not the verdict that most concerns me. 

Regrettably, more and more often, we Blacks seem to be 

rendering this same negative verdict on ourselves.  Too often, Black 

people see this evidence as proof that “the system” is inexorably 

rigged against us and conclude that a rigged game is not worth 

playing.  Too many of us are checking out.  Too often, we take the 

evidence as proof that we are better off aiming low and therefore 

protecting ourselves from the disappointment of failing to reach loftier 

goals.  Too often, we fail to hold each other accountable for pursuing 

excellence.  We understand our challenges all too well and therefore 

we alibi our failures far too quickly.  Collectively, we lower our 

standard of excellence until our standard no longer represents 

excellence at all.   

We have always had an “evidence” problem, but never a more 

dangerous one than we do today.  We have always struggled to be 

judged fairly, but never have we struggled so mightily against 

ourselves.  This evidence threatens to leave us “color-blinded,” so 

preoccupied with the challenges presented by our race that we are 

unable to see the height of our potential.  The disease of color-

blindedness is one to which we cannot afford to succumb.  The aim of 

this book is to make sure as many Blacks as possible get the antidote. 
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ñI Just Canôt Help Itò 

 

ñI love Black people.  I just canôt help it.ò  I heard Tavis 

Smiley say this on the radio once and it really stuck with me.  This 

phrase so accurately captures how so many of us feel, doesn’t it?  

Don’t most of us have a “rooting interest” when it comes to Black 

folk?  It’s the reason so many of us started watching golf when Tiger 

Woods “took it over” in the mid-1990s.  It’s the reason Usher outsells 

Justin Timberlake in the ’hood.  We can relate to Usher because we 

“know” Usher even if we don’t know him personally.  The triumphs 

and the struggles, the joys and the pains of Black people are familiar 

to us because we have lived them ourselves.  Sometimes the Black 

people we know only from afar seem just like family to us, and love 

of family is not something that needs to be taught.  Love of family 

happens naturally.  It’s natural for Black people to root for other Black 

people. 

Historically, the fact that Black people rooted for one another 

was not just a “love thing” but a practical matter as well.  During 

times when the door of opportunity was triple-padlocked shut for all 

of us, any visible glimmer of daylight brought with it the hope that we 

would all someday see the sun.  So we rooted for Black people to see 

daylight.  Jackie Robinson’s success with the Brooklyn Dodgers 

touched us all although most of us were not on the Dodgers’ payroll.  

The seismic victory of the Montgomery Bus Boycott sent aftershocks 
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of hope throughout the entire Black community and emboldened us to 

believe that similar tremors could be created throughout the nation.  

The myriad of Black celebrities who used their celebrity to advance 

our social causes in years past are the shoulders upon which we stand 

today as we attempt to rock the mic on our own personal stages.  Not 

too long ago, we all felt without equivocation that our brother’s win or 

our sister’s win was our own personal win too.   Rooting for each 

other, helping each other, loving each other was simply rooting for, 

helping, and loving ourselves.  But how well do we love ourselves or 

each other today? 

ñI love Black people.  I just canôt help it.ò  But I can’t help 

but think we have a “love problem.”  The love we have for ourselves 

and for each other have changed to our detriment.  Nearly two 

generations ago, we forced the mightiest nation in the world to begin 

to grant us the full citizenship it promised some one hundred years 

earlier.  Back then, we loved our collective interests more than our 

individual ones.  Back then, we loved our collective freedom more 

than we feared the individual price we had to pay to secure it.  Had 

that price not been paid, there is no telling how we would be living 

today.  We also seemed to love ourselves more back then too.  Back 

then, we Black people loved ourselves enough to die, literally and 

figuratively, for opportunity.  We prided ourselves on making a way 

from no way, on making “a dollar outta fifteen cents.”  Today, we 

don’t seem to love ourselves enough to seize and maximize the 
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opportunities available to us.  Our “love problem” has us in deep 

trouble.    

Simply put, Black people are a people in peril.  There can be 

no denying that we are struggling simply to survive.  Even as the most 

successful Blacks are enjoying unprecedented success, the Black 

community as a whole is drowning, struggling to keep its head above 

the water’s surface.  No matter the measure, be it wealth growth rates, 

graduation rates, incarceration rates, health rates, or crime rates, we 

are a far less successful people than we should be.  We are struggling 

to demonstrate the same love for ourselves and for each other that 

propelled us to such remarkable accomplishments nearly two 

generations ago.  We are struggling to live up to our storied, or dare I 

say regal, legacy.  However, we can.  Yes, we can!  Not only can we 

live up to the legacy we inherited, but we can dramatically improve 

the legacy our next generation will enjoy.  But there is one thing we 

must start doing today.   

 

Believing in Love 

 

We must believe in love.  Ironically, even as we struggle to 

see our success potential through the blizzard of evidence to the 

contrary, there is one aspect of our lives in which we successfully 

ignore the evidence every day.  Every day, we suspend disbelief to 
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place our faith in something for which we have no good explanation.  

How so?  We all believe in love.   

The more experience we gain in life, the more we realize how 

little we know about love.  We don’t know how to reliably find love 

or how to reliably keep it.  We can’t even define love.  The one thing 

we do know about love is that it hurts.  We know that no one can hurt 

you like loved ones because to them we are the most vulnerable.  

Love doesn’t often work out and, even when it does for a while, there 

is still better than an even chance that it will end with ñeverything you 

own is in a box to the left.ò  Yet we still believe in love and 

desperately want it in our lives.  Not one of us would want to live life 

without love.  We will endure untold horrors for love’s sake.  Why?  

We don’t know.  It just is.  When it comes to love, we know to ignore 

the evidence.  We know that having love is worth the struggle.  Isn’t 

our success as individuals and as a people worth the struggle too?  

Why can’t we believe in our success, individually and as a Black 

community, with the same tenacity as we believe in love?   

We can and we must believe in love.  We must love ourselves 

and each other enough to do the work of success.  With this book, I 

will argue with all my might that we, the Black community, must 

accept on faith that we will succeed.  This faith, this love, will be the 

foundation upon which our renaissance as a Black community must be 

built.  We must accept our destiny of success in the same way we 

accept that we deserve to be loved.  If we do not, we will not survive.  
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We must believe in love, but what does this really mean in the context 

of race and success? 

We Black people must love ourselves enough as 

individuals to get out of our own way.  No excuse is acceptable, 

least of all our race, to justify anything less than the all-out pursuit of 

excellence.  The wildly successful Blacks who live among us and 

those who lived before us have proven the strength of our own will is 

infinite when applied properly.  Does this mean that the weight of 

racism exists only in our own minds?  No.  However, the most 

successful Blacks believe they, and only they, decide how they should 

carry its weight or if they should carry it at all.  They do not concede 

one inch of success to racism.   

These successful Blacks often live in direct contradiction to 

the life philosophies and coping strategies regarding race many of us 

accept as given.  Often, they have abandoned the commonly held 

beliefs that have guided us in the Black community for so long but 

that today work to our detriment.  Inside the minds of these successful 

Blacks resides the best and boldest thinking, the most audaciously 

hopeful thinking, on race and success.  Throughout this book, I will 

share this audaciously hopeful thinking with you directly from its 

source, a cross-section of successful Black people just like you.  Yes, 

just like you.  The fact that you are reading this book means you have 

success and love on your mind.  This is where all success begins, 

grows, and is sustained in one’s mind and heart.  We can all learn how 
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to create a reality for ourselves in which the negative impact of racism 

is not a given, even when the presence of racism is given.  We will 

learn. 

We must love our Black community enough to put each 

other first in our thoughts and actions.  Too often, out of misguided 

self-interest, we aim our attacks at the wrong enemy, ourselves.  We 

have to keep the well-being of our community top of mind in all of 

our thoughts and actions.  We must find a way to turn our every day 

frustrations into the motivation to take positive action.  We must learn 

that burning down our own house, literally or figuratively, is an 

abysmal means of protest serving only those who oppose us.  We have 

to channel our rage in ways that makes us better.  The peer pressure 

we apply on each other needs to motivate success, not failure.  If we 

do nothing else, we must break our self-destructive tendency to search 

for ways to strip Blacks of their “membership cards” by claiming they 

are not “real” enough for us.  If we can’t help each other, then we 

need to, at the very least, get out of the way.  But we must conclude 

that “out of the way” is not good enough.  We must find a way to 

embrace the collective pursuit of success.  Together, we can develop 

new rules of engaging each other that serve to uplift us rather than to 

undermine us.  We can learn to demonstrate our love for each other 

more often and to greater positive effect.  We will learn.   

We must love our children enough to refuse to leave them 

our unfinished business.  Five generations ago, we fought for, died 
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for, and won our physical emancipation.  In the generations that 

followed, we have battled tooth and nail for legal emancipation, full 

and fair access to the political, legal, and economic systems.  While 

this battle is not over, we have gained a tremendous amount of 

opposition territory.  Every generation since the end of slavery has left 

a better situation for its children than the one it inherited.  They all 

handled their business.  Will we handle ours?   

It is our obligation to advance the causes important to Black 

people such that our children can stand on our shoulders and reach 

significantly higher ground.  We cannot allow our children to be 

consumed, as we so often are, by the fool’s errand of debating why 

person “x” used racial slur “y.” Instead we must focus upon teaching 

our children how “x” and “y” complete algebraic equations.  We 

cannot afford to leave our children to fight battles we should have 

already won or, worse still, to regain ground we have lost.  We must 

learn how to focus upon and fight the real battles rather than taking 

the (race) bait of engaging in meaningless, ancillary, and ultimately 

counterproductive ones.  We will learn.      

So what are the “real battles?”  We must start to conquer the 

final frontier in our battle for equality.  This final frontier is not 

enacting a new law or terminating a long standing discriminatory 

practice.  The final frontier is changing our own attitudes toward race 

and success.  The final battle is to free our minds so the next 
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generation may live free.  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., as was so often 

the case, captured this notion so eloquently when he said: 

 

We will only be free of the burden racism places on our pursuit of 

success when we begin to think differently about race and success.  

This is a not a problem we can look to anyone else to solve.  

Thankfully, this is a not problem that we need outside help to solve.  

We can and we must think differently on our own.  We must answer 

our own questions.  How do we get out of our own way?  How should 

we put each other first?  How can we lighten the mental load racism 

places upon us so our children will not have to carry the same weight?  

As we will see throughout this book, the blueprint is already in place.  

Some of us are already living it.  The answers to our questions are 

hiding in plain sight.  The answers start and end with love.  Therefore, 

this is my Love Letter to Black People.  

As long as the mind is enslaved, the body can never be free.  

No Lincoln Emancipation Proclamation, no Johnsonian 

civil rights bill can totally bring this kind of freedom.  The 

Negro will only be free when he reaches down to the inner 

depths of his own being and signséhis own emancipation 

proclamation. 

 


