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Anti-Racism Transformative Reading List 
 

 

Initiative Background 
 

This reading list is different. Many people use fiction and storytelling as a main means of 
entertainment, but there is much more to be gained from a story. James Baldwin once said 
in an interview with LIFE magazine: 

“You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the 
world, but then you read. It was Dostoevsky and Dickens who taught me that the things 
that tormented me most were the very things that connected me with all the people who 
were alive, or who ever had been alive. Only if we face these open wounds in ourselves can 
we understand them in other people. An artist is a sort of emotional or spiritual historian.” 

Stories are how we decide what we think or feel is relevant. It is also a transformative space 
where we as readers are reminded of the faults in the world and ultimately in ourselves. To 
know oneself deeply is to know the world deeply and vice versa. In the face of 
discrimination some of the most effective tools we have are empathy and knowledge. The 
books on this list will challenge readers to see the world from a different perspective and 
learn with the characters as they confront the harsh realities of this world.  

You can utilize this list in a variety of ways such as using it as a way to explore deeper 
questions of racism and system transformation or as reading to provide insight into the way 
that others see the world. We have included a list of questions that can you can use to 
deeper explore the themes identified in the books.  

The knowledge gained from these books can be concrete. Braiding Sweetgrass explains in a 
beautiful and narrative driven way how the pond she spent hours and days cleaning taught 
her about motherhood. They can also be abstract, like in My Sister, The Serial Killer. Korede 
makes us sympathize for a cold-blooded killer because we can only perceive her through 
her tormented but loving sister’s eyes. However, the real power of these stories is their 
power to hold a mirror to ones’ own experience no matter how much we might be different 
from these characters on paper.  
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Braiding Sweetgrass  

By: Robin Wall Kimerer 
“Sometimes I wish I could photosynthesize. So that just by being, just by shimmering at the 
meadows edge, or floating lazily on a pond, I could be doing the work of the world—while 
standing silent in the sun.” 

 

In Braiding Sweetgrass, Kimmerer takes us on a walk through her life and the ecosystems of 
the Potawatomi homelands. Each chapter surrounds a different theme and uses natural 
beings, strawberries, ponds, maple sugar, the roots systems of oak trees, to communicate 
different themes. She reflects on her and her family’s stories, what has been lost and what 
has been found. What trees and plants tell stories and teach lessons. She asks us to look 
at the land through the lens of a student and kin, not extraction and market value.   

 

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- What plant, animal, or natural element would you have you learned from in your life?  
- How do you think you can re-connect with nature in your day to day life? 
- To what extent do you think that your environment’s health impacts how you 

interpret the world?  
- What is one nature based insight that you can incorporate into your daily life?  
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Martyr! 

By: Kaveh Akbar 

“‘When people think about the past they do it with this wild sense of importance. Like, 
‘gosh, I better not step on that flower or my grandfather will never be born.’ But in the 
present we mow our lawns and poison ants and skip parties and miss birthdays a ll the 
time. We never think about the effects of that stuff.’ Roya was working herself up. ‘Nobody 
thinks of now as the future past. ’ ”Pg 58  

In Martyr! we are confronted by a complicated, brash, and sometimes problematic Iranian 
man, Cyrus, as he grapples with sobriety, alienation, love, and martyrdom. At every turn 
Cyrus seems to take the wrong one, as he is completely lost in time and space. After hitting 
rock bottom, he decides to take a risk and write a novel for a change. This leads him to a 
high-profile Iranian artist Orkideh, who becomes his muse. Orkideh is dying of cancer and 
as her last gift to the world has decided to live in a gallery and talk to anyone who visits. 
Cyrus visits her often but realises quickly that he is way in over his head. Follow him as he 
tries to fit into the narrative of his own life.   

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- Why do you think Akbar included so many dream conversations in this story?  
- What is the significance of the twist at the end of the story? 
- What do you think Cyrus learned from Orkideh? 
- How does the book explore the psychological toll of moving to and working within, 

an empire that caused your family’s greatest tragedy? 
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The Humans  

By: Matt Haig 

“Every smiling human face hides the terrors they are all capable of, and are all responsible 
for, however indirectly.  You must never soften, or shrink from your task. Stay pure. Retain 
your logic. Do not let anyone interfere with the mathematical certainty of what needs to be 
done.” Pg 46 

The Humans follows an alien being that is sent to Earth to protect humanity from ourselves. 
On its home world their lives are ruled by math. They are incredibly intelligent, being able to 
learn and process information better than that of any computer that humans could dream 
to create. Apparently, humans are on the verge of discovering the math that would help us 
travel space. This cannot be. Humans are too violent, ignorant, and power hungry to have 
access to this information. At first, this being is completely repulsed and perplexed by 
humanity, especially the mathematician it has been assigned to impersonate. But as it 
adjusts to humanity, it starts to realize it is becoming more and more human-like by the 
day.  

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- Other than the reasons expressed in this story, what other parts of Human nature do 
you believe deterred the aliens from trusting Humanity? 

- If an alien asked you to defend humanity’s existence, what would you say?  
- What are any parallels and effects between the interactions of the aliens and 

humanity and the history of humanity? 
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Giovanni’s Room  

By: James Baldwin 

“And with every step I took it became more impossible for me to turn back. And my mind 
was empty-or it was as though my mind had become one enormous, anaesthetized wound. 
I thought only, One day I’ll weep for this. One of these days I’ll start to cry.” Pg 146 

James Baldwin’s novel Giovanni’s Room catalogues the brief time of an American in Paris, 
France. Although technically engaged to be married to a lovely woman, David is not 
satisfied in this relationship. His fiancé has absconded with his future to Spain, and he is 
left alone in the city of light. Here he frequents a bar where a handsome young Italian 
bartender Giovanni works. Smitten with Giovanni, but wary of what this new relationship 
represents, David spends days cooped up with Giovanni, escaping the realities of both of 
their lives. Back home David is a disappointment to his traditional father, and uninspiring to 
his fiancé. David becomes conflicted and tormented after Giovanni is arrested for murder. 
David must negotiate if he will let his time, now cut short, with Giovanni change how he 
lives his life. Or will he return to America with his fiancé. Giovanni’s Room is a testament to 
buried desires, masculinity, and how people lose themselves when they do not allow 
themselves to love anyone fully.  

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- What aspects of yourself do you think you deny? 
- Do you find it hard to make decisions when you know you are going to be letting 

someone down? 
- What are some of themes around denial and pureness in the book and how does it 

relate to the challenges that are present in our society?  
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Things Fall Apart 

By: Chinua Achebe 

 
“‘Your gods are not alive and cannot do you any harm,’ replied the white man. ‘They are 
pieces of wood and stone.’ When this was interpreted to the men of Mbanta they broke into 
derisive laughter. These men must be mad, they said to themselves.” Pg 146  

 
Achebe's classic tale of triumph, exile, and betrayal, Things Fall Apart, illustrates the 
beginning of the end of traditional life in two different Igbo communities. This story forces 
the reader to understand all sides of the colonized experience with the colonizer. On one 
hand Okonkwo, understands that he must fight to the death to keep his culture alive. On 
the other hand, his dear friend and even his own son, see that there are faults in their own 
culture that sway people to convert to Christianity and that they are woefully outgunned 
and outnumbered. Things Fall Apart heartbreakingly describes the struggle of a community 
coming to terms with the fact that their ways of life, and ways of knowing, are doomed to be 
erased and oppressed. 

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- What do you think the characters of Okonkwo, Nwoye, and Obierika, represent as 
allegory in the story? 

- Do you think Achebe portrays any discontent with pre-colonial Igbo culture? 
- What does the characterization of women in this novel represent in the story as a 

whole? 
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Model Home  

By: Rivers Solomon 
“I told the police almost everything once before. The things I knew anyway. You know what 
happened sis? Nothing. And if that startles you, if you don’t believe it, you’ve been living in 
a fantasy world.” Pg 266 

Model Home is a dark tale of supernatural obsession and how the mind can find ways to 
distort reality when it is too much to bear. This story follows a multigenerational family 
trying to come to terms with the apparent murder-suicide of their well-off, well-respected 
parents. How could such an example of black excellence meet such a cruel fate? The 
siblings think it was the house itself that killed them, to varying degrees. In this story the 
truth is much worse than any poltergeist, a Nightmare Mother. It grapples with the issues of 
gender, power, and alienation. This story tells the reader how a curdled secret can sour an 
entire family.  

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- Do you think that high expectations and social alienation contributed to the twist 
ending in this story? 

- Does ignoring the past ensure its repetition? 
- Do you think the house is literally haunted, or are the supernatural elements a 

physical manifestation of the trauma of racial isolation and abuse? Why is horror 
such an effective genre for conveying the daily realities of racism? 
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Who Fears Death 

By: Nnedi Okorafor 

“According to my mother, all things are fixed. To her there was a reason for everything from 
the massacres in the West to the love she found in the East. But the mind behind all things, 
I call it fate, is harsh and cold. It’s so logical that no one could call him or herself a better 
person if he or she bowed down to it.” Pg 60  

Who Fears Death is a story of fate and faith. In a post-apocalyptic Africa a young girl 
Onyesonwu comes to terms with her past and future as she matures into her powers as an 
Eshu, a shapeshifter. As her powers blossom, she sees visions and prophecies, one of her 
father vowing to kill her. Onyesonwu sets out on a quest with her closest friends, and lover, 
to confront him. As they travel the discover just how much privilege they have and what will 
need to be sacrificed to help those who need it the most. Although Onyesonwu already 
knows her fate, she confronts it nevertheless.  

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- To what extent do you believe Onyesonwu was able to manipulate her fate? Were 
there elements of agency in this story? 

- How does this fictional dynamic mirror real-world global systems of colorism, anti-
Blackness, and the historical justification of white supremacy? How does the book 
show that racism requires a "sacred text" or cultural narrative to sustain its power?  

- Discuss the significance of the epilogue, did anything surprise you? 
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Persepolis 

By: Marjane Satrapi 

“The key to paradise was for poor people. Thousands of young kids, promised a better life, 
exploded on the minefields with their keys around their necks.” Pg 102 

Persepolis is a story of exile. It follows a young Marjane Satrapi as she comes of age during 
the Iranian Revolution. Before her and her family’s eyes their daily lives are flipped on their 
heads. Neighbors become informants and friends return from political prisons with 
horrifying testimony. All while a young Marjane listens to punk rock, and her mother makes 
her a necklace with nails to wear to parties. This story illustrates how one’s homeland can 
become unrecognizable and can reject them as they grow and become individuals. And 
how sometimes the hardest thing to do is to gain the courage to leave.  

 

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- This story is part one of two. Based on this novel, who do you think Marjane will grow 
up to be? 

- Do you believe that Marjane’s parents were right to send their opinionated daughter 
away from everything she knows? 

- How does systemic oppression successfully co-opt members of a marginalized 
group (in this case, women) to police and subjugate their own peers? 
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Bad Cree 

By: Jessica Johns 

“Want me to tell you something you already know? … You’re so mad at yourself that you’ve 
turned it into disdain for everyone else. And you think the shittier you are to us, we’ll all 
have no choice but to be awful to you, to hate you right back. Well, I almost do.” Pg 121  

Bad Cree is a slow burn horror story plucked from the Prairies. In the wake of two deaths in 
her family Mackenzie is being followed by crows. This story examines the repercussions of 
grief and subsequent isolation. It also speaks to the trauma of the oil industry and the 
horrors that were attracted to the greed. Bad Cree illustrates the power in connection, the 
power of Aunties, and how knowledge must be shared in order to survive whatever is 
haunting Mackenzie’s family. It is also a story of repair and strength as the women of her 
family must stand together to be able to stand a chance.  

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- Why is the main character so reluctant to ask for help throughout this story?  
- Why do you think the main character’s mother’s dream never came back after she 

got sober? 
- What was the significance of Kokum’s return at the end of the novel? 
- How does the novel depict the social and ecological fallout left behind by boom-

and-bust industries in First Nations communities? How does this illustrate the 
intersection of environmental racism and corporate accountability? 
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My Sister, The Serial Killer  

By: Oyinkan Braithwaite 
“… we are hardwired to protect and remain loyal to the people we love. Besides, no one is 
innocent in this world. Why, go up to the maternity ward! All those smiling parents and their 
newborns? Murderers and victims. Every one of them. ‘The most loving parents and 
relatives commit murder with smiles on their faces. They force us to destroy the person we 
really are: a subtle kind of murder.’” Pg 169  

My Sister, the Serial Killer is a fast-paced thriller set in modern day Nigeria. Korede is a well-
respected nurse, highly achieving in most aspects of her life, except love. Her sister is the 
opposite, beautiful and petite, Ayoola gets any man she chooses, sometimes more than 
one at a time. But when Ayoola sets her sights on Tade, Korede’s colleague and long-time 
crush, Korede is torn. She becomes torn between her loyalty to her sister and her love for 
Tade. What makes it even worse is the fact the Ayoola has killed three boyfriends now, and 
Korede has cleaned up each one with more skill than the last. This story contends with the 
moral obligation to one’s family. Is there ever justification for killing, is there ever any justice 
to begin with?  

While reading this story, either with friends or independently, consider these questions:  

- Is there anyone in your life you would kill for? If so, why? 
- In your opinion, did Korede do everything in her power to protect Tade? 
- What about the sister’s childhood do you think influenced Korede’s actions?  
- In what ways might you see one’s culture and upbringing influence the actions 

Korede was willing to take for family? What are some ways that your own culture and 
upbringing influence your attitudes and actions around your family?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


