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Reading List Resources on Race and Inequality 
Compiled by the St. Paul-Reformation Lutheran Church Racial Equity Team 

 

Asian  
The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down by Anne Fadiman – The clash of American and 
Hmong cultures, shown by the illness of a young Hmong child.  
 
The Latehomecomer: A Hmong Family Memoir by Kalia Yang Kao – Memoir is both a family 
chronicle and history of the Hmong people living in St. Paul.  
 
The Song Poet, A Memoir of My Father by Kalia Yang Kao – A story about resilience and the 
opportunities and indignities that come with life in St. Paul.  
 
Interpreter of Maladies by Jhumpa Lahiri – Nine short stories of Indian Americans who are caught 
between their roots and “new world.” Won the Pulitzer Prize.  
 
When the Emperor was Divine by Julie Otsuka – Author’s story about her Japanese family’s 
internment in the Utah desert during WWII.  
 
Thousand Start Hotel by Bao Phi – Confronts the silence around racism, police brutality and the 
invisibility of the Asian American urban poor.  
 
Turning Japanese by David Mura – Author’s quest for identify with honesty, intelligence and 
poetic vision using themes on difference and assimilation.  
 
Unwanted by Kien Nguyen – A story of hope, survival and escape of an Amerasian who 
stayed behind in Vietnam after Saigon’s fall and who is now living in America.  

 
African American  
Between the World and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates - With anger and eloquence, a father warns his 
teenage son about the apparent permanence of racial injustice and the danger of believing one 
person can make a change.  
 
Slavery by Another Name, the Re-Enslavement of Black Americans from the Civil War to WWII 
by Douglas A. Blackmon – Explores forced labor of imprisoned Black men and women, through 
the convict lease system used by states, local governments, white farmers and corporations. A 
Pulitzer Prize winner.  
 
The New Jim Crow by Michelle Alexander - A law professor takes aim at the “war on drugs” 
and its impact on Black men.  
 
The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead – A well-built, stunningly daring novel turns 
the historical freedom network from metaphor to reality, complete with tracks, locomotives and 



 

St. Paul-Reformation Lutheran Church / Racial Justice Team, Resources, 8/24/2020 
 

2 

platforms. National Book Award winner.  
Empire of Cotton: A Global History by Sven Beckett – A Harvard historian shows how 
every stage of the industrialization of cotton rested on violence and slavery.  
 
New England Bound: Slavery and Colonization in Early America by Wendy Warren – A study of 
Northern slavery with new research and a fresh approach.  
 
Ghettoside: A True Story of Murder in America by Jill Leovy – Focusing on South Los Angeles, 
Leovy examines the circumstances of the country’s disturbingly high rate of murders of African-
American men.  
 
Small Great Things by Jodi Picoult – The author tackles race, privilege, prejudice, justice and 
compassion in the true story of an African-American nurse not allowed to care for the infant of a 
White Supremacist.  
 
Slaves in the Family by Edward Ball – Author confronts the legacy of his family’s 
slave-owning past.  
 
Negroland: A Memoir by Margo Jefferson - In her memoir, the former New York Times critic 
chronicles a lifetime as a member of Chicago’s black elite.  
 
Voices of Rondo by Kate Cavett - Oral histories of St. Paul’s historic Black 
community.  
 
The Watsons go to Birmingham by Christopher Paul Curtis – Newberry Honor-winning 
classic tells of family visiting Birmingham during one of the darkest moments of American 
history.  
 
The Souls of Black Folk by W. E. B. DuBois – Seminal work in the history of sociology and a 
cornerstone of African-American history.  
 
Their Eyes were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston – Narrates main character, Janie Crawfords, 
ripening from a vibrant but voiceless, teenage girl into a woman with her fingers on the trigger of 
her own destiny.  
 
The Known World by Edward P. Jones – Set in Virginia during the antebellum era, it exams the 
ownership of slaves by both white and Black Americans. Won the National Book Critics Circle 
Award and Pulitzer’s Prize.  
 
The Invention of Wings by Sue Monk Kidd – Set largely in Charleston, this excellent book 
involves a slave and a daughter of a family who owns her.  
 
Makes Me Want to Holler: A Young Black Man in America by Nathan McCall – A smart kid in a 
Black working class neighborhood, at age 15, packs a gun and embarks in a criminal career and 
lands in prison.  
 
The Learning Tree by Gordon Parks – Photographer, writer and composer has written a 
moving, novel of growing up a Black man in this country.  
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Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Sklott – A woman’s cancer cells cultured without her 
permission in 1951 raise issues about science, ethics, race, and class.  
 
Rising from the Rails: Pullman Porters & the Making of the Black Middle Class by Larry Tye – 
Chronicles the legacy of Pullman porters, generations of African American men, who served as 
caretakers to wealthy white passengers on luxury trains that traversed the nation in the golden 
days of travel.  
 
The Warmth of Other Suns - The Epic Story of America's Great Migration by Isabel Wilkerson 
– Traces the personal stories of three Black families who made the migration from the South to 
the North. A must read.  
 
Caste The origins of Our Discontents by Isabel Wilkerson – Examines the unspoken caste 
system that has shaped America and how our lives ar4e defined by a hierarchy of human 
divisions.  
 
Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison – Story of an African American man whose color renders him 
invisible. He addresses social and intellectual issues of early 20th century. Won National Book 
Award for fiction in 1953.  
 
Homegoing by Yaa Gyasi – Follows the lives of two half-sisters born in different villages, unaware 
of each other. One will marry an English man and lead a life of comfort and the other will be sold 
into slavery. The book follows their lives for eight generations.  
 
The Color of Law, A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America by Richard 
Rothstein – A history of residential segregation in America focuses on the government’s role.  
 
All American Boys by Jason Reynolds and Brendan Kiely – In this award winning novel, two 
teens – one Black, one white – grapple with the repercussions of a single violent act that leaves 
their school, community and country divided by tension.  
 
The Half has Never Been Told (Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism) by Edward 
E. Baptist – A radical new interpretation of American history.  
 
Dear Church by Lenny Duncan – An African American Lutheran pastor connects the lack of 
diversity to its lack of vitality.  
 
My Grandmother’s Hands by Resmaa Menakem – How to address the 
trauma of racism  
 
The Blood of Emmett Till Timothy B. Tyson – A lynching that mobilized Americans to stand 
and fight against racial bigotry.  
 
Stamped from the Beginning by Ibram X. Kendi – Describes how racist ideas were created, 
spread, and deeply rooted in American society. 
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Latino  
Enrique’s Journey by Sona Narzario - This book tells the story of a 17-year-old boy from 
Honduras who makes the difficult journey from his hometown by himself to the US in order to 
be reunited with his mother.  
 
When I Was Puerto Rican by Esmeralda Santiago – Born in Puerto Rico and moved from the barrio 
to Brooklyn, the author describes, both hilarious and fierce, the clash of the two cultures, from 
translating for her mother at the welfare office to high honors at Harvard. First book of a trilogy.  
 
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Diaz. Set in New Jersey, book deals with life 
under Dominican Republic dictator Rafael Trujillo. Main character is obsessed with science fiction 
and fantasy novels and a curse that has plagued his family for generations. Pulitzer Prize for 
Fiction.  
 

Native American  
Pigs in Heaven by Barbara Kingsolver – Explores mother and daughter relationships within 
the customs and living situations of the Cherokee Nation.  
 
Everlasting Sky: the Voices of the Anishinabe People by Gerald Vizener – Provides unique view 
of reservation life the early days of the AIM.  
 
38 Nooses: Lincoln, Little Crow and the Beginning of the Frontier’s End by Scott W. Berg – 
Dakota Nation’s claim to their Minnesota land that resulted in the battle known as the Dakota 
War of 1862.  
 
Spirit Car by Diane Wilson – Powerful, often heart-wrenching journey of the US-Dakota conflict 
in Minnesota.  
 
Rez Life: An Indian’s Journey Through Reservation Life by David Treuer – Explores issues like 
sovereignty treaty rights, conservation and historical relationship between US government and 
Native American populations in MN.  
 
The Spirit and the Sky: Lakota Visions of the Cosmos by SPR member Mark Hollabaugh – The 
interest of 19th century Lakotas in the sun, moon and stars was a main part of their never-ending 
quest to understand and care for their world.  
 
The Round House by Louise Erdrich – This National Book Award winner concerns a rape on a 
North Dakota reservation and the subsequent investigation.  
 
Killers of the Flower Moon, The Osage Murders and the Birth of the F.B.I. by David Grann – After 
being driven off their land twice, Native Americans struck it rich in oil lands, only to be preyed 
upon by murderers.  
 
There There by Tommy Orange. What does it mean to be Native American? Towards the end 
of this debut novel, a 4-year-old Native American boy keeps asking his grandma: What are 
we?”  
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The Land of the Dakota by Gwen Westerman and Bruce White – Examination of the history 
of the Dakota people and their deep cultural connection to the land called Minnesota.  

 
Multiple Cultures/Themes  
University Avenue: One Street, One-Thousand Dreams by Wing Young Huie – For three years 
Huie photographed the dizzying diversity in the St. Paul neighborhood connected by the major 
thoroughfares. These photos were displayed all along University the summer before the Green 
Line project started. See the images at www.wingyounghuie/p929219206  
 
White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America by Nancy Isenberg – A masterly 
and ambitious cultural history of changing concepts of class and inferiority.  
 
Evicted (Poverty and Profit in the American City) by Matthew Desmond – The book follows eight 
families in Milwaukee as they struggle to keep a roof over their heads. Hailed as “wrenching and 
revelatory” and “vivid and unsettling.”  
 
Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption by Bryan Stevenson – A law professor and 
MacArthur-grant recipient’s decades of work to free innocent people condemned to death.  
 
Hillbilly Elegy by J. D. Vance – Offers a compassionate, discerning sociological analysis of the 
white underclass that has helped drive the current politics of rebellion.  
 
From the War on Poverty to the War on crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America 
by Elizabeth Hinton – A well-researched study of the bipartisan embrace of punishment after 
the 1960s.  
 
A Good Time for the Truth, Race in Minnesota edited by Sun Yung Shin – This is the northern 
voice on race – multiple perspectives and divergent experiences, but a common call for change 
on one of the most pressing issues of our time.  
 
Anxious to Talk About It by Carolyn B. Helsel – Helps white Christians talk 
faithfully about racism.  
 
America’s Original Sin by Jim Wallis – As a leading Christian activist, Wallis speaks 
candidly to Christians – particularly white Christians – urging them to cross a new bridge 
toward racial justice and healing.  
 
White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo – Explores the count4erproductive reactions white people 
have when their assumptions about race are challenged, and how these reactions maintain racial 
inequality.  
 
How to Be an Antiracist by Ibram X. Kendi – How to understand and uproot racism and 
inequality in our society and ourselves.  
 


