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Abstract 

In the wake of the guilty verdict of George Floyd’s murderer, police officer Derek 

Chauvin, there is hope for change in the pattern of police brutality against black people 

in the United States. The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas was published three years prior 

to George Floyd’s death, in 2017, and is a realistic fictional novel in the young adult 

genre that has gained attention for its relevant contribution in the debate of racism and 

police violence, as the fictional victim Khalil Harris, an unarmed black teenager, does 

not receive the same justice as George Floyd. In this essay, reader response to The Hate 

U Give is analysed in order to examine how it affects the opinions and worldview of the 

reader during and after the read. A close reading and analysis of pivotal scenes was 

carried out using affective stylistics, in order to interpret what the text does to the reader 

word-by-word, and subsequently the reader’s creation of meaning was examined and 

discussed. The reader’s response was then analysed with Stanley Fish’s theoretical 

framework of interpretive communities, groups with shared social norms and 

worldviews, which dictate how individuals create meaning in the first place. The 

analysis suggests that readers of The Hate U Give, while starting out in different, albeit 

to a certain extent similar, interpretive communities, will gradually align themselves 

with the interpretive community of Black Lives Matter through shared ideas and 

opinions and the increased understanding they develop when they read the novel.  

 

Key words: The Hate U Give, Angie Thomas, Black Lives Matter, Stanley Fish, 

Affective Stylistics, Interpretive Communities  
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1. Introduction 

When The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas was published in 2017, the novel was an 

instant success, becoming a New York Time bestseller (Thomas). The young adult novel 

is a realistic fiction set in the poor, predominantly black neighbourhood Garden Heights 

and its surrounding suburbs, based on the author’s own experiences growing up in 

similar circumstances in Mississippi. As a novel about police violence against an 

unarmed black man, The Hate U Give is one of several texts that can be considered a 

“BLM [Black Lives Matter] novel”, books that in the wake of Trayvon Martin’s murder 

in 2012 increase awareness about racial injustices in society and the Black Lives Matter 

movement (Haddad 40). The novel was praised by young adult literature expert at 

Booklist, Michael Cart, as “[a]n inarguably important book that demands the widest 

possible readership” (Cart), and this essay will discuss the response of those who read 

the novel, and how their response affects their interpretation of racially charged 

incidents of social injustice.  

The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas is narrated through the protagonist 

Starr Williams, as she becomes the witness of the murder of her unarmed, black 

childhood friend Khalil Harris by the hands of a white police officer. The shots fired by 

officer One-Fifteen, called thus by Starr as a reference to his badge number, kills Khalil 

as he reaches for a hairbrush, which later is depicted in the news as a possible gun. The 

shooting is the beginning of a story where media, racial stereotypes about black 

neighbourhoods and gang affiliation, and a justice system that discriminates based on 

race are centre stage. The reader follows Starr as she navigates her black, ghetto-

depicted neighbourhood Garden Heights, and Williamson Prep, the predominantly 

white, wealthy private school she and her brothers attend. Meanwhile, the novel details 

her journey from being a grieving friend, braving her fear of becoming a target herself 

by speaking out in live television and witnessing in front of the High Jury, and finally 
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joining the protests and riots that break out in Garden Heights when the freeing verdict 

of One-Fifteen is made public.  

The novel is infused with references to real-life events and the Black Lives 

Matter movement, represented in the novel as the activist organisation Just Us for 

Justice. For instance, when Starr is interrogated by the police officers she chastises 

herself through an inner monologue whenever she does not use “proper English” 

(Thomas 99). This is a reference to how Trayvon Martin’s friend and witness Rachel 

Jeantel was discredited and considered unreliable as a result of her social class and 

African American Vernacular English (Levin 149). Later in the story, Starr is 

immortalised by a photographer as she throws back a canister of teargas at the police 

during the protests that ensued after the freeing verdict of Khalil’s murderer. In real life, 

this photo was taken of activist Edward Crawford, as he threw away a teargas canister 

about to erupt amongst a group of children during a protest against the freeing verdict of 

the police officer Darren Wilson who had shot and killed Michael Brown Jr. in 

Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014 (161).  

The Black Lives Matter movement, a hashtag which later evolved into an 

organisation, was founded by Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullers and Opal Tometi in 2013. 

As stated on the Black Lives Matter platform, the hashtag was launched in response to 

the murder of Trayvon Martin and the subsequent acquittal of the police officer who 

killed him, George Zimmerman (”Herstory.”). The movement, much as The Hate U 

Give, amplifies cases of anti-black racism, but is also a champion of “the lives of Black 

queer and trans folks, disabled folks, undocumented folks, folks with records, women 

and all Black lives along the gender spectrum” (“About.”).  

With this broader definition of inclusiveness in mind, Vincent Haddad 

raises some critique against The Hate U Give as a representative novel of the political 

movement in the article “Nobody’s Protest Novel: Novelistic Strategies for the Black 
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Lives Matter Movement” (40). According to Haddad, The Hate U Give demonstrates a 

conservative view of sexuality and gender, which is narrow and at odds with the 

expansive and all-inclusive message of the Black Lives Matter movement. Furthermore, 

he argues that The Hate U Give bolsters current power structures and racial stereotypes 

by reinforcing the idea of black neighbourhoods being perpetually plagued by 

criminality and violence (41). He maintains that even as both systemic racism in society 

and the police force are scrutinised and examined throughout the book, ultimately the 

police are still depicted as the last bastion against social chaos. This is exemplified in 

the descriptions regarding the protests (45) and the arrest of major gang members in the 

end of the book (47).  

Adam Levin, on the other hand, argues that The Hate U Give draws upon 

the ideologies of the black liberation movement and expands on it, as the perspective of 

the teen-age girl engages young, black female readers, inspiring them to explore their 

own activism (Levin 148). Furthermore, the novel emulates the established young adult 

fiction trope of a young woman standing up to a system of oppression (150), also used 

in books such as The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, and the personal journey of 

Starr from grieving victim, witness and finally activist, referred to by Levin as her 

Bildungsroman (152). Starr’s character development encourages readers, young and 

female in particular, to use their own stories for societal change.  

Although Haddad critically explores how the realistic structures of The 

Hate U Give may inhibit the inclusiveness of the Black Lives Matter movement (40), 

and Levin argues that the “herstorical” narrative of the novel will inspire young, black 

women to voice their own stories for social change (148), the current body of research 

does not show how, exactly, The Hate U Give affects the perception and understanding 

of its readers. This essay will use Stanley Fish’s reader response theories in order to 

discover if, and how, The Hate U Give successfully aligns readers’ opinions and 
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interpretations with the Black Lives Matter movement. A close reading of pivotal 

scenes in the novel is carried out and analysed applying affective stylistics to examine 

what each word does to the reader and the meaning the reader creates while reading. 

Furthermore, the reader’s response to the text will be analysed with the purpose of 

determining how it affects their underlying assumptions and worldviews, referred to as 

their interpretive strategies by Fish (168). These interpretive strategies decide which 

interpretive community the reader belongs to, and in turn, this community informs how 

they will interpret the text and similar events in real life (169). This essay will discuss 

how the meaning created by the reader of The Hate U Give develops the reader’s 

interpretive strategies, aligning them with the interpretive community of the Black 

Lives Matter movement. 

 

2. Critical Approach 

According to reader response critics, the reader actively creates meaning through the 

activity of reading, and subsequently assumes a central role in literary analysis (Tyson 

170). Reader response criticism developed in reaction to New Criticism, the dominating 

approach in literary criticism during the 1940s and 1950s in which the object of analysis 

was the text, disregarding both the author and the reader (Tyson 170; Rosenblatt xii). 

While the response of the reader is taken into consideration in various schools of 

literary criticism today, post-colonial criticism and feminist criticism among them, the 

actual field of reader response criticism can be divided into five overlapping categories: 

transactional reader response theory, affective stylistics, subjective reader response 

theory, psychological reader response theory and social reader response theory (Tyson 

172).  

This essay will focus on affective stylistics and interpretive communities, 

the social reader response theory developed by Stanley Fish from 1970 to 1980. At first, 
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Fish focused his critical approach on the affective stylistics of a text, namely what a text 

does to a reader with the reader’s experience of the text being central to the analysis, not 

the text itself (3). Towards the end of the decade, the focus of Fish’s theory had shifted 

to how social and cultural norms in interpretive communities is the sole authority of 

literary meaning (11). The analysis will be carried out using a combined approach of the 

theories of affective stylistics and interpretive communities. 

 

 

2.1 Affective Stylistics 

In his earlier essay “Literature in the Reader”, Stanley Fish develops an idea and a 

method for literary analysis called affective stylistics. Instead of treating the text as an 

objective entity, he considered the text as a temporal happening, and asks what the text 

does to the reader, rather than what the text means (Fish 3). He argues that meaning is 

only created when the text is being read and experienced by a reader, and that the text 

itself does not carry any meaning when isolated from the reader (3). While formalist 

critics would argue that the text is the only stable factor, Fish argues that the stability 

and objectivity of a text is an illusion, strengthened by the stability of its physical 

properties (43). However, when a text is read, the text is in motion; the pages are turned, 

and the words and sentences move through the reader’s mind to fade away in the past. 

Thus, the text is not a stable entity, but rather an event, happening to the reader (43).  

As the reader experiences the text, they develop meaning and their 

response to the text “in relation to the words as they succeed one another in time” (Fish 

27), to what they have read earlier in the text, in addition to all the previous knowledge 

and experiences they have had in life (27). Fish argues that all readers of a certain 

language will share syntactic and semantic rules, which will assure that while their 

subjective experiences and opinions may cause them to create slightly differing 



 

 

Gullberg 9 

meanings, their interpretation will fall within a generalizable scope (45). The initial 

experience of a certain sentence structure, which is created on word-level, will create a 

specific reading experience. This occurs within the reader before they analyse the full 

meaning of the sentence in relation to their past experiences, worldview and opinions 

(5). Fish writes that the information an utterance gives is far from the complete 

meaning, which is created when reading said utterance in combination with taking in 

the information provided. Fish exemplifies this with “the father’s book” and “the book 

of the father” (32). While these utterances contain the same information, the meaning is 

slightly different since in the first example, “the father” is in focus, while “the book” is 

in focus in the second example. Only once the sentence has been experienced, the reader 

might make connections to their previous relationships to father figures and books.  

The method suggested by Fish is a close reading of the text, where each 

word or utterance is analysed with the question “what does this word do?”, and the 

order in which the reader experiences that particular word or utterance is taken into 

consideration. It is an analysis of “the developing responses of the reader in relation to 

the words as they succeed one another in time” (Fish 42). Fish argues that it is not only 

the final understanding of an utterance or a paragraph that is important, but the journey 

of interpretation the reader is on while reading the paragraph, and that both the 

experienced surface meaning of the word-to-word response and the deeper meaning, or 

subtext, will co-create the meaning and the reader response to a text (48). Fish gives an 

example of the reader response to the word “That” in the sentence from Walter Pater’s 

The Renaissance: “That clear perpetual outline of face and limb is but an image of ours” 

(qtd. in Fish 30). While “That” from a formalist perspective, Fish argues, is just there 

without any real function to the meaning of the sentence, it has a crucial role from a 

reader response perspective: 
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“That” is a demonstrative, a word that points out, and as one takes it in, a 

sense of its referent (yet unidentified) is established. Whatever “that” is, it 

is outside, at a distance from the observer-reader; it is “pointable to” 

(pointing is what the word “that” does), something of substance and 

solidity. In terms of the reader’s response, “that” generates an expectation 

that impels him forward, the expectation of finding out what “that” is. The 

word and its effect are the basic data of the meaning experience and they 

will direct our description of the experience because they direct the reader. 

(Fish 31)    

At this point, before embarking on an analysis of the affective stylistics of The Hate U 

Give, the aforementioned reader should be defined. The reader, using Fish’s method, is 

a construct of what he calls an “informed reader” (Fish 49). The informed reader speaks 

the language the text is written in, has a syntactic and semantic competence of the 

language, variations of the language and its surrounding culture, and possesses literary 

experience (48). In order to accomplish an analysis with this reader in mind, according 

to Fish, the person carrying out the analysis is actively seeking knowledge about the 

language, culture and literature, in order to represent the constructed reader (49). In the 

particular context of The Hate U Give, the constructed reader has knowledge about the 

debate on police violence and systemic racism in the United States, or is at least aware 

that there is an on-going debate on the subjects and that The Hate U Give is considered 

“[a]n inarguably important book” on the matter (Cart). Given the genre, the reader is 

likely a young adult. The neutral pronoun “they” will be used for the constructed, 

informed reader in this essay.  

However, while Fish in “Literature in the Reader” argues that reader 

response is generalizable, at least concerning the very first experience and interpretation 

of the text, there are evidently texts that generate notably differing reactions and 
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opinions. Fish refers to this as the readers’ response to their initial response, or the 

second response to the text, and this second response is affected by earlier experiences, 

worldview and opinions (45). He claims that if the reader is aware of this second 

reaction, they can work past it by educating themselves further in literature and 

language. They will subsequently improve their informed readership and ability to focus 

on the initial reader response to the text itself, rather than their response concerning 

their previous experiences (50). Fish refers to this as controlled subjectivity (49). 

Notwithstanding, the average reader picking up a novel out of personal interest will 

arguably not go through this process, and will both respond according to their initial 

experience, and the social norms and opinions they have regarding life in general. Thus, 

Stanley Fish’s later theory on interpretive communities is relevant for this essay as well.  

 

2.2 Interpretive Communities 

In Fish’s later essay, “Interpreting the Variorum”, the basis of his theory of interpretive 

strategies and communities is that a person’s assumptions of the world will decide what 

they consider true or false, and right or wrong (174). Fish argues that the notion of 

objectivity is an illusion, and that everything is an interpretation made by someone. The 

difference, he claims, lies in whether the interpreter is aware of their underlying 

assumptions, shaping the meaning they create out of a text or situation, or not (167). 

However, there is a scope of available assumptions and strategies put into practice at 

any point in history, and by understanding which these are, the reader can take greater 

responsibility of their own interpretation and gain greater understanding of other 

interpretations in society (Tyson 186-187). 

Interpretive strategies are the internalised assumptions a person has about 

the world and the text. These assumptions are shaped through social and cultural 

experiences, such as religious practices, the education system, a person’s family and 
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peers and more (Tyson 185). Collectively shared assumptions even decide whether a 

text is literary, if it is a poem or a novel, and whether it is relevant to read at all (185). 

Many of these assumptions are internalised without the reader’s awareness, although 

Fish argues that the reader can be aware of and, to some degree, choose what 

interpretive strategies they will apply for a certain text (Fish 168). For instance, an 

individual can read a novel for entertainment on a long plane ride, or read the same 

novel from an academic perspective, analysing it according to affective stylistics. The 

event of reading the novel will be notably different depending on what interpretive 

strategy the person assumes while reading. Fish takes it one step further and claims that 

the interpretive strategies write the text while the reader is reading (169). The meaning 

is not inherent to the text, but rather created by the reader, who in turn is governed by 

their interpretive strategies. Thus, the two readings, with different set of strategies, will 

produce two entirely separate texts (168).  

The reader’s shaping of the text, driven and dictated by their interpretive 

strategies, is the reason why some people will agree on the meaning of the text, while 

others will not. If two people agree on the meaning of the text, this is not due to the 

inherent meaning of the physical text, but rather proof that the two readers share similar 

interpretive strategies, causing them to make the same interpretive acts, and thus to 

write similar texts during the act of reading (Fish 169). Conversely, if two people 

disagree about the meaning of the text, it is because they apply different interpretive 

strategies, and as such, they are creating two different sets of texts, which will 

consequently mean different things (169). The reader’s predetermined interpretive 

strategies will begin to shape the meaning of the text even before the act of reading has 

started, as the reader will already have made interpretive decisions of what they will 

expect from a certain text (168).   
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 Those who share interpretive strategies belong to the same Interpretive 

Community (Fish 171). An interpretive community can agree on several different 

strategies to interpret a text, or may decide to use only one. Fish exemplifies the latter 

with the interpretive community of the Christian faith, based on the interpretive strategy 

and assumption of “God’s love for us and our answering responsibility to love our 

fellow creatures for his sake” (170). Their interpretive strategy is applied to all Christian 

scriptures, and is the only acceptable, created meaning of their texts. This, Fish argues, 

is an extremely successful interpretive community, in that it has maintained itself for a 

long time. However, there will always exist contrasts and differences in opinion 

between differing interpretive communities, and the communities themselves are 

generally not stable units, but change and shift over time, since interpretive strategies 

are not universal, but learned. Fish states, “while the alignments are not permanent, they 

are always there, providing just enough shift and slippage to assure that they will never 

be settled” (172).  

The Black Lives Matter movement, with a clear mission to “eradicate 

white supremacy” and “[work] for a world where Black lives are no longer 

systematically targeted for demise” (”About.”) can be considered a potential interpretive 

community. Novels and other literary texts can shape, evolve and gain traction for the 

foundation of assumptions and worldviews needed for such an interpretive community 

to grow. 

 As mentioned, this essay will interpret The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas 

from a joint perspective of affective stylistics and interpretive communities. While Fish 

claims that the act of creating meaning through interpretive strategies has begun even 

before the reading of a text (168), he also agrees that interpretive strategies and 

communities change and evolve over time (172). Elizabeth Freund argues that the 

progression in Fish’s theories is a Bildungsroman of the reader. First, they reject the 
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notion of the reader as a simple recipient of the inherent meaning from the objective 

text, and the reader instead assumes authority of interpretation in the affective stylistics 

approach, where their individual response creates meaning. Then, the reader is 

considered a part of an interpretive community, whose interpretive strategies inform the 

meaning produced from any text (Freund 105). This essay will look at both the stage of 

the individual reader as the creator of meaning, and the stage of interpretive 

communities, in order to examine how the reading of The Hate U Give affects both.  

 

3. Analysis 

The Hate U Give is a fast-paced mix between social injustice and regular teenage 

struggles, such as high school, outgrown friendships and dating. However, there are 

certain sections that are pivotal in how the words and utterances affect the reader as they 

create meaning from the text. These are the scenes when the protagonist Starr realises or 

confirms uncomfortable truths, which shape the reader’s attitudes to the story. In this 

section, three crucial interactions will be analysed using affective stylistics. Two of 

these, the interrogation and the fried chicken confrontation, take place fairly early in the 

novel, while the third section takes place in the end of the book, when the verdict is 

made public and civil unrest ensues.  

 

3.1. The interrogation scene: “Investigating or justifying?”  

In the scope of eleven pages, the reader gradually creates meaning in the interaction 

between Starr, the two officers Wilkes and Gomez, and Starr’s mother Lisa. There are 

three messages that are woven together during the interrogation: the discrediting of the 

victim, the discrediting of the witness, and the justification of the murder. However, the 

meaning of each is created in layers within the reader’s mind throughout the scene.  
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The reader will create meaning from two overlapping types of text. They 

will interpret the words that are overtly spoken between the characters in the dialogue, 

on the one hand, while also creating meaning from the descriptions, omissions, and 

Starr’s inner monologue. For the purpose of analysis, direct dialogue and descriptions 

will sometimes be treated separately to highlight a certain effect within the readers.  

 

3.1.1 Discrediting the victim and justifying the “incident” 

The reader brings with them both previous experiences from their own life, and what 

they have read so far in the novel as they start reading the interrogation scene (Fish 27). 

The police officer murdering Khalil has awoken a suspicion of, or possibly confirmed, 

racial prejudice within the police force, depending on the reader’s previous experiences, 

and they have felt Starr’s anxiety and nervousness within them during the read. 

Gomez, the police officer conducting the interview, starts by asking Starr about her age 

and how long she has known Khalil, then proceeds as follows: 

“Wow,” she says, all teacher-like, stretching out the word. “That’s a long 

time. Can you tell us what happened the night of the incident?” 

[Starr:] “You mean the night he was killed?”  

Shit. 

Gomez’s smile dims, the lines around her mouth aren’t as deep, but she 

says, “The night of the incident, yes. Start where you feel comfortable.” 

(Thomas 98-99) 

The initial “Wow” will strike the reader as informal, and an attempt to put Starr at ease. 

A simple affirmative that she had understood would not have caught the attention of the 

reader in the same way, but this unspoken praise confirms what Starr had thought earlier 

in the scene; “[Gomez]’s laying it on extra thick” (98) in order to gain Starr’s 

confidence. The interpretation is instantly strengthened by the “teacher-like” reference, 
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which adds yet another layer of hierarchy; not only does the situation contain a power 

imbalance between the police officer in charge and the witness being questioned, but 

Gomez also emphasises that she is the adult in the room, and Starr the child. By acting 

friendly, while establishing a hierarchy of power, the naming of Khalil’s murder as 

“incident” is expected by Gomez to be accepted by Starr. With no words of description 

between “incident” and Starr’s defying answer “[y]ou mean the night he was killed?”, 

the reader discerns tension, enhanced by the one-word inner monologue, “Shit.”. 

“Gomez’s smile dims” shows that they are not in agreement, and implies that the parties 

of the interrogation might be in disagreement about the basic premises of the situation.   

 In the interaction that follows, Gomez’s questions are almost entirely 

focused on Khalil and Starr’s actions, even as she inquires about the lethal interaction 

with the police officer: “Do you know why [Khalil] was at the party?” (Thomas 99), 

“Khalil didn’t have anything to do with the fight?” (99), “Did Khalil comply?” (100), 

“Did Khalil seem irate during this exchange?” (100), “Because Khalil was hesitant, 

right?” (101), and finally, “But Khalil didn’t stay put, did he?” (102). The only 

instances when officer Gomez asks about the actions of One-Fifteen are when she 

reiterates details of the account that Starr offers during her narration. “Three?” (101), 

Gomez asks in response to Starr’s account of One-Fifteen patting down Khalil three 

times. “Forced?” (101), is her inquiry as Starr described how the police officer had 

pulled Khalil out of the car. 

The single-minded focus of the officer’s questions accumulates, and after 

a couple of pages it is evident for the reader that their focus is quite clearly not on the 

officer shooting Khalil, but rather on Khalil as a non-complying, irate, hesitant to co-

operate, and an individual moving suspiciously, all of which Starr contests and 

contradicts. After officer Gomez has had to comfort Starr, who starts to cry towards the 

end of her account, the text continues: 
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[Gomez] smiles and says in that same sugary, sympathetic tone, “Now, do 

you know if Khalil sold narcotics?” 

Pause. 

What the fuck?  

My tears stopped. For real, my eyes get dry with the quickness. Before I 

can say anything, my mom goes, “What does that have to do with 

anything?” 

“It’s only a question,” Gomez says. “Do you, Starr?” 

All the sympathy, the smiles, the understanding. This chick was baiting 

me.  

Investigating or justifying? (Thomas 103-104) 

Two features will catch the attention of the reader. Firstly, the contrast between “sugary 

tone” and the question about narcotics, and secondly, the single-word sentence “Pause”, 

followed by the cursing. Besides Starr’s cognitive reaction, narrated through the pause 

and the curse, Starr’s bodily reaction is given an instant later. “My tears stopped”, the 

matter of fact description of what happened, is instantly reiterated for emphasis in the 

more colloquial and youthful expression, “get dry with the quickness”, which creates a 

connection with younger readers.  

 Lisa, Starr’s mother, calls out the covertly understood focus of the 

interrogation, the possible discrediting of Khalil as a victim, by not allowing the 

relevance of the inquiry to go unquestioned. Gomez affirms her position of power by 

denying the underlying implications that are clear to Lisa, Starr and the reader, 

dismissing the concern, and indeed the accusation, with the words “[i]t’s only a 

question”. Lisa’s accusation will prompt the reader to retrace the patterns of the 

interaction and affirm the biased questions and focus of the officers, an integral part of 

the temporal event of reading and the creation of meaning according to Fish (25). After 
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ten pages of the interrogation, the reader is firmly in Starr’s corner as she wonders 

whether the officers are “investigating or justifying” (Thomas 104), believing the latter. 

Starr’s mom further clarifies her lack of confidence in the officers’ true motives as she 

says: “You haven’t asked my child about that cop yet … You keep asking my child 

about Khalil, like he’s the reason he’s dead” (105). The reader leaves the scene sharing 

the sentiment of Starr and Lisa1: 

Fifteen minutes later, I leave the police station with my mom. Both of us 

know the same thing: 

This is gonna be some bullshit. (Thomas 105) 

 

3.1.2 Discrediting the witness 

Besides discrediting Khalil as a victim, and justifying “the incident” rather than 

investigating it, there is also the matter of Starr’s perceived credibility as a witness. 

From the start of the interaction, Starr code-switches to the “proper English” (Thomas 

99) she uses at her predominantly white high school Williamson Prep: “My voice is 

changing already … I choose every word carefully and make sure I pronounce them 

well. I can never, ever let anyone think I’m ghetto” (97). The reader is familiar with 

Starr’s earlier statements about not wishing to be judged by the way she talks, which 

results in her code-switch between Garden Heights and her school, Williamson Prep. 

Furthermore, the interrogation setting and the mention about not letting “anyone think 

[she] is ghetto” may very well remind the reader of experiences of code-switching 

themselves, or how Rachel Jeantel was deemed less than credible due to her way of 

speaking when she witnessed in the trial of Trayvon Martin’s murder (Levin 149). 

 Aside from several reminders from Starr to herself to speak “proper 

English” (Thomas 99), the officers’ physical reactions are described when Starr 

indirectly or directly challenges the narrative they are suggesting. Upon referring to the 
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officer who killed Khalil as “One-Fifteen”, leading to further inquiry by Gomez, Starr 

says2: 

[1.] “The officer, that’s his badge number,” I say. “I remember it.” 

Wilkes scribbles. (Thomas 100) 

[2.] “[Khalil] felt that the cop was harassing him. … I assumed the same 

thing myself” 

Shit. 

Gomez scoots closer. (100-101) 

[3.] “But Khalil didn’t stay put, did he?” [Gomez] says. 

“He didn’t pull the trigger on himself either.” 

Shit. Your fucking big mouth. 

The detectives glance at each other. (102) 

The descriptions of the officers’ reactions as they scribble, scoot and glance, stand out 

to the reader since the rest of the interrogation is written mostly as dialogue and Starr’s 

inner monologue. Each and every statement preceding a reaction gradually reveals 

Starr’s impatience, and the way the officers are described may affect the reader to 

wonder what their opinion of Starr is. Towards the end of the interrogation, after Gomez 

has asked about whether Khalil sold or used narcotics, she continues: 

“Did you consume any alcohol at the party?” she asks. 

I know that move from Law & Order. She’s trying to discredit me. “No. I 

don’t drink.” 

“Did Khalil?” 

“Whoa, wait a second,” Momma says. “Are y’all putting Khalil and Starr 

on trial or the cop who killed him?” (Thomas 104) 

The word “move” is another indication that the characters are not on the same side in 

this interrogation, but rather opponents trying to find an opening. The Law & Order 
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reference will capture any reader who has watched the show, providing a rich source for 

meaning creation around the word “discredit”. As Gomez’ question has been 

established as an attempt of discrediting Starr, her following question “Did Khalil?” is 

interpreted with the same connotation. At this point, the comment is not favourably 

received by the reader and Starr’s mom, who once again calls out officer Gomez on her 

focus on Khalil and Starr, rather than the police officer on trial.  

 

3.2 Fried chicken and “that drug dealer” (Thomas 114) 

One fourth into the book, Starr and her family are still keeping her role as the witness a 

secret to protect her from unwanted attention from the media. At her high school, she 

has even denied that she knew Khalil, afraid of being questioned and judged. However, 

as shown in the interrogation scene, her patience with indirect comments and prejudice 

based on race is quickly dwindling. This is affecting her self-imposed censorship at her 

school Williamson Prep of “Garden Heights Starr,” referring to the way she speaks 

when she is at home in Garden heights. Three days after the interrogation, Starr plays 

basketball after lunch with her friends Hailey and Maya, and after she fails to guard the 

player from the opposing team, the following unfolds:  

“Dammit, Starr!” Hailey yells, recovering the ball. She passes it to me. 

“Hustle! Pretend the ball is some fried chicken. Bet you’ll stay on it then.” 

What. 

The. 

Actual. 

Fuck? 

The world surges forward without me.  

[…] 

I can’t believe she said… She couldn’t have. No way. (Thomas 113) 
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Hailey’s two reprimands, “Dammit, Starr!” and “Hustle!” already set the tone for the 

reader. They create a context in their minds of adrenaline flowing, frustration, and 

perhaps a lack of inhibition as the comment of fried chicken leaves Hailey’s mouth. 

However, the reader knows that Hailey, a white girl who has been Starr’s best friend 

since kindergarten, has lately shown disinterest, or even dislike, towards Starr’s Tumblr 

activism, where Starr has been posting about racism and lynching. With this in mind, 

Hailey’s comment can be understood as a sign of ignorance, indifference or even 

agreement towards the racial stereotypes she reinforces. The final comment, starting 

with “Bet”, carries with it a connotation of Hailey thinking of it as a joke, but Starr’s 

immediate reaction accentuates the inappropriateness of the comment. The fact that 

each of the words in “What the actual fuck?” have their own lines and full stops create 

the same pause-mechanism the reader experienced during the interrogation, when Starr 

stopped and realised the racist covert message. This time, the remark is spoken by 

Hailey, supposedly her best friend, and the reader realises that the reaction is not just 

anger, but shock and sadness, through the inner monologue “I can’t believe she said… 

She couldn’t have”. 

 Starr rushes to the locker room, followed by Hailey and Maya. She 

confronts Hailey about the comment, upon which Hailey exclaims: “Ho-ly shit Starr! 

Seriously? After everything we’ve been through, you think I’m a racist? Really?” To 

this, Starr responds, “[y]ou can say something racist and not be a racist!” (Thomas 114). 

Starr’s response, in this context, not only shapes the reader’s created meaning of the 

story, and the friendship between Hailey and Starr, but may also resonate with previous 

experiences when they have been in either Hailey’s or Starr’s position in a similar 

interaction. The reader’s previous experiences will affect the interpretation and response 

they have to this interaction.  



 

 

Gullberg 22 

The information provided in this part of the interaction could be summed 

up with the sentence “making comments and jokes based on racial stereotypes is 

offensive”; however, that sentence would not have had the same effect on a reader as 

the experience of reading the interaction. The word-by-word development of the 

argument, and the written inner monologue and feelings, are crucial for the meaning the 

reader develops as they read the pages (Fish 32). This development, in combination 

with the kernel of information of the interaction, is what forms the meaning within the 

reader. Hailey continues the dialogue:  

“Does this have to do with the police shooting that [my italics] drug dealer 

in your neighborhood?” 

“Wh-what?” 

“I heard about it on the news,” she says. “And I know you’re into that [my 

italics] sort of thing now …“ (Thomas 114) 

Firstly, the chosen word “shooting” implicitly shows Hailey’s view of what happened. 

The focus is on the action of the police officer, not what happened to “that drug dealer”. 

Had she instead used the sentence “that drug dealer who died,” it would have carried the 

same information, but the experience while reading it would have placed a greater 

focus, and in this case empathy, on Khalil. Secondly, the word “that,” while 

syntactically used for deictic purposes, semantically distances Hailey from both Khalil, 

and the political activities on Starr’s social media as “that sort of thing”. The reader 

feels Starr’s anger as she realises that her friends only see Khalil the way media has 

presented him, as an alleged drug dealer. A moment later, Starr’s inner monologue 

steers towards self-preservation as she wonders “[w]hat will my teachers think of me? 

My friends?” (Thomas 115), if she were to be exposed as the person in the car with 

Khalil. 
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Maya asks her if the Khalil from the news is the same Khalil that came to 

her birthday parties as a child3.  

I close my eyes. Khalil stares at the sky. 

“Mind your business, Starr,” he says.  

I swallow and whisper, “I don’t know that [my italics] Khalil.” (Thomas 

115) 

The flashback of the conversation Starr and Khalil had right before he was killed will 

remind the reader of the painful section when Khalil was shot. As the words “swallow” 

and “whisper” are read, the reader will question what Starr is about to say, and as Starr 

uses the word “that” to distance herself from Khalil, the reader feels the same loathing 

as the main character does towards herself for not standing up in public for Khalil. 

These feelings later motivate Starr to step forward to speak up in television and to 

witness in front of the grand jury.  

 

3.3 “Justice Khalil won’t get”: The acquittal and the riot  

Towards the end of the book, Starr has since the interrogation and the fried chicken 

interaction spoken up in television and testified in front of the grand jury. An essential 

conversation with her father made her realise that if there was ever going to be a change 

for “[b]lack people, minorities, poor people … Everybody at the bottom in society” 

(Thomas 167), she had to speak up. As they await the verdict from the grand jury, Starr 

repeatedly thinks that since they are still waiting, “[they]’re still living” (Thomas 349), 

indicating to the reader that once the verdict arrives, normal life will cease, and 

something else will take over in its stead. In this case, the ‘something’ are riots and 

protests. The following analysis will focus on the word “fuck”, the THUG LIFE 

acronym, black and white perspectives, communal anger, and the legitimization of civil 

disobedience.  
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Starr, her white boyfriend Chris from Williamson Prep, her brother Seven, 

Seven’s half-sister Kenya and their friend DeVante are all in Seven’s car as the radio 

host announces that the grand jury has decided not to indict the police officer in the 

death of Khalil Harris. Starr’s inner monologue follows: “I told the truth. I did 

everything I was supposed to do, and it wasn’t fucking good enough. Khalil’s death 

wasn’t horrible enough to be considered a crime” (Thomas 383). “The truth” is 

positioned in such a way as to be understood in contradiction with the decision of the 

grand jury. Starr told them about the murder of an unarmed young man, and their 

decision denies it. That she did everything she “was supposed to do”, raises the question 

of a faulty system, if what one is supposed to do is not good enough. “Good enough” 

simultaneously carries with it the connotation of her testimony not being good enough, 

and her own efforts not being good enough to gain justice for Khalil. However, the “to 

be considered a crime” in the following sentence shifts both blame and anger from 

herself, directing it towards outside parties: the jurors, the system, society.  

 Seven punches the steering wheel: “‘Fuck!’, Seven croaks. He covers his 

eyes and rocks back and forth. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’” (Thomas 383). The word “fuck” has 

throughout the book been used to communicate the feeling of anger, or as a part of the 

THUG LIFE acronym coined by Tupac, meaning The Hate U Give Little Infants Fucks 

Everybody to describe systemic racism. The acronym has figured in conversations 

between Starr and Khalil, and Starr and her father as she made her decision to speak up 

about what happened to Khalil. Here, accompanied by the word “croaks” and the 

rocking back and forth, the reader will make out the nuances of helplessness, frustration 

and sorrow as well. However, Seven recuperates, returning to the familiar “fucks” of the 

text, as word is spreading throughout Garden Heights regarding the verdict and people 

are shouting “Justice for Khalil” (383):  
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Seven hastily wipes his face. “Fuck this. Starr, whatever you wanna do, 

I’m down. You wanna burn some shit up, we’ll burn some shit up. Give 

the word.” 

“Dude, are you crazy?” Chris says.  

Seven turns around. “You don’t get it, so shut up. Starr, what you wanna 

do?” 

Anything. Everything. Scream. Cry. Puke. Hit somebody. Burn something. 

Throw something.  

They gave me hate, and now I wanna fuck everybody, even if I’m not sure 

how.  

“I wanna do something,” I say. “Protest, riot, I don’t care —“ 

“Riot?” Chris echoes. (Thomas 384) 

Chris’ reactionary “[d]ude” indicates familiarity, while still questioning Seven’s 

comment about burning “some shit up”. However, Seven’s cursive “[y]ou” informs the 

reader instantly that Chris’ opinion, someone other than the collective “Us” that are 

mourning Khalil, is neither welcome, nor appropriate. The following question “what 

you wanna do?” could as well have been posed to the reader, as they have created the 

build-up of events in their own minds right alongside the characters. The list Starr 

produces makes the reader feel her swerving anger for themselves, and then the 

conclusion comes back to the THUG LIFE acronym, this time turned against a society 

which favours white killers over black victims, here written out as “they”: “They gave 

me hate, and now I wanna fuck everybody”. The added “even if I’m not sure how” 

reminds the reader that one does not need to have all the answers to be angry and desire 

to turn that anger into action.  

 Chris’ reaction as he exclaims “[r]iot?” carries with it a sentiment that is 

often visible in social media in real life in response to rioting, which the reader will 
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recognise independent of their feelings regarding riots, clarified as Chris continues with 

“That won’t solve anything” (Thomas 384). However, Starr explains to Chris: “’I’ve 

gotten death threats, cops harassed my family, somebody shot into my house, all kinds 

of shit. And for what? Justice Khalil won’t get? They don’t give a fuck about us, so 

fine. I no longer give a fuck. […] I don’t need you to agree […] Just try to understand 

how I feel. Please?’” (384). The reader will first respond to the examples of struggle 

that Starr has been through throughout the novel. Then, as the reader experiences the 

injustice concerning the “[j]ustice Khalil won’t get”, sympathy and empathy is awoken 

by the quid pro quo logic of Starr’s, that if the jurors do not care, then neither will she. 

In this section, just as Starr’s observation about making racist comments in contrast to 

being racist connected the reader with their previous experiences in similar situations 

from the fried chicken interaction, her final plea to Chris will have the same effect. 

Chris, Starr’s white boyfriend, works as a stand in for what is asked from white allies as 

a bare minimum in situations such as the acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s killer: to 

understand the outrage against a system that protects white offenders at the expense of 

black lives.  

As Starr, Chris, Seven and DeVante move through the protests, they reach 

a large gathering where a car stereo is playing N.W.A’s “Fuck tha police”. Starr’s inner 

monologue reads: “People say misery loves company, but I think it’s like that with 

anger too … They didn’t have to be sitting in the passenger’s seat when it happened. 

My anger is theirs, and theirs is mine … You’d think it was a concert the way people 

react, rapping along and jumping to the beat” (Thomas 388). For the reader, after 387 

pages of experiencing the isolation Starr has felt in her anger and frustration, the word 

“company” will come as a relief and a release. “People” and “They” refer to the “Us” 

which she and her father spoke about earlier in the novel — the oppressed for whom 

one must speak up, and a community formed in opposition to “Them” who have “given 
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hate”. Upon reading “be sitting in the passenger seat when it happened”, the reader is 

prompted to think that they were allowed in to share the passenger seat with Starr, that 

they have experienced something terrifying and private through the temporal event of 

reading. The reference to a concert alludes to energy, and the perception that everybody 

there has come out for the same reason — to show their outrage against the decision. 

The pop culture reference of “Fuck tha police” by N.W.A both connects the protesters 

to each other, and the readers familiar to the song to the protesters.  

 As the protest turns into a full-fledged riot, the group retreats, and find 

themselves at the scene of Khalil’s murder where Just us for Justice is leading a protest 

with the chant “A hairbrush is not a gun!” (Thomas 402).  

“Ain’t that your attorney, Starr?” Seven asks. 

“Yeah.” Now I knew Ms. Ofrah was about that radical life, but when you 

think “attorney” you don’t really think “person standing on a police car 

with a bullhorn”, you know? (403) 

Ms. Ofrah, Starr’s attorney, has so far been depicted as the activist attorney, fighting for 

justice within the limits of the law. Resistance against the police has so far been 

portrayed as gang members protecting Starr’s house after a drive-by, or the “Fuck tha 

police” protesters. In this section, Ms. Ofrah adds legitimacy to being a radical in the 

fight for justice, as her presence expands the spectrum of people displaying civil 

disobedience in the fight for social change. The “now” in the beginning of Starr’s 

sentence tells the reader that what will follow is surprising to her, and by once again 

using “that” in “that radical life”, Starr shows a certain distance, or at least astonishment 

regarding Ms. Ofrah’s actions as they unfold in front of her eyes. The tag question, “you 

know?”, shows that this is a feeling of surprise which the reader is expected to share. 

However, as the scene develops, Ms. Ofrah quickly becomes a role model and an ally, 

as Starr shortly after finds herself shouting in the bullhorn on top of the police car, 
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realizing her last stretch of character development within the novel, going from a 

grieving friend, to witness, and finally a front-line activist.  

 

3.4 Interpretive Communities 

Similarly to how Starr develops as a character in The Hate U Give, so do the readers’ 

assumptions and worldviews change as they experience the story. In this section of the 

analysis, the readers in plural will be discussed, in comparison to the generalizable 

informed reader’s reactions to the word-by-word structure that is analysed in affective 

stylistics. This shift is pertinent, since while affective stylistics calls for a constructed 

reader which may be generalizable to a fair extent when analysing segments of texts 

(Fish 49), the theoretical approach of interpretive communities addresses readers based 

on their interpretive strategies. This part of the analysis will examine how different 

readers, with differing interpretive strategies, may develop in a common direction as 

they experience The Hate U Give.  

 A parallel can be drawn between Starr’s character development and the 

development of the interpretive strategies of the readers. While Starr develops a greater 

assertiveness and dedication to take action in the novel, her core values do not change 

throughout the story. Similarly, even though this analysis will argue that readers 

redefine and even change some of their interpretive strategies while reading The Hate U 

Give, the choice of reading it in the first place reveals at least partially shared values 

with the novel to begin with. Interpretive communities dictate the creation of meaning, 

managing expectations of the reading experience, even before a person reads the book 

(Fish 168). While some of the people who decide to read The Hate U Give will do so 

because they are required to, for school assignments for instance, most will choose to 

read it because they find the subject intriguing, interesting or relevant. These opinions 

and ideas regarding the novel may have been affected by reviews, which in turn are 



 

 

Gullberg 29 

written by reviewers that belong to certain interpretive communities. In addition, being 

a young adult book with many pop-culture references tailored for this audience, it will 

attract younger readers. Few readers will pick up the book if they think that they will 

not like how it portrays the police force, if they are of the opinion that the perspective of 

the book is false, or if they dislike young adult fiction. These preferences already reveal 

some of the worldviews and assumptions of the interpretive communities of which the 

readers of The Hate U Give most likely belong. However, the people who decide to read 

The Hate U Give are still a large and varied enough group to belong to several different 

interpretive communities when they begin to read the novel.  

Since reading is a temporal event in which the reader creates meaning 

based on previous experiences and the assumptions of their interpretive community, the 

point in time when they read The Hate U Give is relevant. Since the release of the novel, 

an event which has gained worldwide recognition occurred in May 2020, namely the 

death of George Floyd. His dying words “I can’t breathe”, and the following protests 

around the world affect the reader response of The Hate U Give, in particular when 

reading the section right after Khalil’s death, as Starr thinks “I can’t breathe. I can’t. 

Breathe” (Thomas 29-30). George Floyd’s murder exponentially increased awareness 

and alignment with the Black Lives Matter movement and their interpretive community, 

adding another layer of information to the interpretive strategies applied by the readers. 

The event may have affected readers’ opinions and worldview outside of the United 

States, the United Kingdom and Canada in particular, where the Black Lives Matter 

organisation was already well established in the communities prior to the massive 

international response to George Floyd’s death (“About.”). 

Some of the readers of The Hate U Give have had similar experiences as 

the characters in the novel firsthand, while others have not. Regardless of previous 

experiences, The Hate U Give allows the reader to experience, through the temporal 
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event of reading, the discriminating treatment of the police officer and the loss of a 

friend, the interrogation where the witness and the victim are the ones scrutinised, the 

freeing verdict as it reaches Garden Heights, and the community that challenges it head 

on. In a poignant section in the beginning of the book, when the police car flashes its 

lights behind Starr and Khalil, Starr tells the reader through her inner monologue that 

when she was twelve, she received two talks. “One was the usual birds and bees … The 

other was about what to do if a cop stopped me” (Thomas 24). By using personal 

examples, mixed with well-known references such as “birds and bees”, or the section 

when the houses in Harry Potter is compared to gangs (164), some readers feel seen and 

understood, while others are given the chance to see and understand. The effect is that 

the readers leave each scene in the novel with one more feeling, opinion or example in 

common, progressively aligning their interpretive strategies, as interpretive strategies 

are learnt, not unchanging and stable (Fish 172). 

 According to Fish, readers from the same interpretive community will use 

the same interpretive strategies, and thus create the same meaning when reading a text 

(Fish 169). Besides connecting the reader to the feelings and experiences on a personal 

level through Starr, The Hate U Give disentangles and presents a clear build-up to 

complex societal events such as civil disobedience in the form of protests and riots. By 

shedding light on everything from code-switching between Garden Heights to 

Williamson Prep, racist comments from friends, media’s role in presenting Khalil as “a 

Suspected Drug Dealer” (Thomas 106), to the communal outrage upon the acquittal, 

The Hate U Give pedagogically and intimately allows the reader to empathise with the 

actions and reactions upon the freeing verdict. Had a survey been carried out before 

readers opened the book, the answers regarding the justification of civil disobedience to 

demonstrate dissent may have differed greatly. The empathy and agreement on the 

matter is created within each and every reader through the encounters and the character 
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development as the novel progresses, leaving the readers with a worldview that is ever 

more aligned with the assumptions and feeling of belonging to the interpretive 

community of the Black Lives Matter movement.  

 As mentioned, Freund compares Fish’s theoretical development from 

affective stylistics to interpretive communities as the Bildungsroman of the reader’s role 

in the shaping of meaning (Freund 105). There is a change from the reader as the 

authority of meaning, including their previous experiences and knowledge, to the social 

norms and assumptions of the collective, namely the interpretive community. This 

mirrors the successive alignment of the individual readers’ interpretive strategies as they 

read The Hate U Give. By participating in the event of reading the novel, the reader is 

urged to create and organise meaning within the different situations of the novel, 

meaning which will align them towards the interpretive community of the Black Lives 

Matter movement.  

Haddad’s critique of The Hate U Give for not being inclusive enough may 

be valid. He argues that it narrows the message of the political movement by using a 

hetero-normative perspective and confirming stereotypes about black neighbourhoods 

that do not attempt to topple the existing power structures. However, the normative, 

fictional world of Angie Thomas allows the readers to focus on, understand, and 

identify the novel’s message of racial injustice. The price to pay for creating a less 

radical, more normative interpretive community may very well be the lack of focus on 

some of the most marginalized black communities, the trans- and queer communities 

which the Black Lives Matter organization strives to put centre stage. In this aspect, 

there is a fissure between The Hate U Give and the Black Lives Matter mission, just as 

Haddad claims (40). As a consequence, the interpretive community that the novel aligns 

its readers with may have a less outspoken, broad focus of inclusivity than the mission 

of the Black Lives Matter movement adheres to.  
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 Finally, Fish states that recognising other members of the same 

interpretive community might be difficult. Fish writes that “[t]he only ‘proof’ of 

membership is fellowship, the nod of recognition from someone in the same 

community, someone who says to you what neither of us could ever prove to a third 

party: ‘we know.’ I say it to you now, knowing full well that you will agree with me 

(that is, understand) only if you already agree with me” (Fish 173). However, as the 

novel is considered to be one of the Black Lives Matter novels (Haddad 40), the 

interpretive community in this case is openly waiting for the reader on social media 

platforms as they finish the last page. The online movement and the Black Lives Matter 

protests are a large, metaphorical nod of recognition, to which the reader of The Hate U 

Give will most likely recognize, identify with, and nod back.  

 

4. Conclusion 

It may seem contradictory to argue that different individuals, constructed as a 

generalizable, informed reader, will create meaning of The Hate U Give based on their 

values, opinions and previous experiences, while simultaneously arguing that it is the 

interpretive communities which inform and decide the reader’s interpretation. However, 

as Fish himself wrote, interpretive communities and their participants are not stable, and 

interpretive strategies are learnt (Fish 172), which creates a theoretical space for the 

argument of this essay. The reader of The Hate U Give will develop, re-evaluate and 

make modifications to their opinions and interpretive strategies as they create meaning 

throughout key interactions of the novel. The gradual process as the text is experienced 

will align different readers with shared ideas and mutual understanding. Given the role 

of The Hate U Give in society, as it is positioned as a Black Lives Matter novel and 

praised by critics for its valuable contribution to the debate of systemic racism (Haddad 
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40; Cart), these ideas and the shared understanding will contribute to the growing 

interpretive community of the Black Lives Matter movement.  

 While The Hate U Give is not a perfect, inclusive representation of social 

justice, its compellingly straightforward storytelling through the eyes of a black teenage 

girl contributes to reveal flaws in the judicial system and police force. To understand 

how it does so, word-by-word, may be a small contribution to further advance social 

equality, while adding a degree of transparency to the persuasive power of the novel as 

a literary form. Starr’s quote from the back cover of the book concludes the message of 

the novel, challenging both herself and the reader to speak up in the face of injustice: 

“What’s the point of having a voice if you’re gonna be silent?” (Thomas). After reading 

The Hate U Give, more people, especially the young, will realise the point of having a 

voice, and they will not be silent. 
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Notes 

1. The quote is written in block-form, despite being shorter than four lines, 

in order to keep the original form of the text, starting on a new line to emphasise the 

quote ”[t]his is gonna be some bullshit.” 

2. The quotes are a list of smaller quotes, but presented in block-form as to 

keep the original form of the text and its emphasis of every new line.   

3. The quote is written in block-form, despite being shorter than four lines, 

in order to keep the original form of the text. 
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