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Introduction

The insurrection on January 6, 2021, shouldn’t have come as a surprise—my uncle Donald had been sowing the seeds of discontent for two months and promoting division and grievance for four years. It was a watershed moment—deliberate, planned, incited, yet another assault aimed squarely at everything I had always thought this country stood for. America is a deeply imperfect country—a country that has never actually been a democracy for all of its people, just for a privileged majority—but it always had the potential to become that hoped-for more perfect union. Did the last four years push us further from that goal, or did they simply bring to light that we were never as close to it as we* thought?

This country was born in trauma—trauma inflicted on the native inhabitants of a land from which they were forcibly removed, trauma sustained by the generations that have succeeded the kidnapped and enslaved Africans who’d been brought to a continent both foreign and hostile, the trauma of those bystanders who failed to intervene when they could, those who could not intervene at all, and even those who committed the atrocities and continued to perpetuate a system that benefited them at the devastating expense of so many others.

In order to understand our current situation, we have to assess the extent of the impact of those early traumas, as well as the knock-on effects of not only ignoring them but pretending we have somehow transcended them. We most certainly have not; 2020, and the three years before, and the last many decades have borne that out.

When we think of trauma, we typically imagine dramatic, violent, singular events—rape, a car accident, a mortar shell exploding. Trauma can be quiet and slow, too, occurring over time in a tense drama of sameness, of hopelessness, of unbearable isolation and loneliness, of helplessness. We often fail to recognize that we are being traumatized while we are being traumatized.

When I started to write this book, in October 2020, I was focused on the historical trends that have combined to leave us vulnerable in the wake of COVID-19, the intersecting economic crisis, and the looming mental health crisis. New York, where I live, had already been on a fairly severe lockdown since March. Our numbers had improved by the fall but, having failed to heed the warning of our experience, COVID cases were spiking throughout the rest of the country.

I wondered what it might be like to emerge into a world altered by months of separation, isolation, and division. How would the long-term effects of inactivity, economic uncertainty, boredom, fear of death, and the stress accumulated from all of those things manifest themselves? What form would the trauma take—of not knowing if you carried a virus that could kill you or those you love, of feeling like you were taking your life in your hands every time you left your home, of not knowing when it would end, of the most simple tasks being complicated by fear, of constant worrying about your children? How would the trauma play out if you were an essential frontline worker—stocking shelves, making deliveries, working in a COVID ICU—who could do very little to avoid the risk of coming into contact with the virus? And to that burden add the betrayal by our government: completely unwilling to help us through this unprecedented-in-our-lifetime horror, and actually allowing the horror to happen, allowing it to worsen.

Things became much more complicated by the November election. COVID time had already wreaked its havoc, but election time was somehow worse. It’s one thing not to know when something will end, it’s another thing entirely to know that something will end, but you can’t see how. To me, the November 3 election loomed like a wall, obsidian and monolithic, obscuring all light and beyond which there was no imagining. Even after Election Day passed, we had an uneasy four days during which the results were still unknown, giving Donald an opportunity to claim a victory he had not won and to continue the project he’d embarked on months earlier: to undermine people’s faith in the ultimate outcome if Joe Biden won. After November 7, when it seemed we had finally dodged the bullet this country wouldn’t survive, the situation grew more dangerous, not because Donald continued to tell the Big Lie, but because, instead of silencing him by acknowledging the Biden-Harris victory, members of the Republican Party remained silent, offered excuses for the delay in conceding, or, worst of all, repeated the Big Lie and championed Donald’s attempts to undermine the incoming administration, which included more than sixty lawsuits, all but one of which he lost or were rejected by the court before trial.

He continued to have rallies in which COVID was spread with the same carelessness as his lies.

He continued to disseminate disinformation on Twitter with the dual purpose of deflecting attention from his decisive loss (while it is true that he received more votes than any Oval Office occupant in history, Joe Biden received at least seven million more votes than that) and keeping his base angry, overheated, and feeling cheated.

Too many people wanted to believe Donald. Too many people were susceptible to his ability to appear aggrieved on their behalf. Too many people had wanted him to win. Seventy-four million people, in fact—despite, or because of, the four years of incompetence, cruelty, criminality, grifting, unconstitutional behavior, treachery, treason, and most breathtaking of all, the fact that almost three hundred thousand Americans had died by Election Day as a direct result of Donald’s willfully malicious inaction. But for him, we would not have become so divided. But for him, a simple lifesaving maneuver like wearing a mask would not have become politicized. But for him, we would not have suffered a mass casualty event in this country every day, for month after month after month.

When we’re all suffering versions of the same trauma simultaneously but separately, what can be shared? Betrayal by the government and by people in our communities destroys our sense of security. To be traumatized is to be initiated into a world without trust. It is to be burdened with all of the darkness the world contains and deprived of its considerable light.

Trauma can be compounded when multiple traumatizing events occur in the same time frame. You would think, for example, that a nurse in a COVID ward would only have to deal with the trauma of being a nurse in a COVID ward. But then her trauma is compounded by the fact that the ostensible leader of the free world is accusing frontline medical workers of stealing personal protective equipment (PPE) and blaming them for the PPE shortage. And then compounded even further by the fact, as at least one nurse reported, that her patients who are dying in front of her eyes from COVID-19 believe COVID is a hoax. And finally, her trauma undermines her entire professional identity when fellow nurses who, despite having witnessed firsthand the devastation COVID can cause to the human body, are hesitant to take the vaccine.

The collective personal trauma of having our country knocked to its knees by the least worthy person I can imagine, and an extraordinarily clear sense that we came very close to losing everything—our democracy most importantly—made me realize that this book couldn’t simply address the trauma caused by the intersecting crises caused by COVID; it also had to address the trauma caused by the political crisis that exposed the long-standing fragility of our democracy.

I have heard people say, “This is not who we are,” but right now this is precisely who we are. Thanks to an outdated and inherently biased political structure, exemplified by the undemocratic electoral college, which has repeatedly put the losing Republican candidate in office, and a divided Senate in which one “half” of the membership represents forty-one million fewer citizens than the other, we are a nation in which a virulent minority has an outsized voice and the majority—underrepresented and forced into a bystander role—suffers mightily in silence. We are going to be dealing with the consequences of the Trump administration, the pandemic, and particularly the insurrection of January 6, for a very, very long time, just as we are going to be confronting the fact that seventyfour million people wanted four more years of whatever they thought they got in the last four.

It may have taken somebody like Donald to hold up the mirror in which we finally are able to see ourselves, but the possibility of somebody like him finding his way to the Oval Office was decades in the making. He is the symptom of a disease that has existed in the body politic from this country’s inception, which has, because of our failures to root it out, let alone acknowledge it, metastasized, infecting his followers and affecting the rest of us in ways we may not completely understand for the foreseeable future. From increasing levels of rage and hatred on the one side to increasing levels of helplessness, stress, and despair on the other, we are heading toward an even darker period in our nation’s history.

If we look at our experiences as individuals—our isolation, our fears—and extrapolate outward to our experiences as a society—our dissolution, our daily incidents of violence, our loss of power and agency on the world stage—we can begin to understand that the cascade of largely avoidable depredations on our sovereignty, our humanity, and our sense of justice has, over time, left us not just unprepared for one of the worst periods in our history but uniquely vulnerable both emotionally and psychologically.

I come to this not only as somebody who understands from a clinical perspective the havoc unresolved trauma can wreak on a psyche, but as somebody diagnosed with Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. On the gloomy morning following Election Night 2016, I wrote down the following: “demeaned, diminished, debased.” For months I alternated among states of dissociation, rage, and befuddlement. Once or twice a day, the reality that the so-called leader of the free world was my uncle hit me with the force of a punch to the solar plexus. I kept thinking about those three words I’d written and how America would be forever tainted by what it had done.

By the time I reluctantly accepted an invitation to an April 2017 birthday party at the White House for my aunts Maryanne and Elizabeth, I was in the worst psychological shape of my life.

Several months later, I made the decision to leave my home in New York and go to a treatment center in Tucson that specializes in PTSD, among other things. I would be there for weeks, excavating decades-old wounds and trying to figure out why my uncle Donald’s elevation to the White House had so undone me.

Nobody used last names at the residential program since many of my fellow patients were there for substance addictions. Even so, I found it unthinkable that anyone should find out who I was or, more relevantly, who my uncle was. Long before my uncle had entered the political realm, I had never admitted to anyone that I belonged to the Trump family. The very first time somebody asked, “Are you related?” I was paying for a plane ticket. “No,” I said. The man behind the counter said in all seriousness, “Obviously. If you were, you’d have your own plane.” This assumption was so far beyond the reality of my life that when the inevitable question came any time I used a credit card, I continued to say, “No.” The response was usually some variation of “I bet you wish you were.”

The first few days I spent in the Arizona desert, I was angry beyond words, and I carried my rage like a shield. Outside of group and individual therapy, I didn’t speak to another human being for the first five days I was there. Other than calling my daughter to check in every day, I had no interest in what was going on in the wider world. There was no one else I needed to speak to, no news I needed to hear.

So in the desert, I attempted to chart the territory of my trauma. I was a shoddy cartographer, and often lost my way, forced to detour by my desperate need to avoid the very thing that would help me get home—but facing the trauma was the only way to deal with it, so during those weeks in the desert, that’s what I did.

As my stay came to a close, I booked a 5:00 A.M. flight, and stayed at a hotel near the airport the night before I left. When I arrived in the lobby at 3:30 A.M. to catch the airport shuttle, I noticed a bank of five televisions set high up on the wall, each set to a different channel. Donald was on every single one.

As Donald was for me, he was for this country: what therapists call a “presenting problem.” He may have triggered my PTSD, but my original trauma resulted from something that had happened to me a very long time ago, when I was very young and just at the beginning of my life. Post-traumatic wounds don’t disappear, although they can be buried. But no matter how deep down they’ve been submerged, they inevitably surface, taking us by surprise and forcing us either to confront them at long last or to get out our shovels to dig them under again.

What does the fallout from the calamitous year that was 2020 have to do with this country’s origin story? I would argue, everything. In this book, I’m going to talk about the trail of impunity, silence, and complicity that winds its way through every generation of our history, from the economic, social, and moral justifications for slavery and Native American genocide, through the failures of Reconstruction, the horrific legal, quasi-legal, and extralegal quagmire in which Jim Crow expanded alongside the cultural expectations and disappearing of oral history that followed both world wars and the 1918 pandemic. The story of our nation is shot through with contradictions that have never been reconciled, hypocrisies that have been brazened through, and crimes against humanity that have been folded into our story of democracy.

These things are all connected—our tragic beginnings; the ensuing transgenerational trauma inflicted on both the overwhelmed Native American and enslaved African populations; the white majority’s tendency to exclude perceived out-groups from the protection of civil society; the evolution and reemergence of white supremacy; our society’s insistence upon silencing those who have suffered because of our cruelty, indifference, and ineptitude; the economic and racial disparities that have only worsened since 2016; our devaluing of human life; the increase in anti-Black policies like voter suppression and gerrymandering; the resurgence of lynching as a means of terror and control. We are a nation shackled by a cultural imperative to move on from the pain of war, mass death, disease, and government-sanctioned barbarity in the name of “peace” or “healing” or “a return to normal,” when all we’ve really been doing is preserving the unchecked impunity of the powerful to inflict pain again and again and again.

Our current trauma is the culmination of our history, the logical outcome of the stories we tell ourselves, the myths we embrace, and the lies we perpetuate. Trauma shapes us in ways we may not be aware of, and will always do so unless we face what has happened to us, what we’ve done to ourselves, what we’ve done to each other. Without looking through that lens, we cannot fully understand what has unfolded. My goal is not only to define trauma as it relates to us today but also to try to understand how trauma lives on from one generation to the next so we can find a better way forward. Our country is on fire—literally, metaphorically—ravaged by flames, disease, and civic strife, all of which have been fanned by the willful indifference of a significant minority. The danger has abated but not passed. The flames are waiting to jump the line.



* A note on pronouns: When I say “we,” I am generally referring to white Americans. I have no sympathy for or allegiance to the role of the white majority in our history, or to the brutality of white supremacy, but it would be disingenuous to pretend that I haven’t benefited enormously from a system that has kept whites at the top of the racial hierarchy we invented.






PART I

A Short History of American Failure: 1865–2020







CHAPTER 1

Atrocities

Technically, a “lynching” doesn’t require that the victim be hanged, even though hanging is what people usually think of when they hear the word. Rather, it refers to any extralegal mob action against an individual or individuals. In fact, hanging is the least of what happened to the more than sixty-five hundred Black men, women, and children who are known to have been murdered at the hands of white mobs from 1865 to 1950. The actual number of people killed was almost certainly much higher, and the vast majority of the victims had committed no crime, broken no social convention.

That is likely true of Luther Holbert, who was accused of killing a wealthy plantation owner named James Eastland during a dispute, and certainly true of his wife, who was accused of nothing and was not named in news reports. The two were hunted by a white mob through a hundred miles of swamps and brambles before being cornered by hunting dogs. Killing the Holberts at the place they were caught would not have served the cause of “justice.” Instead, they were brought back to the woods near Doddsville, Mississippi, the town from which they’d been driven, and tied to a tree. While a pyre was prepared, the men nearest them amputated Mr. and Mrs. Holbert’s fingers one by one and handed the severed digits out to the crowd of bystanders, which had grown to over six hundred men, women, and children, as souvenirs. Then the couple’s ears were cut off and also distributed. Luther Holbert was beaten so severely that one of his eyes popped out of its socket, hanging “by a shred.” Even that wasn’t enough. Large corkscrews were produced and inserted into and pulled out from the Holberts’ legs, torsos, and arms, over and over, until there was no more sport in it. Only then was the fire set. They were still alive.

This wasn’t an isolated act of barbarity. And it didn’t happen in the antebellum South. Mr. and Mrs. Holbert were free American citizens who were tortured and murdered in 1904, four decades after the end of the Civil War and just a year before one of my grandfathers was born. Apart from the couple, nobody who participated was held accountable.

The failures of Reconstruction, the period that immediately followed the Civil War, are legion, but our country’s profound issues around race reach much further back, to a time when the idea of race, and by extension racial division, was constructed in order to justify the enslavement and subjugation of Blacks. The postwar climate of leniency toward the treasonous leaders of the Confederacy, the lack of vigilance in protecting freed Black men and women, and the backsliding toward the ethos of the prewar South aren’t at all surprising, but the implications of these things continue to affect all of us to this day, and help to explain not only why we continue to be so divided but why we hate each other so much.

Reconstruction started with great promise. The Union had been saved and more than four million people were granted their freedom via the Thirteenth Amendment, which was ratified in December 1865. Although the question of slavery in the South had been resolved, Southern society would need to rebuild without the institution that had been the foundation of its economy and culture for centuries. The questions of how North and South would resolve their still-intense differences and how the newly freed men and women would be integrated into a society that had exploited and excluded them for almost 250 years remained to be answered.

Although now free, millions of Blacks emerged from their bondage destitute and without any appreciable means of support. Lincoln’s Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction, issued eleven months after the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation, contained language that did not bode well for the promise of an integrated democracy. Although it required Southern states to abolish slavery, they were permitted to deal with Blacks in a way “consistent . . . with their present condition as a laboring, landless, and homeless class.” This paternalistic and degrading language implied not only that the enslaved were better off in the care of their “masters” and destined to be laborers (in this context, plantation workers), but more troublingly it suggested that the U.S. government viewed freedmen and freedwomen as having no rights to the wealth they had produced, which had enriched North and South alike.

Many Republicans, at the time the pro-abolition party, believed that the only way to ensure a smooth transition from slavery to freedom, and ensure freedmen and freedwomen’s rightful place in society as citizens, was targeted and sustained assistance. Toward this end, the Freedmen’s Bureau was established in March 1865. Its mandate included providing food, fuel, and other kinds of aid, establishing schools, moderating disputes between whites and Blacks, introducing a system of free labor, and ensuring equal justice. General William Tecumseh Sherman, in a letter to the Bureau’s commissioner, General Oliver Howard, wrote, “I fear you have Hercules’ task.” Giving Southern Blacks access to land was also seen as an essential part of its mandate. George Julian, a white congressman from Indiana and a fierce advocate of abolition, insisted that without land reform, speculators would reduce freedmen (as well as poor whites) to a situation “more galling than slavery itself.”

Early in 1865, General Sherman was encouraged by Secretary of War Edwin Stanton to meet with twenty leaders of the Savannah, Georgia, Black community. When Garrison Frazer, one of those leaders, was asked at the meeting to define freedom and describe the manner in which he believed freedmen and freedwomen could sustain themselves, he said, “The freedom . . . is taking us from under the yoke of bondage, and placing us where we could reap the fruit of our own labor, take care of ourselves and assist the Government in maintaining our freedom. The way we can best take care of ourselves is to have land, and turn it and till it by our own labor—that is, by the labor of the women and children and old men.”

Four days after this meeting, Sherman issued Special Field Order 15 and ordered that four hundred thousand acres of coastline from Charleston, South Carolina, south to Florida near Jacksonville be confiscated and divided into forty-acre plots. Brigadier General Rufus Saxton, the Bureau chief for South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida, settled thousands of Black people on these lands, and the Bureau commissioner, General Howard, followed suit, issuing an order of his own in July that as many freedmen and freedwomen be settled on these lands as quickly as possible.

But the assassination of Abraham Lincoln on April 14, 1865, a mere four days after General Robert E. Lee, commander of the Confederate army, surrendered to the Union army, threw the fate of Reconstruction into serious doubt before it had even begun. Radical Republicans—anti-slavery and pro-suffrage—were in control of Congress, but Democrat Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s successor, was a former enslaver whose sympathies lay with the conquered South.

Despite the hardships of destitution, dislocations, and hostility, Blacks in the South began the complex and difficult work of building communities and making strides in three major areas—education, religion, and politics. As much as 80 percent of the Black population was illiterate at war’s end because Black literacy had been considered a threat to white dominance by the planter class. Before the Civil War, learning how to read and write was almost universally prohibited by enslavers, and any attempts to do so were severely punished. Even plantation owners who sought to teach the enslaved were heavily fined. This hostility also enforced the condition of dependence. As John W. Fields, who had been enslaved since birth, said, “Our ignorance was the greatest hold the South had on us.”

General Howard shared Southern Blacks’ views on the importance of education for advancing their interests, and overseeing schools was an important mission for the overstretched agency. Congress, however, had been ambivalent about the necessity of the Bureau in the first place and conflicted about its mission, so although the Bureau could oversee schools, it was not provided with the funds necessary to establish them.

Before the war, there had barely been a system of public education in the South. The children of rich whites went to private schools and the rest had to fend for themselves. The push among freed Blacks for statefunded education benefited all children, and by the end of Reconstruction over six hundred thousand Black children were attending Black schools. Similarly, the membership of Black Baptist churches swelled to 1.3 million by the 1880s.

Freedmen and freedwomen knew, however, that the single most important task for sustaining and extending their gains as citizens was to secure suffrage for all Black males. With the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, the franchise was extended and a dynamic political culture was formed in Black communities. Very quickly, strides were made to get Black men elected at all levels of government, and as many as two thousand succeeded.

In 1870, Hiram Revels was chosen by the Mississippi state legislature to fill the Senate seat vacated by Albert Brown when the state seceded from the Union. Revels was confirmed in the Senate by a vote of 48–8 to serve the remaining year of the term. Upon his confirmation, Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner said, “All men are created equal, says the great Declaration, and now a great act attests this verity. Today we make the Declaration a reality. . . . The Declaration was only half established by Independence. The greatest duty remained behind. In assuring the equal rights of all we complete the work.”

Four years later, Blanche Bruce, also from Mississippi, was elected and became in 1875 the first Black American senator to serve a full term. Although the momentousness of these achievements cannot be denied, neither can the fact that it would be another ninety-two years before another Black American served in the United States Senate, which shows just how fleeting the promise of Reconstruction really was. (To date, there have still been only eleven Black senators total in the more than 150 years since Hiram Revels’s election.)

One early problem in the transition from war to Reconstruction was that Lincoln never put a plan in place. He was interested in maintaining party unity and public support, particularly on the issue of Black suffrage, but he was also concerned that he not be seen as dictating to the South. Without swift and decisive action, questions that had been plaguing the country since its inception remained unsettled and carried the risk of hardening attitudes on both sides. Many people despaired that the question—namely, “What shall we do with the Negro?”—could be resolved at all.

And then there was the problem of the president who presided over the first years of Reconstruction. Before the war, Andrew Johnson had enslaved nine people, and before the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation went into effect he persuaded Lincoln to exempt Tennessee, his home state, from the provision to free its enslaved people.

Less than a month after taking office, Johnson began issuing pardons to white Southerners who “directly or indirectly participated in the existing rebellion.” Blacks were not invited to participate in the drafting of new Southern state constitutions. Instead of requiring the former Confederacy to grant even limited voting rights to Blacks, as Lincoln had been inclined to do, Johnson left the issue up to individual states. The move prompted Representative Thaddeus Stevens to say, “If we leave free Black people to the legislation of their late masters, we had better left them in bondage.” By 1866 the number of pardons Johnson had issued had increased to seven thousand.

Worse, he overturned the orders issued by General Sherman and the Freedmen’s Bureau that had distributed land to freedmen, effectively evicting Black families from land that had been explicitly set aside for them and returning it to the men who had committed treason for the purposes of enslaving the very people they were once again going to displace. Of the nearly five million Black Americans who lived in the South—90 percent of the entire Black population in the United States—in 1870 only thirty thousand, or 1 percent, owned land—a damning indictment of Johnson’s reversal.

It was in the context of these maneuvers that Congress, still missing representatives from the majority of Southern states, passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866, granting Black Americans full citizenship. Johnson vetoed the bill, saying it discriminated “in favor of the Negro, to whom, after long years of bondage, the avenues to freedom and intelligence have just now been suddenly opened. He must of necessity, from his previous unfortunate condition of servitude, be less informed as to the nature and character of institutions” than even foreigners immigrating to the United States.

Congress overrode the veto with a two-thirds majority in both chambers, but this was a crucial moment, and Johnson’s rhetoric mattered. The North may have technically won the war, but the country was still at a crossroads and he had the power to sway opinion. He was making it increasingly clear which side he was on.

In the meantime, the Bureau’s ability to fulfill its mission was severely hampered at every turn. Not surprisingly, there was a pressing need for doctors to treat freedmen and freedwomen. A medical division was created under the auspices of the Bureau and forty hospitals were set up across the South, but only 120 doctors were assigned to staff them. After requests for additional equipment and personnel were ignored, all forty were closed.

From the beginning, the seemingly insurmountable obstacles to Reconstruction included a failure to anticipate the enormity of the project of healing the rift between North and South, and integrating freedmen and freedwomen into a society that had so recently held them as chattel. Many, perhaps most, Northerners were not terribly concerned about the fate of Blacks beyond emancipation. As one Northern Republican put it, “[I have a] precious poor opinion of niggers . . . a still poorer one of slavery.” This attitude was not uncommon, which increasingly became evident as Reconstruction wore on. In a prescient statement, Charles Reason, a Black American educator, said, “The prejudice now felt against [freedmen] for bearing on their own persons the brand of slaves cannot die out immediately.”

Failure to gauge not only the scope of the social and economic task at hand but also how deeply entrenched such attitudes had been in the psyches of white people for generations explains why they prevailed. As historian Eric Foner notes, much policy at the time reflected this ambivalence and was also exemplified by the framing of two problems facing the Bureau by an army officer in July 1865: “Two evils against which the Bureau had to contend were cruelty on the part of the employer and shirking on the part of the Negroes.”

In the end, “shirking on the part of the Negro” was deemed to be the greater evil, an ugly stereotype of the “lazy Black” that failed to take into account that such “shirking,” if it even existed, was likely related to freed people’s resentment at being forced to work for their former captors. Yet the Bureau seemed to consider Black reluctance to labor the greater threat to its economic mission. To the very end of Reconstruction, Blacks would insist that those who freed them should protect that freedom.

Another major concern of white legislators was that assistance to Blacks would lead to dependence. As Sea Island teacher William C. Gannett put it, “Thrown upon themselves the speedier will be their salvation.” In keeping with a pseudoscientific trope that had been peddled for decades—that Blacks had weak lungs and needed to be forced to perform hard labor in order to strengthen them—work was deemed better medicine than medical care.

After the war, many white elected leaders on both sides worked to diminish Black political power. In his 1867 State of the Union address, President Andrew Johnson said:


If anything can be proved by known facts, if all reasoning upon evidence is not abandoned, it must be acknowledged that in the progress of nations Negroes have shown less capacity for government than any other race of people. No independent government of any form has ever been successful in their hands. On the contrary, wherever they have been left to their own devices they have shown a constant tendency to relapse into barbarism. In the Southern States, however, Congress has undertaken to confer upon them the privilege of the ballot. Just released from slavery, it may be doubted whether as a class they know more than their ancestors how to organize and regulate civil society.



Johnson came down squarely on the anti-suffrage side of the argument time and again. His comments in the 1868 State of the Union are even worse:


The attempt to place the white population under the domination of persons of color in the South has impaired, if not destroyed, the kindly relations that had previously existed between them: and mutual distrust has engendered a feeling of animosity which leading in some instances to collision and bloodshed, has prevented that cooperation between the two races so essential to the success of industrial enterprise in the Southern States.



This was an egregious misrepresentation of both history and the political moment, but coming from the president who was supposed to be overseeing Reconstruction and protecting the freed status of Black people, it was a terrible blow to the morale of those who favored giving Black men the vote. As Frederick Douglass wrote, “Slavery is not abolished until the black man has the ballot.”

Johnson’s words also gave a boost to the Union’s former enemies, who seemed determined to reestablish the old labor order. Through words and deeds from 1865 on, Andrew Johnson seemed inclined not only to allow but to encourage the reestablishment of the South’s planter class and its adherence to white supremacy.

The North’s attitudes toward Reconstruction and Southern Blacks constituted a willful misreading of the division between Southern whites and Blacks, and failed to acknowledge the total culpability of former enslavers or defenders of slavery. This failure to lay blame squarely where it belonged and instead to pander to the perpetrators of the crimes rather than stand up for the victims was succeeded by the lack of will to compensate freedmen and freedwomen appropriately. It made possible a horrifying reversion to an antebellum system of exploitation of coerced labor and the continuance of white supremacy.

How do you convey the horrors of something like the Middle Passage? Words fail, the imagination fails. No visual or pictorial rendering could possibly get across the inhumane conditions, the suffocating stench, the unbearable sounds of human agony, the limitless darkness, the loss of dignity and hope endured (or not) by the twelve million kidnapped Africans who were forced into the cramped, airless holds of slave ships and chained together for weeks, often months, at a time.
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