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Where life is precious, life is precious.
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Haunted


A police car on fire is the perfect embodiment of grief.


The smoke is darker than we are used to. It curls up into a 2 p.m. sky in Philadelphia and I think, This time is different. The burning car is an icon of a pain that feels like it can and will destroy the world, a symbol of the uselessness of power in the face of loss. The world as it is did not protect your love, your son, your sister, so what good is it, anyway? Why not consign it all to the fire?


The burning car is not just an expression of grief for a person or group of people but a release of the idea of America, of a particular consensus that had never really existed but was taught to us nevertheless as though the repetition could make it real. As though there had been a shiny and clean American Dream that was available to all of us if we tried hard enough. The burning spread around the world, because it is not just America in the flames.


The burning will be written off as rage, but the truth is there is so much rage inside of grief. Anger that boils up in your chest and demands to be let out. The target, if there is one, is probably out of reach so it will just come out when you least want it to if you don’t find a way to aim. What no one tells you about rage is that it is overwhelming, but it is not directionless; you can explain exactly why you feel it even as it makes your body shake and twist. Rage, they say, as if rage is for the less-than-human, a base emotion, as if it doesn’t take human comprehension to feel such a powerful thing. Rage is perfectly correct when you have felt a loss this big and when you know in your bones that more are coming. When you know the next one could be your brother sister cousin lover friend, could be you.


The police car afire was the most potent visual symbol of 2020, of a moment when so many people had so little left to lose. But 2020 wasn’t an anomaly or a freak year in an otherwise forward march of progress. The pandemic might have been new, but the unequal exposure to its ravages was formed centuries earlier, and the protests might have been bigger in 2020 than they had been in 2014, in 2016, but the world has never stopped reminding us that things can get worse as easily as they can get better. The crises outlasted 2020, and the pandemic was absorbed into the new normal much as the climate crisis has been, even as the death toll mounts, the heat waves rage, the violence continues. There is so much still to grieve, and we have taken so little time—we are allowed so little time—in which to do it. We are told to return to normal, and yet normal was already killing so many of us.


When my father died, in 2018, I was upended by grief. Nothing I had read or experienced before prepared me for how absolutely undone I would be, how shattered. How physical it was, how it affected my breathing, my heart rate, my ability to sleep and to walk and to be touched by the people who loved me, to make eye contact and hold a gaze. How it took the taste of food from my mouth, how I felt like a child again begging someone to make it all right and at the same time how I felt ancient wisdom at the back of my skull, the knowledge of something that no one could have explained to me, that I had to go through. Years later a friend would say, I am still in the land of the dead, and I would know how she felt. Ghosts walked with me.


It was an absolute break with what had come before, with who I had been before.


It was wrenching. But it also, in moments, opened up a vast space of possibility. Having lost someone I could not fathom a life without, could I picture instead something totally different? Could I imagine my life absolutely otherwise? Could we all, if we acknowledged our grief rather than shambling on like zombies, imagine collectively something new?


As I picked up the pieces of my life, I began to see traces of grief everywhere. And yet the world as we know it makes so little space for mourning. This fundamental contradiction seemed to me suddenly to be at the heart of every rebellion, every political battle, every bit of the spectacular violence speeding up all over the world. I found it at the heart of every story I was covering as a reporter, even before the pandemic began. I went on a journey through the land of the dead, learning about grief, my own and other people’s, and this book you hold in your hands is the result.


It is a more personal story than I have told before, and I remain uneasy with this. Uneasy with taking up space, and uncomfortable with my own vulnerability. I could and indeed have gathered theorists and experts around me, clothed myself in their brilliance and hidden myself from you to a degree, but it was in reporting this book that I found I had to share my story first. It was cruel to sit with a stranger as they told me the most intimate details of the worst moments of their lives and to pretend at objectivity. It was impossible to hold to some kind of journalistic distance, to not reach for a hand when tears came to someone’s eyes, and it was impossible to ask the questions I wanted to ask without offering my own story first, my own pain, so that they knew I was not simply rubbernecking but was a fellow traveler, and that maybe together we could understand our own hearts better. And that I had to offer my story on the page as well, that I had to be brave enough to offer myself up first for examination. To counter, as Saidiya Hartman and Christina Sharpe have written, “the violence of abstraction.”1


My own griefs were, in a word, ordinary. And yet they turned my life upside down. Losing a parent who had been ill a while, the end of a relationship that had long withered, these are the kinds of unavoidable losses in any human life. They attuned me, in a fresher, sharper way, to all the unnecessary grief around me, to the crueler losses by far that other people were living with, to all the premature deaths and violence and dispossession that did not have to happen, not then, not that way. Janet Malcolm famously wrote, “Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible.” She may have been right; including my own story in this book is my attempt to be less of a monster.2


I needed to tell this story, to intertwine my own with those of others because, as Cristina Rivera Garza wrote, “We always grieve for someone and with someone. Grieving connects us in ways that are subtly and candidly material.” Because grieving isolates yet it convolutes, too, and writing is oddly similar. Gathering the details for this book was deeply social; it was an excuse to meet so many people, to sit and talk in cafés and offices and living rooms and parks in places I had never been before, to feel over and over the awkward desire to reach through the screen of a video call to comfort, to soothe. And then to sit down and write meant to peel off my own scabs and bleed afresh, to reread those conversations and discover in them not just the stories of others but the story of myself, too, told over and over in subtly different ways as I learned, as I became the person who could do this writing at all. Who could offer this thing to you.3


The bulk of it, though, is about those people who sat with me. About the transformations they have gone through, the ways they made sense of what had happened to them or learned to live with the senselessness. The things they taught me, the worlds they built on the other side of catastrophe. Their stories are grouped roughly into five chapters, five threads of reckoning with the crises of the twenty-first century. There are many, many more stories to tell than the ones I have woven into this book, and I made the choices I did in part simply to hold the scope to something manageable. I was also limited, naturally, by the willingness of strangers and friends to open up to me, to sit and excavate their heartbreak for my recorder. I am and will remain endlessly grateful to everyone who has chosen to tell me their story, for this book and over the years.


I also have five themes, five theses, or perhaps a grammar of grief, to lay out here before we dive into the stories.


1. Grief Is a Rupture


It is a sudden, abrupt, even violent break from the status quo—even if you were expecting it, even if you had felt it before. Before I experienced real grief, I thought that I would be sad for a while. I was not expecting the howling storm, the black hole it opened up around me and inside me. Grief is rage and anger and frustration and sadness and sometimes a kind of horrible joy; it is less an emotion than a state of being. It is a being-undone. It is a realization of one’s own vulnerability. 


It was Judith Butler’s writing on grief that first helped me understand what was happening, that first felt like something other than the terrible cliches that abound. Butler, a philosopher of gender and the body, was able to capture something about the bodily nature of mourning, about the process that was happening unconsciously in my cells and organs. That it was an ecstatic process, like rage or desire, that brought me outside of myself, that seemed to loosen me from the physical world at the same time as my body’s mechanics insisted on my attention.4


I expected too that my grief would lessen by the day, that it would be a sort of process with steps and stages, maybe even identifiable ones, and yet it was profoundly nonlinear. Indeed, it disrupted my very sense of time, my perception of days or hours passing. I experienced some moments at a remove and lived others so fiercely I thought they would be the end of me. I still find it sideswiping me, five years later; it is distant enough now that it takes me a while, when it happens, to recognize it as my grief biting into me again.5


Researchers have documented all of this, I learned, eventually. The brain fog and the unevenness, and the fact that the “stages” don’t work that way in the least; that everyone will experience grief differently, even when they are experiencing the same loss. That other people can help but sometimes their attempts to help will hurt. I learned terms like “disenfranchised grief,” for a loss that “is not or cannot be openly acknowledged, socially sanctioned or publicly mourned,” and “ambiguous loss,” when a relationship is “disrupted or broken due to physical absence or psychological absence,” when the person being mourned is not present but still alive or still present but not themselves, from therapists and grief experts like Jess Kuttner and MaryGrace DiMaria, people who reached out to me after reading my first published attempts at grappling with the subject. Pauline Boss, the woman who coined the term “ambiguous loss,” explained that “closure” is all but impossible, a cruel expectation to place on ourselves. That rather than seeking an end to the process, we could heal by giving it new meaning, by seeking justice.6


The whole thing was outside of my control, and control was the thing I had learned to value the most. It was a lesson my father had taught me, and now he was gone.


It was not the experts who soothed me with their answers (even when their answers were “there are no answers”). It was the writers in whose pages I found my state echoed back to me. Walter Benjamin, a man who knew something about grief. I could not read his works without thinking about the way he’d died, a German Jew fleeing Paris ahead of the Gestapo, sending his books ahead of him, acquiring the visas he needed from the United States but denied an exit visa, trapped, opting to end his own life. Trying to read him without talking to his ghost was impossible. “Didn’t the dead person’s name, the last time you uttered it, sound differently in your mouth?” he wrote, of the moment we learn of a death. “Don’t you see in the flames a sign from yesterday evening, in a language you only now understand?” His books seemed gifts from the community of the dead; as he noted, “Ad plures ire was the Latin expression for dying.” To go among the many.7


“Rupture” is a political term as well as a personal one; as China Miéville pointed out, it is a key term used in the Communist Manifesto. It is the idea that a political transformation must be total, a complete break, a leap into a future we cannot see or even imagine from where we stand. The break that is grief, that is a death, a loss of a home or another pillar of one’s existence, is a similar kind of severance. It is a loss and an opening up simultaneously, an opening up that is terrifying and also necessary.8


In accepting loss we make possible the future.9


This book is animated by the living, but I want to say a few words about ghosts. Ghosts as the people and things that are both here and not here, the dead that refuse to stay dead. That return to tell us something is wrong. Ghosts hover along borders and hide in dark crannies and appear in the corner of your eye. A ghost is a trace of the past that won’t let go. Ghosts trouble the rupture.10


And our world is so very full of ghosts. It has to be, after all, because it is built on foundations of violence. Avery Gordon, in her book Ghostly Matters, makes this clear: “Haunting is one way in which abusive systems of power make themselves known and their impacts felt in everyday life, especially when they are supposedly over and done with (slavery, for instance) or when their oppressive nature is denied (as in free labor or national security).” Haunting is the way those experiences linger and refuse to be erased.11


So grief is a rupture, but the dead do not let go of us cleanly. The haunting demands something of us still, even after a change that we might believe could not possibly be bigger. We carry our ghosts with us everywhere. As Walter Benjamin wrote in his perhaps most famous piece, “On the Concept of History,” the dead have a claim on us. It is not just for ourselves and our children but also for the dead that we fight. So in telling the stories of the people I met in this book, I must also tell the stories of the ghosts that haunt them, the ghosts of loved ones and ancestors and decisions made by people who never loved them but nevertheless shaped their lives and all of our lives too. I have tried to do justice to these people I never met, to refuse in Peter Mitchell’s words to “reduce them to the trauma of their dying,” not to turn them into symbols or fetishes but always to remember that they were people just like me with loves and flaws and ghosts of their own.12


In this book I am writing about individuals’ grief, including my own, but I am also writing about something collective formed out of all those losses. About the way loss and death and destruction shape our society and have done since the beginning of the thing we call capitalism. The particular way it does so now, at this moment of many crises and looming planetary catastrophe. The way so many of us keenly sense our own disposability. I am, then, writing about grief as what Welsh critic Raymond Williams called a “structure of feeling” that because grief is multiple can be seen in varying ways all across our world. It is threaded through our politics and our personal lives, the ways we behave and the things we repress. It is wound throughout our common sense. It is within all the moments of rupture that have taken the establishment pundits by surprise over the past few decades. To see this structure of feeling, one has to let go of a comfortable set of rules about the way the world is and open oneself to the possibility of it being undone. The comfortable struggle to do this; it is the grievers who see it first.13


2. Grief Is About the Future


When my father died I was prepared to be very sad, perhaps for a long time. I was prepared to cry racking sobs and to be unable to move. But the most striking part of grieving was that it wiped out my ability to see the future. The world as I had known it was gone. I could barely imagine the next sunrise, let alone a month, a year down the line. Grief, I had thought, would be about the past, about memories that would wash over me and bring tears and anguish. I was stunned by how much grieving was about what came next and learning how to believe in a future that would not be like my past had been.


When someone dies far too young, it is easier to understand that loss in the future tense. The death of a child leaves the mourners with almost nothing to hold on to but their imaginings of the future that would have been. When journalist Dawn Foster died aged just thirty-four in 2021, everyone who loved her or valued her work mourned the books and articles she would never write. I, who did not know her well, still wonder what she would think or say about this or that. The loss of Dawn filled me with anger and a determination once again to break open the particular pieties of our field. Journalism flatters itself that it is about “speaking truth to power” and a hundred other saccharine lies but did not give her the recognition for doing so—and more importantly the money, the stability, the care she deserved. We are poorer for the lack of her voice. This is true of Dawn in particular, and it is true of everyone who dies too young.14


In “Mourning and Melancholia” Sigmund Freud described the process of grieving: “Reality-testing has revealed that the beloved object no longer exists, and demands that the libido as a whole sever its bonds with that object.” The process of mourning is of severing an attachment to the past; though Freud mentions “expectation” connected to the lost object, he misses almost entirely the way that grief is future oriented. In this, he also misses the transformation it effects, the way mourning is filled with ambivalence and flux and nothing about it resolves so much as it becomes a piece of you, a metal street sign around which a tree has grown. I did not recognize anything about my own experience in this much-cited piece.15


Recent psychological research on what some call “complicated grief” (similar, I think, to what Freud called melancholia) confirmed what I had experienced, what people had told me of their own experiences: research subjects struggled to imagine a future, particularly to imagine a future without their lost loved ones. Such difficulty, the researchers added, “may contribute to a sense of lost identity.” The need, I think, to delineate a kind of bad grief, a pathology, from Freud to the present, is a distraction, a distinction without meaning when you are stranded in the fog, trying to learn to move forward all over again.16


I spoke with psychoanalyst and author Josh Cohen about Freud and grief, and he pointed out the way that grief is excess, that the process of mourning is not linear, not short, not resolvable; it will be with us in some way for the rest of our lives, it will be us for the rest of our lives. It will be our future. And it is not a bad thing, to not want to detach. It is not a bad thing, sometimes, to be haunted.17


We make our futures but not in circumstances of our own choosing. We carry the dead with us, but we have not had the time to mourn them properly, our attention sapped by the proliferating demands of work, families, debt, more work, social media, and yet more work. Politicians seem unable to offer us more than slight improvements or threats. We live in a stretched-out present.18


Today the challenge we face is a sort of centrist melancholia: an insistence that nothing after all needs to change that much. The declaration of the “end of history” was bad enough, but to cling to this non-change or perhaps anti-change now when it is abundantly clear that the future will not look like the past, if for no other reason than the climate is now rapidly changing, feels disconnected from reality. It is the refusal to believe in transformation that worries me now, the refusal to admit that the future we were promised was better than this. The “slow cancellation of the future” is the dominant structure of feeling now for all but the wealthiest, a feeling of possibilities ebbing away.19


Mourning may wipe out desire for a time, as it wipes out anything future oriented. But within disappointment, defeat, and loss, a space is opened up for the radically new if we can hold on long enough to begin to see it.20


3. Grief Is Not Work


We often talk about grieving as though there is something one must do to grieve. As though we must apply our conscious effort to the process like it is a job. I expected that, when my father died after a year of illness, I would be somehow prepared to be good at grief. That it was something I could learn the way I had learned to be a good listener, to meet deadlines, to write other people’s stories in ways that felt correct to them. That I could apply myself and get through it faster.


I could not. Because grief is not work.


The writer Namwali Serpell pointed me to an essay on drift and the middle voice, which has, I think, colored everything I have written since then. It was called “Drift as a Planetary Phenomenon” by Bronislaw Szerszynski, and it concerned movement and the way the earth was built and suggested a different way of understanding time. Szerszynski pointed to the “middle voice” largely missing from modern European languages, from English, something between the active and the passive: “Passive and active voices both divide the world clearly into agent and patient, and just differ in which they make the subject of the verb: thus we might use the active-voice formulation ‘the wind drives the snow,’ or the passive-voice version ‘the snow is driven by the wind.’” Active voice is the voice of volition, of capitalism, of the explorer, the powerful; we are warned as writers not to use the passive voice, not to skip over the agent of the action, though this is routinely violated in what scholars have called the “exonerative tense,” for example, when a police officer shoots someone. There is assumed (see what I did there?) to always be an active person involved, one we can point to. But what of the middle?21


Many languages, Szerszynski explained, have a middle voice, which is less concerned with agency. In the middle, “the subject does not ‘do’ or have something ‘done to’ them; neither can they simply opt out from or reverse the action of which they are a part. They undergo change while engaged in interactive processes from which they cannot simply withdraw; they are not and cannot be exterior to the process.” This, Serpell suggested, is what grief is like. You are grieving but grieving is also doing you. A transformation is happening from which you cannot withdraw, in which you are a participant but you are out of control.22


I hate being out of control as much as anyone raised by my father would have. I was raised to believe in hard work, that it would bring me success and that there was nothing I could not do if I put my mind to it. Yet I had to let go of this and learn to drift. And in doing so to be more sensitive to drifting things.23


Szerszynski noted that drifting can be a state that comes from marginality—the vagrant or “drifter”—but it can also be a pleasure. I learned too to let my aimlessness be a kind of luxury. I had enough money put aside to take some time away from work to let grief wash over me. I learned to let the people who loved me just love me, to accept, eventually, that love too was a middle voice, that I did not have to earn it in order to be cared for.24


What I needed most of all was to be able not to work when the waves came for me, to let myself float.


Josh Cohen, himself the author of a book on work or rather nonwork, suggested that the pause, the break from work, of grief or otherwise, can be a political act. With him, I believe that, rather than productive (or even counterproductive), releasing and mourning is in fact defiantly anti-productive, the opposite of work and growth. That it is profoundly social as much as it is physical and embodied, and that it demands time out of the everyday flow of life, a respite from labor rather than a form of it, a period where we are allowed to simply be human and experience the darkest parts of what that means.25


Forcing ourselves back to productivity and false happiness is a thousand times more destructive than what we might feel and learn and do if we were allowed to stop. If we were given the time to grieve properly, what might we decide to change?


Working people barely get any time off for bereavement, though. The labor movement has fought at times for the right to grieve, but it has mostly been unsuccessful because, Erik Baker suggested, “grief is a threat to the peculiar way capitalism expects workers to relate to their time.” Grief resists being contained, and this makes mourners troublesome workers. If we get bereavement time at all, it will be strictly delimited: this family member but not that one, a partner but only if you’re married. Not time to grieve, only to attend a funeral.26


Because of course grief does come with rituals, which are something to do that requires time away from work. There is the Jewish practice of sitting shiva, a weeklong period where mourners abstain from work and accept calls from the community; callers bring food and accompany the bereaved as they feel the loss. Mourning rituals are numerous, practiced by all cultures, though in so many different ways. There is silence and there is keening; there are prayers and dances; there are burials and burnings; there are many processes of preparing the dead.27


The rituals exist precisely because productivity is impossible but following rules is just about doable. In our secular world the rituals too are often individualized, centering the story of a particular life, perhaps with directions left behind by the dead. (My grandmother laid out specific instructions that she would be buried in her favorite hot-pink pantsuit.)28


Since Walter Benjamin’s time Western society has been losing its familiarity with the dead. Benjamin noted, “In the course of the nineteenth century bourgeois society has, by means of hygienic and social, private and public institutions… [made] it possible for people to avoid the sight of the dying.” Dying has been pushed even further from us in the years since; deaths happen in hospitals and nursing homes, specialized locations that sterilize grief. Colonial occupiers liked to “civilize” the people they dominated by stifling grief rituals that seemed too unruly. Public lamentations, particularly by women, were banned in India under British rule; before India they had been suppressed in Ireland as well. Funerals became sites of resistance, places where political communities could form. Elegies were often written as political propaganda.29


Grief rituals have long been the province of women, the home the place where grief is held. The home the opposite of the workplace and women’s domain, and women’s work long considered not-work. Women’s assumed proficiency at caring extended to caring for the dead. In the nineteenth-century United States, Spiritualism became a religious and political movement based on direct communication with the dead; there were a variety of ways that ghosts could talk, but mostly they talked to—and through—women. Queen Victoria even embraced it; the Victorian era was perhaps the last period of splashy public mourning in the West, when the dead could be romanticized rather than hustled offstage. When mourning was a respected occupation, rather than an indication one was skiving off work. Books offered detailed rituals; mourning fashion was available for purchase; locks of hair taken from the dead were made into mourning jewelry.30


But even today, while mourning publicly is mostly abjured, women are still the ones who accompany the ill and the dying, who administer medicine and food and sponge baths and love. This work that is not considered work is undervalued even when done for a wage, shaped by hundreds of years of expectation that the work of care, for children or for the dying, will be done out of love. Emotional life is drawn into the workplace and the logics of the workplace in turn into our emotional lives. Care work is devalued under capitalism, left to the lowest-paid and most easily exploited workers (often immigrant women of color), and those with status tend to avoid it. Even care for children—to whom at least lip service is paid as “the future”—is undervalued; care for the dying rates hardly at all. And so often we who set aside productive labor to sit at the bedsides of the dying want, rather than to be paid for that time, to have time that does not require such scrupulous accounting at all.31


In my writing about labors of love and my grieving, I came to desperately want to reclaim love from work. There is something real in the tension between love and money, paid and unpaid labor, the demands for genuine love from paid laborers and unpaid work from those who love. This is, I think, why I embraced the concept of the middle voice, a tense that capitalism cannot assimilate, for grief and for love. Because these contradictions do not have easy solutions in the world we inhabit, and that makes them potentially rebellious.


4. Grief Is Anathema to Capitalism


A friend who knew I was writing a book about grief sent me a screenshot via Twitter of a stack of brochures for something called “Dove Actually.” It appeared to offer a service where you could “release a dove in memory of a loved one” as “a way to say goodbye.” The terrible pun struck me as a useful example of how impossible it is to sell products to ease the pain of loss.32


Funerals, obviously, are a business and can be quite expensive; death doulas and counselors and support groups can provide much-needed care; but when it comes to commodities, there just isn’t much that you can buy that will make it less awful that your person is gone. And yet so many keep trying. Though Freud himself argued that mourning was normal, its cure simply time, these days, you can get a diagnosis and a prescription to help you through. In 2022, the latest set of updates to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders included “prolonged grief disorder,” which the New York Times pronounced “an answer” to the question, “How long should it take to grieve?” The answer, apparently, was, “a year.” While DSM inclusion often has more to do with clinicians’ ability to bill insurance companies for treatment, the decision still angered many practitioners, who “fear grief will be seen as a growth market by drug companies that will try to persuade the public that they need medical treatment to emerge from mourning.”33


There’s nothing wrong with getting help, in therapeutic or even pharmaceutical form, when it feels impossible to go on. But the pressure to treat grief as an illness has more to do with the needs of capitalism than the needs of the human heart. People are not interchangeable, let alone replaceable by things, and it is not pathological—as Freud correctly noted—to mourn a death for what seems a long time, in some ways for the rest of your life. Grief reminds us that we are intertwined.34


The gap, the strangeness exposed by the “Dove Actually” is a kind of haunting. It exposes a basic truth of capitalist social relations: in this world, though we are deeply reliant on other people’s labor and love to survive, so much of that work comes to us disguised in things. In commodities.35


A coat (or magazine, or video game, or meal delivered to your door) hides inside it all the people who worked on it, people we are prevented from caring about directly by supply chains and processes we mostly know little about, people whose lives and deaths occur somewhere else but whose presence enlivens the things we buy and sell. This is what Marxists call the fetishism of the commodity.36


It is a short step from experiencing human relations mediated by commodities to treating humans as commodities ourselves, replaceable, interchangeable. Such commodification shows up all over if we are looking for it. Employee injury law, where prices are assigned to body parts and to entire lives, is one place to see it. Legal scholar Nate Holdren, who studied the process of assigning prices to human bodies, wrote that commodifying people “requires overlooking the individuality, singularity, and, so to speak, infinitude of human persons. Commodified persons are in a sense always nameless and faceless, which is to say, unrecognized.” And if unrecognized, ungrievable. Injured or just aging workers are simply discarded as surplus, replaced by younger or faster or just cheaper people, maybe people somewhere else.37


The moments when we see through the veil that shelters these processes from view can be disorienting, troubling. But they also create the potential for change. How did we come to treat human bodies and lives this way? This is the question at the heart of this book.38


To make the claim for the value of an individual human life is on some level to go beyond the rational, to appeal to emotion, at the very least, and often to something spiritual. It is also to challenge us to see ourselves, once again, in one another. Max Weber famously spoke of “the disenchantment of the world,” the process of extracting the mystery from our lives, treating the world as a subject to be dissected on a table. This was not simply the progress of rationalism against religion; it was, rather, a deeper sense: if life has no meaning, it has no value; if it has no value, it has no meaning. We might use the old term “alienation.”39


The process of disenchantment, of alienation from the world, the land, and each other, has been going on for centuries. The Black Death, the fourteenth-century plague, turned life upside down; familiarity with death, Silvia Federici wrote, “undermined social discipline,” as people preferred to enjoy their lives rather than dedicate them to work. The beginnings of capitalism in the subsequent centuries required workers to be re-disciplined, removed from the land and means of self-sufficiency, directed into the workplace and into productivity. The discipline of the body was key to this process. But rationalization did not eradicate the anxieties around death.40


Religion was there to offer a solution: work hard in this world, and you’ll get your rewards in the next one. But religion itself was made and remade into more austere forms, more individualized, more suited to Enlightenment science and to capitalist production. Nineteenth-century mourners fought this change by intensifying their own mourning in what would be a losing battle, but they also turned to politics and social reform efforts that concentrated on uplifting the living.41


There is a reason that Karl Marx used so many gothic metaphors, wrote of werewolves and vampires and specters, when he was describing capitalism. It is not just because he, like me, loved spooky stories; it was an attempt to denaturalize the processes of the system, to awaken his readers to its monstrosities. Most famously, of course, he wrote, “Capital is dead labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.” Vampires may not be real, but dead labor certainly is, as are the bodies of those drained of blood by the system.42


But Marx and his coauthor, comrade, and best friend Friedrich Engels also used a spooky metaphor for the change that they aimed to bring: the infamous specter of communism, haunting Europe in the opening of the Communist Manifesto. As China Miéville noted, Marx and Engels “revel in that foreboding spectrality invoked, that flattering vesting in communism of dread powers.” The specter of the Manifesto is not a ghost of the past but a glimpse of the future that hovers just out of sight, teasing us, daring us to make its prophecy come true.43


Marx, the supreme rational analyst, encouraging “ruthless criticism of all that exists” nevertheless understood the ways that the irrational is always present in our choices and our actions. Walter Benjamin sought to make those irrationalities visible, to show us the ways that capitalism is haunted and to remind us that its haunts are worth understanding. That the cracks in the structure are where the ghosts hide, and they can help us figure out how to bring the thing down.44


Because capitalism is happy to exist without most of us. It is a system that requires workers in order to create value, and a system that requires us to work in order to get the money we need to buy things to survive, but it is also a system that is looking at every turn not just to pay us less than we need to survive but to replace people with robots, algorithms, and other forms of dead labor.45


At the beginning of wage labor, the choice was simple: work or starve. And yet many people chose to become vagrants rather than to get a job. It took punishment, violence, witch hunts, hangings to convince people that work was the preferable option. In the eighteenth century, the proletariat was caught between, in historian Peter Linebaugh’s words, “the organized death of living labour (capital punishment) and the oppression of the living by dead labour (the punishment of capital).” Some of the deaths intended to send a message; others merely incidental, the cost of doing business. Both sent a message that was received loud and clear. Yet all that punishment broke people, and humans don’t work if we’re broken. Labor reforms were won through workers’ struggles for freedom but aided by the fact that capital needed workers to function—even as the workplace disposed of people faster than they could be replaced. The contradiction at the heart of the system, which remains true today: it needs us but it kills us.46


So capital conceded, allowed for shorter working hours or banning child labor or a raised wage or health care, publicly or privately funded, as needed to maintain the workforce, but it never ceased trying to win the overall war. Winning entailed either replacing human labor with machines or forcing humans to become so machinelike that the difference doesn’t matter.


The system was designed for endless accumulation, and it turns out that can happen whether many of us live or die. The COVID pandemic proved this to us, but it was already broadly true. Capital can even find a way to make money off our deaths: financiers have turned life insurance into securities, sources of profit. Money does not have to “produce” anything to find a return; income can be generated without any social value. Or it can appear to be doing socially necessary work—as in the care economy—while in fact squeezing both workers and recipients of care for every last penny. It is a system for making the unbearable profitable.47


The unbearable takes many forms. It adapts. We will follow many threads of it through this book; follow the slave ship and the colonizers, the police force and the prison, the plague and the industrial workplace and the pollution heating the world.


The modern state is built on what Achille Mbembe called “necropolitics”: it finds its “ultimate expression of sovereignty” in “the power and the capacity to dictate who may live and who must die.” Linebaugh, thinking along similar lines, referred to it as “thanatocracy,” rule by the spectacular dealing of death. The state is justified not just by its use of violence (war, policing, execution) but also by the division of humanity into groups more or less susceptible to death. More or less disposable.48


But there is also the ordinary unbearable, the way we are ground down too by being incorporated into the process. The workplace can kill spectacularly—about five thousand people a year die of workplace injuries in the United States, or about one every two hours—but more often it just shortens your life in a thousand imperceptible ways. The classic workplace struggle over the length of the working day, Marx wrote, is a struggle for life: capital “extends the labourer’s time of production during a given period by shortening his actual life-time.”49


It was Engels who named the process, or rather discovered the name, as he credited the term to the workers themselves, the workers who spoke to him for his book The Condition of the Working Class in England. The son of a factory owner himself, Engels studied the homes and workplaces, the streets and shops where the English workers spent their days and often died young, and deemed it “social murder”:50


But when society places hundreds of proletarians in such a position that they inevitably meet a too early and an unnatural death, one that is quite as much a death by violence as that by the sword or bullet; when it deprives thousands of the necessaries of life, places them under conditions in which they cannot live—forces them, through the strong arm of the law, to remain in such conditions until that death ensues which is the inevitable consequence—knows that these thousands of victims must perish, and yet permits these conditions to remain, its deed is murder just as surely as the deed of the single individual; disguised, malicious murder, murder against which none can defend himself, which does not seem what it is, because no man sees the murderer, because the death of the victim seems a natural one, since the offense is more one of omission than of commission. But murder it remains.51


The world has changed since Engels’s day, and yet capitalism has never managed to banish the slum and the sweatshop entirely. It has rearranged the structures of social murder, in response to crises and protests and regulation, but it never stopped the killing. Holdren, who spent the pandemic years examining the concept and process of social murder, told me, “There’s a throughline of continuous death, but there’s not a requirement of death by machinery or a requirement of death by overwork. So, what capitalism will do is it will move the death and destruction around.”52


The killing is often moved offscreen, as it were, out of sight. Our contact with it returns to the indirect, through the food or clothing or cars we buy rather than our own experience. The deaths happen elsewhere: more than 1,100 people died in the 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse in Bangladesh. They happen here but to migrant workers: 59,000 meatpacking workers in the United States got COVID in the first pandemic year, and 269 died. The air and water kill slowly: nine million deaths per year from air pollution worldwide, the hundreds worried about their water after a train carrying chemicals derailed in East Palestine, Ohio. Other deaths are fast: seventy-two died when the Grenfell Tower in London burned, its destruction accelerated by flammable cladding put up on the cheap.53


The most recent reshuffle, though many would argue we’re undergoing another one right now, was called “neoliberalism.” (Some prefer “late capitalism,” though I have come to think that term far too optimistic, foreshadowing as it does the thing’s possibly imminent end.) Political theologian Adam Kotsko explains neoliberalism as “a combination of policy agenda and moral ethos,” a push not just toward maximal privatization of resources but also toward justifying the system’s inequalities by generating blame. “Neoliberalism,” he wrote, “makes demons of us all, confronting us with forced choices that serve to redirect the blame for social problems onto the ostensible poor decision making of individuals.” Freedom, the ultimate good that neoliberals gesture to, means being free to suffer the consequences of our actions, free from protection and a safety net. Free the way a tightrope walker is free.54


Freedom, in this way of thinking, comes with costs, costs that we must always be assumed to understand in advance. The cost of taking a certain job, of having sex, of moving or socializing or anything we might enjoy, measured against its potential fallout, our ability to make more money. Neoliberalism expects us to be happy and tells us that it is entirely our own fault if we are not. Yet it has grown increasingly punitive in recent years as it fails to provide the happiness and freedom it promised. Dealt a death blow by the 2008 financial crisis, the system staggers on, a zombie that offers only to eat you faster or more slowly.55


This demonization renders so many of us ungrievable, at fault in our own deaths: Gay men were assumed to have chosen the risk of HIV and therefore deserved to get AIDS, and Black men who do not submit to police officers in a way the officers deem sufficient are deserving of a bullet. The freedom they are presumed to have is only the freedom to die.56


Social worker and organizer MaryGrace DiMaria linked such blame to disenfranchised grief: “If someone dies from an overdose, that is disenfranchised completely. The blame is on the family: ‘why didn’t you do more? You could have done this and that and that.’” The obsession with who is worthy of support, of a job and social payments and a home, she said, leads to a lot of shame and hidden grief, to a hierarchy of lives and of deaths.57


Those who cannot be mourned remain with us as ghosts. We, the living, are constructed by the ghosts we choose to see, to honor. We are haunted by hundreds of years of history, by the ghosts within the objects we buy and the relations we are subject to. Capitalism cannot mourn; it can only continue the circuit, the production of profit, and whether we live or die is meaningless to it unless our lives or deaths are making money.58


5. Grief Is a (Collective) Becoming


We are denied the particularities of our lives and deaths in a world that makes us interchangeable, but by making us interchangeable, capitalism has also made us dangerous. If we are so alike, why should we not band together? With so little to lose, why not turn the whole thing upside down? As drifting things, we are blown together by forces that seem outside of our control, but if we can find the role we play in the process, we can turn collective mourning into revolt.59


Grief is so singular, particular, bodily. Each person lost is a whole universe, yes, but each person who mourns them will do so differently. Grieving alone will be necessary, and yet doing so together also necessary. We have to, Holdren suggested, create a space to value our own lives—our day-to-day existences, victories and losses, pleasures and small luxuries—a space that is also public and politicized and part of something bigger than ourselves. “What any individual can do about this feels like it would obliterate the individual,” he said, “which is why it can’t be an individual response.”60


This is why my friends who had lost a parent all reached out to me when my father died and I in turn have reached out to others who have been through it since. Because the strange bodily-ness of grief, the way that it takes you, wherever you are—in the middle of crowds, once moderating a panel, so many times while sitting in front of your computer desperately trying to write—is frightening unless someone else tells you, me too. Unless they tell you, as Jess Kuttner told me, trying to suppress it will not work; it will come out somewhere else in the body, sometimes as pain or even illness.


To claim time for grief is to claim time for a whole spectrum of human feeling otherwise banished from public life. What people might call the darker emotions, or what Andrea Long Chu memorably called “negative passions,” are still significant and worth feeling even as they are discomfiting. That is precisely their value. They teach us to experience the world differently.61


Cat Salonek told me a story about a friend of hers from high school who was stabbed after their senior year. Salonek had “squeaked by” in school and gotten accepted to college; she was white and her friend was Black. “I just didn’t understand why I made it out and other people didn’t,” she said. But she began to learn about the structures of power that exposed some more than others to violence and premature death. She became an organizer: “My mission is to make it a world where all the angsty teenagers can actually live into their potential despite whatever angstiness they’re going to get themselves into.”


Grief does not necessarily make us better. It can and will make us angry and bitter, despairing and isolated. These are phases, maybe, but we can get stuck there. As Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò wrote, “Pain, whether born of oppression or not, is a poor teacher. Suffering is partial, shortsighted, and self-absorbed. We shouldn’t have a politics that expects different.” Loss and trauma, he suggested, are building blocks. We can build different things of the same materials. They can connect us to others, if we let them, or we can turn inward and let them fester. We can let the knowledge of our own vulnerability that grief brings open us up to one another, recognize that vulnerability in the people around us, reach outward for connection. Or we can cling to the uniqueness of our pain and use it as a weapon to wield against others, see in their humanity a threat to our own.62


This is precisely why collective mourning is necessary. Because it is an assertion of a different logic, one that says that these lives matter—that asserts their value over the value of profits. To take the space and the time to sit with what has happened, to talk about it in public, is to challenge the logic of productivity that hustles people back into the workplace after a loss. It is to share what we have learned. It is, as nurse Elizabeth Lalasz told me in the midst of a COVID-19 wave, to look at reality and also to wonder how we might change it.


To call for public, collective grieving is not simply to call for emotional catharsis. Rather, it is to say that this lack of attention to our losses in all their layers both springs from and leads to concrete failures of public health, safety, and care. If we do not grieve what we have lost, we will simply remain stuck in this doom loop, repeating cycles of death, and this will only get worse with the accelerating climate crisis.63


We lose so much in this life before it ends: loved ones, homes, jobs, entire communities. Some of those things we will grieve deeply, others we will leave behind gladly, many we will relate to as some kind of in-between. We are haunted by the ghosts of the choices we didn’t make, yes, but also haunted by the choices made for us, the choices made sometimes before we were born and sometimes by distant, powerful others. By the kinds of impersonal decisions that quietly kill. In this book I try to tell many of those stories, and while I am sharing my own story too in these pages, I do so not to overshadow the others but to make myself vulnerable alongside them. If this book is different from the ones that I have written before, it is because I am no longer the person who wrote those books. I share some of her obsessions and her passions; some of the people who loved her still love me. But I have been changed by grief, and I cannot write exactly as I have before. Writing, Hélène Cixous suggested, begins with the dead; I do not know whether this is true, but I do know that I started this book alongside ghosts.64


I know that grief ended my ability to be in the world in a certain way. It eroded my capacity for bullshit, my tolerance for lies, my patience for people who want only to extract. The awareness that life is too fucking short became very real to me. It also taught me to love better and harder and to accept the love I was offered; it taught me to take risks and to beware the pleasures of doom. To cling fiercely to hope. Hope is a discipline, my friend and organizing hero Mariame Kaba says, and I try to remember that when everything feels dark.65


Because the universe is perverse and sometimes magical, I fell in love with someone who was deeply grieving while I was writing this book. Before he ever kissed me, I read something he wrote about grief, and unlike so much of what I read it felt true in my chest, and when he kissed me he asked if I was there because of his book and the answer wasn’t yes but it wasn’t no either and anyway he broke my heart before I finished the writing and taught me even more about grief that way. One of those things is that Freud’s description of mourning is closer actually to heartbreak, to ambiguous loss. That in heartbreak you will struggle to let go, to detach your future from the one you planned together or even just the one you fantasized alone. And still it is not work, because love is not work any more than grief.


Nor is solidarity. It exists in the middle voice, something that you do, kind of, that is done to you, sort of, that is both at the same time and thus somehow bigger. It is impossible to do it one way; it exists as a relation, a reminder that we are never truly alone. We are remade by desire as well as by grief. We are remade together even though our losses are specifically our own. Mourning is, as Cristina Rivera Garza put it, a way of unknowing our individual selves. A becoming.66


A becoming, together.


Walter Benjamin wrote that “the spark of hope” can be fanned only by those “firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he wins. And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious.” That solidarity with the dead who came before is part of his project and mine; his understanding that “the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but the rule” is necessary in order to turn the current crises to our advantage. We have to at once understand the specificities of today’s grievances and their roots in structures past, in order to approach something like justice, for the dead and the living alike.67


In his addendum to the “Philosophy of History,” Benjamin suggested, “Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passengers on this train—namely, the human race—to activate the emergency brake.” When I first began to think politically about grief, sometime deep in its fog, I thought of this line. In its halting of everything, in its particular rupture, grief, I think still, could be revolutionary.68


I have covered social movements for the better part of two decades, and one thing that the ones that stuck had in common was that they provided solidarity in a material way. They offered care that was physical: food, a place to sleep, masks and hand sanitizer during COVID-19. They offered life, even when protesting a death. We lack a word in English for this kind of life making, like the missing middle voice. I have struggled in writing this book with the need for such a word, one that encapsulates the kind of world I want to live in and the way I want to live in it. It does not exist, I think, because we are not there yet.69


But in the streets and the camps that I visited while working on this book, in the spaces we made when I sat with someone and told them of my grief and they told me of theirs, I glimpsed it. In the struggles that did not shy away from public mourning as well as political militancy, I began to feel it.70
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Break I
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When I learned my father was sick, I was at a retreat not far from where I lived with some people I loved and one I would learn to love and a whole lot of strangers, and I had to perform.


When I found out he would die, I was on my way to Passover dinner with some of those same people, and I kept going, kept driving, I went.


It was what he would have done. It was what he told me to do. He was wrong.


It was the summer of 2017, and as usual my mother didn’t call me immediately with the news that she’d taken him to the hospital. Not that there’s ever a good way to get that call, but when she did call me and I walked out onto the lawn alone during a break to call her back, he had already been sick for days, and this time it was something new, not the heart and lung problems that we had known about for decades (he was a lifelong smoker, tried to quit several times, but mostly resorted to hiding the smoking from us rather than actually giving it up; I was the one to catch him each time). This time it was kidney disease, strangely advanced, unexpected.


I did what I always did in a crisis, what he taught me to do: I kept going, kept working. My mother had told me not to come home, there was nothing I could do, so I did not go. Then. I performed, instead. I made new friends or at least new comrades, organized an informal lunch caucus; I hovered around an acquaintance that I was feeling more and more drawn to.


I was used to my father being sick. His first heart surgery came when I was in my second year of university, twelve hours from home in New Orleans, and then too my mother said, There’s nothing you can do, stay at school, keep working. I remember curling in bed with an even-then-ex-boyfriend and waiting for the call to tell me he was out of the procedure and trying not to picture him with his chest cracked open. Gave up my own occasional cigarette when I saw the scar it left.


That wasn’t the last heart surgery either.


In my twenties, I had been floating around a post-9/11 recession country trying to figure out why my sort of fancy degree didn’t get me any sort of a job, waiting tables, drinking too much, and wondering what the hell to do now that I was ostensibly an adult, I landed home for a holiday and was put to work in the family business. My parents ran a bicycle shop then; before we moved to South Carolina it had been restaurants, a step up from my father’s parents’ Jewish deli outside of Boston (later I would search the web for mentions of the deli and find that they had been named the Best Bagels in Boston in 1980, the year I was born). The bike shop catered to tourists and I hated catering to tourists but I hated it marginally less than restaurant work, it turned out, and my mother’s shoulder and neck problems were just surfacing so I filled a necessary gap in the running of the thing. I moved home, planning to stay the summer, save money, drift somewhere new in the fall.


I stayed three years as my father fell apart. I caught him smoking again but mostly I watched his supernatural work ethic crumble and slowly took on all his responsibilities. Fred—the manager—and I would conspire to shove my dad out the door for a half day once a week (the shop was open seven days a week, and he stayed for all of it). It was grief, I think, at first, that broke him.


His own parents had died within brief months of each other and there had been no funeral. He was their only child (a brother had died young), and so it was on him to go down to Florida, pack their apartment, carry out their wishes, come home with the few things that he wanted to keep. Some jewelry, some art, my grandfather’s needlepoints. No funeral. Just his unspoken grief, kept inside.


I did not recognize it then. I was sad when they died, but I was not undone by it the way my father seemed to be, and it seemed to strike him later than I expected—he kept going for a while.


But it was not only grief; it was the old illness in his body. Or rather, the two are not separable. Grief is all throughout the body. His damaged heart breaking down.


Two years into my time looking after the business and my parents I decided that the thing to do would be to go back to school so I studied obsessively and took the GRE and applied to programs all over, in English literature, in creative writing, in journalism. School I understood, I was good at, though by then I was also good at various things to do with a bicycle and a small business and even, rather shockingly, managing a small staff of mostly men my age or so. I had proved what I needed to to my father, I thought, shown him that it wasn’t a lack of hard work that had made my postcollege years a scramble. I had earned the right to make my life what I wanted, and writing in those days was what brought me joy and pleasure, and so I was off to school. The journalism program that accepted me offered me a teaching spot and it was in a city my then-boyfriend deemed acceptable so we were off at the end of August. But by then my father was really sick. Not just face in hands in the back room at the bike shop when he was pretending to work sick but can’t-breathe sick.


He was still in the hospital when I left, well enough to tell me that I had done enough and I needed to go. Go to school, back to work, improve yourself. There’s nothing more you can do.


He recovered, mostly, from what turned out to be a vicious pneumonia. I got a graduate degree in journalism and moved to New York City, got a series of jobs, wrote a book, broke up with one person and met the one I thought I’d be with forever. That man and I packed our things and moved north of the city to a house in the Hudson Valley, just us and a dog. It was a good life for a while.


It wasn’t that the election of Donald Trump changed everything, though I fought more aggressively with my father over that election than I ever had before. He had always been a Republican but the kind of Massachusetts Republican who wants to keep his own taxes low and believed down deep in his third-generation-small-businessman bones that everything he had, he’d worked for. I couldn’t accept he’d actually voted for… for that, even though I knew all about what he’d voted for before. How could a Jew vote for this politics how could you say things to me about new refugees and migrants that they used to say about us? He’d joke about his communist daughter even as I was running his small business better than he had. I earned his respect on the shop floor, but when my job became politics, that was different, that was work he did not recognize, and we grew apart. I did what he had, over and over, told me to do, and I worked hard. I freelanced away my weekends while holding down a full-time job, paid down my student debt, made a life. But I could not change his mind.


So when he went into the hospital that summer, I took my mother’s call at a retreat organized by an international network to bring together people from North America and Europe over the threat of the far right; my father and I were strained because he’d voted for the same people I was working to defeat.


I did go home not long after that, saw him in the care home the hospital released him to, cried and struggled to know what to do with myself, with the racing heartbeat and the insomnia, the sadness and the fear, the impossibility of him getting better, the equal impossibility of him being gone. I hid it well, I think, though it seemed to me it was written all over my face, the line that began to etch itself off-center between my brows. I waited for the phone to ring.


For a little while it seemed he was getting better. The care home released him to my mother with a now-permanent portable oxygen tank and not much to say for a while. Then suddenly he was better, he was happier, even if he had to do dialysis and even though he hated feeling useless. He was capable of going through the mountain of paperwork generated from selling the bike shop to his friendly competition so that he could ostensibly retire and enjoy himself. He would never be fully himself again, but he was a man in his seventies, and for a while we thought we would have him longer.


Then he had a fall, and he was back in the hospital, and the care home, and back again to the hospital.


It was his decision to die. To stop the dialysis and the other attempts to bring him home. The United States won’t let you actively kill yourself, but it does give you the right to stop treatment. It was Passover when my mother called to tell me what he had decided, and my boyfriend and I went to dinner that night with the friend who taught me to knit the blanket I had made to throw over my father’s lap in the chair at home while he watched golf, and I held my tears, mostly. We broke the matzo and drank the wine and ate the bitter herbs and said the prayers that I had learned from my father’s family and I prayed, maybe, to the G-d he never believed in. I bought a plane ticket for the next day and went home to say goodbye.


We said goodnight one night—he could no longer speak but at least made eye contact—and at five the next morning the phone rang, and I crawled onto the couch where my sister had been sleeping and we held each other until our mother came and told us what we already knew.


She started cleaning immediately.


That he had been ready should have made things easier. Maybe it did; I have nothing to compare it to, or rather, it is not possible to compare it to the grief for friends I lost shockingly young to violent accidents.


All I know is that it broke me.


There are so many smarmy things written about grief, so many cliches and platitudes, so many things passed around as deep insight that sounded to me when I was deep in it—that still sound to me now, with my chest thrumming as I write this—like so many Hallmark cards. What I know about grief is that the cliches won’t help. Grief will undo you, break you down, and if you are lucky enough, maybe it will remake you at the end. That you will remake yourself.


I did not know that then, but I know it now.


A friend who had not been close messaged me to say that there were two things he had learned from losing his mother that he wanted to share: Whatever you are feeling is OK, and You will manage other people’s feelings as much as your own. Two weeks on I would write back to him and add a third: You will be shocked by who will show up for you, and equally shocked by who will fail you.


The man who was supposed to love me did not understand why I was so undone. People I barely knew flooded me with messages from silly to heartfelt. The only people who knew what to say were those who had been there.


I was OK. I was not OK. I was in shock. I was normal. I had a hole in my chest where the scar on his chest had been. I could not breathe. I had to remind myself to exhale fully, but when I did I could not hold myself together. I slept with a hand pressed to that place between my breasts. I kept working. Of course I did.


I left the man I wrote into my father’s obituary as partner because although we would never be married, he deserved, I thought, to have status that sounded equal to that of my sister’s husband. The relationship I had thought was forever could not, it turned out, survive my loss. I did not know how to ask for what I needed, but I knew that I needed more than his unwillingness to interrupt his routine to at least witness my devastation. If I was going to have to take care of myself through it, I could at least stop taking care of him. I moved back to the city alone. I fell stupidly in love with the person who knew what to say, knew that I needed hippo videos and poetry in equal measure. I could not be with him. I had a series of heartbreaks on top of heartbreaks; grief was already spilling over everywhere so why not pour more on top?


I wanted to stop hurting but I couldn’t stop hurting myself. I filled notebooks with pain and trusted the wrong people and I began to realize that I was no longer an entertaining trainwreck, that my excess was exhausting.


There were a few exceptions to that rule, a few people who held me together. I remember a night in a cab with two dear friends—a couple—who pressed me between them to give me as much human contact and warmth as they possibly could, and when I thanked them later the one simply said, This is what friends are for. I remember the first time the hippo-videos-and-poetry man kissed me and the hole in my chest closed for a night. I landed in Italy for another talk, another performance, a trip I had almost refused because I could barely speak only to find that food tasted good again and to recognize after a friend pointed it out that a new man was flirting with me. I remember the earthshaking sex in his hotel room and walking away with a smile. I remember the people who skipped events to walk with me and the friend who sent me a grief worksheet that included all the things happening to my body in its long list of symptoms. Grief is in the body. Of course.


I would have ten homes with twelve housemates in five years in four states and two countries and several months where I just hopped from house-sit to house-sit to hotel to couch-surf. I would rebuild myself and break that version too. I would write a whole book and watch it emerge in a pandemic. I would hold myself together, and I would fall in love with the men who held me when I cried, and I would be too much for nearly everyone. I would see the newspaper tell me that there was a new diagnosis of prolonged grief disorder, but then someone else told me, Grief is excessive or else it isn’t grief. Of course I was disordered, but wasn’t that the whole goddamn point?


I tried to hide it and realized that I succeeded too well, that everyone thought I was fine.


I was fine. It did not kill me. I survived all that. I could survive anything. I still wanted to watch everything burn.




















CHAPTER 1
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Burn


State violence, solidarity, and rebellion


1.1 Aflame


Let us return to that police car on fire.


It was 2020 and I was wearing a cloth mask that I could pull down to gulp water at a safe distance from other people, and we had gathered on the steps of the Philadelphia art museum and it was still the first lockdown, technically, and so I had not gotten yet to the point where I flinched at the nearness of strangers. At first it was like the other mass marches of the movement for Black lives in that it was angry and mournful and calm and dignified. But the streets were so otherwise empty, the broken windows, the graffiti everywhere. “Vengeance for George Floyd” scrawled in white paint on a window that might have been a bank. We followed the thick black smoke to the police car on fire and watched a group of young people—so impossibly young—walk slowly, deliberately distanced, arms raised, down the street, and the police car that was not on fire backed up from them until they took the intersection and began to dance.


The thick black smoke coated my nostrils and throat even through the mask. A girl on crutches blocked the path of a motorcyclist in the street so the march could pass.


Days later we marched again, more of us, clogging the steps of the art museum that Rocky once ran up. Faces covered, masked against the virus, people held cardboard signs that said “reparations now” and “rise up” and “no justice no peace” and “racism is a public health emergency.” Little red letters on that one also said “I have sunscreen and ibuprofen if you need.” There were doctors and nurses wearing their scrubs and street medics with red-duct-tape crosses on their T-shirt sleeves and people pulling wagons or pushing grocery carts with bottled water and hand sanitizer and masks to give away. I would see a big white CARE NOT COPS banner over and over again.1


When we reached City Hall on June 6, under a massive yellow ABOLISH THE POLICE banner, people were handing out hot food, which seemed like a miracle: that underneath a row of police in riot gear lining the level where Frank Rizzo’s statue had been, there were folding tables and portable heat sources and aluminum catering trays of free food. It was a little piece of the world the protesters wanted to build even if it was under the looming threat of crackdown, even if the smiles of the people who handed out plates were hidden under N95 masks. It was the concrete practice of making Black lives matter, in Philadelphia, in Minneapolis, everywhere. It was a promise that we could care for each other.2


In between the marches in the streets in 2020, young activists were reading and holding teach-ins and trading books. Abolitionist geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore became within the movement for Black lives a household name; her work finding its intended audience because she has always been an organizer as well as a theorist. Gilmore is known for many things, but one of them is her oft-repeated definition of racism as “the state-sanctioned and/or extralegal production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerabilities to premature death.”3


It is those group-differentiated vulnerabilities that the millions in the streets were protesting when they insisted that Black lives matter. It was a movement that had grown tired of grieving, tired of the loss and the death and the repression that comes when you dare to say that those premature deaths were brutal and cruel and unwarranted. That this is what racism is as well: the concentration of people in the neighborhoods and the jobs and the streets that kill, places that were defunded long ago.


Gilmore also has a term for this: she calls it, as will I, following her, “organized abandonment.”4


Organized abandonment is the necessary precondition for an unequal world, for the continued exploitation of so many in order to make life not just comfortable for others but to speed the accumulation of capital by a tiny few. Racism is the process by which that abandonment is made acceptable. It is produced differently in different places, produced by historic events and the way relations of power shift and change.5


That’s how systems work, or rather how they conscript us into doing their work for them. The police officer who put his knee on George Floyd’s neck, the police officers who fired into Breonna Taylor’s apartment in a raid the New York Times described as “compromised by poor planning and reckless execution” didn’t invent racism or policing or the guns they held in their hands; they were doing their jobs, jobs that taught one of them to act with “an extreme indifference to the value of human life” and another to “[abandon] his sworn oath to uphold the sanctity of life.”6


The violence is justified because police, we hear, are there to protect us from “criminals,” but “criminal” is a matter of perspective. Participants in uprisings are branded looters, the same way Black people in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina were. As if Black people’s acts of freedom have not been considered stealing since they were enslaved and “stole” themselves away from bondage.7


The production of criminals is, Gilmore wrote, the process of creating public enemies and of individualizing disorder. It is, like racism, geographically distinct and shifting in time: think of the uneven spread of marijuana legalization, how something is a crime one day and not the next, illegal in one state and fine just across an invisible border. If protesters are criminals, then mass disobedient protests and the burning of a police station are not justified. If they are criminals, why bother grieving their deaths?8


If people are branded “criminals,” they can be locked away for years of slow death, their friends lovers cousins wives left to grieve even as they attempt to hold on. Yet prison removes people from one place that is in crisis and places them in another; it does not solve problems, but like most solutions of capitalism, it resolves one series of contradictions by creating a new set.9


The money that states spend on prisons is what might, with a different set of priorities, be spent on services that people need. Care not cops. This is what the movements mean when they say, “defund the police” or “divest/invest”: that the decision to spend our collective wealth on cops and prisons to manage the people who are surplus to production could have been made otherwise.10


Racism is vulnerability to premature death. It is a process of justifying deaths when they happen, of justifying the use of violence by state or nonstate actors (Officer Derek Chauvin or Officer Brett Hankison or self-appointed neighborhood watchman George Zimmerman or former Marine Daniel Penny), of declaring that the people they killed were not grievable. Some of you might say that George Floyd or Breonna Taylor or Trayvon Martin or Jordan Neely did not do the thing they were supposed to have done when they were killed, and yet what if they did? The punishment for making and using a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill, as George Floyd was accused of doing, or for selling drugs, which was the thing Breonna Taylor’s ex-boyfriend was suspected of doing, or bothering people on a subway as Jordan Neely supposedly did is not slow public torturous death or being gunned down in one’s bed. Innocence is not enough. Innocence is produced in social spaces as much as race is, as much as criminals are. The rules of who and what can be innocent change constantly; Michael Brown was described as “no angel” in the New York Times, as if he ought to have been one. The young organizers who took to the streets and the subway tracks to demand justice for George Floyd and Breonna Taylor and Trayvon Martin and Jordan Neely insisted that their lives mattered whether or not they were innocent. They were worth grieving because they had lived and been loved, and the system that justified their deaths, the whole damn system was guilty as hell.11


That system we call capitalism, which some of us call racial capitalism, following Cedric Robinson, who meant not only the way the slave ship and the plantation were embedded into the thing from the beginning but also the way existing differences between people, real or imagined, get exaggerated into “race,” and race in turn is used to rationalize the inequalities we live and die with. “Capitalism requires inequality and racism enshrines it,” Gilmore reminds us. It is a system that requires human sacrifice. It does not necessarily require police murders or prisons; those are the fixes for our current iteration of the thing, worse in the United States than most anywhere else in the world. In other times and places, it has meant apartheid, pogroms, segregation, slavery, mass executions, settlers destroying Native homes and food sources. But it does require death making.12


And so in 2020 in particular more people realized this than had ever before, realized it as they were trapped behind screens in pandemic lockdown with nothing to do but to consider the world they lived in and whether normal had ever been anything but a different kind of hell, realized it as they kept going to work and their bosses denied them sick time. Realized in their misery that others were miserable too, different but parallel, that as Gargi Bhattacharyya wrote, “heartbrokenness is the class consciousness of racial capitalism,” that in our heartbreak we could come together. The people who came out to protest in 2020 defied simple color lines. The demonstrations were proof that Black lives matter not only to Black people but to many of us, that we too grieve, we take our place in the second line, we remember, we demand justice.13


1.2 Family


Nyliayh and Darrius Stewart grew up like brother and sister, though they were cousins. Their mothers were sisters who stayed close as they raised their children. “Everybody said we looked like twins,” Nyliayh told me. They lived and played together in Memphis, and then Nyliayh returned to Mississippi, where she was born, for high school, and one night she woke up to hear her sister screaming. Her cousin was dead. “I just broke down. It was terrifying.”


The story as she knows it is that Darrius was in a car with his friends. They were pulled over for a broken taillight, and the police asked everyone to produce ID; Darrius didn’t have his, so his friends went down the road to his mother’s house to get it, leaving Darrius in the custody of the police. When they returned, he was dead. Eyewitnesses later testified to an official investigation that Stewart was turning to flee when he was shot. One of those witnesses said they heard Stewart yell, “I can’t breathe” before the second bullet hit him.14


Darrius was nineteen. Nyliayh was sixteen. “It was terrifying. I was going into my senior year the next school year because it happened in the summer, and I didn’t even want to go to school. I had never lost anybody that close to me.”


There were protests in Memphis when Darrius was killed and an investigation that recommended charging the officer, Connor Schilling, with “voluntary manslaughter and employment of a firearm during the commission of a dangerous felony,” but the grand jury did not indict. “I feel like it wasn’t manslaughter. It was first-degree murder. It was murder,” Nyliayh said. “He was unarmed, and I’ve never known the police to pull over a car and ask for everybody’s identity. They were stereotyped. It was a car full of young Black boys.”


Nyliayh, small and pretty and poised, was telling me a story she has told many times. Her family was and remains close, and they carry the loss with them still; she doesn’t even like to speak of Darrius to her auntie, his mother, because it is too hard for her. She spent her senior year in a deep depression, at first refusing to talk about what had happened. “I really had nobody to talk to because I’m the strong friend. I’m who everybody comes to talk to. They don’t expect me to be down; it’s like they don’t know what to do. So it was a process I had to go through by myself. I think that was the hardest year of my life.”


The summer of 2020, the year of the pandemic and the George Floyd rebellion, was the five-year anniversary of Darrius Stewart’s death, and the family, as they did each year, held a vigil at the site of his killing. It was at that vigil that Nyliayh met one of the founders of Decarcerate Memphis. The organization was fighting for changes to policing in Memphis, changes beyond the body cameras that had been instituted after Darrius was killed. Nyliayh joined the organization, and, when Memphis police killed Tyre Nichols in 2023, her testimony before the city council helped to pass a ban on the kinds of pretextual traffic stops that had led to Darrius’s death.15


Nyliayh is proud of the effort to change the law, but it also hurts. “My cousin would still be here today if that law would’ve been passed eight years ago. I don’t want to sound harsh when I say it. It’s something that I personally can’t celebrate for myself because it seems like a slap in the face to my family. I am happy that it would save others. But it’s not a celebration to me.


“Why does someone have to die for them to see these are problems?”


Darrius Stewart’s death was a spark that blazed into more and bigger protests. The momentum carried through 2015, from rallies at the Shelby County Criminal Justice Center to businesses and tourist centers, including Graceland, the home-turned-museum of Elvis Presley, and when Alton Sterling was killed by police in Baton Rouge and Philando Castile was killed in Minnesota in July 2016, a march that was headed for the Civil Rights Museum changed direction and took over the I-40 bridge. Al Lewis, old enough to have childhood memories of when Martin Luther King Jr. came to town for the sanitation strike, said of the bridge moment, “For me that was the most powerful thing that ever happened in Memphis, including Dr. King coming and getting killed.”16


But when the crowds fade, Nyliayh and her family still live with the grief. Nyliayh had known young people, schoolmates, who died violently before, and that had been bad, but it was nothing like the kind of deep gutting bodily grief that came from losing someone she was raised with. She finds herself at a loss for words when friends lose someone. “I can’t talk about it. I can’t talk about death. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to tell you because I can’t… I’m not going to tell you everything’s going to be okay because I don’t know your grief. I don’t know how you’re going to grieve.”


Nyliayh Stewart lives with an impossible burden and a kind of moral authority she would trade away in a heartbeat to bring her cousin back. It is a burden shared by Samaria Rice, whose son Tamir was twelve when he was shot by a Cleveland police officer, who spoke of that struggle to Imani Perry. “There is a certain way you have to go in front of the media to let them know that you want justice for your baby,” she said. Black mothers, Christina Sharpe wrote in her exquisite book In the Wake, carry a particular burden because they live with the knowledge that such things can happen to them at any moment. The responsibility of being “mothers of the movement” is a kind of caring work that these mothers never asked for, a triply cruel burden on top of the other demands made of them in a world that extracts their work and their love, and that it all be performed under constant surveillance. It is a demand for perfection that no one could possibly meet.17


It is not only that Black family members have to defend their loved ones against the assumptions of criminality; it is that they have to also prove their right to grieve. Claudia Rankine wrote, “Michael Brown’s mother, Lesley McSpadden, was kept away from her son’s body because it was evidence. She was denied the rights of a mother, a sad fact reminiscent of pre–Civil War times, when as a slave she would have had no legal claim to her offspring. McSpadden learned of her new identity as a mother of a dead son from bystanders.” Michael Brown’s body was left for hours in the street; when he was finally taken inside, it took two weeks before McSpadden was allowed to see him. There was a movement in his name shaking the world by that time, but there were also vendors selling T-shirts with his name on them. “Not only were the procedures around her son’s corpse out of her hands; his name had been commoditized and assimilated into our modes of capitalism.”18


Racism is vulnerability to premature death. Rankine’s words linger: “The condition of black life is one of mourning.”19


While it is not always the mother leading the battle, the campaigns for justice are so often led by a woman. Mothers daughters aunts sisters. Marcia Rigg, one of the chairs of the United Families and Friends Campaign—a network of those bereaved by deaths in police, prison, and psychiatric custody in Britain—described the organization as a place of support as well as political struggle, somewhere that grieving people “can meet other families, share their stories, share their pain, and have somebody else to talk to that understands what they’ve been going through.” It is an extraordinary kind of love that this world demands of people like Rigg, whose brother Sean was killed in Brixton Police Station in South London in 2008, or Nyliayh Stewart, Samaria Rice, or Judy Scott, who was on the phone with her fifty-year-old son Walter as he was killed by police in North Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015. Scott looked the police officer who killed Walter in the eye in court and told him she forgave him, but what a cruel demand it is that anyone forgive such a loss, what a superhuman kind of love we expect of Black women like her.20


And yet those mothers sisters cousins friends have risen to that impossible bar over and over again.21


In claiming their right to love their sons brothers nephews partners, the family and friends of the people killed sometimes find themselves in tension with other parts of the movement for Black lives. Samaria Rice called out those who were, in her words, “hustling Black death,” disconnected from the real lives of those grieving, the real knowledge of just who has been lost. Her statement, alongside Lisa Simpson, the mother of Richard Risher, killed by the LAPD in 2016, read in part:22


We condemn capitalism’s monetization of Black people’s death and dying through the following modes of violence: “celebrity activism,” along with fundraising without transparency. We need structured distribution of funds to Black working class families and grassroots organizations. Families of those who are killed by the police—and whose loved ones’ deaths spark mass movements—continue to navigate political misrepresentation, battle zones of police repression, homelessness, and poverty, while Black “leadership” that has not been selected by the masses flourishes through celebrity status. These families must be provided the resources to sustain themselves, their families, and their work dedicated to building community infrastructure.… Stop celebrity activism; stop corporate investments that support lobbyists for this norm; put an end to the political-economy’s parasitism on Black death and poverty.


Her words are a sharp description of how the system into which she was thrust operates. As Selma James wrote years ago: “Every time we build a movement a few people get jobs, and those who get the jobs claim that this was the objective of the movement, this was the change.”23


This is a process, as Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò wrote, of “elite capture,” of the way the well positioned or relatively privileged (“relatively” is important here; privilege is always a relation rather than a measure of absolutes) tend to gain control of financial benefits or political projects. The era of the influencer, given leadership status based on social media clout, has magnified this problem a hundredfold; busy people latch onto a few voices to tell them what to think, deferring to others deciding that those voices speak for a broader and much more heterogenous movement, group, ethnicity, collective. Whether the group from which the speaker is extracted itself has any basis in reality rarely matters.24


Indeed, this also describes the way that certain mothers or family members are elevated, listened to, treated as respectable. Mothers themselves, as Rice noted in her conversation with Perry, are not a monolith. And yet it is true that, in Perry’s words, “there are market exchanges happening; people are making money because news agencies, publishers, and civic and professional organizations need interpreters of this moment.” Of that money and attention-that-is-money in this economy, “the vast majority goes to a professional class of spokespeople: organizers, writers, and academics. And the killings continue. So whether we deliberately hustle Black death or not, it is without question a nefarious hustle.”25


Public grieving-as-protest (or as-riot) challenges the boundaries of what and whom we are permitted to grieve. It is an attempt, though imperfect, to share some of the burden that Nyliayh Stewart and Samaria Rice and Lesley McSpadden and Marcia Rigg carry. The solidarity we can offer comes from putting our own vulnerability on the line in honor of what someone else has suffered, is suffering, will suffer. Most of us have not, will not, cannot know what they feel, and so invariably we will make mistakes; but we must, I think, do a better job of holding those whose impossible losses sparked the movement in the first place.26


I remain haunted by a photo of graffiti from the George Floyd uprising that I saw online; trying to find that original picture, I found multiple versions of it, all striking: “All mothers were summoned when he called out for his mama.”27


What is the family but the group of people for whom it is permissible to grieve?


The outpouring into the streets in collective public mourning is a statement of kinship beyond the nuclear family, beyond the extended family, beyond the bounds of the weird family called “race.” It is a statement of the most basic solidarity: an injury to one is an injury to all. That we are in fact responsible to and undone by one another. That the rage and pain and gutted-ness of the immediately affected, those mothers sisters cousins lovers, will not be a burden to be carried alone. Such generosity was everywhere in the streets in 2014, 2015, 2020, as everywhere people cared for each other, shared tips on battling tear gas, picked each other up from the ground, brought food and water and in the pandemic times, masks and hand sanitizer. Grief both could and could not be shared.28


Abolitionist organizer Mariame Kaba has worked with many families who have lost people and who are survivors of violence, navigating the varying understandings of what “justice” might look like. One success—though it took decades—was the campaign for reparations for survivors of police torture in Chicago. For the men who were tortured into false confessions and imprisoned, there was so much rage and a tiny sliver of hope that their fight to be exonerated would succeed.29


The survivors understandably wanted the men who tortured them to be convicted and imprisoned in turn: that was their vision of justice. But Kaba felt distant from the early campaign because as an abolitionist she could not support the demand for more incarceration; she sought instead other ways to help. “The question then becomes, how do you respectfully find something so that you can still be in relation with them?” she said. “Just because somebody’s grieving intensely and wants revenge, you don’t have to say, ‘I will also fight for revenge.’ You can say, ‘I hear you, valid. You are right to feel your feelings. Now here’s what I can offer. Do you want that?’”


The reparations campaign became a form of justice that she and the survivors could come together around. Standish Willis, an attorney who’d fought battle after battle for the torture survivors, was the one to say that the legal realm was perhaps exhausted and what they needed was a political fight, a reparations framework and an international lens through which to shame Chicago officials into action. This was just after the Abu Ghraib scandal had rocked the United States and the world, and it inspired the survivors to take their demands for justice to the UN Committee Against Torture.30


The international shame campaign worked, to a degree. Jon Burge, the police commander and head of the torture ring, faced charges and was convicted—for lying about torture, rather than the torture itself. The survivors and their families felt their sustaining rage turn to a deep emptiness. Justice required something more. Joey Mogul, another attorney, suggested an artistic project, which Kaba joined. Mogul created the first reparations ordinance as part of that art project, which became the first draft of the eventual law.


This was happening as the streets were filling with protesters over the deaths of Trayvon Martin and Jordan Davis, and in Chicago young people whom Kaba had organized with were mourning one of their own, Dominique Franklin Jr., Damo to his friends, who died after police used a Taser on him. “I had all these young people in front of me, and they were just nihilistic. I was terrified. I use that word very specifically. I was terrified at the reaction, because it wasn’t anger. It was complete, fuck the world in a way that I had not seen before in them,” Kaba said.31


She recalled returning home to her partner after a meeting with Damo’s friends. “He could see something was really wrong. I started crying immediately and I said, ‘I’m scared. I’m terrified. I don’t know what they’re going to do with themselves.’ I was afraid that people might do harm to themselves… and end up further ensnared by the system,” she said. When her partner looked at her and calmly said, “What do you know how to do?” she said, “I lost it.” Her partner let her vent all her rage and grief and then left her alone. Calming down, her eyes fell on the bookshelf across the room and lit on William Patterson’s We Charge Genocide, the petition carried to the United Nations in 1951 by Patterson and Paul Robeson, documenting American racism in detail and demanding repair. “I pulled it and I said, ‘Let’s go to Switzerland.’”32


All of the disparate threads began to make sense to her. The torture survivors’ need for justice, Damo’s friends’ need for an outlet for their grief, a community’s need to be heard. At the first meeting, around fifty people showed up; young people and lawyers and seasoned organizers together to hear her pitch for what would become We Charge Genocide the organization, which would present its case to the United Nations in November of that year. Energized by the uprisings after the deaths of Michael Brown and Eric Garner that summer, the young organization would pour all of its members’ rage and grief into building a demand for reparations that would win.33


In 2015, the ordinance passed. It included money—nearly $100,000 for each of the fifty-seven documented torture survivors—and free tuition at Chicago junior colleges for survivors and their families, as well as a counseling center. It included a public memorial—yet to be built in 2023—and a curriculum for the public schools to teach the history of police torture.34


People who are grieving, Kaba said, need a “soft place to land.” The reparations struggle and its success became a place where people who had been hurt could heal together, and the torture justice center is now a place for the survivors and their families to help one another, to learn about the breadth and depth of the emotions they are feeling, now that they have time to feel.


A radical movement that truly meets people’s needs, geographer and organizer Adam Elliott-Cooper suggested to me, must be a thing that people can turn to in pain as well as joy, that can hold their mourning, because it says all aspects of their lives matter. The movement can create its own spaces, its own inquiries and memorials and ordinances that begin as art projects and wind up as demands.35


And yet the movement must also sometimes face up to its inability to provide everything for everyone. Ciara Taylor was one of a group of young people who, in the aftermath of Trayvon Martin’s killing, organized a march from Daytona to Sanford, Florida, where Martin had died. It felt to her like a reawakening, that moment in time, and a deep sense of community amid a convergence of struggles—inspired by the Arab Spring and the Occupy and immigrant rights movements and shaped by the 2008 economic collapse. But she also wishes, with hindsight, “that we just fully were able to understand the situation that we were in in that moment, and what we were up against.” Their understanding of the pieces of a system that would confound their demands over and over again, the structures of the state, the nature of racial capitalism, was incomplete. They were also not from Sanford and did not understand that community either: “We found out while we were in Sanford that the people of Sanford had been wanting to speak with their local law enforcement and their representatives for a long time before Trayvon was there, before Trayvon was killed and certainly before a rag-tag bunch of students just sort of descended upon their town and kind of super-heroed on our way in.”


Rather than giving up, though, Taylor and the others founded an organization called the Dream Defenders and rooted themselves in communities around Florida, dedicated to building power in those communities and developing leaders who could build a lasting movement across the state. In those heady early moments, she said, it felt like the edifices they were fighting were about to fall, “like everything was on the verge of happening tomorrow.” The reality was very different. They had to learn to build for the long haul.


The political establishment will elevate certain leaders, reporters will pick spokespeople whether or not the movement does (I am certainly no better than anyone for this), and those leaders will feel pitted against one another too. As historian Donna Murch wrote, there have been many tensions within the larger movement for Black lives, between founders and employees, paid and unpaid organizers, abolitionists and reformers, “between building a larger movement and claiming intellectual property,” and always where the money lands. Murch pointed to the Dream Defenders’ decision to take a social media break and focus on deep community building as a way to turn from the cult of online celebrity, of organizers-as-influencers, into something more lasting.36


The movement is not a monolith; that’s easy to say. The movement is an ecosystem, a network made up of networks, a series of streams flowing into a river that eventually reaches the sea. There will be different tactics and strategies and structures of feeling in the thing as it moves, and sometimes the best we can do is to let go of some of these binaries or at least the idea that one or the other is exclusively right.37


Grief is a rupture. It makes unthinkable the future that you thought you would have. Rebellion is a rupture too, one where a collection of people come together to say, to demand, to insist that the past future is no longer one they will accept.


In Memphis there is a house that used to be a stop on the Underground Railroad. They call it Slave Haven now; it is a museum you can visit. Alice Pettit and Beth Hoffberg took me there, and my eye landed on a reproduction of a poster for a raffle that had as its prizes “Dark bay horse, ‘Star’ and Mulatto girl, ‘Sarah.’” My name. A prize like a horse to be won. We walked down stairs into a low-ceilinged basement where once enslaved people had breathed quietly, hiding, resting between stops on their journey north. We peered out between loosened bricks to see a tiny bit of light.38


I was there to talk to Hoffberg about today’s horrors, not the horrors of the past, though they would echo in our conversation. She hadn’t wanted to watch the video of the police beating Tyre Nichols, but her partner at the time was a journalist and he was Black and his job demanded that he watch them and she wanted to hold him through it, so she made a space in her apartment where they would not normally sit—“this can sit here, and you don’t ever have to be in this exact space again like this,” she said—and they watched the videos while outside the protesters took the I-55 bridge.39


The videos by 2023 had a horrible sort of routine to them, released like a movie premiere with promotions and a showtime. The videos haunting, the death happening over and over again. “The City of Memphis has made an exhibition of the footage,” Doreen St. Felix wrote in the New Yorker. The releases “carefully choreographed,” allowing public officials to claim the side of justice even as they prepare to crack down on protests.40


Hoffberg spent the night looking at Nichols’s photography website, his Facebook page; she read his posts and his stories and realized how many of his photos had been taken at the park where she walked her dog every day, realized afresh how awful what she had just seen was. “If someone in my family had experienced this, I wouldn’t want strangers to just… watch this video,” she said. “People should have access to see it in terms of holding the police accountable. But we shouldn’t be able to witness other people being murdered.” The horror of the moment drove her to join the protests and to try to honor the man she tried to know from the art and skateboarding and writing he had done while he was alive, the things that gave him joy and made him specifically irreplaceable.


If we linger on the expression of suffering, the results of violence, the images of the bereaved mothers sisters daughters cousins partners, it may be that we will only be able to imagine more suffering, that the images will simply produce fear, despair, complacency. Yet the photographs too have the power to reach beyond their immediate context, to touch and shock. Mamie Till Mobley, whose son Emmett was murdered far from home for paying attention of some sort to a white woman, insisted on an open casket at the funeral, showing what white people had done to her child, showing, as Joy James said, that “there’s nothing holy except for your love and rage.” Mobley’s love and rage went around the world.41


Beth Hoffberg wanted the world to know Tyre Nichols through the photos he had taken, not the video of his death. She walked me down to Fourth Bluff Park to show me where they set up the enlarged prints of his best work ninety days after his death to remind the city that a person had been killed, a person who deserved to be remembered and mourned. The park is gorgeous, overlooking the Mississippi River, which I followed from New Orleans to Minneapolis and back. It used to be called Confederate Park, and I can’t forget that any more than I can forget why I was in Memphis.


The three-month anniversary of Tyre Nichols’s death was also Easter Sunday, and so Hoffberg and L. J. Abraham and Amber Sherman planned a weekend to celebrate his life and to build up to a pivotal City Council meeting where they were demanding changes to the law that might have prevented his death. They wanted to show him as a complex person, not to prove that he was respectable enough to be honored, but because when he died a whole universe died. Because he had, on his website, invited people to see the world through his eyes: “My vision is to bring my viewers deep into what i am seeing through my eye and out through my lens. People have a story to tell why not capture it instead of doing the ‘norm’ and writing it down or speaking it. I hope to one day let people see what i see and to hopefully admire my work based on the quality and ideals of my work. So on that note enjoy my page and let me know what you think.”42


Hoffberg reached out to Nichols’s family through their attorneys to ensure they would approve of her printing his photos and setting up the event, and then she and Abraham and Sherman invited people to speak at sunset and to release lanterns above the Mississippi and honor different parts of who Nichols was. His parents and grandmother and aunt passed through the space quietly at different times. There was a prayer, and a letter from Nichols’s friend in California, and an affirmation Nichols had written, and Hoffberg played sound bowls, and they released twenty-nine lanterns, one for each year of his life. On his website Nichols had asked people to let him know what they thought of his photos, so at the event the organizers handed out cards, and people wrote down and shared their thoughts. And then they asked people to attend the City Council meeting for a different form of action and grief.43


Decarcerate Memphis had decided to focus on pretextual traffic stops before Tyre Nichols was killed, inspired by what had happened to Darrius Stewart and too many others around the country. They delved deep into what little information was available in Memphis about traffic stops and who was stopped and where and how often they were arrested or hurt or killed. They also held brake light clinics, fixing lights on people’s cars for free to take away one more reason for police to stop Black drivers. The goal of abolitionist organizations like Decarcerate is not police “reform” but rather to chip away at police power and reduce the amount of interactions the police have with people while creating alternative institutions—like the brake light clinic—that solve problems.44


In November Decarcerate put out its report Driving While BIPOC, analyzing all the data on traffic stops and making policy suggestions. They presented the report to the council in December; the council, Decarcerate member Adam Nelson said, made sympathetic noises, but the organizers all assumed they would spend a year just asking for data transparency. The uprising after Tyre Nichols was killed changed everything. Nelson and the others joined the street protests, supported the family’s demands—to charge the officers who killed him, to name all the public personnel who were on the scene when he was beaten and release their files, and to end the SCORPION unit (Street Crimes Operation to Restore Peace in Our Neighborhoods, a mouthful of a name that seems to imply many things at once). They also added their own demands, prewritten ordinances for data transparency and to ban pretextual stops as well as the use of unmarked cars and plainclothes officers in traffic enforcement.45


The bills passed their first vote on February 7, but the Memphis process demands three votes to pass something into law, and so across Memphis the organizers had to keep up the energy; they had to fight to keep the bills on the agenda, to keep them from being watered down, and ultimately even to stop a bill that had Tyre Nichols’s name on it but nothing that his family or the community had demanded. Eventually, the pretextual stops ban was passed, bringing the total of reform ordinances to six.46


After the win comes the letdown or the reconciliation or both. It is the feeling, as Nyliayh Stewart said, that you are proud of the win but still angry at what it took, the months and years of painful work and the deaths and putting your grief on display to the world. There’s frustration that the laws passed are imperfect. There’s the real tension and splits within a community held together by momentum that come up when the momentum fades. Communities are formed in the struggle, Nelson noted, but those communities change and sometimes fall apart.


I think of the common chant “If there ain’t no justice then there ain’t no peace.” It is a political demand of course, that the streets will not be quiet and the fire will not go out until there is justice, but it is also a statement of what grief feels like when the loss is a violence. How do you rest and feel at ease without justice—except what even would justice be? A little piece of justice can still bring you no peace.47


“The word fighting is active, it’s aggressive, it has this sense of anger with it, and we should be angry,” Beth Hoffberg said. But, she noted, anger can subsume other emotions that are just as important to feel. It can be exhausting, she noted: “I think that’s probably part of what leads to a lot of activism burnout, frankly.”48


Al Lewis lived that struggle his whole life. As a teenager, he listened in on his parents’ conversations as they did the work of the movement that brought Dr. King to the city. He became a labor movement troublemaker as an adult postal worker, and now many of the young people in the movement call him “OG.” “I went into healing work because I wanted to heal myself,” he told me, and so he cofounded an organization called Inward Journey, which works on generational trauma among Black people, teaching history to support people in collective grief that dates back to the slave ship and the people huddled in that basement waiting to be helped up and over the Ohio River and on northward. Grief the United States has no interest in addressing.


Lewis was retired and recovering from back surgery when he got a call from younger activist Keedran Franklin in the wake of Darrius Stewart’s killing, and he advised Franklin to broaden the protests from the police buildings to local businesses who, he said, “control the politicians who control the police.” They targeted Graceland and called the protest that led to the taking of the I-40 bridge. “This reignited a spirit not just in Black people, but in everybody, and particularly young people,” Lewis said. Politicians and police leaders tried to pacify them after the bridge but offered nothing material, and so they turned back to “organizing around economic apartheid.”49


When the George Floyd rebellion hit and young people who had not been active before burst into the streets, Lewis and the others offered to train whoever was interested in direct action tactics. “We were preparing for thirty or forty. Five hundred or more people showed up. Mostly white, mostly young. And I’m sure that scared the power base here because that’s their grandchildren. We were telling them about the systems that their grandparents had created and evolved, and we were showing them how to challenge those systems.”


While Lewis, like Nyliayh Stewart, is proud of the justice work he’s done, he looked around Memphis and still saw so much pain, so much violence, and not all of it from police. “It’s still the poorest metro area in the country. We are eaten up with systemic, epidemic ignorance from a school system that is betraying our students.… Part of the reason we are seeing this wave of violence, this is nihilism.” Gunshot wounds, even if they don’t kill, are devastating, and yet Lewis noted the state has only made it easier for young people to get guns. His eyes filled with tears as he told me, “I think we deserve to see each other in a different way. I think we deserve to love each other in a different way. People that haven’t been taught how to love ourselves. I’m a native Memphian but I don’t love what’s happening here, and I want to love it again before I go.”50


Lewis carried so much grief for so much of his life. “People didn’t ask me what happened; they just asked me what was wrong. I thought they meant I must be wrong,” he said. In his work, he has struggled alongside his elders and young people, alongside religious leaders and street gang leaders, young people who live in a system “that was designed for them not to get a shot. And they know it was designed that they not get a shot, and they’re pushing back.”


So what is justice for Memphis, for Tyre Nichols and Darrius Stewart and for the people they were taken from? St. Louis organizer and lawyer Derecka Purnell wrote, “Justice is a process where people decide and create the conditions that help us thrive and it involves the people who are most impacted by those conditions.” To Al Lewis, real justice isn’t nonprofits, and it isn’t a few ordinances: “It’s going to take a Marshall Plan–level thought-out process. If we don’t continually monitor what’s going on with us as we’re trying to recreate something, we’ll find out that we have recreated the same thing, just a different version.”51


1.3 Justice


Aviah Sarah Day grew up in an England shaped by There Is No Alternative, a country carved into austerity by Margaret Thatcher and patrolled by police determined not to see repeats of the rebellions in Black communities that roiled the 1980s. She was told like all children of the ’80s to work hard and go to university and rise out of her family’s circumstances and carry them with her if she could. “No one was talking about class or race,” she said.52


It was not until the student protests and anti-austerity movement arose in the wake of the 2008 crash that she found her place: she was recruited by the direct action group UK Uncut. At the same time, she was working in the domestic violence sector and watching austerity devastate the programs that people relied on for safety. She, like others who worked in women’s refuges and services, had also relied on them in the past, and so the loss felt particularly grim. Sisters Uncut was born in November 2014 out of the demand to keep those services open, the understanding that funding was a political, an ideological choice. The group was also inspired by campaigns like the one led by the family of Stephen Lawrence, a young Black man murdered by racist vigilantes in 1993, and the community defense work done in the wake of the police killing of Mark Duggan, a young Black man from Tottenham killed by police in 2011, and the uprising that followed. That analysis would lead them, eventually, to abolition.53


The group dyed the fountains of Trafalgar Square red to chants of “they cut we bleed”; they staged a die-in at the premiere of the film Suffragette, saying “dead women can’t vote.” They joined forces with migrant solidarity groups and with the United Families and Friends Campaign and Black Lives Matter UK. In 2016, Sarah Reed, a young Black woman, was found dead in Holloway Prison, and Sisters Uncut protested outside of the prison. When the prison was closed shortly after, Sisters Uncut became part of a campaign to turn the building not into luxury condos but into a community space where people like Reed could get care. The North London chapter of Sisters Uncut occupied the visitor’s center at Holloway, lifting up the demands of the community campaign for affordable housing and a community center and, in an “abolitionist rehearsal,” turning their occupation itself into a space for care.54


It had taken years, but Sisters Uncut had become an abolitionist collective, one that applied its understanding of policing to the often punitive nature of the very domestic violence sector it had been organized to save. As a teenager, Day recalled being evicted from a women’s refuge; as she and Sisters Uncut went deeper into their antiracist organizing, they began to see the way that gender too was violently policed, particularly for Black and migrant women, the way that people who experienced domestic violence would often be arrested as well, separated from support, brutalized as Sarah Reed had been. Meanwhile, the perpetrators were let off the hook all too often.
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