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Cry “Havoc,” and let slip the dogs of war.


—Mark Antony
Julius Caesar, Act 3, Scene 1
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PART I | CIVILITY














INTRODUCTION



WINTER IN SUMMER


WHAT HAPPENED ON THE WEEKEND OF AUGUST 11–12, 2017, IN Charlottesville, Virginia, was so horrific, was such a tear in the fabric of a small city’s ordinary experience, that it strains one’s power to describe. Hordes of white nationalists invaded the University of Virginia and then the Downtown Mall of the city, ostensibly to support the preservation of a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee. They clashed violently with counterprotesters along the way before a neo-Nazi terrorist drove his car into a crowd of counterprotesters, killing one young woman and injuring nineteen others.


The events were cinematic, to be sure, quickly branded into the nation’s consciousness by a Vice News documentary that went viral. The video showed muscular, violent men chanting “Jews will not replace us” as they carried torches on the fabled “Grounds” of the university. It showed a melee near the quaint Downtown Mall, where right-wing activists, bearing handmade shields and helmets, cracked flagpoles onto left-wing counterprotesters and sent fists flying into faces. One counterprotester used a spray can as a torch; a white protester fired a handgun toward a black counterprotester (luckily, not hitting him). Others hurled newspaper boxes. Waves of neo-Nazis, wearing swastika apparel, rolled on foot into anti-racist activists wearing Black Lives Matter shirts. People fell onto concrete and blacktop, thrashing against each other. As the violence spread like wildfire, police from both the state and the city stood by impassively.


These scenes are available to anyone who types “Charlottesville” into Google.


But what stays in my memory were not these broad canvases of violence and suffering. It is instead individual vignettes, which I can slow down and replay in my mind, of men and women brought to anxiety and violence by extremism.


After taking an early-morning swim at the gym on Monticello Avenue, my friend Richard, an African American man in his late fifties who grew up in segregated Charlottesville, watching a militia of neo-Nazis unload from a rented tour bus. As they adjusted their shields and helmets, holding assault rifles, Richard said, they were smiling and cheerful, “like they were going to a party.” Fearing for his safety, he retreated quickly back into the building from which he had come.


As neo-Nazis marched with tiki torches through Thomas Jefferson’s famed “Lawn” at the University of Virginia, around Jefferson’s Rotunda, and up to a statue of Jefferson, a group of UVA students linking arms and surrounding the statue, despite the melee unleashed on them, with pepper spray, punches, and blood.


At the rally, a man hurling a punch at a young female counterprotester as he walked by, knocking her back several feet. The untrammeled testosterone, the shocking violence, the mayhem in that blatant, unashamed act of battery.


After the rally disbanded, the two opposing groups walking next to each other along Market Street toward the municipal garage where they had all inexplicably parked, shouting and jostling and punching each other in the hot August sun, with cops walking alongside, doing nothing.


A group of white men throwing a young black man to the ground in the parking garage, beating and kicking him with their boots, with a police station just feet away.


At UVA’s Zehmer Hall, where I’d been sent to the joint emergency operations center, receiving the text of a post: “It’s time to torch these jewish monsters lets go 3 pm [sic].” Watching my wife sitting next to me, crying and shaking, as I contacted the secretary of public safety and called the rabbi of Charlottesville’s only temple, and learned that the building had already been empty for hours (the Holocaust-era scrolls had been removed as well).


A little while later, hearing a scream from the control room. Rushing in to hear these words: “There’s been a car crash.” People in front of their screens with their hands clapped to their cheeks, watching the video of a car crashing into a crowd of people. And watching it myself, thinking it could not have been intentional, then scrutinizing it over and over, realizing, with horror, that it must have been.


On Fourth Street, normally a humble, approachable area, lined with an old-fashioned vinyl record store, a spa, a bank, and other businesses in red and white brick buildings, a young woman named Heather Heyer walking with friends after protesting neo-Nazis, her long braid swinging. The muscle car accelerating, then plowing into the crowd. One man literally thrown into the air. Heyer, spun through the air before hitting the pavement. She was declared dead at the hospital, where nineteen others were admitted with horrible injuries.


A bearded African American man at the intersection afterward, screaming, “There are people, bodies lying on the ground right now. We told City Council we did not want them here. They let them come. We told the police we did not want them here. They let them come. I had to jump out the way. I almost got hit by the car my motherfucking self.”


The sound of a woman screaming: “Oh my god! We got hit by a car!”


At the city council meeting a week later, one I chaired as mayor of Charlottesville, the rage and grief on the face of a young African American man I knew as he shouted at us from the podium, “We told y’all numerous times this shit was going to happen. And y’all did nothing.”


Me responding plaintively from the dais, saying, “We tried really hard to get the rally out and a federal judge forced us to have the rally downtown. I’m just gonna say. We did try.”


An audience member shouting back, “Why did you have the rally in the first place?” Responding, “Because we were legally required to.” My acquaintance shouting back from the podium, “This is what we want: we want Mike Signer, [Councilor] Kathy Galvin, [Chief of Police] Al Thomas gone. We want leaders in this community who will actually protect us.”


During that same meeting, dozens of people standing and chanting, “Signer must go.” I had to watch the video to remember the events. I’d blocked them out. They were that painful. They were that extreme.


What lingers with me the most, as I sift through these scenes and hundreds of others, is a feeling, as I walked the Downtown Mall, of cold. It was August in central Virginia, a warm day. But I felt a chill in the humid air. I felt it everywhere as the satellite trucks moved in, as the first white nationalists roamed the city, with their tattoos and their aggression, and as the anti-fascists edgily wove through the streets.


I felt it when I stopped to look at three young men crumpled on the sidewalk along Fourth Street, three hours after Heather Heyer was killed. They wore ragged camouflage and rebel flag garb. The guy in the middle had a gash on his forehead, and blood was trickling down his cheek. They looked stunned—as if even they didn’t understand what they had unleashed. I almost shivered. A friend told me later he could “feel the evil in the air” on the Downtown Mall that day. I nodded my head. I’d felt it too. It had felt like winter in summer.


THAT WAS AN ALREADY-FAMOUS CITY CONVULSING AS THE WORLD watched, changing before their very eyes. Up until that point, Charlottesville had been a famous small college town known for Thomas Jefferson’s home, Monticello (which appears on the “tails” side of the nickel), for the University of Virginia (a UNESCO World Heritage site), and for aesthetics that were college-town cool before college towns were cool. It was at once one of the nation’s premier wedding destinations, and an AAA-bond-rated municipality that boasted Virginia’s lowest unemployment.


The city, about ten square miles in area, has a population of just under fifty thousand. Despite its small size, it once named itself a “World-Class City” during a branding campaign, and the sweetly vainglorious title stuck. In 2016, the year I became mayor, the city received several honors, including being named the #1 place to visit in the United States by Expedia, the #4 city in the country for entrepreneurs by Entrepreneur, #3 of the nation’s fifteen Best Places to Live by the New York Post, the #1 small city for foodies by Travelocity, and one of the healthiest small towns in the country by HealthLine.


Charlottesville was renowned for its local food movement, its wineries and horse farms in surrounding Albemarle County, and a culture that was friendly and laid-back and yet intellectual, curious, and creative. For a small city, we hosted a remarkable number of festivals: the Virginia Festival of the Book, the Virginia Film Festival, the Miss Virginia pageant, and the Tom-Tom Founders Festival (a smaller version of Austin’s SXSW).


Not all was bright. For starters, there was a tragic undercurrent of poverty. Local civic leaders had worked with the Chamber of Commerce on the “Orange Dot” Project to analyze the stubborn problem of the city’s underclass, finding in 2015 that 1,800 families in Charlottesville—representing about 25 percent of the population—were not self-sufficient.1


The issue was intertwined with a history of racist practices. Just within the past four generations, Charlottesville’s poor and black residents had experienced the brunt of Jim Crow laws; segregated schools; a “Massive Resistance” campaign to shut down public schools, rather than comply with the Supreme Court’s requirement, in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), that they be desegregated; and a 1960s urban renewal project that razed Vinegar Hill, the city’s black commercial district, and relocated the residents to a public housing project with cinderblock walls. The original site was left empty for years afterward, pouring salt into an unhealed wound.


The city council had created a community-wide “Dialogue on Race” in 2009 intended to generate restorative new public policies, and it had formally apologized for Vinegar Hill in 2011. And yet there was still a raw, fractious quality to local politics, particularly when they touched on race and class. Charlottesville was a progressive one-party town that had voted for Bernie Sanders over Hillary Clinton in the 2016 Democratic primary, but there were often factions within the Democratic Party, with one breakaway bloc forming to demand more aggressive policies, often employing disruptive tactics and ad hominem attacks in the process.


Through all of this, Charlottesville was experiencing the same prosperity as other cities around the country during the “back-to-the-city” movement of the 2000s. Millennials and senior citizens alike were flocking to Charlottesville to live within walking distance of cafes and bookstores. The population was steadily rising along with spending power and tax revenues. But with a limited supply of housing and parking, Charlottesville began to get more expensive. It began to gentrify, with lower-income folks being pushed out of the most popular areas.


But still and all, the city had earned a reputation as quirky, intimate, engaging, and beloved by most of its residents. For many years, for instance, there were two alternative weeklies. One was called the C-ville Weekly; the other was called The Hook, in a playful reference to a local saying: Charlottesville was so charming, so intoxicating, even, that once you came, you were “hooked,” and you’d come back.


This balance between the bucolic and the stimulating, which would be the envy of many cities around the world, would be fundamentally shaken in one brutal weekend. After the Unite the Right rally, and especially after President Donald Trump’s extraordinary statement that there were “good people on both sides” of the mayhem, Charlottesville would become synonymous with white supremacy and with terrorism. The city’s “brand” now commingled the pleasing contours of UVA and Monticello with swastikas, shields, swords, helmets, and that haunting chant: “Jews will not replace us.”


WE USE METAPHORS DRAWN FROM THE NATURAL WORLD TO CAPTURE things that both delight and disturb us. Falling in love is like being in a heat wave. A political controversy is a tornado. A business crisis is a hurricane.


What happened in Charlottesville is no exception. But it’s difficult to determine exactly which metaphor best captures the events this book describes. On the one hand, Charlottesville was like an earthquake. Earthquakes happen along fault lines, which take place when ancient plates underneath the earth’s surface collide to release tremendous, violent energy. In this metaphor, the task we had in the city’s leadership was to remain standing while the earth shook. The task ahead would be to anticipate tremors and stabilize society.


But Charlottesville also felt like a hurricane, a perfect storm—a weather system created by pent-up climatic forces gathering before descending in torrents of destructive wind and rain. Such a metaphor would imply that we needed to sail the ship of state through the squalls. And the work ahead would not be to control hurricanes (you can’t), but instead to prepare the city to survive them, perhaps through levees, weatherproofing, and better climatology.


But hurricanes aren’t, in and of themselves, manmade (though climate change has made them worse), as the crisis in Charlottesville was. So perhaps a better metaphor would be fires, which often are caused by people. As I sought to understand these events through language, something our fire chief said to me in a security briefing before the rally came back to me. He said that the only model they could come up with for what they might have to deal with following the rally, as hundreds of violent people would likely disperse through the town, was that of the scattered brushfires that emerge even after a forest fire is put out.


So I decided it’s fire, not wind and rain, that seems to be the best way to understand what happened in Charlottesville. I have used the word “firestorm” as much as anyone else, but I still had to look it up to learn exactly what it means. According to Merriam-Webster, it’s a “very intense and destructive fire usually accompanied by high winds,” particularly “one that is started by attack with nuclear or incendiary weapons and that creates a powerful updraft which causes very strong inrushing winds to develop in the surrounding area.” Significantly, the word was first used in 1945—the same year that World War II ended with firestorms in Dresden and Hamburg, created by hundreds of massive, incendiary, oxygen-sucking bombs.2


This book is about a metaphorical firestorm. After one, the earth is scorched and barren. What happens next? The metaphor is generous. On the one hand, new growth can occur even after horrific fires, as we see in “slash-and-burn” agriculture—a method where forests are burned so the ashes can fertilize the ground for crops. In other words, even a firestorm can generate growth.


But there are other ways that fire can create. Consider a crucible, a container in which chemicals are melted together to create a new substance. Merriam-Webster refers to a place or situation where “concentrated forces interact to cause or influence change or development.”3 That’s also how we might see Charlottesville: a fire that produced ingots of wisdom.


I will suggest in this book that there were actually five underlying brushfires that converged to create this firestorm. In each area, the conflict between ideas, ideals, and constraints created friction, heat, and combustion. First, the conflict between the freedom of speech and public safety in our First Amendment law. Second, our collective failure to come up with constructive ways to address a history of racism through our memorials and public spaces. Third, the clash between order and the passions of today’s politics, and the fight to define “civility” itself. Fourth, the challenge of providing accountability in a crisis, to a public clamoring for real answers. Finally, how the newfound drive for equity can upend generations of policy and governance.


In each area, we were bedeviled not just by the difficulty of finding an answer, but by people demanding that one should be easy to find, and that we were flawed, even evil, if we couldn’t. Supposedly simple answers dangled like sweets. On the First Amendment and repeated visits by white nationalists: “Deny the permit” and “Stop them from coming here.” On the Lee statue: “Tear it down.” On accountability: “Just tell the truth.” On the civility debate: “Just let people be heard.” On equity: “Just do the right thing.”


So charged with energy, these demands could also be distracting and even dangerous, sparking blazes that could spread contagiously. In an age addicted to slogans that fit social media, and a press that struggles to cover complexity and substance, there was little appetite for leaders doing what leaders needed to do: grapple in the crucial gray area that lies between the seductive poles of black and white. This gray, mind you, was not mild or equivocal. It was the gray of smoke and of ashes.


THIS IS ULTIMATELY A STORY ABOUT GOVERNANCE UNDER FIRE IN a disruptive new era. This story is admittedly, and necessarily, mine—told in my voice, seen from my eyes, from the seat I had as the city’s mayor during these events. In other words, while I have tried to tell the story as factually as I can, this is also a subjective account, and certain characters and events are certainly given shorter shrift than they would be given in other accounts. But because this account is told from my perspective, it also allows me to spend more time on certain aspects of the story that I saw as especially important, given my background in political theory, law, and American history.


I have tried to be as honest as I can, to describe not only mistakes and second-guessing, but my experiences in a very hot seat. In my role as the mayor in a city with a “weak mayor” form of government (there will be much more about this later), I fought hard to reconcile the irreconcilable as best as I could. When I became mayor, many of my friends and colleagues advised me that it would be safer to “take the title,” focus on my ceremonial duties, and treat the office as the part-time job it’s designed to be. But I wanted to use my term instead to reanimate the office, kick-start stalled projects, bring respect back to the council chambers, and lead where others had followed. In the process, I pushed boundaries, ruffled feathers, and, no question about it, made enemies.


These were the costs of the approach I took. We like to think of leadership in Hollywood terms: the successful IPO, scoring a touchdown, passing a bill, winning great cheers. But more often than not, it’s a gritty slog up a field, battered from all sides, with a concussion or two along the way. The more I’ve gotten to know other mayors, businesspeople, and nonprofit leaders, the more I’ve heard those hidden stories of “wrestling in the gray.” That’s what real leadership is, and we need to understand it better. Where you find mistakes in this story, I would urge you to put yourself in the shoes of the person who made them—to think hard about what you would have done instead.


These were difficult experiences. But they were also rewarding. There is nothing like fighting for something you believe in where there’s no easy answer, because, in the end, if you want to lead, that’s just what you’ll have to deal with. You might as well throw yourself headlong into the challenges. You need, in other words, to plunge into the real world.


Thinking about “the world” in this way is a crucial idea from the work of Hannah Arendt, the German Jewish philosopher who immigrated to America before writing the magisterial book The Origins of Totalitarianism, and who chronicled, as a journalist, the Nuremberg trials of Nazi war criminals, authoring The Banality of Evil, about the conviction of Hitler’s henchman Adolf Eichmann.


I first heard Arendt’s name from my grandmother, Esther Signer, who worked for a time as a secretary at the New School in New York, where Arendt taught. I remember her telling me about the “great woman” in her office. After the Holocaust and World War II, Arendt was troubled by the widespread temptation to turn away from government and politics entirely. Even in 1968, over twenty years after the end of World War II, she observed that “more and more people in the countries of the Western world, which since the decline of the ancient world has regarded freedom from politics as one of the basic freedoms, make use of this freedom and have retreated from the world and their obligations within it.”4 She argued for the opposite: for turning back to the world, with all of its contradictions, meanness, faults, and even evil—for embracing the whole of it and plunging into it. That was the duty of the human being as a social, and therefore a political, animal. She called this amor mundi—love of the world. She approvingly wrote about “always taking sides for the world’s sake, understanding and judging everything in terms of its position in the world at any given time.”5 She was urging us to get involved, to get our hands dirty with realpolitik, not despite of, but because of, the cost.


That idea suggests one light in which we can view the 2017 events of Charlottesville: as a case study for a surprising truth about how growth in a healthy democracy occurs—that it’s agonistic. Agon is an idea from ancient Greece positing that conflict is essential to political life. The Greek playwright Euripides built productive conflict into his plots like an engine. His tragedies often featured harsh conflicts between protagonists and antagonists, but they drove the drama, and the lessons, forward.6 In the words of one scholar, agonists believe so fervently in the centrality of struggle to democracy that they call for a revitalization of modern democratic culture “not in terms of the articulation of public goods which exceed partisan interests, but through a celebration of the continuous conflict of those interests.”7


The struggle we see in the real world—the world as it is, not as we want it to be—can be uncomfortable and even ugly. But the cost of the struggle, on human beings, institutions, and society as a whole, is not only incidental to progress, but necessary to it. You can see this idea in much of America’s history. Whether in Jim Crow laws or McCarthyism or the horrific bigotry and violence that took over the streets of Charlottesville, American democracy has responded to agony by pushing to perfect its first principles—for equality to really mean equality, for freedom to really mean freedom. In other words, progress not only won’t happen without pain, but depends on pain. A crucible, in other words, needs a fire.


Even James Madison centered his greatest contributions on this very idea. We have a deceptive picture of Madison in our heads today. The Father of the Constitution, who was five feet four inches tall and weighed only a hundred pounds, is caricatured as intellectual and somewhat effete. We praise the elegance of the checks and balances in the constitutional system he designed much as we might celebrate the artistry of an architect’s blueprints. But the inevitability of conflict, even violence, was woven into his theory of how society’s factions needed to be balanced against each other, lest one of them consume the country.


In a democracy, Madison went to great pains to teach us, people are free to disagree, and power is up for the taking. Even in a time of peace, this can be ugly. The system endures, however, because it embraces rather than rejects this conflict. I will argue in this book that the agonizing events of Charlottesville will still help the nation move forward from them, that we will become more democratic, more free, and more pluralistic as a result.


But this progress won’t be without agony. It will be because of it.
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THE HOOK


CHARLOTTESVILLE’S CITY HALL IS AN UNREMARKABLE 1970s-style building whose only notable feature is a frieze at its rounded corner featuring three US presidents—Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe—in bronze. Just out front, in the center of the Downtown Mall, stands the Freedom of Speech Wall, a slate wall that runs for over fifty feet, where members of the public are encouraged to express their views on any subject in multicolored chalk that is conveniently provided. The chalk is wiped off three times per week—unless the rain does the job first—and it always fills up again quickly, usually within a few hours. Carved into one segment of the wall is the text of the First Amendment of the US Constitution. On the opposite side is a quote by the late US Supreme Court justice Thurgood Marshall:




Above all else, the First Amendment means that government has no power to restrict expression because of its message, its ideas, its subject matter, or its content. To permit the continued building of our politics and culture, and to assure self-fulfillment for each individual, our people are guaranteed the right to express any thought, free from government censorship.1





The monument also includes a podium that serves as a contemporary soapbox. Inscribed on it is a quote from John Milton’s Areopagitica: “Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.”2


This is the center of one of America’s most celebrated small towns, drawing thousands of locals and visitors every year for its shopping and restaurants, for weddings, brewery tours, and romantic getaways. But in 2017 it became a stage for terror and for a political furor that still burns on today. The murderous disaster on this promenade transfixed the world. My time in City Hall as mayor, from 2016 to 2018, gave me a front-row seat, in the historic backyard of three American presidents, to one of the greatest tests that contemporary American democracy has seen.


Democracy’s power as a beacon of hope for all people and its confounding changeability were illuminated for me by my paternal grandfather, Herbert Signer, a lifelong proofreader for the New York Times who as a young man served as an army jeep mechanic in World War II, servicing the vehicles that helped liberate the prisoners of the Nazi concentration camps of Europe. He and my grandmother were active members of the American Communist Party in the postwar years, but they resigned from the party in 1956, when Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev disclosed Joseph Stalin’s war crimes and purges. After that, they were completely apolitical. I only learned about their early political activities years later, when I was in college.


“If there’s one thing I’ve learned,” Grandpa had told me, “it’s that everything becomes its opposite.” What did he mean? I asked. He talked about how communism—so idealistic, so aspirational—had become fascism instead. He cited examples of ambitious social justice schemes as well. Public housing towers in America, for instance, had seemed like such a good idea at the time. They would help needy folks by putting them in new, safe housing—together. But the projects ended up concentrating poverty and crime instead and gave already marginalized people a sense there was no way out. An idealistic ambition had become its opposite. This, to him, was a key problem in our country. It was, in contemporary parlance, a feature, not a bug, of liberal democracy.


He told me this with a sense of mystification, almost wonder. He could finish the Sunday New York Times crossword puzzle in minutes. He had answers for many things. But not this. This was an exception and a paradox. It was something I’d have to reckon with on my own. No wonder that I would later become so fascinated by the problem of how democracies can collapse at the hands of their own citizens. I’d go on to write a PhD dissertation on the subject. Later, when promoting democracy became the announced goal of US foreign policy in the George W. Bush administration, the dissertation became a book about the challenges that demagogues abroad, such as Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez and Iran’s Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, posed for democratization.


Little did I know that in 2016, with the election of Donald Trump, America would see a demagogue ascend to the presidency, unleashing for me and millions of others profound worries about our own democracy’s ability to self-destruct—to turn into its opposite—and what we should do in response.


IN 2012, AT THIRTY-NINE, I FOUND MYSELF AT ONE OF THOSE CRITICAL turning points in life that determines everything afterward. Since college, I’d been driven to achieve. I had earned a PhD from the University of California at Berkeley and a JD from the University of Virginia; practiced law at the prestigious law firm WilmerHale in Washington, DC; and directed national security policy on a presidential campaign. I had run for lieutenant governor of Virginia, authored the book on demagogues and democracy and started another on James Madison, became a visiting professor at Virginia Tech, and founded a successful law practice.


Amid all of this, it had been difficult to carve out space for a family, but that changed that same year, when I married Emily Blout. Emily and I had first met in 2008 during the Obama campaign, when she was working on Iran policy at a DC-area nonprofit. With huge, expressive eyes and long, tousled brown hair, she was effervescent, passionate, and principled. She represented the opposite of so much I had seen and come to dislike in politics, but what I loved about democracy. We were living at the time in a one-bedroom condo in Arlington, Virginia, just over the Potomac River from the capital. Emily was writing her PhD dissertation, and I was practicing law, teaching, writing a book on James Madison, and serving on boards, including the Virginia Board of Medicine and the Center for National Policy.


In 2013, I would turn forty. As I reckoned with a life half-over, I realized that whether I was counseling clients, authoring white papers, teaching courses, attending lunches and panels, or advising campaigns, most of my life related to influencing powerful institutions.


I found myself wanting a smaller, more local life, a life defined by community, not influence. I came back again and again to something I’d first experienced in elementary school, when I had attended weeklong summer enrichment programs at the University of Virginia, and then again when visiting my two younger sisters, who attended UVA as undergraduates, and again as a law student at UVA—the sense of being part of a small, close-knit community. My interest in returning to Charlottesville had been brewing for years. The year after I’d graduated from law school, I’d worked in Richmond as counsel to then governor Mark Warner, but I’d chosen to live in Charlottesville, over an hour away. I’d bought a small red house in a historically African American neighborhood called Fifeville near the Downtown Mall, where I could walk to the coffee shops and music venues I’d loved during law school.


My passion for Charlottesville had become a family joke, as a plot in the making. I’d proposed to Emily at the Foxfield Inn in Charlottesville in a gazebo filled with flowers, and we’d gotten married in Charlottesville at the historic Clifton Inn.


And so, entering midlife, I convinced Emily to give Charlottesville a try. In 2013, the year after we got married, we moved back to the Hook.


IN FACT, WE MOVED INTO THE SAME SMALL RED HOUSE IN FIFEVILLE. Fifeville had been populated by railroad workers and African American employees of the University of Virginia for generations, and it featured densely packed, low-slung bungalows with distinctive angles in the eaves. It was quiet, friendly, intimate, and diverse.


Life became busy quickly. I opened up a local law office, working with local tech and finance companies. I became a lecturer at UVA. I chaired the local Democratic Party’s campaign for city council. I also chaired the Emergency Food Network, a small nonprofit that provided three days of food to thousands of people a year, where I saw firsthand the problems faced by the working poor.


In the Fifeville Neighborhood Association, I joined a committee charged with advising the city council on a controversial plan to redevelop the West Main Street corridor linking the University of Virginia and the Downtown Mall. Shortly thereafter, when I became president of the association, we faced an issue that had come up before: a local liquor store was generating crime and litter. It was owned and operated by the state Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC) Authority, and its five-year lease was ending. A generation earlier, the store had been located in the African American neighborhood over the objections of many of the residents with whom I had spoken. We’d watched dozens of instances of open-air drug deals and public urination. People passed out on the nearby streets from drinking, and thousands of discarded “airplane” liquor bottles littered the area.


A campaign to relocate the store somewhere else had garnered the endorsement of the pastors of two African American churches. I gathered several hundred signatures on petitions, and the majority of the signers were African American. Every member of the city council supported a resolution asking the state to relocate the store.


A local African American activist, however, suddenly turned the effort into a referendum not on public health and safety, but gentrification. Blaming the critique of the store on “the influx of white people moving into the neighborhood,” he launched a new petition drive to keep the store where it was. He appeared before Charlottesville City Council, where he attacked me and tried to convince the councilors to change their position. Unexpectedly, a liquor store had become a point of pride. I was surprised and caught off-guard. Clearly, I had missed something. I said I was “listening and learning”—and I meant it, especially regarding the topic of race and class in this small southern town.


Regarding the store, the activism still led to progress. The state overhauled the store’s appearance, put in security cameras, and instructed employees to actually enforce the liquor laws. Littering—and the crime rate—dropped. The Charlottesville Planning Commission gave the association a “neighborhood of the year” award. Although the results were not what I had hoped, I still thought we’d made a difference on a local issue.


That fall, the mayor of Charlottesville, a Sikh American who had previously been the city’s planning director, announced that he would not be running for reelection. I was encouraged to run for city council, and I said yes. In doing so, I moved from a career previously dedicated to high-level federal and state issues to the more granular and gritty issues of a city. There was a lot to learn. Meanwhile, in late September 2014, Emily gave birth to tiny, yelling, blessedly healthy twin boys. The campaign started in earnest just three months later.


I campaigned on a “One Charlottesville” platform of bridging divisions in the city. As much as I wanted to focus on policy, I was counseled by activists and former mayors alike that my campaign would also need to be intensely local and one-to-one. Whether I won or lost would depend not on speeches, on how much money I raised, or on how many mailers I sent out, but on the number of voters I met personally and how they responded to me. My plan was to personally contact every one of Charlottesville’s regular Democratic primary voters multiple times. That goal would be achieved in part by holding a large number of house parties where I could have conversations with small groups. There, I hoped to delve into the issues they cared about.


Ultimately I would knock on around 2,000 doors and hold about a dozen house parties. I had a motorcycle at the time—a cherry-red Honda Shadow 750 American Classic Edition, and I would put my literature into its saddlebags, pick a neighborhood, and ride out to knock on doors. These were friendly but demanding folks, and they ran a wide gamut—there were political refugees from West Africa, elderly folks and people with disabilities, and students who had just started voting. Almost everyone I met was highly informed, and many of them asked tough questions. They told me how much they appreciated the fact that, rain or shine, I physically came to their door to introduce myself and ask about their concerns.


I kept on knocking. Our system ranked each person I met from 1 to 5 according to their enthusiasm for my campaign and had specific targets for 1’s and 2’s to ensure my election, and we were on track. But then I had a setback: just a few weeks before Election Day, I made the mistake of taking yet another long walk to canvass a neighborhood, this time in cheap dress shoes. The tops of my feet began hurting, badly: plantar fasciitis. Just when I needed to be out there the most, I was sidelined. My field director put me on the phones instead. After I spoke with someone, we would send a follow-up note, and my field of support continued to grow.


By the time of the election, we had identified about 1,300 voters who we believed ranked 1 or 2 in their enthusiasm. It was what we needed to win. Confident on election night, due to the literal expenditure of shoe leather, I ended up receiving 1,855 votes, a pleasant surprise. Although I had broken the record for fundraising on a council race, I think I would have won with much less, just based on voter contact alone. What mattered was that people had met me, or knew I’d stopped by their house. It was the essence of democratic politics—getting to know people’s stories, and hearing them, with attention, focus, and care.


But getting elected was one thing. I would now have to deliver.


And not just as a city councilor, but as the mayor.
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“SIMPLY BECAUSE THERE’S PASSION”


| JANUARY 2016 |


AT MY FIRST CITY COUNCIL MEETING, THE CHARLOTTESVILLE city manager asked for nominations for mayor. Mine was the only name submitted and seconded. The vote was then called, and the vote for me was unanimous. I was mayor, just like that. And yet earning the votes to be mayor had required extensive discussion beforehand with my soon-to-be colleagues. Wes Bellamy, a twenty-nine-year-old African American teacher in the Albemarle County Public Schools, had suggested that he be vice-mayor and I be mayor, and our colleagues had agreed. We’d been meeting along with the other Democratic nominee, Kathy Galvin, once a week for the past several months to discuss our plans.


One thing I realized, as I moved to the mayor’s center seat, was that I’d never wielded a gavel before. Another was that the room looked decidedly different from behind the dais than it did from the podium in front, where I was accustomed to speaking as an activist. Some council chambers are completely horizontal, with the speakers and elected officials sitting at the same level. But in Charlottesville, the council hears speakers from behind a raised dais. As a citizen, it always somehow felt daunting. Now I was on the other side.


The meeting had begun unevenly. Prior to the meeting, a local activist who had run unsuccessfully for council in the past staged a small protest near the Freedom of Speech Wall. With about a dozen other people, he protested the amount of money that I and the other candidates had raised. The group then marched into the chambers carrying signs alleging corruption, which gave an edgy, rambunctious feel to the meeting that followed.


My first priority as mayor would be to bring order and efficiency to the proceedings. No longer would meetings go past midnight with no clear direction. No longer would decisions be kicked to ineffective citizen committees like the West Main Street committee I’d sat on for two years. No longer would a circus-like atmosphere predominate, with personal attacks, back-and-forth conversations with audience members, and long discussions with no item up for actual decision. We had already begun to work on a new set of governing procedures that would create more efficiency and transparency, which we thought would make the council more effective.


In this first meeting, I read a statement that referenced the cynicism about politics and government in society, which we saw in Charlottesville as well as in nasty comments online and in the toxic politics of Donald Trump. I said we had an opportunity to rebut that cynicism with governance itself. Schoolchildren should be able to watch us on TV and think they might want to be on a city council someday too. The city council should become an exemplar for our citizens of collegiality, of deliberation, of transparency, and of good government. We could disagree without being disagreeable.


I said that as mayor, I wanted to avoid “symbolic victories.” I brought this up for a reason. Symbols seemed to be replacing real issues in our politics. I’d already seen in Charlottesville how much symbols could wreak havoc with reality. One week, the liquor store meant one thing to many folks; the next week, racing across Facebook, it had come to mean something else entirely. The meaning of many such symbols could so easily be changed because the symbols themselves were free-floating signifiers, batted about like balloons, up for grabs. The fight over holding and defining the symbols became the issue.


Call it the “politics of symbolism.” I wanted the new Charlottesville City Council to get rid of it and to get back to substance.


I had a second goal in that first meeting. I told my constituents that I didn’t want the council to “play to the public’s passions.” The Founding Fathers had built entire political institutions to check collective rushes to judgment, like the US Senate, the federal judiciary, and the Electoral College. In Federalist Paper No. 49, for instance, James Madison described the “danger of disturbing the public tranquility by interesting too strongly the public passions,” worrying that the “PASSIONS, therefore, not the REASON, of the public would sit in judgment.” His solution was that “reason, alone, of the public,… ought to control and regulate the government.”


But I also knew what I’d seen in prior years on the dais: acrimony, personal attacks, and squabbling between councilors and the audience. Not to mention audience members openly shouting at councilors from the crowd.


Sure, I could have started smaller than the politics of symbolism and governing the passions. But I was eager to tackle practical problems through the lens of truly thoughtful ideas, informed by history and the values of our democratic system. Alarmed by the surge of Trumpism on the national scene, I hoped we could address the waves of surging, usually symbolic politics sweeping across our ten square miles of city.


Little did I know how hard that would be.


DURING MY FIRST MEETING AS MAYOR, A LAWYER NAMED JEFF Fogel came to the podium. Originally from New Jersey, he had a long history of suing the city (sometimes successfully) on social and racial justice issues. Fogel said, “Now what I don’t understand here is why it is that people with passions are somehow in your mind to be dismissed simply because there’s passion.” He continued: “And I think it’s about time that we got the respect, those of us who have worked our butts off in this area, even if you don’t like the way we express ourselves. And why are you afraid—afraid—of controversy?”


As I watched him remonstrate with me, I saw not only a gadfly taking on the new mayor, but a local instance of a debate that has been occurring for thousands of years. This is an essential dilemma to democracy. We require our leaders to be responsive. If their constituents are angry, then who is government to say they ought to be more polite? Who were the ancient Greeks, anyway, to lecture us about the passions? Who was the new mayor to say anything about it? On the other hand, those very principles about deliberation prevent a meeting from becoming a shouting match, allowing people with strong opposing opinions to participate in the same government, to work together under the same rules, and to accept the results, even if they don’t win.


Thus appeared the first licks of flame of a brushfire I would come to know well as mayor: the challenge of keeping order in a tumultuous time. The fraught status of the most ancient underpinnings of democratic self-government: civility, efficiency, and deliberation.


AFTER THE MEETING, I HAD TO START ACTUALLY BEING MAYOR.


The only formal, written duties of the mayor in our “council-manager” form of government (more on this below) was to set the meeting agendas and to run the meetings. But from the outset, I wanted to take a new approach from that of the prior two-term mayor. While he had taken a largely passive role in the public eye, I wanted to take a more vigorous, proactive stance.


I began with the literal office. The mayorship came with one specific perk: an actual large office right across from the city manager’s office. It was used for occasional meetings, but not actual work, and so had become by default the storehouse for dozens of random artifacts: gifts from the Sister City program, including plaques from Ghana and books from France, for example, and assorted items from Charlottesville’s history—municipal awards and the like. A large “Office of the Mayor” sign was coated with dust and leaning in the closet.


Emily and I began by decorating. We were hyper-sensitive to the potential issue of a new mayor buying up things to create fancy digs, so we purchased some cheap furniture at a President’s Day sale from places like World Market with my city-issued credit card (checking with the city manager first for approval). For under $600, we got two small couches, a coffee table, a rug, and a few other odds and ends. I brought my desk and laptop from home. We put my diplomas and books in the room and a few plants. I bought an inexpensive Mr. Coffee espresso maker and put it in the staff kitchen.


I hung around. I met frequently with Paige Rice, our clerk of council (the only staff member who exclusively reported to the city council). I met with staff. I poked my head into meetings. I showed up unannounced to events. It made some of them uncomfortable to have the mayor around so much. None of them reported to me. In fact, the convention in place at the time, common in council-manager forms of government, was that councilors (including the mayor) were not supposed to communicate with staff directly without the city manager—their boss—being in on the email, or even in the room.1


From my new office in City Hall, I had identified a suite of initiatives I wanted to lead from the Office of the Mayor. Among others, I wanted to pass the long-delayed $35 million West Main Street plan, which would better connect the university and the Downtown Mall; redevelop the Downtown Mall’s crumbling and unfinished Landmark Hotel into a thriving mixed-use project; mandate a long-overdue efficiency study and plan for the city; create a “311” system for tracking complaints by citizens; develop a new regionalism approach for the city’s often conflicted relationship with Albemarle County, which surrounds Charlottesville like a doughnut; increase support and incentives for technology businesses and stimulate our creative economy; implement an “Open Data” policy for the city; expand our support for affordable housing; and strengthen voting rights in the city.2


In putting my plans together, I began holding open office hours on the first Wednesday of every month. I convened a Mayor’s Advisory Council on Innovation and Technology with several dozen members that generated ideas like a pilot project on automated vehicles and expansion of our incentives for technology businesses. To create a system for support and research beyond what our lone clerk could provide, I started a “Mayor’s Fellows” program with the Batten School of Public Policy and Leadership at UVA, where I was teaching. I had a monthly breakfast with a vice-provost at UVA charged with city relations, and another monthly meeting with the chair of Albemarle County’s Board of Supervisors. I joined the United States Conference of Mayors, which put me into a new network of peers. On the Landmark Hotel, I reached out to the owner myself, while pushing the council to support a new approach and staff to negotiate a deal with the owner. I even started calling citizens on their birthdays to wish them happy birthday from their mayor.


There was a problem, however. I was doing all these things within a form of government that gave the mayor much less formal power than my approach implied. The little-known fact is that almost 50 percent of American cities have this very same “council-manager” form of government. And my vigorous approach to the “weak mayor” office would have consequences down the road, when people would be confounded by just how little power I really had over things like policing, public events, and city communications, compared to the whirlwind of activity I was generating.


The model had been devised in Staunton, Virginia, a small, picturesque town just an hour west of Charlottesville. In 1905, with a population that had recently exceeded ten thousand, Staunton had a mayor with veto power; a city council that ran a number of committees charged with the major functions of government, such as highways and sewers; and a duplicative board of aldermen. But having part-time councilors direct important things like highways and sewers was creating a disaster. The city found itself over half a million dollars in debt as a result of what was called “honest graft”: contractors would place bids for city contracts well above their ordinary prices, and thirty different committees, some with as many as fifteen elected officials, often had corrupting relationships with the contractors.3 As a consequence, the city’s street department was paving only about one block a year, while many other streets went unpaved and were just reverting to mud.


Local leaders came up with a new idea: scrapping the current system and instead concentrating the executive and administrative powers of government in a single appointed official who would manage all the different departments. They envisioned him as a sort of body politic unto himself: “In him would combine the duties in other cities imposed upon paid heads of departments; he would be the manager or superintendent of the city’s work.”4 Like the board of directors of a corporation and the corporation’s CEO, the city manager would occasionally report to city council, which would shift from operational functions to policy development. The council would have certain specific duties, such as making land-use decisions in zoning appeals, running the public meetings, where the councilors would hear directly from citizens, and voting on the budget prepared for them by the city manager. But otherwise, the city manager would implement the policies the council approved.


That basic framework spread quickly through many American cities. Today, 48 percent of all US municipalities have a city or town manager or executive, and over 105 million people live in these cities. Sixty-two percent of cities with populations greater than 100,000 have this form of government.5 It is usually firmly embedded in both state and city law. As a contemporary example of how a council-manager government works—an example directly relevant to this book—Charlottesville’s city manager is vested by state law as the city’s “emergency manager.” When an emergency is declared, he or she—rather than elected officials—may alone legally direct what the government does, whether on law enforcement, events, communications, or cooperation with entities like the Virginia State Police and the Virginia Department of Emergency Management.


But as with other systems whose very success ensures that we take them for granted (think Medicare or the sewers), many of the people who live in these cities don’t even know they have a council-manager government, let alone how it works. This is doubly the case in a time of crisis. During natural disasters like hurricanes or fires, for instance, the “weak mayors” in a council-manager government often speak on behalf of the government. There’s nothing wrong with serving as a spokesperson, of course. But they are not the ones calling the shots. It’s the city manager or county executive, often standing just stage left or stage right, who’s in charge.


My new approach created a new picture of the mayorship for both City Hall and the citizens at large. Over the course of my two years as mayor, the clerk of council who had been with the city for eight years and worked with two prior mayors, would estimate in a March 2019 email that I increased the work of the office by a factor of ten. But given my ambitions for the mayorship, I found the limitations of the council-manager form frustrating. And when there was a crisis, it would be just as frustrating for the public to have a mayor who was not in fact as strong as they thought he was.6


The real picture of my power was complicated not only by the new approach I’d taken, but by the mystical envelope that I stepped into when I received the title of mayor.


“MAYOR.” “THERE’S THE MAYOR.” “HI, MAYOR.” “WELCOME, MAYOR.”


That title was like pixie dust surrounding me wherever I went in the city. Even in my part-time role, with a city manager running the actual day-to-day operations of government, I found myself suddenly clothed with the honorific persona while I went about my everyday life.7 One time, at a local running shop, there was a small sensation that the mayor was there buying shoes in person, rather than online. The owner took a selfie with me and the store tweeted it out. Whether I was at the library or on a bus, people would whisper to their kids, “There’s the mayor!” At the gym, as I huffed on the treadmill or sweated through a set on the bench, I often felt eyes on me. I did ribbon-cuttings and made speeches launching festivals.


This was the ceremonial power of the office, the fact that we ritualistically enjoy elevating one human among us, through such titles, to a place of veneration.8 With the example of strong executive-type figures looming large in American history (Richard Daley in Chicago, Fiorello La Guardia and Rudy Giuliani in New York), mayors are often the subject of public fascination, even obsession. Albemarle County, which is two and a half times the size of Charlottesville, has a chair of its board of supervisors. There was no legal or functional difference between my role as mayor and that of Albemarle’s chair. Yet the local media, constituents, and stakeholder groups treated me differently. I came to believe the difference lay in the title, and in the broader ceremonial associations that came along with it.


After I finished my term as mayor and became a plain city councilor, I saw how accurate my assessment of the magic cloak was when the requests and the recognition stopped almost instantly. This despite the fact that in our system, a councilor has virtually the same actual powers as the mayor. The title made all the difference.


BUT THERE’S A FLIP SIDE TO THE FASCINATION: MAYORS GET AN extra helping of criticism along with their adoration. Two weeks after becoming mayor, I traveled with the United States Conference of Mayors for an event at the White House. The event began when President Barack Obama sat down before a group of about two hundred mayors and, with a broad smile, joked, “Y’all feeling underappreciated recently?” Every mayor got the joke instantly, and the room burst into laughter. One mayor asked how Obama got through all the attacks. Obama explained that our twenty-four-hour news cycle was out of sync with our policy. He gave two examples: his administration’s response to the Ebola epidemic, and its successful resolution of the Gulf oil spill. Both had created a sense of crisis on the news and social media that was out of whack with what government actually was doing.


The image of an enmeshed system of gears came to mind—the small wheels of social media frantically spinning, the progressively larger wheels of actual government action through policy, and of justice and truth, moving slowly and methodically, but powerfully. The president’s responses offered us a glimpse into his own challenges, but it was also an astute commentary on our political times—the confluence of the politics of symbolism with a raging passion for, well, passion. He was encouraging us as mayors to think about the long game: to fireproof our work from the passions raging around us, and to focus on the solutions rather than on the symbols about the solutions.


He had done it in Washington, I thought. Couldn’t we at least try to do it in Charlottesville?
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“IS MIKE YOUR DADDY?”


| FEBRUARY 2016 |


DURING MY SECOND MONTH AS MAYOR, ON SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 20, Donald Trump won the South Carolina primary. Wherever I went, a dark, sick feeling followed me like a shadow. It was with me at Kroger, when I shopped for groceries late on Sunday night, bagging them myself. It was haunting: a demagogue could actually become president of the United States. My book Demagogue: The Fight to Save Democracy from Its Worst Enemies, published seven years earlier, had argued that this was virtually impossible because of the strength and resilience of American constitutionalism—I believed that our “constitutional conscience” protected us from electing someone who would play on our prejudices and passions.1 But it was that very foundation bolstering the republic that seemed to be turning into quicksand before my eyes.


In some unconscious way, the goal of bringing order to our unruly meetings took on greater urgency for me. During our weekly breakfasts that year, Wes Bellamy, Kathy Galvin, and I had frequently talked about the common impression that city council’s meetings were a circus. We had decided to establish, for the first time, governing rules for our meetings. Working with our clerk, we researched rules in other bodies in Virginia and around the country.


We learned that even though the council was supposed to be under Robert’s Rules of Order, it had been operating for years under a “small group exception” to the rules. That’s why things seemed so screwy in meetings. These rules of parliamentary procedure prohibit members from interrupting each other. Nobody can speak without recognition first from the chair of the meeting. You also aren’t supposed to allude to the motives of anyone else (this is why you always hear “my friend” and “the honorable”). Deliberation was the goal—not just debate. The city council was supposed to move from one point to another through this formal process. That’s what we were there for. Robert’s Rules allow debate only when a motion is properly moved, seconded, and on the floor.2


That’s also why many city councils around the country speed through their agendas. They do have debates, but they occur only after formal motions are made on the basis of an agenda item. Even then, the debate is supposed to be constructive. It is supposed to allow an official to explain his or her position to the public and to allow officials to work together on the measure. Well-crafted governing rules were all devised to achieve that end. In some councils, we learned, they had even added time limits for speaking. Other councils would not allow the member making the first motion to speak again, to prevent one member from dominating and speechifying. In Charlottesville, the opposite was happening: debate before a motion. That’s why so little was moving forward, why the debates so frequently devolved into plain argument.


I worked with the others to craft a new set of governing procedures that were modeled on several others in place around Virginia, including Williamsburg, Arlington, Richmond, and Staunton. We discussed the rules and had our first vote in favor of them at a work session one Saturday afternoon in February. Going forward, we would now be under the traditional requirements of Robert’s Rules of Order, with the mayor having all the powers those rules normally provided the chair of a meeting.


In an open letter to the public, I explained why I wanted to enforce Robert’s Rules, whose purpose, I noted (citing Robert’s Rules for Dummies), was to “ensure public confidence.” Following parliamentary procedure, I said, would ensure that minority opinions were heard. It would also “focus debate on actions and issues rather than personalities.” These standard procedures would require members of the council to recognize me as chair of the meeting before they could have the floor, and they would allow discussion of a matter only after a motion had been introduced. For support, I again cited Robert’s Rules for Dummies, which says that this set of rules “helps keep things on track by requiring that no discussion be undertaken until somebody proposes an idea for action. Everything your group ever accomplishes gets its start through motions.”3


It seemed like such a no-brainer.


ALMOST AS QUICKLY AS WE PASSED THE NEW RULES, THEY, AND I, came under fire. On February 11, a citizen named Nikuyah Walker emailed the council, saying: “The fact that you all expended energy on these potential changes is scary.” Walker, an African American woman who had grown up in Charlottesville, earned a bachelor’s degree at Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond and worked for nonprofits in the city before taking a job in the city’s parks and recreation department. She sent the council frequent emails, signing them with “Blue Skies” and poetry excerpts, and she frequently appeared before the council to talk about issues affecting the city’s low-wealth African American community.


Of the new rule giving the mayor the authority to recognize members of the council before they could speak (one of Robert’s Rules), Walker asked, in her email, “Is Mike your daddy?” She said the new rules showed the “emergence of tyranny.” It had begun, she thought, with “general feelings of insecurity and inadequacy” among council members, followed by a “pattern in which some individuals assume the role of ‘father’ to the others” and the other councilors taking the role of “dependent ‘children’ of such persons.” On the role of “father,” she meant me.


Walker went on to assert that this “pattern of co-dependency” was “pathological” and that it could “produce a vicious spiral that, if not interrupted, can lead to total breakdown of the group and the worst of the available outcomes.” She continued: “In psychiatry, this syndrome is often discussed as an ‘authoritarian personality disorder.’ In common parlance, as being a ‘control freak.’” She ended her email with a section on the “methodology of tyranny.” “Tyranny does not have to be deliberate,” she said. “Tyrants can fool themselves as thoroughly as they fool everyone else.”


I remember bemusedly reading the email, thinking, “Wow. That’s the first time I’ve been called an authoritarian and a tyrant in the same email.” Little did I suspect that the woman who wrote the email would end up becoming our next mayor, that I would support her ascent to that position, and that, in a surreal capsule of the paradox of how to govern our way through the storm of passions converging on us, she would end up exercising some of the same powers, as mayor, for which she was now criticizing me so harshly as an activist.


But I’m getting ahead of the story.


IT HADN’T HELPED MATTERS THAT I’D ADMINISTERED THE THREE-MINUTE limit for each comment in matters by the public with a very firm hand. Starting in my first meeting, I began stopping each speaker precisely at the three-minute mark. I was worried about how a slippage in each of the twelve comments could become half an hour overall, and I wanted to signal a new direction toward more efficient, cleanly run meetings. But it hardly endeared me to the speakers, or to a crowd accustomed to a long history of easygoing, long-running meetings.


For those twelve speakers’ slots, we’d also decided to put in place a lottery rather than a “first-come-first-served” approach, in part to address the phenomenon of the same handful of speakers monopolizing the lion’s share of those slots, and in part to open slots to those who couldn’t come to wait in line if they weren’t going to get a slot. That change also became controversial. The local nonprofit news organization Charlottesville Tomorrow quickly put up an online poll on the issue, and 69 percent of the respondents were against the new policy. C-ville Weekly published a cover story titled “Winning the Lottery”; it began by noting that the new policy “has some doubting the new rule’s integrity.” It quoted one activist who said the lottery was a “deliberate attempt to limit public comment” and that the council, “under the new leadership of Mayor Mike Signer, already seems ‘sort of perturbed by things they’ve heard during public comment.’” Louis Schultz—a regular who spoke during every meeting, often shouting at the councilors—said the change was about “controlling what you can say as a citizen.”


It got even worse. Because the rules gave the mayor the power to evict people from meetings, and even bar them from coming back, in the case of disorderly conduct—a power that was just restating prior rules—Jeff Fogel, the lawyer who had often sued the city, said I was “reminiscent of an authoritarian figure.”


I was surely the only authoritarian in history distracted by day-care bills. I bemusedly responded to the reporter writing the piece: “I want to be crystal clear the point of this is to open this up to more people, make the process more accessible and to connect us with the broader section of Charlottesville’s populace.”4


Despite my determinedly cool public posture, I began waking up early in the morning, usually around 4:00 a.m., my mind spinning with the critiques I was hearing. Were they right? Should we have let the chaos of the meetings continue, if that’s what people wanted?


But there was the other side. I knew from being approached while buying groceries at Reid’s, filling up my tank on Preston Avenue, and standing in line to buy bagels at Bodo’s that many folks supported bringing the meetings under control—and, by extension, concentrating on the actual governance of the city, on solutions, not just theatrics. I began referring in my mind to these people as the “silent majority.” The question was whether we could serve them if the voices of the minority of citizens who hated the new rules, and by extension the whole project of bringing deliberation back to the council, were louder, and if these vocal residents were more extreme in their claims.
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RACE, POLICY, AND THE PAST


| MARCH 2016 |


TRUMP’S SEIZURE OF THE REPUBLICAN NOMINATION CONTINUED to unfold on the national stage, featuring relentless blasts against virtually every institution I’d spent my career trying to respect, whether it was the press, Congress, the federal court system, or our foreign allies.


But in Charlottesville, I was determined to prove government could work. During my sixth meeting as mayor, we voted 4–1 to move the West Main streetscape project ahead. This was the same project whose steering committee I’d sat on for the Fifeville Neighborhood Association, and it had been delayed for decades, revealing the council’s inability to make a decision. Through significant amendments I’d helped usher in, the project would now also embrace the history of the minority neighborhoods surrounding the street and turn an asphalt desert at the street’s far end into a small park. It was a complicated project that showed we were working. We were providing grounds for faith in government.


But I was disheartened by how difficult it was for this news to break through in the narrative about what the new council was doing. Instead, the media, and many constituents, stayed focused on the controversy over our new rules, and especially the lottery system. Coming under intense fire for an issue I felt was symbolic at best—whether we chose twelve people to talk to us at random or because they were first in line at 6:00 p.m.—I began coming to grips with what Obama had teased the group of mayors about—“Y’all feeling underappreciated recently?”—with that big grin.


It was around this time—just about two months into my mayorship—that the second brushfire approached.


ONE FRIDAY IN MARCH 2016 I WAS SITTING WITH WES BELLAMY on the outside patio of a burger place on the Downtown Mall. I had a beer, and Bellamy, who doesn’t drink, had a pint of ice water. By this point, we had become close. Soon after I started campaigning, I had invited him to have breakfast at our house—making hash browns and eggs, served with hot sauce—and had learned that we had similar intellects and an almost identical sense of humor. After we both won two of the three Democratic slots in the June Democratic primary, we were on the same ticket. Over the course of the campaign that followed, we had developed the rapport of an older and younger brother. He had a huge smile and an outgoing personality, and he always hugged everyone. He even hugged people who didn’t like him, calling them “Bro.” He was an intuitive and empathetic politician.


But there was another side to Bellamy. He could be impatient, demanding almost instantaneous action on items big and small. He could be divisive, casting issues—particularly on race—as absolute and us against them. He also could say different things to different people. When I first had him over to my house for breakfast, the fracas about the liquor store run by the Alcoholic Beverage Control Authority was kicking up. When I had explained my perspective to him on why the store should be moved, he had looked at me, nodded, and said, “You’re right. It’s the right position.” Two days later, I was shocked to see him on Facebook cheering my opponents on.


So I usually had a mix of emotions when we talked about politically controversial topics, particularly about what we might do on the council. It felt like getting on a roller-coaster ride blindfolded. It was all complicated by the fact that, no matter how many people told me to watch out, and even to watch my back, I liked Bellamy. I found his enthusiasm infectious, and we could crack similar jokes—which goes a long way on a long night behind the dais.


Bellamy asked me if I had heard about the petition just launched by a Charlottesville High School student named Zyahna Bryant to remove the Robert E. Lee statue from Charlottesville’s Lee Park. I had. Another councilor, Kristin Szakos, was in the middle of her second four-year term and well known for championing racial and social justice issues. She had called me just the day before about the issue. I’d told her I was open to discussing the idea of removal, but that I’d want to be very careful—very deliberate. I’d then done some research online and learned the statue was historically protected. I’d learned that the donor, Paul Goodloe McIntire—a Charlottesville benefactor so storied that our largest park was named McIntire Park, and that the chamber of commerce still bestowed an annual McIntire Award—had dedicated the statue to his parents.


Bellamy told me he was thinking about publicly calling for the statue’s removal, and soon. I told him I might be sympathetic, but not if the issue wasn’t approached with tact and precision. The Virginia legislature had passed a law in 1987 prohibiting the disturbance or removal of war memorials, and it had been used by plaintiffs to stop similar efforts. Bellamy said he thought a judge’s recent decision to limit the law’s reach to statues installed after 1987, which had allowed the City of Danville to remove a Confederate flag from a courthouse on city-owned property in 2016, had created a legal opening for how Charlottesville could remove the Lee statue. He argued that the fact that we had a Democratic governor in place, Terry McAuliffe, created a window of opportunity to prohibit the Republican-majority General Assembly from passing a law that would expressly prevent Charlottesville from acting.


This was the same argument Szakos had made on the phone: that the Danville judge’s decision opened a narrow window for action during McAuliffe’s last year in office (Virginia’s governors are limited to a single four-year term). I told Bellamy I thought it could be a disaster if done rashly. It could lead to both fury and inaction. He seemed to recognize as much. In a reflective moment, he said that Levar Stoney, who was running for mayor of Richmond, had told him, “If you do this, that’s all you’ll be known for.” But he also seemed to relish that outcome. I found the derring-do unsettling. “Give me a month,” I told him. He said he would think about it. But I could tell he wouldn’t.


The next day, Saturday, March 19, the famed founder of the Equal Justice Initiative, Bryan Stevenson, was in town for an event at our Paramount Theater. Stevenson, among other accomplishments, had won a MacArthur “genius” grant in 1995 for his work to bring fairness and equity to the criminal justice system. I talked with him at a cocktail reception beforehand. He was warm, friendly, and interested in the nitty-gritty of local government. During his powerful talk, he urged the audience to do two things: “get proximate” to injustice—to really get near it, to feel it—and “change the narrative.” The second idea struck home with me, and I would come back to it as a touchstone in the months and years ahead.


After Stevenson finished speaking, it was time for Q&A. The Paramount is a very large venue, and there were at least a couple of hundred people there, spread through the rows. Bellamy was sitting in the middle, a few rows away from me. He rose and loudly challenged Stevenson on the topic of the Lee statues. Bellamy seemed impatient, even pushy. I could see that the audience was uncomfortable, and that he wanted that discomfort. Even Stevenson, who had been talking about very material issues of criminal justice reform and the fact that thousands of people have been wrongly imprisoned in America, seemed taken aback by the question, focused so overtly on a symbolic issue rather than the practical issues of injustice that he was asking us to confront.


The next morning, I was sitting in the pews of the First Baptist Church, a warm, inviting historic building on West Main Street, with burnished wooden rafters that gently arched upward. The pastor had invited me to hold an informal town hall after the service. Bellamy was there, too, and rose during the service to address the congregation. He announced that he would be holding a press conference that week to call for the Lee statue’s removal. He said, “If you want it gone, then let the mayor know.” (Notably, Bellamy and Szakos only focused on the statue of Robert E. Lee, even though there was another equally large statue, of Confederate General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, three blocks away, surrounded by trees in a park adjacent to the Albemarle County Courthouse. The Lee statue was situated on top of a gently rising hill in the more open Lee Park and more visible from the Downtown Mall. But this inconsistency between the different levels of outrage apportioned to the two statues would become increasingly important as the controversy intensified.)


Sitting there, my first reaction was anger. Most municipal bodies have traditions that enhance collegiality and the ability to work together. Chief among them is not campaigning against each other. At that moment, I could sense the dynamic that would come to poison many of the coming months: that if I didn’t agree with his approach, I would be attacked, maybe even called a racist.


Bellamy left. In my town hall that followed, I had a conversation with the crowd about the statue. I asked folks, all African American, to raise their hand if they wanted it moved. Only two did. Importantly, this was just one meeting at one church and therefore not representative of anything other than itself and the fact that there were dramatically different opinions among local black folks on both statues, not to mention among the citizens of Charlottesville at large. In general, many younger African American residents wanted the Lee statue removed, though they could care less about the one of Stonewall Jackson, while many older ones saw both statues in a more complicated light, arguing that even though they might be offensive to many, they should be kept as “teachable moments” about history. It was not a clear-cut issue either way.


We had a city council meeting the following night, Monday the 21st, and the room was crowded with proponents and opponents of statue removal. A ragged, tense mood invaded the cramped council chambers. Bellamy and Szakos announced that they would hold a press conference the following day—Tuesday—at the base of the Lee statue.


That press conference drew hundreds of people with strong feelings both for and against the statue’s removal, including dozens of “Virginia flaggers”—rebel-flag-wearing defenders of “southern heritage.” The pictures were vivid—Bellamy holding a bullhorn, shadowed by Virginia “flaggers” holding large rebel flags aloft. In our next meeting, he told me he wanted to “rip the Band-Aid off” the racism he felt lingered underneath everyday life in Charlottesville.


But what if that Band-Aid—the social norms that prevented shouting matches and name-calling, that allowed us to deliberate together—was actually healing us? And even if it wasn’t, was removing the statue the right path to come to terms with our racist past?


WHAT I WANTED TO DO WAS TO SLOW DOWN, EXPLORE THE ISSUE, and treat matters as holistically as possible. I wanted to build consensus and focus on solutions—not symbols. My philosophy and temperament were different from Bellamy’s. In a parallel universe that unfolded from that same moment sitting on the Downtown Mall, I imagine us trying to achieve consensus. In that universe, we would have worked with area stakeholders to plot a path forward. We would have brought in different perspectives and opposing views as part of a process. Perhaps through a series of conversations with leaders on both sides, and a strategy involving steady, careful pressure, we could even have succeeded in changing the state law. We could then have more readily implemented some of the inventive ideas that were being proposed—like removing the Lee statue from its pedestal. I’m not saying these things would have been easy. But I could at least envision how, instead of creating a symbolic sensation, we could actually have changed things on the ground.


Instead, with the rallying cry already launched, and with the community already up in arms, we blundered headlong down a path that ended up frustrating almost everyone: defenders of the statues, those who wanted them gone, and supporters (including me) of a “third path” where we would add more context, such as plaques and signs explaining the statues’ history, and new monuments representing freedom and civil rights.


I felt particularly passionate about the need to move with care because I was teaching, at that very moment, a class at UVA titled “Race, Policy and the Past.” I felt the readings and discussions that had been on my mind from the class illuminated the path ahead and the wisdom of charting a pragmatic way out of the brambles of our pitiless history.
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