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A Brief Chronology of Race in America



1526 Enslaved Africans escape from a Spanish settlement in South Carolina and “set it aflame” in a revolt.


1619 Enslaved Africans arrive in Virginia on a ship called the White Lion.


1739 Enslaved Black people revolt in the Stono Rebellion in South Carolina.


1770 Crispus Attucks, a free Black man, dies in the Boston Massacre, becoming what author William Cooper Nell described as “the first martyr of the American Revolution.”


1775 Lord Dunmore, the royal governor of Virginia, offers freedom to enslaved Black people who defend the British crown. Virginia’s white colonists respond by threatening to execute those who accept his offer.


1776 Thomas Jefferson authors the Declaration of Independence, declaring that “all men are created equal,” while forty-one of the fifty-six men who signed the document, including Jefferson, enslaved Black people.


1788 The newly ratified US Constitution, signed by George Washington and thirty-eight others, counts enslaved Black Americans as only three-fifths of a person.


1790 The Naturalization Act allows immigrants to become citizens only if they are a “free white person” of “good character.”


1791 Toussaint Louverture leads a successful Black uprising against French colonial rule in the Haitian Revolution.


1808 Congress outlaws the importation of enslaved people from outside the country but allows slavery to continue inside the country.


1820 The Missouri Compromise allows Missouri to be admitted as a slave state and Maine as a free state to maintain the balance of power in the United States Senate.


1829 Mexican president Vicente Guerrero abolishes slavery, angering American settlers in the Mexican state of Texas.


1830 Democratic president Andrew Jackson signs the Indian Removal Act, authorizing the government to take Native American land and forcibly remove Indigenous people. Thousands of Cherokee people later die on the Trail of Tears.


1831 Nat Turner leads a revolt of enslaved Virginians.


1833 The British government abolishes slavery. The United States does not.


1836 The new Texas Constitution bans the presence of free Black people and prohibits “any slave-holder” from emancipating their enslaved people.


1850 The Compromise of 1850 allows California to be admitted as a free state but requires northern states to return formerly enslaved Black people to their enslavers in the South.


1852 Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass condemns the “hypocrisy” of the Fourth of July as a celebration to “to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages.”


1857 The Supreme Court rules against Dred Scott in his fight for freedom from slavery and declares that African Americans are not citizens of the United States.


1860 Republican Abraham Lincoln elected president.


1861 Eleven southern states secede from the union. The Civil War begins.


1863 Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation, “freeing” enslaved people only in states already in rebellion against the union. Harriet Tubman leads 150 Black Union soldiers in the Combahee River Raid, which liberates more than 700 enslaved people.


1865 The Civil War ends. Lincoln is assassinated. Slavery ends in Texas on Juneteenth. The Thirteenth Amendment abolishes slavery. Reconstruction begins. The Ku Klux Klan forms.


1868 The Fourteenth Amendment gives citizenship to Black people in America.


1870 The Fifteenth Amendment gives Black men the right to vote. Republican senator Hiram Rhodes Revels of Mississippi becomes the first Black person to serve in Congress.


1875 Congress passes the Civil Rights Act of 1875.


1877 After the disputed presidential election of 1876, Republicans agree to end federal protection for Black people in the former Confederate states in the South in return for Republican Rutherford B. Hayes becoming president. Reconstruction ends.


1882 Republican president Chester Arthur signs the Chinese Exclusion Act, banning Chinese laborers from immigrating to the United States for ten years.


1883 The Supreme Court strikes down the Civil Rights Act of 1875.


1896 The Supreme Court upholds the “separate but equal” doctrine in Plessy v. Ferguson.


1898 White supremacists overthrow the multiracial government in Wilmington, North Carolina, killing dozens of Black people and forcing hundreds of Black families to flee.


1909 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Mary Church Terrell, W. E. B. Du Bois, and other leaders form the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in the aftermath of a race riot in Springfield, Illinois, the year before.


1915 A new film, The Birth of a Nation by D. W. Griffith, depicts the KKK as heroes fighting to defend white people from Black oppression. Democratic president Woodrow Wilson screens the film for an audience in the White House.


1919 White mobs lead a series of race massacres killing hundreds of Black people in cities across the nation in the Red Summer of 1919.


1921 White residents in Oklahoma kill dozens of Black people and destroy a thriving African American community known as “Black Wall Street” in the Tulsa Race Massacre. Republican president Warren G. Harding signs the Emergency Quota Act of 1921, setting strict racial limits on immigration to the United States.


1926 Historian Carter G. Woodson launches the first Negro History Week, which would later become Black History Month.


1935 Democratic president Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the Social Security Act of 1935, providing federal payments for retirees and unemployment insurance for workers.


1939 Opera star Marian Anderson sings before seventy-five thousand people at the Lincoln Memorial after the Daughters of the American Revolution refuse to allow her to perform at Constitution Hall.


1942 Roosevelt signs Executive Order 9066, leading the government to incarcerate more than one hundred thousand Japanese Americans in prison camps.


1945 Democratic president Harry Truman gives the order to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing tens of thousands of Japanese civilians.


1948 Truman signs Executive Order 9981, abolishing racial segregation in the military.


1954 The Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education orders public schools to be integrated by race and overturns Plessy v. Ferguson.


1955 Fourteen-year-old Emmett Till is murdered in Mississippi. Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat on a city bus in Montgomery, Alabama. Black residents lead a bus boycott.


1957 United States marshals escort Black children to Little Rock Central High School in Arkansas as racial integration of schools begins.


1960 Ella Baker forms the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and recruits Diane Nash, John Lewis, and other young leaders to join.


1961 Civil rights activist John Lewis and others are beaten at the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, as they lead a march for voting rights. Angry white mobs attack civil rights activists, known as Freedom Riders, who are traveling by bus across the South to protest racial segregation.


1963 Mississippi civil rights leader Medgar Evers is assassinated. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. delivers his “I Have a Dream” speech at the March on Washington. Four Black girls are killed by a bomb in a church in Birmingham, Alabama. Democratic president John F. Kennedy is assassinated in Dallas, Texas.


1964 Democratic president Lyndon Johnson signs the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The Twenty-Fourth Amendment bans poll taxes as a requirement for voting. Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella Baker, and Bob Moses cofound the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and challenge the all-white Mississippi delegation at the 1964 Democratic National Convention.


1965 President Lyndon Johnson signs the Voting Rights Act of 1965; the Immigration and Nationality Act, which eliminates racial quotas in immigration; and a new law creating Medicare for seniors. Malcolm X is assassinated in New York City.


1967 Thurgood Marshall becomes the first Black person to sit on the Supreme Court.


1968 Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee. Democratic presidential candidate Robert Kennedy is assassinated in Los Angeles. President Lyndon Johnson signs the Fair Housing Act.


1969 Marsha P. Johnson, a Black drag queen, and Sylvia Rivera, a Latina drag queen, help lead a rebellion against police brutality at the Stonewall Bar in New York City.


1972 Thousands of Black leaders convene in Gary, Indiana, for the first National Black Political Convention. Democrat Shirley Chisholm, the first Black woman in Congress, runs for president.


1985 Police in Philadelphia drop a bomb on the home of the MOVE organization, a Black liberation group, killing eleven people, including five children, and destroying sixty-one homes in two city blocks.


1986 Martin Luther King Jr. Day becomes a federal holiday. Republican president Ronald Reagan vetoes antiapartheid sanctions on South Africa. Congress overrides him.


1989 Five Black and Latino teenagers are wrongly accused of raping a white woman in New York City’s Central Park. Donald Trump calls for their execution.


1992 Black residents in Los Angeles lead a weeklong uprising after an all-white jury acquits four white police officers for the videotaped beating of Rodney King.


1998 James Byrd Jr., a forty-nine-year-old Black man, is lynched by three white supremacists in Jasper, Texas.


2005 Hurricane Katrina strikes the mostly Black city of New Orleans, killing hundreds of residents and forcing thousands to flee.


2008 Democrat Barack Obama becomes the first Black person to be elected US president.


2011 Donald Trump questions whether Barack Obama was born in the United States.


2012 Unarmed seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin is shot and killed by a twenty-eight-year-old armed neighborhood watchman in Sanford, Florida. Black Lives Matter begins as a social justice movement when Martin’s killer is acquitted the following year.


2013 The Supreme Court, in a 5–4 decision, strikes down Section 4 of the Voting Rights Act in Shelby County v. Holder.


2014 A community uprising takes place in Ferguson, Missouri, after the police killing of eighteen-year-old Michael Brown.


2015 A twenty-one-year-old white supremacist murders nine Black people at the Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina.


2016 Donald Trump wins the Republican nomination for president, finally admits President Obama was born in the United States, and wins the Electoral College vote for president.


2017 Republican president Donald Trump claims there were “very fine people on both sides” after a Unite the Right rally turns deadly in Charlottesville, Virginia.


2020 A racial justice protest movement sweeps the country following the police killings of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor and the murder of Ahmaud Arbery. Democrat Kamala Harris becomes the first Black woman to be elected vice president of the United States.


2021 In his final days in office, Donald Trump encourages his angry supporters to march to the Capitol to protest his election loss. A violent insurrection follows. Juneteenth becomes a federal holiday.


2022 Democratic president Joe Biden signs the Emmett Till Antilynching Act. Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson becomes the first Black woman on the US Supreme Court.


2023 The US Supreme Court strikes down affirmative action policies that consider race in college admissions.















Introduction



The function, the very serious function of racism is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason for being. Somebody says you have no language and you spend twenty years proving that you do. Somebody says your head isn’t shaped properly so you have scientists working on the fact that it is. Somebody says you have no art, so you dredge that up. Somebody says you have no kingdoms, so you dredge that up. None of that is necessary. There will always be one more thing.


—Toni Morrison, Portland State University, May 30, 1975


It was February 2022—my first speaking engagement to a live audience of college students since the beginning of the pandemic, a forty-five-minute Black History Month speech at a public college in upstate New York. At the end, students lined up to ask questions.


The first person in line was a white male student who seemed a bit older than the typical undergrad. “I appreciate your discussion about race,” he said into the microphone, “but what about other types of diversity? What about political diversity or geographical diversity?” Why hadn’t I spoken about that? he wondered.


My presentation had discussed race, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, and disability as five common types of diversity, but race was the only part of the conversation that drew his ire, even though my speech had been billed as a Black History Month event. He didn’t say it directly, but the question behind his question was clear.


Why does everything have to be about race?


I tried to explain that most colleges and universities already seek ideological and geographical diversity among the students they admit. If you’re a halfway decent student from Alaska applying to college in New York State, for example, you’re very likely to be admitted even if you don’t meet the school’s median test scores, and virtually no one ever complains about that. Colleges routinely reserve spots for athletes, artists, musicians, people with unusual backgrounds, children of alumni, and people from wealthy families, and this rarely gets challenged in court. But simply the mention of race causes concern for many white Americans.


But his question deserved a longer answer—if only because it refuses to go away in the minds of many Americans. This book is that answer.


This book is divided into five parts that correspond to the five main ways people in our nation deflect concerns about white supremacy and anti-Blackness: (1) erasing Black history, (2) centering white victimhood, (3) denying Black oppression, (4) promoting myths of Black inferiority, and (5) rebranding racism.


Within those sections, I answer twenty-five questions (which are actually arguments) in twenty-five relatively brief, sometimes personal, and hopefully informative chapters. Most of the chapters are serious; a couple are both satirical and serious. The book is organized in a way that allows you to read it from cover to cover or to skip around and read various chapters nonsequentially, depending on your time, interests, and needs. Throughout these pages, I have chosen not to edit or abbreviate direct quotations that use the N-word or other profanity as a rude reminder of the raw reality of racism.


The book dives headfirst into the waters of our newest and oldest conversations about race, happening at dinner tables, in break rooms, in college classrooms, and in TV studios across America. But it is not your job to spend your entire life disproving all the racist arguments that surround you. As Toni Morrison reminds us, the function of racism is distraction. Rather, the purpose here is to provide a useful reference guide with an arsenal of information to prevent you from becoming distracted.


Once we know the answers to these arguments that won’t go away, then it’s up to all of us to create enduring new solutions to build a better world.















PART ONE



ERASING BLACK HISTORY


In January 2023, Florida officials in the administration of Republican governor Ron DeSantis prohibited any school in the state from offering an Advanced Placement course on African American studies because, they said, it was “inexplicably contrary to Florida law and significantly lack[ed] educational value.”


The decision was part of a troubling pattern in which the very people who deny the existence of systemic racism have deployed their power systemically to conceal the historical evidence of such racism. As several Black observers noted, the young white people who yelled at Elizabeth Eckford and Ruby Bridges for desegregating their schools in the 1950s and ’60s are now trying to prevent their grandchildren from knowing what they were doing.


Some argue that the tragic events of America’s racial history belong to the distant past and the country should just move on. Even controversial Black artist Kanye West has objected to government plans to honor the past by placing an image of Harriet Tubman on the twenty-dollar bill, complaining that Black leaders like Tubman, Malcolm X, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. were “too far in the past and not relatable.”


But the truth is, the wounds of our history are very recent.


In May 2021, a bearded white man in a baseball cap posted a quick factual video on TikTok under the username @doorbender. He looked directly into a camera and spoke four simple sentences:


When Harriet Tubman was born, Thomas Jefferson was still alive. And when Harriet Tubman died, Ronald Reagan was alive. Stop saying everything was four hundred years ago. It wasn’t.


The point was powerful. The ugliest moments in a history that many Americans would like to forget took place not that long ago. Harriet Tubman, who bravely fought to rescue Black people from enslavement, was born into slavery in Maryland around 1822, four years before former president Thomas Jefferson died. She passed away as a free woman in New York in 1913, two years after future president Ronald Reagan was born.


Tubman was born during the tenure of America’s fifth president, the Virginia enslaver James Monroe, and escaped her own enslavement to live through the Monroe Doctrine, the Underground Railroad, the Civil War, Reconstruction, the Ku Klux Klan, the Battle of the Little Big Horn, the Chinese Exclusion Act, Plessy v. Ferguson, and the founding of the NAACP, just long enough to see the inauguration of America’s twentieth-eighth president, Woodrow Wilson, another problematic Virginian. It was Wilson, a Democrat, who invited guests to the White House for a screening of the racist 1915 movie The Birth of a Nation, which depicted the KKK as heroes fighting to protect white people from what the film caricatured as incompetent Black government leaders and lascivious Black rapists.


If all of this seems like ancient history, consider this. When Joe Biden celebrated his eightieth birthday in November 2022 and became the oldest person to serve as president, Carolyn Bryant Donham, the white woman responsible for the lynching of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till in August 1955, was still alive and free. She died in April 2023 at eighty-eight years old.


Just three days after Biden’s birthday, the Washington Post uncovered a photograph of Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones standing with racist white students in 1957 as they blocked Black students from integrating Little Rock Central High School.


In the same week as Biden’s birthday celebration, Ruby Bridges, who had been depicted in a famous Norman Rockwell painting as a six-year-old Black girl escorted by US marshals to integrate a public school in New Orleans, was visiting an elementary school in California to celebrate Ruby Bridges Walk to School Day.


The connection to America’s overlooked past is not a faraway memory. In fact, the last living African American known to have been enslaved, Peter Mills, passed away in 1972—in my lifetime. And when Ronald Reagan—the link to Harriet Tubman and Thomas Jefferson—died in 2004, pop stars Billie Eilish, Lil Nas X, and all the members of the Korean boy band BTS were children.


Today, as Americans debate affirmative action, critical race theory, and what to do with old Confederate monuments, we must remember that many of the victims and perpetrators of our country’s racist history are still alive.


Part 1 explains why we must resist efforts to erase the truth about Black history and prevent attempts to minimize the significance and relevance of our experience.















1



Barack Obama’s election does not compensate for hundreds of years of racism.






	ARGUMENT


	ANSWER







	We’ve tried to deal with our original sin of slavery by fighting a civil war, by passing landmark civil rights legislation. We’ve elected an African American president.


	The legacy of slavery and Jim Crow and discrimination didn’t suddenly vanish with the passage of the Civil Rights Act or the Voting Rights Act, or the election of Barack Obama.







	—Senate Republican Leader Mitch McConnell, June 18, 2019


	—President Barack Obama, July 9, 2016








It was 10:45 on a Tuesday evening in November when I got the news. I was the only Black person sitting on set at the CNBC world headquarters in Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, when a producer spoke into my earpiece. “We’re going to make the call at the top of the hour,” she said.


The producers wanted me to be ready to give my reaction live on air after the anchors made the announcement. They never told me who won, but the answer was clear. Barack Obama had accumulated 207 electoral votes compared to 142 for his Republican opponent, John McCain. Obama needed 270 votes to win, and polls were about to close in the West, including California, a state with 55 electoral votes that hadn’t voted for a Republican in twenty years.


I had been covering the arduous nineteen-month-long presidential campaign since the Democratic primary contest with Hillary Clinton, and now we had arrived at the final moments. In fifteen minutes, Barack Obama would become the first Black person to be elected president of the United States.


I thought of the ancestors, who had dreamed of a day like this. I thought of Douglass and Tubman, Malcolm and Martin. I remembered the campaigns of Shirley Chisholm and Jesse Jackson, and other Black leaders who had sought the presidency. And I reflected on the white liberal hope that Obama’s election might usher in a new postracial America. I knew better, but I allowed myself to dream.


I knew that one Black man’s election to a four-year term could not erase the scars of centuries of oppression or the injuries inflicted on millions of Black Americans who would never see the inside of the White House. And although I had spent much of my life studying Black history, I would make new discoveries in the years that followed the election and learn of ancient and recent historical injustices of which I had been unaware.


In the years after 2008, I would learn of the exploitation of Henrietta Lacks, the Black woman whose cancer cells were used for decades for commercial purposes and medical research without her consent. I would learn that the alma mater I shared with Obama, Harvard Law School, had been financed by the sale of enslaved Black people. I would learn the story of Walter Coles, whose white family accumulated two centuries of wealth on the backs of enslaved Black Virginians who now stood to gain none of the windfall from billions of dollars’ worth of uranium deposits recently discovered on the land they were forced to work. And from DNA ancestry tests that did not exist when Obama was elected, I would learn the history of my own family, of Black people with the same blood that runs in my veins, who were enslaved, killed, incarcerated, and conscripted to serve their country as they struggled to survive from captivity to Jim Crow and beyond.


For Black people, no single story could capture the totality of the successive devastation of slavery, segregation, and continuing racial injustice of the nation. White America not only took our Black money, Black land, and Black bodies; it controlled nearly every aspect of our Black lives for four centuries. How could one person—even one with the talent, charm, and intellect of Barack Obama—compensate for all that?


Prior to the outbreak of the Civil War, the Census Bureau counted nearly four million enslaved Black people in the United States. Millions more had perished in the previous two centuries of enslavement. The wealth of the young nation rested on the unpaid, coerced labor of enslaved Black Americans and the legacy of their ancestors who had been stolen from Africa. It was an absurd conservative fantasy to suggest that one politician could cure, correct, or compensate for slavery, lynchings, race massacres, sharecropping, peonage, convict leasing, de facto and de jure segregation, police brutality, mass incarceration, and all the iterations of systemic racism through which Black people have suffered.


How could one person in one job for eight years be considered atonement for the beatings of Sojourner Truth, the twelve years of Solomon Northup’s enslavement, the scars of Harriet Tubman, the destruction of Wilmington, the burning of Rosewood, the bombing of Tulsa, the lives ruined at Scottsboro, the wrongful execution of George Stinney, the indignity of Claudette Colvin, the pain of Mamie Till, Myrlie Evers, and Coretta Scott King, the shooting of Eleanor Bumpurs, the unjust incarceration of the Exonerated Five, the beating of Rodney King, or the forty-one bullets fired at unarmed Amadou Diallo?


Barack Obama has many talents, but erasing history is not one of them. His life experience is unique. Although he identifies as Black and clearly feels, understands, and resonates with the plight of Black Americans, his mother was white and his father was African. Neither of his parents descended from the enslaved in America. Perhaps this made him more palatable to some white Americans, but it did not deter his critics from hounding and harassing him through two terms of his presidency. They created an entire new political movement called the Tea Party to resist him. They condemned his rare decisions to discuss racism in current events when he expressed concern for Trayvon Martin or Henry Louis Gates Jr. And they tried to erase his legacy by replacing him with an adversary who had challenged his legal right to hold his office.


The argument that Barack Obama’s presidency redeemed America from a history of racial oppression underscores a disturbing pattern of prioritizing symbolism over substance in our politics. Even if he had been a direct descendant of Nat Turner, the elevation of one person could never compensate for the suffering of millions of others.


The tendency to focus on personality over policy reflects the same misguided perspective that tells Black people today that we should be happy because Oprah Winfrey, LeBron James, and Beyoncé have become billionaires while millions of others struggle to pay the monthly electricity bill. Individual success stories do not address systemic failures any more than a business rectifies institutional racism by hiring a diversity officer or a college by bringing in a Black History Month speaker. True progress comes by changing policy, not people. It is not produced by empty, episodic gestures but by inclusive, ongoing engagement. 


Political analysts and historians can debate President Obama’s impact on racial justice given the obstacles and resistance he faced from Congress and white America. No doubt, the lives of millions of Black people were improved during his administration because of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, the Affordable Care Act, and other initiatives that moved the nation forward from the Great Recession. But the long-term racial disparities in employment, health care, education, housing, household wealth, criminal justice, and even access to safe drinking water all existed before he took office, and all remained when he left.


It took centuries to construct the infrastructure of systemic racism, and no single person could be expected to unravel it in eight years in the White House.


But perhaps the most duplicitous element of the “Obama as reparations” argument is that the majority of white people did not vote for him in either of his two presidential elections. Obama won the presidency despite the white vote, not because of it, both in 2008 and in 2012. You can’t take credit for his election without having taken the trouble to secure it, let alone support it. And most white Americans did not vote for the one person who many now argue absolves them of their past and current sins. They did, however, vote twice for his successor, Donald Trump.
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Critical race theory is not indoctrinating school kids to be “woke.”






	ARGUMENT


	ANSWER







	In Florida, we are taking a stand against the state-sanctioned racism that is critical race theory. We won’t allow Florida tax dollars to be spent teaching kids to hate our country or to hate each other.


	When the DeSantises of the world say this teaches us to hate America, I say “No, this teaches us to see what America has been, to better understand how we can make America what we want it to be.”







	—Florida governor Ron DeSantis, December 15, 2021


	—Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw, critical race theory scholar, August 12, 2021








When I anxiously opened my admissions letter in 1989, I had no idea that law school would introduce me to three people who would influence American politics more than three decades later.


The first was my schoolmate Barack Obama, who would go on to become president. The second was Bill Clinton, who would speak on campus and inspire me to work on his 1992 presidential campaign and in the White House. The third was Derrick Bell, a Black law professor who would lead a courageous protest for faculty diversity.


Professor Bell was a pioneer of the newly developing critical race theory movement, and his class introduced me to intellectual conversations about previously foreign concepts like interest convergence theory, intersectionality, and the permanence of racism. We read heavily footnoted law review articles and talked about desegregation strategies, antidiscrimination litigation, and other complex legal concepts. And he exposed me to the writings of legal scholars like Kimberlé Crenshaw, Richard Delgado, Mari Matsuda, and Patricia J. Williams.


Unlike many dry law school lecturers, Derrick Bell used creative fiction and historical narrative to illustrate his ideas. The course fascinated me as a law student, but if you weren’t a lawyer or an activist, you probably weren’t that interested in reading academic writings about race and the law. That’s why I was shocked thirty years later when critical race theory suddenly emerged as a major political issue.


I hadn’t thought much about the course since 2011, when I spoke at Professor Bell’s funeral service at Riverside Church in Manhattan. His obituary in the New York Times that year briefly summarized critical race theory as “a body of legal scholarship that explored how racism is embedded in laws and legal institutions.” So why did this decades-old academic theory resurface in the middle of a presidential campaign between two old white men, Donald Trump and Joe Biden?


To answer that question, we must look back at history. Since the end of World War II, modern American conservatism has survived by constructing a series of new villains for ordinary people to fear. First it was the communists of the 1950s. Then, the civil rights activists of the ’50s and ’60s. Next came the radical feminists of the ’60s and ’70s, the “welfare queens” of the ’70s and ’80s, and the crack dealers and criminals of the ’80s and ’90s. They were followed by Muslims after the September 11, 2001, terror attack and LGBTQ couples when gay marriage became legal in Massachusetts in 2004. A new fear of immigrants emerged during the Obama administration, followed by a fear of young transgender students and even adult drag queens in the early 2020s. Now they fear anything “woke.”


The little-known scholarship of critical race theory, which dares to interrogate race in the nation’s institutions, fit perfectly into this calculus by allowing Republicans to play on white America’s longest-held anxiety: fear of Black people.


The background story of how we got here exemplifies the symbiotic relationship between Republican officials and the right-wing media, and shows how the mainstream media is bullied into covering and amplifying their manufactured controversies. Two months before the 2020 presidential election, Fox News host Tucker Carlson interviewed a guest who claimed, in a style reflective of 1950s McCarthyism, that “critical race theory has pervaded every institution in the federal government.” I did not see the interview at the time it aired, and if I had I would have laughed out loud at the absurdity of the claim. But one person who did see the interview that night and apparently did not laugh was Donald Trump.


Two days after the Fox News interview, the Trump administration issued a memo ordering federal agencies to “cease and desist” from any trainings involving critical race theory. The memo positioned the forty-year-old academic theory as an imminent threat that was promoting “divisive, false, and demeaning propaganda” that is “contrary to all we stand for as Americans and should have no place in the Federal government.” A few weeks later, Trump followed up with an executive order banning federal agencies and contractors from diversity trainings or any instruction that might suggest “the United States is fundamentally racist or sexist.” He had mandated a solution for a problem that didn’t exist.


Most Americans had probably never heard of critical race theory until then, and I doubt that Donald Trump had either, or that he has since read even a single page written by any critical race scholar. Trump’s executive order predictably cited Dr. King’s familiar “content of their character” line so beloved (out of context) by Republicans, without any sense of irony that Dr. King’s words about the racist origins of America would have been restricted by the same executive order.


The executive order also, astoundingly, accused antiracist critical race scholars of trying to “resurrect the discredited notions of the nineteenth century’s apologists for slavery.” It was classic conservative doublespeak: it attempted to equate the very people working to fix America’s race problem with the racists who created it.


Issuing an executive order about a nonexistent threat a few weeks before a major election was a desperate and transparently political attempt to stir up white resentment. But it was not enough to change the election result. During the two-month presidential transition to the Biden administration, which was fraught by the loser’s unwillingness to leave office, critical race theory never crossed my mind.


Then, in the first few days of 2021, Georgia elected its first Black senator and first Jewish senator, an angry white mob stormed the US Capitol in an unsuccessful attempt to stop the final certification of the 2020 presidential election, and the newly inaugurated President Biden revoked the absurd executive order, among several others. It was in that dangerous climate that Republicans rediscovered their loathing for critical race theory.


From January 2021 through September 2022, forty-two states introduced bills or took steps to restrict teaching critical race theory or limit how teachers could discuss racism and sexism, Education Week reported. During that time, seventeen states enacted bans or restrictions on what they considered critical race theory. By June 2021, a report from Media Matters found that Fox News had mentioned critical race theory more than 1,900 times in the previous three and a half months, rising from 29 mentions in February to 901 in June.


Critical race theory had become a news story solely because of “a well-resourced, highly mobilized coalition of forces,” law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw told the New York Times in November 2021.


Starting in 2021, the words “critical race theory” or “CRT” began to appear almost everywhere, and it troubled me that it was often presented as some sort of nefarious new tactic invented by the “woke” left to indoctrinate impressionable young public school kids.


Despite all the anguished, nonsensical anxiety, very few of the people involved in the public discussion seemed to have any real idea of what exactly critical race theory was. Some on the right twisted the conversation so that virtually any discussion that did not promote a positive view of America’s racial history was relabeled critical race theory. They accused elementary school teachers, business leaders, politicians, and even military generals of promoting it. CRT quickly morphed into a catchall phrase used to condemn all so-called woke policies that promoted diversity, equity, and inclusion or progressive values. A Republican member of Congress blamed a disastrous Ohio train derailment on a railroad company’s DEI policies. A Republican senator even blamed a California bank failure on “woke” policies.


Books and teachers and librarians also became targets. Texas governor Greg Abbott signed a bill that banned the teaching of any material from the Pulitzer Prize–winning 1619 Project, a collection of essays published in 2019 about the four hundredth anniversary of the first African slaves brought to Virginia.


Florida governor Ron DeSantis supported a bill that prohibited teachers from any classroom instruction that would make white people “feel discomfort, guilt” or “anguish” based on their race. In response to the new rules, one textbook maker tried to tell the story of Rosa Parks’s refusal to give up her seat on a bus in Alabama in 1955 by deleting any reference to her race, the sole reason she was forced off the bus and arrested.


Conservatives could not contain themselves. Angry parents demanded school boards ban critical race theory in their children’s classrooms. One claimed that critical race theory was supporting “anti-Christ indoctrinations of our children,” though he never said how an academic theory had accomplished this feat. And the State of Florida even rejected twenty-eight math textbooks because they allegedly “included references to Critical Race Theory.”


Conservatives went so far overboard in their attacks on CRT that progressive commentators started mocking their arguments with posts of their own. “Critical Race Theory took my guns and give [sic] them to the transgenders,” writer Michael Harriot tweeted in June 2021. “Critical race theory ate my homework,” journalist Josh Marshall added.


Although the conservative arguments were easy to satirize, it was not ever clear what they were talking about when they condemned CRT. Over the course of more than a year of painful news coverage, I do not recall seeing any critic of critical race theory who could accurately define it. But the critics didn’t need to: they just needed something to hate. And the less precisely it was defined, the easier it was to imagine that it was, in the words of a popular film, everything everywhere all at once.


It’s important to understand that critical race theory is not a single theory but a collection of ideas developed by various scholars over many years. It started in the 1970s in the legal academy with pioneering professors like Derrick Bell, who encouraged his colleagues to think more deeply about the influence of race in American law. In 1981, a group of Harvard Law students, led by Kimberlé Crenshaw, organized an alternative course on race and law. Then, in 1989, law professors Crenshaw and Mari Matsuda organized the first major national conference on critical race theory.


When I graduated from law school in 1992, I don’t think anyone I knew had ever heard of critical race theory outside of the legal community, but the scholarship migrated into other academic disciplines in college courses and graduate schools in the years that followed.


In 1995, Crenshaw and three other legal scholars, Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas, edited and published a groundbreaking book called Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings That Formed the Movement. The book featured pieces by several scholars who were widely known in legal academic circles.


The book’s introduction explains critical race theory: “Critical Race Theory embraces a movement of left scholars, most of them scholars of color, situated in law schools, whose work challenges the ways in which race and racial power are constructed and represented in American legal culture and, more generally, in American society as a whole.”


That’s it. That’s the definition the critical race scholars use themselves that conservatives never mention. Critical race theory was never about the Antichrist or Marxism or hating white people. It was about examining the role of race in law and society.


So, what did critical race theory stand for that was so controversial?


There is no canonical set of doctrines or methodologies to which we all subscribe. Although Critical Race scholarship differs in object, argument, accent, and emphasis, it is nevertheless unified by two common interests. The first is to understand how a regime of white supremacy and subordination of people of color have been created and maintained in America, and, in particular, to examine the relationship between that social structure and professed ideals, such as “the rule of law” and “equal protection.” The second is a desire not merely to understand the vexed bond between law and racial power, but to change it.


If it sounds a lot more technical and a lot less menacing than the right would have you believe, that’s because it’s an academic theory that has been politicized and vilified by cynical operatives for their own purposes.


But what about those K–12 school kids? And what about math?


In the spring of 2021, the Association of American Educators surveyed their members and found that 96 percent said their schools did not require them to teach critical race theory. When you look at the actual writings of the critical race scholars mentioned above, it’s easy to understand why. Most critical race scholars operate at the college and graduate level and write in language that isn’t readily accessible to the average middle-school student.


Yes, many public schools do teach about uncomfortable subjects like the inconsistencies in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, slavery, the Civil War, the Ku Klux Klan, Jim Crow segregation, and the struggle for women’s rights and LGBTQ rights. But what those K–12 students are learning in the classroom that far too many conservative parents are objecting to is not critical race theory.


It’s American history.
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Dr. King didn’t say America should be color-blind.






	ARGUMENT


	ANSWER







	We want a color-blind society, a society, that in the words of Dr. King, judges people “not by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.”


	
Yes, I’m Black. I’m proud of it. I’m Black and beautiful.

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.








	—President Ronald Reagan, January 18, 1986
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