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Epochs which are regressive, and in the process of dissolution, are always subjective, whereas the trend in all progressive epochs is objective.


—GOETHE


I have seen people behave badly with great morality.


—CAMUS
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Preface


There is no doubt that the initial animating spirit of Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, and the thousands of social justice protests since 2020 forced a necessary national (re)consideration of long overdue demands for police reform in particular, as well as broader calls for greater equality and inclusion—and, perhaps above all, the wholehearted extension of dignity and recognition, which sit higher atop Maslow’s pyramid of needs than strict physical safety. Just as there is no contradiction between these goods and a maximally tolerant society that is committed to the most robust standards of freedom of expression and viewpoint diversity. On the contrary, the argument has been made in less liberal times and bears repeating today: free speech is the bedrock for all subsequent rights and assurances, particularly those of ethnic, numerical, ideological, and other minorities. This is true in a high-minded way, as the American Civil Liberties Union once exemplified, or as Rosa Luxemburg remarked: “the freedom of speech is meaningless unless it safeguards the freedom of the person who thinks differently,” even offensively. But it is also pragmatically true, as Christopher Hitchens highlighted when he argued, “Every time you violate or propose to violate the free speech of someone else, you, in potencia, are making a rod for your own back.”


It is undeniable that our current technological reality in which even the president can cross unthinkable boundaries* poses new and distinct challenges to such values and to liberalism itself. We must revisit, reassess, and ultimately learn to reaffirm our core beliefs—which have been so gravely tested since the comparative normalcy of the Obama years, but which have always formed the basis of any enduring social progress—so that we may achieve our noblest ideals. Summer of Our Discontent is ultimately an argument for why we must resist the mutually assured destruction of identitarianism—even when it comes dressed up in the seductive guise of “antiracism”—and really believe in the process of liberalism again, if we are ever to make our multiethnic societies hospitable to ourselves and to the future generations we hope will surpass us. We must, in a sense, reopen—or finally open—the liberal mind, which has been pressed perilously closed by furious, radical, and sophistic forces on both sides of the political and cultural spectrum.


The collective and rapidly evolving cognitive reality enveloping the globe is a fait accompli, and in many ways a distorting, polarizing, and dehumanizing one in the extreme. But that does not mean we are powerless against it. Just as we must return to core tenets of the open society in rejecting even (short-term) advantageous authoritarian impulses to silence and subdue those with whom we disagree and vie for influence, prestige, and recognition, we must also return to our fundamental political unit, which has always been the family. So many of our seemingly most intractable problems arise in no small part from having learned to see and understand ourselves as part of overwhelming, monolithic abstractions (enormous categorizations of color, sex, gender, race, religion), mistaking our own interests for the purported ends of the identity bloc we’ve been arbitrarily assigned to. This is true across the culture, whether the ill-conceived identity politics of the left or the spiteful populism of the right. And it is a fact that it is most certainly rooted in the exploitative invention of whiteness, which in turn produced and necessitated blackness and other purported deviations. But we are never going to transcend the racism this historical oppression conjured by reinforcing those same categories it both establishes and continues to feed on.


The way forward begins by stepping out of the rhetorical, out of the abstract, out of the strictly historical, and into the specificity of the present—which, thankfully, is far more complicated and dynamic than oversimplified, dualistic tales of black and white, oppressor and oppressed, colonist and indigenous, can ever account for—and back into what we directly control. Without a doubt, social institutions matter. We need concrete policies: police reform, a floor of universal dignity that expands access to health care, day care, and quality public education. One of the most important and potentially transformative practical arguments to gain traction in recent years has been the case for reparations for descendants of slavery and Jim Crow. A full imaginative healing remains improbable so long as so many of us continue to live on such unequal terms—so long as material conditions, no matter how persuasively, are expressed and understood primarily through the limiting language of racial identity.


A crucial dimension of 2020’s reckoning that I will return to throughout this book remains, half a decade later, conspicuously underarticulated:* the simple fact that George Floyd was a poor man. That was the most salient fact about his life. Reparations not for race—not for some ambient, transnational state of metaphysical “blackness”—but for a specific community of people and their descendants in the United States who can be shown to have been harmed by measurable policies and practices, usually in the housing sector, are not without enormous risk and potential for political blowback. But if conceived and executed properly, and narrowly, and combined with supplementary programs and initiatives that lift all Americans stuck at the bottom rungs of our flawed but nonetheless largely admirable† meritocracy, they could help close the ignominious wealth gap that does more than anything else to prevent people from meeting each other as equals.


But even such an ambitious effort as that would not solve everything. How could it? The fundamental political unit, going back to Aristotle, remains the family. That is the foundation upon which the health of the community (whether heterogeneous or homogeneous) is formed, and there is no getting around this through social engineering or positive discrimination. At this moment when our focus has so powerfully shifted to the macro level—to the institutions and systems and invisible structures—fathers and mothers, aunts and uncles, big sisters and older brothers, are going to have to inculcate the values, practices, and habits that prepare their children to make the exertions necessary in this competitive, globalized society. And yet the inexorable truth is that reality is still unequal. So long as we are free, there will always be gaps—some of them critical—that both the state and private enterprise are powerless to mend for us. It has been disastrous for the left to cede this most important realm of the political to “conservatives,” who so often invoke the family cynically,* but invoke it nonetheless. Reparations, health care, child care, high-quality public school options—these are valuable goods not in themselves but only insofar as they are useful tools for real flesh-and-blood families to flourish. This is why it will never be sufficient to dismantle police departments if we wish to make our most vulnerable communities safer, or to abolish entrance examinations if we wish to bolster authentic equality, any more than it would make sense—as President Trump so foolishly recommended—to do away with COVID-19 testing if we wish to lower the rate of coronavirus infection.†


The summer of 2020 changed us. Like the Trump presidency of which it marked the beginning of a brief intermission, it has changed us in deep and complicated ways that are still unfolding. We could not return to the honeymoon phase of the early Obama era if we wanted to, and I suspect that an overwhelming majority of us, knowing what we know now, wouldn’t wish to do that, either. So far, the alterations have been disorienting and painful—above all chaotic. But there is always opportunity in chaos. Reinvestment in lived community as opposed to virtual, national, and global pseudo-communities (connected through shared and often imagined grievances) will be paramount. As will genuine integration—not as stereotypes or avatars of broad social categories, but as living individuals, in all our fullness and contradiction.


The spectacle of the death of George Floyd and the stasis of the pandemic provided an unusually sustained interest in national and even international renewal and betterment. This potential good carried with it one terrible danger: that in our zest to correct these undeniable and manifold wrongs we became so attuned to, we might have exacerbated a great many of them in the process—introducing even more damaging feedback loops we now find ourselves trapped in.


The progressive development of the collective consciousness of the West will not be attained through the negative forces of guilt and resentment. It will not be spelled out by means of a fatally subjective, self-styled “moral clarity” that is forever backward-facing—a national storytelling project that both guarantees division and verges on embittered determinism. We need objective goals again, both grander and, paradoxically, far more modest than “antiracism” could ever be. “Antiracism,” “social justice”—these are worthy values, certainly, but there are also others that demand our attention and that we have damningly neglected. Truth, excellence, plain-old unqualified justice—these deserve our utmost interest. To pursue them will require all people of goodwill to collaboratively articulate something far more difficult than reflexive recrimination; we will also need positive visions, practices, and stories about ourselves and one another that do not shy away from past injustices but do not mire us in them either. We will have to find convincing ways for all of us to contribute and move forward, beyond a paralyzed state of permanent anger or contrition. This will require new political strategies, as Francis Fukuyama has argued, in which “identity is seen as a mobilizational tool to demand inclusion in a broader liberal order,” and nothing like an end in its own right. These strategies will honor and engage with people as individuals with rich and varied backgrounds, not as “ascriptive groups” or abstractions. And so we will also need capable, honest, and courageous journalists, artists, intellectuals, activists, and political and institutional leaders who will win for all of us that shared society in which all are equally invested and, inevitably, all are held equally responsible.


We are, in a very real sense, immensely fortunate to have made it through the extraordinary racial, social, and epidemiological upheaval and tribulation of the summer of 2020 and its punishing, protracted aftermath, and to have emerged with the opportunity to disabuse ourselves of what have proven to be some intensely seductive illusions, however painful the process of disillusionment has been and will surely continue to be. Having put, even temporarily, into practice so many of our most unproven, fantastical, and ambitious theories, we find ourselves free at last to abandon the contentious limbo of conjecture and to step back into a hard-won lucidity.*


What we can say with absolute certainty, and what remains at the heart of this book’s inquiry: it is no victory at all simply to lose together in a more equitable fashion.





*  “In Trump’s first year in office, tweets from @realdonaldtrump have cut the cost of an Air Force contract, undermined White House messaging, forced federal agencies to rebuke them, stoked a congressional investigation, spurred the former director of the FBI to leak a damaging memo, possibly led to the appointment of a special counsel, created new legal trouble for the White House, announced a new military policy to the surprise of the Pentagon, upended a Republican plan to gut an ethics office, nearly derailed two bills the White House backed and been cited by multiple judges ruling against the Administration on several issues.” “Donald Trump’s Tweets Really Matter. These 27 Examples Prove It,” Time, Jan. 18, 2018.


*  Or, even when it is discussed at length by anti-identitarian leftists such as Adolph Reed and Bernie Sanders, it still gets shouted down and dismissed.


†  What other country has world-class schools like Stanford, Harvard, Berkeley, and many dozens of other top-tier institutions that, as a matter of course, year after year, propel countless first-generation and foreign-born students to the heights of their respective societies? This certainly is far less common in France.


*  Momentarily, forget about Trump. Perhaps the most influential figure on the right, Elon Musk, has, as of this writing, fathered thirteen children out of wedlock by four different mothers.


†  This logic was strangely echoed in a comment Jeanelle Austin, the leader of the George Floyd Global Memorial, had made to me in Minnesota when I asked her about the reality of disproportionate violence within predominantly black neighborhoods like the one in which George Floyd was murdered. “I don’t think that there’s more violence in the black community than there is in the white community,” she told me. “I just think we are counted more frequently than white folks are counted.”


*  A clear-sightedness that will be all the more necessary under the second, far more emboldened administration of Donald Trump.









Prologue


Like the events of September 11, for the rest of my life I am going to remember exactly where I was the moment I first watched it. It was a Tuesday afternoon in the rural west of France, where we’d gone into quarantine seven weeks prior. By that point, days were indistinguishable, but the sheer repetitiveness of the new reality had months ago ceased to be a nuisance and had shifted instead into something like reassurance. It had been unseasonably sunny the whole of confinement. I’d spent the morning exercising and reading, aware of my good fortune to be able to work remotely. In many ways it was a healthier existence than the one we’d left behind in the density of Paris. After clearing the family lunch from the table, I heard the children’s voices in the yard as I took my coffee up to my borrowed office. I don’t know when the habit would have solidified—a few years prior—but the new normal meant that I went not to my email or the home page of The New York Times but straight to Twitter.


A post from CBS News at 1:21 p.m. my time snapped me from the mild solipsism of confinement. “Video shows Minneapolis cop with knee on neck of motionless, moaning man,” read the text above an astonishing image. Within the numbing flood of bad news and stress that is the lifeblood of social media, and at a juncture in an appalling campaign when the president of the United States had spent the Memorial Day weekend attacking the physical appearances of various female opponents—a time when the U.S. death toll from the novel coronavirus was fast closing in on the symbolic, previously unthinkable 100,000 mark—this picture was orders of magnitude more upsetting. If it wasn’t clear on that first agonizing click, it became so within the hours and days that followed: for America, and indeed for large swaths of the world, it was the visual quintessence of a centuries-long and cancerous history—a tortured transatlantic oppression rendered in flesh and pixels.


From that moment on, there would be two George Floyds, related but not identical, and it has become necessary to separate them. On the one hand, there was the son and the brother, certainly down on his luck that long weekend, unemployed and carrying methamphetamines and fentanyl in his system. This man was in a bad way when law enforcement encountered him dozing in a parked car, having passed a counterfeit banknote moments earlier—a petty crime that even the cashier seemed embarrassed to have reported. This George Floyd had survived an early bout of COVID-19, only to be asphyxiated in broad daylight by an officer he’d once worked side by side with in his bouncer days at El Nuevo Rodeo nightclub. That mortal man’s biography, his early life as a promising high school athlete on an elite football squad in Houston, Texas, his scattered efforts as an aspiring rapper in that city’s “screw” scene afterward, and his practically unmentionable and half-hearted criminal career as someone who had allowed himself to be party to the robbery and pistol-whipping of a pregnant woman in her own apartment, fixed him in a specific time and place within the very real, painful, and transformative discourse around systemic poverty and racism, crime and punishment, Black Lives Matter, police violence, the limitations of the first black presidency and its immediate succession by what has been ruefully termed “the first white presidency.”*


On the other hand, there is the immortalized George Floyd, whose death exists in footage, on wretched loop in our brains, and can be instantaneously conjured on our screens as a discrete and profoundly shareable cultural unit. This latter technological aspect, informed by but also divorced from and transcending its particular subject, cannot be overestimated. A “meme,” as the British evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins defined it, “is an idea, behavior, or style that spreads by means of imitation from person to person within a culture and often carries symbolic meaning representing a particular phenomenon or theme.” The idea, simmering for years without reaching a rolling boil, of intransigent black pain and suffocating white supremacy—two definitive poles of an irredeemable American, and by extension European, and in a certain telling, ultimately metaphysical,* order—was what the entire world encountered in that eight-minute and forty-six-second clip (in fact, as prosecutors later made clear, Derek Chauvin knelt on Floyd for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds).†


“This is plain, coldblooded murder,” I quote-tweeted the CBS News post, immediately ricocheting it back into the ether to fulfill my insignificant yet essential role in the viral-making process. The truth is that people seldom have ideas, but ideas—and the intimations of such, their prerational moods, assumptions, and gestures—very certainly have people. They are contagious, ripping through populations that are sometimes asymptomatic until there is a further crucial mutation. None of this is to say that they are necessarily sinister. They simply inhabit us—at different times and places, individually and collectively—like personalities. Whether they are good or bad—or neutral or some hybrid of the two—is clear only in retrospect, after their course has been exhausted. In the moment, emotion and solidarity can blind as well as ennoble us. Hegel put it aptly: “The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of the dusk.” Wisdom and understanding follow events. Has enough time passed now to begin to ask ourselves some questions? What exactly did we see in that video? Or, perhaps more to the point: What is the seminal meme in the Western tradition that this video so powerfully tapped into?


As America began to wake up, and I left my desk and returned to it and the saddening spectacle in Minneapolis, as the nation’s grief and fury began to concentrate around a midwestern Golgotha, the Christlike dimensions of that horizontal crucifixion started to take root in the subconscious. Had Floyd not, in some viscerally apparent way, borne the awful weight of his society’s racial sins on his very own neck and shoulders? And had that weight—all of ours massed and taken together—not in turn crushed him? A man died for us on that squalid pavement, not asking why his father had forsaken him but, shatteringly, calling for his deceased mother. The lethargic executioner, operating solely on the authority that we collectively grant him and resigned to a haunting impassiveness, had washed his hands of the matter—had buried them deep inside his pockets.


Paradigm shifts occur much the same way Hemingway described going broke: “gradually and then suddenly.” All of us rely on mental frameworks to make the world legible until, from one moment to the next, they suddenly fail to do so. We fumble around blindly in the dark until a new framework takes over. The death of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, in Minneapolis touched on every single aspect of our public lives and much of our interior ones also. During the season of rebellion and reckoning that followed, nearly eight thousand Black Lives Matter demonstrations took place across the nation—not to mention the mass protests that erupted internationally in places as far away as Paris, Amsterdam, London, Seoul, Taiwan, and Helsinki. All told, millions of people rose up worldwide, disgusted by what they saw in mind-boggling unison. It is no exaggeration to say that these were the largest manifestations against racism in the history of humanity—yet such an abstract truth, like the scale and suffering of a pandemic, remains difficult to wrap our minds around entirely.


Why did this mass attunement to racialized injustice happen—why then and not on any number of previous occasions? Recent history is inundated with them. Why did the reaction transcend national boundaries? Why, to cite just one of countless such examples, were students at Oxford University in the U.K. suddenly granted “special consideration” in their final examinations solely because of this American travesty?* In 2014, we watched in disbelief as Officer Daniel Pantaleo dragged Eric Garner to the sun-drenched Staten Island sidewalk for the crime of peddling loose cigarettes, compressing the unarmed man’s windpipe beneath his straightened forearm, deafening himself to the dying man’s protestations. That was when we first heard the wrenching phrase—“I can’t breathe”—that Floyd would echo in Minneapolis (and protesters in Paris would learn to chant in English). It soon became a T-shirt that LeBron James could warm up in, a pithy slogan. We applauded his consciousness and were troubled by the footage, but unbridled outrage remained limited and sporadic. Two years later, when Philando Castile bled out on Facebook Live, we felt sickened. The footage was abysmal. A father destroyed in front of his daughter and girlfriend for no plausible reason. Castile had done nothing wrong; in fact he’d done everything right—calmly announcing up front that he was carrying a licensed firearm—and it was difficult to fathom why he’d been stopped some fifty-two times prior to that fatal encounter. Still, our lives remained busy and we resumed them. By May 2020, however, stuck in our houses and clasping our screens while the world outside our windows took on ever more menacing dimensions, a recording of a fatal confrontation in Georgia held our attention. What happened to Ahmaud Arbery looked strikingly, anachronistically like a lynching—a lynching that had been covered up for months, much like the news of a young medic named Breonna Taylor, roused from her sleep and shot to death by police in Kentucky. All of this, and more, began to form a context.


“To draw momentous conclusions from a single video shot on the sidewalks of Minneapolis might seem excessive,” Paul Berman wrote in the journal Liberties. “Yet that is how it is with the historic moments of overnight political conversion. There were four million slaves in 1854, but the arrest of a single one proved to be the incendiary event.”* For a not insignificant portion of the American left and center—and also some of the right—who were sidelined from normal life, homeschooling and working remotely or panicking about not working, and who were being antagonized into a near-constant state of anxiety by a singularly juvenile and polarizing president who seemed not only not to grasp the severity of the pandemic but even to revel in tempting catastrophe—as he had after Charlottesville, come to think of it—the possibility that the country had a malignant racial sickness began to seem undeniable. Many of these people understood themselves to be white and were newly alive to their own physical and spiritual vulnerability but also freshly aware of the disproportionate toll COVID-19 had been taking on communities they did not belong to. That discrepancy, a consistent theme in the mainstream media’s coverage in those early weeks and months,† seemed to suggest problems of a more systemic nature. In the ghoulish and farcical figure of Donald Trump, and in the unfolding epidemiological scandal, as Berman argued so powerfully, many of these same people could see for themselves with sudden and blinding clarity the way that they, too, had been and were continuing to be lied to about the sturdiness of their institutions, about the professionalism and objectivity of their law enforcement agents and political leaders, about the general state of social progress in their society. They could intuit what was happening to people like George Floyd more clearly now, in large part, because of the simple fact that they were seeing what was happening to themselves and others like them in the eerie new half-light of the pandemic.


Perhaps more significantly, as commentators have pointed out since the advent of the Black Lives Matter movement following the deaths of two teenagers, Trayvon Martin in 2012 and especially Michael Brown two years later, there has been for some time now the heat of religious fervor* simmering beneath our secular social justice rhetoric. In particular, the all-encompassing original sin of “whiteness”† had taken hold in the popular imagination. By the end of May 2020, an enormous number of Americans had been staring at their smartphones and televisions and computers in quarantine as fellow citizens who could not afford to stop working braved the contagion and delivered their groceries and other necessities as well as more frivolous packages—a great many of the latter group, of course, peering out from surgical masks that half-concealed black and brown faces. Many of the Americans with a sudden surplus of time to reflect on themselves became unusually, collectively alive to the possibility that they, too, were implicated in the entire constellation of processes and implicit biases that could allow a madman to gamble with the health of the body politic with the same startling lack of concern that a policeman could evince while chicken winging a handcuffed, writhing civilian. This was an extraordinary, not at all inevitable conclusion for so many to arrive at so swiftly, but one that didn’t come from nowhere either.


Of course, there were signs of expanding fracture beforehand. On the left, significant numbers of mostly white millennials saddled with student loan debt and entering a contracting job market had found themselves newly radicalized by the Great Recession of 2008 and the disorganized, short-lived, but galvanizing Occupy Wall Street movement that sprang up in response to it. This unprecedentedly educated cohort—emblematic of Peter Turchin’s notion of “the overproduction of elites”—began to rethink some of the central tenets of late capitalism and to register views that were more approving of social democracy and even Marxism than the country had seen in generations. Though the United States would spend the first two decades of the twenty-first century enmeshed in punishing, far-flung wars, the realities of an all-volunteer military (essentially an undereducated mercenary underclass) meant that these relatively privileged Americans were divorced from the burdens and sacrifices of service that previous generations had been forced to shoulder. One powerful consequence of this, we can see now, was that many of them would spend the coming decades processing and sublimating some highly complex feelings of guilt and shame about their comparative safety and security.


For non-whites, even though the mixed-race population has become the fastest-growing segment of the American demos and, in real terms, a disproportionate but statistically small and decreasing number of unarmed black civilians were killed by police annually (typically between fifteen and twenty-five per year from a population exceeding forty million, according to The Washington Post’s “Fatal Force” database)—and indeed other quality-of-life markers have been equalizing for significant numbers of black people since the civil rights movement* —the death of Martin followed by Brown (regardless of the specific contingencies of that case), and a high-profile slate of videotaped police and vigilante killings that converged with the proliferation of camera-equipped smartphones and the pervasiveness of social media,† thwarted any self-congratulatory sense of the inevitability of social progress still alive in the first half of Obama’s second administration.


In both instances, then, what stood out was a “revolution of rising expectations” that seemed, at least in part, to have played a decisive role in the blooming discontent that had metastasized throughout the entirety of Trump’s first term and especially during the pandemic year of 2020. As far back as 1856, however, Alexis de Tocqueville observed that unfulfilled, rising expectations create unstable political situations. This explains why, for example, the strongholds of the French Revolution were in regions where standards of living had been improving, not the reverse. “It is not always by going from bad to worse that a society falls into a revolution,” Tocqueville wrote in L’ancien régime et la révolution. “It happens most often that a people, which has supported without complaint, as if they were not felt, the most oppressive laws, violently throws them off as soon as their weight is lightened.”


On the right side of the political spectrum, even as liberals lamented the supposed intractability of structural racism, classism, and patriarchy, the sheer symbolic power of witnessing an apex-level family of black meritocrats inhabit the White House—an event that, to some people’s chagrin, seriously undermined the claim that the nation was irredeemably white supremacist—seems to have driven a not insignificant segment of the population to despair, and to seek a crude but effective “populist” champion in the figure of Donald Trump to avenge that loss of status. Here, too, however, the angriest and most organized among them were not the white poor, the downtrodden increasingly given to what sociologists have dubbed “deaths of despair” (induced by hopelessness mingled with too-easy access to guns, opioids, and alcohol), but rather the various tiers of middle classes, whose fortunes might not have been declining in real terms—indeed, might actually have been rising*—but were declining in relation to other groups historically perceived as inferior and increasingly seeking recognition.†


By the time the world ground to a halt in the spring of 2020, there had been a long-festering, multifaceted need—a need felt in multiple, previously estranged corners of the American (and global) polity—to revolt against something. And no matter how high the frustrations piled, or how unacceptable the trade-offs seemed, during what was incessantly billed as the most important election year in U.S. history—in a certain feverishly persuasive telling, the single event that would fundamentally determine whether the nation itself would even remain a democracy or slide into genuine fascism—it remained politically unrespectable to rebel against stay-at-home orders or any of the other hastily conceived and sometimes contradictory new restrictions, the rejection of which had become irredeemably linked with Trump and his supporters. The latter’s very reluctance to prioritize a flattened curve at a moment when the left-of-center mainstream had coalesced around a narrative of COVID-19 as a racially discerning “Black Plague,” as a New Yorker essay labeled it, opened a new and volatile front in the cold civil war of intra-white status jockeying. It created an opportunity for “those who see themselves as (for lack of a better term) upper-whites,” as Reihan Salam has termed them, “to disaffiliate themselves from those they’ve deemed lower-whites.” This in turn made it necessary to suppress dispassionate scientific probability and the aspiration to objective truth in favor of emotional, bitterly partisan team politics. And so what had started understandably and even nobly as regard for specific communities with racially correlated but variegated vulnerabilities—dense living conditions, high rates of comorbidities, disproportionate representation in fields designated “essential work,” lack of quality health care, and, not insignificantly, distrust of medical institutions—would soon give way to something intensely different: a full-blown moral panic that, in retrospect, it is possible to say with no exaggeration, touched on every facet of our collective, mediated existence and spawned a vicious counterreaction from the authoritarian right that further erodes our liberal democracy.


Summer of Our Discontent is the story of this dramatic and not inevitable turn in consciousness, encapsulated in these generation-defining twin calamities, which reshaped not just American life in the third decade of the twenty-first century but also the networked, internet-driven monoculture that huge swaths of the planet increasingly inhabit. Any attempt to make sense of the recent past is not without risk. The aim here is not so much a definitive account of an era I view as more or less beginning in the second Obama administration and concluding in the fall of 2023, after Hamas’s attack on Israel, as it is a broader analysis of the evolving manners, mores, taboos, and consequences of the recent American social justice orthodoxy—“antiracism,”* or “wokeness”† more broadly—that came in from the discursive margins and went global.


It is a deep irony that, even with a discourse rooted in the ideals of “diversity, equity, and inclusion,” the United States cannot help but throw its customary weight around in new and paradoxical ways: while the rest of the world might have lamented the decline of American stewardship, prestige, and status under the Trump administration (and may yet do so again under Trump 2.0), the new soft power of identitarian social orthodoxy only underscores the extent to which U.S. cultural imperialism remains a destabilizing force to contend with in the global arena.


Much popular writing touching on any aspect of race and identity* in recent years has proceeded from the central premise of reiterating the dismal litany of historical abuses that blacks as a group have endured in the four centuries since the first ships holding slaves eased into New World shores following the incursion of Europeans into the African continent almost six hundred years ago. One of this movement’s chief achievements has been the fusion of tragedies past and present along a flattened continuum of pain. I am often exasperated by this tendency, even as I grasp and empathize with the complex emotional and psychological forces that propel it.


I myself am the son of a black man from the segregated South who is old enough to be my grandfather and whose own grandfather was born in the year of the Emancipation Proclamation. My parents were married three years after the 1967 Loving v. Virginia verdict abolished the so-called racial integrity laws that prohibited “miscegenation.” My mother lost social standing over her willingness to recognize my father’s humanity. My older brother had his teeth knocked clean out of his mouth by the Maglite of a furious white police officer who had crossed the threshold of his own home. The story of American racism is not merely an abstraction for me. It is something both tangible and intellectual, an epistemology I have lived and grappled with my entire life. The stories of past injustice that so frequently emerge today as news have never been news to me. The barbarity of race—racism, too, to be sure, but the fuel it feeds on is the lie of race—is a living, breathing reality that has addressed me in my own home through the beloved voice of my father and, much more tellingly, through his silences.


From my vantage as an American descendant of both enslaved Africans and European immigrants, now raising children that most people would and do mistake for “white” in Paris, I have spent the past decade and then some watching the world’s two “universal” societies reckon in competing, contradictory, and sometimes complementary ways with loaded and subjective questions of modern identity and civil liberty. Both societies possess their own distinct yet interrelated foundations of slavery and colonialism, and both now struggle to achieve more inclusive and equitable multiethnic democracies without unraveling in the process. Living as an insider-outsider in these two particular countries has afforded me a more expansive and, I believe, thoroughly empathetic view of what has transpired and what is being fought for. Some years contain whole epochs within them, in all their contradiction, possibility, and peril. The summer of 2020 was the climax of this story, not its beginning nor its culmination. My aim now is to retrace the radical and profound intellectual and social history of that year’s rupture in order to reveal the foundational actions and ideas that produced it.


Our liberal Western democracies, run through the supercollider of identity, risk collapsing on themselves. The temptation of coercive, illiberal solutions from the left and the right has never been greater in my lifetime. We find ourselves now overwhelmed by paralyzing, highly subjective notions of grievance and the toxic, reactionary backlash they are said to validate. Escaping both traps means consciously de-emphasizing zero-sum tribal oppositions and keeping faith with the objective democratic values of the liberal society that can be extended ever more universally to safeguard all human dignity. What follows is a history of a period that has been profoundly affected by a movement for social justice, which starts from a fertile vision of the world in which no one is diminished yet falters in its attempts to arrive at such an arrangement by means of calamitous shortcuts—ultimately distorting the centuries-long arc of moral progress as it advances. In ways both obvious and subtle, it is in that warp that fresh injustices fester.





*  “It is insufficient to state the obvious of Donald Trump: that he is a white man who would not be president were it not for this fact. With one immediate exception, Trump’s predecessors made their way to high office through the passive power of whiteness—that bloody heirloom which cannot ensure mastery of all events but can conjure a tailwind for most of them. Land theft and human plunder cleared the grounds for Trump’s forefathers and barred others from it. Once upon the field, these men became soldiers, statesmen, and scholars; held court in Paris; presided at Princeton; advanced into the Wilderness and then into the White House. Their individual triumphs made this exclusive party seem above America’s founding sins, and it was forgotten that the former was in fact bound to the latter, that all their victories had transpired on cleared grounds. No such elegant detachment can be attributed to Donald Trump—a president who, more than any other, has made the awful inheritance explicit.” Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The First White President,” Atlantic, Oct. 2017.


*  From the Oxford Bibliographies entry on “Afro-pessimism,” by Patrice Douglass, Selamawit D. Terrefe, Frank B. Wilderson: “Afro-pessimism is a lens of interpretation that accounts for civil society’s dependence on antiblack violence—a regime of violence that positions black people as internal enemies of civil society, and cannot be analogized with the regimes of violence that disciplines the Marxist subaltern, the postcolonial subaltern, the colored but nonblack Western immigrant, the nonblack queer, or the nonblack woman.” The authors explain that while “it is assumed all sentient beings are human beings,” Afro-pessimists such as themselves “argue that critical theory’s lumping of blacks into the category of the human (so that black suffering is theorized as homologous to the suffering of, say, Native Americans or workers or nonblack queers, or nonblack women) is critical theory’s besetting hobble.” In their view, “the black (or slave) is an unspoken and/or unthought sentience for whom the transformative powers of discursive capacity are foreclosed ab initio—and that violence is at the heart of this foreclosure.” And so we are left with what they call, rather alarmingly, “a structural antagonism between humans and blacks.”


†  The meme of white supremacy/black victimization has become so widespread and axiomatically true over the past few years that, as I write, even the violent and sometimes deadly anti-Asian hate crimes shown to be carried out by black assailants are nonetheless described not as racism but as acts of “white supremacy,” too. And the deadly beating of Tyre Nichols in Memphis in January 2023 at the hands of five black policemen was also widely described as yet another instance of anti-black racism—even white supremacy.


*  There had been for years an active and ongoing campaign of ethnic cleansing verging on genocide against the Uighur population in China; a decade-long civil war in Syria had claimed between 388,650 and 594,000 lives as of March 2021, with another 6.1 million men, women, and children violently displaced, leading to a refugee crisis spanning western Europe; and in October 2018 the Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi was dismembered in the Saudi embassy in Istanbul. Yet none of these violations or countless other highly publicized atrocities from around the world prompted the heads of Oxford’s colleges to sign an open letter declaring, as they did after the killing of George Floyd, “Any student taking university assessments who feels their performance has been affected should submit a self-assessment mitigating circumstances form after their final examination or assessment.”


*  A nineteen-year-old named Anthony Burns, escaping slavery in Virginia and fleeing to Massachusetts, was arrested in Boston in May 1854 under the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. His arrest and return to Virginia sparked protests in Boston and drew national attention, galvanizing the abolitionist movement.


†  “The old African-American aphorism ‘When white America catches a cold, black America gets pneumonia’ has a new, morbid twist: when white America catches the novel coronavirus, black Americans die.” Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, “The Black Plague,” New Yorker, April 16, 2020.


*  One critical element of religious fervor of course being blind faith in what cannot be proven with empirical evidence—indeed, at times, a fanatical belief in that which empirical evidence directly contradicts. The “Hands up, don’t shoot!” mantra popularized by Black Lives Matter after Michael Brown’s killing, which became a rallying cry for the nascent social justice movement, was one such instance. It would help plant the seeds of racial cynicism in large swaths of the country that would blossom years later.


†  Flawed and confusingly worded as it may be, a national survey of a thousand American adults conducted on February 13–15, 2023, by Rasmussen Reports, asked the question, “Do you agree or disagree with this statement: ‘It’s OK to be white.’ ” To which some 20 percent of self-identified white Americans responded that it was not, or that they weren’t sure.


*  For example, as Adolph Reed Jr. and Walter Benn Michaels observe in “The Trouble with Disparity,” the notion of a neatly racialized color-caste system can be deceptive: “The top 10 percent of white people have 75 percent of white wealth; the top 20 percent have virtually all of it. And the same is true for black wealth. The top 10 percent of black households hold 75 percent of black wealth. That means, as Matt Bruenig of the People’s Policy Project recently noted, ‘the overall racial wealth disparity is driven almost entirely by the disparity between the wealthiest 10 percent of white people and the wealthiest 10 percent of black people.’ While Bruenig is clear that a discernible wealth gap exists across class levels, he explored the impact of eliminating the gap between the bottom 90 percent of each group and found that after doing so 77.5 percent of the overall gap would remain. He then examined the effect of eliminating the wealth gap between the bottom 50 percent—the median point—of each population and found that doing so would eliminate only 3 percent of the racial gap. So, 97 percent of the racial wealth gap exists among the wealthiest half of each population.”


†  At the same time, we remained selective about which atrocities would captivate our attention and stoke our moral indignation. For instance, the case of Tony Timpa bears striking similarities to the killing of George Floyd. Timpa, an unarmed thirty-two-year-old white man suffering from schizophrenia, was killed in Dallas on August 10, 2016, by the police officer Dustin Dillard after requesting aid for a mental breakdown. As a report in Reason magazine explained, two security guards had already handcuffed and detained Timpa before police arrived on the scene. Yet “the officers re-handcuffed him and zip-tied his feet, with Dillard and [Officer Danny] Vasquez holding him in the prone position facedown. Vasquez stopped applying force about two minutes thereafter, while Dillard pressed his knee, with some additional help from his hands, into Timpa’s back for approximately fourteen minutes and seven seconds.


“Timpa initially resisted the restraint, yelling for help and thrusting his shoulder upward; his activity gradually peters out over the course of the body camera footage. Toward the latter third of the video, his pushing becomes twitching, his speech slurs, and for the final few minutes, he is limp. Vasquez and [Senior Corporal Raymond] Dominguez are heard mocking Timpa nearby, comparing him to a schoolboy who they taunt with ‘new shoes,’ ‘waffles’ (‘tutti-frutti’ flavor), and ‘scrambled eggs’ to excite him out of bed.” Video of the encounter exists online, though it was never shared broadly. There were no widespread social media campaigns around his death to raise awareness of police brutality. It took more than three years for footage of the incident to be released, and the officers involved returned to active duty. Billy Binion, “Tony Timpa Wrongful Death Trial Ends with 2 out of 3 Cops Getting Qualified Immunity,” Reason, Sept. 27, 2023.


*  As they also continued to rise under President Biden.


†  “Between two generations, Americans’ ability to break into the middle class has changed. Race has come to play a smaller role in upward mobility, while economic class plays a larger role,” according to an in-depth report published in The New York Times. “Researchers found that black millennials born to low-income parents had an easier time rising than the previous black generation did. At the same time, white millennials born to poor parents had a harder time than their white Gen X counterparts. Black people still, on average, make less money than white people, and the overall income gap remains large. But it has narrowed for black and white Americans born poor—by about 30 percent.” “Who Can Achieve the American Dream? Race Matters Less Than It Used To,” New York Times, July 25, 2024.


*  I put this in quotation marks for the simple fact that this term is no longer generic or self-evident but refers to a specific set of attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions and excludes others—for example, color blindness—that have in previous eras been associated with the notion.


†  As I wrote in The Guardian, I do not like to use the term “woke,” which is not, and has not been for some time now, a viable descriptor for anyone who is critical of the many serious excesses of the social justice left yet remains interested in reaching beyond their own echo chamber.


*  Not just blackness, but increasingly any historically marginalized category.
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