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For my parents






Prologue So Much to (Un)Learn


In 2011, I read the entire Little House on the Prairie series aloud to my daughters. I loved sharing stories of this quintessential American family. We related so much to the Ingalls family that my husband and I devoted a weeklong summer road trip with our children through South Dakota and Minnesota, visiting the towns of Walnut Grove and DeSmet. We walked on the same soil, saw the same sky, and breathed the same American spirit as the family with whom we identified. Throughout the week, I found myself humming, This land is your land, this land is my land.

As the children of immigrants, we loved immersing our kids in this deeply American story. The vacation delighted our children, spared our budget, and glorified the patriotic values of hard work, family, and love of country that we emphasize in our home and nation.

A parenting triple play. Nailed it, I remember thinking, with a nontrivial bit of smugness.

Years later, I realized what a disservice I had done my children and the country I love.


Little House

If you have seen the television show Little House on the Prairie, you might remember the iconic opening, with the Ingalls girls in prairie dresses running through tall grass and wildflowers. At the time of our trip, our kids knew the books but had never seen the show from the 1970s and ’80s. In a general store in South Dakota, we bought them prairie dresses, handmade by a local resident, because… cuteness. Later that day, with no parental prompting from us, the kids spontaneously reenacted that iconic scene and in a parenting miracle, we managed to snap a photo (finding that picture now is another story). Prairie dresses, tall grasses, flowing tresses… how I savored the sweetness of that moment.

Now I recall that trip with sweet nostalgia and sweet regret. The opportunity was literally in my lap to help my kids learn about our country’s past, its beauty and its burdens. I missed the chance because I was thinking about Ma, Pa, Mary, Laura, and baby Carrie, not about their historical context.

So I doubt I paused to explain or consider that the Ingalls family built a house in “Indian country” because, as Pa explained to Laura, “When white settlers come into a country, the Indians have to move on.” I likely tsk-tsked at racist phrases like “the only good Indian is a dead Indian,” yet overall, I never questioned who the heroes—and villains—were in the American story I had grown up reading and watching.

I am no history buff, but I could have asked basic questions. Whose land did that little house sit on? How did Laura’s family justify stealing land from the Osage Indians? Where did those Native Americans go? These questions pinched my thoughts every now and then, but I ignored them because I lacked the tools to engage the contradictions that surfaced or to untangle complicated narratives. I let my kids believe the same fables I had grown up believing.


I Wish

Looking back now, I wish I had seized the chance to help my kids learn age-appropriate truths. I wish I had named and embraced the paradox of the Ingallses as American heroes and colonizers. I wish I had connected the dots between events of Laura’s time and events of my children’s time. I wish I had rejected those fables of who the bad guys were. I wish I had helped my kids see that the Ingallses were good people benefiting from an unjust system that favored them and generations to come. Instead, I was burdening my kids with the same need to unlearn that I (and most Americans) carry.

In the United States, my generation and the one that raised us grew up playing cowboys and Indians and watching Westerns starring Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, and the Lone Ranger as heroic cowboys, civilized heroes conquering uncivilized savages. While my kids are less exposed to such games and movies, they are growing up at a time when tens of thousands of fans of the 2021 World Series champions Atlanta Braves do “tomahawk chops” with their phone flashlights in a stadium where the lights are deliberately darkened for maximal visual effect.1

In fact, Native American mascots for sports teams proliferate at professional, college, and K–12 levels, with many teams and fans claiming these symbols as signs of honor and respect. This argument is countered by the stereotypical, misleading, and insulting images of these mascots. The American Psychological Association recommends such mascot usage be retired because of the demonstrable harm it does to Native people it claims to represent and to non-Native people who absorb racist stereotypes.2 The National Congress of American Indians argues that views of Indians as uncivilized were the premise of forced assimilation and genocide.3

And it is not just mascots. A New York Times teacher’s resource titled “Teaching About the Native American Fight for Representation, Repatriation, and Recognition” highlighted the many ways—from TV shows to historical markers to return of artifacts—that Native Americans are fighting for social change.4 I am struck by how few of these issues ever dawned on me. None of the systems of education or media or law that I navigate highlight these issues. When it comes to this history, there is much for me—and my children—to unlearn.

Good Guys Win

Granted, in 2011 when we took that trip, our country had serious problems but little idea of the despair to come. Trayvon Martin and George Floyd were alive. Barack Obama was president. Donald Trump was hosting Celebrity Apprentice, which Arsenio Hall would soon win. We had already forgotten the H1N1 swine flu epidemic of two years earlier.

I guess I wanted to believe that things were okay the way they were. Research by psychologist John Jost and colleagues shows that we tend to be invested in the way things are, albeit often on an unconscious level.5 I like to oversimplify the “system justification theory” as the “good-guys-win mindset.” The world, with its tomahawks and mascots, is filled with indefensible systems. Still, we are wired to see those systems and the world, including the past and present treatment of Native Americans, as good, fair, legitimate, and desirable. Good guys win. Even when the status quo harms our own interests, we are often inclined to defend that status quo. Something about that status quo addresses our underlying psychological needs.

One manifestation of this psychology is a colonial mentality in which we exalt white cultural values, behaviors, norms, and appearances at the expense of those of nonwhite people. Of course, there is much to admire in these values, behaviors, norms, and appearances; it is the exalting at the expense of nonwhite elements that make a colonized mind. Decolonizing one’s mind is a process of untangling the systems that our mind has justified, especially when those systems do not serve us. In other words, to decolonize is to unlearn.


Accidental History Lessons

I did little to decolonize this (my) mindset as my children sat in my lap, begging for one more chapter. In my weak defense, we wanted the Ingalls sisters’ story, not a history lesson. Nonetheless, bedtime stories often serve as accidental history lessons and you can be sure that I awarded myself parenting points for sprinkling in educational content at bedtime.

Accidental history lessons are everywhere. My kids (and everyone else) have been flooded with historical narratives since birth. Family members recount stories of their youth. Preschool teachers dress them up in bonnets for the olden-days show and tricorner hats for founding fathers’ birthdays. Field trips and family vacations offer reenactments and restorations and Rushmores. Movies and TV shows transport them to the time of dinosaurs, wars, and old-fashioned chores. Statues and monuments stand tall in their parks, post offices, and police stations. Neighborhood kids still play the roles of soldiers and cowboys fighting enemies and Indians.

Even if reading to my kids at bedtime was more about the story than the history, our vacation was supposed to be different. Once we started driving our rental car around Minnesota and South Dakota, we were searching for context and the history. That was the point of the trip, to immerse ourselves in another world and another era. Our itinerary consisted of time travel.

Still, if I’m honest, I wanted to see the Ingallses’ story through the eyes and memories of a child recalling her lovely, hardworking parents. I did not know how to honor the Ingallses and honor those they displaced. So I let those unsettling realities float away in the blue prairie sky. The question was not whether my kids were ready to face difficult questions of the past. The question was whether I was.


Not-So-Current Events

I have been thinking about that question a lot in recent years. Our national news cycle has become flooded with stories about the past. Many of us are learning aspects of American history for the first time. We are learning about the massacre in Tulsa, Oklahoma. We are learning about Juneteenth. We are learning about the abuse and killing of Native American children in compulsory “boarding schools” designed to destroy their culture. We are learning about the incarceration of Japanese-Americans. We are learning about the genocide perpetuated by the man on our twenty-dollar bill. We are learning about the brutal legacy represented by Columbus Day. We are learning who erected the Confederate monuments and why.

The stories keep coming, every day. It is hard to keep up with all of the history in the last paragraph, let alone in the news. With each story, we are flooded with guilt, shame, disbelief, and confusion. Did this really happen? How could it happen? And if it happened, how did I not know?

These news stories barely appeared in mainstream media—let alone in our headlines—until recently. Now we seem to have an unprecedented interest in unpacking our past. These stories are unearthing horrific truths we may not have known or assumed to be outliers. In the past few years, “current events” feel more like “historical events.”

I noticed this phenomenon after my first book was published in 2018. I was eager to write another book, but my ideas were scattered. As with my first book, I wanted to use my expertise as a psychologist to tackle a moral issue that I was grappling with. To brainstorm, I decided to track ideas and headlines that grabbed my attention. I scribbled ideas on sticky notes and printed articles that made me stop scrolling long enough to read, piling them in a corner on my desk. My paper mountain grew by the day.

After a few months, I excavated the mountain, sorting by topic. Two things surprised me. First, almost every day, there was a headline about the past. By “about the past,” I mean revelations about a time period typically covered in an American history textbook. These stories included unearthing buried ancestral grounds under a parking lot, a revelation that a seminary sold enslaved people to raise funds, and multiple controversies over words, monuments, people, logos, or flags associated with slavery.

Second, the pile of history-laden headlines was my biggest pile. How strange, I thought, as I do not even know if I get the History Channel. History is not really my thing. Nonetheless, I was struggling with the narratives I had long embraced about America as the greatest country on earth.

Reckoning with a Whitewashed Past

I suspect that I am not alone. Perhaps you are also feeling nudged for a variety of reasons, including: the rise of social media and the range of voices and traumas to which we are bearing witness; the unnerving realization of what did and did not make America great in the eyes of the forty-fifth president; and backlash against an election system that ignores the popular vote. In the racial justice sphere, the Black Lives Matter movement and the murder of George Floyd have illuminated issues that are neither new nor anomalous, revealing racial fault lines that the pandemic made undeniable. During the pandemic, we are seeing the effects of centuries of medical harm done to people of color, rippling into distrust in the national campaign to roll out factual information and lifesaving vaccines. In Charlottesville, Virginia, unmasked white supremacists were willing to kill to protect a symbol of hate that many people believed was a thing of the past. And across the nation, an obscure branch of legal scholarship called critical race theory has become the center of a bitter debate on how—and what—kids should learn about history in school.

These instances have something in common: a reckoning with a whitewashed version of history. In the whitewashed version of history, systems are justified and good guys win. When we whitewash the past, we “portray the past in a way that increases the prominence, relevance, or impact of white people and minimizes or misrepresents that of nonwhite people.”6 Again, we hear elements of a colonized mind.

Maybe we were never quite the ideal country we wanted to be, but we are less naïve than we were just a few years ago. This moment feels distinctive and critical. Call it a perfect historical storm. Many of us have been raising awareness in ourselves and others. We have been examining ourselves and interrogating our systems. We have been pushing for change and pulling for champions. Our present is reckoning with our past.

Our bookshelves reflect this moment. Many historians, writers, journalists, and storytellers are bringing us content that challenges the whitewashed narratives we have learned. Forty-plus years after the controversial publication of A People’s History of the United States, by Howard Zinn, truth-telling books topping the bestseller and best-of lists include On Juneteenth, by Annette Gordon-Reed; The Warmth of Other Suns and Caste, by Isabel Wilkerson; Between the World and Me and Eight Years in Power, by Ta-Nehisi Coates; Four Hundred Souls, edited by Ibram X. Kendi and Keisha N. Blain; How the Word Is Passed, by Clint Smith; The Sum of Us, by Heather McGhee; The 1619 Project, created by Nikole Hannah-Jones; and so many more. My shelf runneth over.

Still, reading important books is not enough. I am still left with the ominous emotions of guilt and shame, dissuading me from connecting dots and embracing contradictions, not just intellectually but emotionally. These books offer us stormy emotional truths that we need to prepare for, as we would prepare for stormy weather. They push us to decolonize our minds. These books challenge us to reckon with a whitewashed past.

When I hear the word reckoning, as we have a great deal recently, I see a godlike person in robes passing ultimate judgment on mere mortals. I hear a booming voice pronouncing who is worthy and who will be sent away. Reckonings are lofty and large. So, I was surprised when I looked up the word. One dictionary defines reckoning as “the action or process of calculating or estimating something” or the “settlement of accounts as between two companies” or “a statement of an amount due; bill.” These definitions evoked “accountant” more than “robed god.”

This version of reckoning is important and useful. It suggests we need to get our records straight, balance our checkbook, and clean up our files. We need to calculate the cost of those takeout meals. We need to know how much money is actually in our savings account, not how much we wish we saved. If we live in white neighborhoods or work on white teams or socialize with white circles of friends, it means examining how that came to be rather than accepting that it just is. It means reckoning with our past and its presence in our present. It means reckoning with how individual actions, biases, stereotypes, and Karens are fueling (and are fueled by) systems of racism.

But how do we reckon? How do we discern and undo the link between the actions of our ancestors, our actions today, and the future actions of our descendants? It is going to require a different mindset.

A Child’s Eyes

So here we are, unable to ignore our country’s whitewashed past if we want to act in good faith as Americans who care for each other’s unique and shared plights. At the same time, here we are, unable to face our past, which can be jagged and ugly. We are gasping at the gap between our ideals and our realities. We are exhausted with bad news in the present, never mind bad news from the past.

I wish we could just move on. With hopes as big as a prairie, I wish that a strictly forward-looking path would work. I want the solution to be as simple as unity and optimism. I want patriotism to prevail. I want to fly the biggest American flag in town and for that to be enough. I want us to stand united so that united we stand. I want to move forward. I want us all to agree on more things and fight about fewer things. I wish we got along better and felt less divided from each other along racial and ideological lines. I wish, I wish, I wish.

This yearning makes me crave the apparent simplicity of a child’s world. Sit at the kids’ table, where you can say what you want, believe in kids’ stories, and tell kid jokes where the punch line is simple and free of nuance. I am lost in what psychologists call magical thinking, a need to believe that our hopes and desires can manifest in reality, without any action.7 I do this often, when I create an impossible to-do list for a weekend (for example, “organize entire house”) or comfort myself that my children will be free from harm as long as I know where they are (alas, if only). Childlike magical thinking often manifests for adults in times of stress.8 But no amount of magical thinking, lucky numbers, and knocking on wood will address the challenges we face today. While magical thinking is cute in kids, we are not kids. We may reminisce about childhood, but most of us like the agency and independence of adulthood, not to mention the greater clarity about the world and the ability to understand what the grown-ups are talking about.

As a nonconfrontational scaredy-cat, I am drawn to the comfort of a time and society that felt less divisive and more united, if there ever was such a time, even in my child’s mind.

But now I am also an adult more willing to sacrifice comfort in the present to pursue a more just future. At this distinctive moment, I appreciate the value of divisiveness, not because I want discord, but because unity is not the same as progress. The Civil War was divisive. The civil rights movement was divisive. Some people pushed for change and other people pushed back hard. Without the divisive times in our country’s history, we would still be “united” in slavery and segregation. Divisiveness is not always bad.

Our time for being adults is now. To wish for a system to change on its own while we close our eyes is magical thinking. Our challenges today began centuries ago and the damage has deepened and widened over time. To take the path to a more just future, we bear witness to the damage through others’ eyes and uncover its origins. We need—we want—to let go of children’s stories and move to the adult table. There we are better able to question our ancestors, the very people whose stories we love to tell and in whom we take such pride.


A Story Both Right and Wrong

My friend Jeff Wilser wrote a book called The Good News About What’s Bad for You… and the Bad News About What’s Good for You.9 I loved the concept. The title on the cover read “The Good News About What’s Bad for You.” But when you flipped the book upside down and over, you discover a second “front cover,” which announced a rearranged title “The Bad News About What’s Good for You.” The book’s contents were also split, with half of the pages focusing on things like the upside of eating Oreos (fun fact: Jeff went on a junk-food-only diet for thirty days; I am clearly doing this author thing all wrong) and the other half on the downside of eating kale (a less interesting challenge). Based on the science (and Jeff’s lifestyle experiments), both things were true (to an extent).

I imagine a two-sided book about American history titled “What We Learned Was Right… and What We Learned Was Wrong.” One side of the book would describe how people escaping religious persecution fled their homeland, leaving behind loved ones to travel in dank, dangerous conditions on a ship across a massive ocean. It would catalog how they struggled to survive disease and starvation, and the despair of losing so many fellow travelers on the ship before the multi-month journey ended on the shores of what they named Plymouth Rock. It would tell of a brutal winter and minimal food. It would capture the determination such a journey and such a winter must have required. It would relay how they overthrew a monarchy. It would describe how they built lives, families, colonies, democracy, and a capitalist empire in this new land.

This story is the equivalent of your high school basketball team beating an NBA team. They practiced hard, played hard, and never gave up. They never should have won. It’s David beating a team of Goliaths, an awe-inspiring story of heroes, a fabulous and true story.

Then flip the book over, and the story would go differently. Those travelers followed the lead of someone who got lost and stumbled upon lands of millions of indigenous people. They invaded these communities; they destroyed systems of “commerce, travel, economies, permanency, stewardship, inheritances, artistry, drama, ceremony, mourning, health care, politics, justice, penance, peacekeeping,” as a popular meme explains. One study estimates that between Columbus’s arrival in North America in 1492 and 1600, violence and disease killed 90 percent of the indigenous population, plunging the population from 60 million to 6 million.10 The population decline of 54 million people was so sudden and stark that it actually led to a global cooling trend referred to as the “Little Ice Age,” as vegetation and farmland were untended, shifting the carbon dioxide absorption and greenhouse gas removal from the air. It is difficult to describe these dramatic events as anything other than slaughter and even genocide.

These invaders also stole millions of acres of land and millennia of culture from these indigenous peoples. As far back as the 1600s11 and as recently as the 1950s, they removed hundreds of thousands of Native children from their parents’ homes and forced them to attend “boarding schools” where they were forbidden to speak their native language or see their parents. The children who survived are still alive, now the same age as my parents.

What we learned was right. Except what we learned was also wrong, because it is also true that the “winners” played dirty. They doctored the clock and scoreboard. They lowered their basket while raising the other team’s. They hard-fouled to injure. They bribed the refs. And, when they were declared victors, they published an article in the school paper belittling their opponents.

As the season continued, that team kept playing the same way, but got better at concealment. They got caught less. Their fouls were less flagrant and from a distance, many may have perceived a fair game. Many even believed things were fair, because good guys win. They played to weaken the other team’s bench and souls, and then they said, “See, they don’t play as hard as us so they don’t deserve as much as we do.” They declared victory while brandishing the sportsmanship trophy they awarded themselves.

Rub you the wrong way? Me, too. My system-justifying good-guys-win mindset is on red alert. Nothing is more American than the values of hard work and fairness. I struggle to reconcile that what we learned was right and wrong. My mind wants me to pick a side. My heart wants the less awful story to be the only true one. My soul needs it to be. Yet, American history is not that neat.

“I Didn’t Have to Unlearn It”

Many of us, including me, were adults when we learned—or at least, registered—that the founding fathers enslaved other human beings. Michael Harriot, senior writer at The Root, was an adult when he learned that about the rest of us. As a black child homeschooled until age thirteen, Michael didn’t know what we didn’t know. Michael’s family purposefully tried to raise kids “that weren’t affected by white supremacy.”

For example, perhaps we learned the following about slavery, women’s suffrage, and World War II: white people freed the slaves; women got the right to vote; the Greatest Generation defeated the Nazis.

Michael shared his take in a Root piece titled “Y’all Tired Yet?”: “They [America] became one of the strongest economies in the world because of our free labor and repaid us with a terrorist campaign called Reconstruction and Jim Crow. White women got the right to vote partly because of black women but said ‘fuck y’all.’ Black men fought in the first World War and got the lynching epidemic of Red Summer as a lovely parting gift. After World War II, they stole black veterans’ GI benefits.”12

If you are like me, you cringed when reading that paragraph. Maybe you were confused. Maybe you resisted. Maybe you dismissed. Maybe you argued. Maybe you looked up a few things. I did all of the above.

But when I reread the paragraph, I realized that none of it was untrue. Intellectually, I understand I need to unlearn and relearn a massive amount of history, but I don’t know how to do this emotionally and psychologically.

I reached out to Michael for his take. As an African-American writer, spoken-word poet, and podcaster, Michael often writes about the white supremacy invisible to so many Americans. By phone, he explained, “If you have always been taught since you were five years old one version of American history that is a whitewashed or false version, then you will push back on any notion that dismisses the thing that you were taught. [It’s like admitting] that you are wrong most of your life and acknowledging the very real possibility that you have been complicit. And people just don’t like to feel guilty.” Unlearning is not just intellectual work; it is emotional work.

“I didn’t have to unlearn it,” explains Michael. He can pinpoint the costs of not unlearning. “People don’t see why things are the way they are. So they don’t understand. If you don’t know the history of redlining, if you don’t know the history of segregation, if you don’t know the history of how schools are funded, then you’re more susceptible to those notions of white supremacy where black people are not as smart or don’t work as hard because you don’t know your history.”

And when he says “your” history, he doesn’t mean black people knowing the history of black people. Michael reflects: “We separate white American history and black history. There’s black history and then there’s American history. It’s not the true reality of America. American history is, in part, black history, and the two are intertwined.” To illustrate, Michael notes how Black History Month is often taught separately from American history. Why would white history be prioritized over another’s?

As I speak with Michael on the phone, I recall the “Be Like Mike” Gatorade campaign from the 1990s. Forget Michael Jordan. I want to be like Michael Harriot. I want to see things as they are, not as I wish they were. I want to be intellectually honest and emotionally strong. Michael has less to unlearn than most of us. It is time we learned how to unlearn, and we’ll need not only our heads, but our hearts and souls.


Lifelong (Un)Learners

In his book Think Again: The Power of Knowing What You Don’t Know, organizational psychologist Adam Grant notes that we think “too much like preachers defending our sacred beliefs, prosecutors proving the other side wrong, and politicians campaigning for approval—and too little like scientists searching for truth.”13 Scientists are always testing hypotheses, collecting more data, making discoveries, rejecting faulty theories—all in search of the truth. In other words, scientists are always learning and unlearning.

We often hear about the value of lifelong learning. We hear less about the value of lifelong unlearning. If we’re constantly learning, surely we need to amend earlier lessons. Some knowledge was never true, like the story of Thanksgiving. Some knowledge is true, but incomplete, such as the ideals of our founding fathers. Unlearning does not necessarily mean total erasure. It may be more of a loosening, where we hold less tightly to a single narrative. Or we may realize that some knowledge was once true, but is now obsolete.

The longer we have held knowledge and the more invested we are in that knowledge, the tougher it will be to unlearn.14 So we will need to be patient with ourselves. We did not learn these narratives instantly and we cannot unlearn them instantly.

Consider when we say “we are a nation of immigrants.” This narrative feels true. It matches our vision and our aspiration of ourselves as a people. It speaks to our pride in our heritage and our lineage. Unfortunately, this narrative ignores the reality of 4 million people kidnapped and enslaved from Africa15 and the genocide of 54 million Native Americans and indigenous people.16 These individuals were not immigrants. So when we claim to be a nation of immigrants, we erase their presence and our country’s role in their suffering and death.

When (un)learning more about American history, our first step is a counterintuitive one. Before adding knowledge, we must shed knowledge. We have mental models, born of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, that are barriers to the learning we want to do. We have narratives, amplified in our textbooks and our holidays, of melting pots and meritocracies. We have assumptions, untested in our experiences and our networks, of what is true. We have unlearning to do.

We Are All Ready

To return to that prairie with the little house, some might question whether my kids were developmentally ready to process the full story. They were. In a study about scientific beliefs, psychologist Deborah Kelemen showed that it is easier to learn correct knowledge at a young age than unlearn incorrect beliefs later, arguing that learning counterintuitive ideas requires similar cognitive resources as becoming a fluent speaker of a second language.17 Kids especially need practice at unlearning erroneous cause-and-effect relationships.18

My kids, like most kids, were ready. I was not. I did not know how to unlearn. I did not know how to reckon. So I did not, dumping that responsibility on my future self and worse, on my children.

In the near-decade since that vacation, it has become harder for me—and for so many of us—to duck responsibility. I feel the pain of our nation, as so many do, and have started to realize that I have contributed to that pain. By not learning and unlearning what needed to be learned and unlearned, I made it harder to see what systems need to change. And I passed this on to my children.

In his book How the Word Is Passed: A Reckoning with the History of Slavery Across America, Clint Smith asks, “What would it take—what does it take—for you to confront a false history even if it means shattering the stories you have been told throughout your life? Even if it means having to fundamentally reexamine who you are and who your family has been? Just because something is difficult to accept doesn’t mean you should refuse to accept it. Just because someone tells you a story doesn’t make that story true.”19

Humans—especially from individualistic Western cultures—speak of our triumphs, not our failures, and more easily excuse our failings than those of others.20 Such behavior is so quintessentially human that social scientists call it the fundamental attribution error.21

Our “myside bias” leads us to assume the best of ourselves and the worst of those we conquered or who conquered us, while sharing only our side of the story.22 Our ancestors are aligned with angels.

Parts of history are hard to face. Given our country’s founding principles, parts of American history are especially hard to face. As a result, many of us are unaware how individual choices in the past created and upheld systems of oppression that have lasting ramifications today. Most of us still want to turn away.

But for many, the past is not in the past. It lives today, blooming repeatedly in both individual behaviors and the systems that reinforce them. If we do not reckon with the atrocities of the past—including how we have treated African-Americans, Native Americans, Japanese-Americans, and others—we cannot address the disparities and injustices of the present. We cannot understand the rage, resentment, and resignation of so many Americans. We cannot become better Americans or build a better America.

If you follow the news or social media, it seems that we must choose between patriots and wokesters, between loving and bashing our country. I reject this premise. It is no more true than saying a parent must choose between loving and setting boundaries for their child. A parent can do both. In fact, setting boundaries is a form of love, even if the child sometimes melts down and lashes out. If anything, these imperfect moments test and reveal our love. We cannot love only the Instagram versions of our children, or of our country.

If you love this country deeply and believe it can do no wrong, I invite you to consider why. If you have fallen out of love with this country and believe it can do no right, I invite you to consider what brings people here, decade after decade. And if you (like me) are somewhere in between, I invite you to consider how all of your feelings can coexist in the search for a more perfect union.

When we talk about “our” country and “we” the people, we are referring both to real people and abstract systems. We are putting ourselves in the collective pronoun, wrapping ourselves in the metaphorical flag. But this metaphorical flag has not always wrapped itself around everyone. Many Americans have been and are still excluded from its embrace. The feminist movement, the civil rights movement, the gay rights movement, the disability rights movement, and more… each has been a plea and demand to make our collective noun more than a word, to make this country be everyone’s country.

Why This Book (and Me, of All People)

I am not a historian. I am not even really a history buff. And this is not a history book. While your golden doodle is better qualified to write a history book than I am, I can offer you psychological tools to cope with the emotional experience of reckoning with past events and making sense of today’s news cycle. This book will help you grapple with history, know what to expect, and know what mindset to bring. These topics are not the domain of historians but of psychologists. You need to be prepared for the journey; this book is your travel guide.

My most obvious qualification is my expertise as a social psychologist. Academic research by behavioral scientists can be helpful but difficult to access and understand unless you are a scholar in the field. My training and research allow me to curate these findings with real-world examples to give you an evidence-based and actionable set of tools.

My less obvious—and perhaps more compelling—qualification is my lack of expertise as a historian paired with my love of country. I want to love, not bash, this country. Doing that requires me to learn more and unlearn more of my country’s history. Intellectually, this is not difficult. Books, movies, podcasts, and social media accounts are bursting with the information you and I need.

The challenge I feel is psychological and emotional, not intellectual. For me, unlearning whitewashed American history can elicit guilt, shame, and even grief as I lose my idealistic view of my country and its unrealized egalitarian ideals. Grief at mourning the heroic yet hypocritical figures of Jefferson and Washington I grew up admiring. Guilt at sacrificing the truth of Thanksgiving and Columbus Day in favor of the more comforting fable. Shame for what happened in the past and then, shame for my ignorance about it. Guilt, shame, and grief make it hard for me to do the learning and unlearning I need to do.

My first book, The Person You Mean to Be: How Good People Fight Bias, was a guidebook for how to be a better person. I wrote the book I felt I needed to read. I made the provocative argument that the more we care about being good people, the harder it is for us to be better people. When we view mistakes as a threat to our good-person identity, we fail to learn from them and thus, we do not grow. If we give up the notion of being a good person and embrace the idea of being a “good-ish” person, those mistakes help us—me—do better.

There is wide, growing, and urgent interest in becoming better people… and the psychological challenges of doing so. As social scientists unpack the reality of how the human mind works, it becomes more and more clear that our notions of how to be a good person are naïve. With A More Just Future, I will take you on a similar journey through the science that will help us reckon with the past.

As with my first book, I wrote this book because it is the book I know how to write and the book I need to read.

Love of Country

I am scared to publish this book. I don’t doubt the value of what I am writing or the stakes of the moment. Both are high. But I know that this book will upset a few people and I am a people pleaser, inclined to apologize to anyone who bumps into me on the sidewalk. I don’t want a fight or a mic drop. I hate the idea of being labeled as someone who hates America or is ashamed to be an American. Nothing could be further from the truth, and yet, I know that will not be how some people see it. I have stared at the ceiling at 3 a.m. worrying. My anxieties have sowed doubt and slowed me down. I have backspaced perfectly good paragraphs as I have catastrophized the way they will be twisted out of context. In the end, I keep returning to that lovely, confusing Little House on the Prairie and those two kids on my lap.

I know this book is not for everyone. I also know that I am not alone in my struggles to understand the contradictions around me and the confusion within me. Some Americans love this country too much to give up on it. Some Americans used to love this country and need help finding a path out of disillusionment and back to that love. No matter your race, ethnicity, immigrant status, or political affiliation, if you are willing to reckon with the past, this book is for you.

Some, like Michael Harriot, have been trying to tell these stories for ages. Others are hearing—or listening—to them for the first time. Some, like me, are somewhere in the middle. Throughout the book, I have written most directly to those in the earlier stages of reckoning but am hopeful that the tools I offer will also be useful to those looking for vocabulary, arguments, science, stories, and metaphors to bolster the knowledge and work they have been doing for a long time. Whether your reckoning has just begun or is well under way, this book offers a toolkit.

We Have the Tools

A More Just Future is organized in seven chapters, each using stories and science to introduce you to the tools needed to reckon with and unlearn whitewashed history. We begin by tackling the question of how do we start, with the tools of seeing the problem and what I call dressing for the weather. Then we focus on what can we do and how to use the tools of embracing paradox, connecting the dots, and rejecting fables. We close by asking where do we go from here, outlining the tools of taking responsibility and building grit.

With these tools, we can reckon with the past of a nation, this nation, our nation.






Part A How Do We Start?







– 1 – See the Problem



You know the greatest lesson of history? It’s that history is whatever the victors say it is. That’s the lesson. Whoever wins, that’s who decides the history.

—ANTHONY DOERR



Meghan Lydon’s mom was confused. Her daughter was graduating from high school and had a peculiar request. A talented performer with a terrific voice, she had starred in theater productions like Fiddler on the Roof and Hello, Dolly! She was a funny, outgoing, “pretty mainstream” white student who rarely got lower than an A-minus and played on the tennis team.

Meghan wanted a “not cheap” high school souvenir. “I wanted to keep my Advanced Placement History textbook,” Meghan says, laughing. She had finished the course and aced the test. “We weren’t able to cover everything from the huge textbook in the course that year,” she recalls. “But I really wanted to read the whole thing.” With an amused shrug of her shoulders, her mom agreed.

Unsurprisingly, dinner table conversations in Meghan’s Rhode Island family often included recaps of what she and her siblings were learning in American history class, Meghan’s favorite subject. She had passionate teachers who inspired love of country. The underdog narrative “is so inspiring,” she reflects. “It makes you feel patriotic and prideful because you think, That’s us, we did it!” This attitude delighted her father, the type of dad who was visibly overcome by awe and reverence when visiting the monuments in Washington, D.C. The anything-is-possible-if-you-work-hard-enough American narrative permeated her history class and her family’s belief system. She went to college to major in musical theater with this sense of determination and her high school history textbook, taking nearly enough college history courses to declare a second major.

Meghan is now a twenty-seven-year-old personal trainer (my personal trainer!) and professional actor living in New York City. After an hour of planks and push-ups, we sat in the lounge outside the gym as she shared her story. “I still own that textbook,” she says. “But I think about it differently now.”

Not a One-Off

A shift began in college. In one course, a professor drew upon current events, including a recent viral video in which white fraternity members on a bus were singing a song about lynching black people. “The national response was that this was a horrible, one-off incident, not us as a nation,” Meghan recalls. “I felt that way, too.”

Course assignments required students to read primary sources and study what had happened after slavery. “I realized there was no formal taking of responsibility, just generationally sweeping it under the rug,” she says. With her classmates, she began to connect the dots from the 1800s to this viral video in present times. “There is a pretty clear cultural and historical line between point A and point B.” Reluctantly, she concluded that the “viral video was not a one-off.”

She recalled what she learned in high school about slavery, the internment of Japanese-Americans, and the treatment of Native Americans. Slavery was terrible, but a necessary evil for the southern economy. Internment was terrible, but justified by the attack on Pearl Harbor. The treatment of Native Americans was terrible, but more about smallpox than genocide. “The narrative was typically that people didn’t know better, or people were scared, or people had no other option,” she reflects.

Looking back, she notices a few things. “None of it was in the horrific detail as the reality. I don’t remember any first-person accounts,” she recalls. “Also, there was an air of ‘this doesn’t relate to America today.’ The emphasis was ‘and then we fixed it.’ It was very easy to detach yourself from it.”

She pauses, and then says, “In contrast, the pride I felt at the good things was not detached at all. It is as if I was deeply moved by the good things but not as fully moved by the bad things. I guess it is hard to reconcile this idea we have of ourselves as the ‘best country’ with these bad things. That’s what people—and I—am grappling with now.”

Summer of 2020

In the summer of 2020, as the Black Lives Matter movement gained wider visibility, Meghan read White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism,1 a book that appeared to suddenly materialize on many white people’s nightstands and in book groups. Both influential and controversial, the book prompted thought among many, including Meghan. She recalls thinking, Oh my God, why am I so defensive? Around the same time, she noticed that many of the people she followed on social media were white. “I purposely started seeking out a more diverse group of people to follow,” she says. Then Meghan started seeing startling infographics in her social media feeds. She rattles off a few. One offered “your daily dose of unlearning” (“Martin Luther King Jr. was more radical than we remember”); another looked at the origins of the police; yet another examined the segregated history of the American beach.

She pulls out her phone and opens up Instagram. As she scrolls to the post she is describing to me, I ask about the dozens and dozens of posts that she has saved for easy access.


OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982157623/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue: So Much to (Un)Learn


		Part A: How Do We Start?

		Chapter 1: See the Problem


		Chapter 2: Dress for the Weather







		Part B: What Do We Do?

		Chapter 3: Embrace Paradox


		Chapter 4: Connect the Dots


		Chapter 5: Reject Racial Fables







		Part C: Where Do We Go from Here?

		Chapter 6: Take Responsibility


		Chapter 7: Build Grit







		Epilogue: Our House


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue: So Much to (Un)Learn


		Epilogue: Our House


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207








OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982157623/images/9781982157623.jpg
Psychological Tools for
Reckoning with Our Past
and Driving Social Change

A More

JUST

Future
’

Dolly Chugh
Author of The Person You Mean to Be

“This book is a welcome and urgent invitation.”” —ANGELA DUCKWORTH,
#1 New York Times bestselling author of Grit





OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982157623/images/title.jpg
A
More
Just
Future

Psychological Tools for Reckoning
with Our Past and Driving Social Change

Dolly Chugh

ATRIA BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982157623/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


