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To the many generous and wise teachers and editors in my life.

    Anything I get right is a credit to you.

    What I get wrong is entirely on me.






Author’s Note

Some of the details and language in this book appeared previously in columns and newsletters that I wrote for the New York Times.






“Resentment used to be something that folks wanted to get rid of, now they water it and put it on a windowsill, like a favourite pot plant.”

—Edward St. Aubyn, Double Blind








One Let Me Tell You How I’ve Been Wronged


When I think about who we’ve become and where it leaves us, of the prism through which so many Americans insist on seeing the world and how it perverts their views, I flash back not to any of the biggest, strangest, and most menacing events and developments from the past few years—not to the bedlam in the halls and the blood on the floor of the US Capitol; not to Paul Pelosi, in his own home and in a pajama top and boxers, bracing for the blow from an assailant’s hammer; not to a former president essentially crowing about his unprecedented indictments in four criminal cases, comprising ninety-one felonies, and treating them as a badge of honor—but to a brief and perfectly emblematic sequence of reports on Fox News in May 2022. The United States was then suffering a shortage of baby formula, and Fox had uncovered something scandalous. Something rotten.

A photo told the story. “Look at that,” Sean Hannity instructed his viewers as he put the image on the screen, his voice spiked with disdain. What it showed, he said, were “pallets and pallets of baby formula for illegal immigrants and their families.” The Biden administration was supposedly rerouting this precious commodity to detention centers at the country’s southern border and thereby depriving “hardworking American families” elsewhere. Hannity seethed—or at least performed a telegenic facsimile of seething. So did Representative Kat Cammack, a Florida Republican who had furnished Fox News with this visual prop and who told Hannity that it illustrated “how insane everything is right now” and “what a total dumpster fire the Biden administration truly is.” “America Last—that is what the Biden administration is all about,” Cammack said. The next morning, the hosts of the winsomely alliterative, deceptively friendly sounding Fox & Friends welcomed her on their show and echoed her disgust. The network’s audience in turn took to social media to vent their fury.

But the photo told a fable. To anyone who cared to notice and decipher the labels on the boxes in those pallets, they identified the contents as powdered milk, not the formula in short supply. It was for children well beyond their first months of life. As Alex Koppelman explained in an article on the CNN website after Hannity’s snit, “There is undoubtedly some formula being provided to babies in these centers at the border—you’d assume there would be, unless you expect the government to simply decide to starve babies in its care.” But Hannity & Co. had contrived a scenario less nuanced and more politically charged than that. They’d detected a betrayal of law-abiding citizens. They’d uncovered an insidious plot. And they’d cynically and theatrically turned “the thinnest possible set of facts into days of outrage over Them getting something You deserve,” Koppelman wrote.

He called it “an illuminating example” of how Fox News ginned up outrage. I’d call it a defining one—but not just of Fox’s business model, which would lead in April 2023 to a $787.5 million payout to Dominion Voting Systems, the largest-ever publicly known amount for the settlement of a defamation lawsuit. Hannity’s histrionics and his followers’ freak-out distilled how an enormous, perilous share of Americans had come to regard and respond to a broad range of circumstances and to their places in an addled country and agitated world. When there was trouble, when there was disappointment, when dreams were unrealized, when goals were unmet, and sometimes even when things were going perfectly well but not exactly perfectly, they looked for insult and invariably found it, even if they had to invent it. They decided that they hadn’t just been unlucky. They’d been wronged. And they dwelled on that raw deal, taking its measure and assigning a particular person or people responsibility for it. They were losing because someone else was winning or because some corrupt overlord had rigged everything against them. The blame game was America’s most popular sport, and victimhood its most fashionable garb.

Around the same time that many Americans decided that the Biden administration was starving babies, they decided, too, that it was poisoning adults. J. D. Vance, a Republican running in Ohio for an open Senate seat, gave voice to this paranoia, suggesting as much in an interview with a right-wing news outlet (of sorts), the Gateway Pundit. He traced the drug-overdose deaths so prevalent in certain parts of the country—including the Appalachian tracts that he’d written about in his bestselling memoir, Hillbilly Elegy—to the illegal border crossings that the Biden administration was failing to prevent. “If you wanted to kill a bunch of MAGA voters in the middle of the heartland, how better than to target them and their kids with this deadly fentanyl,” Vance said. He added that it “does look intentional. It’s like Joe Biden wants to punish the people who didn’t vote for him, and opening up the floodgates to the border is one way to do it.”

It was a cockamamie analysis for many reasons, including these: illegal border crossings, seizures of fentanyl at the border, and deaths related to fentanyl in the United States had risen during Trump’s presidency before they rose further still during Biden’s, and the deaths that had gone up most since Biden’s inauguration were among Black men, who, as a group, tended to vote for Democrats over Republicans by enormous margins. But Vance’s imagining of a dastardly scheme worked the same emotional levers that almost every hour of programming on Fox News did. It exposed an outrage, identified the wounded parties, and validated their sense that there were forces—sometimes specific and nameable, other times shapeless but just as sinister—arrayed against them. It gave them and people around them permission to be angry, and anger had become the primary driver of much of American discourse and most of American politics.

It had particularly ugly contours and consequences on the political right. That was where conspiracy theories such as QAnon thrived and conspiracy theorists such as Marjorie Taylor Greene prospered. It was the staging ground for the fatal breaching of the US Capitol by the frenzied invaders who turned January 6, 2021, into a bloody grievance prom. And it was the truest home and most fertile territory for Donald Trump, who, like every president before him, personified key aspects of his era and served as a kind of tuning fork for its temper. He became a victor by playing the victim, and his most impassioned oratory, such as it was, focused not on the good that he could do for others but on the bad supposedly done to him—by the media, by snooty liberals, by devious and election-stealing Democrats, by the Republicans who initially resisted him (and then surrendered to him), by the FBI in general, by James Comey in particular, by the rest of “the deep state.” The culprits were countless and their offenses infinite.

Not even Richard Nixon had made claims of persecution such a central part of his political identity, at least not until the final days. What an extraordinary and oxymoronic pose Trump struck, bemoaning his impotence amid proclamations of superpotency, demanding pity as he flew in his private jet to his gilded mansions with their fastidiously groomed golf courses. Preposterously but cunningly, he cast himself as both martyr and messiah, braving and transcending the condescension to which his supporters were also subjected and redeeming them in the process. He vowed to have the last laugh on all the people who’d ever laughed at him, and many Americans thrilled to that. It suited their spite. He was grudge made flesh, grievance become president.

But he had no monopoly on grievance, just as Fox News wasn’t its sole marketplace. Before, during, and after Trump’s presidency, grievance was everywhere you looked and in most if not many of the loudest voices you heard. The American soundtrack has become a cacophony of competing complaints. Some are righteous and others specious. Some are urgent and others frivolous. Those distinctions are too often lost on the complainers. How they feel is all that matters—it’s their greatest truth—and they feel cheated. They feel disrespected. They’re peeved unless they’re outright furious. And that ire is neither confined to nor concentrated in any one race, any one region, any one political party, any one class, any one faith, any one gender, any one profession. It flares even where that makes the least sense. It burns at the very pinnacles of privilege.

The Supreme Court, for supreme example. It was once one of the most respected institutions in the United States, a panel of ostensibly principled individuals whose lifetime appointments, coolheaded demeanors, and measured forays into the public square suggested an ability to float above the temporal passions that buffet the rest of us. But over the past few decades and especially the past few years, its reputation has plummeted, and that terrible fall coincides with its transformation into a panel of transparently, almost unapologetically biased political actors who are nursing hurts, settling scores, and smarting from confirmation hearings that have devolved into grim carnivals of contempt. The justices occupy a singularly rarefied perch with trappings as august as trappings can be, and with extraordinary job security. But that’s no match for the seductiveness of resentment and self-pity in an era overflowing with both.

“It’s the greatest gathering of grievances we’ve ever seen on the high court,” Maureen Dowd wrote in the New York Times in May 2023. “The woe-is-me bloc of conservative male justices is obsessed with who has wronged them.” She noted how Justice Neil Gorsuch, the first of Trump’s three appointments to the bench, had issued rulings concerning environmental issues that reflected and perhaps sought to complete or redeem the work of his mother, Anne Gorsuch Burford, a disgraced administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency under President Ronald Reagan. Justice Samuel Alito was developing a reputation for using his appearances at conferences and black-tie gatherings to deliver screeds against secularists, same-sex marriage, and such that made him sound less like a black-robed sage than like Rush Limbaugh back in the day. Alito wrote the opinion that overturned Roe v. Wade, and while he had to understand how regressive, repressive, and immediately threatening that would seem to tens of millions of American women, he subsequently whined to the Wall Street Journal about how nasty so many politicians, journalists, and others were being to him and the rest of the court’s conservative majority. “We are being hammered daily, and I think quite unfairly in a lot of instances,” he said. “And nobody, practically nobody, is defending us.”

Those poor Supreme Court justices! At least they had rich friends. Justice Clarence Thomas was under intensifying scrutiny for receiving and failing to report lavish gifts from superrich conservatives with whom he romped and vacationed; the nonprofit investigative news organization ProPublica kept a running tally of the largesse it was methodically uncovering, and by August 2023 that included “at least 38 destination vacations, including a previously unreported voyage on a yacht around the Bahamas; 26 private jet flights, plus an additional eight by helicopter; a dozen VIP passes to professional and college sporting events, typically perched in the skybox; two stays at luxury resorts in Florida and Jamaica; and one standing invitation to an uber-exclusive golf club overlooking the Atlantic coast.”

What might make him feel entitled to all that? Dowd theorized that Thomas was “still bitter over being outed as a porn-loving harasser of women who worked for him.” She was referring to the part of his confirmation hearing decades earlier when Anita Hill recounted her experiences with him. How much did that bitterness drive him and his wife, Ginni Thomas, a brazen right-wing activist in her own regard who didn’t seem to temper her activities one scintilla though they thickened the partisan stench around her husband? It’s impossible not to wonder, given the extremeness of his rulings and her machinations in late 2020, when Trump was contesting the election results with his false claims of widespread voter fraud. In text messages to Mark Meadows, who was then Trump’s chief of staff, she implored Trump to press on and get those results overturned. “Help This Great President stand firm, Mark!!!” she wrote in one of those messages, adding: “You are the leader, with him, who is standing for America’s constitutional governance at the precipice. The majority knows Biden and the Left is attempting the greatest Heist of our History.” She was up in arms. She was uppercase. And she vividly illustrated the hyperbole that takes hold among the aggrieved, no matter how twisted the narrative that delivers them to grievance.

Tucker Carlson, the media megastar, and Josh Hawley, the Republican senator, didn’t let their enormous professional success and alpine positions of influence throw them off their identification of an ominous, intentional weakening of American men, who, as they told it, were being lured and lulled into a marginalizing flaccidity. Hawley spun that story in a 2023 book, Manhood: The Masculine Virtues America Needs, while Carlson explored it in “The End of Men,” a Tucker Carlson Originals documentary for Fox Nation the previous year. Both manifestos of grievance rested, in their intellectually wobbly fashion, on a legitimate concern: more and more American men had slipped into sustained unemployment, more and more American boys were struggling in school, and the voguish phrase “toxic masculinity” had been thrown around casually and cruelly, sending all those men and all those boys the message that there was something intrinsically wrong with them.

But Carlson and Hawley encouraged those men and those boys not simply to feel pride and cultivate strength but also to feel pissed off and be cognizant of environmental factors that suppressed their testosterone, social changes that devalued their contributions, and evil Democrats who promoted an anything-goes world of blurred gender roles and contempt for traditional commandments. Both Carlson and Hawley constructed a #HeToo off-ramp to the #MeToo rush hour, assuring men that whatever their failings, it wasn’t really their fault. In Manhood, Hawley maintained that corporations were deliberately creating “a nation of androgynous consumers,” while godless, hedonistic secularists didn’t care about virtue. “The Bible is right,” he decreed. “The Epicurean liberals are wrong.” And those liberals were conspiring against virility, according to Carlson’s documentary, because they feared it and because they knew that with a full measure of brawn, brio, and brotherhood, “a few hundred men can conquer an entire empire,” as the documentary’s narrator intoned. “So that’s why they want you to be fat, sick, depressed, and isolated.” One interview subject, using “you” to refer to those oppressors, added: “You want them emasculated. You want them to create no threat to the ruling regime.” How, then, to save civilization? Carlson prescribed testicle tanning as a testosterone boost—as one small, genital step in the manly direction. The documentary mingled grievance with gonads and gobbledygook.

Nuttiness like that has prompted many liberals to scoff at what they like to call a “grievance industrial complex” on the right, whose political warriors of course regard them as the overwrought ones—as “snowflakes,” in the parlance of recent years. In the parlance of prior decades, conservatives themselves actually used “grievance industrial complex” to mock minority groups’ claims of extensive harm and demands for elaborate protection and accommodation. It’s a phrase with a rich and elastic history. And on both right and left, grievance seems to be its own burgeoning economy, its own default pitch. To make your argument, emphasize grievance. To build support, use the Sheetrock of grievance. To win sympathy and sympathizers, lead with grievance. To sell your wares as widely as possible, package them in grievance.

That’s what Prince Harry and Meghan Markle did with their escape-from-England media blitz, and the blowback they received spoke to how awkwardly their fixation on their hardships fit with their stations as a duke and a duchess who had not renounced their royal titles, who had resettled in a nearly $15 million estate in the coastal Eden of Montecito, California, and who were monetizing their outsize celebrity, a product of circumstance more than industry, to the apparent tune of hundreds of millions of dollars. Part of that revenue stream, a reportedly $20 million deal with Spotify, came to a premature and acrimonious end in June 2023—and Bill Simmons, a prominent sports commentator and top Spotify executive, publicly denounced the couple as “grifters”—after the amount of content that he and others had expected never materialized. Despite all of that, the couple edited their narrative around a central theme of how tough they’d had it, how terribly they’d been treated and at whose hands. They pitied themselves and pointed fingers.

They did some good, too—that can’t be discounted. The racial element of the condescension and even contempt that the royal family and the British press exhibited toward Markle was obvious, odious, and excellent cause for her and Harry’s disgust and sense of betrayal. By broadcasting that part of their story, the couple performed a public service. And for all Harry’s vindictiveness, there was valor, captured beautifully by Caitlin Flanagan in a description in the Atlantic of his devotion to his wife: “When she was miserable, the way his own mother had been miserable, he didn’t do what his grotesque father had done—cheat on her, treat her like a broodmare, ignore her suffering; he moved her and his family far away.”

But the couple’s beefs ranged far beyond and beneath their honor and immediate welfare, to dirty family laundry and to piffle such as the inadequate comfort of their royal cottage in England. Their revenge tour (the Oprah interview, the Netflix series, Harry’s memoir) lasted more than a year. Its goal seemed to be the biggest payday possible. And could they really have been so “shocked to discover institutional racism in the very institution that created the most enduring business model for it,” as Alicia Montgomery asked in Slate? Chris Rock raised that question more bluntly in a Netflix stand-up comedy special, Selective Outrage, in early 2023, ridiculing Markle for “acting all dumb like she don’t know nothing. Going on Oprah: ‘I didn’t know, I had no idea how racist they were.’ It’s the royal family! You didn’t Google these motherfuckers?… They’re the original racists! They invented colonialism!”

From Chris Rock it’s a short hop to Will Smith, whose meltdown at the Academy Awards in 2022 was, insanely, about grievance. He revealed as much when, less than an hour after slapping Rock, he accepted his Oscar for Best Actor in a Leading Role and sought to justify that violence without yet apologizing for it. “To do what we do,” he said, presumably referring to wealthy and pampered celebrities, “you gotta be able to take abuse. You gotta be able to have people talk crazy about you. In this business, you gotta be able to have people disrespecting you and you gotta smile and you gotta pretend like that’s okay.” Translation: He had acted out, yes, but only because he was so fed up with all that he’d been forced to endure. Only because he was so deeply aggrieved. Before you could denounce Smith, one of the richest and most influential actors and producers in Hollywood, as a perpetrator, you had to pity him as a victim.

How absurd. But how fitting. The entire Oscar ceremony was a grievance-palooza, devoted to the wrongs done to women, the wrongs done to Blacks, the wrongs done to gays and lesbians, the wrongs done to trans people. There was merit to all of that, but the pile-on smothered it. And the Oscars were just following statuette-season suit. At the Critics Choice Awards two weeks earlier, Jane Campion accepted her Best Director trophy, for The Power of the Dog, by emphasizing how tough she’d had it as a woman behind the camera. She spotted Venus and Serena Williams in the audience and felt compelled to say that she’d faced barriers even they hadn’t, because their principal opponents on the tennis court were other women and Campion’s rivals for movie-world jobs and accolades were men. My grievance tops yours!

That set off a predictable firestorm at Grievance Central, meaning Twitter, whose users were flamboyantly aggrieved on the Williams sisters’ behalf. And when Smith accepted his Oscar—for playing their father, Richard Williams, in King Richard—he riffled through a list of Black women whom he was “called on” to protect from the indignities of the world. He was a knight in shining grievance. And a daisy chain of grievances was complete.






Two A Good Word Spoiled


Not all grievances are created equal. I want to say that again. I want to be clear. And not all expressions of grievance raise identical concerns. Some don’t raise any at all. There are wildly disproportionate outbursts, mildly disproportionate outbursts, and ones scaled defensibly and even commendably to their trigger. There is January 6, 2021, and there is everything else. Attempts by leaders on the right to minimize what happened that day and lump it together with protests on the left are as ludicrous as they are dangerous.

What’s more, the fruits of the grievances on the left don’t match the fruits of the grievances on the right, and for all the talk about how illiberal both camps have become, it’s the right that currently poses the much greater threat to the country, both in terms of its disregard for democratic institutions—for democracy itself—and the behavior it provokes, sanctions, and sometimes even glorifies. The foiled plot to kidnap and possibly assassinate a prominent elected official, Michigan governor Gretchen Whitmer, was hatched by right-wing terrorists. It’s Marjorie Taylor Greene, an enormously popular right-wing lawmaker, who’s infamous for statements such as one in a speech at a gala for the New York Young Republican Club in December 2022, when she made light of January 6 by saying, “I will tell you something. If Steve Bannon and I had organized that, we would have won. Not to mention, it would’ve been armed.”

It’s Ron DeSantis, the Republican governor of Florida, who lashed out at the federal bureaucracy and indulged the darkest fantasies about the dimensions and depravity of the “deep state” by saying that if elected president, he’d “start slitting throats on Day One.” It’s Kari Lake, the failed Republican candidate for governor of Arizona in 2022, who seemed to be emulating Greene (what a thought) when she reacted to Trump’s federal indictment for treating classified documents like a personal stamp collection in June 2023 by saying: “If you want to get to President Trump, you are going to have to go through me, and you are going to have to go through 75 million Americans just like me. And I’m going to tell you, most of us are card-carrying members of the NRA.”

It’s Trump himself whose response to the far-ranging, grave legal predicament that he brought upon himself went beyond any sort of rebellion and resistance that a Democrat of comparable stature in modern times had called for. He waged an unfettered verbal assault on the American government and issued an unqualified vow to demolish certain American institutions. As the indictments rolled in, as the civil trials in which he was a defendant commenced, and as his fury pinballed from one courtroom and judge to another, his language grew ever darker, ever more dangerous. He labeled the Department of Justice, the FBI, and other byways of the federal bureaucracy in general and the Biden administration in particular “a sick nest of people that needs to be cleaned out immediately,” “fanatics,” “fascists,” and “sinister forces” who were engaged in “vicious persecution.” No, no, make that “demented persecution.” He called Letitia James, New York’s attorney general, a “monster” and, on the first day of his civil trial on the fraud charges that she’d brought against him, publicly stated that people “ought to go after this attorney general.” That chilling directive belonged to a lengthening sequence of violent musings, including his insinuation that General Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during Trump’s presidency, should be executed for treason and his recommendation, during a speech to California Republicans, that shoplifters be shot as they left stores. His remarks increasingly amounted to sputtering thesauruses of thuggery with which he seemed to be pledging bloody payback. As Andrew Coyne, a columnist for the Globe and Mail of Toronto, wrote: “This is not the reaction of a normal person. It is not even the reaction of a mob boss. It is the reaction of a Batman villain.”

And that was before Trump used the occasion of a Veterans Day speech in New Hampshire in November 2023 to say that if he won the presidency anew in 2024, he would “root out” what he referred to as “radical left thugs that live like vermin within the confines of our country.” Challenged about the echoes of Nazism and fascism in that pledge, a Trump campaign spokesman defended it, exulting that the “sad, miserable existence” of its critics “will be crushed when President Trump returns to the White House.” The tenor of that vow matched the totalitarian fantasies of Trump, his advisers, and his allies, who envisioned and made plans for a federal workforce meticulously stocked with Trump loyalists and an army of federal prosecutors intensely focused on Trump’s enemies.

What’s more, there’s no left-wing analogue to Fox News, no media enterprise of commensurate reach that consciously pursued a commercial strategy of lying to its viewers, as Fox did about one of the most consequential matters of all: who won a presidential election in the most powerful country on earth. That’s what led to the settlement with Dominion, a maker of voting machines and the butt of hour upon hour of Fox programming that aired baseless claims—claims that Fox’s hosts and executives knew to be laughable: that those machines were rigged to switch votes from Trump to Biden.

But it’s also true that on both sides of the political divide, there’s a quickness to grievance, a tendency among many people to identify themselves and interpret events in terms of past, current, and looming hurts. There’s a psychological and emotional impulse—a way of approaching and assessing the world—that transcends partisan affiliation. It’s not so much bipartisan as it is pan-partisan or supra-partisan, and it’s getting worse. It exiles nuance. It rejects the kind of triage that a checks-and-balances government, which can deal with only so much so quickly, must do, even as it lengthens the odds of that government being able to do anything at all. It places personal over public interest. It turbocharges conflict.

That was one of the saddest revelations of the coronavirus pandemic, which posed a threat so universal and dire that it should have put the usual animosities on ice. At the start, I naively thought—or, more accurately, hoped—that it would. As we confronted a previously unthinkable shutdown of life as we knew it and fumbled our way through remote work, contactless grocery shopping, virtual family get-togethers, and the whole surreal rest of it, I wondered whether the suspension of normalcy would include an abnormal (but welcome!) discovery of the kind of solidarity that the country had experienced for a brief period after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, when President George W. Bush suddenly had an approval rating north of 85 percent. (The intensely pitched debates about national security versus civil liberties and about the wisdom of invading Iraq came later.)

But much had changed in the nearly two decades between the shattering of the World Trade Center and the shuttering of all of New York City, and by 2020, national solidarity was a political yeti. Battle lines were quickly drawn. Rival camps promptly emerged: people who wanted to err on the side of epidemiological caution and those who felt that individual preference took precedence over any government edict, no matter how well intentioned, especially given how fledgling and fluid our understanding of the pandemic was; people who gave experts the benefit of the doubt and those who rebelled against what they saw as facile groupthink; people who instinctively admired Dr. Anthony Fauci and people who reflexively abhorred him; masking evangelists, some of whom muttered the wish that the virus would winnow the ranks of the reckless, and masking apostates, for whom all the shutting down and covering up was rank liberal opportunism.

At one point in that first year of the pandemic, long before the nation’s top health officials said that it was safe not to cover our faces outdoors, I was accosted at a gas station on the Merritt Parkway in Connecticut for wearing a mask. I’d put one on as I got out of my car to fill the tank because another motorist or two might pull up at any moment and there wasn’t much space between the pumps. To be masked made sense. It was the considerate thing to do. But as I absent-mindedly pumped fuel, I heard a man shouting. Screaming is more like it. A few seconds passed before I began to register his words and realized, with a quickening pulse, that they were directed at me and that he was walking in my direction.

“Take off your fucking mask!” he demanded. I looked away, but he kept at it, planting himself about ten feet from me. His hands curled halfway into fists. His chest was thrust forward. He fired off a fusillade of insults, calling me an “idiot,” a “moron,” a “dope.” I started trembling, stopped pumping, and retreated inside the station, just to still my heart and take a breath. From that perch of relative safety by the gum and candy bars, I could see him walk back to an enormous pickup truck decorated with MAGA regalia. He stood beside it, glancing around. He looked to be in his midtwenties, and he was slight in build, not a pound over 150. Still, he terrified me.

He and his truck hadn’t budged when, five minutes later, I felt I had to liberate the pump I’d used and be on my way. So I hurried to my car. The haranguing resumed: “Do you do everything you’re told?!? You’re the problem! You’re why we’re no longer free!” I felt like a character in a horror movie, racing to get the engine to turn over and the car in gear before the monster could reach me. I drove away as fast as I safely could. I spent the next thirty minutes staring into my rearview mirror.

I spent much longer than that feeling spooked, in part because I couldn’t dismiss what had happened as some freak occurrence. The volume and vocabulary of it—sure, that was extreme. But friends and acquaintances were routinely telling me about tense pandemic-related encounters of their own. The news was lousy with stories of hostile confrontations between the masked and the unmasked, the vaccinated and the unvaccinated.

That sparring and sniping mirrored what was happening among politicians, who took their disputes to intensely spiteful lengths. In congressional hearings, Republicans treated Fauci, an octogenarian who had spent an honorable lifetime in public service, like some bespectacled Beelzebub. They projected Trump’s megalomania onto him. And they threatened nothing less than a government shutdown in response to President Biden’s vaccine-and-testing mandate for large employers, which was in line with the dominant scientific thinking at the time.

Their protest filtered down to states under Republican control. As Catherine Rampell explained in a November 2021 column in the Washington Post, “At least four states—Florida, Iowa, Kansas and Tennessee—have recently extended benefits to workers who are fired or quit over their employers’ vaccine requirements. For context, workers who are fired for cause or who quit voluntarily are usually not eligible to receive unemployment benefits. With limited exceptions, only those laid off through no fault of their own have been able to receive such aid.” The headline on her column: “Red states are now paying people not to get vaccinated.”

The political squabbling was suffused with grievance. It wasn’t any composed disagreement over policy, any rational discussion of competing values in circumstances where difficult choices had to be made. Many people on each side felt genuinely threatened by those on the other. To the man at the gas station, I wasn’t just some dumb, timid liberal; I endangered his very existence, and he was being held back by, and forced to persevere through, the compliant likes of me.

Trump characteristically introduced yet more bad feeling into the mix, blessing many Americans’ desires to attribute their troubles to foreigners in general and the Chinese in particular. He spoke of the “China virus.” He referred to “Kung flu.” And in short and sadly predictable order, there were high-profile incidents of violence against Asian Americans and reports of a rise in such hate crimes. Grievance had casualties, and they mounted.



While my fascination with grievance mostly reflects its prominence in public affairs, I have private reasons, too. In late 2017, I experienced one of those bizarre medical episodes that can happen at any point but are increasingly common as we age. Overnight, I was diminished. I woke one morning—I was fifty-two—with blurred vision, and that set me on a dark odyssey of extensive testing and “investigative” treatments, of doctor-administered injections in my right eye and self-administered shots in my left and right thighs, of theories and uncertainty and fear.

I’d had, essentially, a rare stroke of the optic nerve behind my right eye, and that nerve, briefly deprived of adequate blood flow, had been irrevocably damaged. It put a dappled fog over everything it took in. I had to adjust to seeing clearly with my left eye alone. My brain had to train itself to edit out the pointless efforts of my right eye, which warped and smudged what I saw. I was now a slower reader, a more typo-prone writer. And I had a sword dangling above me: Doctors said there was about a 20 percent chance that the optic nerve behind my left eye would frazzle in a similar fashion, also without warning. I might go blind.

I wanted to feel sorry for myself. I did feel sorry for myself. But I soon realized what a danger and dead end that was. To focus and dwell on the obstacles that had been dumped in front of me, the extra effort I had to make, and the terrible luck of it all was attractive, understandable, warranted—and wholly unconstructive. It didn’t improve the situation one whit. I kept reminding myself of that, and whenever my mood sank and my resentment surfaced, I reminded myself harder. Measuring misfortune is no strategy for living.

Yet many Americans—some with great reason, some with none—organize their politics and construct their identities around such assessments. That became more obvious to me through the prism of my affliction. So did the downsides of it. The analogy wasn’t neat and clean: The optimal ratios of rage and resignation are a trickier calculation in the arena of politics than in the realm of illness. But the seductiveness and peril of victimhood exist in both, and I was more attuned to that than before.

After I wrote several columns for the Times about what had happened to me and what I was learning from it, I got emails from various advocacy groups for people with vision-related disabilities. They were looking for publicity and thought that I might be more inclined than another journalist to provide it. Or they wanted a spokesperson or board member and wondered whether I was the right person. Or they invited me to address members of their group. All of that made sense. Much of it was a lovely compliment. But I was troubled by how some groups made their pitches. They cast the affliction to which they were dedicated or the kind of work that they did in terms of how much less attention and funding it got than other afflictions and other kinds of work. How overlooked it was. They were either genuinely fixated on being shortchanged or felt that taking that tack was the most fruitful bid for sympathy and support. They might have described the enormous, heartrending challenges for the people they served or the strong possibility of developing better treatments and finding cures if they could garner more financial support. But their read of our culture—or their channeling of it—pointed them toward claims of deprivation and neglect.

I later wrote and did many interviews to promote a memoir about what I’d lost, what I’d gained, and how I’d worked to forge a relatively upbeat attitude about it all. The response to that was also telling. While many people contacted me to say they’d found hope and inspiration in the book, more than a few chided me for my supposed cruelty. They pointed out that resilience and optimism weren’t universally attainable and anyone who hadn’t found a path there—who wasn’t blessed with the right constitution or resources—might feel belittled or shamed by my message. One man sent me a blistering email after hearing an interview I did with Terry Gross on NPR’s Fresh Air.

He said that it was “extremely false, hurtful, and damaging” for me to tell Gross that I’d realized that “if I let myself give in to terror, if I let myself sink into depression, unless I’m willing to live in that state forevermore, I’m going to have to at some point pull myself out of it, and the deeper I let the hole get, the harder it’s going to be to climb out of it.”

“Mr. Bruni, depression is not something one allows themselves to sink into,” he wrote. (The italics are his, not mine.) “Would you ever state that you decided not to let yourself ‘sink into cancer’ or ‘sink into AIDS’ or, better yet, ‘sink into a stroke in your optic nerve’? I think not.” He added that comments like mine “do further damage to people like me whose lives have been destroyed by depression” and that I was “not courageous” for resisting depression. “You are just lucky. Sending this message to bolster your own character is damaging to me and many others.”

He made an almost excellent point. I say “almost” because while he was of course right about serious, clinical depression and the unacceptable tendency among some people to attribute a failure of will to those who suffer from it, I hadn’t been talking about depression with a capital D, and there were ways other than his to hear what I’d said. Some of those ways were helpful—and were, indeed, helping people, to judge by other emails I received. Didn’t those people matter, too? Also, I hadn’t—not in my book, not to Terry Gross—said that I was courageous nor boasted about my character, which, trust me, is a mixed bag. But because my story and my take were rosier than his, they apparently didn’t have the same validity. I was less aggrieved. I had less standing.



I’m treating grievance as a dirty word, and it isn’t. Or wasn’t. Or needn’t be. Grievance has been the precursor of justice, the prelude to enlightenment. The United States is a nation born of grievance, in the revolt of royal subjects unwilling to accept a bad deal, and we’re hardly the only democracy brought into being by rightly aggrieved people recognizing and refusing to accept inequality and exploitation. In the last words of the First Amendment, Congress is prohibited from making any law that would abridge people’s right “to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” Across the nearly 250 years of our existence as a country, grievance has been the engine of morally urgent change, the principal force in propelling us—in a staggered, messy, and incomplete fashion—toward the “more perfect union” we so frequently invoke. Our legal system, admired and emulated around the world, honors grievance. With intricately choreographed processes and an extensive, expensive infrastructure, it grants people an opportunity for their complaints against their government, employers, service providers, or neighbors to be heard, judged, and potentially resolved in some manner.

So, grievance is good. But what happens when all sorts of grievances—the greater ones, the lesser ones, the authentic, the invented—are jumbled together? When grievances become all-encompassing lenses, all-purpose reflexes, default settings? When people take their grievances to extreme and even violent lengths that they didn’t before?

And when they have powerful new megaphones for those grievances? The internet and social media, which I’ll revisit later in this book, were the great promise of connectedness that became a great curse of disconnectedness. “Previously, a lot of people who were resentful about what was happening would sit in the corners of dark bars, muttering in their beer, or in their parents’ basement complaining” is how Steve Phillips, a civil rights lawyer and newspaper columnist, put it to me. Now they have Facebook, X (previously called Twitter), YouTube. They have not merely voices but viral voices, and they have something else, too, something crucial, a permission structure for using those voices however they wish. They have the example of Trump. He reached and stood astride the political summit saying whatever the hell he wanted, no matter how nasty, no matter how dangerous, so why should they speak any other way? Phillips noted how rare it was for Americans to look up and see someone “with this much credibility and celebrity” giving validation to “some of the darkest sentiments that people had.”

But Americans aren’t the only ones in a strange new place. Over recent years, upsized and outsize grievances have challenged and transformed various nations on various continents in various ways. In India, Prime Minister Narendra Modi has dipped into the same populist, nationalist bag of tricks that Trump loves to rummage through, for much the same reason: Grievance simplifies and clarifies everything, providing a ready explanation for lingering frustrations, painful humiliations, unmet goals. Modi and his political allies have trained the Hindu majority’s attention on the Muslim minority, blaming India’s Muslims for episodes of disorder and an array of disappointments. Muslim political activists have been arrested, Muslim journalists have been detained, and there are barriers for Muslim immigrants that don’t exist for immigrants of other faiths. Small wonder that India’s Muslims are disproportionately the victims of violence. “Hindu mob attacks have become so common in recent years that India’s Supreme Court warned that they could become the ‘new normal,’ ” Lindsay Maizland wrote in a 2022 report for the Council on Foreign Relations.

The kind of grievance-amplified partisanship behind the January 6, 2021, storming of the Capitol in Washington, DC, led to the January 9, 2023, storming of government buildings in Brasilia, the capital of Brazil, where the enraged supporters of the former president, Jair Bolsonaro, smashed windows, lit fire to carpeting, and destroyed furniture and artwork. More than a thousand of them were arrested. Bolsonaro, like Trump in late 2020, had rejected the integrity of an election that declared him the loser and his political nemesis, Lula da Silva, the winner. And Bolsonaro’s loyalists, like Trump’s, turned rage into rampage.

Brexit was an act of grievance—the culmination of many of the anxieties and much of the nostalgia at play in the United States and other Western democracies as well. The argument for it and appeal of it included the girding of the United Kingdom’s borders against so many newcomers with different languages and customs and skin colors; the rejection of globalization and of governance by distant and detached elites; the protection of native workers and native manufacturing; the restoration of local control; the exaltation of local traditions. One of Brexit’s loudest champions, Boris Johnson, was a maestro of grievance, which he deployed in the service of his country’s withdrawal from the European Union and which he clung to in the aftermath of that: when his turbulent three-year stint as prime minister came to a mortifying end in 2022, he gave a boastful exit speech that skimmed over his flamboyant personal failures and suggested that he was the victim of a sort of mob mentality that none of his allies had the spine to resist. “The herd instinct is powerful and when the herd moves, it moves,” he said. Taking the measure of his legacy in an article in the Atlantic, Tom Nichols wrote: “Johnson… is one of the wealthy populists who gained power by supercharging a sense of resentment among ordinary people. This is the great danger to democracy in the 21st century, and it is the work of men and women who have no sense of decency or duty.”

But the United States may well be the most fascinating laboratory for grievance, given our unmatched diversity, given our extreme income inequality, given our polluted media ecosystem, given the promises of unfettered social mobility that have been made by our leaders and encoded in our national mythology, given how robustly grievance grows when such promises are broken. We’re an instructive example. And, these worrying days, a cautionary tale.

Just look at all the political violence—the domestic terrorism, to use an equally apt and aptly sinister phrase. It predated and postdated the January 6 insurrection. In October 2018, a madman fatally shot eleven Jewish people inside the Tree of Life synagogue in the Squirrel Hill neighborhood of Pittsburgh; it was “the deadliest attack on Jews on American soil—a jolt back to other times in history, in other places, when violence was part of the rhythm of Jewish life,” as Emma Green wrote in the Atlantic. In August 2019, a twenty-one-year-old whose online presence suggested white nationalist convictions and anti-immigrant fixations entered a Walmart in El Paso that he’d seemingly chosen for its popularity with Latinos and fatally shot twenty-three people while injuring another twenty-two. In May 2022, an eighteen-year-old who’d written a manifesto decrying what he saw as a “white genocide” in the United States opened fire in a Buffalo supermarket and killed ten Black people. In January 2023, a Republican candidate for state office in New Mexico who’d called himself a “MAGA king” was arrested for the attempted murders of local Democratic officials in four separate shootings.

That’s just a macabre smattering of examples, leaving out many other politically or ideologically motivated attacks or arrests of people plotting along those lines; the ugly (and, in the case of a Jewish man in Thousand Oaks, CA, deadly) confrontations and altercations between pro-Israeli and pro-Palestinian demonstrators after the Oct. 7, 2023, bloodbath in Israel; and other frightening indicators: Between 2016 and 2021, according to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the number of threats against members of Congress investigated by the Capitol Police rose more than tenfold, to 9,600 from 902. That laid part of the groundwork for a six-part series, “The Danger Within,” in the Opinion section of the New York Times in late 2022 that began with an editorial by Alex Kingsbury titled, “America Can Have Democracy or Political Violence. Not Both.” It informed a sprawling, ambitious April 2023 cover story in the Atlantic, “The New Anarchy,” by Adrienne LaFrance, who wrote that the United States was entering “a new phase of domestic terror, one characterized by radicalized individuals with shape-shifting ideologies willing to kill their political enemies,” and who asked: “How can America survive a period of mass delusion, deep division, and political violence without seeing the permanent dissolution of the ties that bind us?”

That’s a question raised by nonpolitical violence as well. “Hundreds of Miles Apart, Separate Shootings Follow Wrong Turns” was the headline on an April 2023 article in the Times about two such incidents. In one, a sixty-five-year-old man in upstate New York fatally shot a twenty-year-old woman when, according to initial police reports, she and her friends drove up his driveway, mistaking it for the one they’d meant to turn into. In the other, an eighty-four-year-old man in a suburb of Kansas City, Missouri, shot and injured a sixteen-year-old boy who rang his doorbell, also by mistake. The victim in the latter case was Black, while the shooter was white, and both cases reverberated across the country because they suggested a larger defensiveness, suspiciousness, and twitchiness among people who were less and less inclined to give one another the benefit of the doubt.

That twitchiness travels into all corners of American life. To road rage we’ve added air rage and so many assaults on flight attendants that federal lawmakers in 2022 introduced and in 2023 reintroduced the Protection from Abusive Passengers Act, which would put the worst of those passengers on a no-fly list. We’ve added restaurant rage and retail rage, with a growing number of news reports and viral videos of customers gone berserk. “In stores, parks, schools, restaurants, arenas, subway cars, congressional hearings—pretty much anyplace where human beings rub elbows—the banal frictions of everyday life explode into spittle-flecked shouting matches, and worse,” Bruce Handy wrote in Air Mail in June 2023. “With anger now the defining emotion of our own times, and in splenetic tribute to the previous century’s Roaring 20s, I suggest we dub the current decade the Raging 20s.”

Deadly, or just unruly, confrontations have been occurring on so many occasions, in so many places, and in so many ways that we can no longer credibly do what we long preferred to and characterize all or most of them as spasms of mental illness without greater significance. The perpetrators are indeed broken, lost people. But many of them have been goaded into action—have been pulled across the line between deranged media posts and injurious or lethal behavior—by the metastasized grievances all around them.

Grievance sets our culture wars in motion. It escalates them. Behind the arguments over what history should be taught and which books children should be allowed to read are rival interpretations of who is being cheated and muscled out of the public square, and the stridency of those interpretations turns what could be calm discussions into vicious battles and leads, too often, to the puritanical banning of books. One group of parents and their allies believe that the world is being inverted in a way that vilifies and diminishes their own children; they point to some progressive schools’ “antiracist” teaching, which tells white students that they’re the inherently racist, undeserving beneficiaries of white supremacy, and those parents understandably question the wisdom—and kindness—of filling young children with such shame and guilt. They question, too, the reduction of the world to racial categories and the suggestion that no lens reveals the world as clearly and comprehensively as the prism of race. The other group of parents and their allies focus on generations of brutal discrimination and bitter injustice that demand acknowledgment and, they believe, atonement. “Woke” versus “un-woke” simplifies what’s going on, turning it into jargon and casting it as a reflexive partisan struggle. That’s not quite right. It’s a contest of deeply felt grievances during a time when the aggrieved have lost—or lost interest in—the ability to see beyond their slights to a common good in which they don’t get all that they want. Grown-ups are supposed to be able to compromise like that. But ours is an era of mass immaturity.

In such an era, a puerile former president in unprecedented legal jeopardy counted on his talents for modeling grievances and for stoking them to save him. He assessed the psychological and political currents of his country and determined that if he stuck with the shtick that the system was corrupt, that everyone who targeted him was an unscrupulous political hack, that he was a martyr and his torture a symbol of the contempt to which his supporters were also subjected, he might survive and prevail. On the wings of grievance, he sought to fly above the sordid messes he made.

In such an era, the House of Representatives kept devolving into chaos. Representative Kevin McCarthy needed four days and fifteen rounds of voting in early 2023 to ascend to the speakership of the US House of Representatives, making the process the longest and most acrimonious in 164 years. And then, to keep the superlatives rolling, a small but unappeasable cadre of fellow Republicans engineered his ouster after fewer than nine months in the job, the shortest stint since a House speaker died of tuberculosis in 1876. The “motion to vacate” that was filed by Representative Matt Gaetz, a Florida Republican, and that triggered a House-wide vote on McCarthy’s fate, was, like Trump’s indictments, unprecedented. Ditto for the removal of McCarthy by that vote, which commenced a surreal three-week period during which the House remained leaderless and the nation’s business on hold while various candidates to succeed him rose up one moment only to be taken down the next. And that mess—coupled with an impeachment inquiry into President Biden and the recurring threats of the government’s shutting down or defaulting on its debt—reflected a new and nihilistic breed of lawmaker intent on being mad and insistent on being heard, no matter how loudly they had to bellow or how little of coherence they had to say. They had no impulse to compromise, zero interest in solving problems. They were performers in a shrill theater of the absurd, and they thrilled to the spectacle of their own tantrums.

In such an era, two of the world’s richest tech entrepreneurs, Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg, spent weeks in apparently serious negotiations about the terms for a public “cage match” in which they would channel their robust contempt for each other into an actual physical brawl: punches, kicks, body slams, headlocks. Zuckerberg ultimately nixed the idea in August 2023, saying that Musk clearly had cold feet. “Elon won’t confirm a date, then says he needs surgery, and now asks to do a practice round in my backyard instead,” he wrote in a post on Threads, the social media platform that his company, Meta, created to compete with Musk’s X (formerly Twitter). On X, Musk wrote: “Zuck is a chicken.”

In such an era, self-serving public figures cheapened their experiences as minorities by significantly exaggerating those challenges or invoking them in spurious ways, as if they were gambits in a child’s board game, to be deployed without regard for anything but the possible advantage in doing so. New York City mayor Eric Adams repeatedly accused critics or opponents of treating him as if he were Kunta Kinte, a slave in the landmark 1970s novel and television miniseries Roots. Senator Robert Menendez, a New Jersey Democrat, responded to the bribery and corruption charges against him by denouncing “how quickly some are rushing to judge a Latino” and claiming that his accusers “cannot accept that a first-generation Latino American from humble beginnings could rise to be a US senator.” Hasan Minhaj, a comedian and writer whose Netflix series Patriot Act won an Emmy, fabricated anecdotes about his persecution as a Muslim man and an Asian American—tales at the core of his persona. When an article by Clare Malone in the New Yorker in September 2023 exposed those fictions, he defended them, calling them “emotional truths” whose ornately embroidered details didn’t matter and dismissing Malone as “a white woman with a keyboard.” He was speaking for victims, giving voice to the aggrieved, and facts paled in importance beside that.

In such an era, a gay, Black actor named Jussie Smollett staged and then reported a hate crime in Chicago in January 2019, during which two supposedly homophobic, racist assailants yelled “This is MAGA country!” as they put a noose around his neck. Smollett, who had a supporting role in the hit show Empire, gambled that those details would so powerfully confirm so many Americans’ beliefs about their own vulnerability and victimization that they’d proclaim their solidarity with him—and raise his public profile—without questioning the oddities in his story. Kamala Harris, then a US senator gearing up for a presidential campaign, called it “a modern-day lynching.” A jury decided otherwise, finding Smollett guilty of felony disorderly conduct for lying to the police, and a Chicago judge sentenced him to five months in jail, decrying the “national pity party” that he had orchestrated for himself “for one reason: You wanted to make yourself more famous.”

In such an era, some histrionically disenchanted young Americans were so intent on novel expressions of their inchoate (and often incoherent) upset that they disregarded how indecent the vessels for it could be, and on TikTok in the aftermath of that October 2023 slaughter of more than 1,000 people in Israel, they circulated and celebrated one of Osama bin Laden’s decades-old screeds against the United States. The barbaric details and horrific dimensions of what happened in Israel did little to prevent it from being claimed and reframed by campus groups, by members of Black Lives Matter, by President Biden’s right-wing critics, by various activists and pundits whose grievances took precedence over a period of mourning or constructive acknowledgement of complicated, tragic crosscurrents.

Colleges had by then established themselves as fertile ground for grievances of all kinds, and more than a few college students cared more about those grievances—or the grievances of the people in whose interests they claimed to be acting—than about free speech and spirited discourse, so they shouted down or ran off speakers whose words offended them. Students’ grievances mandated long discussions about “microaggressions” that missed the humor and the tell of that neologism’s prefix, which admitted to both a search for fault and a conflation of the picayune and the profound. Those grievances warped language itself: to render it immaculately inoffensive in a society itching for offense, a bulging glossary of words had to be sacrificed, no matter the farce of the overreach. Such recommendations or edicts traveled beyond campuses—to, for example, the Equity Language Guide of the Sierra Club, which “seeks to cleanse language of any trace of privilege, hierarchy, bias, or exclusion,” as George Packer explained in the Atlantic in April 2023.

“In its zeal, the Sierra Club has clear-cut a whole national park of words,” Packer wrote. “Urban, vibrant, hardworking, and brown bag all crash to earth for subtle racism. Y’all supplants the patriarchal you guys, and elevate voices replaces empower, which used to be uplifting but is now condescending. The poor is classist; battle and minefield disrespect veterans; depressing appropriates a disability; migrant—no explanation, it just has to go.” Packer noted that such equity language guides had popped up at a range of universities and institutions, including the American Cancer Society, the American Medical Association, the National Recreation and Park Association, and the Columbia University School of Professional Studies. The pace of their proliferation almost made me worry that metaphor would soon die on the altar of grievance.

Unless democracy perished first. I think and certainly hope that I’m being a tad dramatic, but our divisions have grown so wide and our grievances so florid that over recent years, the prospect of the unraveling and disintegration of the United States has become a topic of regular discussion by rational scholars. It has migrated from fiction to nonfiction, with such titles as How Democracies Die (Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, 2018), Twilight of Democracy (Anne Applebaum, 2020), Divided We Fall (David French, 2020), Last Best Hope (George Packer, 2021), Our Own Worst Enemy (Tom Nichols, 2021), How Civil Wars Start (Barbara F. Walter, 2022), and The Next Civil War (Stephen Marche, 2022) dedicated at least in part to the questions of how much damage we’ve done to ourselves, how frightened we should be, or how we might save ourselves. I’ll summarize the answers: a lot of damage, plenty scared, and first and foremost by recognizing that we may very well be on borrowed time.

Almost no cultural event, no bit of news, no topic of national conversation is roped off from grievance, by which I mean a complaint or concern that should or could be a modest point of dispute, negotiable with businesslike diction and businesslike decorum, but is blown up wildly out of proportion. I mean a profoundly important cause being undermined and cheapened by its self-pitying, other-demonizing, simplistic expression and execution. I mean an animosity that’s reflexive, not considered. I mean a drama with needlessly dire proclamations, with corrosively epic dimensions.

There was a time when I wouldn’t have thought it possible for the same gauzy, misty, feel-good Super Bowl advertisements to elicit howls of protest from both the left and the right, but in the age of grievance, two “He Gets Us” commercials did precisely that after they were shown during the February 12, 2023, game. Part of an ambitious campaign run by a nonprofit group with ties to conservative religious organizations that want to spread the word of Jesus (the “He” in that three-word phrase), both ads were black-and-white montages set to music; one showed Americans in violent confrontation with one another, then flashed the sentence “Jesus loved the people we hate,” while the other presented children of different races embracing each other as examples of how we adults might behave.

Although, as AJ Willingham wrote on the CNN website, “He Gets Us” ads in aggregate portray “the pivotal figure of Christianity as an immigrant, a refugee, a radical, an activist for women’s rights and a bulwark against racial injustice and political corruption,” Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez was aggrieved, and she tweeted: “Something tells me Jesus would *not* spend millions of dollars on Super Bowl ads to make fascism look benign.” Fascism? Trying to figure out how the congresswoman had made the leap from images of Black and white children hugging to the F word, Tish Harrison Warren observed in the Times that the “He Gets Us” campaign’s wealthy evangelical donors “had also donated to conservative causes like religious liberty and anti-abortion efforts.” “While white evangelicalism certainly deserves a lot of critique,” Warren wrote, “it is hyperbolic to the point of dishonesty to equate it to fascism.” Regardless, more than twenty-five thousand people retweeted Ocasio-Cortez’s nuance-free protest. More than 200,000 Twitter users “liked” it.

But where the congresswoman detected fascism, Charlie Kirk, a mega MAGA radio host and the founder of a Trump-supporting youth group, Turning Point USA, divined a marketing group of “woke tricksters” who had duped the campaign’s organizers and hijacked their proselytizing effort by replacing biblical verities with social-justice imagery. Kirk’s tweet decried “one of the worst services to Christianity in the modern era.” “So sad!” it concluded, with a Trumpian flourish. I concur—also with an exclamation point!—but not about the mood and imagery of the “He Gets Us” ads. I’m heartsick over the pervasive impulse and ability to see malice and conspiracy behind every bush, burning or otherwise.

“The partisan reactions to the ‘He Gets Us’ ads are unsurprising,” John Inazu, a professor in the law school at Washington University in St. Louis, wrote in his Substack newsletter, *Some Assembly Required. “What I found more surprising in this case was the degree of mental gymnastics required to watch these ads and conclude that they are either ‘right-wing’ or ‘an unbiblical Jesus.’ ” Ah, but such gymnastics are the preferred sport of the aggrieved. And they perform it with all the limberness, agility, and razzmatazz that lofted Simone Biles to Olympic gold.

Look—it’s Marjorie Taylor Greene on the uneven parallel bars. In early April 2023, Jack Teixeira, a twenty-one-year-old member of the Massachusetts Air National Guard, was charged with leaking classified information about US surveillance of Russia that was vital to our assistance to Ukraine. To the best of anyone’s knowledge at the time, he hadn’t done that as some high-minded protest of US involvement in the fighting between Russia and Ukraine. He was more postadolescent punk than principled dissident. But through her cracked goggles of grievance, Greene espied a nefarious motive and context for Teixeira’s arrest. “Teixeira is white, male, christian and antiwar,” she tweeted, capitalizing on her professed faith without properly capitalizing it. “That makes him an enemy to the Biden regime.” Regime? “Ask yourself who is the real enemy?” she added. “A young low level national guardsmen? Or the administration that is waging war in Ukraine?”
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