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			For Mom, my inspiration

		

	
		
			
				“In my end is my beginning.”

				—T. S. Eliot, East Coker

			

		

	
		
			Before each chapter I have placed bars of original music written for this book by the award-winning classical composer Joel Thompson. Together, the notations make one complete composition. The music captures the haunting beauty of the nation. It opens with a deconstructed blues sonority, where the major and minor third are present in the same chord. The sound captures the core idea of the book and sets the stage for the elegy that mourns the country we thought we knew. The middle part explodes the motif with sounds of conflict and violence as the upper and lower registers of the piano assert themselves. This is the lived experience of the country shorn of the comfort of a storybook version of America and its promise. That part then gives way to the hope of a prayer—that somehow and in some way this country can be better. But then the blues sonority returns. Hope shadowed by ambivalence at the crossroads. America, U.S.A.
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				Introduction

				Bitterness at the
 Bottom of the Cup

			
			I do not love America, and never have, especially now. It seems to me misplaced or dangerous to love something so abstract and so morally dubious. Love is most often felt and experienced close to the ground—in the life lived in a particular place and time, and in memories that take up residence in the heart. I suspect “love of country” is shorthand for the heartfelt relationships and experiences that make us who we are—things that happen in the place we call home, no matter how complicated that place may be. James Baldwin was right: “Whoever is part of whatever civilization helplessly loves some aspects of it, and some of the people in it.” And I suppose that is why, in part, we are willing to risk our lives in defense of this place, and of what it might become.

			But in America, those feelings and experiences have always been stained by the ugliness of what white people believe about color—that somehow, or in some inscrutable way, the color of one’s skin determines your value. You end up spending much of your life trying to prove to others and to yourself—not because you are obsessed with white people but because you want to live—that you are not a “nigger.” Some Americans may believe that this view is a relic of a past that we have long left behind. After all, they might say, we elected a Black president and vice president. Look how far we have come. Stop complaining, I hear them say. You teach at Princeton University. You are not a victim. But I speak from the experience of a life lived in this country, and I trust what I know, what I have seen, and what now sits in the pit of my stomach.

			Each one of us must face the battle with this place to live fully, and to try to beat back the bitterness that threatens to consume us. It’s enough to drive you to madness. I can still feel the sting of my neighbor’s dad screaming at his son to stop playing with “that nigger,” wondering then what was wrong with him and asking myself what was wrong with me. An adolescent version of a familiar cry arose: Why did God make me a stranger in my own house? Would I resign myself to such a world, or slip into what W. E. B. Du Bois described as a “silent hatred of the pale world…and mocking distrust of everything white”? Either way, a wound deposited by a calloused heart made it difficult, if not impossible, to love the country that hurt me. I had to learn, instead, how to survive it.

			Bitterness settles in the heart of a child and innocence is lost, because the world announces in stark terms that you, no matter how young you may be, do not belong here. This happens in every corner of the country. The hurt I felt all those years ago wasn’t an isolated incident or something unique to Mississippi or the South. America believed what that man said about me, and that word—that belief—did not die with the civil rights legislation of the 1960s or the election of Barack Obama. Its sentiments and sensibilities have not been relegated to the dustbin of history. Too many lives have been lost since then to believe that. Instead, these ideas about race and about Black people have lurked beneath the surface of American life like a Leviathan. Today, the monster is in full view, eating the souls of the damned.

			I saw it with the election of Donald Trump in 2024 as millions of white Americans, and a smattering of others, declared that the country belongs to them. I can hear it in the summary judgments about diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI): that, by definition, diversity (and the word always seems to refer to Black people) involves the compromise of standards; that Black people in leadership positions, or students who are admitted to Ivy League schools and elite state colleges, or professors like me really did not earn their place—that any attempt to address racism in this country amounts to reverse discrimination. I see the monster in masked ICE agents snatching people out of their homes, at courthouses, in front of schools as parents wait for their children—people the American government has determined do not belong here. Those who still believe themselves to be the “true” Americans repeat an old, insidious idea about white people that requires a certain view of Black and Brown people. The “true” Americans desperately need, and still want, their “niggers.”

			No. I do not love America. I only wish that the country could be better, more decent and just, and in wishing that, I confess that I love deeply those who have borne and must bear the brunt of the country’s madness. Even if most Americans don’t see it, that love includes us all.
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			I have set out in this book to assert a certain view of this country, one that I hope will help us make sense of our current malaise as we celebrate 250 years since the founding. America is at once a nation of laws that reflect, ideally, the equal standing of each individual and a white Republic. Freedom animates our way of life and it is the possession of white people to give to others and to take away. These values are irreconcilable and show that a paradox rests at the heart of the nation. When the tension between these two features of the country becomes unbearably felt and known, white America risks everything, including the well-being of the country, to resolve it. The Civil War is just one deadly example of an unsettling truth. Donald Trump’s ascendance is another: some white people would rather destroy the country than face the doubleness that makes it what it is.

			I mean by this doubleness something akin to what W. E. B. Du Bois wrote about in his 1903 classic, The Souls of Black Folk, when he declared that the problem of the twentieth century was the problem of the color line. It remains our problem, too. Du Bois used the metaphor of the veil to describe the separation between the worlds of Black and white folk, and he detailed the effects of that duality on the way Black people saw themselves:

			
				It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness—an American, a Negro, two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings, two warring souls in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

			

			But, to my mind, this peculiar sensation of “twoness” is not limited to Black folk alone. It is the condition, truly the inheritance, of all Americans. Its beginnings are found in America itself.

			American double consciousness is the consequence of a nation that defines itself with the foundational principle of the equality of men and, yet, holds others as chattel or resigns them to second-class status. The principle and the practice cannot coexist without contradictions, and to hold them together, as if they can, is a form of madness. American double consciousness is the outcome of a nation that represents itself as “the shining city on the hill” and, yet, sees itself darkly through the eyes of those who have borne the whip’s lash, who look upon the nation with contempt and pity, who inevitably judge and find the country wanting—a ruthless mirror that lives and breathes. It is the split that comes with the American promise and contempt for that promise—warring ideals, from the beginning, that have threatened and continue to threaten to tear the nation apart.

			America can never fully banish this sense of twoness—and, at times, it cannot bear the gaze that looks back at it in a haunting reminder. Desperately afraid of being exposed, particularly to themselves, most white Americans have been led by that fear, and continue to be led, into a kind of delirium that erupts, repeatedly, in unimaginable violence and draconian policies. They lash out. They destroy or render entire populations invisible, lock them away in prisons, push them to the edges of our communities, or deport them in order to keep the country, or their idea of the country, from being torn asunder.

			If the problem of the twentieth century, as Du Bois announced, was the problem of the color line, and the color line was a consequence of American double consciousness, and that doubleness persists even today, then the problem of the twenty-first century is the problem of America’s desperate avoidance of self-awareness—its refusal to know itself fully, and the deadly consequences for people and the world that follow from that refusal. Ours is a time of shattered mirrors.

			We are experiencing a continuation of the betrayal that began with Donald Trump’s first term in office. His election in 2016 was, as many have noted, a response to Barack Obama’s presidency and the Black Lives Matter movement. Trump served as an expression of the panic around demographic shifts (the so-called browning of America), an avatar for white grievance, and a vehicle for the mainstreaming of white nationalism. After the horrors of George Floyd’s murder, and the protests that forced the nation to see its own ugly underbelly, and Trump’s defeat in 2020, many people believed that the country had turned a corner, that the fever dream had finally broken. But, even with Biden’s presidency, Americans remained in the storm of the after times, caught between a dying world with its splintering ideologies and a frightening emergent order that comes in glimpses and starts where even the pretenses of liberalism no longer matter.

			Trump’s reelection in 2024 signaled that a large swath of white America was unwilling to struggle any longer over race matters. Instead, he reasserted the fantasy of a white Republic. With stunning efficiency and clarity, his administration set out to destroy the basic governmental infrastructure of civil rights. He attacked DEI in the public and private sectors; instructed federal agencies to stop enforcing key civil rights protections; engaged in an all-out assault on American education, using diversity initiatives as examples of reverse discrimination; gutted the civil rights division of the Justice Department; ended consent decrees with police departments around the country; attempted to upend over a hundred years of jurisprudence with his effort to end birthright citizenship; and implemented cruel immigration policies. It feels as if Trump and his supporters pine not only for a time before Ferguson and Minneapolis, but for the days before the civil rights movement—the days of segregation. They also seem to yearn for an understanding of the nation’s past that made segregation necessary and a fact of life. Black people and white people knew their place then. White people were at the center of everything, innocently inhabiting a nation of unblemished virtue and seamless progress. Black people were on the margins, quietly playing bit parts in the great nation’s history. This, they believe, is the true American story—storybook democracy.
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			July 4, 2026, marks the 250th anniversary of the founding of the nation. Anniversaries of this magnitude occasion opportunities to tell the American story, to look back and reaffirm the basic ideals of the country, and to reflect on the present challenges the nation may face as Americans look toward the future. Declarations of “love of country” abound. But not all of what is celebrated has to be true. American anniversaries are often moments to turn a blind eye to the evils of the past and the present—to suppress the fact of America’s divided soul. Stories of America’s greatness are told to affirm the belief that ours was and remains the greatest country on earth. In these accounts, American patriotism (love of country) lacks the ugliness of traditional forms of nationalism, because a democratic idea animates our past and present, not a commitment to blood and soil—the kind that resulted in declarations of the superiority of the white Anglo-Saxon, in the brutal Holocaust of Europe, and in the wars that left the world in tatters. Our love of country is different, we tell ourselves, because of the idea of America expressed in the Declaration of Independence and made real with the U.S. Constitution.

			But, like the centennial, sesquicentennial, and bicentennial events commemorating the founding, the semiquincentennial exposes the maddening split at the heart of the country. Today, Americans remain bitterly divided, and those divisions are rooted, in part, in the irresolvable ideas that America is a beacon of freedom and that it must remain a white Republic. Distrust has seeped into every facet of our political lives and festers in those intimate spaces where hatred grows unchecked. As John Dos Passos, the author of the 1938 classic U.S.A., wrote, “We are two nations.” But the duality goes beyond the standard divide between the wealthy and the working class, or red and blue states. The demands of Black Lives Matter around policing and Confederate statues, claims about white privilege and anti-racism, and attempts to remedy long-standing racial inequality offered a mirror to the country. Charitable gestures were not enough for those who demanded racial justice and who called for a more honest public history of America. The protests insisted, as have protests many times before, on a reckoning with the contradiction in the nation’s soul.

			The backlash has been swift and harsh.

			In what felt like a blink of an eye, questions about race and history were cast aside. The country, or at least a large portion of the country, retreated into the safety of its fantasies, reached for a politics (and politicians) that shamelessly denied the reality of racism, embraced white nationalist rhetoric like the so-called Great Replacement, and sought redemption in the demonization of anything associated with Black Lives Matter. In an exchange on X, Christopher Rufo, the right-wing activist leading the assault on DEI in American higher education, accused me of being unable to “accept that BLM divided the country, destroyed institutions, gutted entire neighborhoods, and increased the homicide rate in black communities.” He declared that “the BLM era is over”—just five years after the public murder of George Floyd.

			Mirrors shattered, people who claimed to be allies now worried about the overreach of “wokeness,” and the celebration of 250 years since the founding hides the broken glass beneath our feet.

			Like the celebrations before it, the semiquincentennial reaches back to a storybook America that requires either the banishment of Black people from view or the reduction of our role in the country’s history, so as to affirm America’s ongoing quest to be a more perfect union. These ritual moments in the nation’s life offer telescoped instances of the doubleness that has haunted the country since its beginning. They often traffic in myth and celebrate American exceptionalism, ignoring the realities that call both into question—realities like the compromises in the Constitution to protect slavery, or the maddening decision by the participants in the Constitutional Convention to refuse to abolish the transatlantic slave trade until 1808, twenty years after ratification. (Even then, the trade in Black people did not effectively end until the Civil War.) Or how they counted those in bondage as three-fifths of a person for purposes of apportionment, giving the slaveholding states outsized power and influence on the direction of the fledgling nation. The Constitution, with its Fugitive Slave Clause, made the country a nation of slaves and slavecatchers. Every individual, every community was conscripted in the effort to return an escaped slave. America, split in two, became a nation, as Frederick Douglass said, full of “wild beasts.” The celebrations—and the 250th is no different—ignore the undeniable fact that the founders made a tragic choice that corrupted the American soul, and Americans have been bound by it ever since.

			Each of these celebrations arrived at a fraught juncture in the history of the country—marked by backlash and racial violence. All insisted on the uniqueness of the American idea based in the sacred documents of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. That uniqueness was also expressed in the deeply felt belief that this country belongs to white people. Two unreconciled strivings in one national body.

			In each chapter I return to an anniversary year and look closely at events that reveal this argument. In 1876, we see the consequences of American double consciousness with the violent collapse of Reconstruction and in the barbaric assaults on Black people necessary for reconciliation and reunion. In the aftermath of the calamity of the Civil War, in a moment when the nation could have freed itself from the contradiction institutionalized by the founders, the centennial celebration offered a vision of the country rooted in its original sin, which required the banishment of Black people from any significant role in the history or future of a country built for and by “the white American.”

			The 1926 celebration expanded this view as it struggled with the implication of European immigration to the United States after the First World War. America’s racial hierarchy and the idea of the white American evolved as European ethnics joined the fold, though not without resistance. The 1920s were, in a way, the decade of the Ku Klux Klan, and the organization’s view of European immigrants was, to put it mildly, hostile. Black people were still made to play minor parts in the history of the country—flat background characters to be disciplined with violence if they dared step out of place. One can get a sense of the two warring souls of the nation in 1926 as the Klan petitioned to have its Klonvocation on the fairgrounds for the nation’s 150th anniversary celebration in Philadelphia, a request that was initially approved.

			The 1976 celebration represented an attempt to tell a somewhat different story. In the shadow of the social revolutions of the 1960s, it aimed to lift up the ethnic diversity of the nation, and to absorb the story of Black America into the American story of the ongoing quest for a more perfect union. But we can also see the contradictions distilled in the 1976 Stanley Forman photograph The Soiling of Old Glory, which shows a white teenager attacking a Black man with the American flag during an anti-busing protest in downtown Boston, as the betrayal of the civil rights movement gained momentum. And here we are in 2026, with authoritarian forces swept into office on a wave of white grievance and hatred reaching back to 1876 and 1926 in powerful and disturbing ways. It feels as if the nation is about to burst apart at the seams, because some believe that their country has been hijacked by radical “others.” The country has carried the sins of its founding forward.
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			America, U.S.A. explores America’s double consciousness as a way we might account for those sins. The title of the book riffs on Dos Passos’s U.S.A. trilogy—three books, originally published separately over six years and bound together as one in 1938, that sought to offer a description of the roiling chaos of the country in the run-up to the economic crash of 1929. There is no particular protagonist or coherent plot; we see social forces moving interrelated characters about. Greed and self-interest rule, and working people (or “midway people in somewhat ambiguous positions”) find themselves trapped in a world where the pursuit of money defines life, with no visible exit. Even the liberatory aims of radical labor movements may be corrupt (revealing Dos Passos’s indifference to rigid ideological talk of class struggle). Lionel Trilling put it this way:

			
				Dos Passos is primarily concerned with morality, with personal morality. The national, collective, social elements of his trilogy should be seen not as a bid for completeness but rather as a great setting, brilliantly delineated, for his moral interest. In his novels, as in actual life, “conditions” supply the opportunity for personal moral action. But if Dos Passos is a social historian, as he is so frequently said to be, he is that in order to be a more complete moralist. It is of the greatest significance for him that the barometer of social breakdown is not suffering through economic deprivation but always moral degeneration through moral choice [emphasis added].

			

			It is not what the characters do in Dos Passos’s novel, but how they act and who they become as they act. What we see over and over again are decent people betraying their commitments. They are not who they say they are. As Trilling wrote, Dos Passos’s “people are those who sin against themselves and for him the wages of sin is death—of the spirit.” Those who try to live their ideals end up broken, as if selling one’s soul for a mess of pottage would have been a better road to take.

			But for as much as Dos Passos rendered the importance of moral choice, I have always found that this concern in the novel is shadowed by a glaring absence. U.S.A. has little to nothing to say about race and how it shapes the country and the moral choices repeatedly made by “the midway people” in the novel. Black voices, when heard, are in a dialect more akin to the white actors on the radio show Amos ’n’ Andy. In fact, the way Dos Passos reaches for America’s past, “to locate freedom…, to suggest that at one time Americans were truly free,” requires a willful blindness to the presence of unfreedom that made American freedom possible in the first place. “We stand on quicksand,” Dos Passos wrote, until we are able to “ponder the course of history and what leverage might pry the owners loose from power and bring back (I too Walt Whitman) our storybook democracy” [emphasis added]. A romance with America’s past lurks beneath the surface, and this is its tragic flaw.

			Dos Passos eventually voted for Barry Goldwater, who resisted the civil rights revolution in the 1960s, and, in many ways, has become the godfather of our current moment. He also became a favorite of the likes of the ultra-conservative William Buckley. What we find in his other works on American history is a refusal to grapple with the doubleness of his protagonists: that Thomas Jefferson could be, at once, a defender of freedom and a slaveholder. Dos Passos detested “double-minded” temperaments or “split personalities.” I am sure he refused to see the same in the country as a whole. Instead, for him, the founding fathers set the path that defined the future of the country. We must take in “the clean words our fathers spoke,” he wrote in U.S.A. No more revolutions were needed. No concern about the moral choices made back then.

			But what might it mean to access the American past without the crutch of romance, a storybook version of the country’s history—to take in the totality of the chaos that is the U.S.A. and find there a doubleness that confounds and reveals the source of our ongoing misery?

			This country, with its ideas and ghosts, remains a bundle of contradictions: a place of freedom, a place of unfreedom; a land of unimaginable wealth and unbearable poverty, where the equality of men and women guides our way and white people stand above it all; where God saturates everything but repeatedly comes up missing in how we live together; where liberty is cherished and selfishness is freedom. America, U.S.A., is a country of longing and restlessness, a place of titillating happiness and paralyzing melancholy; where we confidently know what we are and have little patience with who we really are; where politicians exploit fear and hatred, and where ordinary people, if they decide, can change the course of history. America, U.S.A., is haunted by the madness at its heart, and the reality of race resides there, coiled tight. That fact, and the fear of the doubleness unraveling this fragile experiment, plagues this nation. That fear is the wheel within a wheel.
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			History isn’t fate. It is not the arresting of hope because the past is impossible to put right. Instead, history and memory are repositories of funded experience—a toolbag full of successes and failures, horrors and joys—that allow us to act today with more than luck. To ignore the past, to make of it a fairy tale, or to deny it altogether will seal our fate. The philosopher George Santayana was right: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” Remembering is not alone sufficient to secure a better future. What and how we remember—and what and who we exclude from our stories—matter, because those memories and stories shape how we act today and how we fight for our future. I turn to these American anniversary celebrations not simply as a chronicle of the wrongs of our past, but as a resource (as revelation!) to help us imagine a way forward out of this madness—to see that the American problem of history is the problem of lacking conscious awareness of who we are, which so many in America so desperately avoid.

			To develop this point, I use historical vignettes within the form of the essay. Toggling between past and present amid assertions of American greatness and the racism that drives our days. Along the way, I remember T. S. Eliot’s words in Four Quartets: “The backward look behind the assurance / Of recorded history,” and “the backward half-look / Over the shoulder, towards the primitive terror.” The vignettes work like discarded patches of cloth with a specific story told on each; I stitch a quilt of meanings about the journey of the country over the last 250 years. Out of the bits and pieces of tattered fabric, a particular story of America emerges that signals a way forward for the nation—like the quilts that offered a message to slaves who were preparing to steal their freedom. The image of the quilt is not meant to offer a unified account of the past or an unfolding of history toward some redemptive end. Rather, the patchwork of bits and pieces reveals the workings of hardened hands weaving a story about particular moments, significant events, a collage of colors that, taken together, capture immediate experiences, beauty, and aspiration. My approach is more than to repeat overheard stories and fragments of talk that one cannot comprehend. Instead, the stitching of this quilt aims to render the usefulness of the past, however ugly, in the context of our present battle for this nation.
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			In 2020, I ended my book Begin Again by saying that Trumpism presented Americans with a choice: we could either continue to lie to ourselves about the superiority of white people and choose that lie’s illusion of safety, or we could finally do the hard work of ridding ourselves of the assumptions of race that have stained this nation since its founding. I held on to the belief that we could be better and that we could work tirelessly for a third American founding, a New Jerusalem. But the country made a different moral choice. A sizable portion of white America had a powerful allergic reaction to self-examination, doubled down on its illusions, and elected Donald Trump again. They turned their backs on the so-called racial reckoning and retreated into the comforts of categories that cut off the humanity of others from their own. We have gone too far, they said. Transgender athletes became an avatar for fears and rage. Identity politics blocks the way to what really matters, both political parties declared. Inflation was the excuse. Hatred, greed, and grievance were the motivation. The shift was so breathtakingly fast that one could only conclude that people had lied after the murder of George Floyd—that the outpouring of concern for racial justice was mere sentimentality and performance. Whatever happens next, I wrote, will be up to us. I believed that we could choose a different path—that we could, God willing, confront the terrors and panic that have driven generations to lose their souls. I suppose that is still true.

			But now—as it was then, when I reached for James Baldwin to find resources to beat back despair—I struggle with a rage that threatens to consume that faith. After 250 years, and after all that has been done and said, Black people still face the consequences of a country that insists it must remain white. By now, and given our history, one would hope that we would have honestly confronted the split. The soil of this place has been soaked with blood because of it. Many Americans throughout our history have lost their sense of morality, or lost their minds, because they either believed the country must be white or had to bear the brunt of that belief’s implications. We should know better.

			But America, U.S.A., did it again. Over seventy-seven million Americans voted for Donald Trump in 2024, and many of them have retreated into a familiar ugliness. They ignored the chaos of his first term, turned a blind eye to his felony convictions, and wrung their hands over “the crisis at the border” and the so-called unfairness of diversity, equity, and inclusion. As if Donald Trump gave them license to ignore the rule of law, to cast aside an idea of America rooted in the principles of the Declaration—that all men and women are created equal—and allowed them to be unabashedly white—to claim, without anxiety and guilt, that the country was theirs. He spoke to their anxieties and hatreds. And now, during the semiquincentennial of the nation, Donald Trump sits behind the Resolute Desk, again.

			Panic sits at the root of it all. There is a sense that somehow the country that belonged to them has been lost, and the darker souls of this nation are exacting their revenge by using the power of government to discriminate against white people, denying their children admission to elite universities and colleges, filling their rightful seats with unqualified Black people, and forcing them to feel guilty about the past and responsible for racism. Revenge is an old paranoia. And many in white America have simply tired of the demand for racial justice. That is old, too. In their minds, as it has always been, racial justice is a philanthropic enterprise, a sentimental, charitable gesture to extend to us. And when the admission of past wrongs is not enough and demands are still made, the question is asked, with exasperation, “What else do you want?” Rage soon follows. A cycle born of America’s double consciousness.

			Ralph Ellison wrote in 1970 that “whenever the nation grows weary of the struggle toward the ideal of American democratic equality,” it reaches for the illusion of secession—the fantasy of a lily-white America. He explained,

			
				I refer to the exasperation and bemusement of the white American with the black, the black American’s ceaseless (and swiftly accelerating) struggle to escape the misconceptions of whites, and the continual confusing of the black American’s racial background with his individual culture. Most of all, I refer to the recurring fantasy of solving one basic problem of American democracy by “getting shut” of the blacks through various wishful schemes that would banish them from the nation’s bloodstream, from its social structure, and from its conscience and historical consciousness.

			

			We have seen this throughout the history of the country—from schemes during the antebellum period to send free Black people to Liberia; to President Lincoln’s insistence that free Blacks accept colonization because white people “suffer from your presence”; to the lies of the Lost Cause; to American immigration laws like the Immigration Act of 1924, which insisted that ours must remain a white nation; to the horrors of ICE and the clamoring around the border today and the bitter fights about what to teach our children in schools. In each instance, the nation seeks to “get shut” of us. And, for Ellison, this is “a fantasy born not merely of racism but of petulance, exasperation and moral fatigue. It is like a boil bursting forth from the impurities in the bloodstream of democracy.”

			The fantasy of a lily-white America offers comfort and justification for the betrayal of democratic ideals. It has been, and continues to be, a way to deal with the duality at the country’s heart. Americans find themselves in this continuous battle, recognizing freedom and justice as central to the country’s self-conception only to reject both, with startling brutality, in the name of white racial superiority. Shifting between sentimentality and rage. And those of us who have to bear the burden of it all must find the resources to keep from succumbing to an intolerable bitterness of spirit, because, no matter what they do or what they believe about us, we still have the responsibility of raising our babies.

			Lonnie Bunch, the secretary of the Smithsonian, once told me that America is much more than an idea. It is an argument about who we take ourselves to be—an argument between the dueling sides of this nation. The formulation is a bit startling in that it forces a reconsideration of the standard view of America as a beacon of freedom, and the feeling that, in times of crisis, we need only invoke its meaning and our purpose as Americans becomes clear. The question of who we are as Americans has already been settled in the founding ideas, according to the standard view, which is a stark choice: we either choose to embrace it or refuse its promise. Consensus is the power of its incantation.

			But the invocation of consensus hides and conceals something much more chaotic and fundamental: the divided soul of the nation. Secretary Bunch’s words point us to the ongoing battles that shape our understanding of America. Struggles over its meaning as a nation and over the contradictions that make up our history. Divided over the issue of race and culture, we have waged war, both physically and figuratively, with ourselves to figure out, or to avoid figuring out, exactly who we are. The country eventually left three-quarters of a million soldiers and sailors dead because of it. And we are still fighting battles. This is our tragic inheritance.

			Celebrations of the Fourth of July aim to settle any uncertainty about our national identity by affirming the greatness of the American experiment and telling a story of our virtuous beginnings and our ongoing effort to build a more perfect union. The ritual, like a capping stack, sets out to shut down messes. The battles waged over our national identity are buried or obscured by expressions of patriotism and adoration for those who founded the country, a reaffirmation of the ideals that set us apart from other nations, and a renewed embrace of the promise of freedom that makes America a shining city on the hill—as if the path and victory of the country was secured in its beginnings by enlightened slaveholders. No need for a new revelation: all subsequent ages become retrospective, building sepulchres of the fathers. Beyond the fireworks and barbecues, the day off and family get-togethers, the Fourth stands (or stood) as a critical day in the ongoing effort to think of the country as something more than a political entity.

			But what is that something more, and why is it to be discovered in the founders? In the throes of the social revolutions of the mid-1960s, the sociologist Robert Bellah maintained that American political culture reflected commonly shared religious beliefs, which informed and shaped political debate and dissent. He referred to this as America’s civil religion. This religious dimension of American political life, although informed by the Judeo-Christian tradition, was not reducible to that tradition. Instead, civil religion involved “a set of beliefs, symbols, and rituals” that fortified a particular idea of the country with ethical principles that transcended it. Those principles aligned the mission of America with the task of carrying out the will of God on earth. As Bellah put it in his 1967 essay “Civil Religion in America,” “Civil religion at its best is a general apprehension of universal and transcendent religious reality as seen in or…as revealed through the experience of the American people.”

			The religious underpinnings of American civic and political culture offered resources for the ongoing reform and renewal of the American idea—they offered the terms with which to judge the nation. But Bellah was clear that civil religion could be used to justify nefarious ends or “as a cloak for petty interests and ugly passions,” like the greed of corporations or the hatreds of racists. When those interests and passions undermined the nation’s ideals—whether in its treatment of Native peoples, slavery and Jim Crow, subordination of women, exploitation of workers, child labor, or exercise of military power around the globe—the country failed to live up to its covenant. In that sense, Americans were backsliding, and invocations of those ethical principles amounted to calls to repent, setting the stage for reform. Even when Americans argued about slavery or the equal rights of women, those arguments assumed the ideals of the country (e.g., ideals of liberty and the equality of men rooted in Anglo-Protestant Christianity) and, as such, reinforced the stated values of the nation even if the actual practices of its people contradicted them. Our goodness remained unquestioned. Americans were a chosen people and the country, the New Jerusalem.

			America’s civil religion presupposed that we know who we are and that we jointly share this vision. This religious scaffolding provided the basis for a background consensus that could hold off the chaos, which resulted from the doubleness that rested at the nation’s heart. When understood in this way, America’s civil religion ironically short-circuits the kind of self-examination required to resolve the split, because the nation’s virtue is secured in the belief system that makes it possible in the first place. The transcendent faith in the American idea expressed within the nation’s rites and rituals confirmed the special status of the American project and the American people: We are a divinely ordained nation with a redemptive role in the world, no matter what we do. With its founding fathers and yearly celebrations (the Fourth of July, Memorial Day, etc.), with its invocation of the sacred documents of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, with its story of the unbounded freedom of its people—with this faith, as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said in 1963, “the jangling discord of our nation” could be transformed “into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.”

			But, the truth is that many Americans do not believe in the ideas of liberty and equality, especially when it comes to those who are not white. Even the founding fathers, those paragons of virtue, did not truly believe in those ideas, which makes appeals to them all the more perilous. We need only think of the moral exceptions to the “sacred” documents that they created or the slave auction block next to the church house. Appeals to a transcendent faith in America are often revelations about fears of division and fragmentation—fears that the nation is coming apart hidden behind an evangelical faith in the idea of America itself. This book seeks to bring into view the hypocrisy and melancholy underneath our fervent national declarations. I know, and most Americans know but refuse to admit, that we are not who we say we are. We cleave to illusions to keep the truth at bay.

			The French writer who gave us in 1835 and 1840 our best description of American democracy also noted the ominous clouds that trailed the exuberant promise of our fragile experiment. Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in Democracy in America:

			
				Among democratic nations, men easily attain a certain equality of condition, but they can never attain as much as they desire…. At every moment they think they are about to grasp it; it escapes at every moment from their hold. They are near enough to see its charms, but too far off to enjoy them; and before they have fully tasted its delights, they die.

				That is the reason for the strange melancholy that haunts inhabitants of democratic countries in the midst of abundance.

			

			I do not want to deny the power of envy and the relentless pursuit of money as the source of the strange melancholy that Tocqueville describes here. He understood quite clearly that “the incomplete joys of this world will never satisfy [the human] heart.” That becomes all the more unbearable in a country of extraordinary means and wealth—a nation where the promise of happiness and the success of freedom are constitutive of its identity, and where the experience of failure is an everyday occurrence. What does it mean to be unhappy in the Promised Land? To fail here? Perhaps Tocqueville saw something that helps explain the epidemic of loneliness that suffocates this country today: the sense of social isolation, the shattering of communal bonds, the overall social anomie that has left Americans feeling unmoored.

			But Tocqueville failed to see the double consciousness that defined the young nation and continues to shape it today. That the white people who talked incessantly about equality and freedom lived amid abundant cruelty. Many of them engaged in it. Imagine those people they held as slaves who bore the brunt of it all, and who lived in the shadows of America’s dream: they knew intimately what could not be attained, of the illusiveness of a certain equality of condition, of the ways these so-called freedom-loving people moved about them, even sold them and their children. The life those particular white people lived, with all its charm within arm’s reach, in a nation supposedly chosen by God, ironically depended upon these darker souls. From that double life, Du Bois wrote, the “life every American Negro must live, as a Negro and as an American, as swept on by the current of the nineteenth century while yet struggling in the eddies of the fifteenth century—from this must arise a painful self-consciousness, an almost morbid sense of personality.”

			That morbid sense was not theirs alone. Those who said they were committed to freedom, who declared they were the New Israelites and that the bounty of America was a divine idea, they knew and lived the lie. The strange melancholy that haunted white America was in fact a blue note deposited in the soul of the nation, which made the cries for a transcendent faith in the country all the more intense, like a sudden shout in a Pentecostal church on a Sunday morning or a frantic dance because the spirit has taken over. Haunted by a theological terror that God’s judgment awaits because of the evil that white men and women do, these so-called New Israelites clung to a power not subject to the whirlwind of the world—to enduring and unchanging principles, a source of hope and guaranteed possibility.

			No wonder James Baldwin described America, U.S.A., as a loveless place:

			
				I have always been struck, in America, by an emotional poverty so bottomless, and a terror of human life, of human touch so deep, that virtually no American appears able to achieve any viable, organic connection between his public stance and his private life. This is what makes them so baffling, so moving, so exasperating, and so untrustworthy.

			

			The degeneration from the moral choices of the nation menaced those Americans who claimed the country belonged only to them. Ironically, American civil religion guides our eyes to this aspect of American life. Not to consensus but to what the desire for consensus conceals: we keep turning away from the madness of our refusal to resolve the split that makes us, tragically, who we are.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Not everything in America, U.S.A., is about race; yet so much, if not everything, is. I have in my head an image that helps explain why race matters so much in this country. Imagine the parchment upon which the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were written. Think of the inkwell used to sign those documents and imagine it spilling all over the pages. Black ink everywhere, spreading across the parchment out of control. A mess. Chaos and confusion. Like spilled oil racing across the face of the water of the Gulf of Mexico (or is it the Gulf of America?). Everything is touched; nothing escapes contamination. You would have to hold the paper up to the light of a candle to see the written words hidden underneath the stains. That’s how race works in this country. The spilled ink represents the idea of “the white American” that stains our stated principles and covers every aspect of our lives. Wherever he or she shows up, not as an individual human being, but as an idea of white racial superiority, we are forced to reckon with the calamity.

			Norman Mailer insisted that “history is interior.” We carry the contradictions and the longing within us. Our task then is to confront that history or, better, to confront ourselves and how we have come to see the world, and to reckon with what has been done in our name for 250 years. We must inhabit the stories, not to wash away our sins or to ignore the stains or the bitterness that lurks, but to imagine ourselves anew and to make of this place something worthy of life. I have to admit, though, I am finding it hard to imagine that any of this is possible, especially now, but we must if we are to be saved.

			This book wrestles with the story about the nation’s beginnings and its hubris, because I love the people here. But I see and feel what I see and feel, and our current days are not promising. I am a descendant of those “improbable aristocrats” who dared to live fully amid “the wild beasts” and who offered generations a grand inheritance. That fact, more than anything I can imagine, makes this country my possession. No matter what is said about us as the fever dream spikes again, we are not interlopers who need to prove ourselves repeatedly. Our loves close to the ground and in the ground make this place something worth fighting for.

		

	
		
			
			
				
					[image: Excerpt of printed sheet music showing two piano staves in 3/4 time with a key signature of four flats, marked at the top “Disillusioned; weary, quarter note equals 64,” with soft dynamic markings from ppp to p, long slurs, tied notes, and a dashed line indicating an extended low note in the left hand.]
				

			

			
				Chapter One

				Freedom Is the
 White Man’s Gift

			
			On the back of his copy of the manumission papers for Moses Gordon, issued in 1776, John Parrish, a Quaker abolitionist in Philadelphia, scribbled a sentence about Gordon’s death two decades later. Gordon chose, Parrish wrote, to “drown himself rather than being Sold from his connections.” An offhand note. A reminder of the all-too-human stakes of the fight against slavery.

			Moses had been captured as a fugitive under the terms of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793. For a little over ten years, he had lived in Philadelphia as a free man, attended church (perhaps at the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas on the corner of what was then Fifth and Adelphi Streets, pastored by Absalom Jones, the first African American to be ordained an Episcopalian priest), met and married the love of his life, and, with her, raised four children. He worked hard to secure his family’s needs and found himself a part of a vibrant community of Black people, some of whom, like himself, had escaped slavery.

			His life in Philadelphia, of course, was haunted by the specter of the peculiar institution. Not only by the fact of slavery in the South—that some Black people suffered as the property of others—but by the hard reality that even if you escaped slavery, even if you managed to build a life uniquely your own, you would be forever condemned to look over your shoulder for the four horsemen who wanted to drag you back to hell. This was by design. The Constitution made it so that people like Moses Gordon could not feel secure in their freedom, even in a so-called free state. Forty-eight years after Moses was captured, Frederick Douglass described that world in his 1845 autobiography:

			
				Let him be a fugitive in a strange land—a land given up to be the hunting-ground for slaveholders—whose inhabitants are legalized kidnappers—where he is every moment subjected to the terrible liability of being seized upon by his fellow men…. I say, let him place himself in my situation…among fellow men, yet feeling in the midst of wild beasts.

			

			In Philadelphia, no matter the life he lived, Moses remained stolen property. He was a thief in “the contorted sense” that he had stolen himself. He could be made free only by white men, and his life proved that just as easily as white men can make you free, they can take it away. Article IV, Section 2, Clause 3 of the Constitution guaranteed to slave owners the right to reclaim escaped slaves, and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 gave license to the hunt.

			Moses’s life in Philadelphia was not his first experience of freedom. Caleb Trueblood, a slaveholding North Carolina Quaker, had come to believe that slavery was a sin against God, and in November 1776, just three months after the signing of the Declaration of Independence, he released Moses from bondage. It was a radical act. Colonial North Carolina had passed a law that strictly forbade “masters from liberating their slaves…except for meritorious service.” The law was necessary, some argued, because Quakers like Trueblood threatened the foundations of the institution; increasing the size of the free Black population unsettled the assumptions underlying slavery itself. What is a Black slave to think when she sees free Black people living among her? Slaveholders, no matter how hard they tried, could not escape the paranoia that came with holding others in bondage, even as they argued that slaves were loyal and content with their status. The existence of fugitives and the free suggested otherwise. Both sounded a note of dread in the hearts of slaveholders.

			Four months after Caleb Trueblood freed Moses Gordon, the North Carolina legislature passed another law. The preamble to the statute made clear the crime manumission represented: “Divers evil-minded persons, intending to disturb the peace, did liberate and set free their slaves.” No matter the ardor surrounding the ideas of liberty and freedom so central to the American Revolution, North Carolina legislators—and they were not alone—continued to defend and expand slavery. The law ordered those manumitted illegally to be captured and “sold to the highest bidder.” Moses had been free for two and half years when he was arrested by the sheriff and sold in July 1779 to William Skinner, a brigadier general in the North Carolina militia. Skinner served as a judge until 1789 and owned forty-seven people. Imagine the broken heart and the rage that accompanied Moses as he was placed in chains and handed over to another white man. To taste freedom and to lose it, against the backdrop of declarations of liberty and freedom, must have been a bitter pill to swallow.

			For the next six years Moses Gordon harbored freedom dreams. He eventually escaped Skinner’s grasp under the cover of morning darkness in October 1785. Soon he was hundreds of miles away. But Skinner never relented. Moses had stolen his property. Skinner offered a reward for Moses’s return.

			
				Ten Silver Dollars Reward

				Will be paid for apprehending and delivering to me, my negro man, named Moses, who, after being detected of some villainy, ran away this morning about four o’clock; or, I will give five times the sum to any person that make due proof of his being killed, and never ask a question to know by whom it was done.

			

			Wanted dead or alive, ultimately, for the villainy of wanting to be free. Skinner’s reward had no expiration date. It announced, no matter what needed to be done or how long it took, that Moses Gordon belonged to him.

			Moses was captured finally and jailed in 1797, over ten years after his escape, and many years after having created a new life with a family and in a beloved community. When faced with the prospect of living once again as a slave, he chose death by his own hand.

			Skinner had the power of the law behind him. The Fugitive Slave Clause in the Constitution and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 empowered slave owners to seek “rendition of [their] property in federal or state court. The law also imposed a fine on anyone who ‘knowingly and willingly’ obstructed the return of a runaway.” These were the results of the maddening compromises that paved the way for the founding of the nation. Just five years after the ratification of the Constitution, lawmakers felt no need to end slavery or the slave trade; instead they decided to secure the rights of those who owned slaves. As the historian Ira Berlin puts it, “The Declaration of Independence made equality normative, leaving only one logical rationale for denying freedom to any people: namely, that they were not human.” That lie made it possible for Black people who dared to steal their freedom to be hunted down like dogs.

			The “resolution” of the problem of believing in equality and holding people as slaves, if one can call it that, required holding in the balance two contradictory positions: that ours was a country committed to both freedom and unfreedom—that slavery could sit, however uneasily, alongside the developing myth of America as a city on a hill or as the “Redeemer Nation.” Everyone touched by the peculiar institution was complicit. This was America, U.S.A. The fact that Black people were held in bondage or relegated to second-class status mattered little in the nation’s redemptive mission of spreading freedom and democracy around the world. The American future was, and would be, unburdened by its failures. America, slaveholding or not, was a divinely sanctioned project, and that consensus myth secured our national virtue despite the divisions that threatened to crack the country wide open.

			The divided soul of the country was not simply a failure to live up to stated ideals, nor was it an abstraction—it had concrete effects, felt in the lives of those who bore the brunt of it. America, U.S.A., was split between its commitments to liberty and equality and to the idea of white superiority. In one moment, the country could embrace the idea of liberty and freedom for all—that could include Black people, and it did, for some and for a brief time during the Revolution. And then, as quickly as storm clouds can hide the sun, the mood darkened and that freedom could be snatched away.
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