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T H E 
Beh ind  th e  Cove r : In this month’s cover story, “Amer-

ican Cowardice” (p. 20), Jamie �ompson reports on the 

case of Scot Peterson, the sheri ’s deputy who in 2018 

stood outside Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School 

during one of the deadliest school shootings in American 

history. Why didn’t Peterson act, and what would it take 

to train police to confront active shooters? For our cover 

image, we asked the photographer Timothy O’Connell to 

capture the school from a distance, as it could have initially 

appeared to a responder. �e result is this ominous, arrest-

ing image of a site of unspeakable violence.

— Bifen Xu, Senior Photo Editor

In the December 2023  

issue, �e Atlantic  

revisited Reconstruction, 

America’s most radical 

experiment.

To  

Reconstruct  

the  

Nation

L e t t e r s

I’ve just �nished reading “To 

Reconstruct the Nation” from 

cover to cover. I found it poi-

gnant, inspiring, and a necessary 

corrective to the 1901 series, 

which drowned out the saga-

cious words of Frederick Doug-

lass with those of Woodrow Wil-

son and the naysayer historians 

of the Dunning School.

The articles illuminate a 

side of American history not 

covered in many contempo-

rary textbooks; they detail 

the pernicious aftere ects of 

slavery and the creation of 

so-called Black Codes. Anna 

Deavere Smith’s This Ghost 
of Slavery made a compelling 

usurpers and confederates trying 

to suppress democracy contin-

ues a second time. 

Rafael Castillo
San Antonio, Texas

I am one of “today’s Recon-

structionists” whom Peniel 

E. Joseph envisions. As we con-

tinue to struggle to advance the 

values that evince the Ameri-

can ideal, I often think about 

the lessons of Reconstruction. 

Many working today for racial 

and economic progress, as I 

am, encounter the same white 

fatigue that Ida B. Wells knew 

�rsthand. �e ending of a�r-

mative action; the backlash to 

case about the racist roots of 

America’s juvenile- justice sys-

tem. Few know the history of 

how Elizabeth Turner was taken 

from her mother through legal 

means, or how the Orphans’ 

Court favored slavers and often 

found emancipated Black par-

ents incapable of taking care of 

their children. 

�is issue should be read in 

schools. It’s been more than 161 

years since Abraham Lincoln 

read his Gettysburg Address, 

but his speech still rings true 

today. “�e nation shall have a 

new birth of freedom,” Lincoln 

proclaimed. Today, the struggle 

to protect our democracy from 

I
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diversity, equity, and inclusion 

e° orts; and a shifting philan-

thropic landscape leave us with-

out many valuable tools as we 

grasp for new ways to complete 

the un� nished work of Recon-

struction. I can only imagine 

how daunting it must have 

felt for Wells to tell “America 

a story it needed, but did not 

want, to hear.” In many ways, 

we as a country still need to 

hear that story.

Jennifer Njuguna
West Orange, N.J.

I write in praise of your 

December 2023 issue. Rarely 

has there been journalism this 

insightful, educational, enjoy-

able, and compelling. How 

remarkable to learn about 

Woodrow Wilson’s outrageous 

views in � e Atlantic in 1901, 

the wonders of the Fisk choir, 

and the tears in the eyes of Lon-

nie G. Bunch III. And then to 

re» ect on the waves of progress 

and patterns of setbacks that 

have brought us to the current 

turmoil in this nation. Perhaps 

future generations may see the 

Obama and Biden years as hav-

ing been, to use Yoni Appel-

baum’s phrase, an “excess of 

democracy,” followed by an 

era when a new Redemption-

ist narrative held sway.

Frank Vogl
Washington, D.C.

I taught seventh- and eighth-

grade history and English for 

42 years. It was so poignant to 

read of Lonnie G. Bunch III’s 

realization that the very “baker 

tins” his grandmother used 

for making the crescent- and 

heart-shaped cookies of his 

childhood might have been 

ones used by his enslaved 

great-great- grandmother Can-

dis, whom Bunch discovered 

while searching for ancestors 

in the National Archives. His 

article underscores how much 

America owes to institutions 

dedicated to the preserva-

tion of history. Without the 

Freedmen’s Bureau’s methodi-

cal documentation and the 

National Archives’ careful cura-

tion, Bunch’s thrilling discovery 

may never have happened.

Perry Degener
Silver Spring, Md.

Reading the December issue, I 

was especially moved by how 

written language can almost 

compete with music. As Vann 

R. Newkirk II ended his arti-

cle on the Fisk Jubilee Singers’

tour that saved the university

back in 1871, he chose a recent

moment in Drew, Mississippi,

when the Mississippi Valley

State Singers performed “Lift

Ev’ry Voice and Sing” in such

a way that Newkirk, “in that

room, blanketed in Mississippi

heat … felt chills.”

I was reminded of the 

time I heard Bernice Johnson 

Reagon—a founding member 

of the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee’s 

Freedom Singers and, later, 

the a cappella ensemble Sweet 

Honey in the Rock—talk about 

African American music. When 

it’s “done right, you can get up 

on it and walk out!” she said. 

Language like Newkirk’s goes 

a long way toward making one 

eager to hear the singing itself.

Margaret Earley Whitt
Denver, Colo.

Vann R. Newkirk II’s article 

“  ̄ e Years of Jubilee” brought 

me back to when another group 

of singers came to my private 

school in 1939, when I was 9. 

 ̄ ese were the Hampton Sing-

ers, from the Hampton Insti-

tute, a historically Black college 

in Hampton, Virginia. Like the 

Fisk Jubilee Singers, the Hamp-

ton Singers were founded to 

raise money for their insti-

tute.  ̄ e whole school was in 

attendance, and we sat cross-

legged on the » oor of the only 

room big enough to hold us 

all. I was a new student, and 

I had never heard the Hamp-

tons before. But the other 

students were enthusiastically 

calling out favorites that they 

remembered.  ̄ e group sang 

“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” 

and “Deep River.” But the song 

my classmates called for most 

eagerly was “Juba,” more of a 

spoken-word poem, delivered 

rapidly with the slapping of 

thighs, hips, chests, and arms. 

If my memory still holds, it 

recounted how white people 

oppressed African Americans: 

“We grow the corn, / ̄  ey give 

us husk. / We bake the bread, / 

 ̄ ey give us crust.” My class-

mates and I did not know what 

oppression was. We just loved 

the song. 

Inviting the Hampton Sing-

ers was a sign of how progres-

sive our school was in 1939, 

compared with many other 

private schools. And looking 

back, the school was progres-

sive in other ways; we accepted 

many Jewish students at a time 

when other private schools 

either had a quota or did not 

accept any. But my school did 

not have any African Ameri-

can students; they attended 

the public school in town. As 

progressive as it was, my school 

did not dare recruit African 

American students, lest white 

parents remove their children. 

I didn’t meet an African Ameri-

can student until I attended 

Radcli° e College, where my 

class of 230 young women 

had just one African Ameri-

can. Schools and universities 

have come a long way in the 85 

years since 1939. But there is 

still a long way to go. Perhaps 

the next step is educating the 

Supreme Court!

Maida Barton Follini
Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada
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D I S PAT C H E S

OPENING ARGUMENT

T H E 
D E S P O T S 

O F  S I L I C O N 
VA L L E Y

� e tech world has 
its own ascendant political 
ideology, and it’s past time 

we call it what it is.

B Y  A D R I E N N E 

L a F R A N C E

If you had to capture Silicon Valley’s dom-
inant ideology in a single anecdote, you 
might look � rst to Mark Zuckerberg, sitting 
in the blue glow of his computer some 20 
years ago, chatting with a friend about how 
his new website, � eFacebook, had given 
him access to reams of personal information 
about his fellow students:

Zuckerberg: Yeah so if you ever need 

info about anyone at Harvard

Zuckerberg: Just ask.

Zuckerberg: I have over 4,000 emails, 

pictures, addresses, SNSII
If

I
If
inant 

I
inant 
might 

I
might 
in

I
in
y

I
y
his 

I
his 
him Ihim 
abIa
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Dispatches

Friend: What? How’d 

you manage that one?

Zuckerberg: People 

just submitted it.

Zuckerberg: I don’t 

know why.

Zuckerberg: �ey 

“trust me”

Zuckerberg: Dumb fucks.

�at conversation—later 
revealed through leaked chat 
records—was soon followed 
by another that was just as 
telling, if better mannered. 
At a now-famous Christmas 
party in 2007, Zuckerberg 
first met Sheryl Sandberg, 
his eventual chief operating 
o�cer, who with Zuckerberg 
would transform the plat-
form into a digital imperialist 
superpower. �ere, Zucker-
berg, who in Facebook’s early 
days had adopted the mantra 
“Company over country,” 
explained to Sandberg that 
he wanted every American 
with an internet connection 
to have a Facebook account. 
For Sandberg, who once told 
a colleague that she’d been 
“put on this planet to scale 
organizations,” that turned 
out to be the perfect mission.

Facebook (now Meta) has 
become an avatar of all that is 
wrong with Silicon Valley. Its 
self-interested role in spread-
ing global disinformation is 
an ongoing crisis. Recall, too, 
the company’s secret mood-
manipulation experiment in 
2012, which deliberately tin-
kered with what users saw in 
their News Feed in order to 
measure how Facebook could 
in¦uence people’s emotional 
states without their knowl-
edge. Or its participation in 
inciting genocide in Myanmar 
in 2017. Or its use as a club-
house for planning and execut-
ing the January 6, 2021, insur-
rection. (In Facebook’s early 

days, Zuckerberg listed “revo-
lutions” among his interests. 
�is was around the time that 
he had a business card printed 
with I’m CEO, bitch.) 

And yet, to a remarkable 
degree, Facebook’s way of doing 
business remains the norm for 
the tech industry as a whole, 
even as other social platforms 
(TikTok) and technological 
developments (arti´cial intel-
ligence) eclipse Facebook in 
cultural relevance. 

To worship at the altar of 
mega-scale and to convince 
yourself that you should be 
the one making world-historic 
decisions on behalf of a global 
citizenry that did not elect you 
and may not share your val-
ues or lack thereof, you have 
to dispense with numerous 
inconveniences— humility and 
nuance among them. Many 
titans of Silicon Valley have 
made these trade-oµs repeat-
edly. YouTube (owned by 
Google), Instagram (owned 
by Meta), and Twitter (which 
Elon Musk insists on calling 
X) have been as damaging to 
individual rights, civil society, 
and global democracy as Face-
book was and is. Considering 
the way that generative AI is 
now being developed through-
out Silicon Valley, we should 
brace for that damage to be 
multiplied many times over 
in the years ahead.

�e behavior of these com-
panies and the people who 
run them is often hypocritical, 
greedy, and status-obsessed. 
But underlying these venalities 
is something more dangerous, a 
clear and coherent ideology that 
is seldom called out for what it 
is: authoritarian technocracy. As 
the most powerful companies 
in Silicon Valley have matured, 
this ideology has only grown 
stronger, more self-righteous, 
more delusional, and—in 

the face of rising criticism—  
more aggrieved. 

The new technocrats are 
ostentatious in their use of lan-
guage that appeals to Enlighten-
ment values— reason, progress,  
freedom— but in fact they are 
leading an antidemocratic, 
il liberal movement. Many of 
them profess unconditional 
support for free speech, but are 

vindictive toward those who say 
things that do not ¦atter them. 
They tend to hold eccentric  
beliefs: that technologi-
cal progress of any kind is 
un reservedly and inherently 
good; that you should always 
build it, simply because you 
can; that frictionless infor-
mation flow is the highest 
value regardless of the infor-
mation’s quality; that pri-
vacy is an archaic concept; 
that we should welcome the 
day when machine intelli-
gence surpasses our own. And 
above all, that their power 
should be un constrained. 
The systems they’ve built or 

are building— to rewire com-
munications, remake human 
social networks, insinuate 
artificial intelligence into 
daily life, and more—impose 
these beliefs on the population, 
which is neither consulted 
nor, usually, meaningfully 
informed. All this, and they 
still attempt to perpetuate the 
absurd myth that they are the 
swashbuckling underdogs. 

Comparisons between 
Silicon Valley and Wall Street 
or Washington, D.C., are 
common place, and you can 
see why— all are power cen-
ters, and all are magnets for 
people whose ambition too 
often outstrips their human-
ity. But Silicon Valley’s in¦u-
ence easily exceeds that of Wall 
Street and Washington. It is 
reengineering society more 
profoundly than any other 
power center in any other era 
since perhaps the days of the 
New Deal. Many Americans 
fret— rightfully— about the 
rising authoritarianism among 
MAGA Republicans, but they 
risk ignoring another ascen-
dant force for illiberalism: the 
tantrum- prone and immensely 
powerful kings of tech. 

T h e  S h a k e s p e a r e a n 

drama that unfolded late 
last year at Open AI under-
scores the extent to which the 
worst of Facebook’s “move 
fast and break things” men-
tality has been internalized 
and celebrated in Silicon Val-
ley. Open AI was founded, in 
2015, as a non pro´t dedicated 
to bringing artificial general 
intelligence into the world 
in a way that would serve the 
public good. Underlying its 
formation was the belief that 
the technology was too power-
ful and too dangerous to be 
developed with commercial 
motives alone.

THE NEW 
TECHNOCRATS 

CLAIM TO  
EMBRACE 

ENLIGHTENMENT 
VALUES, BUT  

IN FACT  
THEY ARE 

LEADING AN 
ANTIDEMOCRATIC, 

ILLIBERAL 
MOVEMENT.
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ILLUSTRATION BY BEN KOTHE

But in 2019, as the tech-
nology began to startle even 
the people who were working 
on it with the speed at which 
it was advancing, the com-
pany added a for-pro�t arm 
to raise more capital. Micro-
soft invested $1 billion at �rst, 
then many billions of dollars 
more.  en, this past fall, the 
company’s CEO, Sam Alt-
man, was �red then quickly 
rehired, in a whiplash specta-
cle that signaled a demolition 
of OpenAI’s previously estab-
lished safeguards against put-
ting company over country. 
Those who wanted Altman 
out reportedly believed that 
he was too heavily prioritiz-
ing the pace of development 
over safety. But Microsoft’s 
response—an offer to bring 
on Altman and anyone else 
from Open AI to re-create 
his team there—started a 
game of chicken that led to 
Altman’s reinstatement.  e 
whole incident was messy, and 
Altman may well be the right 
person for the job, but the 
message was clear:  e pur-
suit of scale and profit won 
decisively over safety concerns 
and public accountability.

Silicon Valley still attracts 
many immensely talented peo-
ple who strive to do good, and 
who are working to realize the 
best possible version of a more 
connected, data-rich global 
society. Even the most del-
eterious companies have built 
some wonderful tools. But these 
tools, at scale, are also systems 
of manipulation and control. 
 ey promise community but 
sow division; claim to cham-
pion truth but spread lies; wrap 
themselves in concepts such as 
empowerment and liberty but 
surveil us relentlessly.  e values 
that win out tend to be the ones 
that rob us of agency and keep 
us addicted to our feeds. 

 e theoretical promise of 
AI is as hopeful as the promise 
of social media once was, and 
as dazzling as its most parti-
san architects project. AI really 
could cure numerous diseases. 
It really could transform schol-
arship and unearth lost knowl-
edge. Except that Silicon 
Valley, under the sway of its 
worst technocratic impulses, is 

following the playbook estab-
lished in the mass scaling and 
monopolization of the social 
web. Open AI, Microsoft, 
Google, and other corpora-
tions leading the way in AI 
develop ment are not focusing 
on the areas of greatest pub-
lic or epistemological need, 
and they are certainly not 
operating with any degree 

of transparency or caution. 
Instead they are engaged in a 
race to build faster and maxi-
mize pro�t. 

None of this happens 
without the underlying 
technocratic philosophy of 
inevitability— that is, the 
idea that if you can build 
something new, you must. 
“In a properly functioning  
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world, I think this should be a 
project of governments,” Alt-
man told my colleague Ross 
Andersen last year, referring to 
Open AI’s attempts to develop 
arti�cial general intelligence. 
But Altman was going to 
keep building it himself any-
way. Or, as Zuckerberg put it 
to �e New Yorker many years 
ago: “Isn’t it, like, inevitable 
that there would be a huge 
social network of people? … 
If we didn’t do this someone 
else would have done it.”

T e c h n o c r a c y  f i r s t 

blossomed as a political ideol-
ogy after World War I, among 
a small group of scientists and 
engineers in New York City 
who wanted a new social 
structure to replace represen-
tative democracy, putting the 
technological elite in charge. 
Though their movement 
�oundered politically— people 
ended up liking President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New 
Deal better—  it had more suc-
cess intellectually, entering the 
zeitgeist alongside modernism 
in art and literature, which 
shared some of its values. �e 
American poet Ezra Pound’s 
modernist slogan “Make it 
new” easily could have dou-
bled as a mantra for the tech-
nocrats. A parallel movement 
was that of the Italian futur-
ists, led by figures such as 
the poet F. T. Marinetti, who 
used maxims like “March, 
don’t molder” and “Creation,  
not contemplation.”

The ethos for technocrats 
and futurists alike was action 
for its own sake. “We are not 
satisfied to roam in a garden 
closed in by dark cypresses, 
bending over ruins and mossy 
antiques,” Marinetti said in a 
1929 speech. “We believe that 
Italy’s only worthy tradition is 
never to have had a tradition.” 

Prominent futurists took their 
zeal for technology, action, and 
speed and eventually trans-
formed it into fascism. Mari-
netti followed his Manifesto of 
Futurism (1909) with his Fas-
cist Manifesto (1919). His friend 
Pound was infatuated with 
Benito Mussolini and collabo-
rated with his regime to host a 
radio show in which the poet 
promoted fascism, gushed over 
Mein Kampf, and praised both 
Mussolini and Adolf Hitler.  
�e evolution of futurism into 
fascism wasn’t inevitable— 
many of Pound’s friends grew 
to fear him, or thought he had 
lost his mind— but it does show 
how, during a time of social 
unrest, a cultural movement 
based on the radical rejection 
of tradition and history, and 
tinged with aggrievement, can 
become a political ideology. 

In October, the venture 
capitalist and technocrat Marc 
Andreessen published on his 
firm’s website a stream-of- 
consciousness document he 
called “�e Techno-Optimist 
Manifesto,” a 5,000-word 
ideological cocktail that eerily 
recalls, and speci�cally credits, 
Italian futurists such as Mari-
netti. Andreessen is, in addi-
tion to being one of Silicon 
Valley’s most influential bil-
lionaire investors, notorious 
for being thin-skinned and 
obstreperous, and despite the 
invocation of optimism in the 
title, the essay seems driven in 
part by his sense of resentment 
that the technologies he and 
his predecessors have advanced 
are no longer “properly glori-
fied.” It is a revealing docu-
ment, representative of the 
worldview that he and his fel-
low technocrats are advancing. 

Andreessen writes that 
there is “no material problem,” 
including those caused by tech-
nology, that “cannot be solved 

with more technology.” He 
writes that technology should 
not merely be always advanc-
ing, but always accelerating 
in its advancement “to ensure 
the techno-capital upward spi-
ral continues forever.” And he 
excoriates what he calls cam-
paigns against technology, 
under names such as “tech eth-
ics” and “existential risk.” 

Or take what might be con-
sidered the Apostles’ Creed of his 
emerging political movement:

We believe we should place 

intelligence and energy  

in a positive feedback 

loop, and drive them both  

to in�nity …

We believe in adventure.

Undertaking the Hero’s 

Journey, rebelling against 

the status quo, mapping 

uncharted territory, con-

quering dragons, and 

bringing home the spoils 

for our community …

 We believe in nature, 

but we also believe in over-

coming nature. We are not 

primitives, cowering in 

fear of the lightning bolt. 

We are the apex predator; 

the lightning works for us.

Andreessen identi�es several 
“patron saints” of his move-
ment, Marinetti among them. 
He quotes from the Manifesto of 
Futurism, swapping out Mari-
netti’s “poetry” for “technology”:

Beauty exists only in strug-

gle. There is no master-

piece that has not an 

aggressive character. Tech-

nology must be a violent 

assault on the forces of the 

unknown, to force them to 

bow before man. 

To be clear, the Andreessen 
manifesto is not a fascist doc-
ument, but it is an extremist 

one. He takes a reasonable 
position—that technology, 
on the whole, has dramatically 
improved human life—and 
warps it to reach the absurd 
conclusion that any attempt to 
restrain technological develop-
ment under any circumstances 
is despicable. �is position, if 
viewed uncynically, makes 
sense only as a religious convic-
tion, and in practice it serves 
only to absolve him and the 
other Silicon Valley giants of 
any moral or civic duty to do 
anything but make new things 
that will enrich them, without 
consideration of the social 
costs, or of history. Andrees-
sen also identi�es a list of ene-
mies and “zombie ideas” that 
he calls upon his followers to 
defeat, among them “institu-
tions” and “tradition.” 

“Our enemy,” Andreessen 
writes, is “the know-it-all cre-
dentialed expert worldview, 
indulging in abstract theories, 
luxury beliefs, social engineer-
ing, disconnected from the real 
world, delusional, unelected, 
and unaccountable—playing 
God with everyone else’s lives, 
with total insulation from  
the consequences.”

The irony is that this 
description very closely fits 
Andreessen and other Silicon 
Valley elites. The world that 
they have brought into being 
over the past two decades is 
unquestionably a world of reck-
less social engineering, without 
consequence for its architects, 
who foist their own abstract 
theories and luxury beliefs  
on all of us.

Some of the individual prin-
ciples Andreessen advances in 
his manifesto are anodyne. 
But its overarching radicalism, 
given his standing and power, 
should make you sit up straight. 
Key figures in Silicon Valley, 
including Musk, have clearly 
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warmed to illiberal ideas in 
recent years. In 2020, Donald 
Trump’s vote share in Silicon 
Valley was 23 percent—small, 
but higher than the 20 percent 
he received in 2016. 

­e main dangers of author-
itarian technocracy are not at 
this point political, at least not 
in the traditional sense. Still, a 
select few already have authori-
tarian control, more or less, to 
establish the digital world’s rules 
and cultural norms, which can 
be as potent as political power. 

I n  1 9 6 1 ,  in his farewell 
address, President Dwight 
Eisenhower warned the nation 
about the dangers of a coming 
technocracy. “In holding sci-
enti�c research and discovery 
in respect, as we should,” he 
said, “we must also be alert to 
the equal and opposite dan-
ger that public policy could 
itself become the captive of a 
scienti�c- technological elite. It 
is the task of statesmanship to 
mold, to balance, and to inte-
grate these and other forces, 
new and old, within the princi-
ples of our democratic system— 
ever aiming toward the supreme 
goals of our free society.”

Eight years later, the coun-
try’s �rst computers were con-
nected to ARPANET, a pre-
cursor to the World Wide 
Web, which became broadly 
available in 1993. Back then, 
Silicon Valley was regarded as a 
utopia for ambitious capitalists 
and optimistic inventors with 
original ideas who wanted to 
change the world, unencum-
bered by bureaucracy or tradi-
tion, working at the speed of 
the internet (14.4 kilobits per 
second in those days). ­is cul-
ture had its flaws even at the 
start, but it was also imagina-
tive in a distinctly American 
way, and it led to the creation 
of transformative, sometimes 

even dumbfoundingly beauti-
ful hardware and software.

For a long time, I tended 
to be more on Andreessen’s 
end of the spectrum regard-
ing tech regulation. I believed 
that the social web could still 
be a net good and that, given 
enough time, the values that 

best served the public inter-
est would naturally win out. I 
resisted the notion that regulat-
ing the social web was necessary 
at all, in part because I was not 
(and am still not) convinced 
that the government can do so 
without itself causing harm (the 
European model of regulation, 
including laws such as the so-
called right to be forgotten, is 
deeply in consistent with free-
press protections in America, 
and poses dangers to the pub-
lic’s right to know). I’d much 
prefer to see market competi-
tion as a force for technologi-
cal improvement and the bet-
terment of society. 

But in recent years, it has 
become clear that regulation 
is needed, not least because the 
rise of technocracy proves that 
Silicon Valley’s leaders simply 
will not act in the public’s best 
interest. Much should be done 
to protect children from the 
hazards of social media, and 
to break up monopolies and 
oligopolies that damage soci-
ety, and more. At the same 
time, I believe that regulation 
alone will not be enough to 
meaning fully address the cul-
tural rot that the new techno-
crats are spreading. 

Universities should reclaim 
their proper standing as leaders 
in developing world-changing 
technologies for the good of 
humankind. (Harvard, Stan-
ford, and MIT could invest in 
creating a consortium for such 
an e�ort—their endowments 
are worth roughly $110 billion 
combined.) 

Individuals will have to lead 
the way, too. You may not be 
able to entirely give up social 
media, or reject your work-
place’s surveillance software— 
you may not even want to opt 
out of these things. But there is 
extraordinary power in de�n-
ing ideals, and we can all begin 
to do that— for ourselves; for 
our networks of actual, real-life 
friends; for our schools; for our 
places of worship. We would be 
wise to develop more sophisti-
cated shared norms for debat-
ing and deciding how we use 
invasive technology interper-
sonally and within our com-
munities. ­at should include 
challenging existing norms 
about the use of apps and You-
Tube in classrooms, the ubiq-
uity of smartphones in ado-
lescent hands, and widespread 
disregard for individual privacy. 
People who believe that we all 
deserve better will need to step 
up to lead such e�orts. 

Our children are not data 
sets waiting to be quanti�ed, 
tracked, and sold. Our intellec-
tual output is not a mere train-
ing manual for the AI that will 
be used to mimic and plagiarize 
us. Our lives are meant not to 
be optimized through a screen, 
but to be lived—in all of our 
messy, tree-climbing, night-
swimming, adventuresome 
glory. We are all better versions 
of ourselves when we are not 
tweeting or clicking “Like” or 
scrolling, scrolling, scrolling. 

Technocrats are right that 
technology is a key to making 
the world better. But first we 
must describe the world as we 
wish it to be—the problems we 
wish to solve in the public inter-
est, and in accordance with the 
values and rights that advance 
human dignity, equality, free-
dom, privacy, health, and hap-
piness. And we must insist that 
the leaders of institutions that 
represent us—large and small— 
use technology in ways that 
reflect what is good for indi-
viduals and society, and not 
just what enriches technocrats. 

We do not have to live in 
the world the new technocrats 
are designing for us. We do 
not have to acquiesce to their 
growing project of dehuman-
ization and data mining. Each 
of us has agency.

No more “build it because 
we can.” No more algorithmic 
feedbags. No more infrastruc-
ture designed to make the 
people less powerful and the 
powerful more controlling. 
Every day we vote with our 
attention; it is precious, and 
desperately wanted by those 
who will use it against us for 
their own pro�t and political 
goals. Don’t let them. 

Adrienne LaFrance is the exec-
utive editor of  ­e Atlantic.
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Cole, which—along with straighten-
ing his hair—helped reclassify him as 
“Coloured,” a formal designation that 
gave him more freedom of movement 
in the country’s calcifying racial hierar-
chy. He became one of South Africa’s �rst 
Black freelance photographers, earning 
the ire of apartheid enforcers by captur-
ing the human costs of the regime. 

But Cole wanted to have a wider 
reach, and in 1966, he arrived in the 
United States, having smuggled enough 
photos out of South Africa to publish a 
book. House of Bondage introduced many 
people around the world to the horrors of 
apartheid. �ose images of mal nutrition 
and ritual humiliation were also the last 
he’d take of his country. He was soon 

Lost Photographs of Black America

Photographs by Ernest Cole

Ernest Cole was born in 1940 to a 
Black family in the Eersterust town-
ship, near Pretoria, South Africa. As a 
child, he witnessed the formalization of 
the apartheid regime. When he was a 
teenager, he began working for Drum, a 
South African magazine geared toward 
Black readers. He later changed the 
spelling of his surname from Kole to 
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banned from South Africa, and after 
sojourns in Sweden, he faded into obscu-
rity on the streets of New York City. Cole, 
who died in exile in 1990, never pub-
lished another book. 

Then, in 2017, a member of Cole’s 
family was mysteriously invited to Stock-
holm at the behest of a Swedish bank. 
�ere, in three safety-deposit boxes, were 

tens of thousands of negatives, many taken 
during Cole’s years in America. �e True 
America, released by Aperture in January, 
showcases this collection, much of which 
had not been previously published. Cole 
did not leave behind detailed informa-
tion about these photos, which means 
that today’s viewers must infer from con-
text what they depict. We do know that 

the American series began with a grant 
he received from the Ford Foundation 
to essentially replicate his work on apart-
heid in the urban ghettos and on the 
rural plantations that dominated Black 
American life. He must have been ambiva-
lent about the project: Cole had come to 
America hoping to broaden his portfolio, 
and he did not want to be pigeonholed 
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ERNEST COLE, UNTITLED, 1967–72, FROM  

ERNEST COLE: THE TRUE AMERICA (APERTURE, 2024). 
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as someone who captured only oppres-
sion. Still, there’s an insurgent air about 
this collection. In the Black communities 
Cole visited in the late 1960s and early 
’70s, he found people smiling, lounging, 
dancing, and worshipping. At a time when 
interracial marriage was intensely contro-
versial, he captured a Black man and a 
white woman embracing on a New York 
subway. Cole paid attention to the media 
that Black people created and consumed: 
newspapers from the Nation of Islam, ads 
for Ultra Sheen Creme Satin-Press, adult 
magazines. He covered major historical 
events, traveling to Lowndes County, Ala-
bama, during its famed freedom strug-
gle, and to the funeral of Martin Luther 
King Jr. in Atlanta, on April 9, 1968. His 
photographs are inversions of the authori-
tative images ingrained in our collective 
memory from those moments. Cole’s 
world is front porches and vanity plates 
and processed hair: history, from below.

Cole saw South African apartheid 
and American institutional racism in 
their full power, with all of their teeth. 
�ese systems were intended to be eter-
nal machines, creating and re-creating 
order for as long as each nation lasted. 
But Cole also bore witness to the possibil-
ity of a di�erent outcome. �rough the 
stoic faces of Black South African min-
ers and the signs of Garveyites on parade 
in New York, he documented the people 
who dreamed otherwise. 

Masterpieces �nd their moment, and 
the rediscovery of these photographs 
comes at a time when they are once again 
sorely needed. �e historical memory of 
slavery and Jim Crow is under threat in 
America, and globally, the far right agi-
tates for a return to white domination. 
�e True America, as a belated bookend 
to House of Bondage, reinforces the inter-
connectedness of all forms of state oppres-
sion, and reminds us that the present 
always has to do with the past. 

— Vann R. Newkirk II
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Scot Peterson, condemned as the “Coward of Broward,” 
stood by as a slaughter unfolded at Marjory Stoneman

Douglas High School. Does the blame lie with him, his
training—or a society in denial about what it would take

to stop mass shootings?

A M E R I C A N  C O W A R D I C E

By Jamie � ompson

2020 MARCH 2024
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and the campus of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School 
was full of kids exchanging stu� ed animals and heart-shaped 
chocolates. Scot Peterson, a Broward County sheri� ’s deputy, 
was in his o�  ce at the school, waiting to talk with a parent 
about a student’s fake ID. At 2:21 p.m., a report came over the 
school radio about a strange sound—� recrackers, possibly— 
coming from Building 12. Peterson stepped outside, moving 
briskly, talking into the radio on his shoulder. � en the � re 
alarm rang. Peterson, wearing a sheri� ’s uniform with a Glock 
on his belt, started running.

He climbed into a golf cart with two school employees and 
headed across campus. At 2:23 p.m., he arrived at Building 12. 
He was about 10 feet from the door when he heard two or three 
gunshots. Peterson spoke into his sheri� ’s-department radio: “Pos-
sible shots � red. 1200 Building.” Deputies in the area started 
speeding toward the school. Peterson says he then switched to 
his school radio and yelled: “Code red, code red!” 

Inside Building 12, Nikolas Cruz, a former student, had 
already shot 24 people on the � rst � oor, 11 of them fatally. Cruz 
climbed the stairs to the third � oor, where he came upon a group 
of students, including several whose teacher had accidentally 
locked them out of the classroom after the � re alarm. As the 
students tried to run, Cruz � red his weapon, an AR-15-style 
ri� e. Jaime Guttenberg, a freshman, was a few feet away from 
a stairwell when a bullet entered her back, severing her spinal 
cord and killing her. Another student, Anthony Borges, lay in a 
pool of his own blood, shot through the lungs, legs, and torso. 
Borges says that as he lay there, he wondered, Where are the cops?

Scot Peterson was outside, standing beside a concrete wall, 
pistol drawn. Instead of entering Building 12, he had taken 
cover near Building 7, about 75 feet away. He made no attempt 
to enter the building where children were being murdered. 
Inside, 17 people were dead or dying, six of them killed after 
Peterson took cover. A lieutenant from a nearby police depart-
ment later told state investigators that he saw Peterson pacing 
back and forth, breathing heavily. � e lieutenant asked what 
was going on. “I don’t know. I don’t know,” Peterson responded. 
“Oh my God, I can’t believe this.” For 48 minutes, even as other 
law-enforcement o�  cers arrived and went inside Building 12 to 
try to confront the gunman, Peterson continued to take cover 
next to the wall. 

One morning last May,  Peterson walked into a courtroom 
in downtown Fort Lauderdale. He made no eye contact with 
the half a dozen sheri� ’s deputies standing guard in dark-green 
uniforms—the same uniform he’d worn for 32 years.

Peterson, now 60 years old, is 6 foot 5 and has light-blue eyes 
and silver hair. He was on trial for seven counts of felony child 
neglect, three misdemeanor counts of culpable negligence, and one 
count of perjury, charges that carried a maximum prison sentence 

of 96.5 years. � ese were the technical charges. But in the eyes of 
the public, what he was actually on trial for was cowardice. 

Michael DiMaggio, a lieutenant colonel with the Broward 
County Sheri� ’s O�  ce at the time of the shooting, believes he 
was the � rst in the department to view the security-camera foot-
age of Peterson standing beside the wall.

“I couldn’t believe it,” Di Maggio stated in a deposition. “He 
could have interceded and at least saved some of those victims.”

Rick Swearingen, who was then the commissioner of the 
Florida Department of Law Enforcement, said after a 15-month 
investigation, “� ere can be no excuse for [Peterson’s] complete 
inaction and no question that his inaction cost lives.” A Florida 
state senator called Peterson “a cowardly accomplice to murder.” 
� e editorial board of the South Florida Sun Sentinel called him 
“despicable.” One grieving parent called him a “piece of garbage”; 
another tweeted that he should “rot in hell.” � is “wasn’t a training 
issue or a policy issue,” Scott Israel, who at the time of the shoot-
ing was the Broward County sheri� , and Peterson’s boss, would 
say. “It was an issue of courage.” Eight days after the shooting, 
Israel held a press conference announcing that he’d decided to 
suspend Peterson without pay, but Peterson had retired instead. 
Peterson had failed to go into the school, Israel said, standing out-
side doing “nothing” while the gunman was still actively shooting 
students and teachers. When a reporter asked how the sheri�  felt 
about that, he said, “Devastated. Sick to my stomach.” 

Peterson—by now known not only in Florida but around the 
world as the “Coward of Broward”—hid in his house for three 
months, draping a white sheet over his front door in an e� ort to 
thwart the television trucks parked in a cul-de-sac of his 55-and-
older community. He would soon move out of state, to a cabin 
o�  a dirt road in the North Carolina mountains, where he relived 
the shooting every day. At times his partner, Lydia Rodriguez, 
was scared to leave him alone. 

A year after leaving the state, Peterson returned to Broward 
County for a hearing related to his separation from the force. It 
was then, to his surprise, that he was arrested. He says he was 
stripped to his underwear and put in an anti-suicide smock, and 
spent two nights in jail. 

In their arrest-warrant a�  davit, investigators alleged that 
Peterson had “knowingly and willingly” failed to act, refusing to 
“seek out, confront, or engage the shooter.” � is put him among a 
rare class of defendants tried for an act not of commission but of 
omission. Because cowardice is not an actual crime— courts have 
consistently ruled that police o�  cers have no speci� c constitu-
tional duty to protect citizens, except for those in their custody— 
Florida prosecutors argued that Peterson, in his job as a school 
resource o�  cer, was a “caregiver” for the children at Stoneman 
Douglas. His trial would thus be an experiment in a new arena 
of police accountability: Can cops be criminally punished for 
failing to move toward gun� re? 

It was the early afternoon 
of Valentine’s Day 2018,

Previous pages: Security-camera footage of Scot Peterson 

emerging from his o�  ce just after receiving a report of a 

strange sound, possibly � recrackers, on campus P
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O n  t h e  f i r s t  d ay  of jury selection, Lori Alhade�, whose 
14-year-old daughter, Alyssa, was killed in the shooting, took a 
seat in the second row of the courtroom.

Alhade� had never seen Peterson in person before the trial. She 
told me she found it di�cult to be in the same room with him, 
this big guy who’d had a gun and not gone in after the shooter; he 
had the blood of children on his hands. “It was just painful know-
ing that he was the one who 
was supposed to save my baby 
girl,” she told me. Alhade� said 
she attended the �rst day of the 
trial because she wanted Peter-
son and his lawyer to feel her 
presence. “We all have jobs in 
life,” she said. “We have to be 
able to do our job and execute 
when the moment comes.” To 
her, Peterson was like a life-
guard who’d refused to rescue 
a drowning child. 

“My daughter was shot 
eight times in her English 
classroom, murdered while he 
hid,” Alhade� said. 

Manuel  Oliver’s  son,  
Joaquin, who was 17, had been 
outside his creative- writing 
class on the third �oor when 
the gunman started shooting. 
Joaquin tried to duck into 
the women’s restroom, but 
the door was locked. (School 
officials had been trying to 
stop students from vaping 
in there.) Joaquin ran to the 
nearby men’s bathroom, but 
that door, too, was locked. 
The gunman arrived at the 
restroom and shot Joaquin. 
According to a medical exam-
iner’s testimony, one bullet left 
two holes in Joaquin’s arm; 
another struck him in the leg, 
making it di�cult for him to 
�ee. �e fatal shot likely came 
as Joaquin instinctively raised 
his right hand, palm facing 
outward, to protect his head. 
The bullet entered Joaquin’s 
palm and exited through the 
web between his index �nger 
and thumb. �e bullet, along 
with parts of Joaquin’s hand 
bone, slammed into his tem-
ple, shattering his skull in what 

the medical examiner described as a “lead storm.” It was, he tes-
ti�ed, as if someone had set o� a cherry bomb inside Joaquin’s 
head. “Mr. Oliver’s head was only kept together by his scalp and 
forehead. Everything under the skin was obliterated, and the brain 
itself was morcellated, and was unrecognizable once I removed it.”

For years after the shooting, Oliver had clung to the idea that 
his son died quickly, without su�ering. But the medical examiner’s 

Peterson, photographed at his home in North Carolina, December 2023
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testimony, part of Nikolas Cruz’s sentencing trial in 2022, made 
it seem likely that Joaquin had died in pain. �e idea that his son 
had been alone and afraid in his �nal moments was devastating. 
And the fact that a law-enforcement o cer had been standing 
about 75 feet away with a loaded gun, cowering behind cover, 
was almost too much to bear.

Oliver told me that he holds Peterson partly to blame for his 
son’s death. When pressed to quantify, Oliver said he’d appor-
tion the deputy’s share of fault at 10 percent, with the remaining 
90 percent for the shooter.

“But that 10 percent could have changed everything,” he said.
Oliver believes Peterson deserves a prison sentence. �e deputy 

had taken an oath, been trained, collected a paycheck, accrued 
a pension, all in exchange for protecting and serving fellow 
citizens— something that, when the time came, he’d been unwill-
ing to do. To Oliver, a man failing to keep his word because he 
was afraid was the essence of cowardice and a dereliction of duty.

Peterson’s own lawyer, Mark Eiglarsh, told me he’d initially 
been reluctant even to meet with him. Eiglarsh’s family knew kids 
who’d attended Stoneman Douglas. Could he represent some-
one who’d failed to help kids the same age as his own children? 
A decision to take up Peterson’s defense would be unpopular, 
frowned upon by neighbors and friends— maybe even more so 
than the capital-murder case he was working on, in which a hus-
band had admitted to shooting his pregnant wife, then trying 
to dismember her.

But Eiglarsh met with Peterson anyway, and after listening to 
his story over a number of hours, said to him, “If even 10 per-
cent of what you’re telling me can be proven, then you have been 
politically sacri�ced.”

As Peterson’s trial unfolded, it became clear that a question 
bigger than his guilt or innocence loomed over the proceedings: In 
an era when schools and malls and supermarkets and synagogues 
and churches and bowling alleys all over the country are apt to 
become war zones at any given moment, how do we refashion 
our police forces to deal with mass shooters? Because too often, 
a lone o cer like Peterson is all that stands between a contained 
incident and rampant carnage.

A lt h o u g h  ac t i ve - s h o ot e r  c a l l s  have come to feel 
ubiquitous in America, they’re still rare for any given o cer to 
receive. And when they do get that call, many cops say, they’ve 
likely spent more time learning about their department’s sexual-
harassment policy than about gun �ghting. Which is partly why, 

on the day when a psychopath emerges in their town and they’re 
presented with a moment that reveals their character, many cops 
discover that any dreams of heroism that might have drawn 
them to the job are not enough to propel them into action.

Peterson had spent most of his 28-year career as a school 
resource o cer at a magnet and vocational school where he’d 
rarely had to make an arrest. (A school resource o cer is a law-
enforcement o cer who has arrest powers, carries a gun, and is 
assigned to work at a school to help keep students safe.) When 
that position was eliminated because of budget cuts in 2010, 
he was assigned to Stoneman Douglas, in Parkland, a school of 
about 3,300 with something of a country-club feel, its 15 build-
ings spread across 45 acres.

Among some cops, Parkland was known as a “retirement dis-
trict,” a place where older o cers liked to work because of its 
low crime rate. As you approach the Parkland city limits, about 
25 miles northwest of Fort Lauderdale, the atmosphere shifts: 
Commercial sprawl gives way to lush greenery, stately palms, 
southern live oaks, and philodendrons. With about 37,000 resi-
dents, the city has nine parks, elaborate jungle gyms, and end-
less baseball diamonds. Many subdivisions are gated and feature 
stone entrances, gurgling fountains, and private security guards. 

For Peterson, though, the transition to Stoneman Douglas 
represented a dramatic change. �e teenagers had money and did 
stupid things. “Oh my God, I’ve got to go back and start doing 
police work again,” Peterson thought as he acclimated to the 
new job. He made roughly two arrests a month. He investigated 
kids for selling vapes, smoking vapes, possessing liquid THC for 
vapes (a felony), stealing, cyberbullying, sexting, masturbating in 
the classroom (that was just one kid), and getting into �st�ghts.

During a Florida Senate hearing in 2019, Sheri¤ Israel said 
that Peterson was considered a “very good” o cer and was well 
liked by students and sta¤. He’d been named Parkland’s School 
Resource O cer of the Year in 2014. One of the only school 
employees who would speak ill of Peterson—Andrew Medina, 
a campus monitor—told state investigators that Peterson spent 
hours on the job watching home- improvement videos on You-
Tube, and joked that if he ever had to pull his gun, french fries 
might fall out of the holster. (Peterson denies the claims; inves-
tigators have cast doubt on Medina’s credibility.) 

Every year, a couple of students on campus seemed capable of 
legitimately dangerous things. One of them was Nikolas Cruz. 
During his time at the school, he’d frightened his classmates by, 
among other things, bringing a dead animal to school in a lunch 

Too often, a lone officer is all that stands between  

a contained incident and rampant carnage.

MARCH 202424

0324_WEL_Thompson_Broward [Print]_18869937.indd   24 1/16/2024   12:18:21 PM

24



box, showing them a picture of a decapitated cat, and bragging 
about killing a duck with a tire iron. “Nikolas Cruz was batshit 
crazy,” Peterson told me. “And everybody knew Nikolas Cruz 
was batshit crazy.” Peterson said that a year before the massacre, 
when an assistant principal met with Cruz to persuade him to 
transfer to online school, the administrator asked Peterson to sit 
in on the meeting for his own safety. Cruz then left the school. 
“Problem solved,” Peterson says administrators thought. A year 
later, Peterson got his active-shooter call.

A truism in law enforcement is that o�cers do not rise to the 
moment but fall to the level of their training. And as the trial 
unfolded, Peterson’s training was a linchpin of the state’s case: 
He’d been taught what to do and failed to do it. One of the pros-
ecutors, Christopher Killoran, called Peterson’s training “vast,” 
and held up a yellow folder, State’s Exhibit 13, which contained 
Peterson’s training logs dating back to 1999. Killoran pulled out 
two sheets of paper and held them up for the members of the 
jury, showing them a list of 126 courses. A mass shooter is “what 
he was trained to handle,” Killoran told jurors. “And when the 
shots started, what did he do? He ran away.” 

�e pages Killoran held up seemed to display an impressive 
list of coursework, but a closer look showed that Peterson had 
received only three speci�c active-shooter trainings, in 2007, 
2012, and 2016. Although other courses had taught relevant or 
adjacent skills—“tactical pistol,” “combat life saver”—or had been 
lectures that fo cused on things like the history of mass shootings, 
Peterson had spent very little time learning how to do one of the 
most dangerous and complex tasks required of law enforcement: 
confront a shooter who has a semiautomatic ri�e.

�e Broward County Sheri�’s O�ce added “active shooter” 
to its annual in-service training in 2007. The first session 
emphasized a rapid response, but recommended that deputies 
wait until a four- or six-person team could deploy in a quad 
or diamond formation, according to the Marjory Stoneman 
Douglas High School Public Safety Commission, a group of 
law-enforcement o�cials, politicians, and parents who inter-
viewed hundreds of witnesses to produce a 439-page report for 
Florida lawmakers in 2019. �e 2012 training was eight hours, 
with an hour and a half dedicated to solo responses in live-�re 
scenarios. �e most recent round of training was divided into 
two four-hour blocks, one devoted to active-shooter response 
tactics, the other to rescuing victims. With 18 to 24 deputies 
per class and only 90 minutes of “scenario training”—which 
requires o�cers to physically act out imagined plots, making 
split-second decisions and using multiple skills at once, rather 
than passively listening to lectures— the “repetitions per deputy 
were inherently limited,” according to the commission’s report.

�e prosecutor’s yellow folder contained the lesson plan for 
the last cycle of training, which Peterson took two years before 
the massacre. In one solo-response exercise, the script prompted 
instructors to say: “�ere is no reason to give up a good position 
of cover … Remember, the cavalry is on their way, so it’s better 
to hold, than to expose yourself to unknown threats.”

Deputies were also instructed in the department’s active-
shooter policy, which read, “If real time intelligence exists the 

sole deputy or a team of deputies may enter the area” to preserve 
life. Sheri� Israel later said he’d purposely chosen the word may
over shall, which was used by some other departments, to give 
o�cers discretion, telling the Stoneman Douglas commission that 
he wanted an e�ective tactical response, not “suicide missions.”

Peterson did not, at the moment the shooting began, have the 
proper equipment to take on a gunman armed with an assault 
ri�e. He was not wearing his department-issued ballistic vest, 
having signed a waiver granting him permission not to, because 
he found it uncomfortable in the Florida heat, as well as di�cult 
to move in when he had to break up �ghts between students. He 
had spent his own money, about $1,500, to buy a patrol ri�e with 
red-dot sighting that can improve a shooter’s marksmanship— 
but, per what was then o�cial policy, he had it locked in his 
trunk in the parking lot. 

Nor, as his attorney took pains to demonstrate during the 
trial, was Peterson the only emergency responder who failed to 
enter the building to confront the shooter. 

Among the seven other Broward officers who could have 
entered the building but didn’t, Deputy Michael Kratz arrived 
�rst, about three minutes after the shooting began, and shut 
down a road near the school, later telling investigators from the 
Sheri�’s O�ce that he thought it was important to keep three 
school buses full of kids out of the hot zone. He then heard four 
or �ve gunshots, coming from about 30 or 40 feet away. He 
did not immediately move toward the gun�re, but went to his 
trunk, grabbed his AR-15, and took cover behind his car. When 
he saw an injured student, Kratz emerged with his ri�e to help 
escort him to safety.

Deputy Edward Eason, a 17-year veteran with the Sheri�’s 
O�ce, arrived quickly and heard six to 12 shots, but completely 
bypassed the campus, heading instead to a nearby middle school. 
He told investigators for the Stoneman Douglas commission that 
he’d previously worked at the middle school and felt he could 
be helpful there. 

Deputy Richard Seward arrived and heard �ve or six gunshots 
but said he did not know exactly where they were coming from. 
He got his ballistic vest and took cover behind his car, staying on 
the road for at least eight minutes before approaching the building 
and holding a door open for �eeing students. In explaining his 
actions to state investigators, Seward, who was in his mid-60s at 
the time, said: “I’m not that fast anymore.”

Sergeant Brian Miller, a 31-year veteran, was the day-shift 
supervisor for Parkland deputies. After he heard Peterson’s “shots 
�red” transmission on the radio, he drove about a mile from his 
o�ce to the school. He heard three or four rapid gunshots on 
arrival. He went to the back of his car and put on his ballistic 
vest, watching as other o�cers ran toward campus. Miller’s job, 
as a supervisor, was to control the scene and help coordinate the 
response—set up a perimeter, establish a command post, call 
for additional resources, dispatch deputies e�ciently. But he did 
little, instead remaining “behind his car in a position of personal 
safety,” according to the commission’s report. 

Deputy Joshua Stambaugh, a 23-year veteran who had been 
at a nearby private school working an o�-duty detail, arrived 
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quickly enough for his body camera to capture the sound of about 
	ve gunshots. Stambaugh put on his ballistic vest and took cover 
behind his Chevrolet Tahoe for about 	ve minutes, as an o�cer 
from a nearby police force, in Coral Springs, arrived with a ri�e 
and hustled toward campus. Stambaugh did not go with him, 
but appeared to call out for him to be careful: “Watch yourself!” 
Shortly afterward, a surveillance camera recorded Stambaugh 
driving away from the school, traveling about 	ve minutes west 
to a nearby highway overpass. He later told Sheri­’s O�ce inves-
tigators he had been responding to a radio transmission that 
asked for an o�cer to set up a perimeter there. He said he took 
out binoculars and surveyed the school campus. He told state 
investigators he had been providing “overwatch” services. “So, 
if [the shooter] was anywhere in that school, on the stairwells, I 
could, you know, get vision of it and I can advise on the radio.”

Another deputy hid behind a tree, his ri�e pointed toward 
the building. According to the commission’s report, when other 
o�cers approached him, he said, “We all can’t stand behind this 
tree; we’re gonna get shot.” 

Stambaugh told commission investigators he could not 
remember the last time he’d had active-shooter training.

Question: 20 years ago?

Answer: No, not 20 years ago.

Question: 10 years ago?

Answer: I couldn’t give you a time. It was a long time ago.

According to Sheri­’s O�ce records, Stambaugh had attended 
his last active-shooter training two years earlier, on February 8, 
2016, yet he genuinely seemed to have no recollection of it. ¡is 
was not uncommon. Although most Broward deputies said they 
remembered attending training in the previous few years, accord-
ing to the commission’s report, some had di�culty remembering 
the type of training— whether it had been lectures, or Power Point 
presentations, or scenario-based. 

After the shooting, the Broward County Sheriff ’s Office 
investigated seven o�cers and 	red three—Miller, Eason, and 
Stambaugh—although each appealed the decision, and Miller 
and Stambaugh were reinstated. (Seward retired shortly after the 
shooting took place.) No disciplinary action was taken against 
Kratz and two other deputies. Scot Peterson was the only o�cer 
arrested and criminally prosecuted, largely because, prosecutors 
argued, his role as a school resource o�cer made him a “care-
giver” for the students. ¡e seven counts of felony child neglect 
that Peterson faced were for the seven students under the age of 
18 who were killed or injured on the third �oor, after Peterson 
had arrived outside the building. ¡e three culpable-negligence 
counts he faced were for those age 18 or older who were killed 
or injured on the third �oor. 

In pinning blame on Peterson in the immediate aftermath 
of the shooting, prior to any criminal charges, Sheriff Israel 
had seemed to be trying to take the focus o­ his agency’s poor 
response: Peterson’s cowardice, not the agency’s training, was 
the problem. But if Israel thought Peterson would be su�cient 
sacri	ce, he was wrong. In 2019, nearly a year after the massacre, 

Ron DeSantis, the newly elected Florida governor, suspended 
Israel from o�ce, accusing him of incompetence and neglect of 
duty, largely for failing to properly train his deputies to handle 
active shooters.

On the  day  of the Parkland shooting, one Broward sheri­’s 
deputy, Dave Hanks, arrived to 	nd two of his colleagues, includ-
ing Sergeant Miller, taking cover. Hanks looked out across cam-
pus and saw a group of men advancing con	dently toward the 
school. Most were from the police department in Coral Springs 
and seemed to know what they were doing.

“¡ey were obviously together in a line, running with pur-
pose,” Hanks later told investigators. He joined them, becoming 
the 	rst Broward sheri­’s deputy to enter the school, about 11 
minutes after the shooting began and nine minutes after Peterson 
had arrived at Building 12.

¡ough the Coral Springs Police Department is a consider-
ably smaller agency than the Broward County Sheri­’s O�ce, 
its team performed better, according to the Stoneman Douglas 
Commission’s report, and it led the response inside the school. In 
contrast to Israel, who required active-shooter training only once 
every three years, the Coral Springs police chief at the time, Tony 
Pustizzi, had mandated active-shooter training every year since 
2013—and the training included instruction on single-o�cer 
response. (Pustizzi himself was one of the 	rst on the scene at 
Stoneman Douglas, and helped lead his o�cers’ response.) At 
Coral Springs, annual training was eight hours and scenario-
based, and included a ri�e course to simulate how to engage a 
mass shooter while moving. Notably, the Coral Springs policy 
said o�cers shall—not may—confront a shooter, and o�cers 
say they knew that. 

Several of the Coral Springs o�cers who showed up 	rst were 
from the SWAT team, trained to operate in high-stakes situations 
using military equipment. (Broward SWAT was farther away 
and took longer to arrive.) A Coral Springs SWAT-team leader, 
Nicholas Mazzei, sprinted toward Building 12, a ri�e slung across 
his chest. A SWAT teammate, Scott Myers, was close behind, 
holding a pistol. Myers later told investigators he’d had an AR-15 
in his trunk but didn’t want to waste time. “I made the conscious 
decision to run in with my handgun instead of arming myself 
with the ri�e, knowing full well that the ri�e was 1,000 times 
better than the handgun … I had to make the decision that 
seconds mattered.”

Coral Springs had not only better training, but better real-time 
intelligence about the gunman’s location. Supervisors from both 
agencies failed to quickly merge their radio channels, a process 
requiring only three mouse-clicks on a computer; as a result, many 
Broward sheri­’s deputies said they didn’t know precisely where 
the shots were coming from. Additionally, Brow ard deputies were 
on an antiquated radio system that quickly became overwhelmed 
and started emitting a loud noise when deputies tried to talk.

One day not long before the trial, I asked Peterson how he 
would describe the quality of his active-shooter training. “Shit,” 
he said. He told me he vaguely remembered the 2012 class where 
o�cers learned to enter the situation as a group. ¡ere was no 
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“ ‘Here, deputy, you’re by yourself; go in, go 	nd the shooter, learn 
tactics,’ never.” He remembered the 2016 training as o�cers sit-
ting in a class with their feet up watching a Power Point.

Peterson says that taking cover when he heard shots so close by 
was both instinctive and correct: All of the training he’d received 
across 30 years, he told me, emphasized that if “shots are outside 
and you don’t know where they are, you take cover. �at was 
my mindset. 

“Everyone wants to believe that I knew Cruz was in there shoot-
ing people, and I ran. �at wasn’t the case at all. I heard gun	re 
outside and said, ‘Shit, I’m looking for the closest cover.’ ”

T h e  C o lu m b i n e  H i g h  s h o ot i n g ,  on April 20, 1999, 
in Colorado, was supposed to produce a watershed moment 
for policing. �e attack began around 11:19 a.m. Half a dozen 
deputies arrived within minutes to a scene of chaos: terri	ed 
students sprinting away from the suburban school while others 
lay bleeding on the grass, shot while eating lunch. Explosions 
rocked the campus, shattering windows and 	lling the air with 
smoke. One of the two gunmen 	red about 10 shots at the school 
resource o�cer, easily identi	able in his bright-yellow uniform 
shirt, in the senior parking lot. �e deputy leaned over the top 
of a car and 	red four shots back. �e gunman disappeared 
inside the school. Other responding o�cers, one of whom drove 
his motorcycle through the grass in a nearby park to get there 
quickly, used patrol cars for cover as they escorted students to 
safety. O�cers did not run inside the building to confront the 
shooters, but did what they’d been trained to do, which was set 
up a perimeter and wait for SWAT.

�e wait-for-SWAT approach existed for good reason. Big-city 
SWAT teams have exponentially better training than the aver-
age patrol o�cer. Excellent sharpshooters in top physical shape, 
SWAT o�cers spend considerable time learning tactics, breach-
ing, gun	ghting, and close-quarter combat. Some are expert at 
rappelling, hostage negotiating, and explosives. SWAT teams have 
a saying: “When citizens need help, they call 911. When police 
need help, they call SWAT.” 

At Columbine, a SWAT commander arrived at 11:36 a.m. 
and called for all available SWAT o�cers to organize for entry 
“as quickly as possible.” �e 	rst SWAT team entered the build-
ing at 12:06 p.m. �at means it took about 47 minutes from the 
time authorities received the 	rst 911 call for SWAT to enter the 
building. (�e response was also complicated by the fact that the 

gunmen had left pipe bombs across school grounds.) At some 
point, a teacher wrote a plea on a whiteboard and placed it in a 
window: 1 BLEEDING TO DEATH. Dave Sanders, a teacher who’d 
been hit by shotgun blasts while rescuing students, lay on the 
¨oor in a science lab. Students, including two Eagle Scouts, had 
tried to keep him conscious and ripped their shirts into strips 
to make him tourniquets and a pillow. By the time a paramedic 
was able to reach him, Sanders, a father of three, had died. “I’m 
not going to make it,” he’d said as he bled out. “Tell my girls I 
love them.” Authorities believe the two gunmen killed them-
selves about 49 minutes into the attack, after fatally wounding 
12 students and Sanders.

Columbine prompted a dramatic shift in active-shooter train-
ing. Communities could no longer a©ord to wait for SWAT; 
they needed 	rst-responding o�cers to advance toward the gun-
	re and distract, isolate, or kill the attacker. �at meant agen-
cies needed to turn the average beat cop into a kind of junior-
varsity SWAT o�cer. �e 	rst iteration of post- Columbine 
training advocated a small-team response, with four or 	ve 
o�cers advancing together. �is approach works well if o�cers 
arrive around the same time. But that doesn’t always happen. 
In a 2015 workplace shooting on the day of a holiday party 
in San Bernardino, California, a husband and wife 	red more 
than 100 rounds, killing 14. �e 	rst police o�cer to arrive, a 
lieutenant, told me he got there in one minute and 37 seconds. 
�e second o�cer met up with him within 30 seconds. It took 
the third and fourth o�cers a few more minutes to get there. 
At that point, the now-four-person team made entry. By then, 
many were dead.

Studying incidents like this one, agencies began authorizing 
teams with as few as two or three o�cers. But as further massacres 
underscored how quickly people could be killed—most incidents 
are over within about 	ve minutes—the recommended approach 
changed yet again, calling now for a solo-o�cer response. �is 
is a Navy SEAL–level degree of di�culty: asking one o�cer to 
advance alone and take on an active shooter, in many instances 
one who is much better armed.

During the Peterson trial, Nicholas Mazzei, the Coral Springs 
SWAT-team leader, told the jury about the risks. “Single-person 
entry in a room isn’t what you want to do. It’s not what we ever 
train on a SWAT team,” Mazzei said.

“Why?” Eiglarsh, Peterson’s attorney, asked. “Why wouldn’t 
you want to go in by yourself?”

“If the public knew how poorly some police 

officers are trained and, more importantly, how 

poorly those undertrained officers perform—

thank goodness crooks don’t know.” 
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“Because there’s hard angles that you’re going to miss,” Mazzei said.
“What happens if you miss it?” Eiglarsh asked.
“You could get killed,” Mazzei said.
One of the skills that o�cers need when hunting a gunman, 

particularly in a school, is the ability to safely enter and clear 
rooms. SWAT teams spend endless hours practicing this. �e �rst 
person in the stack, the most dangerous assignment, is usually 
one of the team’s quickest and most skilled gun�ghters. When 
the o�cer enters a room, he’ll make his best guess as to where 
a gunman may be hiding—say, to the right. As he shifts in that 
direction, preparing to �ght, the o�cer behind him, having read 
his body language, will pick a di�erent angle—say, to the left. 
One by one, each o�cer in the stack fans out to cover another 
slice of danger. �e more areas covered, the safer the o�cers. A 
solo-o�cer entry, in contrast, is essentially playing Russian rou-
lette: Pick a direction and hope for the best.

Although solo-officer entry is now 
widely taught across the country, some 
experts question whether this makes sense. 
In one of the many civil cases �led in the 
Parkland shooting, Philip Hayden, a Viet-
nam veteran who formerly commanded an 
FBI SWAT team and spent 16 years as an 
instructor at the FBI Academy, was hired 
by Peterson’s defense team to evaluate his 
response to the shooting. He rejected the 
notion that Peterson could have done any-
thing to stop the killing, noting that Cruz 
had shot 24 people on the �rst �oor in one 
minute and 48 seconds, before Peterson 
even arrived on the scene. As for the kill-
ings on the third �oor, it would have been 
“magni�cent,” Hayden said in his evalu-
ation, if Peterson, or any other cop, had 
had the tactical skills to enter the building, 
see through the smoke and debris, �gure 
out that the shooter was on the third �oor, 
race up there, identify him, and shoot him 
and kill him without injuring anyone else, 
all within a couple of minutes. “No one 
existed who had those powers,” Hayden 
wrote in his report. “Even a highly trained 
tactical officer with prodigious tactical 
skills would not have been able to enter 
Building 12 and locate and stop Cruz 
before he had completed his killing spree.” 

Hayden, who has been involved in 
training thousands of law-enforcement 
o�cers, questioned the very premise of 
the solo-o�cer response: “It sounds hon-
orable,” he said in the evaluation he sub-
mitted to the court, but it’s inadequate, 
and allows politicians and police depart-
ments to elide the complex, and expensive, 
issues that need to be addressed. To train 

an o�cer to be a “good tactician and an excellent shot within a 
distance of 25 yards while an individual is shooting at them with 
a ri�e would take hundreds of hours spent conducting tactical 
drills and live-�re exercises and thousands of rounds �red on the 
handgun range every year.”

One day during the trial, I sat in a small room inside the 
courthouse with Peterson and two retired Broward sheri�’s dep-
uties as they rehashed the testimony of Lieutenant Colonel 
Samuel Samaroo, who’d helped supervise the Broward police 
department’s active-shooter training from 2013 to 2018. Sama-
roo had described the agency’s training to the jury as rigorous 
and comprehensive.

“When you listen to that guy, you’d have thought we were 
getting SEAL Team Six training,” Peterson said. “It’s a farce.” His 
colleagues agreed, saying that their basic-shooting-skills test con-
sisted of shooting pistols at targets close enough to throw a rock at.

O�cers from various agencies on the scene in Parkland after the shooting
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On the calm of the training range, most police o
cers shoot 
accurately enough to pass the pro
ciency tests they must take 
in order to carry a 
rearm. In real-life shooting situations, when 
they are moving and afraid, o
cers miss their targets far more 
often than they hit them, experts say. Although “hit rates” vary 
across agencies— studies have put them anywhere between 20 
and 50 percent—experts agree that cops, when stressed, tend 
to be bad shots. At many police departments across the U.S., 
o
cers 
re 100 rounds or fewer a year, usually from a distance 
of 25 yards or less. 

“If the public knew how poorly some police o
cers are trained 
and, more importantly, how poorly those undertrained o
cers 
perform—thank goodness crooks don’t know,” Sandy Wall, a 
retired SWAT o
cer from the Houston Police Department, once 
told me. “�e public expects a lot more out of the average cop 
than they are capable of delivering.” 

Yet  there  have  been  examples  of heroic solo entries 
since Columbine. In 2016, Police Chief Doug Schroeder responded 
to an active shooter at a manufacturing plant in Hesston, Kan-
sas, where a gunman killed three and wounded 14. An employee 
pointed Schroeder toward the gunman, who was behind a door. As 
Schroeder advanced alone, he and the shooter exchanged gun
re, 
and Schroeder killed the gunman. �is past May, a police o
cer 
was having a friendly chat with a mom and her children at an out-
let mall in Allen, Texas, when a gunman opened 
re, shooting 15 
people, eight of them fatally, including a 3-year-old boy. �e o
cer 
grabbed his ri�e from his car and told people to leave the area as 
he raced toward the gunman, killing him with a shot to the head.

But many times, solo entry doesn’t end well for o
cers. Pete 
Blair, the executive director of the Texas-based Advanced Law 
Enforcement Rapid Response 
Training (ALERRT), and his 
colleague studied 84 active-
shooter events from 2000 
to 2010, and found that 
when o
cers attempted solo 
entry while a gunman was 
still active, a third of them 
got shot. “I’m not opposed 
to solo-officer entry, but I 
think the officers ought to 
be informed explicitly about 
what the risks are,” Blair said 
in a 2013 presentation detail-
ing his 
ndings for the Police 
Executive Research Forum. 
Since then, Blair told me, solo 
response has become the pro-
fessional standard, with o
-
cers expected, if not explicitly 
required, to go it alone. Blair 
believes that if communities 
are going to require officers 
to engage active shooters 

one-on-one, o
cers must be provided with adequate tools—highly 
protective ballistic vests and ri�es—and proper training. 

To be good at solo entry, o
cers need repeated practice enter-
ing rooms, hitting moving targets, and performing under extreme 
stress. SWAT o
cers, for instance, intentionally and repeatedly 
enter fear states, to become accustomed to the feeling of adrena-
line surging through their body so they can keep their brain online 
when their heart is racing at 180 beats a minute. 

Consider the difference between how Mazzei, the Coral 
Springs SWAT-team leader, approached the high school and 
how two Broward deputies did. Mazzei had worked in vice and 
narcotics and spent 16 years on SWAT, which trained twice a 
month. He told the jury in the Peterson trial that he’d been in 
a meeting when he heard about the active-shooter call; he ran 
to his car, and on the quick drive, began mentally preparing for 
what he might encounter there. After arriving, he grabbed his 
loaded M4 carbine, racked a round, and ran toward the school. 
He saw a campus monitor lying on the sidewalk, checked for a 
pulse, found none, and kept advancing. When a prosecutor asked 
him what he’d been thinking, he said, “I don’t know that I was 
thinking anything other than I need to get inside the school.” Mazzei 
ultimately became one of the leaders of the response, helping clear 
the building and rescue students. Whereas other o
cers became 
emotional on the stand about what they’d seen inside the school, 
Mazzei came across as almost preternaturally un�appable.

In contrast, now-retired Broward County Lieutenant Michael 
DeVita told the jury he’d been at his desk taking a citizen’s com-
plaint when he received a text about the shooting. DeVita, who 
spent much of his 28-year career as a detective and supervisor, 
told jurors that he experienced tunnel vision for the 
rst time in 
his life while driving to the school.

A law-enforcement o�cer runs toward the school after the shooting had stopped.
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“I had such an adrenaline dump; my heart was pounding,” 
DeVita testi�ed. “I could only see straight ahead. I couldn’t see 
peripherally at all.” He drove so fast that the Broward sheri�’s 
captain riding with him said, “Slow down, you’re going to get 
us both killed.” Once he arrived, he entered the administra-
tion building, where employees were hiding behind their desks, 
then made his way to Building 12, where he felt “stressed” and 
“overwhelmed,” he told jurors. DeVita entered the building 
with his ri�e; by this point, the shooter had already left the 
premises, although DeVita did not know it at the time. (Cruz 
had blended into a crowd and left the school. He would be 
arrested later that day, about two miles from the scene, by an 
o�cer from a neighboring town.)

Another Broward o�cer, Brian Goolsby, a 27-year veteran, 
said he, too, experienced tunnel vision before even arriving on 
campus. “I could feel the adrenaline,” Goolsby told the jury. “My 
heart rate shot up. My breathing went faster.” Goolsby told jurors 
that he was driving so fast, he ran a red light and nearly crashed 
into another deputy’s car.

After putting on his vest and grabbing his ri�e, Goolsby said 
his hands were shaking as he forced his body to run down the 
sidewalk. “My legs felt like they weighed 300 pounds,” he said. 
“I remember trying to talk on the radio, and dry mouth—I 
could hardly talk; that was the e�ects of the adrenaline.” Goolsby 
advanced toward the school, using cars as cover, then peeked into 
a window of a building while trying to locate the shooter. 

Providing officers with good tactical and marksmanship 
instruction is hard; training them not to melt down in high-
stress situations is even harder. But many big-city departments 
are short hundreds of o�cers, which means agencies have to pull 
o�cers o� the street to conduct proper training, leaving fewer of 
them to answer 911 calls. Many agencies have to pay overtime to 
�ll shifts. As a result, many departments cram large amounts of 
materials into, say, four- or eight-hour blocks, which can create 
the illusion of rapid mastery, because o�cers seem to learn skills 
quickly. But studies have shown that much of what they learn 
is forgotten, and that shorter sessions spaced out over time are 
better for long-term retention.

Blair, the ALERRT director, told me that one of the great-
est issues in policing right now is that the skills required of 
o�cers keep expanding. Departments have added training in 

de-escalation, crisis intervention, community policing, and 
avoiding racial bias. Yet police academies have lagged peril-
ously behind, failing to incorporate the ongoing philosophical 
shifts into traditional use-of-force training, says Chuck Wexler, 
the executive director of the Police Executive Research Forum, 
which has called for a “complete overhaul” of the current police-
academy model. 

Blair says we need to remember that the primary, historic 
function of cops—the thing that distinguishes them from all 
other providers of government services—is their ability to use 
force. When people do bad things, the police are supposed to 
stop them. Yet, while there are certainly exceptions, the quality 
and quantity of use-of-force training for the average cop fall 
somewhere between mediocre and abysmal. Although rookie 
cops generally spend more time in the academy on �rearms 
training than on softer skills, few receive adequate ongoing 
education throughout their career. One law-enforcement trainer, 
Don Alwes, told me that Little League sports teams likely train 
more in a single season than a cop does over an entire career. 
“If our high-school sports teams trained as little and poorly as 
we do for life-and-death events, parents would not tolerate it,” 
Alwes said. 

Over the past few years, the public has witnessed multiple 
distressing moments of ba¢ing police behavior. All those cops 
standing, impotent, in the hallways of a Uvalde, Texas, elemen-
tary school while children were slaughtered. Cops killing Black 
motorists after tra�c stops escalated needlessly. To policing 
experts, both problems fall under the same umbrella: improper 
use of force. Too little force, too much force—both lead to ter-
rible outcomes. 

But some experts fear that the problem is only going to get 
worse. In a post–George Floyd world, a public appalled by 
un necessary police violence wants kinder, more empathetic o�-
cers, and less emphasis on force. But for cops to use force better, 
they need better training. Some cops have been frustrated by the 
cancellation of once-popular “warrior mindset” classes in favor 
of de-escalation and crisis-intervention training. 

We may simply be asking cops to do too many di�erent things. 
Without specialization, that can mean doing none of them well.

“You can’t send O�cer Snuggles out to face the dragon” when 
a mass shooter is on the loose, Sergeant Scott Banes, of the Fort 

“You can’t send Officer Snuggles out to face the 

dragon” when a mass shooter is on the loose, a police 

sergeant told me. The cop who specializes in social 

work and the cop who can take out an active shooter 

single-handedly—“those ain’t the same guy.”
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Worth Police Department, in Texas, told me. Banes said that the 
cop who specializes in social work and the cop who can take out 
an active shooter single-handedly—“those ain’t the same guy.” 

When a  gunman opened �re at a bank in downtown Louis-
ville, Kentucky, on April 10, 2023, the �rst police o�cers on the 
scene were Cory Galloway and his rookie partner, Nickolas Wilt. 
�e gunman shot Wilt, who’d graduated from the academy 10 days 
earlier, in the head. Galloway, who was shot in his vest, fell to the 
ground, scrambled down some nearby steps, took cover behind a 
concrete barrier, then raised his gun and �red, killing the gunman.

Galloway and Wilt, who survived his bullet wound, were 
lauded as heroes. What Deputy Chief Paul Humphrey, second in 
command of the Louisville Metro Police Department, wanted to 
�gure out was: Could he credit the good response to the agency’s 
training? Or was it simply that the right o�cer, Galloway, hap-
pened to arrive �rst?

As he watched body-camera footage from dozens of o�cers, 
Humphrey saw a variety of responses. Some o�cers arrived on 
the scene with that “warrior mindset”— advancing with purpose, 
actively seeking the shooter. Others seemed hesitant, as if hop-
ing that someone more capable would arrive and tell them what 
to do. Some had never heard ri�e �re outside a training range.

“A lot of guys are really tough until they hear that ri�e �re,” 
Humphrey, who spent nine years on SWAT, told me. “When 
you’re standing there with what feels like an insigni�cant tool, 
a pistol, and you’re hearing someone with a ri�e going to work 
very close to you, it’s intimidating. You feel like you’re going on 
a suicide mission.” Some people go into “the freeze response,” 
Humphrey said, in which their own physiology renders them 
literally unable to move. 

After reviewing the body-cam footage, Humphrey concluded 
that the department’s training was working, because so many 
o�cers showed up and ran toward the shots. He also concluded 
that Galloway, who had worked in tough neighborhoods and 
participated in additional outside training, probably deserved 
the most credit.

But Humphrey says that training and experience are not the 
only factors that determine success in these situations: Galloway 
and other o�cers who perform well in active-shooter calls may 
simply be built di�erently.

Humphrey’s conclusion echoes that of one commonly attributed 
to the Greek philosopher Heraclitus: “Out of every one hundred 
men [in combat], ten shouldn’t even be there, eighty are just tar-
gets, nine are the real �ghters, and we are lucky to have them, for 
they make the battle. Ah, but the one, one is a warrior, and he will 
bring the others back.” 

A growing pile of research supports Heraclitus: Biological wiring 
goes a long way toward determining whether a cop facing an active-
shooter situation will respond with heroism or cowardice.

In the 1990s, Charles “Andy” Morgan III, a forensic psy-
chiatrist at the University of New Haven, wanted to investi-
gate the neuroscience of human fear. �is is a hard topic to 
study, because it is nearly impossible to design ethical trials that 
would induce true terror. So Morgan called military bases and 

asked if he could observe Special Forces (Green Berets, Navy 
SEALs) survival training. �is involved men who’d volunteered 
to be hunted across rough terrain; deprived of food, water, and 
sleep; interrogated in a mock POW camp; and sometimes water-
boarded. Morgan found a friendly colonel at Fort Bragg and 
headed down to North Carolina, where he collected soldiers’ 
blood and saliva, to examine their levels of the stress hormones 
adrenaline and cortisol. Morgan has documented some of the 
most intense stress ever recorded in humans: up to 900 units 
of cortisol, more than double the amount produced by �rst-
time skydivers.

Morgan became interested in several specific chemicals, 
including a chain of amino acids called Neuropeptide Y (NPY). 
To oversimplify, NPY helps maintain an ideal level of arousal in 
the body. �e right amount of fear helps us survive by sharp-
ening the senses, mobilizing glucose for energy, shutting down 
nonessential bodily functions, moving blood to large muscle 
groups. But too much fear can overwhelm, and the body begins 
to go haywire. �at’s where NPY comes in, modulating the stress 
response so the mind can still function. Morgan believes that 
NPY, deployed alongside adrenaline, helps protect the thinking 
parts of the brain, acting as a thermostat to calibrate the optimal 
amount of stress without negative side e�ects. 

At the beginning of a mock interrogation session, most soldiers 
had a similar baseline level of NPY, Morgan found. But when 
tested mid- interrogation, the soldiers who performed best had 
almost a third more NPY circulating in their system than other 
soldiers did. He found similar e�ects with another chemical, 
dehydroepiandrosterone, a steroid hormone that helps protect 
the hippocampus from being battered by cortisol.

Morgan has also found that people who are high in NPY tend to 
perform better on “threat attention bias tests,” which have proved 
to be highly accurate in predicting which soldiers will pass the 
rigorous selection courses for elite military units. Soldiers higher 
in NPY tend to be better at quickly identifying threatening faces 
�ashed on screens, while those lower in NPY are more likely to avert 
their eyes or freeze. Morgan says these tests help identify soldiers 
capable of moving toward danger and shooting the right targets. 
While running the tests at the Naval Special Warfare Develop-
ment Group, Morgan told me, he and his colleagues were able to 
predict with about 80 percent accuracy who would be selected and 
who would be dropped. A low NPY level was an especially robust 
predictor of failure.

Morgan suspects that successful soldiers come to training with 
genetic advantages, a biological inheritance better suited to war- 
�ghting. Temperamentally, humans are like dogs, he told me: Some 
are German shepherds; some are golden retrievers. Morgan and 
other scientists have been exploring whether NPY can be sup-
plemented, added to energy drinks or nasal sprays, so we could 
modulate its level the way we do with insulin or thyroid hormones, 
making the retrievers more like the shepherds.

I asked Morgan if he thought police-academy cadets should 
be screened for their NPY levels. He thought for a moment, then 
said that a soldier’s mandate—kill people who are trying to kill 
you—is simpler than a police o�cer’s. �e demands of policing 
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are more complicated, with a wider “arena of activity,” he said. 
�e skills it takes to respond to an active shooter are di�erent 
from the ambassadorial skills needed in the nonviolent aspects 
of community policing. 

Nobody is sure any longer what the job of policing is, Morgan 
told me, or how to weigh its di�erent priorities. �is squares with 
what cops have been telling me in recent years: It’s never been a 
more confusing time to be a police o�cer.

“I don’t envy a policeman’s job,” Morgan said. “I’m supposed to 
be getting to know the people in the neighborhood, but I might 
also need to be prepared to kill someone. Also, everyone has guns, 
and I don’t want to get shot.”

Creating o�cers who can perform well in all situations— 
including confronting mass shooters— is an expensive, time-
consuming endeavor. “We want a lot of things from police,” 
Morgan said, “and I don’t know if we’re willing to pay for it.”

S i t t i n g  b e s i d e  P e t e r s o n  at the defense table through-
out the trial was his lawyer, Mark Eiglarsh. With a pickleball tan 
and Ken-doll good looks, Eiglarsh exudes charisma—especially 
when television cameras are near. Because Peterson felt that his case 
had largely been tried in the press before the trial even started, he 
believed he needed an attorney who was good on TV.

Eiglarsh estimates that he’s litigated at least 150 jury trials in 
his career. But he told me that Peterson’s was uniquely di�cult. 
To Eiglarsh, the gap between the moral charge—cowardice— 
levied against this client and the legal charges was substan-
tial: Although cowardice may be morally reprehensible, it is 
not technically illegal. But a charge of cowardice carried such 
potent emotional weight that it might be enough to swing a 
jury—as it had already swung the community, and much of 
America—against Peterson. “Coward” is a judgment that car-
ries the weight of millennia, perhaps the most insulting word 
that can be attached to a man. As Chris Walsh, a professor at 
Boston University, puts it in his book, Cowardice: A Brief His-
tory, cowards sit atop the list of those condemned to burn in 
the lake of �re and brimstone in the Book of Revelation, and 
they are among the most wretched creatures in Dante’s Inferno, 
deemed beneath contempt. 

Eiglarsh used the word coward regularly, �rst in his opening state-
ment, and then by asking nearly every witness, from the school’s 
assistant principals to its maintenance chief, if they’d known Peterson 
to be a coward. Nobody said yes. 

Also central to Eiglarsh’s defense was the idea that Peterson could 
not tell exactly where the shots were coming from, which Peterson 
said is why he did not run inside Building 12. �ough he had 
initially radioed that the shots were coming from the vicinity of 
Building 12, Peterson says he believed the gunman was outside, not 
in the building. Eiglarsh called more than a dozen witnesses who 
testi�ed that it had been impossible to tell where the shooter was, 
because the sound of gunshots echoed across the sprawling campus. 
Eiglarsh fought back against the notion that his client had done 
nothing, emphasizing that Peterson was the one who �rst alerted 
sheri�’s deputies about the active shooter, who called a “code red” 
on his school radio to warn teachers and sta�, who shooed away an 

unarmed school employee from the hot zone, and who stood with 
his pistol actively scanning for threats as he tried to �nd the gunman.

Eiglarsh also argued that if Peterson was a coward, then lots of 
people were: He worked hard to interrogate the proposition that 
any person had behaved heroically during the massacre. Prosecu-
tors called to the witness stand one cop after another who told 
jurors how they had run toward the building, broken windows, 
rescued students, while Peterson stood idly beside a wall. But 
the more heroically o�cers portrayed themselves on the stand, 
the harder Eiglarsh went after them during cross-examinations, 
highlighting every act of hesitation, ineptitude, or futility.

As prosecutors tried to build up a series of heroes and Eiglarsh 
poked holes in their putative valor, the narrative that had con-
gealed around the Coward of Broward began to soften a little, 
and was replaced by something probably closer to the truth: At 
Stoneman Douglas that day, some people did better than oth-
ers, but no one present had been hero enough to stop the lethal 
power of a psychopath armed with a semiautomatic ri�e, bent 
on slaughtering innocent people.

Perhaps  the  only  cops  who have recently faced harsher 
scrutiny for their inaction than Scot Peterson are the o�cers who 
arrived on the scene at Robb Elementary, in Uvalde, on May 24, 
2022, where an 18-year-old former student with an AR-15-style 
ri�e was going classroom to classroom shooting students and 
teachers. �e failed police response is widely considered to be, as 
the New York Post put it, “the greatest collective act of cowardice 
in modern American history.” 

�e �rst police o�cers responded to the school within three 
minutes. One o�cer’s body camera showed him running across 
campus and shouting: “Oh, shit! Shots �red! Get inside. Go, go, 
go!” So far, a textbook response.

O�cers rushed into the building, guns raised, and hustled 
down the hall toward the sound of an AR-15. �en the shoot-
ing stopped. �e o�cers slowed, as though waiting to hear more 
gunshots. �e o�cers still seemed poised for action: One was bent 
over, pointing his gun; another crouched down, peering around a 
corner. But as the quiet stretched on, the o�cers remained nearly 
still. Watching the surveillance-camera video of the hallway, you 
can feel the loss of momentum. �en, the gun�re resumed. �e 
shooter had �red through the closed classroom door, grazing 
two cops. �e responding o�cers once again sprang to life, but 
this time in reverse, running away from the sound, back down 
the hallway. �e o�cers had done mostly what was expected 
of them—up until the moment when they almost died and, 
whether by conscious choice or in response to an overwhelming 
physiological cascade, retreated to safety, and stayed there. Finally, 
77 minutes after the shooter entered the school, a U.S. Border 
Patrol tactical unit breached the classroom and killed the gun-
man. Nineteen students and two teachers died, and another 17 
people were injured. 

Lieutenant Travis Norton is a 25-year police veteran from 
Southern California and a fellow at the National Policing Institute 
who studies active-shooter events and trains o�cers across the 
country. He notes that agencies don’t necessarily get to send their 
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�rst-string players when a crisis breaks. Whoever is on duty shows 
up with whatever tools they have available (mass shootings are 
“come as you are,” he told me), and hopes that the A-team arrives 
soon after to take control. If the A-players aren’t nearby, the most 
important backstop is a well-trained supervisor, Norton said. If 
inertia settles over a scene, as it did in Uvalde, even a single o cer 
who knows what to do—and orders others to speci�c action—can 
quickly turn the tide and generate a respectable response.

After analyzing 15 mass shootings, Norton concluded that the 
biggest problem is almost always poor leadership. After events like 
Uvalde and Parkland, police forces pay a lot of attention to the 
training of frontline o cers; much less attention is paid to the 
training received by their supervisors, especially their crisis decision- 
making skills. �at’s a problem, Norton told me. When Pete Arre-
dondo, the Uvalde school-district police chief at the time of the 
shooting, did not move quickly to confront the gunman, that was a 
critical leadership failure, Norton said. A similar problem occurred 
at Parkland, when Brian Miller, the �rst arriving sergeant, stayed 
silently behind his car.

Cops tell me that another challenge of active-shooter calls 
the public doesn’t su ciently appreciate is that, yes, you need to 
move as fast as possible and make quick decisions—but quick 
wrong decisions can be deadly. Move too slowly, and you might 
be a coward; move too quickly, and you might kill an innocent 
person. Either can end a career in disgrace.

On June 12, 2016, the Pulse nightclub, in Orlando, Florida, was 
the site of one of the country’s deadliest mass shootings (49 fatali-
ties). Lieutenant Scott Smith was among the �rst o cers to arrive. 
As soon as he stepped out of his Ford Explorer, he heard ri�e �re.

Smith ran to the back of his SUV and grabbed his long gun. 
He told me that the next moment, when o cers have to force 
their body to leave the relatively safe cover of their car and run, 
often exposed to gun�re, toward the hot zone, is among the hard-
est of a cop’s career. Some o cers, if they have a well of training 
and experience to draw from, will move forward. Others will be 
unable to advance. Smith, who’d been on SWAT for 20 years and 
had just that weekend handled two other gunman calls, hustled 
across a sidewalk toward the main entrance, where it sounded 
like the shots were coming from. 

In the aftermath of Pulse, the police response was widely criti-
cized, largely because it had taken o cers about three hours to kill 

the gunman, leaving wounded hostages languishing in bathrooms. 
Smith understood the criticism. He himself questions the deci-
sions he and his colleagues made that day. But he says they were 
busy the whole time, rescuing people, getting explosives to breach 
a hole in the exterior wall—which they deemed a safer approach 
than a direct assault down a narrow hallway—and readying other 
tools, including two armored military-style trucks that o cers 
could safely work behind; one truck had a ram that o cers used 
to punch holes in cinder blocks to free survivors. �ey wanted 
to move quickly, but not recklessly.

Smith told me that soon after he got inside the club, he saw a 
face peek out from one of the bathroom doors—half a nose, one 
eye. “Let me see your hands!” Smith shouted. �e man darted 
back and Smith, �guring him to be the shooter, �red three shots. 
Smith quietly berated himself for missing. Only later would he 
learn that he’d been shooting not at the gunman, but at a hostage. 

One morning last July,  I watched as a dozen o cers from 
several local agencies attended a two-day active-shooter workshop 
at Baldwin High School, in Milledgeville, Georgia. �ey took 
turns advancing down �uorescently lit hallways, sweating beneath 
helmets, goggles, and throat guards, aiming blue guns that �red 
similarly to their department-issued Glocks but shot only Simu-
nition rounds, which sting like paintballs when they hit you. 

�e instruction was led by ALERRT, whose basic active-shooter 
course the FBI designated as the national standard in 2013. �e 
o cers worked through half a dozen scripted drills that had been 
modeled after real active-shooter calls.

Instructors pointed out numerous mistakes that might have 
gotten the o cers or others killed had the scenarios unfolded in 
real life. One o cer forgot to unholster his gun as he advanced 
toward the shooter. Another unloaded his magazine, then forgot 
to reload. Several tried to handcu¥ suspects while still holding 
their �rearms—a good way to accidentally shoot someone. One 
o cer tried to handcu¥ a bombing suspect, a good way to get 
everyone blown up. (Proper procedure would have been to evacu-
ate the room and summon the bomb squad.) Another o cer, 
while practicing a solo-entry drill, rounded a corner and shot the 
�rst thing she saw—me. O cers had been instructed not to shoot 
trainers or observers like me wearing bright-orange vests, but 
the trainees were breathing hard, their stress levels high enough 

At Stoneman Douglas that day, some people did better than 

others, but no one present was hero enough to stop the 

lethal power of a psychopath armed with a semiautomatic 

weapon, bent on slaughtering innocent people.
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to induce performance errors. And this stress was nowhere near 
what they’d face during an actual active-shooter confrontation.

A couple of weeks later, when I arrived at the Federal Law 
Enforcement Training Center, a sprawling campus in Glynco, 
Georgia, to undergo active-shooter training myself, a fake shooter 
killed me before I could even manage to pull my fake gun. 

�e drills in Glynco, where thousands of federal o�cers train 
every year, occur in impressively elaborate landscapes: a motel room, 
a cubicle-­lled Social Security o�ce, an old FedEx plane, a subway 
station with turnstiles, a co�ee shop complete with urns of milk 
labeled whole and 2 percent. 

During their months-long training, o�cers from many federal 
agencies—including the National Park Service and the Bureau 
of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives—get up to 12 
hours of active-shooter training. (Trainers told me they consider 
12 hours to be the bare minimum to make o�cers e�ective.) 

As I watched rookie ATF o�cers train that day, they, too, were 
learning basic tactical techniques—how to move down a hallway 
without tripping—while also trying to adopt the psychological 
mindset they’d need to confront an armed gunman. 

Instructors took me inside a large room ­lled with movie 
screens, in which you try to respond with the correct decisions for 
the simulations playing out on the screens. First, they walked me 
through a condensed version of basic pistol safety and shooting 
technique. �en came a series of drills of escalating di�culty— 
aiming at stationary targets, then moving targets, and eventually 
confronting angry men screaming at me on prerecorded videos. 
With a laser gun, I was supposed to decide whether and when 
to shoot.

As I stood there, my body �ooding with stress (not fear-
of-death adrenaline, merely the fear-of-embarrassment kind), 
something trainers had been telling me for weeks became G
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clearer: � e mechanical skills of 
gun
 ghting— how to unholster 
rapidly, how to rest your eyes 
accurately on the front sight, 
how to breathe, how to move 
quickly but smartly—needed 
to be mastered at a level of 
automaticity before the brain 
could have any hope of pro-
cessing the myriad, compli-
cated thinking tasks required 
to take on an active shooter. 
Where are the suspect’s hands? 
Is that a cellphone or a gun? Is 
it time to shoot, or talk, or do 
something else?

During one drill, I aimed at a 
man holding a gun to a woman’s 
head. I stood there, anxiously 
waiting for an opening to shoot. 
Suddenly, the suspect tossed the 
gun and released the hostage. 
Seeing my moment, I pulled 
the trigger. I looked over at the 
instructor, anticipating praise, 
but he was frowning: Once the 
suspect tossed the gun, I no 
longer had legal license to 
 re. 
I hadn’t processed the evolving 
situation nearly fast enough.

I don’t own a gun, I’ve shot 
only half a dozen times, and 
I’ve never been through a police 
academy, so it’s no surprise that 
my performance was lacklus-
ter. Yet Judith P. Andersen, a 
policing scholar and psychol-
ogy professor at the University 
of Toronto, told me that the 

average police officer may not be all that much better pre-
pared, given how limited their training is. Some arrive on the 
job with prodigious 
 rearms skills—they grew up hunting, they 
served in the military, they lived on farms, they are regulars at 
the shooting range. But some o�  cers don’t learn to shoot until 
they’re attending a police academy, a brief time during which 
they’re also learning how to wield handcu� s, batons, gas masks, 
and tourniquets, as well as familiarizing themselves with Fourth 
Amendment law, de-escalation techniques, community policing, 
and a huge bundle of other skills. At anywhere from 10 to 28 
weeks, America’s police academies are of notably short duration. 
Finland, for instance, which has a high rate of gun ownership 
by European standards (though its gun-ownership rate is just 
one-quarter of the United States’, and its gun-homicide rate is 
less than a 20th of ours), requires o�  cers to earn a bachelor’s 
degree in police studies, which takes three years.

Andersen’s research has shown that teaching o�  cers to mod-
ulate their stress response with techniques such as controlled 
breathing leads to dramatic reductions in use-of-force errors. 
But “we need to incorporate these skills from the beginning of 
training,” Andersen said. “And it’s just not happening.”

“You can talk about them, judge them, armchair-quarterback 
them all you want,” Andersen told me of police who freeze in active-
shooter situations. But after only weeks of training, “the average 
cop is not all that di� erent from the average citizen.” 

And sometimes  an  average  c it izen  is better-trained 
than a typical cop. Stephen Willeford is a plumber in South 
Texas who was able to single-handedly take on an active shooter 
killing his neighbors in a church in Sutherland Springs. He 
credits his successful response, at least in part, to extensive 
 re-
arms training. 

Willeford had been resting around 11 a.m. on November 5, 
2017, when his daughter came into his room, believing she’d 
heard gun
 re. Willeford hustled to his steel gun safe, pulled out an 
AR-15, grabbed a handful of ammunition, and ran outside bare-
foot. As he approached the church, hearing gun
 re, he shouted 
the 
 rst thing that popped into his mind: “Hey!” Hearing him, 
the gunman dropped his ri¢ e in the church and came out with 
a pistol, shooting at Willeford, who ducked behind a neighbor’s 
Dodge pickup.

In that moment, Willeford told me, he felt both terri
 ed 
and completely calm. He lifted his head, balancing his ri¢ e on 
the truck’s hood. He 
 red two shots, striking the gunman in 
the chest and abdomen, which were protected by body armor. 
As the gunman scrambled to his SUV, Willeford 
 red another 
two shots, aiming for the man’s side, where his bullets found 
¢ esh. � e gunman 
 red twice more. Willeford aimed where 
he perceived the gunman’s head to be, shattering the SUV’s 
driver’s-side window. As the shooter sped o� , Willeford jumped 
into a stranger’s truck and together they chased the gunman 
11 miles down a country road, where he crashed into a fence 
and shot himself. 

Afterward, police o�  cers across the country marveled at Wil-
leford’s performance. Many cops, when 
 red upon, unload their 
weapons in what’s known as “spray and pray.” Willeford 
 red only 
six shots, each one carefully aimed, repeatedly hitting his target, 
while also managing not to get shot.

When I asked Willeford how he’d achieved this, he told 
me he’d been shooting since he was 5, mastering an old bolt-
action Remington to protect his family’s cattle from coyotes. 
He’d competed on his church’s pistol team, the Sinners, which 
had dreamed up ever more complicated scenarios, including 
one drill where Willeford, after a whistle blew, raced to a table, 
changed a baby doll’s diaper, put the doll on his shoulder, shot 
at targets, then switched the gun to his weak hand and kept 

A memorial to the victims of the Parkland shooting, outside 

Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School
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�ring. Other times he practiced in a welding hood, able to see 
only through a small eyehole. 

His pistol team liked competing against cops, Willeford told 
me, because they were easy to beat.

�ree months after Willeford was hailed as a hero, the Park-
land massacre happened. When Willeford heard callers excori-
ating the Coward of Broward on a local radio talk show, he got 
so irritated that he called in. “Unless your steel has been tested,” 
Willeford recalled saying on the air, “how do you know you would 
be any better at it than he was?”

I asked Willeford what he thought about Scot Peterson’s trial. 
He told me he did not think Peterson should be a cop anymore— 
he’d been tested and found wanting. But he did not believe Peter-
son should face criminal charges.

“I’ve been there, and I could not convict him,” Willeford told 
me. “I know the sheer terror he went through. You can’t imagine it.”

Besides, Willeford believes, the Coward of Broward has prob-
ably su�ered enough. If he had not run toward the church that 
day, Willeford told me, he would not have been able to look 
himself in the mirror without thinking, You coward. People were 
dying, and you were too afraid to help.

“�ere are some things in life that are worse than death,” 
Willeford told me, “and what Scot Peterson is going through is 
one of them.”

Toward the  end of Peterson’s trial, one of the prosecutors 
approached the podium to deliver the last words the jury would 
hear before deliberating. 

“So,” he began. “Nike has a slogan. �eir slogan is ‘Just do 
it.’ Having sat through this trial, just like you guys have, for the 
last month or so, the thought that keeps popping up is ‘Just do 
it.’ Just do something. Just do anything.”

Is that really the best you’ve got? I thought as I watched from 
a bench in the gallery. Do something, anything? �is thought 
was immediately followed by another one: �e prosecutor had 
just accidentally encapsulated the country’s mounting despera-
tion about its active-shooter problem. Do something, anything.

On June 29, 2023, the jurors returned to the courtroom, 
having deliberated for four days. Around 3 p.m., the judge 
announced the jury’s verdict: not guilty on all counts. Whatever 
Peterson’s failings on the day of the shooting, jurors had not 
bought the argument that he was criminally responsible for the 
students’ deaths. Peterson laid his head on the table and wept. In 
the back of the courtroom, Tony Montalto—whose 14-year-old 

daughter, Gina Rose, a brown-eyed beauty who’d been shot in 
the heart, the barrel of the ri�e so close that it left sear marks on 
her �esh—shook his head. 

After Peterson’s trial, the �ght to assess blame in Broward 
County continued. In August, ballistics experts conducted a full-
scale reenactment of the massacre on campus, �ring 49 rounds, 
as part of an ongoing civil case by the victims’ families and the 
shooting’s survivors against Peterson, the Sheri�’s O�ce, and two 
former campus monitors. (Parents and attorneys were hoping to 
discern exactly what Peterson heard during the attack in order 
to prove his culpability.) �e morning of the reenactment, nine 
members of Congress had toured Building 12, preserved as if 
it were a museum of mass murder, with wilted Valentine’s Day 
roses, an un�nished chess game, and open laptops populating 
the classrooms.

Peterson drove home to his cabin in the North Carolina 
mountains. After the original elation of his not-guilty verdict— 
which, in addition to avoiding prison, meant that he was assured 
of keeping his $100,000 yearly pension— he told me that he still 
cycles through periods of depression. Peterson had hoped that 
the verdict would free him from the “emotional prison” he’d been 
living in, but it hadn’t. He’d gained 25 pounds and still rarely 
sleeps through the night. And not a day goes by that the shooting 
doesn’t haunt him. He no longer faces an actual prison sentence, 
but continues �ghting civil lawsuits. All of the lawsuits, more 
than 50 of them, have been consolidated before a single judge; 
Lori Alhade�, mother of Alyssa, and Manuel Oliver, father of 
Joaquin, are two of the plainti�s. 

When I talked with Chris Walsh, the author of Cowardice, a 
few months ago, he said that the country’s collective contempt for 
Peterson and the Uvalde o�cers is telling. In Uvalde, we watched 
dozens of cops standing around, waiting, doing nothing. We 
condemn them, and it gives us someone to blame for the failure 
to protect innocent children.

But our judgment of those o�cers is ironic, Walsh told me. 
Because as a society, as citizens and legislators, we are those o�-
cers: equipped, well meaning—and paralyzed. Standing around, 
doing nothing, while children are slaughtered. 

Jamie �ompson is the author of  Stando�: Race, Policing, and a 
Deadly Assault �at Gripped a Nation. Her reporting on policing 
in Dallas won an Edward R. Murrow Award for excellence in writing.

“There are some things in life that are worse than death,  

and what Scot Peterson is going through is one of them.” 
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NAME COUNTRY
Ramata Niass Senegal 

OCCUPATION CHARACTERISTICS
Businesswoman and Farmer Generous, Intelligent, Dedicated

MATCH YOUR GIFT AT 
HEIFER.ORG/ATLANTIC

HER STORY
In the dry and dusty country of Senegal, the empowering 

women of the Saloum Corn Producers Association 

celebrate their harvesting achievements in a Passing 

on the Gift® ceremony. The association’s members, 

including Ramata Niass, give away 

seeds from their harvests, at no 

cost, to other women farmers. 

Ramata and other members 

previously experienced 

di�  culties obtaining 

high-quality seeds. Because 

of the generosity of someone 

like you, 2,500 female farmers 

now have the agricultural 

knowledge and support to live 

sustainably and put food on their tables.

“As the Wolof saying goes, ‘Strength is in unity, 

and what one can do, two can do better.’ This is 

true for us,” Ramata said. 

Join Heifer International’s mission to end world 
hunger and poverty. For a limited time, every $1 
you give will be matched with 2 more for 3X the 
impact to help women like Ramata thrive. 
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�e paintings that appeared on eBay in the 
fall of 2012 featured skeletal �gures with 
frenzied eyes, blocky crowns, and gnashing 
rows of teeth. �ey were done in brilliant 
blues and electric reds, mostly on scraps of 
cardboard that ranged from notebook-size 
to as big as a kitchen table. According to the 
man who was selling them—a professional 
auctioneer named Michael Barz man— he’d 
found them in a storage unit whose con-
tents he’d bought after its renter had fallen 
behind on his bills. Barz man claimed he’d 
tossed the art in the trash. �en he’d �shed 
it out and put it online.

Various deal-hunters who saw Barz man’s 
pieces were impressed by their resemblance 
to work by Jean-Michel Basquiat, an artist 
known for his energetic paintings of skull-
like faces and expressionistic �gures whose 
art grew only more celebrated after he died 
from a drug overdose in 1988, at age 27. 
Within a few months, the cardboards were 
snapped up by collectors who, intrigued 
by what they had, threw themselves into 
establishing who’d made them.

Discovering a trove of unknown paint-
ings by Basquiat— whose art has sold for 
as much as $110.5 million and hangs in 
museums around the world— sounds way 
too good to be true. But the new owners 
gradually amassed evidence to suggest that 
the works were authentic: a forensic analy-
sis by a handwriting expert, an in-depth 
report by a Basquiat scholar, and a state-
ment of authenticity signed by a found-
ing member of a committee that the Bas-
quiat estate had established to vet potential 
forgeries. A few experts asserted that these 
paintings weren’t just by Basquiat, but were 
some of the best he’d ever made—“better 
conceived, drawn, colored and executed 
than works in the Catalogue Raisonné,” 
the forensic examiner wrote, referring to 
an authoritative compendium of Basquiat’s 
work. An appraiser valued a group of six of 
the paintings at $25 million. 

In early 2022, 25 of the pieces, all attrib-
uted to Basquiat, made their public debut 
at the Orlando Museum of Art, or OMA, 
a 100-year-old institution whose past 
shows have included works by Rembrandt 
and Robert Rauschenberg. �e museum 
hailed the exhibition as a once-in-a- lifetime 
opportunity to see “extraordinary” paintings 
that o�ered an intimate view into Basquiat’s 
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A painting from the Mumford collection that was  

shown at the Orlando Museum of Art in 2022
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soul. “�e fact that these masterpieces even 
exist untouched for thirty years is a mar-
velous miracle for all of us,” the museum’s 
then-director, Aaron De Groft, declared in 
a lushly illustrated catalog. �e exhibit was 
thronged from the start; OMA ticket and 
gift-shop sales more than doubled.

The celebration ended when, four 
months into the show’s run, FBI agents 
seized all 25 artworks on the grounds that 
they were evidence of conspiracy and fraud. 
De Groft was promptly 
fired. Then, last spring, 
the FBI announced that 
Barz man had confessed to 
forging “most of” the works 
in the museum’s show: 
According to the bureau, 
he and a friend, identi�ed 
only as “J.F.,” had spent “a 
maximum of 30 minutes 
on each image and as little 
as �ve minutes on others.”

But De Groft and oth-
ers argue that’s simply not 
possible: Neither Barz man 
nor J.F. has the sophistica-
tion or technical skills to 
create works that so closely 
resemble Basquiat’s, they 
say. Along with the paint-
ings’ owners and a handful 
of other art professionals, 
De Groft maintains that 
the works are genuine. 
“Barz man and J.F. are the 
least likely Basquiat art 
forgers imaginable,” one of 
the owners wrote in a court 
�ling. OMA is now suing 
De Groft and the paint-
ings’ owners; De Groft  
has launched a countersuit 
of his own.

�e dispute has highlighted a funda-
mental predicament: �e art world is crawl-
ing with counterfeits—estimates of the pro-
portion of art on the secondary market that 
isn’t what it claims to be range from 40 to 
70 percent— and it can be maddeningly 
di�cult to distinguish a forgery from the 
real thing. Attributions can �ip repeatedly 
during the life of an artwork, a phenom-
enon that has become even more common 
as experts reassess collections with help 

from new scienti�c techniques. �e result 
is that the question of authenticity, which 
seems like it should be cut-and-dried, has 
come to seem quite �uid. �at can create 
confusion, but also opportunities.

In  2012 ,  the year he started selling the 
alleged Basquiats, Michael Barz man was 
34, living in Los Angeles, and working 
every angle he could think of to make a 
buck. Over the span of only a few months, 

he released an app for making drumbeats; 
hunted for voice-over work; co-founded 
a company, Invisiplug, that sold wood-
grain-patterned power strips (which he 
later pitched on Shark Tank); and, accord-
ing to public records, set up Mike Barz-
man Auctions, which bought and resold 
the contents of unpaid-for storage units. 
He had a reputation as a treasure hunter 
who, a former colleague of his told me, 
“could hustle a snake into buying pants.”

That May, Barz man paid $1,050 for 
the contents of a storage locker that had 
belonged to Thaddeus Mumford Jr., a 
screenwriter and producer. Mumford 
owed thousands in rental fees to the stor-
age company, but he’d enjoyed a distin-
guished career working on TV shows such 
as NYPD Blue and M*A*S*H. According 
to Barz man’s inventory of the locker, he 
found not only a stash of paintings done 
on cardboard, but also an Emmy statuette 

and some Lucite-encased 
M*A*S*H dog tags that 
bore Mumford’s name. He 
sold those over the summer. 
In September, he posted the 
alleged Basquiat paintings 
on eBay. 

To his customers, Barz-
man did not come across as 
someone who knew what 
he was doing. He emailed 
one buyer in Norway pho-
tos of his wares (subject line: 
“cardboards”) that showed 
the paintings laid out on 
rust-colored shag carpet-
ing and a mangy Tempur-
Pedic pillow. And although 
authenticated Basquiat 
works could command 
eight-figure prices, Barz-
man was charging no more 
than a few hundred dol-
lars apiece, even though he 
referred to the cardboards as  
“Basquiats.” “It was very 
obvious to me that he had 
absolutely no idea what 
these paintings could be 
worth,” the buyer told me.

Despite Barz man’s 
apparent naivete—or 
perhaps because of it—

people hoping to score a good deal snatched 
up the cardboards. “�is is not a print or 
a lithograph,” reads a bill of sale from 
Mike Barz man Auctions. “�is is an actual 
painting with signature that reads ‘Jean 
Michele [sic] Basquiat’ and Samo on some.” 
(“SAMO,” short for “same old shit,” was a 
tag Basquiat created with the artist Al Díaz.) 
One of Barz man’s earliest sales, in mid- 
September, was to the collector in Norway, 
who bought �ve paintings for $450 each. A O
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month later, news of Barz man’s cardboards 
reached Leo Mangan, a retired entrepre-
neur who’d made a hobby out of speculat-
ing on un authenticated art. On the hunch 
that Barz man’s stash could be real, Mangan 
and a friend hopped in a car with about 
$15,000 in cash and came home with some 
two dozen paintings from Barz man,  all of 
which would wind up at OMA. 

Barz man made clear that he couldn’t 
swear the artworks were genuine—
“Legally I must sell this painting as ‘in the 
manor of ’ Jean Michele Basquiat [sic],” 
one bill of sale reads—and Mangan knew 
that nailing down the works’ provenance 
would be key to establishing their authen-
ticity and thus their value. 

Before the fall of 2012, anyone lucky 
enough to stumble upon a pile of Basquiat-
ish paintings could have had them vetted 
by the Basquiat estate’s authentication com-
mittee, a group of dealers, relatives, and 
curators who’d review work and deliver 
their verdict. But as such committees faced 
more and more lawsuits over contested rul-
ings, the Basquiat estate quit the authenti-
cation business in September 2012—the 
same month that Barz man began selling the 
paintings. (Other artists’ estates, including 
those of Andy Warhol and Keith Haring, 
also disbanded their authentication com-
mittees around this time.) Mangan and his 
partners thus had to do their own research 
to establish whether their pieces were legit. 
For Mangan, this was part of the fun. He’d 
recently gotten involved in trying to sell 
some purported Jackson Pollocks, and he 
told me that what drew him to art was the 
prospect of unraveling mysteries. “It’s more 
like Indiana Jones,” he said of his involve-
ment in the art world. 

Mangan told me that early in his hunt, 
he took Mumford to breakfast, where 
Mumford described the origins of the card-
boards. As Mangan recounts Mumford’s 
story—which I couldn’t verify, because 
Mumford died of cancer in 2018—Mum-
ford and Basquiat became friends in 1982, 
when both were living in Southern Cali-
fornia. Mumford, who was Black, and 
Basquiat, whose parents were Haitian and 
Puerto Rican, supposedly hit it o�, bond-
ing over the di�culties they’d experienced 
in their respective white- dominated �elds. 
Basquiat had a drug habit (Madonna, who 

dated him in 1982, once recalled that he 
“wouldn’t stop doing heroin”), and he 
allegedly turned to Mumford for help 
when he was short on funds. In exchange 
for $5,000 cash, the story goes, Basquiat 
gave Mumford the pieces. Mumford wasn’t 
crazy about them, so he stuck them in a 
storage locker, then forgot they existed.

On its face, the narrative doesn’t seem 
totally implausible. Basquiat was known 
to do informal trades, such as paying a 
doctor in drawings. But around the same 
time that Mumford met Mangan, Mum-
ford told the Los Angeles Police Depart-
ment that Mangan and his partners were 
pressuring him to sign documents falsely 
claiming that he’d owned artwork by 
Basquiat. Soon the FBI got involved too, 
though its investigation didn’t really take 
o� until OMA began preparing to debut 
the “Mumford collection,” as the cache of 
alleged Basquiats had come to be known. 
¢rough the spring of 2022, while OMA 
was throwing a Basquiat-themed gala and 
welcoming the public to its show, FBI 
agents were questioning Barz man and ask-
ing museum sta� to hand over emails. ¢e 
bureau concluded that the works hailed by 
OMA as “autobiographical” and “breath-
taking” were forged.

In an a�davit �led in June 2022, an 
FBI agent says Mumford told her years 
earli er that he’d never met Basquiat, never 
bought any pieces from Basquiat, and never 
saw any art by Basquiat when he visited his 
storage locker. ¢e FBI a�davit further 
suggests that the Basquiat experts who 
authenticated the pieces for Mangan and 
his fellow owners were unreliable: One of 
them had, on a previous occasion, “sought 
payment for writing a favorable report” 
authenticating Basquiats. It proceeds to 
note that none of the experts whom FBI 
agents interviewed thought the Mumford 
collection was legit. (“¢ey were all fake. 
It was obvious,” says Annina Nosei, a for-
mer dealer of Basquiat’s who told me she 
discussed the Mumford collection with the 
FBI.) To the FBI, it seemed �shy that Man-
gan’s supposed Pollock paintings had come 
from a man later convicted of defrauding 
art collectors, and that the Mumford col-
lection bore many hallmarks of forgery, 
such as relying on testimonials of individu-
als who were now dead. 

According to the FBI, whoever had 
made the artworks had also committed 
the forger’s cardinal sin of relying on age- 
inappropriate materials. One of the pur-
ported Basquiat works was painted on 
a ¦attened FedEx box with text printed 
in a typeface that, per a graphic designer 
who’d worked with the shipping company, 
wasn’t in use until 1994—six years after 
Basquiat’s death.

What should have been the final 
blow to the works’ credibility came a few 
months later, when Barz man confessed to 
the FBI that he and J.F. had painted more 
than 20 “Basquiats,” put them outside to 
arti�cially age them, then sold them and 
split the cash. 

Yet multiple individuals who have 
inspected the Mumford collection main-
tain that the FBI has it wrong. “¢ey look 
�ne to me,” Michael Klein, a curator who 
knew Basquiat and examined the card-
boards around 2016, told me—drawing 
essentially the inverse of Nosei’s conclusion 
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after reviewing the same works. “They 
don’t look like they’re fakes or frauds.”

T h e  O r l a n d o  M u s e u m  o f  A r t

is in good company when it comes to 
exhibiting artworks of dubious authentic-
ity. In the past few years alone, the Ter-
rus Museum, in France, discovered that 
more than half of the works in its collec-
tion were forgeries; the Palazzo Ducale in 
Genoa, Italy, closed its Amedeo Modigliani 
retrospective after learning that a third of 
the pieces were suspected to be phony; and 
the Getty Museum, in L.A., removed an 
ancient Greek statue that was actually quite 
new. What’s real today could be deemed 
counterfeit tomorrow, then genuine the 
day after that: �e Metropolitan Museum 
of Art owns a portrait of Philip IV that 
spent 60 years as a Diego Velázquez paint-
ing before being reattributed to the art-
ist’s workshop and then—whoops—being 
determined to be a Velázquez after all. 

Art a�cionados have struggled to iden-
tify knocko�s since at least the �fth cen-
tury C.E., when a connoisseur in China 
noted that “genuine works and forgeries 
were freely mingled, and people could not 
tell them apart.” (De�nitions vary and not 
everyone draws a distinction, but a fake is 
usually considered to be a copy of an exist-
ing work, whereas a forgery will aim to imi-
tate an artist’s style to create a new composi-
tion.) �ere’s nothing illegal about making 
or selling a painting in the style of Basquiat; 
what is illegal is trying to sell the piece as a 
genuine Basquiat when you know it’s not.

Experts refer to the process of authen-
ticating artwork as a “three-legged stool” 
that relies on provenance, connoisseur-
ship, and science to establish attribution. 
Provenance—which can include invoices, 
museum catalogs, and guest books from 
artists’ homes—traces a piece’s chain of 
custody. Connoisseurship relies on a quasi-
instinctual feel for the mark of a speci�c 

artist’s hand, built up through close study 
of their work. �e scienti�c analysis of 
artworks can employ infrared imaging, 
dendro chronology, and numerous other 
technologies borrowed from �elds such 
as astronomy and medicine to identify 
whether, say, a canvas’s colors shimmer in 
keeping with Modigliani’s penchant for 
mixing blues into his blacks. 

Yet each of the three stool legs has its 
limits. Provenance can be faked: John 
Myatt and John Drewe, a duo of British 
art forgers who sold about 200 forger-
ies in the style of Georges Braque, Marc 
Chagall, and others, sneaked altered docu-
ments into British archives to create a false 
paper trail. Artists’ own recordkeeping can 
also be a mess, and some frequently forged 
artists, such as Andy Warhol, have made a 
point of playing with ideas of “originality.” 

�at’s where critics’ experienced eyes 
come in, though connoisseurship is ulti-
mately an eloquent way of saying “opinion.” 

“�e fact that these masterpieces even exist untouched for thirty years is a marvelous miracle for all of us,”  

Aaron De Groft, then OMA’s director, wrote in the show’s catalog.
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Two experts can look at the same part of the 
same artwork and reach entirely contradic-
tory conclusions, and the money at stake 
only muddies the picture further. Lawsuits 
have made art connoisseurs wary of ven-
turing opinions—some have even reported 
receiving death threats from unhappy cus-
tomers. People who have closely followed 
the decisions of authentication committees 
told me that some artists’ estates also have 
a reputation for playing favorites, exercis-
ing personal vendettas, and trying to con-
trol the supply of an artist’s work on the 
market— which, true or not, contributes 
to a lack of faith in the process. 

Even with the best intentions, humans 
can simply get it wrong. Alfredo Martinez, a 
convicted Basquiat forger, told me that while 
brokering a deal to sell his forgeries, an art 
dealer called over one of Basquiat’s former 
assistants to review the works. “�ey turn 
to me and say, ‘I remember these from the 
studio,’ ” Martinez recalled. “One drawing 
was 45 minutes old—still warm from the 
hair dryer I was using to dry the oil stick.”

Science promises to be a neutral and 
exacting judge, though in reality forensics 
aren’t always much help either. Technical 
analysis can rule out an artwork—pieces 
from the trove of purported Pollocks with 
which Mangan was involved were exposed 
as forgeries after researchers found pig-
ments that postdated the artist’s life—but 
it can’t rule it in as de�nitively by the artist 
in question. Some forgers will submit their 
handiwork for forensic testing so they can 
see what �ags their pieces as counterfeit, 
then adjust their methods accordingly. 
Scienti�c techniques are also far less use-
ful for contemporary artists like Basquiat, 
who relied on materials that are still avail-
able and for which the margin of error on 
many tests is wide. When the collector in 
Norway sent a painting he’d purchased 
from Barz man to be carbon-dated, the 
test revealed that the cardboard could be 
from either the 1950s or the 1990s. 

All of this leaves room for plenty of 
unscrupulous dealings. Annina Nosei, the 
former Basquiat dealer, told me that within 
a year or two of the artist’s death, she dis-
covered that a well-known gallerist— who’d 
worked closely with him—had sold a Bas-
quiat forgery to one of his clients, claiming 
it was real. “We didn’t do anything—didn’t 

call the police or anything,” Nosei said. 
“He just gave the money back.” Galleries 
can also operate in the gray area between 
lie and insinuation, and Martinez told me 
certain art dealers kept working with him 
even after discovering that he was peddling 
forgeries. “I realized after I got arrested: I’m 
just part of the ecosystem,” he said. (Mar-
tinez died last year, soon after we spoke.)

Greed can lubricate a forgery’s path into 
collections and museums. But so can ego, 
convenience, and ambition. Sometimes the 
story is so good, the desire to be a part of 
history so strong, that people can’t help but 
go with it and hope for the best. 

N o t  u n t i l  t h e  s p r i n g  of 2017, 
nearly five years after Barz man sold the 
cardboards, did a trial lawyer named Pierce 
O’Donnell �rst lay eyes on the alleged Bas-
quiat paintings. O’Donnell was captivated.

A garrulous and assertive septuage-
narian, O’Donnell was then a relative 
newcomer to the art world. He’d spent 
his law career representing high-pro�le 
clients such as Angelina Jolie and victims 
of Hurricane Katrina, yet his interests had 
lately expanded to attempting to authen-
ticate what may be a lost Jackson Pollock 
painting (no relation to the paintings that 
Leo Mangan had attempted to prove were 
real, and whether O’Donnell’s alleged Pol-
lock is genuine is a story for another day). 

When a friend of Mangan’s heard about 
O’Donnell’s purported Pollock, he decided 
to pay the lawyer a visit. �is friend—the 
same one who’d accompanied Mangan to 
buy work from Barz man back in 2012—
owned six alleged Basquiats from Barz man’s 
inventory. He arrived at O’Donnell’s o¢ce 
with his paintings and a proposition: Help 
me authenticate these pieces, and I’ll give 
you a cut from their sale. O’Donnell agreed. 
He approached the paintings as he would a 
client’s case, and the more he reviewed the 
evidence and read up on Basquiat’s work, 
the more confident he became that the 
paintings were real. 

O’Donnell started to piece together 
documents that he says o£er unimpeach-
able proof that Basquiat made the six works, 
which he now co-owns. He reconstructed a 
paper trail showing that Mumford, the TV 
writer and producer, had rented a storage 
locker in L.A. and had received a notice 

in April 2012 that the contents would be 
auctioned o£ for failure to pay outstand-
ing fees, and that Barz man not only had 
a receipt con�rming his purchase of the 
lot, but had signed a notarized document 
itemizing its contents, which included the 
painted cardboards. (Barz man would later 
tell the FBI that the list wasn’t accurate, but 
O’Donnell argues that Barz man is lying 
about this point—a falsehood that, he sug-
gests, may have served the FBI’s interests 
by allowing the agency to get closure on a 
10-year-old investigation.) 

O’Donnell also asked Mangan and 
others about conversations they say 
they had with Mumford before he died, 
and he became convinced that Mum-
ford’s statements to the FBI couldn’t be 
believed either. Four people have attested 
in writing that Mumford told them he 
knew Basquiat and owned his artwork. 
(O’Donnell says that in 2017, he tried 
contacting Mumford via his attorney and 
drafted a statement for Mumford to sign 
declaring that he had owned work by Bas-
quiat; Mumford never signed.) �ere’s also 
a typewritten poem that O’Donnell says 
proves the two men were friends. 

O’Donnell says he �rst saw the poem—
which he calls “an incredible breakthrough 
in our case”—during a 2018 visit to meet 
Mangan. At this point, Mangan owned 19 
alleged Basquiats. A few years earlier, Man-
gan says, he had asked an art dealer to help 
him sell the work. �e dealer, hoping to 
�nd proof that Mumford had owned the 
pieces, reached out to her old college friend 
Adriana Trigiani, who knew Mumford from 
working with him on the TV series A Dif-
ferent World. According to a written state-
ment, Trigiani, now a best-selling novelist, 
contacted Mumford as a favor to her friend 
and asked if he had “any documentation 
showing that he had a relationship with 
Basquiat and had purchased his paintings 
from him.” She says Mumford gave her 
what he called “a poem written by Jean 
and me.” �e poem, which includes the 
lines “Brooklyn brothers hands creating / 
Drawing writing bridgong [sic] gaps,” also 
references “25 paintings bringing riches.” 

The math seemed to add up per-
fectly: Between Mangan’s 19 pieces and 
O’Donnell’s six, they had exactly 25 
paintings. O’Donnell hired a handwriting 
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expert to analyze the three initials— JMB— 
written in block letters at the bottom of 
the poem. �e expert concluded that they 
were by Basquiat’s hand, and a second 
forensic analyst, also hired by O’Donnell, 
agreed. Trigiani did not respond to multiple 
interview requests, but last year, she was 
­lmed signing the written declaration that 
outlines how she got the poem. (Accord-
ing to Mangan and O’Donnell, Trigiani 
has no ­nancial interest in the Mumford 
collection.) In several written communi-
cations that predate Trigiani’s statement, 
O’Donnell o�ered a di�erent provenance 
for the poem, including that it had been 
located with help from a M*A*S*H actor; 
these were “mistakes,” he told me. “Noth-
ing sinister.”

Satisfied with the provenance, 
O’Donnell hired various connoisseurs to 
inspect the artworks. He was thrilled with 
their ­ndings. �e same handwriting expert 
who’d analyzed the poem’s initials also veri-
­ed Basquiat’s signature on the paintings, 
two people who’d worked with Basquiat 
gave the pieces their stamp of approval, and 
an art-history professor who’d published 
acclaimed books on Basquiat wrote that 
O’Donnell’s six pieces were “consistent with 
the hand of Jean-Michel Basquiat and may 
be attributed to him.” (Several weeks after 
the FBI raided OMA’s show, the professor 
released a statement saying that O’Donnell 
had misrepresented himself and her report, 
which O’Donnell denies.) 

What about the FedEx box? O’Donnell 
recruited one of his forensic analysts to 
examine the font. �e expert found that 
it was “de­nitely not” the typeface that 
the former FedEx designer had claimed 
was used by the company only after 1994. 

To O’Donnell and other champions of 
the Mumford collection, even Barz man’s 
confession is further proof of the paintings’ 
authenticity. Among other arguments, 
they note that Barz man never speci­ed 
exactly how many—and which—pieces he 
claims to have faked. �e plea agreement 
just broadly asserts that it was “approxi-
mately 20–30 artworks” and “most of ” 
the works in the OMA show. Besides, 
they say, how could Barz man—a “bot-
tom feeder,” O’Donnell calls him—have 
made such sophisticated artwork? “He said 
he and his buddy painted these paintings 

somewhere between ­ve and 30 minutes 
each. I talked to other experts: �ere’s no 
way these paintings, some of which are 
masterpieces, could be painted in ­ve or 
30 minutes,” O’Donnell told me. “It’s 
impossible to paint them that fast. Okay?”

W e  h ave n’t  a lway s  c a re d  about 
the di�erence between “real” and “fake” 
art. �ough specialists across numerous 
disciplines now work tirelessly to suss out 
the truth about artworks’ origins—with 
huge sums of money and our understand-
ing of art history at stake—the reality is 
that the very concept of art forgery as a 
cause for concern is actually relatively 
recent in the West. For millennia, a work’s 
meaning and form—and the feelings it 
inspired in the viewer—mattered more 
than which artist had touched it and 
when. �at started to change in the early 
1500s. �e premium placed on originals 
was already well established for Chris-
tian religious relics, because the faithful 
believed that Mary Magdalene’s molar, for 
example, could work miracles only if it was 
the genuine article. Gradually, a similar 
line of thinking spread to images and art. 

Not everyone shares the West’s ­xa-
tion on delineating fakes from originals. 
In Chinese culture, for example, fifth-
century hand-wringing notwithstanding, 
a “copy” has long been considered equal 
to an “original”—a stance that can lead to 
misunderstandings, such as when a Ger-
man museum closed an exhibition in 2007 
after learning that the terra-cotta warriors 
on loan from China were recent reproduc-
tions, not ancient artifacts. �e Kwoma 
people in Papua New Guinea embrace 
a similar mindset, and old artworks are 
regularly swapped out for new versions, 
with the decaying “original” then sold o� 
to tourists. In the West, however, copies 
(which can be a more neutral way of say-
ing “fakes”) tend to be viewed as taboo. 
Studies have found that viewers consider 
copies of artworks (or genuine artworks 
labeled as copies) less valuable, less lik-
able, and less pleasing than the originals. 
Researchers at the City University of New 
York instructed study participants to imag-
ine that the Mona Lisa had been destroyed 
in a ­re and asked them whether they’d 
rather see its ashes or a copy that not even 

connoisseurs could distinguish from the 
original. Eighty percent picked the ashes. 

Our obsession with artworks’ authen-
ticity can in part be traced back to what’s 
known as the “law of contagion”: Pieces are 
thought to acquire a special essence when 
touched by the artist’s hand. Yet the intense 
distaste for forgeries reveals a dirty secret 
about our relationship with art, which is 
that we tend to ­xate on genius and author-
ship more than the aesthetic qualities of the 
work we claim to value so highly. �e writer 
Arthur Koestler, in an essay on snobbery, 
goes so far as to argue that when judging 
a work, who made it should be considered 
“entirely extraneous to the issue.” What mat-
ters more, he argues, is what meets the eye. 

A s  I  p o re d  over the facts of the Bas-
quiat case, I began to realize that a forgery 
scandal, like a great artwork, looks di�er-
ent the longer you stare at it. I’d comb 
through FBI filings that convinced me 
the Mumford collection was completely 
phony, then spend hours on the phone 
with O’Donnell and others while sifting 
through documents—like the poem—
that made me wonder if maybe the works 
could be real. I decided I couldn’t trust 
either story on its face. I needed to try to 
retrace the cardboards’ origins for myself.

Rewind to the winter of 1982, when 
Basquiat was supposedly cavorting with 
Mumford and selling him paintings for a 
wad of cash. Basquiat was coming o� a year 
of multiple sold-out solo shows and pres-
tigious international exhibitions. Far from 
being hard up for money, as Mangan’s story 
purports, Basquiat regularly treated himself 
to elaborate meals at Los Angeles hot spots 
like Spago and Mr Chow, his then-assistant 
Stephen Torton told me. “In California, he 
was never broke when I worked with him,” 
recalled Torton, who assisted Basquiat from 
July 1982 through mid-1983. 

Torton described Basquiat as a savvy 
businessperson who shrewdly stewarded 
his image and career, such as by refusing 
to sell some of his early works, because 
he anticipated they would appreciate in 
value. “�e fakes are not only insulting 
because they’re talking about fake paint-
ings,” Torton said; they also “count on 
a certain assumption that a Black man 
would run out of money, even though he 
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was selling his paintings like hotcakes.” 
Nor was Torton aware of any relationship 
between Basquiat and Mumford, which 
presumably would have overlapped with 
Torton’s tenure in Basquiat’s studio. 

�e portrait of Barz man that emerges 
from FBI documents and from custom-
ers who bought his cardboards is also 
in complete. �ey depict him as a bumbling 
rube—the kind of person who would toss 
masterpieces in the trash. But I learned that 
by the time he bought Mumford’s locker, 
Barz man had spent years working in cre-
ative �elds while hobnobbing with musi-
cians, artists, and well- connected Angele-
nos who told me they admired his excellent 
taste. As a 20- something, Barz man had 
managed up-and- coming indie bands, such 
as Ima Robot, that had devoted followings 
and enviable record deals. He started a 
record label alongside a seasoned music- 
industry executive and, through a close 
friend who was involved with street art, 
commissioned visual artists to do projects 
for the label. �e son of a voice-over art-
ist and the proprietor of an interior-design 
store, Barz man owned a condo hung with 
what one friend remembers as “actual art on 
the walls”: African statues, little sculptures 
made of spray-paint nozzles, Andy Warhol–
style prints. (Unable to a�ord an authentic 
Warhol, Barz man once happily settled for a 
$500 knocko� he found on eBay and knew 
to be fake.) “He is a big fan and big lover of 
art and music,” Jake Bercovici, a musician 
who worked with Barz man, told me. “And 
he was just a hustler. From day one.”

Barz man’s career in the music business 
started to crumble around 2009, according 
to colleagues and friends who knew him at 
the time. �ey say he became known for 
�ying into vicious rages: making threats, 
screaming obscenities. (In 2016, Barz man 
was charged with threatening a man smok-
ing a cigarette near his apartment with a 
gun; he pleaded guilty, but the charge 
was ultimately dismissed.) Several artists 
stopped working with him. The record 
label closed. So Barz man moved on. (Barz-
man did not respond to multiple interview 
requests, but later, in an email, he denied 
these characterizations of his behavior and 
the circumstances of his label’s dissolu-
tion.) One colleague, who declined to be 
named because he feared Barz man’s temper, 

recalled that around 2010, Barz man saw 
an opportunity to sell video installations 
to Miami hotels that wanted to �ll their 
spaces with fine art. That March, Barz-
man released an art �lm featuring Stephen 
Hawking’s computer-generated voice over 
slow-motion footage of a man in a ski mask 
lighting things on �re. �e video-art piece 
was shown a few months later at a presti-
gious exhibit in Portugal, where it earned 
praise from one critic for o�ering “a beauti-
fully concise history of the medium—and 
an idea of its future.” 

In 2012, Barz man was launching his 
iPhone app while starting Invisiplug and 
running Mike Barz man Auctions. He was 
also, according to his lawyer Joel Koury, 
frantic about money. 

Barz man had been diagnosed with bone 
cancer when he was 12 years old, and had 
spent months at various points throughout 
his teens recovering from surgeries. As Barz-
man’s treatment stretched into his 20s, his 
bills piled up, and he struggled to keep his 
health insurance. In Koury’s telling, Barz-
man began to panic about how he’d cover 
his medical costs. “While I know this is not 
an excuse for my actions, my life was in a 
terrible place at the time I created these fake 
paintings,” Barz man would later write to a 
judge in a sentencing letter. “My medical 

situation had caused me PTSD and medi-
cal debt and bills had fueled a fear of me 
becoming homeless and �nancially broken. 
I made these bad decisions out of a place 
being scared and desperation [sic].” 

Though the plea agreement states 
that Barz man and J.F. made “most of ” 
the works that appeared at OMA, Koury 
insists that they in fact created them all. 

Yet exactly how many works make up 
the Mumford collection is curiously hazy. 
�e JMB poem references “25 paintings 
bringing riches,” and OMA exhibited 25 
pieces supposedly by Basquiat. But Pierce 
O’Donnell and others sometimes refer-
ence 28 works and sometimes 26. I tracked 
down a painting of a toothy skeleton—
among those Barz man o�ered for sale in 
the fall of 2012—that was auctioned o� for 
more than $20,000 in 2015, attributed to 
Basquiat. �is painting was not included in 
the OMA show. �e �ve pieces that Barz-
man sold to the collector in Norway—
which O’Donnell and Aaron De Groft 
say they didn’t know about before planning 
the OMA exhibit— especially complicate 
the math. Between the works featured in 
Florida and the pieces sold in Norway, not 
to mention the work auctioned for more 
than $20,000, there are at least 31 alleged 
Basquiats purported to have emerged from 
Mumford’s locker. 

O’Donnell and De Groft say they can 
explain that: �e paintings in Norway are 
the ones Barz man faked. “The forgeries 
are like night and day,” De Groft told me. 
“You could be a blind person and tell they’re 
not the same.” He argues that the simplest 
explanation is the right one: Barz man dis-
covered authentic Basquiat paintings in 
Mumford’s locker, then padded the pile 
with some fakes after realizing there was a 
market for the work.

For that to be true, though, the collec-
tor in Norway would have had the out-
standingly bad luck (or bad eye) to have 
selected precisely the artworks that were 
fake, because several of the paintings he 
saw but didn’t buy were later shown at 
OMA. (A representative for the collector 
in Norway theorized that Barz man o�ered 
his client the real pieces, then subsequently 
came up with the idea of producing forg-
eries.) It’s also hard not to wonder whether 
Barz man, who knew Basquiat’s work and 

“The forgeries are  

like night and day,”  

De Groft told me.  

“You could be a  

blind person  

and tell they’re  

not the same.”
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says he badly needed cash, would really 
part with potentially genuine paintings 
for so little money—most for a few hun-
dred dollars a pop. At the time, far from 
being the newbie he made himself out to 
be in early conversations with the FBI, 
Barz man had been working in the auc-
tion business for �ve years. 

While sorting through each side’s 
account of the alleged Basquiats, I picked 
up a copy of ­ierry Lenain’s book Art 
Forgery, an exploration of our fascination 
with fakes and the psychology of those 
who get taken in. According to Lenain, 
when fraud victims are told their pieces 
are counterfeit, a typical reaction is to 
o�er elaborate explanations for why this is 
impossible. “It should be stressed,” Lenain 
writes, “that there appears to be almost no 
limits to the scope of denial.” 

Still, one bit of evidence is hard for 
the owners of the Mumford collection to 
explain. Among art authenticators, there’s 

an old saw that when hunting for the truth 
about a painting, the front is less telling 
than the back, as labels a�xed there over 
the years can often trace its journey through 
di�erent hands. Flip over one of the pieces 
in the Orlando show—a painting featur-
ing a manic Felix the Cat �gure—and you 
will �nd, painted over in black and partially 
torn o�, a shipping label bearing Barz man’s 
name and former address.

In  the  spring  of  2021 ,  after years 
spent unsuccessfully trying to sell his six 
alleged Basquiat paintings, O’Donnell got 
a call from the Orlando Museum of Art. 
De Groft, who had a history of reattribut-
ing “lost” artworks to famous artists such as 
Titian and Paul Cézanne, was then only a 
few months into his tenure as OMA’s direc-
tor and in the midst of spearheading what 
the museum described as an “aggressive 
relaunch” meant to turn it into an attraction 
on par with the city’s theme parks. While 

hunting for attention-grabbing exhibitions, 
De Groft learned about O’Donnell’s pur-
ported Pollock. He emailed the lawyer to 
�nd out more about it. On a subsequent 
call, O’Donnell mentioned his six newly 
discovered “Basquiats,” then followed up 
by sending De Groft the research he’d done. 
Less than 24 hours later, before ever seeing 
the paintings in person, De Groft replied 
to say that the museum would “absolutely 
love” to show the Basquiats. 

The Mumford collection’s owners 
quickly agreed to loan 25 pieces; showing 
the cardboards at OMA promised to legiti-
mize the works and increase their value. But 
according to the lawsuit that OMA �led 
against De Groft and the Mumford collec-
tion’s owners this past summer, the owners 
weren’t the only ones who stood to pro�t: 
De Groft, too, had a stake in establishing 
the paintings’ legitimacy. ­e lawsuit alleges 
that the former museum director used 
OMA to launder the reputation of forged 

�e 2022 show was part of De Groft’s attempt to spearhead an “aggressive relaunch” of the museum.
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Basquiat paintings in return for being 
promised what OMA calls “a signi�cant 
cut of the proceeds” in the event the works 
sold. (De Groft, O’Donnell, and Mangan 
all deny any such arrangement; De Groft’s 
countersuit claims that the museum’s law-
suit is a “public relations stunt intended to 
save face” and alleges that OMA’s board 
ratified the Mumford-collection show.) 
OMA’s lawsuit also asserts that De Groft 
not only failed to do his own due diligence 
on the works, but made staff members 
fear they could lose their job if they aired 
doubts. (De Groft denies this.) OMA’s law-
yers have �agged emails in which he dispar-
ages several individuals not directly a�li-
ated with the museum who raised concerns 
about the Mumford collection.

Whatever his reasons, the museum 
director was nothing if not ambitious. �e 
week before the Mumford-collection show 
opened at OMA, he emailed the owner 
of a Titian, a work De Groft had helped 

attribute and aimed to exhibit, instructing 
the individual to come to his Basquiat show. 
“�is is all part of the plan of exhibiting 
and selling masterpieces,” De Groft wrote, 
according to the lawsuit. “Let me sell these 
Basquiats and Pollock and then Titian is up 
next with a track record. �en I will retire 
with mazeratis and Ferraris. Fuck the world 
shenanigans we when [sic] you have money.” 
(When I asked De Groft about the email, he 
dismissed it as “late-night foolishness that 
I apologize for”; he has since told �e New 
York Times that he doesn’t recall writing it.)

�e OMA lawsuit casts further doubt 
on the alleged Basquiats by noting that 
a significant proportion of the people 
who have touched the Mumford collec-
tion have, at various points, had brushes 
with the law. My own reporting con-
�rmed this. Mangan went to prison for 
cocaine trafficking in 1979 and 1991. 
O’Donnell, suspended twice from prac-
ticing law in connection with violating 

campaign-�nance regulations and once 
more for misrepresenting himself, went 
to prison in 2012 for illegal contributions 
to John Edwards’s presidential campaign. 
Another co-owner went to prison on drug 
charges to which he pleaded no contest 
in the 1970s, and another, who no longer 
owns a share in the work but helped bring 
it to Mangan’s attention, went to prison in 
2015 for peddling black-rhinoceros horn. 
In selling the alleged Basquiats, Barz man 
teamed up with a car dealer who, in 2021, 
pleaded guilty to 12 felonies that included 
racketeering and forgery in the �rst degree. 

De Groft maintains that the sparring 
over the alleged Basquiats’ legitimacy is 
part of the normal course of business in 
the art world, where authenticity is fuzzy 
and attributions change all the time. And 
yet it’s hard not to wonder whether there’s 
a point where the debate over a work shifts 
from being a symptom of the ambiguity 
to an attempt to capitalize on it.

Basquiat’s 1983 painting Museum Security (Broadway Meltdown) sold at auction for more than £9 million in 2013.
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As  O ’Donnell  and others  rebut-
ted each attack on their paintings’ authen-
ticity, I began to think that the only  
closure could come from �nding out more 
about the enigmatic J.F. who’d helped cre-
ate the cardboards. 

For months, J.F.’s identity had been 
a mystery. But then, during one of our 
many phone calls, O’Donnell told me 
he’d uncovered who it was. �e discovery 
seemed to strengthen his conviction that 
no one but Basquiat could have made the 
paintings that appeared at OMA. It was 
infeasible to churn out those works in half 
an hour, O’Donnell reminded me (a claim 
that the Basquiat forger Alfredo Martinez 
disputed). On top of which, O’Donnell 
contended, the pieces were totally beyond 
the capabilities of amateurs like Barz man 
and J.F.—neither of whom “has any 
known education, training, or experience 
as artists,” O’Donnell wrote in a court 
�ling. Per O’Donnell, J.F. had a reputa-
tion for working the doors at Los Angeles 
nightclubs, not making paintings. 

But I’d been doing my own research 
on J.F. At first, the trail had been cold: 
FBI documents were devoid of clues, and 
Koury, Barz man’s lawyer, told me that Barz-
man was determined to protect J.F.’s iden-
tity, because he was a childhood friend. Yet 
as I spoke with Barz man’s acquaintances, 
I kept hearing the name of an individual 
whose initials were J.F. I looked him up. It 
was the same J.F., I’d come to �nd out, that 
O’Donnell had identi�ed, but art wasn’t 
as alien to him as O’Donnell made it out 
to be. On J.F.’s Instagram, after I scrolled 
past various memes and a black-and-white 
snapshot of Basquiat, I found photos of 
detailed line drawings, elaborate painted 
murals, and hyper-exact pencil sketches—
as well as a post promoting J.F.’s work in a 
show at an art gallery. 

I was impressed by J.F.’s technique. He 
did masterful shadowing in his pencil ren-
dering of a metallic bucket, and drew eagle 
feathers so �u�y, I felt I could pluck them. 
He wasn’t Leonardo da Vinci, but, to my 
eye, nor was he someone who couldn’t wield 
a paintbrush. (I said as much to O’Donnell. 
He hadn’t seen the works, but told me, “I’m 
not shaken at all by the existence of J.F.”) I 
scrolled further through J.F.’s feed and sat 
straight up in my chair: �ere, in a photo 

posted in the fall of 2012, was Barz man. 
More digging led me to a high-school year-
book, where I discovered that Barz man 
and J.F. had been classmates. �ey were, 
in other words, childhood friends. 

When I reached him by phone, J.F. 
con�rmed that he and Barz man had once 
been close friends, but he refused to com-
ment on whether he’d helped make the 
paintings. According to Koury’s account 
of their creation, however, Barz man and 
his collaborator extensively researched 
Basquiat, then painstakingly experi-
mented with di�erent prototypes until 
they �gured out how to mimic the artist’s 
style. Despite O’Donnell’s claims to the 
contrary, it seemed plausible to me, given 
what I knew of Barz man’s and J.F.’s skills, 
that they could have pulled it o�.

T h e  p a i n t i n g s  at the Orlando 
Museum of Art’s exhibit vibrated with an 
energy that evoked Basquiat’s best-known 
work, albeit less restrained and more ber-
serk. �ey were mounted in black frames 
that made the frenetic whites of the �g-
ures’ eyes and jagged edges of their colorful 
crowns—a Basquiat signature—leap o� the 
walls. �ough �e New York Times pub-
lished an article questioning the Mumford 
collection’s authenticity within a week of 

the exhibit’s opening, visitors immediately 
praised the show. “A very moving exhibit 
of Jean-Michel Basquiat,” one OMA visi-
tor wrote on Instagram. A writer for Forbes 
hailed it as “a presentation to be enjoyed by 
the entire nation, if not the world.” 

All 25 paintings are now being held by 
the FBI, whose investigation is ongoing. 
Yet in the nearly two years since the agents 
raided OMA’s show—and in the decade 
since authorities �rst grew suspicious of the 
Mumford collection—only Barz man has 
faced charges: He pleaded guilty not to art 
forgery but to the relatively low-level o�ense 
of lying to the FBI, for which, in August, 
he received probation, 500 hours of com-
munity service, and a $500 �ne. 

In the meantime, OMA has scrubbed 
its website and social media of virtually all 
traces of the Mumford collection. It appears 
determined to bury the memory of the 
alleged Basquiats. Yet whether they’re real 
or not, the pieces are arresting artworks—
both in their own right, and for what they 
reveal about our relation ship with art. 

�e di�culty of distinguishing origi-
nal artwork from fakes and forgeries is a 
useful reminder that knocko�s can some-
times deliver just as much pleasure and 
insight as “real” artworks. As the philoso-
pher and artist Jonathon Keats has argued, 
art forgeries can prod us to question our 
assumptions and reconsider how much of 
our looking we outsource to experts, and 
can destabilize our relationship with art 
and the world—all of which are things 
that the best artwork can do.

�ere may yet be copies of the alleged 
Basquiat works out there somewhere. Pat-
rick Painter, a Los Angeles–based gallerist 
whom J.F. refers to on Instagram as “my old 
art dealer,” had planned to show six pieces 
from the Mumford collection in 2020. 
Painter told Los Angeles Magazine that, 
rather than risk the originals getting stolen, 
he made duplicates. “I had some reproduc-
tions done for the L.A. Art Show,” he said. 
“And no one could tell the di�erence.” 

Bianca Bosker is a contributing writer at 
�e Atlantic and the author of  Get the Pic-
ture: A Mind-Bending Journey Among the 
Inspired Artists and Obsessive Art Fiends 
Who Taught Me How to See.

Art forgeries  

can prod us to 

question our 

assumptions and 

reconsider how  

much of our  

looking we outsource 

to experts. 
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the summer of 2020, the playwright 
Michael R. Jackson received an unusual 
message from a fan of A Strange Loop, 
his musical about a gay Black man’s 
path to creative self-awareness through 
the process of writing a musical about 
a gay Black man’s path to creative self-
awareness. “Can I buy you a bulletproof 
vest?” the fan inquired over Instagram.

Jackson, who had just won a Pulitzer 
Prize for A Strange Loop and lived on a 
perfectly safe street in Upper Manhattan, 
had no more conceivable use for body 
armor or handouts than the next man. 
He told me about the proposal several 
months ago, over steak frites at Soho 
House, stressing its absurdity and pre-
sumptuousness. “Ur life matters so much. 
Ur writing matters so much. �is is the 
most available and direct way I can think 
of protecting ur life and ur future plays,” 
the fan had explained. 

In person, Jackson at �rst seems unas-
suming and even shy. He does not re�ex-
ively generate small talk. But he responds 
candidly and at length when asked a 
question about almost anything, and he 
is wickedly funny. In Jackson’s diagnosis, 
the fan in question was haplessly inspired 
by the racial reckoning then gripping the 
nation; he felt compelled to “show up” 
in the name of white allyship and anti-
racism. Jackson compromised with his 
would-be savior: For the bene�t of the 
latter’s conscience, he’d accept the vest’s 
cash value of $400. �e man promptly 
sent this sum to Jackson via Venmo.

�is bizarre exchange was emblem-
atic of an entire constellation of assump-
tions, biases, and misunderstandings 
that has proliferated in recent years and 
altered the way Jackson thinks of him-
self, his work, and American society more 
broadly. “Once the pandemic and the 
protest began, I suddenly was like, Oh 

God. 
is is a test of all of our characters. 

is is the existential thing that none of 
us have actually lived through before,” he 
told me. He thinks the American elite 
failed that test, revealing the enormity 
of its disconnection from the real world. 

Jackson can get animated when dis-
cussing the summer of 2020 and the 
way some artists, journalists, academics, 
and business people exploited the killing 
of George Floyd to advance their career. 
“They’re like, ‘Oh, in the world where 
George Floyd is dead, we need to talk 
about our theater careers’—or academia, 
or whatever … It’s like, how can y’all just 
so casually use this man’s corpse to pro-
mote your bougie-ass class bullshit? It’s dis-
gusting.” He found media coverage of this 
phenomenon to be particularly oblivious. 
“�e New York Times theater section will 
say”—here he adopted a mock reporter’s 
voice—“ ‘Things changed after George 
Floyd was killed, and this artistic director 
was appointed to blah blah blah.’ ”

Jackson believes that social media, a 
gathering threat for many years, tore open 
our collective reality in 2020; it created 
“an alternate universe” in which identity-
based su�ering—or merely the claim to 
such, however implausible or vicarious—
could be converted into social capital. “In 
the theater world in particular,” he said, 
“things got instantaneously even more dra-
matic because suddenly you had all these 
artists out of work. And all they had is 
the internet to do the most Shakespearean 
of performances about George Floyd and 
everything else. �e number of people in 
the theater world who used George Floyd’s 
dead body to pivot to inequity in the  
theater world is the most hair-raising thing 
I’ve ever seen in my life.” 

Many Black artists and thinkers, 
he said, live in this alternate universe: 
“�ey have made a home online where 

they can spread all of their in�uence and 
their clubbiness and cliquey-ness.” Here, 
the delusion that the lives of Black artists 
are urgently endangered can take on the 
false weight of conventional wisdom—
and inspire a blessedly naive white man 
to believe that a Broadway writer is some-
how in dire need of a bullet proof vest.

Jackson has long been preoccupied by 
questions of race and sexuality. He knows 
that he bene�ts from the interest gener-
ated by two of his identities, Black and 
gay. He also believes that the super�ciality 
of that interest—the oversimpli�cation of 
complex, ambiguous human reality—can 
create a sti�ing intellectual trap. �e play-
wright Jeremy O. Harris told 
e New 
York Times in March that “theater is an 
act of community service.” But Jackson 
is wary of any social-justice consensus, 
which he believes encourages everyone 
“to look at art as a weapon to be used to 
get one’s way.”

I began a series of conversations 
with Jackson in the autumn of 2022, 
as A Strange Loop was winding down its 
Broadway run and he was preparing to 
launch, o�-Broadway, his highly antici-
pated sophomore e�ort, an idiosyncratic 
satire called White Girl in Danger. He 
was also reaching beyond the theater 
world, writing for Boots Riley’s absurdist 
Amazon series, I’m a Virgo, which fol-
lows a 13-foot-tall Black teenager in 
Oakland, California. (It premiered in 
June  2023.) Now he is writing a hor-
ror movie—about, in his words, “the 
psychosis of an overeducated white and 
Black bourgeoisie”— for the production 
company A24. He’s also working on a 
new play, called Teeth, about a Christian 
teen in a religious community, which will 
open o�-Broadway in March.

Jackson is typically regarded as a 
member of the social-justice left in good 
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standing—as “woke,” for lack of a better 
word. Yet such a reading of Jackson and 
his work is a projection that says far more 
about audiences and the critical climate 
than the artist himself. I immersed myself 
in both of Jackson’s plays, as well as his 
personal writing in published essays and 
on social media. And I became convinced 
that one of our era’s most surprising, 
ruthlessly self-aware, and incisive social 
observers just happens to write musicals. 

M i c h a e l  R .  J a c k s o n  was born 
in 1981 in Detroit, into what he has 
described as an unexceptional middle-
class setting, a “Black Mayberry” where 
“no one seemed to want anything and 
nothing of consequence ever seemed to 
happen.” His parents—“regular-ass Baby 
Boomers who have lived in the same 
house for 45 years”—are both southern 
transplants, his mother from Georgia and 
his father from Mississippi. “A lot of peo-
ple think that being from Detroit means, 
like, ‘Oh, wow, you grew up in danger,’ ” 
he told me. “No, I grew up in a totally 
normal, regular neighborhood.” It was 
and still is a world of church outings and 
family reunions. A mostly Black world 
where “no one is talking about ‘I need 
to be seen, I need to be seen, I need to be 
seen—look, Mommy, I can see myself!’ 
�ey never say that … �eir self-esteem 
is not managed by a digital world of digi-
tal managers and gate keepers.”

If his family life was grounded and 
undramatic, his imaginative life was 
something like the opposite. When he 
was a very young child, his working par-
ents would drop him off most days at 
his great-aunt’s house, where he would 
watch hours upon hours of daytime tele-
vision: �rst cartoons, then game shows, 
and then, starting at lunchtime, soap 
operas. He recited the viewing order 
with relish: “12:30, �e Young and the 
Restless ; 1 o’clock is Days of Our Lives ; 
2 o’clock is Another World ; 3 o’clock is 
Santa Barbara.” Once he reached school 
age, Jackson would watch soaps on days 
o� and over the summer, calling his great-
aunt to catch up on missed plot devel-
opments. “It was this bond that we had 
over these stories, these �ctional white 
people.” He said these shows and these 

people—“predominantly white women 
in peril”—taught him what the wider 
culture deemed important in storytelling. 

At Cass Tech High School, Jackson 
studied creative writing and devoured 
Soap Opera Digest in his free time, fanta-
sizing about becoming a writer on one of 
his favorite shows. �e head of the Eng-
lish department encouraged him to par-
ticipate in a program that brought profes-
sional writers into the school, including 
the novelist Peter Markus. Jackson studied 
privately with Markus. “He was the �rst 
adult in my life as an artist to challenge me 
to push the envelope,” he told me. “His 
whole thing was ‘Figure out what your 
obsessions are and write about them over 
and over and over again.’ ”

Markus advised Jackson to “stop 
imitating Maya Angelou” (Jackson’s 
words) and find his own perspective. 
Around this time, at the age of 15, Jack-
son began coming out as gay. And this 
emerging dual sense of his creative and 
sexual selves led him to want “to write 
dangerously and to step out of what I felt, 
in an abstract way, was this sort of box 
of being a Black writer who could only 
write about certain things and couldn’t be 
transgressive or emotional or whatever.” 

Jackson has written frankly about his 
parents’ shock at his homosexuality and 
their subsequent acceptance. As he put 
it in a 2021 essay for �e Yale Review:

My mother told me that God hated 

homosexuality and that being gay was 

worse than committing murder. My 

father asked me if being attracted to 

men meant that I was attracted to 

him. Everyone cried. I felt like a soap 

opera villainess who had destroyed 

the family. Like I was Vivian Alamain 

burying Carly alive. And though my 

family and I are closer than ever now, 

it took me many years of tending to 

the wound to heal it, and even after 

healing it there’s still a tiny scar.

For college, Jackson went to NYU, 
where his love of soap operas persisted, 
but he began to explore other dramatic 
forms as well. He interned on All My 
Children and took a playwriting class, 
where his teacher de�ned story for him: 
“A charac ter wants something, is presented 
with obstacles, and either achieves, fails, or 
abandons it.” When Jackson attempted to 
write from his own perspective, however, 
the results were underwhelming. 

“The number of people in the 

theater world who used George 
Floyd’s dead body to pivot to 

inequity in the theater world is the 
most hair-raising thing I’ve ever 

seen in my life,” Jackson said. 
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His �rst full-length e�ort at NYU was 
a play called DL, “a title and premise I 
stole from an episode of Oprah about 
Black men with secret ‘down low’ gay 
sex lives,” he wrote in The Yale Review. 
“It was about a Black police lieutenant 
married to an outspoken southern born 
and raised accounting professional who 
had a secretly gay teenage son. �e son 
was having a sexual affair with one of 
his father’s white subordinates, who was 
also having a secret sexual a�air with the 
father. The play was not good.” It pos-
sessed the raw ingredients of something 
potentially powerful— identity, trauma, 
deception—but Jackson still did not know 
what to make of them or how to connect 
his characters’ desires and obstructions to 
a more compellingly universal narrative. 
“As a young artist,” he continues in the 
essay, “I was only interested in exploiting 
an unresolved familial con�ict around my 
homosexuality and throwing it into a pot 
with whatever dramatic seasoning I could 
�nd in the cupboard.”

Jackson began work on what would 
become A Strange Loop after graduating 
from NYU, in 2002, when he was 21. 
After a short internship at ABC Daytime, 
he applied for an executive-assistant job 
at CBS Daytime but was turned down, 
so he went back to NYU for his M.F.A. in 
musical-theater writing. In grad school, 
he su�ered a major heartbreak that sent 
him into a depression. He had unful�ll-
ing sexual encounters that he funneled 
into his writing project. After he �nished 
his degree, he kept writing. As his play—
at the time titled Why I Can’t Get Work—
expanded and evolved, he staged a few 
small performances. Sometimes people 
walked out. Even as the play progressed, 
he admitted to me, it periodically also 
got worse. His professional stagnation 
mingled with personal setbacks that 
sent him to therapy—a move he views 
as pivotal in preventing outright despair. 
All the while, he had mind-numbing 
day jobs, including as an usher at The 
Lion King and Mary Poppins. Much of 
A Strange Loop was born from that expe-
rience, of “just standing in the back of 
the theater watching people watch the 
show.” A Strange Loop was �nally pro-
duced o�-Broadway in 2019 and opened 

on Broadway in 2022, when Jackson was 
41. He had worked on it for two decades.

A  S T R A N G E  LO O P is both the show the 
audience has filed into their seats to 
watch and the play that its protagonist, 
Usher, an usher at �e Lion King, is writ-
ing. Most of the action occurs in his 
overpopulated headspace, where a sup-
porting cast of �oughts, such as Your 
Daily Self- Loathing and Fairweather 
(Usher’s projection of his agent), bad-
ger Usher to hurry up and �nish writing. 
�e supporting characters also reenact 
signi�cant moments from Usher’s past, 
including botched sexual encounters 
and the day he came out to his working-
class parents in Detroit.

�e relentlessly polyphonic interior 
monologue makes for a frenetic, hilari-
ous 100 minutes. In awarding Jackson 
its annual prize for drama in 2020, the 
Pulitzer board called A Strange Loop “a 
metafictional musical that tracks the cre-
ative process of an artist transforming 
issues of identity, race, and sexuality that 
once pushed him to the margins of the 
cultural mainstream into a meditation on 
universal human fears and insecurities.” 

�e play is rooted in its creator’s per-
sonal experiences. Yet Jackson was also 
documenting his exposure to the larger 
political climate over the years. Spe-
ci�cally, toward the end of the Obama 
administration, “these conversations 
started to bubble up in the culture, and 
in the theater world particularly, about 
this thing called ‘diversity, equity, and 
inclusion,’ ” which he had never really 
thought about before. 

In 2015, Brett Ryback, a white actor 
and theater writer whom Jackson had 
met at a writing residency, published a 
blog post titled “Race and the New Gen-
eration of Musical �eatre Writers.” In 
it, Ryback noted the lack of diversity in 
the industry. His critique was aimed at 
the show Dear Evan Hansen, a hit that 
had been written by two of Jackson’s 
friends. Ryback “was just saying, ‘Why 
are the shows all white, and everything’s 
all white?’ And then he mentioned me,” 
Jackson said. �e post was widely shared. 
“�ere are writers in this generation who 
are taking us in a different direction,” 

Ryback wrote. “People like Lin-Manuel 
Miranda and Michael R. Jackson, who 
also happen to be writers of color.” Jack-
son responded on his website, his �rst 
attempt to make sense of a debate he has 
returned to again and again:

Whether you are a white musical  

theater writer or a musical theater writer 

of color, I would advocate for something 

that is maybe a little less politically cor-

rect but de�nitely on the side of art in 

terms of what makes it onto the stage:

JUST TELL THE FUCKING TRUTH.

�at’s the only edict I would issue at 

this point. If your cast is all white, is 

that the fucking truth? It may be! But 

you need to ask yourself the question 

each and every time and not only when 

you’re casting it but also as you’re writ-

ing it. Race is a construct, so in that 

regard, it is arbitrary, but racism is a 

practice—and one that is often sub-

conscious or defacto. And it’s a practice 

that a�ects all people of color every-

where. It’s a practice that a�ects white 

people as well and I would argue … 

that it may even a�ect them worse.

In his response to Ryback, Jackson 
described his play-in- progress using con-
ventional social-justice vernacular: “a piece 
that endeavors to force the hegemonic 
white gaze of the audience to lie dormant 
and see things as [Usher] sees things as a 
black, gay man.” A Strange Loop certainly 
contains traces of this progressive mind-
set, which, Jackson told me, “I no longer 
really align with, but I kept in because 
that’s where the character is.” But more 
than anything, the play reveals “a changing 
mind, a mind that is not static.” 

Jackson cited one example of his previ-
ous way of thinking, from a speech Usher 
delivers to his father in which he earnestly 
declares, “Black lust matters,” the implica-
tion being that Black people ought to �nd 
their romantic completion in partners of 
the same racial background. “I’m not there 
anymore,” Jackson told me �atly, noting 
that even though he would love to spend 
his life with a Black man, he has come to 
realize that “the homogeneity of thought” 
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he often �nds within his social class can 
make this a challenge. “Nobody’s going 
to fuck you if you don’t have an ideology 
they can agree with,” he said. “Maybe �ve 
years ago, I rocked with this homogeneous 
thought. But I don’t anymore.”

A Strange Loop also contains within it 
the seeds of its own subversion. Consider 
this line delivered by one of Usher’s inner 
voices in the guise of a guard in musical-
theater prison: “Give them niggas a lil’ 
slavery, police violence, and intersection-
ality,” the voice advises the young artist. 
Usher has a clear lane to relevance and 
success should he content himself with 
paint-by-numbers renditions of stereo-
typical Black life. But what would be the 
cost? “To me, that line is a Rorschach 
test for people,” Jackson told me. Is it 
skewering theatrical tastemakers, white 
audiences, or Black creators? Or all of the 
above? “How they interpret that line tells 
me what their lens on the whole piece is.” 

Eight years after the Obama era, Jack-
son says he has only grown more attuned 
to what he sees as the super ficiality of 
the contemporary racial-justice dis-
course. “�ey are not really saying what 
the implication of some of this stu� is,” 
he told me with exasperation, “because 
there’s a dark side to it.” For one thing, 
he detects the presumption that “qual-
ity is a white-supremacy structure, and 
that we could chuck it out the window 
in favor of conformity and of reallocat-
ing wealth.” Here he was alluding to DEI 
materials that have circulated widely in 
the past few years— such as the now- 
infamous anti-racist chart published on 
the National Museum of African Ameri-
can History and Culture’s website in 
the summer of 2020. �ese newfangled 
guidelines sought to deconstruct “aspects 
and assumptions of whiteness and white 
culture.” Some problematic white char-
acteristics included “rational thinking,” 
“hard work,” and “meeting your goals.” 

Jackson showed me a remarkable 
mission statement from the website of a 
DEI consultant who’d been hired by the 
Lyceum �eatre, in Midtown Manhat-
tan, a rare example of saying the quiet part 
very loud: “To dismantle systemic oppres-
sion and usher in a new era of empathy by 
producing participatory action research, 

human resource initiatives and reallocating 
wealth to Black and Brown DEI consul-
tants.” �ere is not even a glancing men-
tion of artistic ambition or achievement. 

Perhaps even more ridiculous, in Jack-
son’s view, is how a focus on surface-level 
diversity, equity, and inclusion can para-
doxically stunt its bene�ciaries artisti-
cally, even as it promotes their career. He 
expresses gratitude for the sheer amount 
of time he had to write and perfect A 
Strange Loop—an indispensable matu-
ration process that he thinks many tal-
ented minority artists are being deprived 
of in society’s haste to discover and ele-
vate nonwhite stories and voices. A play 
is not a blog post. During those long, 
lonely years that Jackson spent writing 
A Strange Loop, he was able to distance 
himself critically from his initial political 
beliefs and move beyond a purely polemi-
cal mode. By contrast, the e�ect of the 
recent professional fast-tracking, as he 
puts it, has been to emphasize the �ash 
of political positions over the drudgery of 
creative development. “I’ve seen so many 
opportunities just handed out, doled out 
to all these people in the name of giving 
them these resources, but there’s nothing 
being done to help them develop and to 
make a quality product,” he said. 

Not every work of art requires nearly 
two decades, but Jackson’s time investment 
in A Strange Loop made the play what it is: a 
rich palimpsest of viewpoints he’s recorded 
and e�aced and written over again, argu-
ments he’s waged against himself in all his 
previous iterations. �is layered ness is one 
of the play’s great achievements; the ver-
tiginous lack of authorial certainty consti-
tutes a core strength. 

Yet such layeredness can also be con-
founding to critics who now instinctively 
reduce works of art to political messag-
ing. In a scathing review of A Strange Loop
that ran in National Review in April 2022, 
for example, the writer Deroy Murdock 
dismissed Jackson’s play as mere “critical 
race theater” and quipped that it “could 
have been composed by Robin DiAngelo 
(mother of White Fragility) with lyrics by 
Ibram X. Kendi (father of How to Be an 
Antiracist).” Murdock argued that “seem-
ingly everyone Usher encounters bashes 
his race, sexuality, weight, and looks” and 
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Top: Jackson as a teenager in 1995. 

Middle: Jackson with his cousin Nina 

before senior prom in 1999.  

Bottom: Jackson at the �rst reading  

of A Strange Loop at New York’s  

Musical �eatre Factory in 2015.
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charged that Usher’s Manhattan is, there-
fore, absurdly unrealistic. “Having lived 
on Manhattan Island since August 1987, 
I can attest that people here do not attack 
each other to their faces this way … �is 
is 2022, not 1962.”

Such a reading gets things exactly back-
wards. �e dramatic battleground here is 
not the white-supremacist, homophobic 
society into which Usher may be thrust 
but his infinitely more daunting and 
complicated mental terrain. His identity 
traits—overweight, Black, gay—are obsta-
cles to his success in large part because he 
believes they are. One of Jackson’s points is 
that our experiences, however varied they 
may be, in some very meaningful way 
amount to what we make of them. 

Conservative critics were not the only 
viewers led astray by the play’s racial cues. 
In the autumn of 2022, I attended a sold-
out performance of A Strange Loop at the 
Lyceum �eatre. Several seats to my left, 
an older white man positively squealed 
with delight at every utterance of “nigger.” 
�e man cracked up even when there was 
no evident punch line on the horizon. I 

wondered if Jackson had ever had any-
thing like a Dave Chappelle moment. 
Explaining his sudden departure from 
his legendary sketch series on Comedy 
Central, Chappelle famously recalled the 
abnormally long, loud laughter of a sin-
gle white spectator that had left him pro-
foundly uncomfortable. “ My head almost 
exploded, ” he told Time magazine—he 
worried he was actually propping up the 
stereotypes he’d meant to critique.

When I asked Jackson what he thought 
about this possibility, his response was 
generous and more detached than I’d 
expected. “When you buy a ticket to 
something, you’re invited to have what-
ever experience you want,” he replied. But 
if the white man’s behavior was bizarre and 
discom�ting, maybe even racist, Jackson 
found other, more frequent reactions 
anathema to the old idea that art is for 
everyone. “�ere were these Black people 
who would run up to me and say, ‘�is 
is for us. �ank you for telling our story. 
�ey don’t get it. �ey don’t get it. �ey 
didn’t know what they’re laughing at. 
�ey’re clapping along. �ey don’t know 

what they’re doing.’ And they’d want me 
to know that they know what it is.” He 
shook his head. “And then right after that, 
a white person will come up to me and go, 
‘I know it’s not for me. I know it’s not for 
me. I know it’s not for me, but I loved it.’ 
�ey want me to know that they know that 
it’s not for them. And I just sort of have to 
calmly take all of that in, because this goes 
to the heart of the question: With all of 
this identity-marking and segregating and 
self-segregating and a�nity groups and all 
these things, how do you know who is it 
for? If I wanted it to be for a group …” 
he trailed o�. “When people tell me that 
it’s for us, that’s this weird thing where it 
seems like every Black person is the same.” 

I n  co n ve r s at i o n , Jackson repeat-
edly returns to the ways the evolving 
discourse around race, identity, and 
social justice fails to take into account 
the perspectives of ¡esh-and-blood Black 
people. Jackson’s best friend, Kisha, is a 
Black woman who runs a day-care center 
in South Carolina. �e two of them talk 
constantly about how initially compelling 
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Jackson accepts the Tony Award for Best Book of a Musical for A Strange Loop in June 2022.
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concepts like intersectionality have 
turned into rhetorical class markers. “So 
many of these [concepts] don’t have any 
practical applications to anybody’s actual 
lives,” he told me. “I bet you a garbage-
man has never had to do a diversity 
training,” he said. “�is only operates 
at a certain class level.” Jackson said his 
mother—one of eight children, who left 
the Deep South, moved to the North, 
held down a job, raised a family, made a 
home—“would never call herself a femi-
nist, let alone an intersectional one.” Yet 
she is “one of the most powerful Black 
women I know.” �e issue, as he sees it, 
boils down to the fact that more school
is always required to make use of these 
terms, or even to understand them, and 
as a result they’re deeply exclusionary. 
“You have to read more … It’s endless 
working and reading and studying,” he 
said. “I feel like there’s a scam inside 
of it that’s meant to keep some people 
on top and some people on bottom.” 
He went on, “It’s all about these social-
class associations, and you either have 
entrance into this country club or you 
don’t, based on whether you subscribe 
to a kind of thought or belief system.”

While still �ne-tuning A Strange Loop, 
Jackson was also plotting a new show, 
one that would abandon inward-looking 
theatrical auto�ction in favor of a more 
outward-looking critique. His second 
play, White Girl in Danger, is set in the 
realm of daytime television, and marks 
an attempt to bring his cultural observa-
tions to the stage—“to put on a canvas a 
sort of picture of a world that melodra-
matizes itself daily.” Jackson’s allegory is 
ingenious: �e American racial drama 
has become one giant, insular soap opera.

One afternoon last March, I watched 
a rehearsal of White Girl in Danger at the 
Tony Kiser �eater, in Midtown Man-
hattan. Jackson was sitting by himself, 
polishing o� a Shake Shack hamburger in 
a neon-pink T-shirt emblazoned with the 
faces of Viki and Niki from One Life to 
Live. Recently back to work after attend-
ing the Grammy Awards in Los Ange-
les (“�ey don’t feed you; there was no 
food for 10 hours”) and �e New York 
Times’ annual op-ed party (“Eric Adams 
is sexy”), he was surprisingly relaxed and 

easygoing, considering the expectations 
following A Strange Loop, which, in addi-
tion to the Pulitzer, had won the Tony 
Award for Best Musical. 

His stage director, Lileana Blain-Cruz, 
swept into the room. She organized the 
cast and crew into an “energy circle.” A 
series of deep-breathing exercises quickly 
evolved into a dance-o� as each member, 
including Jackson, rapped and produced 
a novel movement for the dozens of par-
ticipants to emulate. When the circle split 
up, the musicians took their seats, and 
the cast broke into subgroups, prepar-
ing to run through speci�c scenes in the 
second act of the three-hour production.

“If you are white, please leave my 
space!” announced the choreographer, Raja 
Feather Kelly, to much laughter. Brown-
skinned members of the cast began march-
ing in circles chanting, “Blackground 
matters!” while the pale- complexioned 
actors retreated into an imaginary town 
called Allwhite and retorted, “Allwhites 
matter!” “You’re not Allwhite, you bitch! 
I’m Allwhite!” the actor Alyse Alan Louis 
screamed several times, before settling on 
the proper enunciation. 

“�is is DEI theater!” Kelly shouted 
with a smile. Jackson asked me if I’d been 
following the recent Roald Dahl contro-
versy, in which members of the British 
author’s literary estate decided to post-
humously cleanse certain texts, removing 
words like fat and ugly. “I don’t believe 
anyone actually cares about these words,” 
Jackson said. People, he said, are “just 
exerting power.”

The exertion of power—over oth-
ers, over oneself, to surmount obstacles 
and chart a unique destiny, to “choose 
your own adventure,” so to speak—is 
an issue very much at the core of White 
Girl in Danger. In the soap-opera uni-
verse of Allwhite, a trio of white girls, 
Meagan, Maegan, and Megan, are all 
threatened by a serial killer who stalks 
their suburban town, depositing bodies 
in the surrounding woodland. Mean-
while, the girls deal with—among other 
a§ictions— body-image issues, awful 
boyfriends, domineering mothers, and, 
of course, white privilege. One typical 
line, which had stayed with me since 
Jackson had �rst sung it to me months 

earlier, goes, “She doin’ drugs, but she 
won’t do her homework!” Whiteness, 
Jackson playfully suggests, can provoke 
the need to invent struggles that the 
world has otherwise failed to provide. 

Their world is contrasted with the 
constricted second-class milieu of the 
nonwhite characters, most notably the 
spectacular mother-daughter duo of 
Nell and Keesha. The pair, thanks to 
an enigmatic and omnipotent Allwhite 
writer— a kind of Oz �gure within the 
play—are doomed to toil and dwell in 
the “Blackground.” Here, identities are 
always contingent, ordered o� a prix �xe 
menu: best friends, slaves, custodians, 
victims of police brutality. Jackson also 
suggests—as the keenest observers of 
American life never fail to do—that the 
white world might be even more mass-
produced and lacking in originality by 
dint of its privilege. His white characters 
are stereotypes too; they just lack the self-
awareness to do anything about it. 

�e engine of the story, which is teem-
ing with jokes and inside jokes, critiques 
and self-critiques, as well as esoteric allu-
sions, is Keesha’s desire to transcend the 
con�nes of the Blackground by securing 
her own autonomous plotline. When an 
Allwhite girl is killed by “the Allwhite 
killer,” the Allwhite writer announces 
that the role of best friend will hence-
forth be �lled by Keesha. But she is no 
longer content as the sidekick. Keesha 
maneuvers to steal her Allwhite friends’ 
storylines, seducing their boyfriends in 
the process. As she becomes more suc-
cessful, racking up ever juicier subplots, 
her hair turns blond and the Allwhite 
writer puts her in the killer’s crosshairs. 
�e revelation of the killer’s identity, as 
well as that of the Allwhite writer, comes 
as a surprise. But the basic story here is as 
old as the Black experience in America: 
what happens when an ambitious indi-
vidual belongs to a marginalized group, 
yet refuses the arbitrary limitations that 
come with their identity. �is play also 
suggests, more coyly and controversially, 
that there can be real power in the vic-
tim posture. Keesha learns to manipulate 
her identity for personal advancement, 
becoming a kind of predator who feasts 
on the Allwhite writer’s indulgence. 
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White Girl in Danger is far stranger 
and more sui generis than I’d anticipated 
when I 	rst began talking with Jackson— 
and he is even more seriously interested 
in soap operas than I’d initially gathered. 
Watching all three hours of the musical 
felt physically demanding to the point 
that, post-intermission, I wondered if the 
play’s form mirrored its content: American 
racial dynamics are literally exhausting. Of 
course Jackson knows this. He also knows 
that this show is even more vulnerable to 
misinterpretation than his previous one. 
“I think there’s a way in which people 
could look at the show and go, ‘�is is 
an anti-woke musical,’ ” he told me. “But 
actually, I think of it as a musical that is a 
multiple- personality battle between woke 
and anti-woke. I have many targets, but I 
try, as much as I target them, to also have 
compassion for them.” 

Contrary to Kelly’s self-aware quip in 
rehearsal, White Girl in Danger is decidedly 
not “DEI theater.” It is certainly inclusive 
of Black actors, stories, and perspectives. 
But it doesn’t strictly adhere to or advance 
any particular contemporary political posi-
tion: The “Special Thanks” part of the 
program cites, among other in�uences, 
“PC/un-PC/woke/anti-woke” storylines. 
�is characteristic irreverence and anti-
clubbishness is what makes Jackson such 

an incisive cultural commentator as well 
as an uncompromising artist. 

W H I T E  G I R L  I N  D A N G E R ’s  o�- Broadway 
run ended quickly, after only 10 weeks. 
Audiences weighing in on social media 
tended to express exasperation and 
bewilder ment. Ordinarily, the next goal 
for such a musical would be Broadway, 
but the show is still “very long and very 
expensive and got mixed-to- negative 
reviews—from the few I read, which 
was admittedly very few,” Jackson told 
me. “It’s possible it could have a regional 
life if I made some edits to make it a bit 
shorter and thus easier and less expensive 
to produce, but that would necessitate a 
whole process to develop that version that 
still had the integrity and vision I refuse 
to relinquish.” Signi	cant changes have 
a�ected the theatri cal landscape since the 
pandemic, most noticeably a lack of appe-
tite for artistic risk in general, let alone 
when the perspective on race is so unorth-
odox. “Being ultimately a Black show that 
pushes unique boundaries in its message 
and nuance in the current sociopolitical 
climate also challenges its economic viabil-
ity,” Jackson suggested, while holding out 
the possibility of developing White Girl in 
Danger for 	lm or TV. In the meantime, 
he has recorded an album with the cast.

On the night I saw White Girl in Dan-
ger, Jackson seemed preoccupied with 
and possibly nervous about the ques-
tion of whether people would get it. He 
may have genuinely been worried about 
being canceled, which he’d joked about 
in rehearsal. But when I met him sev-
eral weeks later at Soho House, he was 
loquacious and relaxed, carrying a copy 
of Black Bourgeoisie, E. Franklin Frazier’s 
1957 analytical work, whose paperback 
tagline reads: “�e book that brought the 
shock of self- revelation to middle- class 
blacks in America.” Frazier’s thesis holds 
that the Black bourgeoisie is “a class in 
search of a mission,” alienated from the 
white mainstream in addition to lower-
class Black reali ty. “Cold, hard facts!” Jack-
son said, placing it on the table. He is not 
	nished trying to hold a mirror to his own 
moment, and he isn’t 	nished laughing 
about it either, though the only detail he 
would reveal on the subject of his horror-
movie script is that he 	nds it “terrifying.” 

That night at Soho House, I men-
tioned my love of the character Nell in 
White Girl in Danger, who is a tremen-
dous assortment of familiar and surprising 
Black female roles played to such e�ect 
by Tarra Conner Jones that she steals the 
show repeatedly. In an email, she told me 
that she was initially struck by “Michael’s 
audacity to be so bold and truthful about 
how black people experience, and are 
experienced in, a white world.” But ulti-
mately, she just “laughed out loud a lot 
because the script was funny as hell.” Per-
haps the most brilliant idea embedded in 
White Girl in Danger is that the way out 
of the loopy national melodrama will nec-
essarily rely on humor. To this, Jackson 
replied that what he’s really interested in 
now is just giving actors—and, by exten-
sion, audiences— the space to laugh at 
themselves.

“Everything is not always about the 
legacy of slavery.” 

Thomas Chatterton Williams is a staff 
writer at �e Atlantic, a visiting professor 
of humanities at Bard College, and a non-
resident fellow at the American Enterprise 
Institute. He is the author of  Self-Portrait 
in Black and White.

 “I think of it as a musical that is  
a multiple-personality battle 
between woke and anti-woke,” 
Jackson told me.
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I.

� e international airport serving the 

capital of Montenegro has only two 

arrival gates, and last spring they were 

busier than usual. I was there for the 

same reason many others were: � e 

tiny Balkan state had become the 

unlikely center of a mostly Ameri-

can social and political movement.  

Speci� cally, I had come to observe Zuzalu, a two-month co-
living experiment that had been organized—and to some extent 
paid for—by Vitalik Buterin, a co-founder of the eco-friendly 
cryptocurrency ethereum. It was being hosted at a new resort 
and planned community on the Adriatic coast, not far from the 
village of Radovići. Part retreat and part conference, it was also 
a dry run for the more permanent relocation of tech-industry 
digital nomads to di� erent parts of the world, where they could 
start their own societies and design them to their liking. Some 
200 people had signed up for the full two months. Others, like 
me, popped in and out. � e slate of talks for the days I was there 
was titled “New Cities and Network States.” European tour-
ists smoked cigars on the promenade while Zuzalu attendees 
bounded around making plans for excursions and exercise and 
shuttles to a private Grimes show later on. 

� e network state is a concept � rst advanced by Balaji Srini-
vasan, a bitcoin advocate who is in� uential in tech circles. As he 
describes it in his book, � e Network State, self-published in 2022 

on the Fourth of July, a network state starts with an online com-
munity of like-minded people, then moves into the o�  ine world 
by crowdfunding the purchase of land and inhabiting it intensively 
enough that “at least one pre-existing government” is moved to 
o� er diplomatic recognition. � ere isn’t necessarily any voting; the 
best way to vote is by either staying put or “exiting” for another 
network state you like better. 

Other than that, the model is choose your own adventure. 
Hypothetically, Srinivasan suggests network states for people 
who eat speci� c diets (kosher, keto), for people who don’t like 
FDA regulation, for people who don’t like cancel culture, for 
people who want to live like Benedictine monks, for people 
who might want to limit internet use by putting public build-
ings in Faraday cages. It doesn’t matter what the state is based 
on, but it has to be based on something—a “moral innovation” 
or a “one commandment.” 

So, in Montenegro, inside a geodesic dome, presenters gave 
pitches for an array of proposed societies. � e talks were of the 
friendly “no bad ideas in brainstorming” variety—propositions with 
enormous stakes presented one after another in an hour or less. 
Beginning as online communities, or as “decentralized autono-
mous organizations,” some would be built from scratch by people 
with a shared cause. Others would be start-ups in a more tradi-
tional sense—instigated by founders and run like businesses. 
For instance, Titus Gebel, a German entrepreneur, proposes the 
establishment of “free private cities,” where citizens are custom-
ers who pay only for the government services they intend to use 
personally. A city operator and a small governing board would 
make every important decision. “� e current Western legacy 
systems are not reformable,” Gebel said during a presentation. 
“� ey’re not really serving people’s needs any longer.”

Later, I listened to a Q&A with Dryden Brown, the 
20- something CEO and co-founder of Praxis, a venture- capital-
funded group bent on escaping American democracy and all its 
� aws by building a new “eternal city,” also called Praxis, somewhere 
in the Mediterranean region. On the internet, Brown is combative 
and self-aggrandizing, but in person, he has the re� exive polite-
ness of someone who is used to older adults referring to him as 
a “nice young man.” When he was in his early 20s, he posted a 
meme on Facebook identifying himself as “� scally conservative and 
socially awkward.” He’d been avoiding me in New York, but when 
I appeared in Montenegro, he received me with surprising warmth 
(“You made it!” he said, after I sneaked into the Grimes show).

During his Q&A, he stuck mostly to oft-repeated talking 
points. His family fought in the Revolutionary War; he has 
wanted to start a new city since he was 15 or 16 years old; the 
important thing to know about Praxis is that everyone who lives 
there will be amazing. “If you’re able to get the next Elon to move 
to the city, that’s where the returns come from,” he said. Brown 
acknowledged the need to “attract and retain people who have 
that risk tolerance, that are talented, that have that high IQ.” He 
said the “high IQ” part twice.

On the second day of presentations, I had lunch with a bio-
tech investor named Sebastian Brunemeier. (But he was fasting, 
so we only drank water.) Brunemeier, remarkably friendly and 
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forthcoming, is a “longevity maximalist” who co-founded a venture-
capital fund in 2021 to invest in something called LongBio. Now, 
he explained, he’s supporting a longevity-speci� c network state 
that would advance a cause he and others call “vitalism.” Death, 
they argue, is an option, not an inevitability. “� e basic prem-
ise is: Well, if life is good and health is good, death and disease 
are bad,” Brunemeier explained. Citizens of this network state 
will be free to pursue a goal of longer, healthier lives outside the 
reach of U.S. regulation and its byzantine restrictions on medical 
experimentation. (Outside the reach of the U.S. tax code, too.) 
To start, they’re hosting a two-month pop-up city called Vitalia 
on an island o�  Honduras. 

A smattering of other network-state-inspired projects are under 
way. � ere’s Itana, a new city in Nigeria marketed to entrepreneurs, 
which entices foreign business owners with tax incentives. � e island 
o�  Honduras where the vitalism people are headed is home to an 
existing community called Próspera, whose settlers are already o� er-
ing experimental gene therapy. � e venture capitalist Shervin Pishe-
var, a co-founder of Hyperloop One, is building what he calls a “smart 
island,” in the Bahamas. So far it sounds like a planned community 
with its own airport, but Pishevar has promised that his ambitions 
are much larger. “One of our next projects is an island that is bigger 
than Manhattan,” he said at a Srinivasan-led network-state confer-
ence in Amsterdam this past October. He didn’t name the location, 
but said he is negotiating a “treaty, essentially,” a 99-year lease with 
a host government. 

� ese projects are pitched with a sense of grandiosity and 
grievance: � e twisted bureaucracy of democratic governance is 
constraining humanity. Decades ago, we went to the moon; why 
don’t we have � ying cars? Centuries ago, we praised frontiersmen 
and pioneers; why are they vili� ed now? Why all this disdain for 
the doers and the builders? Why all this red tape in the way of 
the best and the brightest? 

Most of these projects are not yet real to the point of treaties 
and cement, but they are real enough in the minds of people who 
wield in� uence in a powerful, tight-knit industry. � ese people are 
energetic, creative, and sometimes charming. And they have their 
hearts set on a future that belongs to them alone.

II.

� e idea of the network state is not a totally original one. � e 
United States has a long history of secessionist yearning, and the 
speci� c dream of libertarian settlements populated by Americans 
has been in the air since at least the 1970s, when the reactionary 
Nevada millionaire Michael Oliver determined that “the real cure 
for this country is for the productive people to leave, and let the 
moochers tax each other.” As recounted in Raymond B. Craib’s 
recent book, Adventure Capitalism, Oliver � rst thought of build-
ing an arti� cial island in the South Paci� c; his later schemes 
included invading some islands in the Bahamas and funding a 
right-wing separatist movement in Portugal. 

� e network-state idea also sounds a lot like the Patchwork 
concept proposed 15 years ago by Curtis Yarvin, a tech-world per-
sonality who is regarded as the father of neo-reactionary thought. 
In 2008, on his blog Unquali� ed Reservations, he wrote: 

� e basic idea of Patchwork is that, as the crappy governments we 

inherited from history are smashed, they should be replaced by a 

global spiderweb of tens, even hundreds, of thousands of sover-

eign and independent mini-countries, each governed by its own 

joint-stock corporation without regard to the residents’ opinions. 

If residents don’t like their government, they can and should move. 

Like much of Yarvin’s writing, this post was heavily sarcastic 
and full of what one would hope is hyperbole. To rid San Francisco 

The time has come to “reopen” the frontier.
It’s a tale as old as civilization: 

When you’re persecuted, you get out of town.
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of the poor, he suggested “a little aerial bombing.” His tone 
could be why the idea languished for so long; that, and some of 
the things you’ll �nd in his Wikipedia entry under the headings 
“Alt-right” and “Views on Race.” Now, however, people who 
are tired of the messy reality of the United States are returning 
to Yarvin’s work with fresh appreciation. “He was just so early,” 
William Ball, a co-founder of the venture-capital �rm Assembly 
Capital, said in a podcast interview. 

In hindsight, the network state is clearly the dream that Sili-
con Valley has been building toward since the very beginning. 
In a famous 1995 essay, “�e Californian Ideology,” the British 
academics Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron explained that 
the technologists of Silicon Valley looked forward to a future in 
which “existing social, political, and legal power structures will 
wither away to be replaced by unfettered inter actions between 

autonomous individuals and their software.” �e authors also 
observed, dryly, that California’s highways, universities, and 
extensive public infrastructure had all been built by complex 
bureaucracies and funded by taxes. 

Two years later, the tech world produced its own version of the 
same thesis, without the analytical distance. �e Sovereign Individ-
ual, by the American investor James Dale Davidson and the British 
journalist Lord William Rees-Mogg, was published just as the tech 
industry in California was rising to power. It was a manifesto for 
the concept of “self-ownership,” and displayed utter disdain for any 
kind of reciprocal relationship with government. Davidson and 
Rees-Mogg at times make their case with metaphors so distracting 
that the impact is somewhat muted. (“�e state has grown used to 
treating its taxpayers as a farmer treats his cows, keeping them in a 
�eld to be milked. Soon, the cow will have wings.”) But the book 
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is still read today—Peter �iel 
wrote a new introduction for 
a 2020 reprint—because it 
predicted the development 
of cryptocurrency. It also 
predicted that, as nation-
states became unwieldy, the 
most stable mode of gov-
ernment might become the 
city-state—“the old Venetian 
model.” 

In this new age, computers 
would alter every institution, 
the very structure of society, 
and the entire world econ-
omy. In doing so, they would 
imperil national governments 
by curtailing their power to 
control citizens and collect 
taxes. �ey would also create 
a permanently wealthy supe-
rior class, a “cognitive elite,” 
whose members may exist “in 
the same physical environ-
ment as the ordinary, subject 
citizen” but who would never 
again regard ordinary citizens 
as their equals. 

Eventually, this elite 
would move, frictionlessly, 
all over the globe. As partici-
pants in a new, totally online 
economy, they could break 
free from the “tyranny of 
place” and go wherever they 
wished, pursuing maximum 
freedom and paying what 
they liked for commercial-
ized versions of the services 
previously provided by the 

state. Objecting to any of this on moral grounds, Davidson 
and Rees-Mogg insinuated, was the province of Luddites and 
deluded nationalists.

Silicon Valley’s �xation on “exit” was arguably most visible 
(and most derided) in the late aughts and early 2010s, when 
Patri Friedman (the grandson of the free-market theorist Milton 
Friedman) and �iel were working on the Seasteading Insti-
tute and hoping to build “�oating cities” on the open ocean. 
�at project, mocked as “Burning Man on the High Seas,” was 
doomed by its technical di�culty and inherent goo�ness. When 
I spoke with Friedman on Zoom last summer, he was wearing a 
glittery pair of kitten ears and talked animatedly about what he 
saw as a moment of opportunity. Friedman’s investment fund, 
Pronomos Capital, is backed by �iel and has money in projects 
on �ve continents. (It has helped fund Praxis, Próspera, and 

Itana, among other network-state ventures.) Friedman has been 
touting the idea of “competitive governance”—treating govern-
ment like an industry, which can be disrupted by start-ups—for 
20 years. “People take it much more seriously now,” he said.

�e Network State was instantly popular among Silicon Valley 
thought leaders. It was endorsed by the investor Marc Andrees-
sen, the Coinbase CEO and co-founder Brian Armstrong, and 
the AngelList co-founder Naval Ravikant, among others. Maybe 
most important, it was endorsed by Vitalik Buterin, who pub-
lished a blog post taking issue with some of Srinivasan’s points 
but ultimately championing his basic premise. 

Buterin and Srinivasan make for a contrast. Srinivasan is a 
brash Indian American who is all-in on bitcoin, the clunkier 
cryptocurrency with a notoriously bro-y, right-wing reputation. 
He �ghts with people on social media and refers to journalists as 
“dogs on a leash.” Buterin is younger, a Russian Canadian with 
an el�n look. He comes o� as softer and kinder, and his crypto-
currency, ethereum, is favored by projects all across the political 
spectrum, including many on the far left. People who might shy 
away from a movement spearheaded by Srinivasan alone would 
feel comforted by Buterin’s participation, and vice versa. His 
biggest quibbles with Srinivasan’s concept, as originally written, 
were that network states could easily wind up as havens for the 
wealthy and that an all-powerful founder should be a temporary 
step, not a permanent condition. “Network states, with some 
modi�cations that push for more democratic governance and 
positive relationships with the communities that surround them, 
plus some other way to help everyone else? �at is a vision that 
I can get behind,” Buterin concluded. 

With that more expansive de�nition, the idea has some broad 
appeal. As you’ve heard, the pandemic accelerated the movement 
of various aspects of life onto the internet. It is more common 
than ever to identify as a digital nomad or a remote worker—to 
take your American salary and move somewhere with a lower 
cost of living, to bop around wherever you want. It may also be 
more common than ever to feel like something about America is 
fundamentally wrong—that it’s on the brink of one or multiple 
crises that can’t or won’t be avoided. 

Most network-state advocates try to avoid talking too much or 
too negatively about the people and societies they’d like to leave 
behind. Still, it’s hard not to hear an undertone of bitterness when 
they do. Srinivasan’s book is as much about the culture war as it 
is about utopia-building. He argues that a “blue tribe” of “left-
authoritarians” currently holds most of the power in the United 
States. For years, Srinivasan argues, this liberal cabal has been can-
celing, deplatforming, demonizing, and dominating. �e time has 
come to “reopen” the frontier. It’s a tale as old as civilization: When 
you’re persecuted, you get out of town.

III. 

Praxis �rst caught my attention because of its presence in New 
York City’s downtown. I had wandered into one of its parties out 
of curiosity. With roughly $19 million in venture-capital funding— 
from sources including the Winkle voss twins (of Facebook fame); 
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a fund run by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and his brother Jack; a 
couple of crypto funds that recently collapsed in spectacular fash-
ion; and industry heavyweights such as Paradigm and Bedrock 
Capital—the Praxis people had been throwing parties for years 
before Zuzalu. Models and artists and musicians and other cool 
kids were invited and given dog tags to wear, reading Meet Me 
in the Eternal City. 

“� e way you get people interested in this stu�  is by making 
it culturally interesting,” Riva Tez, a venture capitalist and an 
Ayn Rand devotee, explained in a 2022 interview about her early 
investment in Praxis. “How do we build the Galt’s Gulch for the 
next generation?” she asked, referring to the secluded libertarian 
society built by disillusioned industrialists in Atlas Shrugged. “It’s 
got to seem fun. It’s got to seem like people you want to go join.” 
To this end, Praxis has been wriggling its way into the seductive 
counter culture, born on the internet, that has coalesced in recent 
years to mock what it sees as the Millennial-liberal mainstream; a 
counterculture that ¢ irts with some fairly right-wing talking points 
on racial politics and gender roles, among other things. Usually, 
participants in this scene maintain a playful level of plausible deni-
ability, but not always. During a gathering last summer in its SoHo 
o¥  ce, would-be future residents of Praxis split into groups to tackle 
various big questions, including this one asked by an attendee: “In 
an ideal society, to what extent should women be working or go to 
college or be trained the same as men?”

� e best marketing for a new city is the troubled condition of 
the ones we already have. Last year, when distant wild© res turned 
the sky orange, and the news was saying that being outside in 
New York City for a day was the equivalent of smoking six ciga-
rettes, Praxis hosted a weeklong series of parties throughout Man-
hattan, including a black-tie gala. Afterward, I wrote to Olivia 
Kan-Sperling, a New York art-world © gure and novelist whom 
I’d seen at one of the parties, and who had written an article for 
Praxis’s online journal. I asked whether we could meet to talk 
about Praxis. She wrote back that she didn’t know much, but 
doubted the motives of people—I had a feeling she was including 

me—who would re¢ exively dismiss it. “I © nd it interesting that 
critics of the project seem to have no problem living in a city 
where homeless people are allowed to die on their doorsteps, in 
a country that murders people at home and abroad every day.” 

A central premise of Praxis—paradoxically, for a project built 
on shoot-for-the-moon wild-wishing—is that we have limited 
options if we dislike the way things currently stand. � e prob-
lems in, say, New York are obviously the result of untold years 
of human failure and bureaucratic dysfunction. So what would 
you rather do if these are your only two choices: Try to accrue 
the political power to pull on just one tiny thread, or start over 
with absolute control? 

Not long after the parties in the wild© re smoke, Dryden 
Brown posted in the Praxis Telegram chat that he would be on 
a plane for a few hours and would answer any questions the 
community had. He responded to the © rst several, explaining 
that Praxis would be governed by a “zone operator” (presum-
ably himself ), that he would like for the city to use nuclear 
and maybe geothermal energy, and that his favorite forms of 
transportation are walking and driving. � en the questions got 
harder. What kinds of industries would Praxis be supporting, 
and what kinds of regulatory concessions from the host coun-
try would it need? Who would do the farming, plumbing, and 
other “di¥  cult specialized labor” in Praxis? How would “our 
‘di� erent’ view on democracy” read to Europeans? Brown didn’t 
answer these last few questions. 

He barely responded to a Mother Jones report, published in 
September, in which former Praxis employees said that he had 
white-supremacist and fascist leanings, expressed in casual con-
versation and evident in the reading lists he had given to new 
hires. (“We won’t let gossip stop us,” Brown said in a statement 
to Mother Jones at the time; he more recently characterized the 
claims in that article as “false” and “unsubstantiated,” and added 
that Praxis had “never promoted” any far-right talking points.) 
In late October, Brown announced that he had gotten an o� er 
from a country that would give him land, infrastructure, and a 

“How do we build the Galt’s 

It’s got to seem fun. 
It’s got to seem like people   
  you want to go join.”

Gulch for the next generation? 
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“regulatory sandbox” in exchange for some kind of equity in his 
project. He is now o�ering a silver membership card he calls a 
Steel Visa—“your entry point to the Praxis community”—and 
posting mock-ups of postage stamps (which depict men in suits 
of armor). In 2026, he says, you’ll be able to live and work, legally, 
in whichever mystery country will be home to Praxis. (Brown is 
also partnering with a start-up that says it can help him control 
the weather.) 

By my count, Galt’s Gulch had an identi�able population of 
about 25, including two women, one an unnamed “�shwife,” con-
sidered to be a stand-in for Rand herself. It wasn’t even a town. In 
the book, it’s described as “a cluster of houses scattered at random.” 
Everybody who lives there has exactly the same views about life and 
industry, and about their responsibilities to one another, which are 
zero. Residents were selected to maintain the settlement’s ideologi-
cal purity. �is is, of course, radically anti-American, in the sense 
that the American project has been to allow di�erent constituen-
cies and interests to coexist and share power (and responsibility), 
however imperfectly. Galt’s Gulch residents were required to take 
an oath: “I swear by my life and my love of it that I will never live 
for the sake of another man, nor ask another man to live for mine.”

�is is one model for something like Praxis. Brown has said 
that the residents will be like-minded. �ey will have to apply 

for the right to become residents and to buy property. As he once 
explained, “If you live in a society with people who have radically 
di�erent, really foundational values, they’re not able to architect 
a harmonious path toward a better future, because they disagree 
as to what a better future is.” 

IV.

Montenegro’s government seems to be amenable to network-state 
projects, which is why both Praxis and Vitalia have considered 
it as a building site. �e country launched a visa program for 
digital nomads in 2021 and granted Vitalik Buterin citizenship 
in 2022. �ere has been talk of creating further incentives to lure 
in Silicon Valley defectors, possibly by creating a digital currency 
backed by the country’s central bank. But this is all politically 
fragile. �e country’s prime minister—who made an appearance 
at Zuzalu—has been subject to insinuations of corruption because 
of alleged coziness with the crypto industry. No potential host 
country o�ers a truly blank slate. 

�at was a point made by Patrick Lamson-Hall, an urban 
planner who was at Zuzalu to give the “straight man” presenta-
tion, as he put it, about how cities really work. He was there only 
for the weekend. (“I’m, like, a normal person,” he said, when I 
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asked if he’d be staying for the full two-month experiment.) Over 
breakfast one morning, Lamson-Hall brought up the glamor-
ous Próspera settlement in Honduras, which was built as a sort 
of enhanced special economic zone with all kinds of jurisdic-
tional powers. ­e government that had signed o� on this deal 
had recently been voted out, in favor of a new regime that had 
campaigned speci�cally on a platform of rescinding such privi-
leges. Now the Delaware-based corporation behind the project 
was suing the Honduran government for more than $10 billion, 
roughly two-thirds of the country’s total annual budget. “­ey ran 
ahead of the will of the people,” Lamson-Hall observed. Who’s 
to say the same thing won’t happen in Montenegro? Or Palau? 
Or Costa Rica or Nigeria or any of the other places where plans 
are being hatched?

He wasn’t opposed to the general premise of new urban cen-
ters, and said he applauded the ambition he’d seen on display at 
Zuzalu. He liked some of these network-state people, and he liked 
that they wanted to test new solutions. Nevertheless, he added, as 
he cut into an elaborate meat pastry, “in practice, I think it would 
be a dystopian nightmare.” 

­e whole point of network states is to discard messy processes, 
he said. ­at seems expedient on its face but is actually shortsighted. 
Even if you manage to get your way, you can’t control how people 
will then react to what you’ve done. “Development stems from con-
sensus within society,” he said. You have to tolerate plodding. “You 
aren’t always going to get there the fastest, but when you get there, 
you’re there.” ­e young people at Zuzalu, in his opinion, were 
moving too fast to even consider their own future thoroughly—
they weren’t building as if they might someday have families, or 
might age, or might desire a di�erent lifestyle than that of gourmet 
meals and high-end recreation in a secluded coastal paradise. “­ey 
can’t really imagine their own preferences might change.” 

Lamson-Hall gestured around at the resort and the hundreds 
of apartment-villas behind it, which he took to be a good model 
of what a lot of these network-state projects could look like. “­is 
is a Potemkin city. You couldn’t have a business. You couldn’t get 
your car �xed.” ­e locals change bedsheets and make co�ee and 
speak passable English. What would the network state o�er them? 
Maybe some jobs; possibly designation as a permanent underclass. 
­ough most of the network-state pioneers talk about the value 
they’ll provide to local economies, they haven’t thought much about 
the details, if at all.

“I’m not a class warrior by any means,” Lamson-Hall empha-
sized. But he was struck by the elitism of some of the presenters 
at Zuzalu. Many of them seemed to want to avoid responsibility 
for other people. More than that, they seemed o�ended by the 
idea that anyone would even ask them to bear that responsibility. 
“People with that mindset having the powers of a sovereign state, 
which are considerable, really freaks me out,” he said.

V.

At Zuzalu, there seemed to be consensus among presenters 
that American cities had created enormous cultural value, but 
were now outdated and horribly mismanaged. “I don’t know 

anybody who lives in New York City for the governance,” Colin 
O’Donnell, the founder of a “van life” network project called 
Kift, observed. �at’s true, I thought at the time. I hate our mayor.
But I now realize it wasn’t true, really. I live in New York because 
I couldn’t stand to live anywhere else and because I’m in awe of 
the puzzle: It doesn’t work well … but how does it work as well 
as it does? 

When I got back from Montenegro, I had a birthday party to 
go to in Queens, but I was early, so I sat in Flushing Meadows 
Corona Park to watch the neighborhood men play soccer. ­is 
park was once a salt marsh. ­en it was a trash heap, 30 feet high 
in most places. ­e mixture of wet coal debris and street sweep-
ings attracted rats, mosquitoes, and a famous Long Island alco-
holic, F. Scott Fitzgerald, who in �e Great Gatsby described the 
mess as “a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges 
and hills and grotesque gardens.” It’s thanks to a dysfunctional 
bureaucracy that the trash heap became a park with 100 soccer 
teams playing in it every weekend. ­e polarizing city planner 
Robert Moses commissioned the park’s 140-foot-tall Unisphere, 
the uno¦cial Statue of Liberty of Queens: a big steel sculpture 
of the Earth that people hated when it was built. It was corpo-
rate crap—uninspired, trite, reminiscent of “an ad for Western 
Union,” as Newsday put it. In his 1978 book, Delirious New York, 
the architect Rem Koolhaas wrote that the metal continents hung 
o� the globe’s skeleton “like charred pork chops.” Yeah, but on 
a day when the sky is very blue? 

A recent report found that half of working-age New York-
ers, almost 3 million people, can’t a�ord to live here. Yet they 
do live here. ­e city, with all its complexities and cruelties, is 
rife with small miracles. Like 100 soccer teams on a weekend. 
Or the fact that, in 1964, Michelangelo’s Pietà was exhibited in 
this park, and the people who couldn’t a�ord to live here lined 
up to look at it and weep. On this day, teenagers were stand-
ing around and ¬irting before the Mets game. ­e public golf 
course would be open until one in the morning. ­e subways 
would run all night. While I sat there, families passed around 
pieces of barbecued chicken and birthday cake. Old men sat 
on the sidelines and drank Gatorade. ­is park may be under-
water in my lifetime, people say, possibly by 2050, when I will 
be just 57 years old. Someone promises you an eternal city? 
Nothing is eternal. 

Nothing is perfect, either. No city, and no life led in one. No 
matter how meticulously planned or sumptuously mocked-up, 
any utopian enclave will become a stage for human drama that 
nobody can script or predict. Suddenly, I thought of the ques-
tion that I’d been neglecting to pose to every one of these people, 
which had been lingering at the back of my mind. I wanted to 
ask: “Have you ever heard the expression ‘Wherever you go, 
there you are’?” 

Kaitlyn Ti�any is a sta� writer at ­e Atlantic and the author of 
Everything I Need I Get From You: How Fangirls Created the 
Internet as We Know It.
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February marked a century since the death of Woodrow Wilson. 
Of all America’s presidents, none has su� ered so rapid and total 
a reversal of reputation. 

Wilson championed—and came to symbolize—progressive 
reform at home and liberal internationalism abroad. So long as 
those causes commanded wide support, Wilson’s name resonated 
with the greats of American history. In our time, however, the 
American left has subordinated the causes of reform and inter-
nationalism to the politics of identity, while the American right 
has rejected reform and internationalism altogether. Wilson’s 
standing has been crushed in between. 

In 1948, and again in 1962, surveys of American historians rated 
Wilson fourth among American presidents, lagging behind only 
Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. 

Wilson’s fellow presidents esteemed him too. Harry Truman 
wrote, “In many ways, Wilson was the greatest of the greats.” 
Richard Nixon admired Wilson even more extravagantly. He 
hung Wilson’s portrait in his Cabinet room, and used as his 
personal desk an antique that he believed—mistakenly, it turns 
out—had been used by Wilson. 

Arthur S. Link, who edited 69 volumes of Wilson’s papers and 
wrote � ve volumes of biography, paid Wilson this tribute: “Aside from 
St. Paul, Jesus and the great religious prophets, Woodrow Wilson 
was the most admirable character I’ve ever encountered in history.”

Yet over the past half decade, Wilson’s name has been scrubbed 
from schools and memorials across the country. Wilson’s own 
Princeton, which he elevated from mediocrity to greatness in 
his eight years as university president, has removed his name 
from its school of public policy and a dormitory. “We have taken 
this extraordinary step,” the university announced in June 2020, 
“because we believe that Wilson’s racist thinking and policies 
make him an inappropriate namesake for a school whose scholars, 
students, and alumni must be � rmly committed to combatting 
the scourge of racism in all its forms.”

� ese acts of obloquy are endorsed across the spectrum of lib-
eral and progressive opinion. � e New York Times editorial board 
had urged the renaming and damned Wilson as “an unrepentant 
racist.” In his recent history, American Midnight, the eminent lib-
eral writer Adam Hochschild accuses Wilson of culpability for the 
unjust imprisonment, illegal abuse, and outright murder of trade 
unionists and anti-war dissenters. Here at 
 e Atlantic, the historian 
Timothy Naftali described Wilson as “an awful man who presided 
over an apartheid system in the nation’s capital.” 

Unlike other historical � gures criticized by American progres-
sives, such as Robert E. Lee and Christopher Columbus, Wilson 
has found few countervailing defenders among American con-
servatives. If anything, contemporary conservatives revile Wilson 
even more than progressives do. 

� e columnist George Will spices his speeches with a favorite 
joke about Wilson’s trajectory from the loser in an academic � ght 
at Princeton to the president who “ruined the 20th century.” In 
his 2007 book, Liberal Fascism, Jonah Goldberg (then an editor at 
National Review) condemned Wilson as “the twentieth century’s 
� rst fascist dictator.” Glenn Beck regularly fulminated against Wil-
son on his Fox News show in the early 2010s. Beck called Wilson 
an “evil SOB” and a “dirtbag racist.” He summed up: “I hate this 
guy. I don’t even want to show his picture.” 

Anti-Wilson animus has even swayed the conservative jurists 
of the U.S. Supreme Court. In 2022, the Court delivered a ruling 
in West Virginia v. Environmental Protection Agency that dramati-
cally curtailed greenhouse-gas regulations in the United States. 
To support his concurrence with the decision, Justice Neil Gor-
such devoted a footnote entirely to damning Wilson as an anti-
democratic bigot. Wilson was one of the � rst American scholars 
to study the emerging administrative state, and conservatives like 
Gorsuch imagine that if they can discredit him, they can discredit 
it as well—and doom environmental regulations by association. 

Wilson’s bigotries were very real. As a historian, he made the 
case that freedmen had too hastily been given the franchise follow-
ing the Civil War. All his life, he accepted a subordinate status for 
Black Americans. As a politician, he enforced and extended it. In 
private, he told demeaning jokes in imitated dialect and delighted 
in minstrel shows. He was said to have praised D. W. Gri¦  th’s 
� lm 
 e Birth of a Nation—originally titled 
 e Clansman—as 
“like writing history with lightning,” though this at least is almost 
certainly untrue: Wilson viewed the movie in silence, according to 
a witness at the time. He may have been annoyed because an inter-
title within the movie quoted Wilson’s A History of the American 
People as seeming to praise the Ku Klux Klan. � e relevant section 
had in fact rebuked the Klan for its lawless violence. But Wilson 
objected only to the Klan’s means, not its ends. He wholeheart-
edly endorsed the extinguishing of Reconstruction-era reforms 
by state legislatures and white-dominated courts. 

Wilson’s bigotries were shared by his predecessors and immediate 
successors in the presidency. In his 1909 inaugural address, William 
Howard Taft repudiated equal voting rights for Black Americans and 
justi� ed the exclusion of immigrants from China. Taft’s predecessor, 
� eodore Roosevelt, enthusiastically promoted the pseudoscience 
of racial hierarchy that placed white Europeans at the top. � e P
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segregation of the federal civil service that Wilson’s administration 
instituted was maintained by the four presidents who followed him: 
Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover, and FDR.

My point is not to acquit Wilson of the charges against him, 
nor to minimize those charges by blaming the times, rather than 
him. Historical   gures are responsible for their beliefs, words, and 
actions. But if one man is judged the preeminent villain of his 
era for bigotries that were common among people of his place, 
time, and rank, that singular   xation demands explanation. Why 
Wilson rather than Taft or Coolidge? 

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that Wilson must be 
brought low because he stood so high. He is scorned now 
because of our weakening attachment to what was formerly 
regarded as good and great.

H e re’s  t h e  s to r y  that once would have been told about 
Wilson by the liberal-minded.

After winning the presidential election of 1912, Wilson broke 
four decades of conservative domination of U.S. politics to lead 
the most dramatic social-reform program since the 1860s. 

He and his party’s majority in both houses of Congress lowered 
the tari� s that had loaded the cost of government onto working 
people. In place of those high tari� s, Wilson and the Democrats 
enacted an income tax, a   rst step toward a more redistributive 
  scal policy in the United States—and among the gravest of his 
sins in the eyes of conservative critics. 

� ey also gave the U.S. a central banking system, the Federal 
Reserve, to counter the de� ationary e� ect of the gold standard, 
which often favored lenders at the expense of borrowers. � ey 
ensured that the Fed would represent the interests of the public, 
and not be controlled by large private banks, as many Republicans 
of the day preferred. � ey introduced the   rst federal regulation 
of wages and hours in the United States. Wilson and his congres-
sional majority passed laws against abusive corporate practices 
and created the Federal Trade Commission to enforce those laws. 

Wilson supported women’s su� rage during his presidency. He 
opposed alcohol prohibition, albeit with less success. He twice 
vetoed literacy tests for immigrants, which were an early harbinger 
of the ethnically discriminatory immigration restrictions of the 

1920s. He nominated the   rst Jew to serve on the Supreme Court, 
Louis Brandeis. (Earlier, as governor of New Jersey, Wilson had 
also appointed the   rst Jew to that state’s supreme court.) After 
the U.S. entered the First World War, Wilson’s administration 
nationalized the country’s railway system. It simpli  ed the route 
network, streamlined operations, and improved pay and work-
ing conditions in the huge and crucial industry—then rapidly 
returned the rails to private ownership. 

Wilson’s most impressive innovations came in the realm of 
foreign a� airs. He granted substantial autonomy to the Philip-
pines, America’s largest colonial possession, and opened a path 
to full independence. Wilson negotiated payment to Colombia 
for the loss of Panama in a revolution that had been fomented 
by � eodore Roosevelt. He resisted military intervention in the 
Mexican Revolution, and he tried to mediate a negotiated end to 
World War I. When at last forced into that war, Wilson sought a 
generous and enduring peace for all of the combatants. He put 
his hopes in the League of Nations; even if that project largely 
failed, it paved the way for the more successful forms of collective 
security created after 1945. Sumner Welles, perhaps FDR’s most 
trusted foreign-policy adviser, wrote in 1944 that Wilson’s vision 
of world order had excited his own generation “to the depths of 
our intellectual and emotional being.” 

Even at the zenith of Wilson’s repute, his most sophisticated 
admirers attached important caveats to their story. Wilson had 
wanted to stay out of the war in Europe. He failed. He then 
tried to negotiate peace. He failed again. His commitment to 
self- determination did not apply to the small countries of this 
hemisphere: A U.S. intervention he ordered in Haiti in 1914 
extended into a 20-year occupation. 

Wilson’s admirers also could not deny that each of those failures 
was in great part his own fault. In his earlier academic writings, 
Wilson had praised compromise and concession. As president, 
his early concessions to white southerners cost him the support 
of some northern African Americans who had � ipped from the 
Republican Party to back him in 1912. One of those who endorsed 
Wilson was W. E. B. Du Bois. � e next year, Du Bois lamented 
his decision in an editorial for � e Crisis, the magazine of the 
NAACP: “Not a single act and not a single word of yours since 
election has given anyone reason to infer that you have the slightest 
interest in the colored people or desire to alleviate their intolerable 
position.” Wilson met with disillusioned Black former supporters 
once in 1913, then again in 1914. � at second meeting ended 
in a rare eruption of Wilson’s temper. He ordered his visitors out 
of his o©  ce and never received them again. As he settled into the 
presidency, Wilson became more rigid, more convinced of his 
own righteousness and his adversaries’ wickedness. 

Wilson’s o� enses multiplied after a disabling stroke in 1919. 
He clung to o©  ce, barely able to move or communicate, his 
condition concealed by his wife and his doctor. (� e Twenty-
Fifth Amendment, rati  ed in 1967, o� ered a solution to the 
Wilson problem—a president who cannot do his job but will 
not resign.) Many of the darkest acts of his administration 
occurred during this period of feebleness: mass deportations 
of foreign-born political radicals; passivity in the face of the 
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murderous anti-Black pogroms that 	 ared across America’s big 
cities; a de facto granting of permission to the most repressive 
and reactionary tendencies in U.S. society. 

In  the  era  of liberal academic hegemony, historians sought 
to weigh Wilson’s errors and misdeeds against his administra-
tion’s accomplishments, reaching a range of conclusions. But 
that era has closed. We live now in a more polarized time, one 
of ideological extremes on both left and right. Learned Hand, 
a celebrated federal judge of Wilson’s era, praised “the spirit 
which is not too sure that it is right.” Our contemporaries have 
exorcised that spirit. We are very sure that we are right. We have 
little tolerance for anyone who seems in any degree wrong.

In our zeal, we refuse to understand past generations as they 
understood themselves. We expect them to have organized their 
mental categories the way we organize ours—and we are greatly 
disappointed when we discover that they did not. 

Today, we tend to think of economic and racial egalitarian-
ism as closely yoked causes. One hundred years ago, this was far 
from the case. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, many 
of those Americans most skeptical of corporate power were also 
the most hostile to racial equality, while those Americans who 
most adamantly rejected economic reform hoped to mobilize 
racial minorities as allies. 

� e leading proponent of racial segregation in Wilson’s admin-
istration was his postmaster general, a Texan named Albert Sidney 
Burleson. Before 1913, about 4,000 of the Post O�  ce’s more than 
200,000 employees were Black. Burleson dismissed Black post-
masters across the South. At postal headquarters, in Washington, 
D.C., he grouped the facility’s seven Black clerks together and 
screened them o�  from white employees. Burleson segregated 
dining rooms and bathrooms too. When the U.S. declared war 
against Germany, Burleson used his powers to bar dissenting 
magazines and news papers from the mail, for most small peri-
odicals their only way to reach their audiences—no hearings, no 
appeals, just his whim and will. 

From this sorry history, you might infer that Burleson was an 
all-around reactionary. But no. 

Elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1898, Burleson 
immediately showed himself to be a progressive and a reformer. 
He ¡ ercely opposed the use of federal injunctions against striking 
trade unionists. He advocated for lower tari� s and a redistributive 
income tax. He rejected the gold standard. Burleson and his wife, 
Adele, were ardent proponents of women’s su� rage in the state 
of Texas. One of their daughters, Laura, was elected to the Texas 
legislature in 1928, only the fourth woman to reach that chamber. 

The seeming contradiction between Burleson the white 
supremacist and Burleson the social reformer recurred again 
and again in Wilson’s administration. Wilson’s Navy secretary, 
Josephus Daniels, was an even more virulent racist than Burle-
son. As a newspaper editor in Raleigh, Daniels incited the 1898 
insurrection that crushed the vestiges of Black political rights 
in North Carolina. Daniels supported railroad regulation and 
greater investment in public education. FDR would later appoint 
him ambassador to Mexico. In that post, Daniels opposed U.S. 

action to undo the Mexican nationalization of the oil industry and 
sympathized with the anti-Franco side of the Spanish Civil War. 

� e disconnect between race and reform operated in reverse, 
too. Wilson’s most e� ective and hated political rival was Henry 
Cabot Lodge, the leader of the Senate Republicans after 1918. 
Lodge was in most respects deeply conservative: a champion of 
corporate prerogatives, the gold standard, and high tari� s. Lodge, 
an enthusiastic imperialist, had called for the annexation of the 
Philippines and Puerto Rico. Lodge despised and distrusted the 
new immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe. When 11 
Italian immigrants were lynched in New Orleans in 1891, he 
published an article justifying and excusing the crime. Yet Lodge 
was also the author and lead sponsor of an important 1890 House 
bill to protect Black voting rights in the South, the last such e� ort 
in Congress until the modern civil-rights era. 

In the time of Woodrow Wilson, issues and ideas were clus-
tered very di� erently from today. Champions of Black political 
rights could display bitter animosity toward Catholic immigrants. 
Many exponents of women’s su� rage also held racist views. Some 
defenders of labor rights also supported bans on teaching evolution. 
Heroes of free academic inquiry were fascinated by the project of 
eugenics. Early advocates of sexual autonomy were attracted to 
fascism or communism or—as George Bernard Shaw was—both. 

What are you to do with this information once you have it? � e 
leading men and women of America’s past were frequently tainted 
by bigotries and misjudgments that appear repulsive now. Yet if 
repulsion is all we feel, we do a great injustice both to them and to 
ourselves. � e good and great country that you inhabit today was 
inherited from imperfect leaders such as Wilson, as uncomfort-
able as that may make some on the left. And the gradual progress 
that the U.S. has made since 1787 has all depended on the respect 
Wilson and other leaders had for the original plan, as much as some 
on the right insist that they betrayed it. Demand that Americans 
preserve their collective past unchanged, and you doom the whole 
structure to decay and ultimate collapse. Teach Americans to despise 
their collective past, and their future will hold only a struggle for 
power, pitting group against group, without rules or restraints.

“ It  would be  the irony of fate if my administration had to 
deal chie	 y with foreign a� airs.” Woodrow Wilson spoke those 
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famous words to a friend shortly before his inauguration. 	 at 
irony of fate of course came true.

Wilson is one of the very few presidents to have bequeathed 
an ism. 	 ere is no Washingtonism, there is no Lincolnism, there 
is no Rooseveltism, but there is “Wilsonianism.” Wilsonianism 
is almost universally regarded in a negative light—as, at worst, 
bad and dangerous or, at best, sweetly naive but sadly unrealistic. 

But Wilson was far from naive. He grew up in the ruined land-
scape of the post–Civil War South. His prepresidential writing 
often cautioned against too much con� dence in human beings 
and too much certainty about human institutions. 

In his message to Congress on April 2, 1917, when he called 
for a declaration of war, Wilson insisted that “the world must be 
made safe for democracy.” Modern-day Americans commonly 
interpret those words as a vow to convert the whole world to 
democracy. What Wilson meant, however, was that the nation 
could no longer hope to � nd security in the “detached and 
distant situation” of its geographic location, as Washington 
described it in his farewell address. 	 e United States had grown 
too big; distances of time and space had narrowed too much 
for it to be una� ected by the actions of once-remote countries. 
	 e menace to “peace and freedom,” Wilson saw, “lies in the 
existence of autocratic governments backed by organized force 
which is controlled wholly by their will, not by the will of their 
people.” Not all nations would or could be democratic, but from 
then on, American peace and freedom would be safeguarded 
not by geography but by “a partner ship of democratic nations.”

Recoiling from Wilson’s vision of mutual international bene� t, 
many of his present-day critics yearn for a foreign policy that relies 
on dominating a small number of client states and ignoring the 
rest of the world from behind border walls and trade protections. 

People who take this view call themselves “America First,” per-
haps unaware that Wilson himself seized the phrase as a campaign 
slogan in 1916 to condemn both the ethnic lobbies he regarded 
as too pro-German and the industrial and � nancial interests he 
mistrusted as too pro-Allies. In the 1930s and early ’40s, the slo-
gan was appropriated by the isolationists and Axis sympathizers 
of the America First Committee. 	 e outrage of Pearl Harbor 
and the horror of Auschwitz then discredited “America First” for 
a long time—but not forever. 

Now, in the 21st century, we see the strange sight of political 
partisans using Wilson’s own “America First” phrase to attack Wil-
son’s highest ideals. In February 2023, one of the harshest critics 
of U.S. support for democratic Ukraine spoke at the Heritage 
Foundation. At the core of Senator Josh Hawley’s remarks was 
an attack on Wilson:

Woodrow Wilson, as you may remember, was a dedicated inter-

nationalist. He was a dedicated globalist on principle, by the 

way. I mean, he thought that “we should make the world safe for 

democracy.” 	 at was his line that he famously used. And I think 

what you saw is after the Cold War, you had a whole generation 

of American policy makers who said the Wilsonian moment 

has now arrived. Borders don’t matter. American uniqueness 

doesn’t matter. We’re going to make all of the world more like 

America and we’re going to make America more like the world 

and there’ll be this great global integration.

Wilson believed almost none of those things. What Wilson did
believe was that American security had become inseparable from the 
security of others, and that American power would be accepted only 
if guided by universal values. Wilson argued this case most explicitly 
in a January 1918 address to Congress. 	 e speech is famous for 
the 14 points he enumerated as U.S. war aims. But more important 
than any speci� c aim was the logic undergirding them all:

What we demand in this war, therefore, is nothing peculiar to 

ourselves. It is that the world be made � t and safe to live in; and 

particularly that it be made safe for every peace-loving nation 

which, like our own, wishes to live its own life, determine its own 

institutions, be assured of justice and fair dealing by the other 

peoples of the world as against force and sel� sh aggression. All 

the peoples of the world are in e� ect partners in this interest, 

and for our own part we see very clearly that unless justice be 

done to others it will not be done to us.

Wilson was the � rst world leader to perceive security as a 
bene� t that could be shared by like-minded nations. Until then, 
each great power had clambered over others to � eld bigger armies, 
£ oat bigger navies, and accumulate more colonies. 	 is competi-
tion had culminated in the disastrous outbreak of the Great War. 
Wilson glimpsed the possibility of a di� erent way: that shared val-
ues might provide a more stable basis for peace among advanced 
nations than the quest for military dominance. 

Only the U.S. possessed the wealth and power to make the 
vision work. Tragically, neither the U.S. nor the world was ready 
for this vision in Wilson’s lifetime. 	 e president himself lacked 
the skill, expertise, and tact to realize it. But the vision lay dor-
mant, waiting for a future chance.

I  am not personally a thorough admirer of Wilson’s. A famous 
quip attributed to Winston Churchill (about another political 
moralist) might have applied to Wilson’s austere personality: 
“He has all the virtues I dislike and none of the vices I admire.” 
An evening with 	 eodore Roosevelt would have been fun, but 
most of us would have wished to bid an early good night to 
Wilson—especially once he’d revealed that his favorite form of 
humor was mildly smutty limericks. 

Wilson’s bigotry was as chilly as his wit. He started his teaching 
career at Bryn Mawr. One of his associates there, the daughter 
of an abolitionist minister, remarked to an early biographer that 
Wilson was the � rst southern white man she’d ever met with no 
personal warmth for any individual Black person.

Wilson’s tari� , banking, and regulatory reforms were driven 
more by a quest for rationality and e  ̈ ciency than by empathy 
and compassion. 	 e British Liberal governments that held power 
from 1905 to the outbreak of World War I introduced that coun-
try’s � rst old-age pensions and unemployment insurance. In the 
United States, broad programs of social insurance would have to 
await the New Deal of the 1930s. 
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As a war leader, Wilson deferred absolutely to professional 
soldiers’ advice, even though those soldiers had learned their 
trade in small wars against weak enemies. � at approach cost 
many American lives when the top U.S. military commander, 
John Pershing, rebu� ed British and French e� orts to teach 
American troops the painful lessons they had learned from 
prior years of Western Front experience. Americans went into 
battle in 1918 still using the human-wave tactics that had cost 
the British and French so dearly.

Wilson’s gravest failures were in his chosen mission as a peace-
maker. As the former U.S. diplomat Philip Zelikow details in his 
damning book � e Road Less Traveled, Wilson personally bungled 
a real opportunity to reach peace in the second half of 1916. All of 
the principal combatants yearned for such a peace, but none dared 
be the � rst to ask for it. All were looking for the U.S. to lead, as 
it had led the peace negotiations after the Russo-Japanese War of 
1904–05. Wilson fatally hesitated to apply such leadership, nor 
did he delegate the task to anybody who might have succeeded.

When the war instead ended with the German collapse in 
1918, Wilson never grasped or even paid much attention to 
the problems of postwar economic recovery, domestic or inter-
national. He was a man of ideas and ideals, not one of ledgers and 
accounts; of words, not numbers. � e United States plunged into 
a severe economic depression in 1920. War-scarred and hungry 
Europe su� ered even more. Voters emphatically rejected Wilson’s 
party in the 1920 elections. 

� e Republican congressional majorities of the 1920s returned 
to the high-tari�  policies of the 19th century, dooming any hope 
that Germany, Britain, France, Belgium, Italy, and other for-
mer combatants might export their way to economic normality. 
Instead, the United States insisted on collecting war debts from 
former allies. To repay the U.S., the former allies were left no 
choice but to squeeze Germany for reparations. To � nance repa-
rations, Germany massively borrowed from U.S. private-sector 
lenders. � is cycle of tari� -driven debt helped set in motion the 
catastrophe of the Great Depression.

� e post-Wilson Democrats bitterly split along regional and 
cultural lines. It took them 103 ballots to nominate a presiden-
tial candidate at their convention in New York City in 1924. 
� e Republicans would win that year’s election decisively, and 
1928’s too, by running against Wilson’s war and the depression 
that followed. Only after another war, even more terrible than 
the one that came before it, was Wilson’s foreign-policy legacy at 
last rehabilitated. As Americans and their allies developed institu-
tions of collective security, free trade, and global governance after 
1945, Wilson’s best ideals were realized at last. 

� is is the Wilson who remains to this day the founder and 
de� ner of American world leadership. Henry Kissinger, who 
despised Wilson and (I suspect) inwardly hoped to displace his 
intellectual primacy, ultimately had to admit in his 1994 book, 
Diplomacy : “It is above all to the drumbeat of Wilsonian idealism 
that American foreign policy has marched since his watershed 
presidency, and continues to march to this day.” I very much 
believe that the United States has been a force for good in the 
world in the 20th and 21st centuries. If you do also, then our 

appreciation must begin with the foundational achievement of 
the president who � rst exerted that force.

You do not need to withhold any single criticism of Woodrow 
Wilson, the man and the president, to regret the harm done by the 
unbalanced and totalizing censure that has been heaped upon him 
over the past decade. Wilson was a great domestic reformer. He was 
the � rst American president to perceive and explain how American 
power could anchor the peace of a future democratic world. 

His ideas and ideals still undergird American foreign policy 
at its most generous and successful. His words still reverberate 
more than a century later, long after those of his contemporary 
critics have lapsed into obscurity. When the United States rallies 
to the defense of Ukraine against Russian invasion or of Guyana 
against Venezuelan threats, when it seeks peace through free-trade 
agreements and joins with allies to deter aggression, it is speaking 
in the language originally chosen by Woodrow Wilson. 

So how should we comprehend the people of bygone times 
when their principles and prejudices diverge from those that now 
prevail? In a speech delivered in 1896, Wilson declared: 

Nothing is easier than to falsify the past. Lifeless instruction will 

do it. If you rob it of vitality, sti� en it with pedantry, sophis-

ticate it with argument, chill it with unsympathetic comment, 

you render it as dead as any academic exercise … Your real and 

proper object, after all, is not to expound, but to realize it, con-

sort with it, and make your spirit kin with it, so that you may 

never shake the sense of obligation o� . 

Modern America owes just such an obligation to Wilson. 
He showed the way to the modern world. He did not reach his 
hoped-for destination, but neither yet have we. Cancel Wilson, 
and you empower those who seek to discredit the high goals for 
which he worked. � ose are goals still worth working toward. To 
realize them, supporters of American global leadership cannot 
dispense with the practical and moral legacy of Woodrow Wilson.

Acknowledge his  ̄aws and failures. � en restore Wilson’s 
name to the places of honor from which it was hastily and 
wrongly purged. 

David Frum is a sta	  writer at � e Atlantic.
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�e James Bond Trap

Ian Fleming created the superspy— 
and then couldn’t get rid of him.

By James Parker

The next Bond movie should be called Libido of 
Secrecy. It should be called Marmalizer, Mercuryface, 
Die to Tell the Tale. 

Actually—and I’m quite serious—it should be 
called �e Black Da�odil, after Ian Fleming’s only 
book of poetry. Nicholas Shakespeare, in his wal-
loping new biography, Ian Fleming: �e Complete 
Man, describes this slim volume, bound in black 
and self-published in 1928, as “the holy grail for 
Fleming collectors.” He was 20. He was arty. Shake-
speare includes a contemporary sample from Flem-
ing’s journal: “If the wages of sin are Death / I am 
willing to pay / I have had my short spasm of life / 
now let death take its sway.” We have to rely on the 
sample, because �e Black Da�odil itself is gone. “He 
read me several poems,” Fleming’s friend and some-
time business partner Ivar Bryce remembered, “the 
beauty of which moved me deeply.” But then some-
thing went wrong, or some other presence moved in. 
“He took every copy that had been printed,” Bryce 
continued, “and consigned the whole edition piti-
lessly to the �ames.”

Rather Bondlike, that “pitilessly.” Bondlike, too, 
is the “short spasm of life” in the little poem. In fact, 
although he wouldn’t be born for another 24 years, if 
you squint at the Black Da�odil episode, at this tiny 
debacle in the artistic life of Ian Fleming, you can 
indeed make out the wriggling germ of James Bond. 

Fleming worried that his youthful verses “aped 
Rupert Brooke,” the golden young man who wrote 
“�e Soldier” in 1914 and who probably would have 
been killed at Gallipoli had he not been carried o� en 
route by an infected mosquito bite: “If I should die, 
think only this of me: / �at there’s some corner of a 
foreign �eld / �at is for ever England.” And isn’t there 
a corner of James Bond that vibrates forever with this 
perfumed, Georgian strain of romantic English fatal-
ism and mystical chauvinism? Although routed now 
through the circuits of a sleek 20th-century killing 
machine. A killing-and-shagging machine, who likes 
scrambled eggs for breakfast and smokes fancy-pants 
blended cigarettes. Maybe we can put it like this: Ian 

Fleming wrote the poetry, and James Bond—that bas-
tard, that black da�odil— burned it.

As he sprang from his author’s head in the early 
months of 1952, with a .25 Beretta in his left armpit, 
Bond was in many ways a product of psychic neces-
sity. Fleming—in his mid-40s, and against everybody’s 
advice—was about to get married. His bride, Ann 
Charteris, was aristocratic and reckless. “We are, of 
course, totally unsuited,” Fleming wrote to his new 
brother-in-law. “I’m a non-communicator, a symme-
trist, of a bilious and melancholic temperament … 
Ann is a sanguine anarchist/traditionalist. So china 
will fly, and there will be rage and tears.” On the 
morning of the wedding, which was held down the 
road from Fleming’s Goldeneye estate in Jamaica, the 
happy couple were jarred awake by the croaking of an 
unknown bird. Doom! He had already �nished the 
�rst draft of Casino Royale. 

He was quite an interesting man, Ian Fleming. 
Born into great wealth and great expectations, he 
sequentially disgraced himself at Eton (general louche-
ness) and Sandhurst (gonorrhea), clanging about in 
the shadow of his older brother, Peter, an acclaimed 
author-adventurer. His father had been killed in 
the First World War; his mother was a nightmare. 
Redeemed by a spell at a private educational establish-
ment in the Austrian Alps, where he was introduced to 
the work of the psychologist Alfred Adler (he took the 
Adlerian concept of the inferiority complex very much 
to heart), he returned strengthened to the world. �e 
Foreign O¨ce didn’t want him, but journalism did: 
Shakespeare’s account of the Stalinist show trial of six 
British engineers, which Fleming covered in Moscow 
in 1933 for Reuters, is riveting.

And he had an interesting war. �e weird thing 
about the Bond books (it may be their secret) is that 
they read like the work of a gifted and faintly socio-
pathic fantasist-researcher—somebody with no actual 
experience of espionage, geopolitics, money, travel, 
�ghting, or, indeed, humans. In fact, Fleming was 
worldly to a degree and, if anything, overquali�ed 
to write spy novels. From the late 1930s to 1945, he 
worked at the top levels of Naval Intelligence, liais-
ing between the Admiralty and Downing Street, and 
was closely involved with—among other things— 
operational planning and target selection for two 
elite intelligence-gathering units: 30AU and T-Force. 
�ese were his glory days. Shakespeare uses the jour-
nalist Alan Moorehead’s line about soldiers at war to 
describe Fleming: “He was, for a moment of time, 
a complete man, and he had this sublimity in him.”

But now it was the ’50s, and that was all over. 
�e empire was su�ering postwar contractions, and 
Fleming was no longer running his quasi-private 
armies. And at Goldeneye, he faced the shutdown of 

Bond is an 
odd character, 
an odd and 
very modern 
hero. An 
automaton 
and a sybarite.
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decades of swinging bachelordom. “I was in a terrible 
state,” he explained to his con�dant Maud Russell, 
“& appalled at the thought of getting married. I sat 
down at the typewriter …” 

Casino Royale is an odd book: oddly written, oddly 
paced, and su used with an obsessive, almost sickly 
sensuality. “He watched carefully as the deep glass 
became frosted with the pale golden drink, slightly 
aerated by the bruising of the shaker.” �e action is 
mostly bungled— until the famous torture scene, 
when Bond gets his “underpart” �ogged with a car-
pet beater and the prose snaps into rapturous focus. 
“Bond’s �esh cringed as the cane surface just touched 
him.” (Fleming and Ann liked whipping each other.)

And Bond is an odd character, an odd and very 
modern hero. An automaton and a sybarite. He is 
mentally e�cient, almost clinically so, with an empti-
ness of head that anticipates Jack Reacher: “He closed 
his eyes and his thoughts pursued his imagination 
through a series of carefully constructed scenes as if he 
was watching the tumbling chips of coloured glass in 
a kaleidoscope.” But he’s also extremely fussy, Ameri-
can Psycho–style—about drinks, cars, what to wear 
in bed. “Bond had always disliked pyjamas and had 
slept naked until in Hong Kong at the end of the war 
he came across the perfect compromise. �is was a 
pyjama-coat which came almost down to the knees.” 
(Detailed description of the pyjama-coat follows.)

�e point is that all the elements—the nastiness, 
the daintiness, the vacancy, the improbability, and 
the creepy voluptuousness—were present from the 
beginning, and it wouldn’t take long for Fleming to 

perfect the mixture (1957’s From Russia, With Love, 
for example, is an excellent read). �e writing mostly 
got done at Goldeneye, at high speed, sometimes on 
a gold-plated typewriter. From Jamaica, he would 
send his manuscripts to his friend Clare Blanchard in 
New York. Blanchard, a devout Catholic, was always 
appalled: “�e only explanation I have,” she says in 
Ian Fleming, “is that he wrote [the books] uninhibit-
edly and that the forces of evil … came through them 
as water comes through a tap.”

Fame as the creator of James Bond, in combination 
with his old elite connections, would project Fleming 
back into the center of events. Senator John F. Kennedy, 
a huge fan, sought his counsel about Cuba. Massive 
success was Fleming’s at last. But the black da odil was 
upon him. By 1960, he was sick of Bond and wonder-
ing how he could kill him o . “How the keys creak as I 
type,” he complained in a letter to the novelist William 
Plomer. Bond, however, “was as impervious to death 
as was Dracula,” Shakespeare writes. �e last chapters 
of Ian Fleming are dark, Bond taking over the world 
as his creator staggers through heart attacks toward a 
premature death. Fleming succumbed at age 56: �e 
short spasm, shortened further by 70 cigarettes a day 
and lashings of booze, was over. �e journalist Malcolm 
Muggeridge, writing in 1966 to Fleming’s �rst biog-
rapher, John Pearson, had a warning: “Don’t you get 
destroyed by Bond’s ghost as Ian did by his creation. 
Remember, he’s the Devil.” 

James Parker is a sta� writer at �e Atlantic.
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Shelf Life

An incisive satirist of literary Brooklyn  
takes on the American big-box store. 

By Jordan Kisner

Probably all of us have been inside a place 
like Town Square location #1512, the �c-
tional big-box store that provides the set-
ting for Adelle Waldman’s new novel, Help 
Wanted. It’s the kind with colorful seasonal 
displays and wide aisles, the kind that in 
the ’80s and ’90s came to signify the peak 
of American commerce: the convenience 
of being able to buy baby food, a lawn 
mower, and a plastic Christmas tree all in 
one brightly lit, airplane-hangar-size space.

It’s surprising, really, that such stores, 
emblematic of American capitalism as they 
are, don’t feature prominently in more 
novels. Waldman’s Town Square seems 
almost too obviously allegorical. At #1512, 
empty shelves pockmark the aisles, giving 
the store a dilapidated feel. “Corporate” 
(a vague presence) wants store managers 
to prioritize low budgets above all else, so 
the managers have concluded that empty 
shelves are preferable to spending money 
on workers to stock items. Business has 
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attracted to 
characters 
whose  
flaws are 
fluorescently 
obvious to  
the reader  
but remain 
invisible to  
the characters 
themselves. 

faded, stolen by an unnamed online retail giant. 
is 
image of shrinkage evokes the mood of the novel, 
which takes place in �ctional, hollowed-out Potters-
town, in upstate New York, its infrastructure now 
outsize, dating to a time of more prosperity, more 
people, more life. 
e big companies that once had 
local factories have departed for cheaper workforces, 
and the residents who didn’t leave with them scramble 
to assemble enough employment to pay their bills. 

A generation ago, Potterstown fostered a solid work-
ing class, but its current young adults have few pros-
pects for stability. Half the people working on Town 
Square’s Movement team (formerly Logistics, and based 
in the store’s adjoining warehouse) live, as 23-year-old 
Nicole did until recently, with their mother or grand-
mother. Nicole’s mother likes to remind her that, in 
her 20s, she was already married and a homeowner, 
markers of security that held steady even when the local 
job market tanked. For Nicole, who has a baby and a 
�ancé, prospects feel more limited.

She couldn’t wait tables, she just couldn’t. Not after 

listening to her mother complain all these years. 

Her mother had been at the diner for twenty-�ve 

years, ever since the company she’d worked for before 

Nicole was born, the one that made keyboards for 

IBM, moved to Mexico … And it wasn’t like she and 

Marcus could just up and move to a di�erent place 

with more jobs. 
ey relied on both her mom and 

his for babysitting. 
ey couldn’t a�ord day care. And 

Nicole didn’t even have a car of her own.

All employees at Town Square, except managers, 
have been reduced to part-time, so that the company 
doesn’t have to o�er bene�ts or a guaranteed num-
ber of hours. During the holidays, Town Square hires 
temporary part-time workers to avoid giving their 
year-round sta� enough hours to qualify for health 
care. One store veteran complains that 15 years ago, 
when their branch opened, “working full-time, forty 
hours a week, wasn’t some big privilege—something 
you had to beg for. It was standard. 
at meant you 
could work here and live on what you made. You 
wouldn’t be rich, but you could live. If you wanted to 
make more, you could work overtime. Not anymore.” 

At this point in her speech, two men interject, ready to 
start their own rants about, respectively, un documented 
immigrants and China. She cuts them o�:

Used to be, corporate cared about getting things done 

right. Every night, before the closers left, everything 

in the store was put away, all clothes were properly 

zoned. Didn’t matter how much it cost as long as it 

was done right. I was proud to work here. Now look 

at this place. It’s a dump. 


is is what it is like to work in Movement, a name with 
the empty ring of forward motion, organizing, progress, 
¢ow. Occasionally, the workers forge a sense of cama-
raderie and shared purpose—bursts of solidarity and 
friendship that give the book warmth—but one senses 
that these are furtive victories over Town Square’s culture. 

H E L P  WA N T E D is Waldman’s second book. Her debut, 
	e Love A�airs of Nathaniel P., was rightly hailed as 
an incisive comedy of manners when it was published 
in 2013. Like Help Wanted, Nathaniel P. o�ered a 
detailed, anthropological investigation of an insu-
lar slice of society governed by its own procedures, 
lingo, and power struggles: the literary scene of New 
York around that time. Her subjects were Harvard- 
educated writers concerned predominantly with get-
ting laid, getting published, and performing the cor-
rect kind of liberal politics at parties. 

Its protagonist, Nate, is an ambitious and occasion-
ally charming young writer who lives in an apartment 
he rarely cleans, prides himself on being a sensitive and 
ethical man, and systematically mistreats every single 
woman in his path. Like many novels of manners, 
Nathaniel P. seems at �rst blush to be a niche book 
about small things—its world is as narrow as a railroad 
apartment—but the �ne-tuned way that Waldman cap-
tures the breathtaking sexism and intellectual hypocrisy 
of the New York literary world of that era pushes the 
book toward something more muscular and political. 

Nate’s world is as far as can be from the warehouse 
workers’ grinding precarity in Help Wanted, but Wald-
man’s approach to both is driven by a common set 
of questions: What lies do people tell themselves to 
justify their own quest for power, security, and a¤r-
mation? Whose needs—or material realities—do they 
have to see as less than real? And where do they grasp 
or stumble into moments of connection? 

Waldman’s strength is dramatic irony, and she is 
attracted to characters whose ¢aws are ¢uorescently 
obvious to the reader (and, often enough, the character’s 
friends and family) but remain invisible to the charac-
ters themselves. How painful it is to inhabit Nate’s point 
of view while he uses his “progressive” politics as a cover 
to treat the people around him badly, or deftly converts 
his own insecurity or guilty conscience into a rationale 
for punishing the woman he’s mistreating. Nate is such 
a pathetic, second-rate guy, but always, in his mind, the 
good guy, the victim, the noble protagonist.

This  same agility  with characters’ psychology is 
key to the polyvocal Help Wanted, which rotates among 
the roughly dozen characters who work in Movement 
at Town Square. 
e warehouse is full of personalities, 
and Waldman gives each its due. Val, a lesbian on the 
cusp of 30 with a wife and child, lived in her car after 
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running away from home in her teens and is now aching 
to establish both her 	nancial stability and her respecta-
bility as an upstanding middle-class American. Diego, a 
Black man who emigrated from Honduras as a teenager, 
now lives in a basement apartment with his girlfriend, 
who struggles with bipolar disorder. Without a car, he 
walks to work along a highway in the early-morning 
dark and hopes not to get hit. Milo is an emotionally 
labile man with a slight victim complex, ampli	ed by 
his thwarted creative aspirations. He “throws” the truck 
every morning, which means that he unloads boxes 
onto the processing line, and he uses his role to create 
little art “shows.” One morning, he does the human 
life cycle: First he unloads boxes of baby food and a 
stroller, then a play kitchen and a kid’s bike; then a 
gaming console and cans of Red Bull for adolescence, 
laundry detergent and an alarm clock for adulthood, 
and denture cleaner and a walker for senescence. �e 
American life, cradle to grave, in products—it’s maybe 
a higher-concept art piece than Milo intends.

Joyce, the old-timer who remembers when all the 
employees got bene	ts, will retire soon. Raymond, who 
lives with his mother, desperately hopes to a�ord a party 
at Chuck E. Cheese for his son’s sixth birthday. Big 
Will, the store manager, who went to college, wears 
a mustache to make himself look older. And Mere-
dith, the aggressively incompetent and hostile middle 
manager who oversees Movement and the warehouse, 
utterly lacks the people skills she’d need to ascend the 
corporate ladder, which she intensely desires to do.

If this sounds like a large cast to keep track of, it is. 
But under Waldman’s management, the book remains 
relatively nimble thanks to a straightforward plot setup: 
Big Will is getting promoted and transferred to another 
location. That means an internal candidate will be 
moved up to 	ll his job. Meredith seems favored for 
the promotion, but corporate is coming to interview 
the warehouse workers before making the decision. �e 
warehouse workers can sink Meredith, whom they hate, 
or they can push for her promotion and get her, at least 
in the most immediate sense, out of their department. 
If Meredith becomes store manager, her well-liked No. 
2 in Movement will move up to her former spot, leav-
ing an available management position for one of them. 

�e workers, led by Val, are galvanized as a group 
when they decide to try to throw the job for Mer-
edith, even though her competition, a Black woman 
named Anita who runs a di�erent department, is far 
and away the better, kinder, more capable candidate. 
Many of the plotters privately dream of being chosen 
for the management job, with its guaranteed hours 
and bene	ts, though that dream is more realistic for 
some of them than others. 

It is a credit to Waldman that although none of these 
characters is especially charismatic, you nevertheless 

	nd yourself wishing at one point or another that each 
of them could get the promotion. Each wonders, as 
Nicole does, what it would be like to have an income 
“large enough so that her bank balance didn’t fall pre-
cipitously close to zero between paychecks.” For her, it 
would mean getting her own car, and no longer worry-
ing about whether she could feed her baby if something 
went wrong yet again with her food-stamp card. For 
Diego, it would mean being able to move out of the 
basement and into a home with more light and fresh air, 
and maybe being able to a�ord a car. For Val, it would 
mean 	nally achieving the security she never thought 
she’d have as a gay woman. 

A  p l ot  that turns on a dozen people dreaming, 
scheming, and competing for a single shot at the basic 
dignity of earning a decent living is depressing. Wald-
man is faithful to reality: �e relentless grind in which 
these characters 	nd themselves won’t change. �ere’s 
little opportunity for any real transformation, hope, 
or happy ending. And yet this is the plot that guides 
the lives of millions of Americans. Whereas Waldman 
went narrow in the cultural purview of her 	rst book, 
she has gone wide now. 

Maybe that’s why the visceral psychological acuity 
of her debut feels slightly lacking in Help Wanted ’s dra-
matis personae. �e novel is a portrait of an ecosystem 
rather than a pro	le of an individual type, and so she 
necessarily handles more characters with less depth. But 
her real subject, the human network within a big-box 
store, receives a minute and thoughtful rendering that 
re�ects Waldman’s signature sensitivity to how people 
seek a sense of control and self-determination within 
the parameters they are given. �orough research clearly 
went into the descriptions of the warehouse produc-
tion line, the process of restocking items on shelves, the 
di�erent protocols for creating attractive merchandise 
displays, the dispiriting corporate- speak used to manip-
ulate employees into feeling good about situations that 
should, and do, make them feel bad. (For example, 
management demands a week of overnight shifts to 
mask the results of Meredith’s incompetence, framing 
the need as a generous o�er of extra hours.) �e power 
dynamics are carefully elaborated: the politics of who 
wears what kind of shoes; who’s got their GED and 
why; the reason the in-store sta� call the warehouse 
workers “roaches” (they scatter when the sun comes up). 

Consider the attention Waldman pays to the tax-
onomies of lingerie display: 

Underwear wasn’t so bad. Except for packaged sets, 

which were hung on racks, they were laid out on display 

tables or tossed in baskets that customers could root 

through themselves. Bras were a di�erent story. �ey 

came o� the truck already on hangers, but in transit 

W. W. NORTON

H E L P  WA N T E D

Ad e l l e  Wa l d m a n
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Two Apricot s
By Ama Codjoe

In Kadıköy market, their money already

mingled, someone �shed for coins

and handed a small few to the grocer; the other

inspected the apricots and kept the one

less beautiful. Each revealed, at their �ngertips,

a pink moon. �e �rmament tasted like

an insatiable kiss. �ey held each other’s hands—

dirty from money, sticky with juice.

their straps were always getting tangled with the hang-

ers of other bras. �ey had to be unspooled carefully— 

if you yanked too hard, their delicate, birdlike hang-

ers snapped in two. Moreover, there were a million 

types: strapless bras, bras with demi cups, push-up bras, 

padded bras, underwire, wire-free bras, sports bras, 

nursing bras—to say nothing of the di�erent brands 

and colors. Each bra type had its own tiny rack, above 

which Plan-O had printed out and posted a label, but 

even when you had found the right rack, you weren’t 

done. �e bras were supposed to be zoned on the racks: 

arranged from smallest to biggest by bust measure-

ment, then within that by cup size. 

�is goes on. It’s numbing. One assumes that e�ect 
is intended: to impress upon the reader the banal 
endlessness of the labor required to make something 
like underwear shopping pleasing for the consumer, 
a banality that takes on a surreal, malevolent quality 
when set against the struggle for survival in the life 
of the worker. 

If �e Love A�airs of Nathaniel P. was a comedy of 
manners, Help Wanted is a tragedy of circumstance. 
Everyone is compromised in a situation like this, and 
almost no one is getting out of the trap. (Except the 
store manager, who was always going to be okay. He 
went to the University of Connecticut.) �e novel 
takes on the tone of a morality tale: As Movement 
pursues the plan to give one of them a chance at a 
full-time job, they commit to sabotaging Anita, whom 
they respect. Each supplies their personal justi�cation 
for this betrayal, which quickly hardens into a belief 
that they have no choice. Val, who champions the 
plan, has a brief pang of conscience, remembering an 
earlier moment when she came across Anita crying 
because she couldn’t a�ord to send her children to 
the gymnastics class they’d begged for. Suddenly, she 
sees “Anita as a person—this time as a single mother, 
trying to give her kids a decent childhood.” �is �ash 
of humanity doesn’t persuade Val to change course—
her loyalties are to herself and to her Movement co-
workers, allies in her plot. It just makes her feel like 
a bad person, a feeling she quickly rationalizes away. 

Help Wanted is a less sexy book (lingerie taxon-
omy notwithstanding) than its predecessor, but the 
decade that has elapsed since that satirical coming-
of-age debut justi�es a shift in focus from the witty-
but-wretched bourgeois intelligentsia to the drama of 
systems collapse. As ever, Waldman is a sharp observer 
of the world, a writer whose attention to particulars 
only sharpens the big picture. 

Jordan Kisner is a contributing writer at �e Atlantic and 
the author of  �in Places: Essays From In Between.
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Culture & Critics

�e Disorienting Beauty  
of “Africa & Byzantium”

A landmark exhibition o�ers a new history of art.

By Susan Tallman

ART Viewed benignly, the encyclopedic art museum is a 
great public library of things, illuminating the bril-
liant variety and shared impulses of our species, and 
promoting intercultural understanding and admira-
tion. Viewed less benignly, it has been cast as the 
well-spoken child of imperialist shopaholics and 
kleptomaniacs who appropriated the art of other 
people to tell �attering tales about themselves. 

Museums have long contested this characterization 
on grounds both pragmatic (their ability to protect and 
care for the world’s treasures) and high-minded—the 
belief that convening things from everywhere enables 
them to tell a sweeping, global story about what it is 
to be human. �e 2002 “Declaration on the Impor-
tance and Value of Universal Museums,” signed by 
the directors of 18 world-famous institutions, put the 
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claim succinctly: “Museums serve not just the citizens 
of one nation but the people of every nation.” It’s a 
�ne sentiment, but the fact that every one of those 18 
museums is in Europe or North America raises obvious 
questions about just how those peoples of other nations 
are being served. �is geographic lopsidedness has led 
critics to challenge not only the museums’ rights to the 
objects in their care, but also the histories those objects 
have been arranged to illustrate. 

If “every traveller is necessarily the hero of his own 
story,” as the Scottish novelist John Galt observed 
in 1812, then so is every culture. �e encyclope-
dic museum as we know it, like the academic disci-
plines of art history and archaeology that underpin 
it, �rst �ourished in the 19th century. Intentionally 
or not, it has tended to convey a particular world-
view, described by the Senegalese philosopher Sou-
leymane Bachir Diagne as a “unilinear path, leading 
from Athens to Rome, and from Rome to London, 
Paris, or Heidelberg … Everything else outside of it 
is a curiosity.” �ere is a center and a periphery. All 
roads and grand marble staircases lead to us.

“Africa & Byzantium,” the unexpected and reve-
latory exhibition now at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (it travels to the Cleveland Museum of Art in 
April), presents an alternative to that unilinear path— 
something more like a transit map, where di�erent lines 
run in parallel, loop, diverge, and o�er various points 
of transfer. Organized by Andrea Myers Achi, the Met’s 
associate curator of Byzantine art, the show and its cata-
log share an ambitious goal: “to present a narrative of 
Africa unconnected to colonialism and its legacies.”

Having thus dismissed the dominant framework 
that Western institutions have used to understand 
Africa (a framework that serves to keep the West at the 
center of the conversation, as perps if no longer heroes), 
this densely packed show surveys roughly 1,500 years 
and millions of square miles, telling viewers something 
about empire, something about religion, and a good 
deal about the human compulsion to make beautiful 
things. It o�ers no simple takeaway—no coherent tale 
of splendor and decline (or vice versa), no commanding 
center and fawning periphery. Instead it demonstrates 
how an encyclopedic museum can be part of the solu-
tion, rather than just a metonym for the problem.

Cleopatra  and Mark  Antony  notwithstand-
ing, one might forget that the Roman empire’s encircle-
ment of the Mediterranean included its African shores. 
�at those African provinces remained more or less 
united under Byzantine governance for three cen-
turies, from Emperor Constantine the Great’s reign 
(306–37 C.E.) onward, may come as complete news. 
�e 1,000-year history of Byzantium— the predomi-
nantly Greek-speaking continuation of the Roman 

empire, whose capital Constantine relocated to what is 
now Istanbul— has been the subject of previous game-
changing exhibitions at the Met, but the current show 
is not really concerned with goings-on in Constanti-
nople. Its purview is the swath of Africa that once lay 
within Byzantium’s sphere of in�uence— largely Chris-
tian territories that stretched from Ethiopia (which was 
never part of the empire) to Morocco (which was). 

�e opportunity presented by “Africa & By zantium” 
is not just to see how African artists made things that 
are easy to admire using our usual standards, though 
those abilities are demonstrated fulsomely. It is also 
to stretch those standards in new directions. After all, 
for generations, Byzantium itself was seen as an error, 
extraneous to the triumphant saga of European civiliza-
tion from Greco-Roman antiquity through the Renais-
sance, the Enlightenment, and eventual global domi-
nation. �e 18th-century English historian Edward 
Gibbon thought Byzantium “a tedious and uniform 
tale of weakness and misery.” In the following century, 
the historian W. E. H. Lecky went further, calling it 
“the most thoroughly base and despicable form that 
civilisation has yet assumed.” Its gilded icons, with their 
sad eyes and balletic limbs, may have been necessary 
stepping stones to Giotto and Botticelli and all the 
rest, but to many they appeared crude, repetitious, and 
more than a little blingy. �ose earlier exhibitions at 
the Met  played no small part in turning this perception 
around, and “Africa & Byzantium” extends the e�ort 
both chronologically and geographically. 

�e African provinces were important to Rome 
and Byzantium not just as pieces of some proto–
Great Game strategy, but because they were rich. �e 
breadbasket of the empire, North Africa and Egypt were 
home to vibrant, cosmopolitan societies and diverse 
economies. For Romans of Constantine’s era, Britain 
was a hardship post; Africa was a plum. A century after 
Constantine, Saint Augustine, a Berber from what is 
now Algeria, asked: “Who now knows which peoples in 
the Roman Empire were what, since we have all become 
Romans?” Two centuries after that, Emperor Heraclius 
considered moving the capital from Constantinople to 
Carthage, in present-day Tunisia. Visitors to the exhi-
bition would do well to leave at the door any contem-
porary assumptions about the geography of wealth, 
power, religious animosity, and ethnic identi�cation.

�e curators have scored an impressive array of 
loans, and the exhibition opens with a spectacular 
mosaic sent by the Louvre. In tesserae that once graced 
the �oor of a villa near Carthage, life-size, remarkably 
individuated servants wander about portaging food 
and drink, each casting his own abbreviated shadow 
on the floor he is built into. Display cases nearby 
abound with further evidence of the good life: gold 
jewelry chocka block with pearls and gems; intricate 

A �oor mosaic  

in a villa near 

Carthage depicting 

preparations for  

a feast, late second 

century

Visitors to  
the exhibition 
would do well 
to leave at the 
door any 
contemporary 
assumptions 
about the 
geography of 
wealth, power, 
religious 
animosity, 
and ethnic 
identification. 

0324_CC_Tallman_Byzantium [Print]_18859117.indd   87 1/15/2024   1:44:30 PM

      87



MARCH 202488

©
 
M
U
S
É
E
 
N
A
T
I
O
N
A
L
 
D
E
 
C
A
R
T
H
A
G
E
 

Culture & Critics

the exhibition, on loan from the Brooklyn Museum, 
include a lithe date palm and an a�able lion amid �ow-
ers that could have adorned many di�erent kinds of 
buildings, but also two menorahs. �ese identi�ed the 
building as a synagogue and not, as originally assumed, 
a church, though scholars question the presumption of 
“strict aesthetic di�erences between so-called Jewish, 
Christian and Pagan symbols.” Nor is it clear how wor-
shippers would have used this �oor. As the art historian 
Liz James points out in the catalog, many �oor mosaics 
included sacred imagery and patron portraits. “Were 
these also walked over, brushed and scrubbed clean, 
or overlaid with tables and chairs? Did they o�er the 
enslaved a chance to grind their heels into the slave-
holders’ face”? It would be nice to know.

What is clear is that over the centuries, imitation and 
invention ebbed and �owed across these expansive terri-
tories as Egyptians and Greeks, Latin-speaking Jews and 
Berber-speaking Christians came and went. �e elites, at 
least, were multilingual, and religious artifacts could be 
surprisingly interdenominational. A Nubian pot from 
the �rst centuries of the Common Era is decorated with 
a stamp that seems to split the di�erence between an 
Egyptian ankh and a Christian cross; an oil lamp bears 
the image of a menorah as well as Christ stomping on 
the head of a serpent. �e face of the “Lady of Car-
thage,” whoever she is meant to be, has the same oversize 
eyes, strong brows, long nose, and pursed lips as the god-
dess Isis in a second-century Egyptian panel painting. 
Having made her way from the Egyptian pantheon to 
Greco-Roman cult status, Isis—often shown with her 
infant son, Horus, in her lap—then provided a smooth 
segue to the imagery of the Virgin Mary. 

Christianity came early to Africa. Mark the Evan-
gelist established the See of Alexandria in the mid-
�rst century, and Christian monasticism originally 
flourished in the Egyptian desert. The remains of 
the Egyptian martyr Saint Menas were the focus of 
a thriving pilgrimage route centuries before Santiago 
de Compostela, and �asks stamped with his image, 
meant for holding oil or water that had touched the 
relics, have been unearthed as far a�eld as Cheshire, 
in the north of England. Four appear in the exhibit. 

�e Holy Monastery of Saint Catherine, in Sinai, 
was another popular site of pilgrimage (despite her 
frequent blondness in European painting, Catherine 
was also Egyptian), and its remoteness was crucial 
to the preservation of early Christian art during the 
iconoclasms that swept through Byzantium in the 
eighth and ninth centuries. Most of the icons that 
survived were (and still are) in its collection. Sev-
eral have been loaned to this exhibition, including 
a famous sixth-century painting of the Virgin and 
Child, perhaps the oldest such image in existence. 
Flanked by standing soldier-saints, a somber Mary 

Mosaic of the “Lady of 

Carthage,” Carthage, 

fourth–	fth century

textiles adorned with mounted warriors, dancing mae-
nads, and a vision of Artemis hovering in midair. A 
woman is shown on a painted shroud dressed in a 
simple shift and fetching red socks of translucent silk, 
probably imported from India. 

Another large mosaic, known as the “Lady of Car-
thage,” portrays a female �gure holding a scepter and 
raising her right hand in benediction. A nimbus illumi-
nates her updo, but over her shoulders she wears a man’s 
cloak, fastened with an imperial pin. �is mash-up  
of allusions—imperial authority, Christian divinity, 
male and female—has never been decisively resolved: 
It has been read as a portrait of Empress �eodora, a 
personi�cation of the city of Carthage, an allegory of 
imperial power, and perhaps an archangel. 

For all its visual dazzle, this is a measured and 
scholarly show, and the three dozen experts who con-
tributed to the exhibition catalog are forthright about 
how little is known. Given the geographic expanse of 
Byzantine trade, even basic information about where 
and when an object was produced can be uncertain. 
Found in one place, it might have been made thou-
sands of miles away, and slapdash archaeology in the 
19th and early 20th centuries makes it hard to date 
things with any accuracy. 

All of this complicates interpretation. �e exhi-
bition includes mosaics from a site in the Tunisian 
town of Hammam-Lif. Discovered by French sol-
diers in 1883, the building’s elaborate �oor mosaics 
were hacked into sections and sold o�. �e ones in 
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holds her baby in her lap. Behind her, a pair of angels 
lean left and right to make room for the small hand of 
God reaching down from the top edge, as if to adjust 
a bit of drapery. �e arrangement is regimental in its 
symmetry, yet the faces are subtle and expressive, and 
the infant far more natural in attitude than the wiz-
ened homunculi that crop up in so many European 
pictures. In turning her large eyes upward and to the 
left, looking beyond us to something we cannot see, 
Mary, too, echoes that second-century Isis.

B y  t h e  t i m e  of the iconoclasms, Africa had 
slipped from Byzantine control. The Alexandrian 
Church broke away in 451, and the arrival of Islamic 
armies in the seventh century eventually expelled the 
empire from the continent. Roughly a third of “Africa 
& By zantium” postdates African Byzantium itself. 
Religion replaces imperial oversight as the connect-
ing thread: Manuscripts and icons from monaster-
ies within Islamic Egypt attest to enduring Christian 
communities. �ere’s a wonderful Saint George with 
a head of pom-pom-like curls, painted centuries after 
the Islamic conquest. But the exhibition turns south 
to the Christian kingdoms of Nubia (now southern 
Egypt and northern Sudan) and Aksum (contemporary 
Ethiopia and Eritrea), never ruled by Byzantium but 
part of Byzantine Africa’s cultural and religious milieu.

Both were early adopters of Christianity, and both 
were wealthy and well connected, controlling trade 
routes that stretched from the Sahara to the Indian 
Ocean. Nubia, which once supplied pharaohs to Egypt, 
later oriented itself to Hellenistic Greece and then to 
Byzantium. For more than 1,000 years, Greek was its 
lingua franca, and its kings were known by the Greek 
word basiliskos. �e exhibition includes pottery painted 
with delicate vines in a Greek manner, silver crowns 
with allusions to Horus and Isis, and an astonishing 
bridal chest, in the form of a multistory building, its 
21 pedimented windows �tted with ivory panels. Its 
mythological decoration mixes Aphrodite-like naked 
women, tumbling men, and satyrs (penises promi-
nently featured). Abjuring gold and glittering glass 
mosaics, these beautifully constructed artifacts are less 
�ashy than much of what precedes them in the show.

The most commanding presence in “Africa & 
By zantium” is a tenth-century Nubian bishop, Petros, 
portrayed in a wall painting with his namesake, Saint 
Peter. Resplendent in his liturgical robes, Petros stands 
in front of the saint, who places paternal hands on his 
shoulders. Facing forward, larger than life, Petros and 
Peter look out at us with serene and sober assurance. 
�e bishop’s densely patterned robe, brown hands, 
and dark head stand out sharply against Peter’s pale 
cloak, white skin, and beard, which are set against the 
saint’s dark nimbus and crown.

One of the  

earliest-known icons  

of the Virgin and  

Child, second half  

of the sixth century, 

from the Holy Monas-

tery of Saint Catherine, 

probably made in 

Constantinople

What this attention to skin color signi�es is an 
open question. Might it be an attempt at realism— 
distinguishing a saint native to the Levant from a local 
clergyman? Or perhaps a way to distinguish the spiri-
tual realm from the material one? (Saint Peter is so wan, 
he’s almost see-through.) Contemporary instincts—to 
construe attention to skin color, for example, as an 
assertion of racial or ethnic hierarchies— o¡er little 
guidance for images made centuries before colonial-
ism’s heyday. Egyptian textiles used black silhouettes 
for �gures that might be intended to be Nubians or 
“black Indians,” as well as for the �ying Artemis. �e 
servants in the spectacular mosaic from the Louvre 
might be the cast for a Benetton ad: light-skinned, 
dark-skinned, curly-haired, straight-haired, all impres-
sively bu¡—though all most likely enslaved. 

T h e  l a s t  of the Nubian kingdoms collapsed in 
1504, having outlived Byzantium by half a century 
(Constantinople fell to the Ottomans in 1453). Ethio-
pia, the second-oldest Christian state in the world (after 
Armenia), remained the last Christian empire in Africa. 
It took this status to heart: “As the sun is greater than 
the moon … so the faith of Ethiopians is greater than 
that of other Christians,” the 15th-century emperor 
Zara Yaqob is said to have proclaimed. �ough distinct 
in many practices, the Ethiopian Church received its 
patriarchs from Alexandria and shared its appreciation 
of devotional images. But while Egyptian Christians 
now resided within Islamic caliphates, medieval Ethio-
pia thrived as a dynamic entrepôt. 
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Wall painting of  

Bishop Petros  

protected by Saint 

Peter, Nubia,  

late tenth century
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European engravings, and though their conversion 
e�ort eventually failed, the engravings left their mark, 
especially one depicting a Virgin and Child icon in the 
basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, in Rome.

�e central panel of a large 17th-century Ethio-
pian triptych mimics the distinctive pose of the Roman 
icon—the child is leaning back in Mary’s crossed arms 
to gaze at her as he makes a gesture of blessing— but 
everything else is di�erent. In place of the engraving’s 
black and white, there is bold color. In place of the 
studious proportions and stony mien, we get over-
size heads with theatrical eyes, sidelong glances, and 
dynamic gestures. Pattern enlivens clothing, backdrops, 
even nimbuses. Stasis gives way to vibrant action.

�e degree to which Ethiopians were open to new 
ideas while remaining utterly self-assured in their own 
aesthetic is manifest in a pocket-size diptych that ties 
together (literally, with cord) an Ethiopian Saint George 
and a Virgin and Child, probably painted in Crete. 
With her gold backdrop, elongated �ngers, and com-
plex drapery, the Virgin follows a typically Byzantine 
model. �e mounted Saint George, in contrast, comes 
to life in animated outline, his cloak airborne behind 
him, taut as a bat wing, rather than falling in soft pleats. 
Bypassing the naturalism that tethered Byzantine art 
to Hellenistic Greece at one end and the Renaissance 
at the other, Ethiopian images invite the viewer’s eye 
to dance across a surface, leaping from point to point. 

�is is not what European painting has taught us 
to expect from reverential art, and it raises the vexed 
question of what constitutes greatness in a world not 
our own. About 600 years ago, Western Europeans 
developed a taste for illusionistic depictions of �gures 
in space. Even now, Liz James notes in the catalog, this 
preference in�uences the evaluation of antique mosaics, 
awarding favored status to those that look most like 
paintings created centuries later. “We might do better,” 
she proposes, “thinking about ‘good’ and ‘poor’ mosaics 
in terms of the technical skill involved.”

Much of art history, however, is predicated on the 
idea that style can be a proxy for a worldview. Know-
ing something about the one may change how we see 
the other. In the case of Ethiopia, a continuous, well-
documented religious tradition is here to help. In his 
catalog essay, Jacopo Gnisci, a lecturer at University 
College London, reproduces two 14th-century cruci-
�xion scenes: a gilded Byzantine icon of the contorted 
Christ, dead on the cross between two grieving mourn-
ers, and an Ethiopian parchment painting in which the 
two thieves cruci�ed with Jesus turn startled eyes on 
an empty central cross, while the Lamb of God �oats 
above. �ese divergent portrayals illuminate the pivotal 
theological dispute about the nature of Christ that had 
separated the African Church from its parent in 451. 
�e Byzantine artist, believing Christ to be both human 

Trade and travel would have brought Ethiopian 
artists face-to-face with Byzantine-style icons, Western 
European painting, Islamic decorative objects, and 
Indian textiles. A Venetian painter, Nicolò Branca-
leon, worked in the Ethiopian court around 1500. 
When the Jesuits arrived in 1557, hoping to con-
vert the empire to Roman Catholicism, they brought 
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and divine, emphasizes corporeal su�ering. �e Ethio-
pian artist, viewing Christ as entirely divine, pictures 
only the transcendent spirit. Where the �rst aims “to 
evoke a sense of mourning,” Gnisci writes, the other 
frames “the episode in triumphal terms.” Sprightliness 
of style, it turns out, can be another form of reverence.

“Africa  & Byzantium”  contains much that will 
capture attention and immediately impress, and it’s 
also full of things that won’t—tiny coins and shards 
of pottery inscribed in languages few visitors will be 
able to decipher. But this is inherent in the mission of 
the encyclopedic museum as well—a reminder that 
not everything can be yours at a glance. Finding the 
magic may require real work. 

And yet, how can you not warm to the ratty, place-
mat-size papyrus bearing a Coptic spell (the label 
explains) for acquiring a beautiful voice, with its swift 
sketch of someone waving their arms with the frantic 
energy of a Roz Chast character? Bishop Petros’s image 
may inspire awe, the Virgin and Child from Saint Cath-
erine’s may stop us in our tracks with the intensity of 
its devotion, but the papyrus reaches out like a hand 
across time. We may no longer write spells on papyrus, 
but a Google search returns more than 30,000 hits for 
videos on how to acquire a beautiful voice.

Empire makes for compelling narratives, in art as 
in movies, and museums have long structured them-
selves in various heliotropic halls—Egypt, Greece, 

Paris, New York—each with its own shining cultural 
sun toward which the outer bits turn, recipients of 
light rather than instigators. But we all know that 
cultural production is less like a solar system or an 
org chart than a boisterous Venn diagram. 

Passing through the Met’s Greek and Roman gal-
leries after “Africa & Byzantium,” I found that art-
works that had gone unnoticed on the way in now 
popped out with a fresh “I think you’ve met my cousin” 
semi-familiarity. Upstairs, the museum has reopened 
its European- paintings galleries with an entirely new 
hanging. Echoing Souleymane Bachir Diagne, the text 
that greets visitors acknowledges, “Art has often been 
enlisted to promote a uni�ed idea of Europe, a ‘West-
ern tradition’ contrasted with the rest of the globe,” and 
promises to draw out “the inconsistencies and tattered 
edges of long-dominant storylines.” �e Raphaels and 
Rembrandts are still there, but so are 18th-century 
paintings made in South America and 21st-century 
ones made in North America. And at the center of 
the medieval hall that functions as the nave of this 
cathedral of art stands a display of elaborate Ethiopian 
metalwork crosses. Behind them, in December, stood 
the Met’s enormous Christmas tree. 

Susan Tallman is an art historian and the author, most 
recently, of  Kerry James Marshall: The Complete 
Prints: 1976–2022.

A diptych of Saint 

George and the Virgin 

and Child, Ethiopia, 

c. 1500 (Saint George), 

and possibly Crete, 

1480–90 (Virgin  

and Child)
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How Marilynne Robinson  
Reads Scripture 

In her hands, the Book of Genesis  
becomes a precursor to the novel. 

By Judith Shulevitz

Marilynne Robinson’s novels always leave me with a 
visceral impression of celestial light. Heavenly bulbs 
seem to switch on at climactic moments, showing 
a world as undimmed as it was at Creation. “I love 
the prairie! So often I have seen the dawn come and 
the light ­ood over the land and everything turn 
radiant at once,” writes John Ames, the narrator of 
Gilead, an elderly preacher approaching death as if 
returning to the birth of being. “And God saw the 
light, that it was good,” the Bible says, and Ames sees 
that it’s good, too: “that word ‘good’ so profoundly 
a�rmed in my soul that I am amazed I should be 
allowed to witness such a thing.”

A primordial sun also shines upon Jack Bough-
ton, the prodigal son of Robinson’s Gilead quartet 
(Gilead, Home, Lila, and Jack). In Home, Jack restores 
the broken-down family car, an old DeSoto, bu�ng 
its chrome detailing to its former resplendence. It’s 
the only time we ever see the shame-riddled Jack 
truly at ease. He proudly slides the DeSoto out of 
the barn and “[­oats] away, gentling the gleaming 
dirigible through the shadows of arching elm trees, 
light dropping on it through their leaves like con-
fetti.” He’s bathed in grace, and when he takes his 
sister and father for a ride in the countryside, the 
drab Iowa �elds have become an Eden, bright and 
fertile: “�e terraced hills glittered with new corn.”

Robinson is one of the greatest living Christian 
novelists, by which I don’t just mean that she’s a 
Christian— though she is an active one—but that 
her great novels (�ve so far) and her versatile, mor-
ally stringent essays (four collections and a book of 
lectures, on subjects including Darwinism and the 
Puritans as well as her own childhood) re­ect a deep 
knowledge and love of Christianity. Robinson, who 
has taught Bible classes and preached at her church in 
Iowa City, Iowa, is a learned lay theologian of the Cal-
vinist variety. In many of her essays and particularly in 

Gilead, she makes us aware of a John Calvin who does 
not at all conform to his reputation as a dour ascetic. 

Robinson’s Calvin revels in creaturely delights. �is 
Calvin says that we discover God’s goodness through 
the pleasures of the senses: “We see, indeed, the world 
with our eyes, we tread the earth with our feet, we 
touch innumerable kinds of God’s works with our 
hands, we inhale a sweet and pleasant fragrance from 
herbs and ­owers,” he writes in his Commentary on 
Genesis. Calvin says that Moses— traditionally under-
stood to be the author of the Bible’s �rst �ve books—
makes a good artistic choice when he begins his narra-
tive by conjuring up God’s dazzling cosmos ex nihilo, 
rendering him “visible to us in his works.” Calvin’s 
Moses, like Robinson, knows how to light God.

Now Robinson has written her own exegesis 
of the �rst book of the Bible, called Reading Gen-
esis. It follows Calvin’s in treating scripture as art. 
She knows that such literary analysis may o�end 
modern- day literalists: “To suggest craft in the mak-
ing of sacred text disturbs some people, as if the 
Holy Spirit would never descend to the strategies of 
nuance and emphasis that heighten the intelligibility 
of a story.” But an aesthetic appreciation of the Bible 
doesn’t diminish its holiness, she says; on the con-
trary, artistry is divine. Robinson derives this lesson 
from Genesis 2:9, �nding it in the second story of 
Creation. God, designing Eden, puts in trees. �e 
�rst thing the verse tells us is that they’re “pleasant 
to the sight.” Only after that are we told that they 
provide good things to eat. Robinson notes that God 
gave us the gift of enjoyment—which was “nothing 
less than a sharing of His mind with us.” 

�is is the stu� of sermons—the kind I’d willingly 
sit through. But Robinson is also up to something that 
should interest her secular readers. She’s working out a 
poetics. In her deft hands, Genesis becomes a pre cursor 
to the novel—the domestic novel, as it happens, which 
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record and to ponder the most painful passages in their 
history,” Robinson writes.

�at history, with its providential arc, works itself 
out through family dramas of this kind, more than it 
does through cosmic events like the �ood. At �rst, both 
share the stage: �e glorious tale of Creation segues to 
Adam and Eve nervously fobbing o  responsibility for 
eating the apple. �eir son Cain commits fratricide, 
and his descendants bequeath lyres, pipes, and metal-
lurgy to humankind. �e genealogies culminate in 
Abraham, the �rst patriarch, whose household is made 
turbulent by rivalry among wives and among siblings. 

�en the tone grows hushed. Everything in the 
background fades, leaving only God, Abraham, Sarah, 
their household, and their occasional journeys. “As 
soon as the terms are set for our existence on earth,” 
Robinson writes, “the gaze of the text falls on one 
small family, people who move through the world of 
need and su�ciency, birth and death, more or less as 
we all do.” Of course, unlike us, they speak with God, 
but that, Robinson adds, in a sneaky homiletic twist, 
is “a di erence less absolute than we might expect.” 
Robinson thus rede�nes realism to encompass the 
encounter with the divine. Furthermore, if she can 
bring us to acknowledge that biblical characters are 
realistic, that they portray us, then we should probably 
admit that we may, like them, be God’s interlocutors, 
whether we know it or not.

�e genius of Reading Genesis lies in its collapse 
of the space between the holy and the mundane, the 
metaphysical and the physical. God resides in com-
monplace things; his sublime purposes course through 
the small-bore tragedies of unremarkable people, to 
be revealed in the fullness of time. God is himself and 
the world is itself—we are not speaking of pantheism 
here—but they are also one. This is a very Chris-
tian mystery that Robinson’s ushering us into, and 
the proper response is awe at the hallowed world she 
shows us, at the loveliness—and shrewdness—of the 
idea of divine indwelling. She does a lot with it. For 
one thing, it allows her to dismiss scienti�c skepticism 
of religion as not only reductive but unimaginative. 
How can “sacredness in existence” be disproved? Sanc-
tity is immanent, not quanti�able.

A b o v e  a l l ,  Robinson’s God-infused theory of 
reali ty is also a theology of realistic �ction—of her
brand of realistic �ction, in which the physical may 
suddenly be revealed as numinous and the spirit 
inheres in the �esh. I want to be clear: At no point in 
this book does Robinson talk about herself, her novels, 
or the novel as a form. �at’s not the sort of thing she’d 
do. �is is me reading her reading. I see Robinson 
in her depiction of the biblical author, who in turn 
sometimes seems to merge with God. What she has in 

is the kind she writes. Perhaps I’m making her sound 
self-glorifying. She’s not. She makes her case.

Robinson’s main claim is that Genesis invented 
a kind of realism—this-worldly, nonmythological— 
remarkably akin to our understanding of the term. 
�is is outrageous, impossible to defend—if you’re 
a literary historian. But she’s not doing history. She’s 
writing an essay about biblical style and its impli-
cations. She wants us to see how radical scripture 
is compared with its sources. For one thing, it’s 
human- centered. �e Babylonian epics that the Bible 
recasts—the Enuma Elish, the Epic of Gilgamesh—
tell the origin myths of a passel of quarrelsome gods. 
�e Enuma Elish’s gods created people so that they 
would serve their Creators—build their temples, 
grow their food. “�ere is nothing exalted in this, no 
thought of enchanting these nameless drudges with 
the beauty of the world,” Robinson writes. In Genesis, 
by contrast, humankind is made in God’s image; all 
the sublimity of biblical Creation seems to be meant 
for its bene�t. We move from gods indi erent to our 
well-being to a God obsessively focused on us. 

Why that happens is not immediately clear. �e 
protagonists of Genesis are unlikely candidates for 
God’s solicitude. One innovation of the Western novel 
is to shift the emphasis from great men and women 
to ordinary people in ordinary circumstances. But 
the biblical author is also interested in unexceptional 
folk. �e founding fathers and mothers of Israel aren’t 
kings or warriors or, like Moses, a former prince who 
rescues an enslaved nation. �e patriarchs raise sheep. 
Indeed, God seems to pick his covenantal partner, 
Abraham, at random. Why bind himself to a son of 
idolaters “drifting through the countryside, looking 
for grazing for his herds,” in Robinson’s words? Why 
not the next guy?

Apologists wave away that theological conundrum— 
the apparent contingency of election— by claiming 
that Abraham is unusually righteous, Kierkegaard’s 
exemplary “knight of faith.” But if Abraham is indeed 
thoroughly good, he’s the exception. Every other major 
character in Genesis has an unsavory side. God made a 
covenant with Noah, too, for instance, and although he 
is chosen to survive the �ood because he is a righteous 
man, he isn’t afterward. He gets dead drunk, and his son 
Ham sees him naked in his tent. Ham tells his brothers; 
they enter the tent backwards, averting their eyes, and 
cover him with a blanket. Noah wakes up, feels humili-
ated, blames Ham, and lays a curse—not on Ham but 
on Ham’s son Canaan, who is condemned to be a slave 
to Ham’s brothers. �e Bible o ers no excuse for Noah’s 
cruelty, or for many other misdeeds committed by its 
chosen people. “�ere is nothing for which the Hebrew 
writers are more remarkable than their willingness to 
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common with both the writer or writers of the Bible 
and God, as she depicts them, is a deep tenderness 
toward the subjects of their concern. “�e remarkable 
realism of the Bible,” she writes, “the voices it captures, 
the characterization it achieves, are products of an 
interest in the human that has no parallel in ancient 
literature.” Nor, I would add, in a great deal of modern 
literature. �is boundless and merciful interest in the 
human is what distinguishes her.

Two characters seem to inspire the most pity and 
love in Robinson: the patriarch Jacob and her own 
creation, Jack Boughton. Both sin greatly and suf-
fer greatly. As a young man, Jacob tricks his older 
brother, Esau, into selling him his birthright (the 
right to lead the family, and a double portion of 
the estate), and then straight-up cheats Esau out of 
their father’s blessing. A lifetime of exile and inter-
mittent misfortune follows. Jacob matures into a 
more thoughtful, mostly penitent man, but his pun-
ishment does not end there. Ten of his 12 sons turn 
out to be worse than he ever was. At one point, they 
collude in slaughtering the men of a village and car-
rying o� its women. Jacob commits the o�ense of 
favoring one son, Joseph, over the others, and in ret-
ribution, they throw the boy into a pit, from which 
he is kidnapped and sold into slavery in Egypt. �e 
brothers present their father with Joseph’s bloodied 
coat, the implication being that he’d been killed by 
a wild beast. Jacob never recovers from the blow. 

Jack, like Jacob, is born into a family rich in bless-
ings. His father is a minister who truly tries to do 
right by him, and Jack’s seven siblings—good, kind 
people— love and worry about him. Nonetheless, as a 
child and young man, he commits senseless crimes—
mostly petty thefts—seemingly “for the sheer mean-
ness of it,” the Reverend John Ames says in Gilead. 
�en Jack impregnates a very young girl, which tests 
his all- forgiving father to his limits, and he leaves 
town, staying away for 20 years. In Jack, we learn of 
his bitter life as a vagrant, and in Home, he tries to 
go home, with mixed success. His presence makes 
his father anxious, and Jack can’t bear the feeling 
that everyone mistrusts him. Insofar as forgiveness 
is on o�er, he seems unable to accept it. At one point 
in Gilead, he asks his father and Ames, “Are there 
people who are simply born evil, live evil lives, and 
then go to hell?”

�e Bible, Robinson declares in the �rst line of 
Reading Genesis, is “a theodicy, a meditation on the 
problem of evil.” So are the stories of Jacob and 
Jack. Why do they do what they do? Were they pre-
destined to hurt others? We know how Jacob’s story 
ends: Joseph becomes the most powerful man in 
Egypt after Pharaoh and is in a position to rescue 
his family from starvation. �is is why you did what 

you did, Joseph tells his brothers: God sent me ahead 
of you to ensure your survival. 

Robinson, however, is more interested in what 
happens afterward, when Joseph brings Jacob to meet 
Pharaoh. His father is curiously querulous. “�e great 
man asks him,” she writes, “How old art thou? Jacob 
answers that he will not live as long as his fathers did.” 
Robinson comments:

He has grown very old in fewer years, enduring a 

life of poverty and sorrow. He is the third patri-

arch, the eponymous ancestor of the nation Israel, 

which at that time will not exist for centuries. He 

has received the great promises of the covenant, 

including possession of the land he will only return 

to as an embalmed corpse. 

�is is the patriarch at his most self-pitying. God’s 
pact is with Jacob’s children’s children more than it 
is with him; it doesn’t compensate for his sorrows. 
Jacob cannot reconcile the double perspective that 
may be the Bible’s greatest literary achievement: the 
view from heaven, “with an eye toward unrealized 
history,” as Robinson puts it, and the view from “a 
nearer proximity” of the human agent of that history. 
He has been told the future, but that hasn’t blunted his 
grief, hasn’t reached “the level of ‘innermost’ feeling.” 

Jack, too, struggles with the meaning of his a�ic-
tion, less certain of vindication than Jacob. In Home,
he waits for a letter from his estranged wife, whom 
we sense he sees as his salvation. Robinson torques the 
suspense: Jack has earned our sympathy—more, to 
be honest, than Jacob has—and on Jack’s behalf we 
want answers to his questions. Will the evils he has 
in�icted, and his terrible loneliness, be shown to have 
a larger purpose? Will the ways of God be known to 
men—to this poor man? 

We get answers, up to a point. It’s not clear that 
he does. Maybe he has missed his chance; maybe he’ll 
get another one. Not knowing breaks the heart, but 
knowing would be cheating. Besides, as Jacob comes 
to show, knowing doesn’t necessarily help. “�e Lord 
stands back,” Robinson writes in Reading Genesis ; 
his “divine tact” lets his characters achieve their “full 
pathos and dignity.” Robinson does the same. �e 
Bible was not given to man to simplify complexity, 
she says, but to speak of it with “a respect and restraint 
that resists conclusion.” �erein lies its beauty, and 
that of the literature it has inspired. �e realism of 
Genesis, as she says, is “by itself a sort of miracle.” 

Judith Shulevitz is a contributing writer at �e Atlantic
and the author of  �e Sabbath World: Glimpses of a 
Di�erent Order of Time. 

An aesthetic 
appreciation  
of the Bible 
doesn’t diminish 
its holiness, 
Robinson says; 
on the contrary, 
artistry is divine.
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Raina Telgemeier 

Gets It

The wildly successful 

cartoonist turned the 

anxious kid into a hero.

By  

Jordan 

Kisner

If you do not have a  

child under the age of 

16, or are not yourself 

under the age of 16,  

you might have no idea 

who Raina is. So it was 

with me. I called a friend 

with kids and said, 

“Have you heard of an 

author named Raina  

Telgemeier?” ¶ “Of 

course,” she said, sound-

ing bemused, as if I’d 

asked whether she was 

familiar with the automo-

bile. ¶ “Like the Beatles 

for children,” another 

parent friend explained. 
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Last spring, standing in the theater 
at the Billy Ireland Cartoon Library & 
Museum in Columbus, Ohio, survey-
ing the hundreds of kids and teenagers 
who had come to meet Raina, I realized 
the scale of my ignorance. Half an hour 
earli er, her fans had been standing on their 
seats, jumping up and down, waving their 
arms in the air, but now the long wait for 
autographs had begun. Everyone had been 
assigned a number and organized into sub-
groups so they could approach the signing 
table in shifts. Nobody seemed to mind 
especially—many were plunked down on 
the �oor, contentedly rereading her books, 
as an hour passed, then an hour and a half. 

One mother and her 8-year-old 
daughter had come from Philadelphia. 
Another family had driven up from Ten-
nessee. “We would go anywhere to see 
Raina,” one parent said. 

“�e magic of Raina is real,” con�rmed 
a school librarian who’d brought her daugh-
ter to meet Telgemeier here, at a public 
event celebrating the author’s �rst retrospec-
tive. Every spring, the librarian told me, she 
runs a report to determine which of the 
library’s books have been checked out the 
most. It was June, so she could share that, 
once again, “four out of the top five are 
Raina books. Children reread those books 
over and over and over.” 

Telgemeier, a smiley yet somewhat shy 
46-year-old with glasses and dangly ear-
rings, has almost accustomed herself to 
being known mononymically, like Cher. 
She has boxes and boxes of fan mail in 
her basement, more than she can open, 
and there are boxes more at her publish-
er’s o�ces in New York. It’s wonderful, 
she told me, and unnerving. She got her 
break in her mid-20s, when Scholastic 
commissioned her to create graphic-
novel adaptations of books from The 
Baby-Sitters Club series. Her editor took 
an interest in a web comic she was self-
publishing at the time, which became her 
�rst graphic memoir, Smile. Scholastic 
published the book in 2010 as a kind of 
experiment. At the time, the market for 
middle-grade comics was dominated by 
superheroes and fantasy. Would kids want 
a non�ction comic about a normal sixth-
grade girl’s tricky journey with braces? 
Publishing executives had doubts about 

whether enough girls could be persuaded 
to read comics at all. (It was assumed that 
a comic with a girl protagonist would 
require an audience of girls.) 

Smile’s �rst print run sold out in four 
months, and the book spent 240 weeks 
on the New York Times best-seller list. In 
2014, Telgemeier published Sisters, and in 
2019, Guts. �is trio of graphic memoirs 
has made her, like Roald Dahl and Judy 
Blume, the kind of author who de�nes 
a generation of children’s literature, and 

whose books, in turn, have helped de�ne 
a generation’s experience of childhood. 

Telgemeier’s books are well plotted, 
heartfelt, and beautifully drawn. She has a 
keen eye for the texture of kid life. In Smile, 
she devotes an entire page to the frantic 
and cruddy work of cleaning a retainer in a 
school bathroom after eating an ill-advised 
peanut-butter sandwich—and the satisfy-
ing click of popping it back into place. But 
what set her books apart are her vivid, can-
did portraits of her childhood angst: her 

An issue of Telgemeier’s self-published mini-comic, Take-Out
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�e books that 
made Telgemeier 
famous recount 

the worst, 
most miserable 
moments of her 

young life in 
painful detail.

orthodontia-induced shame; her growing 
awareness of her parents’ fractious marriage; 
the serious anxiety disorder that emerged 
when she was in elementary school.

�e popularity of these books has over-
lapped with years during which clinical 
anxiety among American children and ado-
lescents has reached new heights—so much 
so that multiple organizations, including 
the American Academy of Pediatrics, not-
ing a rise in depression too, declared a 
state of emergency in 2021. Telge meier’s 
success—she’s sold more than 10 million 
books in the United States alone, accord-
ing to Circana BookScan—is driven by her 
ability to describe experiences that many 
kids struggle to articulate and feel power-
less to change. 

The story of Telgemeier’s career is 
also the story of a transformation of the 
children’s- book industry. Graphic novels 
now have their own shelves in the kids’ 
section of many bookstores. A group of 
cartoonists— Kayla Miller, Jerry Craft, 
Betty C. Tang—has made hits in the pat-
tern of Smile and Guts, about awkward 
crushes and �rst-day-of-school nerves and 
wobbly friendships. �e superhero has been 
joined in the comic-book canon by another 
archetype: the anxious kid. 

F r o m  t h e  t i m e  she could hold a 
crayon, Telgemeier, who grew up in San 
Francisco, began and ended every day by 
drawing. Her parents set up her bedroom 
with a table and an array of art supplies; 
next to the table was a little record player. 
She would wake up in the morning and 
go straight to her table, put on her head-
phones, and draw, Telgemeier’s mother, 
Sue, told me.

At one point, when Raina was 3 or 4, 
Sue decided to surprise her by turning the 
drawings into a child-size quilt. Sue took 
white fabric and cut it into squares, then 
traced the drawings she found especially 
interesting in fabric paints and stitched 
over them in the right colors. But when 
Raina saw the �nished quilt, she backed 
away whimpering. She wouldn’t touch it.

“It was a while later before I under-
stood what had happened,” Sue said. 
“Raina had been drawing her nightmares. 
And the best artworks were her night-
mares, her monsters.” Telgemeier had 

never mentioned the nightmares aloud, 
Sue said. “She would draw it and then it 
would get put away.” 

Telgemeier has never stopped drawing 
her monsters. All through grade school, 
middle school, and high school, she’d sit 
down in the afternoon and draw what had 
happened that day, sometimes amending 
what she had actually said into what she 
wished she’d said. In 1999, at 22, she left 
San Francisco to attend the School of Visual 

Arts in New York, where she started a mini-
comic (the comic equivalent of a zine) 
called Take-Out, full of short pieces about 
her childhood as well as her 20-something 
life: squabbling with roommates, strug-
gling to get out the door on a bad hair day, 
scrounging under the bed for change to buy 
a $1.25 slice of pizza.

Take-Out was self-published. Telgemeier 
made copies herself and sold them at com-
ics fairs. She noticed that the comics that 
received the most positive feedback fea-
tured her childhood. Over time, kid Raina 
became the star of Telgemeier’s work. Her 
comics articulate the emotions of childhood 
with an intensity faithful to reality: the high 
highs of being included in a middle-school 
sleepover; the queasy low of realizing that 
your friends are playing a mean practical 
joke on you at the sleepover. 

The books that made her famous 
recount the worst, most miserable moments 

of her young life in painful detail. Smile
begins with an accident: In sixth grade, 
she fell on her face while running with 
her friends, knocking one front tooth out 
entirely and jamming the other so far into 
her gums that it took years of excruciating 
orthodontia to give her a normal- looking 
mouth. Sisters scrutinizes her fraught child-
hood relationship with her younger sister, 
Amara, and tells the story of a long road trip 
she took with her mom and younger sib-
lings shadowed by the realization that her 
parents were considering separating. (Sue 
and Denis Telgemeier eventually divorced.) 
In Guts, 9-year-old Raina develops debili-
tating anxiety— in particular, a fear of 
throwing up.

I had been skeptical, at first, that a 
graphic novel for elementary and middle 
schoolers could approach the topic of 
mental illness without sugarcoating or 
melodramatizing it. But reading Guts, I 
recognized why Telgemeier’s books com-
mand such loyalty. The book devotes 
whole pages to her panic attacks: the feel-
ing that she’s frozen, falling down and 
down and down. As someone who also 
had anxious middle- and high-school 
years, I was especially struck by one panel, 
placed in a scene where Raina sees that 
one of her friends and classmates has had 
to rush to the bathroom in the middle of 
class. Raina’s anxiety spikes. Is Jane throw-
ing up? �ey’d shared lunch! �e panel 
shows Raina caught in ripples of sicken-
ing green that radiate outward from her 
head to fill the whole frame. Her teeth 
are gritted; her hands grip her hair tightly, 
but a curl escapes. Her own thought bal-
loons swim around her, choking o¨ any 
view of where she is or whom she’s with. 
“What if I’m next?” one reads. �e next 
three, swelling in size: “What if? WHAT 
IF? WHAT IF!?” 

I’m trans�xed by this frame—the pea-
green energy waves, the choking thought 
bubbles, the feeling that the room has 
faded away until the only thing left is 
WHAT IF? �is is exactly what it’s like. 

“I think probably the most impor-
tant contribution to comic storytelling 
that Raina has pioneered is the notion of 
emotion as action,” says Scott McCloud, 
a cartoonist who wrote the landmark book 
Understanding Comics: �e Invisible Art. 
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Telgemeier studied McCloud’s books 
when she was a teen; now they are friends 
and collaborators. “�is is something that 
my generation of superhero cartoonists 
didn’t fully understand,” McCloud told 
me. “I mean, emotion was something that 
you crammed into a word balloon while 
people were �ghting each other. But in 
Raina’s case, there’s a small di�erence in 
a line showing that, let’s say, a smile is 
beginning to disappear. A bit of anxiety is 
creeping into an expression … And Raina 
understands that each of those deserves its 
own panel.”

McCloud said he’s fascinated by a 
moment in Telgemeier’s graphic novel 
Drama, loosely based on her time doing 
theater in high school. (In addition to her 
memoirs, and her work on the �rst four 
volumes of the graphic Baby-Sitters Club 
series, Telgemeier has written and illus-
trated two graphic novels.) �e protago-
nist, Callie, is looking for the boy she’s 
recently kissed for the �rst time, but he’s 
told his brother to tell her that he can’t 
walk her home after school because of 
baseball practice. Here, Telgemeier draws 
an entire spread with no words. �e left-
hand page has three frames: Callie run-
ning out of the school doors, looking 
concerned; Callie arriving at a chain-link 
fence, a little pu� of her breath condensing 
in the chilly air around her; Callie’s face 
seen through the chain link, eyes wide. 
�e right-hand page pulls back to show 
the whole diamond and a stand of trees 
beyond it. Callie, looking small, is clutch-
ing the fence with both hands. She’s alone; 
the �eld is empty. Her crush lied about 
baseball practice.

“You know, from a superhero- artist 
standpoint, nothing is happening,” 
McCloud told me. “But from the stand-
point of a middle-school kid feeling one 
of those �rst moments of disappointment 
and abandonment, everything is happen-
ing, and it deserves that full page.” 

“ I  c a l l  t h i s  the cozy nerd house,” 
Telgemeier told me, handing me a blan-
ket and a cup of tea. She lives in a quiet, 
spacious trilevel 45 minutes east of San 
Francisco. It’s woodsy out there, with cit-
rus trees, old oaks, and long driveways. 
In her living room, we each settled into 

a corner of her plush, oversize sectional 
with cups of tea, and a cat came to sit 
on my lap. 

“I think what I wanted more than any-
thing was a house,” Telgemeier told me. 
“From the time I was a small child: Some-
day, I’ll have a house with a backyard.” 

�e problem of domestic space features 
prominently in Telgemeier’s memoirs. I’d 
seen where she grew up, or at least the 
comics version, in Sisters: a San Francisco 
apartment with two bedrooms and a single 
bathroom. Perfectly nice, but not roomy 
for a family of �ve. In Guts, Raina’s anxiety 

seems related to, or at least exacerbated by, 
the fact that she struggles to get her own 
space at home. Her toddler brother catches 
a stomach �u, and Raina, panicked that 
she’ll catch it, begs her mom to let her sleep 
outside. No dice. In Sisters, Amara plays 
records over and over in their shared room 
when Raina wants silence. Raina is afraid 
of snakes; Amara gets a pet snake. Raina 
loves to draw; Amara does too. “She very 
quickly eclipsed me,” Telgemeier told me. 
“Her 2-year-old drawings and my 7-year-
old drawings were almost on par.” Young 
Raina navigates the tension between her 
desire to feel loved by and connected to 
others and her craving for privacy—she 
needs space away from people to feel her 
big feelings and to process them into art. 

These days, Telgemeier’s inclination 
toward quiet and privacy can be con-
founded by her professional ambitions. 
She never expected to have the pro�le she 
now does. �e release of Sisters, in 2014, 
marked a turning point: She went from 
being a successful author to something 
more like an icon. “�at was when, like, 
I became ‘Raina,’ ” Telgemeier said. “�ey 
made a poster of my face that said Raina’s 
back.” Her eyes went wide, as if she was 
overwhelmed and incredulous just at the 
memory of it. 

Telgemeier now represented two peo-
ple: herself, the adult with the career and 
retirement savings, and Raina, the kid in 
her memoirs. �is version of who she used 
to be remains alive and vivid to millions 
of people—more real, in some ways, than 
her adult self is. “It’s like suddenly I was 
the main character of a book and I’m the 
writer of the book and I’m a real person.” 
She sensed that fans now met her and 
reeled at the possibility of encountering, 
in one person, their �ctional best friend 
and their favorite author. “I was standing 
on stages and people were just interested in 
me—the character, the author, the every-
thing.” This kind of fame can strain. A 
number of Raina’s family members and 
friends felt uncomfortable with having 
their real lives depicted in books that now 
had an audience of millions. Telgemeier 
had been thoughtful about how publish-
ing might a�ect her relationships before—
she’d shown Sisters to Amara in advance, 
for example—but she became more pro-
tective as curiosity grew, and more cau-
tious about hurting people close to her. 

Before Sisters, Telgemeier had been 
used to attending comic-cons and festi-
vals alongside her indie cartoonist friends, 
selling her work copy by copy, but now 
she was managed by Scholastic, taking 
pictures with hundreds of kids at tick-
eted events. �e emetophobia and fear of 
illness that Raina develops in Guts were 
the beginning of an anxiety dis order that 
Telgemeier continues to manage. Despite 
having real a�ection for her fans, she �nds 
touring challenging—being around crowds 
of germy kids, �ying on airplanes, using 
strange bathrooms. She started going to 
therapy in elementary school, an experi-
ence she depicts in Guts, then stopped by 

Young Raina 
navigates the 

tension between 
her desire to 

feel loved and 
her craving for 
privacy— she 

needs space away 
from others to feel 

her big feelings 
and to process 
them into art.
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middle school, but she went back shortly 
after the publication of Sisters; her anxi-
ety was making it di�cult for her to leave 
the house or sleep through the night. One 
of the primary reasons she decided not to 
have children, she told me, was that she 
wasn’t up for morning sickness. Her career 
and her anxiety took a toll on her marriage 
to the cartoonist Dave Roman; the two 
divorced in 2015. 

When the pandemic hit, Telgemeier 
found herself home alone, not travel-
ing for the �rst time in recent memory. 
Social distancing came easily to her—
she’d been doing it for years during �u 
season. “Because I wasn’t seeing other 
people, it completely removed the part 
of my brain that was always worrying: 
Hmm. Was that person sneezing? Was that 
person coughing? Did I touch somebody at 
the grocery store? … It was one of the best 
experiences of my life.”

Nowadays, she is back on the road. 
Telge meier is enthusiastic in her interac-
tions with the people who stand in line to 
talk with her, though I noticed that her 
signing tables were arranged to ensure that 
a few feet remained between her and her 
fans. In Columbus, people were instructed 
to remain on the opposite side of the table, 
even for photographs.

�e most common question children 
ask her at public appearances is “Did 
this really happen?” Telgemeier tries to 
head o� this line of inquiry by making 
a blanket statement: Yes, she announces 
cheerfully. �ese books are based on my 
life, which means that everything that 
happens in the books really happened to 
me. We really had a pet snake. I really 
did lose my two front teeth. If it’s in the 
book, it really happened. �e questions 
tend to continue anyway. 

Telgemeier isn’t surprised by this, she 
told me. Kids have a reasonable impulse 
when confronted with the middle-aged 
author—great teeth, smiling, famous—to 
double-check that she went through every-
thing young Raina did, the indignities and 
fears and crises they themselves experience. 

I understand wanting that kind of 
re assurance. I had my �rst panic attack 
when I was 11 or 12 and had absolutely 
no idea what was happening—at the 
time, none of the books aimed at my age 

group dealt with this stu�, at least none 
that I saw, and so I worried that there 
must be something terribly wrong with 
me; that I might be uniquely doomed 
to an unhappy, lonely life. Telgemeier’s 
books o�er an antidote to that kind of 
isolation. By making anxiety the obsta-
cle faced by a compelling, sympathetic 
hero, these books reveal the possibility 
that a reader with her own psychological 
struggles— panic attacks or emetopho-
bia or hair pulling or big sadness— might 
wind up okay, or even great. 

“I wish I’d had that,” I told Telgemeier 
over tea in her living room.

“I know,” she said, half-smiling. “I wish 
I’d had it too.” 

After  we  �nished our tea, Telgemeier 
took me upstairs to see her studio, and 
then downstairs, where she stores her 
archives: all of her old journals, child-
hood sketches, costumes she made for 
school plays, pen cases, favorite markers, 
photographs, stu�ed animals. A piece of 
paper upon which her �rst-grade teacher 
had written, “Dear Raina, What is the 
baby’s name? Do you help your mom at 
home?” and Telgemeier had drawn herself 
as a rudimentary stick �gure, hollering NO! 

Shortly after Telgemeier’s retrospec-
tive, “Facing Feelings,” opened in late 
May, she �ew her parents out to Colum-
bus for the public reception. The day 

before the event, Telgemeier, her par-
ents, a college friend, and I took a tour 
of the exhibit. On the way to the gal-
lery, we passed a decal of 11-year-old 
cartoon Raina running full tilt, as if she 
were dashing up the stairs to see her own 
show. In the lobby downstairs, dozens of 
cookies with young Raina’s face on them 
waited to be handed out at the reception.

In one room of the show, Telgemeier 
and a curator had assembled a selection 
from the Raina archives, including pages 
from her journals, school assignments, and 
family photos. Telgemeier’s parents lin-
gered here, exclaiming at familiar objects. 
Her father, Denis, paused at a display of 
Telgemeier’s most treasured childhood 
books. “It’s Barefoot Gen !” 

Barefoot Gen is a manga series by Keiji 
Nakazawa based loosely on his experi-
ences as a child in Hiroshima in 1945. 
Denis had given Telgemeier his copy of 
the �rst volume when she was 9, and she 
zoomed through it on a camping trip, 
totally absorbed. The comic is unspar-
ing about the details of World War II in 
Japan: It shows poverty and violence and 
people ending their own lives to escape 
their circumstances. Still, Telgemeier was 
caught o� guard when the bomb dropped 
about 30 pages before the end and nearly 
every character (except for Gen, his preg-
nant mother, and a handful of others) 
was killed. �e illustration of the mush-
room cloud is chilling; in the aftermath, 
Gen watches people’s �esh melt o� their 
bones. �is was Telgemeier’s �rst exposure 
to the depths of human cruelty and suf-
fering. She cried and cried for days, and 
later made anti-war posters that she pasted 
all over school. 

In her 20s, Telgemeier drew about 
her experience reading Barefoot Gen in 
Take-Out ; the issue was on display at the 
museum. Young Raina runs out to her par-
ents, wailing, “�ey all DIE!” A few frames 
later, it’s evening and Raina is looking up 
at the stars miserably. “I think that book 
ruined my life,” she says. “And I mean, 
jeez—it was just a comic book.” A speech 
balloon enters from out of frame, her 
mother’s voice: “Raina, there’s no such 
thing as ‘just a comic book.’ ” 

I looked at the text Telgemeier had 
written for this display. �is, she wrote, C
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Telgemeier’s father gave her Barefoot Gen when 

she was 9. 
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“has sort of become my career philosophy. 
Art is important and comics are impor-
tant. So is sitting with anxiety, discomfort, 
and confusion, hopefully in the presence 
of caring individuals!”

Telgemeier had intended for her next 
book to be about Barefoot Gen and her 
twin childhood epiphanies that the world 
can be truly awful and that art can be a 

meaningful intervention in that awfulness. 
She drafted the manuscript, but her edi-
tors at Scholastic suggested that it needed 
serious edits. The material was heavier, 
darker, and more political than her previ-
ous work, and could be too risky, given 
the politically volatile climate of children’s 
publishing. What’s more, the manuscript 
told a story that extended beyond Raina’s 

childhood into Telgemeier’s adult life as 
an artist— would readers want that? Telge-
meier agreed to put the manuscript in a 
drawer for a little while. 

When we talked about this in Cali-
fornia, I pushed her on the decision. Just 
because she has become known writing 
books for young children, is she obli-
gated to write for that demographic for-

ever? Might not her mate-
rial age as her readers age? 

“Middle grade has been 
where my sensibilities sell 
the best,” she said, looking 
conflicted. “But the ques-
tion is: If I write another 
book that’s about older 
people, but it’s still drawn in 
my art style, is that going to 
alienate my readers? Is that 
going to confuse them, or 
are they going to be out of 
their depth? Are they going 
to be upset by the kinds of 
things, like the subject mat-
ter, that I’m writing about?” 

The truth is, little kids 
read her books no mat-
ter how they’re labeled, she 
pointed out to me—they 
pick them up from older 
siblings, or they simply grab 
them because they recognize 
her name. �is requires care: 
She posts only PG-rated con-
tent on social media, and she 
never speaks in interviews 
in a way not suited for kids 
as young as 5. Maybe, she 
admitted, it would be too 
far outside her brand to let 
young Raina become grown-
up Raina. (Even the benign 
crushes featured in Drama
have caused controversy; the 
book is frequently banned 
and targeted by conservative 
activists for its depiction of 
LGBTQ characters.) Still, 
she hasn’t given up on the 
Barefoot Gen project.

A drawing from Sisters, which 

recounts a road trip Telgemeier took 

with her mother and younger siblingsS
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As she spoke, I was thinking of a friend 
of mine whose 7-year-old had just learned 
from someone else at school about the cli-
mate crisis and now can’t sleep through the 
night. And about another friend whose 
kid can’t stop worrying about an active 
shooter coming to school. Telgemeier had 
read Barefoot Gen at age 9. What do we 
know about what kids can handle? Or 
what they are already handling? 

O n  t h e  d ay  of the museum event, I 
floated around the lobby, interviewing 
the kids who looked especially rapturous. 
“What do you like about Raina books?” I 
asked Cassie, the 8-year-old from Philadel-
phia. She paused for a second, then smiled 
sheepishly. “I like everything about them. 
�ey’re funny and, like, I’ve been through 
a lot of the stu° that she’s been through … 
A bunch of the stu° in Guts—like the anx-
iety and needing therapy.” She spoke so 
softly that I had to bend down to hear her.

“What did it feel like when you read 
Guts for the £rst time?” I asked.

“Like I £nally £tted in. Like there was 
someone else in the world who felt like me.” 

“�is is a big splurge for us to make 
a trip,” Cassie’s mom said. “But I got the 
tickets, and I didn’t tell her about it until 
a couple weeks ago. She was like, ‘We’re 
going on an airplane?!’ She’s never been 
on an airplane.”

A 16-year-old named Charlotte told 
me that she’d experienced a really terrible 
period of anxiety a few years back, and 
Guts was the £rst time she’d understood 
that she wasn’t alone. “I didn’t think any-
one else got it,” she said. Her mother, 
standing next to her, started crying. “She 
was going through some really deep stu°, 
and then Guts hit,” she said. “I remem-
ber taking the book into her therapist and 
being like, ‘This. It puts words to what 
we’re going through.’ Nobody was talking 
about that. ” 

One of the primary emotions expressed 
in Telgemeier’s memoirs is loneliness—
young Raina feels like she’s all by herself 

with her anxiety, her embarrassments, her 
jammed teeth. Sue told me that though there 
are scenes in the books of Raina confessing 
her fears to her mother, the real Raina didn’t 
tell her parents much of what was going 
on—they learned the extent of her struggles 
only later, when they read her books. 

Scott McCloud writes in Understand-
ing Comics that comics are often de£ned 
by what they leave out—by the gap left 
between the lines and shapes on the page 
and the full, detailed reality that the reader 
creates with their imagination. �e more 
realistic particulars you add in drawing 
a face, the more that face is understood 
by the reader as a speci£c individual; the 
more detail you omit, the more that face 
takes on the quality of an avatar— allowing 
the reader’s mind to bridge the gap with 
its own associations and ideas and sub-
jectivity. Young Raina—with her large, 
oval eyes; dashed-o° nose; and single-line 
eyebrows—has plenty of personality while 
remaining a relatively neutral protagonist 
in whom kids can see themselves. 

Hers is a di°erent model of courage to 
hold up for children, though superheroic 
in its own right. In Guts, when Raina is in 
the middle of the pea-green panic attack, 
alone in what seems like an enormous, 
dark well, she tells her therapist that she 
feels frozen, unable to move or think or 
talk, to express herself at all. “When I’m 
in this space, I feel like I can’t get out,” she 
says. “I feel like I won’t survive it.” 

Her therapist’s response is simple: “Try.” 
“I feel like I can’t even try,” Raina  

protests. 
“Try anyway.” 
So she tries. The page shows Raina 

falling through a green-and-black dark 
space head£rst. In the next panel, we see 
her sitting— presumably on the therapist’s 
couch, gripping its edges—but the waves 
of panic are so intense and she’s hyperven-
tilating so hard that everything else around 
her is obliterated. 

“Concentrate on your feet. Touching 
the ·oor.” 

Slowly, slowly, Raina’s breathing begins 
to ease. She is willing to try, and it is hor-
rible, but she survives. �e next thing her 
therapist does is telling: She asks if Raina 
would £nd it helpful to explain to other 
people what she’s going through.

At the end of Guts, Raina hasn’t cured 
herself of her phobias, but she’s found 
more foods she can eat without fear. She’s 
worked up the nerve to tell her friends 
that she goes to therapy and been sur-
prised to learn that other people go too. 
She’s not so weird after all. She redoes 
an oral presentation— one she was too 
anxious to complete on her £rst try—and 
this time makes it a lesson on anxiety, 
teaching her classmates some of the tech-
niques she’s learned for calming down. 
In other words, she’s connected and 
happier— trying, not perfect. 

�is concept of being bravely in prog-
ress still resonates for Telgemeier. She is 
only in her 40s—young for a retrospec-
tive, and too young to speak with certainty 
about the arc of her own story. When I 
asked her, on the day of the reception, 
how she thinks about the bigger picture, 
she laughed, looking overwhelmed again. 

Writing beyond the middle-grade 
demographic, if it’s something she wants 
to do, won’t be simple. “I feel like I want 
to spread my wings in di°erent directions, 
but I’ve sort of created a box for myself. 
The industry, the market, whatever—
they’re really good with where I am,” 
Telge meier had told me when I visited 
her at the cozy nerd house. “I’m trying to 
push; I’m trying to expand … But it’s been 
tricky to land on just the right thing.” Still, 
tricky doesn’t mean it’s not worth trying. 
She’d have a better sense of it all, once she 
went home and had time to re·ect. She’d 
draw her way through it. 

Jordan Kisner is a contributing writer 
at �e Atlantic and the author of  �in 
Places: Essays From In Between.
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Warning: �is crossword puzzle starts easy, but gets devilishly  
hard as you descend into its depths. See which circle you can reach 

before you abandon all hope.

AC R O S S

1  Purchase something
4 Food with a shell and a yolk
7 Consumed food
8 Sound from a dove
9 Took advantage of a  
 recliner, say
10 Grass that comes in rolls
11 Computer key used to capitalize
13 Highlands lady who might  
 be bonny
16  Fights
19 List unit by unit
20 Triply
21 Go too
22 Midwestern worshippers of  
 the Sacred Pole
25 1988 Pulitzer-winning  
 novel inspired by the life of  
 Margaret Garner
27 It might be made into  
 kolokasi chips
28 Like a Sierpiński carpet  
 or a Menger sponge
31 Build di�erently
32 Pronounced
33 Place for a sink?
34 30-Down, e.g.
38 Binary search?
39 Informer on the street?
40 Follower of a Very Special  
 Episode, sometimes, brie�y
43 Cook’s position, brie�y
44 Immature in a way that might  
 soon start bugging people?

46  Causes of some stressful  
 language?
48 Bash
49 Structure whence comes  
 an adhan
50 Seekers of sole custody? 

D OW N

1 Type of guitar with only  
 four strings
2 Its capital is Salt Lake City
3 Himalayan creature of dubious  
 existence
4 Deliriously happy
5 Sludge
6 Prayer addressee
12  �ey’re coated in a spicy,  
 reddish dust 
14 Fitting ¡gure?
15 Chateau ____ Michelle  
 (Washington State winery  
 with a holy Fr. name)
16 Coordinated personal attack
17 In comfortable territory
18 Word before number or killer
23 2009 science-¡ction movie  
 whose alien creatures were  
 inspired by a dream the  
 director’s mom had
24 Shawl also called a jorongo
26 Dealt (out)
28 Not exactly dashing
29 Stop working
30 Colt .45s, now
35 Host who asked Mel B whether  
 “Margaret �atcher had girl  
 power” 
36 High level of investment 
37 Mix for a single?
40 Substance in a tokamak
41 ____ Tendulkar (cricketer  
 often called the greatest player  
 of all time)
42 Following the curve
45 For sale
47 Private trainers, brie�y?

By Caleb  
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