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Dear University Community, 

 

Regardless of where we are in our lives, 2020 will inevitably be an inflection point in 

our journey. From the quarantine this spring to the protests over racial injustice in the 

summer to the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, the events we have lived through in 

the last few months have and will continue to impact each of us in lasting ways.  

 

The idea behind Summer Reading at University High School is to give all of us a 

common place from which to start the new school year. I believe there is no better 

place for us to start 2020-21 than leaning into where we are and what has shaped 

us in recent -- and sometimes over much too long -- times.  

 

In order for all of us to learn and grow through the current uncertainty, the school has 

assembled this list of articles to serve as our Summer Reading for 2020-21. These 

articles represent a wide variety of media, but they share a common publication time 

frame; all articles were published between April and mid-June 2020. This is not 

meant to be an exhaustive list – and certainly more good writing has come out since 

we’ve finalized our selections – but in here, you’ll find a range of perspectives on 

what living in our world has been like these past few months. 

 

I hope you find opportunities to think, to reflect, and to find joy in these pages. I look 

forward to talking with you about your reactions in the fall. 

 

Be well, be safe, and take care of one another.  

 

Alicia LaMagdeleine 

Head of School 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

How to Read this Packet 
 

This mini-anthology was designed to spur your thinking on the events of the spring 

and summer of 2020. It is composed of three sections – one on the pandemic, one 

on racism and injustice, and one on living through quarantine and chaos. While you 

should try to read every article, start with the section or topics that interest you the 

most. Spend more time with some ideas, and less with others, but always read 

actively. Jot down questions or note your responses in the margins of these pages. 

Maybe do some writing of your own. We will be coming back to these topics 

throughout the school year. 

 

In addition to the text of the articles, we’ve tried to provide information about all of 

the authors included here. Many of them are active on Twitter and Instagram. If you 

like what they’ve said or how they’ve said it, consider following them. If you disagree 

with some of them, challenge yourself as to why you do, and seek out some other 

reputable articles that voice those concerns.  

 

Most importantly, spend some time with these thoughts. We have always lived in a 

highly complex world, and it grows increasingly more so every day. But, as citizens, 

we have a duty to participate in it. This is one tiny but important way of doing so. 
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Section I 

The Virus, The Pandemic, 

& The Economic Collapse 
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About the Article: This article examines ways in which SARS-CoV-2 affects 
different systems in the body. The Economist is an international news 
magazine. Its editorial policy is to not issue bylines for its articles. The editor 
of The Economist is British journalist Zanny Minton Beddoes, the first woman 
to hold the position since the publication’s founding in 1843. 

The paths of destruction 
How SARS-CoV-2 causes disease and death in 
covid-19 

There are direct routes and indirect ones

Jun 6th 2020 
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Editor’s note: Some of our covid-19 coverage is free for readers of The 
Economist Today, our daily newsletter. For more stories and our pandemic 
tracker, see our coronavirus hub 

The first set of lungs felt like rubber, says Rainer Claus, so damaged that it was 
impossible to imagine how any amount of oxygen could get through them. The 
lungs in the rest of the ten covid-19 victims that he and his colleagues at the 
University Medical Centre Augsburg, in Germany, autopsied in early April 
were in similarly awful condition. 

This has been, for the most part, the story around the world. People get 
infected with sars-cov-2, the virus which causes covid-19, by breathing in tiny 
liquid droplets containing virus particles. Those particles gain entry to the 
lungs, where they start reproducing themselves. If the immune system does 
not stop it—which it mostly does—the virus causes so much damage that the 
lungs can no longer do their job, ending up like those in Augsburg. 

But there are other facets to the disease not so easily understood. It robs some 
of the infected of their sense of smell; in others the toes or fingers darken as if 
bruised. Hearts swell; blood clots; immune systems cripple organs they are 
meant to be saving. Doctors around the world are trying to find out how much 
these various symptoms are attributable to direct effects of the virus, to 
secondary effects of the damage it does to the lungs, or even, in some cases, to 
the treatments used against it. The more of the story they can disentangle, the 
better the standard of care is likely to get. 

For the virus to attack a cell, the cell’s surface needs to be adorned with a 
protein which plays a role in the regulation of blood pressure and 
inflammation called angiotensin-converting enzyme 2 (ace2). This is found on 
plenty of cells in the upper respiratory tract and lungs, as well as the linings of 
blood vessels and the heart, kidneys and intestines. In some cases the virus 
may get into those intestinal cells directly, having been swallowed. In other 
cases it seems to get to the gut, and other susceptible organs, via the blood. 

Mostly, though, the virus seems to get no further than the ace2-rich cells of the 
nose and throat, and perhaps the lungs, before the body’s defences take care 
of it so well that its presence is never even noticed. Tests which look for 
genetic material from sars-cov-2 in swabs from the nose and throat frequently 
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find it present in people who show no other sign of it at all: in one British 
survey 70% of those who tested positive were asymptomatic. 

Most of those who do fall ill suffer flu-like symptoms, typically with a fever 
and a cough, sometimes with diarrhoea, that get better after a week or so. But 
some suffer for longer, failing to shake the infection before getting badly sick. 
Many of these people will, after a time, start to feel a shortness of breath as the 
lungs’ ability to oxygenate the blood weakens. About 10-15% of those who are 
diagnosed—which may mean less than 5% of those infected—eventually 
become ill enough to need a hospital. 

Almost all of those hospitalised have symptoms of pneumonia—the general 
name for the response of the lungs to a variety of viral, bacterial and fungal 
infections. When they get deep into the lungs, the sars-cov-2 particles find a 
target-rich environment in the alveoli, tiny air sacs which hang like bunches of 
grapes off the lung’s branching network of bronchial tubes and are lined with 
cells festooned with ace2. It is in these sacs that oxygen from the air breathed 
into the lungs passes into the blood stream, and carbon dioxide from the blood 
passes into the lung to be breathed out. The more the virus damages and kills 
the cells lining the alveoli, the more difficult this exchange of gases becomes. 
Hence the shortness of breath. 

In some covid-19 cases, though, this shortness of breath—a textbook 
symptom of pneumonia—does not show up. Doctors have got used to seeing 
patients with blood-oxygen levels so low that they should be dizzy or 
unconscious, but who show no sign of respiratory distress. 

Daniel Johnson of the University of Nebraska Medical Centre says his theory is 
that sars-cov-2 may be affecting the nervous system. That it can do so in some 
ways, at least, is hinted at by the fact that some patients report a loss of the 
sense of smell early on in their infection; there are other signs, too. Perhaps 
the virus has an effect on the part of the brain which tells the lungs to work 
harder when carbon dioxide builds up in the blood. 

Angles of attack 

Another possibility is that the lungs are not the only thing at fault. In some of 
these atypical patients the perilously low blood-oxygen level “seems to be out 
of proportion to the overall injury to the lung,” says Joseph Levitt of the 
Stanford University Medical Centre. The lungs of covid-19 patients feel 

7



different, too, he says. Typically, the lungs of patients with severe pneumonia 
become stiffer, which makes moving air in and out of them increasingly hard. 
The ventilators on to which such patients are put pump in oxygen under 
pressure, thus doing some of the lungs’ work for them. The lungs of covid-19 
patients with blood-oxygen levels low enough to need a ventilator, though, are 
not so stiff, says Dr Levitt. They have not exhausted their ability to do their 
job. But the job is not getting done. 

Dr Levitt wonders whether the problem may be in the blood vessels. ace2’s 
role in looking after blood pressure depends on its ability to regulate signals 
that make blood vessels constrict or dilate. The way sars-cov-2 binds to ace2 
probably makes it less able to take part in that signalling. Covid-19 may thus 
reduce the amount of oxygen which gets into tissues not just by damaging the 
lung, but also by narrowing and damaging blood vessels. If so, drugs to dilate 
the blood vessels might help, at least in some cases. Finding out what 
treatment works best along those lines, though, requires clinical trials, says Dr 
Levitt. 

In hospitals the treatment will normally start with extra oxygen supplied 
through a nasal cannula (a plastic tube with a prong for each nostril) and 
therapy to combat dehydration: patients have typically had a fever for days 
and not been drinking enough, leaving their bodies badly short of fluids. Rest, 
rehydration and extra oxygen, along with drugs for any secondary infections 
that have taken advantage of the body’s stressed-out state, give the immune 
system a chance to get the upper hand. 

The immune response to a virus starts with infected cells producing a suite of 
signalling molecules called cytokines. Some of these tell other cells nearby to 
be on their guard against attack, thus stymying the virus’s ability to replicate 
itself. Others tell the immune system to come and put some stick about. Thus 
called to arms, the immune system launches both a prompt all-purpose 
response—inflammation—and a subsequent targeted counter-attack using 
antibodies and cells specifically programmed to attack both virus particles 
and the cells they have infected. Unfortunately sars-cov-2 seems able to 
interfere with the early steps of the immune response. It can apparently 
counteract the part that dampens replication in nearby cells. It may also 
enhance inflammation. 

Whether the virus helps it along or not, severe inflammation of the lungs often 
leads to what is known as acute respiratory distress syndrome (ards). It 
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is ards that sees people rushed to intensive-care units (icus) and put on 
ventilators. 

Because it is hard to tolerate having a tube stuck down your throat and into 
your lungs, patients on ventilators are heavily sedated and unable to do 
anything for themselves. Nurses must reposition them every few hours to 
prevent bed sores. Their doctors keep watch for kidney failure, blood clots 
and heart problems—risks to critically ill patients in icus that anecdote has 
suggested may be more common in covid-19 patients than in others. Those 
anecdotes are now being backed up by a few studies. However, as Dominic 
Wichmann of the University Medical Centre Hamburg-Eppendorf points out, 
this correlation does not necessarily mean sars-cov-2 is itself damaging the 
organs involved. 

A quarter of covid-19 patients in British icus have had kidney problems severe 
enough to require dialysis. “It’s all part of the second phase of the illness when 
people, eight to ten days in, suddenly get worse,” says Claire Sharpe of King’s 
College London. A big part of the problem, she says, is just dehydration, 
always a risk in icus, all the more so when patients are feverish. On top of this, 
the stress caused to the body by having air pumped in and out amounts to “a 
double hit on the kidneys”. 
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Chains of command 

Early in the pandemic critical-care doctors in various countries added to the 
problem by flushing fluids from the body in order to keep the patients’ 
damaged lungs from filling with liquid. They appreciated the risk of crashing 
the kidneys that this involved. Their thinking in doing it anyway, Dr Johnson 
says, was “I have to do everything I can to try to help their oxygen levels, 
because if I don’t win that then the whole game is lost.” Once doctors began to 
see high rates of kidney failure in covid-19 patients, though, they stopped 
“running them dry”. Dr Johnson, whose unit had the benefit of the experience 
from New York and other early hotspots, says kidney failure is now no more 
common in his covid-19 patients than in those with other viral pneumonias. 

Blood clots are another worry for patients in icus—so much so that mild blood 
thinners are routinely used as a prophylactic. Again, the problem may be 
worse in covid patients. Autopsies of the first 12 people to die of covid-19 in 
Hamburg found that four had died from a blood clot in the lungs. Autopsies by 
other teams have turned up lots of small clots in the blood vessels traversing 
the lungs. 

There are lots of reasons why covid-19 patients might be at higher risk of clots 
in the lung and elsewhere. Immobility is one: patients on ventilators are 
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essentially paralysed, and those with covid-19 tend to stay on ventilators 
about twice as long as other icu patients. Dehydration thickens the blood. The 
severe inflammation seen in covid-19 patients has a big role, too, says Jean 
Marie Connors of the Harvard Medical School, because clotting substances in 
the blood tend to increase in lockstep with the chemicals that bring on 
inflammation. There is also some evidence that the cells which line blood 
vessels are infected by the virus, she adds. These cells regulate substances 
that prevent clots—if the virus kills them off clotting can run wild. 

Aftermath 

At this stage of the disease, cardiologists are also on high alert. Some covid-19 
patients whose lungs start to improve then see an extreme deterioration in 
their heart function. This is not likely to be simply the effect of being in an icu. 
But no one knows whether the damage comes from the virus itself infecting 
the heart, or from the inflammation it triggers. 

Harlan Krumholz of the Yale School of Medicine thinks both the virus and the 
immune response can be involved. In some people the antibody-making 
process can go awry, and their newly developed antibodies may confuse a 
healthy cell for an infected one, marking it for destruction by the immune 
system. That seems to be what happens in a rare sort of inflammation of the 
heart seen in some children with antibodies to sars-cov-2. 

In most cases, though, it is the generalised immune response, inflammation, 
that goes into overdrive. Why some patients are prone to this problem 
remains unclear. But as data piles up from hospitals around the world clues 
about the biological pathways of the disease are starting to emerge. 

Some of the clues come from the conditions which predispose people to the 
disease. “You’d think underlying lung problems or immune system problems 
will be the greatest risk,” says Dr Levitt. “But it seems the biggest risk factors 
have been hypertension, diabetes and obesity.” That has led many scientists to 
suspect that the profound inflammation seen in severe cases of covid-19 may 
be yet another problem linked to sars-cov-2’s fondness for ace2. People with 
diabetes, hypertension and heart disease have more ace2 on their cells as a 
response to the higher levels of inflammation that come with their 
condition; ace2 has an anti-inflammatory effect. When sars-cov-2 sticks 
to ace2 and reduces its ability to do its job, the underlying inflammation gets 
worse. 
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When inflammation gets completely out of control the body enters what is 
called a cytokine storm. Such storms drive the most severe outcomes for 
covid-19, including multi-organ failure. There is thus an obvious role for anti-
inflammatory drugs. But knowing when to administer them is hard. Go too 
late, and the storm will be unstoppable; go too early, and you may dampen 
down an immune response that is turning the tide. A recent article in 
the Lancet suggests that it would help if covid-19 patients were routinely 
screened for hyper-inflammation to help identify those who might benefit 
from anti-inflammatory drugs. But not everyone is convinced today’s drugs 
have much to offer. “We tried [a range of anti-inflammatory treatment] and it 
actually didn’t work,” says Rajnish Jaiswal, who has been working on the front 
line of covid-19 treatment at New York’s Metropolitan Hospital. 

All told, just 58% of those who have gone into British icus and are not still 
there have been discharged alive. The rest have died. This mortality rate is 
double that seen for other viral pneumonias in the past three years. 

Many of those who survive a severe bout of covid-19 are likely to have long-
term health problems. The Society of Critical Care Medicine based in America 
has identified a collection of health problems including poor muscle strength 
and sub-par heart and lung function as “post-intensive care syndrome”; 
people who have had ards get it worse than most. Damaged lungs and kidneys 
can be expected to make good a lot of the harm done to them once a crisis is 
over, but for some it will take time, and long-term loss of function is possible. 

A big worry is what happens to the brain. Sherry Chou of the University of 
Pittsburgh says that there is no evidence so far that sars-cov-2 directly harms 
the brain or the central nervous system, but in parts of the brain, the spinal 
cord and the nerves the inflammation associated with the disease can lead to 
muscle weakness and other problems. 

The mere fact of being in an icu can also lead to cognitive impairment. The 
effect of more than a week in intensive care is comparable to that of a major 
head injury. The problems are linked to the delirium people often fall into 
when severely ill and heavily sedated in an unfamiliar environment. Delirium 
is a particular problem with covid-19, says Dale Needham of Johns Hopkins 
University. Patients spend a long time in the icu during which they see no one 
they know—and the strangers caring for them in heavy-duty protective wear 
“look like aliens”. 
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Patients who have come through ards may also suffer from anxiety and post-
traumatic stress disorder. It all adds up to a bleak prospect. In 2017 a study in 
the Baltimore-Washington area found that a third of previously employed 
patients who survived ards were not back at work five years on. Covid-19 will 
cast as long a shadow over some survivors’ lives as it will over those who 
mourn the dead.

“How SARS-CoV-2 Causes Disease and Death in COVID-19” The Economist. June 6, 
2020. 
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This year has been a blur, but I remember one day
clearly: Sunday, March 8. It was the last day I ate
at a restaurant, the last day I went to a concert
(Red Baraat at the Sinclair in Cambridge, Mass.)
and the last day I hugged a friend. It was also the
first time I thought that I should begin writing
about what was going on.

That thought was immediately followed by its
negation: Why bother? The same incidents, the
same references and the same outrages would
inevitably be picked over by other writers; for all
our social distancing, we’d all be crowding around
the same material. I also knew that anything I
wrote could soon be — in fact was almost certain
to be — contradicted by new developments. But
what worried me most was that certain points of
emphasis in my writing would later prove to have

been misjudged, and that this would somehow
reveal that my heart had been in the wrong place
all along.

By mid-April, the daily death toll had risen to
terrifying heights. But then those numbers
fluctuated and at times fell, and it appeared that
the worst was over. We seemed to be in for a
significant sequence of days. So I set down a
week’s worth of observations, hoping to capture,
with no attempt at being comprehensive, a time
when my feelings were as raw as my
understanding of what was happening.

Saturday, April 11

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 996 people. It is unbelievable to be
living through this. I am in Cambridge, but I am
obsessed by the New York numbers. We know
that history is not over, that enormous events are
inevitable. But the mind takes time to adjust. It
still feels unreal to wake up every morning in a
world as strange as dreams.

I saw a photograph by a Bosnian photographer
named Ziyah Gafic. Posted on his Instagram
account, it showed undertakers in a Sarajevo

About the Article: This personal reflection chronicles eight days of the virus's 
peak in New York City, and the author’s desire to reflect on it. Teju Cole is a 
novelist, photographer and critic. He is currently the Gore Vidal Professor of the 
Practice of Creative Writing at Harvard University.

We Can’t Comprehend This Much Sorrow 
History’s first draft is almost always wrong — 
but we still have to try and write it.
By Teju Cole
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graveyard. There were four of them, seated,
standing, resting on gravestones. They were
masked and clad in the full-body white suits of the
familiar new priesthood. I was reminded of a pen-
and-ink drawing of beekeepers by Bruegel. The
same muffled air of mystery.

My sister, a doctor in Michigan, texted me a
couple of days ago: ‘‘My first patient today was a
22-year-old prison worker who had been exposed
and was now short of breath. I felt a wave of
panic. Then I just did my job.’’

Sunday, April 12

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 997 people. I am looking at the bird
feeder outside my window. A squirrel has figured
out how to clamber up the supporting pole, and
now it hangs on, busily eating, looking both
awkward and comfortable. The boreal chickadees
are irritated. From time to time a cardinal
appears, like a splash of red paint.

A scene in a film I watched the other day — a not
very good one from 2013 called ‘‘On My Way,’’
starring Catherine Deneuve — was set in a
restaurant. The clinking of glasses, that sound

alone, filled me with such longing. Much of what I
miss is tied to dumb privilege. And yesterday,
outside the wine shop (speaking of privilege) in
nearby Belmont, as a number of us waited for our
pickup — masked, observing appropriate social
distance — one man with a thick Latin American
accent said: ‘‘Is like a movie. But nobody waking
yet.’’ I was suddenly spooked, as in a dream when
you become aware you’re in a dream only after
someone says it.

Monday, April 13

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 957 people. My mother turned 70 last
week. A few days before her birthday, she sent a
carefully worded text to all her friends and family
asking them to celebrate with her by staying in
their homes. My parents live in Lagos, Nigeria,
and they are taking the quarantine rules seriously.
Their daily situation over there is much the same
as mine here in Cambridge. We are fortunate in
the same ways: There is enough food in the pantry
for a few weeks, and there is no pressing need to
leave the house. It is hard for others in Nigeria.
Huge numbers of daily wage earners, street
traders and informal workers have to feed
themselves and their dependents. How are they
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doing it? Asking certain people to stay home for
the sake of society is absurd, because these are
people society has never cared about. ‘‘Stay home
so people won’t die’’ is a hell of a thing to say to
those who are dying of hunger. I keep thinking
about floods, and how only after the waters recede
do the bodies of the drowned become visible.

I’m listening to kora music played by Ballaké
Sissoko. I’m listening to Beethoven, the early
sonatas. In these bruising days, any delicately
made thing quickens the heart.

Tuesday, April 14

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 882 people. It surprises me that I can
still listen to so much music every day, and that I
still want to. Listening to MF DOOM, I find myself
thinking about what hip-hop is and what it means
in a moment like this. Music of all kinds thrives
socially, but some genres tolerate solitude better
than others. Hip-hop isn’t really alive unless
someone else hears it: It is social all the way down
to its genetic code. These days, DJ Nice is hosting
parties that are viewed by a huge audience on
Instagram Live. Last weekend, also on Instagram
Live, there was a battle between DJ Premier, who

was spinning from isolation in New York, and
RZA, who was spinning from isolation in
California. I watched and listened with thousands
of others, creating with them the feeling of being
in a crowd, wishing that the crowd could be
embodied.

Wednesday, April 15

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 1,003 people. It is a clear, bright day in
Cambridge. Flowers are blooming outside. K fills
the house with cuttings from her tulip beds and
from the cherry tree. There are four grinning
daffodils in a clear vase.

People are dying in hospitals and dying at home.
The official tolls are almost certainly an
undercount. The morgues are overflowing. Those
are the facts. But where is the grief? When we first
started getting the news out of Italy, and then
Spain, with frightening daily numbers comparable
with what is now happening in New York, that
news seemed to be delivered with holy awe. In El
País, for example, each day’s news was led by the
previous day’s dead, a number that was often in
the paper’s main headline. In the American
papers, I usually have to do some searching to
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find how many people have died in the past day.
The front pages here seem to often carry news of
the financial markets or of the political squabbles
of the day. But what I want is to be directly
confronted with the fact, the enormity, the
irreducible sadness of all these deaths.

A friend of mine attended a Zoom funeral last
week for his grandmother. My neighbor attended
a Zoom funeral last week for his father. A tragic,
sordid phrase that wouldn’t have meant anything
just a few weeks ago: ‘‘Zoom funeral.’’ Zoom is a
for-profit company, and it is currently very
profitable.

Thursday, April 16

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 936 people. The numbers are bad in
Massachusetts, over a hundred per day at the
moment, but nowhere near as grim as in New
York.

I talked to my mother on the phone. She says
there are roving gangs of young men in Lagos.
They are stopping and raiding food trucks and
sometimes invading people’s homes. I tell her,
thinking of Jean Valjean, that you can hardly

blame a hungry man for stealing bread. She says,
‘‘That’s true, but how would you feel if it was your
home they invaded?’’

I haven’t been outside in a few days. I go out after
4 p.m., and the streets are busy with walkers and
joggers. There is a profusion of beautiful spring
flowers, and many more masks on the streets
now, in keeping with the latest directives. I’m
wearing one.

In Bruegel’s drawing, there are three beekeepers
and a fourth person, whose body is turned away
from us. He has climbed up a tree, presumably to
take the eggs out of a bird’s nest. Is the drawing
meant to contrast the active life (the man in the
tree) with the contemplative life (the beekeepers)?
No one knows for sure. It’s not only the
atmosphere of the drawing that is mysterious; its
meaning, too, is unknown and has eluded
generations of scholars.

When I return from my walk, I have a phone chat
with my cousin, who works as a sorter at one of
Amazon’s warehouses in the Atlanta area. She
immigrated to the United States in September and
has just been upgraded to full-time status at the
warehouse. Her younger sister, who has been here
longer, is a full-time nurse on the Covid-19 unit of
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a large teaching hospital. She tells me she’s being
offered overtime, for good pay, but that she
doesn’t want to do it because of the elevated risk.

Unbelievable to be living through this? No, it’s
believable. I believe it, the way you wake up in the
middle of the night on a trans-Atlantic flight and
believe: I am 35,000 feet above sea level, moving
at tremendous speed through freezing air.

Friday, April 17

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 732 people. I can hardly concentrate in
daytime. At night, I read Annie Ernaux’s ‘‘The
Years.’’ You can feel the pulse and intelligence of
Ernaux’s mind, her technical facility, the range of
her assessments over several decades of French
history. The book, which mixes history with
memoir, is good writing. Eventually, there will be
good writing about our moment as well. If
journalism is the first rough draft of history,
perhaps a journal is the first rough draft of
literature. But grief makes me sour. I feel as
though I’ve read the same piece of white writing
30 times in the past month.

Much of it is concerned with inconveniences, and
some of it is jokey. I understand these collective
attempts at lightness, but I quarrel with them,
because I know that in the United States there is
no ‘‘collective.’’ Levity in the midst of sorrow can
be a consolation if the sorrow is shared to begin
with. But here, where everything is divided, where
the unscathed can’t quite believe the wounded,
the levity sounds like anything but solidarity.
Covid-19 was initially heralded as a great
equalizer, and there was some evidence of this in
some countries. But it arrived in America and
immediately became American: classist, capitalist,
complacent.

The words Samuel Beckett wrote to his friend
Alan Schneider in 1963 feel like a lifeline: ‘‘I offer
you only my deeply affectionate and
compassionate thoughts and wish for you only
that the strange thing may never fail you,
whatever it is, that gives us the strength to live on
and on with our wounds.’’

Saturday, April 18

—

Yesterday’s death toll from Covid-19 in New York
State was 804 people. There’s consolation in the
falling numbers, sure, but I mostly think about
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how, with better leadership, far fewer people
would be bereaved right now. But leaders are
nothing without their followers, and many
Americans have decided to inhabit an alternate
reality. What is newly shocking is realizing that
their fanciful reality is impervious to everything,
even a horrifying daily death toll.

It began to rain just before I slept last night. This
morning there was snow on the ground in
patches. K had read the weather report. To protect
her roses, she had brought in what she could and
had covered what she couldn’t. The tulips out
front look sad. The small birds are at the feeder,
but there’s no squirrel to bother them. It’s almost
a week since I saw the cardinal. My sister has her
first week off in a very long time. Being a doctor
means witnessing suffering and death, but this
past month has been something else. I feel
visceral relief for her, as though I were the one on
vacation.

I want to weep. I can’t weep; I can’t write either. Is
shock necessarily naïve? Can’t it also be evidence
of taking in, and being affected by, new
information?

I’m still thinking about ‘‘Zoom funerals.’’ There’s
good reason the earliest surviving traces of many
civilizations have to do with the burial of the dead:

tombs, barrows, tumuli. In Sophocles’ ‘‘Antigone,’’
King Creon denies funeral rites to Polynices.
Polynices is dead anyway and won’t know in what
manner his body is disposed of — but Antigone
knows, and we know, and it is what the living
know that matters. Our need for proper ritual will
never subside.

We are eager to find out what an old text can say
to our new situation. But ‘‘Antigone’’ won’t tell
you what to do in the time of Covid-19. The play is
about individual conscience against the state,
loyalty to family, funerary customs, the clash
between two varieties of self-contradiction and,
above all, the workings of tragedy. Tragedy is not
simply that something bad happens; it’s that one
thing leads to another: if this, then that, and if
that, then the other thing. In Seamus Heaney’s
version of ‘‘Antigone,’’ ‘‘The Burial at Thebes,’’ he
has the chorus declare: ‘‘It starts like an
undulation underwater,/A surge that hauls black
sand up off the bottom,/Then turns itself into a
tidal current. . . .’’

One thing leads to another. Polynices dies in
battle, and Antigone, for defying the directive to
leave him unburied, is sentenced to death. She
hangs herself. Haemon, to whom she was
engaged, kills himself with a sword. Eurydice,
grieving her son, also commits suicide. Hubris,
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cruelty, and next thing you know, an entire
generation is brought to grief. We can see the tidal
current and the wreckage in its wake; but why has
it happened? All we know is that different choices
would have led to a different outcome.

Teju Cole teaches writing at Harvard. His photobook "Fernweh" was published in February. Brian Rea is
an artist in Los Angeles. His book “Death Wins a Goldfish” was published last year.

“We Can’t Comprehend This Much Sorrow” by Teju 
Cole. The New York Times Magazine. May 31, 2020. 20



About the Article: Dr. Daniela Lamas is a critical-care physician at Brigham and Women’s Hospital 
in Boston, MA. Here, she reflects on caring for patients living in nursing homes.

The Country Is Reopening. My Patients Are
Still Suffering.
Nursing home residents. Cabdrivers. Immigrants. Covid-19 has become a 
disease of the vulnerable.

By Daniela J. Lamas
Dr. Lamas is a critical care doctor.

May 29, 2020

I stood at my patient’s bedside as she picked at the sheets, eyes roving, 
seemingly unaware of my presence. When I placed my stethoscope on her chest, 
she started to moan. It was a sad sound, high-pitched and pleading. I set down 
the stethoscope and touched her hair with a gloved hand. “It’s OK,” I said 
through my N95, hoping that she could understand the meaning if not the words. 
“You’re safe. We’re taking care of you.”

My colleague who admitted her overnight had summarized her case to me with 
one word — neglect. The patient was in her 70s with a diagnosis of dementia. 
She was here in the hospital with me only because her daughter had told the 
nursing home staff to call 911 when she saw her mother on a video chat and 
realized that something was wrong. Not only was her mother Covid-19 positive, 
she was near death. Her sodium was dangerously high, at a level that can only
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be reached if someone is deprived of access to fluids. Her kidneys were shutting

down, also due to dehydration, and her blood had stopped clotting, at least in

part because she didn’t have sufficient nutrition.

I pulled the door shut, thinking of the other nursing home residents I had seen

grow sick and die from this virus. Loved ones are still prohibited from visiting

these facilities, which means the elderly are more isolated and defenseless than

ever. I remembered the images from a local veteran’s nursing facility where the

virus spread like brush fire. More than 70 veterans died. I had to do something.

I called my patient’s nursing home. The woman at the front desk was clearly

overwhelmed, dealing with lab results and family phone calls and “the deaths,”

she told me, but she passed along my name to a nurse manager who called me

back a few minutes later. My patient wasn’t the only Covid-positive one at the

facility, she said. There had been an outbreak and nearly all of the residents had

turned positive. Many on the staff had, too. As a result, the staff members had all

been quarantined, leaving a few administrators and some temporary nurses to

care for the residents.

I wanted to take my fury out on her, but she sounded so young and scared that I

stopped myself. It was not her fault. When she asked me if my patient was going

to be all right, I could swear I heard her voice break. I told her that I was not

sure.

She promised me that the staffing had improved and the other residents were

safe. But I felt no better. In desperation, I called 911, hoping to get emergency

assistance to the residents I believed might still be suffering in the nursing

home. An officer with a kind voice told me that his own grandfather had died of

Covid-19 in a nursing home a week before, so he understood the gravity of the

situation, but there was not really anything he could do, either.
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Part of me imagined myself driving out to the nursing home like a good guy

bandit in full P.P.E., breaking in and letting everyone free, but that is a daydream

of a doctor’s own critical care delirium. And maybe the nurse manager was right.

Maybe everyone else was safe. But that’s hard to believe.

Walking through the coronavirus intensive care unit each day, I wonder how

each of my patients might have been exposed. In the early days of the pandemic,

the answers revealed a certain degree of privilege. Some patients had recently

returned from international travel or ski trips, others may have had contact with

someone who had attended the ill-fated local Biogen leadership meeting or a

similar conference. But those who can afford to quarantine have now spent the

past months safely ensconced in their homes and the answers have changed.

Covid-19 has become a disease of the vulnerable. In addition to the nursing home

residents who make up more than half the deaths in our state, I recently cared

for a cabdriver, an immigrant father who worked at a discount liquor store, a

food deliveryman and an assistant at a skilled nursing facility. All of them kept

working even as the rest of the city sheltered in place. What choice did they

have?

We call our patients’ loved ones each day, often with the aid of an interpreter, to

give updates and to set expectations for what might be ahead. The conversations

increasingly leave me feeling impotent and frustrated. I recently talked to a

teenage son who begged me to do everything I could so that his father, who was

intubated and on maximal ventilator settings, would make it back home. All I

could tell him was that we were doing the best we could, but there was a real

chance that his dad would not recover. “Keep trying. I’ll be waiting for good

news from you,” the boy told me.

23



I hope we will be able to give him that news. But his father’s lungs are no better

and I cannot change that. All we can do is manage his ventilator and take

meticulous care of his other organs. And wait. I am struck by a similar feeling of

powerlessness during my morning physical exams, as I listen to the heart and

lungs of a relatively young man who suffered a catastrophic Covid-related

stroke. He was working as a cabdriver and living in a crowded apartment when

he got sick. The notes tell me that he liked to play soccer and that his children

are in Cape Verde waiting for him. He has a kind face, but his eyes are now

vacant. It is clear that he is not going to be OK.

Today, with aggressive hydration and antibiotics, my patient who arrived by

ambulance from the nursing home is getting better. That is a kind of victory, but

it’s hard to see it as such amid all the loss and the systemic inequities this virus

has made visible. I can hope that those in power learn from the hundred

thousand who have died and implement real change to protect the vulnerable

among us, but like my phone call to the police, it sometimes feels as if we are

screaming into a void.

So for now, as our country begins to reopen, we control what we can. We tweak

ventilator settings and manage renal function and electrolytes. We call family

members and tell them that we are doing everything possible for the person

they love, but that it might not be enough. “It’s just not fair,” another patient’s

sister cried. Her brother had contracted Covid-19 in his group home and was not

going to make it out of the hospital. “I know,” I said. “None of this is fair.”

Daniela J. Lamas is a critical care doctor at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston.

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We’d like to hear what you think
about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here’s our email: letters@nytimes.com.

Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook, Twitter (@NYTopinion) and Instagram.

“The Country is Reopening. My Patients are Still Suffering” by Daniela J. Lamas. The New York 
Times. May 29, 2020. 
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THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

Shots

From Camping To Dining Out: Here's How
Experts Rate The Risks Of 14 Summer
Activities
May 23, 2020 · 1:55 PM ET

Heard on Morning Edition

ALLISON AUBREY LAUREL WAMSLEY CARMEL WROTH

Meredith Miotke for NPR

About the Article: This article compiles thoughts from several medical professionals and 
researchers on what risks exist in common activities and how to mitigate them. NPR 
reporters Allison Aubery, Laurel Wamsley, and Carmel Wroth contributed to the piece.
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It has been around two months of quarantine for many of us. The urge to get out and
enjoy the summer is real. But what's safe? We asked a panel of infectious disease and
public health experts to rate the risk of summer activities, from backyard gatherings to
a day at the pool to sharing a vacation house with another household.

One big warning: Your personal risk depends on your age and health, the prevalence
of the virus in your area and the precautions you take during any of these activities.
Also, many areas continue to restrict the activities described here, so check your local
laws.

And there's no such thing as a zero-risk outing right now. As states begin allowing
businesses and public areas to reopen, decisions about what's safe will be up to
individuals. It can help to think through the risks the way the experts do.

"We can think of transmission risk with a simple phrase: time, space, people, place,"
explains Dr. William Miller, an epidemiologist at Ohio State University.

Here's his rule of thumb: The more time you spend and the closer in space you are to
any infected people, the higher your risk. Interacting with more people raises your
risk, and indoor places are riskier than outdoors.

Dr. Emily Landon, a hospital epidemiologist and infectious diseases specialist at
University of Chicago Medicine, has her own shorthand: "Always choose outdoors over
indoor, always choose masking over not masking and always choose more space for
fewer people over a smaller space."

Our experts shared their thoughts via phone and email interviews.

Jump to an activity: backyard gathering; restaurant; worship service; beach or
pool; outdoor party; public restroom; a friend using your bathroom; vacationing with
another family; hotel; haircut; shopping mall; nightclub; camping; outdoor sports
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Meredith Miotke for NPR

1. A BYOB backyard gathering with one other
household: low to medium risk
Meeting in a spacious outdoor area with only a small group isn't too risky. But our
experts say that safety here depends on whom you invite and what their behaviors
have been. "If you have a gathering with one other household that [has] followed social
distancing, this would be a low-risk activity," says Dr. Judith Guzman-Cottrill, a
pediatric infectious disease expert at Oregon Health & Science University.

What alters risk? To lower risk, avoid sharing food, drinks or utensils — make it a
BYO-everything party. Dr. Andrew Janowski, a pediatric infectious diseases expert at
Washington University in St. Louis, notes that the food itself isn't the risk but touching
shared dishes or utensils could be.

Watch out for drinking, says Dr. Abraar Karan, a physician and public health
researcher at Harvard Medical School, as it can make people sloppy about social
distancing. It also increases the odds that people will want to use your bathroom.
"Once you move into the house with others, the risk profile goes up," he says.
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Some experts suggest wearing a face covering, but Landon points out that you can't
realistically stay masked while eating and drinking. She suggests an alternative to a
meal would be a backyard lawn tournament: That way, "the kids can play together but
still with their masks on." It could be fun for the grown-ups too.

2. Eating indoors at a restaurant: medium to high risk

Indoor dining "is still amongst the riskier things you can do," Landon warns. The
trouble is, says Miller, "people tend to linger in restaurants. So even if spacing is OK,
the duration of exposure is longer." Also, he says, talking "appears to lead to some
release of the virus."

Karan notes that one outbreak in Guangzhou, China, took place in a restaurant with no
windows and poor ventilation, and the air conditioning appears to have blown
droplets between tables.

What alters risk? Janowski says the risk level depends on how well the restaurant
has adapted for the pandemic. Eateries should reduce and space out seating, require
servers to wear masks and offer easy access to hand-washing stations.

They should also provide single-use options for condiments so you don't have to touch
shared ones, says Janowski. And they should close all self-serve areas like soda
fountains or buffet tables.

If you do go to a restaurant, look for outdoor seating. Landon says she would go with
only members of her household, because "I don't want to have to take my mask off in
the close proximity of a bunch of other people."

SHOTS - HEALTH NEWS

How Safe Is It To Eat Takeout?
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3. Attending a religious service indoors: high risk
Worship services involve people from different households coming together indoors
for an extended time. "All of the ingredients are there for the potential for a lot of
people becoming infected in the short amount of time," says Kimberly Powers, an
epidemiologist at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She points to
outbreaks linked to churches: In one, 35 out of 92 people who attended a service at a
rural Arkansas church developed COVID-19.

Singing — whether from the pews or the choir — is high risk, several experts noted,
citing a study of a choir practice in Washington state where over half of attendees
became infected.

What alters risk: If people are appropriately socially distanced, wear masks and
avoid singing, it may reduce the risk, Karan says. Also, avoid any shared worship items
like hymnals, Janowski adds.

Risk goes down if places of worship adapt, Guzman-Cottrill says. "My parish began
having in-person services last week," she says. The church had advance sign-ups to
limit attendance to 25 people. Attendees were required to be healthy, wear face
coverings and sit at least 6 feet apart.

4. Spending the day at a popular beach or pool: low
risk
As long as you can stay socially distanced, this could be a pretty safe activity, our
experts say.

The water itself is not a risk. "The sheer volume of water will dilute out the virus,
making the water a highly unlikely source of infection," says Janowski.

What alters risk? The key question is, how close are you to others? "Can you ensure
that you can stay 6 feet [or more] from anyone outside of your designated family?"
asks Rebecca Katz, director of the Center for Global Health Science and Security at
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Georgetown University Medical Center.

Meredith Miotke for NPR

Watch out for crowds at entry points and bathrooms. Maintain social distance both on
land and in the water.

Landon says her biggest worry about pools and beaches is kids. At pools, "they make
friends with everyone," she says. "If you want to be able to see grandma for Sunday
lunch, because that's what's really important to your family, then you don't want your
kids running around with other people's kids."

She says a beach is better than a pool in terms of space. Go early in the morning or late
afternoon, when crowds are lower, and look for beaches that mark off spots for people
to set up their areas.

GOATS AND SODA

Coronavirus FAQs: How Risky Is It To Fly? Is There Any Way To Reduce The Risks?
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5. An outdoor celebration such as a wedding with
more than 10 guests: medium to high risk
Family-oriented celebrations are usually a summer tradition, but they come with a lot
of risk right now. Many weddings have been postponed, with good reason.

"Outdoors reduces the risk, but as people are celebrating and drinking, it seems like
they may not social distance as readily," says Karan, the Harvard physician. "These
types of events end up being large crowds where people are having extended face-to-
face conversations."

The larger the guest list, the greater the potential that one of them is infected, says
Powers, the UNC epidemiologist.

What alters risk? The danger varies greatly depending on the size of the gathering
and how closely people gather.

If you are considering hosting a celebration, make it a small one with mostly local
guests. "Bringing people from other communities" is high risk, says Landon, of the
University of Chicago. "If people have to travel by car, by plane, from other places,
you're really asking for it."

And really think twice about inviting your relatives, particularly older family members
or those with underlying conditions. People may feel pressure to attend, even though
it's hazardous to their health — and even more so if you emphasize that you're going to
try to make it safe, says Landon. One of the largest clusters of deaths from the virus in
Chicago occurred after a funeral in which one of the attendees spread it to many of his
family members.

6. Using a public restroom: low to medium risk
Restrooms have been designed to prevent disease transmission, says Landon: "There
are all sorts of things that you can catch from other people's poop, and you almost
never do, because they're set up with all hard surfaces that can be cleaned."
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The risk depends on the number of local COVID-19 cases and how clean the bathroom
is, says Janowski of Washington University, noting that a bathroom involves multiple
high-touch surfaces.

There isn't yet sufficient data to know if there's risk from toilet flushes aerosolizing the
virus. Landon says that other viruses, such as norovirus, can be aerosolized by
flushing, but norovirus doesn't often spread that way as long as bathrooms are
cleaned. The CDC says it's "unclear whether the virus found in feces may be capable of
causing COVID-19."

What alters risk: Miller says the main risk comes from restrooms that are small,
busy and poorly ventilated — like "those restrooms in a gas station off the highway
where the restroom is outside."

Choose a bathroom that looks clean and is well stocked with supplies such as paper
towels, soap and toilet paper. Avoid bunching up in a line to use the toilet or staying
there long, if you're within 6 feet of others. Wash your hands after you go, and use
hand sanitizer on them if you need to touch any surfaces after that.

7. Letting a friend use your bathroom: low risk
Landon doesn't think it's a big risk: "What happens in the bathroom is going to be
sucked out of the bathroom ventilation, and you can clean all the hard surfaces really
easily."
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Meredith Miotke for NPR

Miller agrees: "You can run the fan, leave the door open after (so air flows) and clean
the bathroom later. And if you use the bathroom after they do, just wash your hands."

What alters risk? It's possible that your friend is infected but asymptomatic, says
Janowski. "It would be reasonable to decontaminate the bathroom after a friend uses
it, including cleaning the high-touch surfaces of the door, toilet and sink."

8. Going to a vacation house with another family: low
risk
Experts said that if both families have been quarantining and limiting their exposure
to others, this is pretty safe. "If one family is very active or parents have higher-
exposure jobs, then the risk increases," Miller says.

Landon thinks this arrangement could be a good idea, especially if the house is "in the
woods where you're not going to have a lot of contact with other people," she says.

What alters risk? Landon suggests talking with the other family beforehand to
33



make sure you share the same expectations for the precautions everyone will take in
the two weeks before arrival and while you're there. Ensure that no one has signs of
illness — if they do, they need to stay home. Miller recommends cleaning the major
surfaces in the house on arrival. "And the more that people can reduce exposure in the
days leading up to the trip, the better," he adds.

9. Staying at a hotel: low to medium risk
The consensus is that staying at a hotel is relatively low risk, especially once you're in
your room. It's best to limit your time in common areas such as the lobby, gym,
restaurant and elevator, where the risk of exposure is higher.

What alters risk? Bring disinfecting wipes to wipe down the TV remote control and
other common surfaces. You might also want to remove the bedspread since it may not
be cleaned after every guest, suggests Miller. Ask about the hotel's cleaning policies, as
many have new COVID-19 protocols. "Beware of the elevators! Use the knuckle of your
little or ring finger to press the buttons," says Miller.

Other suggestions: Order room service rather than eating at the restaurant, avoid the
exercise room and wear a face covering in public spaces.

10. Getting a haircut: medium to high risk
A haircut involves "close contact and breathing that is extended for several minutes,"
Karan notes. "This is the primary mode of transmission that we know happens. And
cloth masks certainly are not perfect for this."

Janowski says this is one of the highest-risk scenarios on this list, because there's no
way to keep 6 feet from someone cutting your hair. "All it takes is [having] one

GOATS AND SODA

Coronavirus FAQs: Does A Bigger Dose Make You Sicker? Can You Go To The Dentist?
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asymptomatic but infected worker, and suddenly many customers are at high risk of
infection," he says.

What alters risk? Landon believes the risk is not terribly high if both you and your
haircutter wear masks and if COVID-19 is not very prevalent in your area. Look for a
salon or barbershop that has (and enforces) policies to protect its employees, like
wearing protective gear and sanitizing hands, she says: "By protecting their employees,
they're protecting you too."

And make sure that your barber or stylist is all business, says Karan: "Stopping to chat
at close distance like this is something we all love doing with our barbers normally.
This is not the time for it."

Meredith Miotke for NPR

11. Going shopping at a mall: risk varies
How risky this is depends on what kind of mall it is, how crowded it is and how much
time you spend there, our panel agreed. "Crowds with high density lead to substantial
increase in risk," says Miller. "The major mitigating factor is that people don't mingle
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in a single place for long."

What alters risk? Outdoor malls are preferable to indoor ones. And empty malls are
better than crowded ones. Avoid the food court and go with purpose, not leisure, says
Landon: "As much as you may like retail therapy, you should browse online before you
go. Know what you're going to pick up or try on. Wear your mask. Go in, look at it.
Make your decision and get out."

Be alert while you're there to avoid close contact. "Maintain your space," says Miller.
"Try to go at off-peak hours." Bring hand sanitizer, says Guzman-Cottrill, and use it
frequently, especially if you touch any shared surfaces like handrails or elevator
buttons.

12. Going to a nightclub: high risk
There is consensus among the experts that going to a nightclub is a very high-risk
activity. Crowds, ultra-close contact, singing, sweating and inhibition-loosening
alcohol are a potent cocktail of risk factors. When drinking, people become less
compliant with rules, Miller says, and they may breathe heavier from the dancing —
"which means more virus is being shed," he says. If there's an infected person in the
mix, the virus can spread easily.

"This is a very high-risk situation for an outbreak, as we saw in South Korea just
recently," says Karan, referring to an outbreak tied to several nightclubs and bars.
"Don't go to bars or clubs right now."

What alters risk? Nothing makes this a good idea right now. If you want to dance,
have a dance party at home with the people in your intimate circle. If it's a small
outdoor gathering, dancing under the stars — 6 feet apart — would be much less risky
too.

13. Going camping: low risk
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"As far as summer activities go, this is least risky from a virus perspective," says Katz,
of Georgetown. You're outdoors and isolated. Miller agrees — but he says that if you're
going with a group, be sure you can trust your fellow campers. Have they been social
distancing and following the guidelines? If not, they could be asymptomatic spreaders
of the virus.

What alters risk? Of course, risks can creep in, depending on the particulars. "Are
you camping in an isolated outdoor location with your family?" Katz asks — this is the
lower-risk scenario. It's more dangerous if you're at a crowded campground with a
shared restroom and communal picnic areas, she says. "Sleeping in tents together with
others [not from your household] can certainly be a setup for transmission," adds
Karan.

Bottom line: The activity itself is low risk, but the people whom you'll be in close
contact with during the trip could increase the hazard.

14. Exercising outdoors: low risk
Unless you're playing group sports, exercising outdoors is a good way to burn off
steam while staying socially distant. Our experts agree that sports such as golf and
tennis are safer than contact sports such as basketball and football. "I would
personally avoid contact sports until we have a better sense of transmission risk here,"
Karan says.

And running? "If you're not on a crowded path where people are brushing past each
other, then I think that's a great form of exercise right now," says Powers.

What alters risk? The more people involved in the activity, the higher the risk. It's
possible to spread the virus when you're in close proximity to others — even if you're
asymptomatic — so it's best to wear a mask if you can't stay socially distanced.

The risk depends on the sport. A game like basketball is tricky, Landon says. "You're
touching the ball and you're going to be breathing in each other's faces," so she
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suggests playing only with people in your household. Tennis carries a much lower risk:
"You're far apart on either side. That's definite social distancing," she says.

“From Camping to Dining Out: Here’s How Experts Rate the Risks of 14 Summer 
Activities” from Morning Edition on National Public Radio. May 23, 2020.
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About the Article: This blog talks about the intersectionality of marginalized 
identities with ‘high risk’ categories. The author, Finn Gardiner, is a disability 
rights advocate and currently a Communications Specialist at the Lurie 
Institute for Disability Policy at Brandeis University. 

An Unacceptable Sacrifice: 
Fatphobia, Ableism, and the 
COVID-19 Pandemic  
Finn Gardiner 

Over the past several weeks, I have encountered online discussions about the 
coronavirus pandemic that attack fat people, either because they have supposedly 
brought COVID-19 risk upon themselves by eating “too much,” or because they are 
dispensing weight-loss advice for people who fear becoming fat while being socially 
isolated, or because they simply enjoy punching down at others. The rhetoric I’ve seen 
surrounding fatness, health, and COVID-19 is strikingly similar to some of the ableist 
discourse I’ve seen about disabled people and the coronavirus: Whether you’re fat or 
disabled or both, you’re an acceptable sacrifice to protect the rest of the population, 
whether you have a say in it or not.  

I don’t believe fatness is in and of itself a disability; however, I do think that both fat 
people and disabled people live in marginalized bodies and fat disabled people exist. 
What is a marginalized body? Marginalized bodies are those that are deemed “less 
than” by society at large: women’s bodies, trans people’s bodies, disabled people’s 
bodies, fat people’s bodies, old people’s bodies, Black and Brown people’s bodies. 
Marginalized bodies fail to conform to a stated or tacit ideal, whether that ideal is 
thinness, youth, or gender conformity. Fatphobia resembles ableism and other forms of 
bodily marginalization because they are rooted in similar principles: 

1. The lives of people in socially valorized bodies are more valuable than those of
people in marginalized bodies, and

2. Existence in a marginalized body is an intrinsically undesirable state.
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Moreover, medical models of fatness do view it as an inherently diseased state–the 
demeaning label of “obesity”–regardless of whether someone’s weight requires 
additional support needs. The existence of “obesity” as a disease state is an 
unexamined truism that reduces discussions about weight and health to an apolitical 
conversation denuded of context, individual and social determinants of health, or 
cultural perspective (Cooper, 2016). People wedded to this idea can scarcely imagine a 
world where weight and health are independent of each other, or at the very least, are 
less dependent than they thought. Despite the patina of scientific validity, “obesity”-
prevention advocates approach their work with a crusader’s religious zeal (Strings, 
2019). Sometimes the religious analogies are explicit: I distinctly remember the “Ten 
Commandments of Dieting” in Richard Simmons’s late-80s Deal-A-Meal cookbooks. In 
other cases, the religious undertones are subtler: thinness is equated with morality, 
while fatness is immoral by its very existence. Losing weight through dieting and 
exercise is an act of penance. Achieve your ideal weight, lest you be condemned to a 
lifetime of sinful gluttony. Fat people must be whipped into shape with Biggest Loser-
style “tough love.” By turning complex biological realities into simplistic moral truisms, 
anti-”obesity” advocates strip body size, health, and nutrition of all context. In Fat 
Activism, the British scholar, therapist, and fat activist Charlotte Cooper (2016) writes: 

Obesity discourse is totalitarian, by which I mean it presents itself as the only authority 
on fat, nothing else counts. Fat is a crisis brought about by a mismanagement of energy 
balance, it offers nothing of value, it is only an opportunity for intervention. It is always 
about health, and health is presented as an apolitical fact. 

The idea of fatness as an unqualified ill is also dubious: Empirical science “proves” that 
fatness is unhealthy as much as Pioneer Fund-supported studies on race and IQ 
“prove” that Black people are intrinsically less intelligent than white people. Race and IQ 
studies explain lower scores among Black people as signs of our intellectual inferiority, 
rather than indicators of environmental racism, lead paint, malnutrition, centuries of 
discrimination, educational inequities, and other factors that exist outside our brains. 
Poorer results on IQ tests may show that people are drinking lead-filled tap water and 
going to dilapidated schools with harried teachers who can’t give students the 
individualized attention they need, but people who are invested in the idea of Black 
intellectual inferiority don’t care about people’s lived realities. And that’s not even 
accounting for the problems with IQ tests in and of themselves.  

Studies that link “obesity” to diabetes, heart disease, and other poor health outcomes 
fail to acknowledge how larger bodies are stigmatized within society, and how medical 
inequities can make it more difficult for fat people to seek out healthcare to address 
diabetes or cardiovascular disease before they cause long-term damage. Stigma on its 
own, independent of weight, contributes to worse health outcomes among fat people. 
Moreover, the definitions of “obesity” are based on the Body Mass Index (BMI), a crude 
measure of how much someone is “supposed” to weigh based on their height. The BMI 
doesn’t account for assigned sex at birth, race, muscle, fat, or other data that may 
influence someone’s health (Harrison, 2019; Strings 2019) . If you’re above a certain 
BMI, you’re pathologized and diseased, regardless of your lived experience.  
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The devaluation of marginalized bodies and minds leads people in power to treat our 
lives as expendable if we don’t–or can’t–meet their criteria for “normality.” Both fat 
people who want to exist in the world without intentionally losing weight and autistic 
people who refuse to be trained to be indistinguishable from our non-autistic peers are 
ostensibly violating a cosmic order to pursue an unhealthy lifestyle. Like anti-“obesity” 
discourses, normalization-focused treatment for autistic people is totalitarian. It admits 
no other options for healthy existence. Weight-centric medical models and treatments 
that force autistic people to suppress ourselves are forms of what I call compulsory 
assimilation, or an ethical stance that prioritizes the performance of normality over 
individual or collective wellbeing. It doesn’t matter if you suffer if you meet our 
ideals…or die trying to meet them. This morally tinged medical model gives practitioners 
a justification for denying care to people in marginalized bodies: Because fat people 
refuse to be “normal,” and because disabled people can never become “normal,” we are 
expendable in a pandemic. Politicians and practitioners who devalue marginalized 
bodies have made it clear: we are the first to be left to die when doctors, nurses, and 
other health professionals make difficult triaging choices. There’s no point in asking us; 
by virtue of the bodies we inhabit, we are expendable. The British government’s 
guidelines list being “severely overweight” (as defined by a BMI above a set cutoff) as a 
risk factor for severe reactions from the coronavirus, in addition to more concrete risk 
factors like diabetes and heart disease.  

Prejudice against people in marginalized bodies is deadly. 

My body is marginalized many times over: I’m queer, fat, Black, disabled. I am terrified 
that if I encounter serious complications from the coronavirus, I will be left for dead for 
one reason or another. When I encounter people on Twitter or Facebook blaming the 
“obese” for the spread of coronavirus, or advocating for triaging that protects the young 
and healthy and leaves disabled people high and dry, my pulse quickens. My blood 
pressure and sugar levels rise. An overwhelming sense of panic suffuses my body. I am 
reminded, yet again, that my life is somehow worth less than people without 
marginalized bodies.  

It doesn’t have to be that way. We are people, not just BMI scores or diagnoses. I am 
not your cautionary tale. I am not your epidemic. Humane healthcare policy looks 
beyond actuarial tables and at the complex social, material, and medical realities in 
which we live. History will judge us by how our leaders handled the COVID-19 crisis. 
Medical practitioners are therefore faced with a moral dilemma: Do we embrace Social 
Darwinism, or do we embrace humanity?  

“Fatphobia, Ableism, and the COVID-19 Pandemic” by Finn Gardiner. The 
Disability Visibility Project Guest Blog. May 11, 2020. 
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About the Article: This article looks at the economic impact of the pandemic 
on women and women’s careers. The Economist is an international news 
magazine. Its editorial policy is to not issue bylines for its articles. The editor 
of The Economist is British journalist Zanny Minton Beddoes, the first woman 
to hold the position since the publication’s founding in 1843. 

This time is different 
Downturns tend to reduce gender inequality. 
Not under covid-19 

Women’s unemployment has risen more than men’s 

Finance & economicsJun 4th 2020 edition 

Jun 4th 2020 
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Hair salons tend to be recession-proof. People always need haircuts. During the 
financial crisis of 2007-09 the number of hairdressers in America even rose. For Sylvia, 
who owns a small salon in Amsterdam, that crisis was very different from today’s. 
“Lockdown came out of nowhere and I had no buffer.” She is heartened that regulars 
phoned in when she reopened. “If it had lasted any longer”, she says, fighting back tears 
while disinfecting the previous customer’s seat, “I would have gone under.” 

Women have borne the brunt of the economic disruption caused by the pandemic. In 
America, despite making up less than half of the workforce, they accounted for 55% of 
jobs lost in April. In Britain mothers are one-and-a-half times as likely as fathers to have 
lost or quit their jobs during lockdown, according to the Institute for Fiscal Studies (ifs), 

a think-tank. 

The unevenness reflects the fact that women are 
more likely to work in services that require 
interacting with people. But hotels and shops 
have shut, and the work cannot be done from 
home. And crèches and schools have closed, 
leading some women to stop work and others to 
work less, in order to look after their children. If 
job and productivity losses persist, they could 
reverse progress towards gender equality in the 
workplace. 

Today’s picture is in stark contrast to past 
recessions (see chart). Men are usually worse 
affected, because they dominate sectors such as 
manufacturing and construction, which tend to 
be badly hit. Matthias Doepke of Northwestern 
University and Michele Tertilt of the University 
of Mannheim estimate that three-quarters of all 
cyclical employment fluctuations in 1989-2014 
were owing to men losing and gaining jobs. 
Women, by contrast, have acted as stabilisers. 
Employment in services, which is female-
dominated, tends to be less volatile. And wives 
take up work or increase their hours when 
husbands lose jobs. 

This time, though, industries involving face-to-
face interaction, such as hospitality, have 
suffered most. In America health care and 
education have not been spared, with five times 
as many women losing their jobs as men. Firms 
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run by women are also concentrated in customer-facing areas, which is why female 
small-business founders are much more likely than men to expect a drop in sales owing 
to covid-19, according to a survey by Nicholas Bloom and Robert Fletcher of Stanford 
University. 

Whether the hit to so-called “pink” sectors persists depends on whether customers 
flock back as restrictions are lifted. Structural shifts could well mean fewer air 
hostesses or event organisers, for instance. Temporary lay-offs could become 
permanent as firms go bust. (The pink crisis could also turn purple: in Canada, job 
losses in “blue” sectors seem to be catching up.) 

Sex segregation alone cannot explain why women have been hit hardest, though. Even 
after controlling for it, women in Britain were 15% more likely to have lost their job 
and 8% more likely to have been furloughed, according to research led by Abi Adams-
Prassl of Oxford University. Possible explanations include discrimination, or that, bereft 
of child care, some mothers chose to leave their jobs. 

Higher-skilled women are less likely to lose their jobs than lower-skilled ones. Many are 
juggling working from home with child care. British households with young children 
are doing an extra 40 hours of care and schooling a week, find Almudena Sevilla of 
University College London and Sarah Smith of the University of Bristol. Mums do two-
thirds of this, on average. 

The gradual emergence from lockdowns could do particular harm to women’s careers , 
worries Claudia Goldin of Harvard University. With workplaces reopening before 
crèches fully do, couples could be forced to decide who returns to work and who minds 
the kids. The lower earner, often the woman, might stay home. 

Meanwhile, mothers working at home are 50% more likely to be interrupted than 
fathers, according to the ifs. This “Mu-u-um” pattern, evident even when the woman is 
the higher earner, could harm pay and promotions. “I fear we’ll see the impact in two to 
three years’ time in a widening gender pay gap,” says Vera Troeger of Warwick 
University. Academia offers a glimpse of what may come. Several journals report fewer 
submissions by women during the pandemic; male submissions to some journals have 
picked up. 

The pandemic has, at least, made remote working normal. Before it, only one in 50 
Americans worked from home full-time. By April, more than one in three did. With the 
concept tested, says Mr Bloom, “we’re never going back to the old world.” That would 
be good news for mothers, who tend to pick jobs that fit around their children, with 
more forgiving hours and shorter commutes. But it will mainly benefit university 
graduates, whose jobs are easier to do from home. Less-educated women cannot count 
on such a silver lining. A loss of employer demand and extra child-care duties make 
their job prospects bleaker. 

“Downturns tend to reduce gender inequality. Not under COVID-19” The    
Economist . June 4, 2020. 
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-  -  -

This is part of our series, Flattened By the Curve, which features the voices
of doctors, nurses, healthcare workers, and others on the front lines against

Search

M c S W E E N E Y ’ S
I N T E R N E T  T E N D E N C Y

About the Article: McSweeney’s is a non-profit publishing house founded by Dave Eggers 
in 1998. It’s website is often known for satire, but their "Flattened by the Curve" series 
includes reflections from healthcare professionals. Caroline Rennels is an incoming 
first-year at the University of California.
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COVID-19. For information on how to submit, click here.

I’m two days away from my medical school graduation. I’d like to say that medical 
school clarified things, laid them bare. I’ve met lucky patients and unlucky patients. I 
know that luck can be counted in birthplace, parents, money. Luck can be counted in 
organs. One healthy: brain, heart, liver. Two healthy: lungs, legs, kidneys. Health is a 
gift; may I never forget it.

But during medical school, I also thought: why am I waking up so early? Why is the 
hospital cafeteria food so, so bad? Why can’t this patient just be grateful for the care, 
why can’t my partner read my mind, why didn’t I go into tech?

And then came COVID-19:

I meet a patient with a traumatic brain injury whose family cannot visit because 
visitors are barred to reduce the spread of the virus. At home watching a movie 
with my partner, I think of him lying alone in a hospital bed and I could cry just 
looking at his slight smile, at his hands, at his “watching TV” shorts.

A few days later, I’m mad because COVID canceled my wedding. I was supposed 
to have a night for myself and listen to speeches of praise. I’m mad because 
COVID canceled my graduation. Somebody was supposed to recognize all this 
work.

Later still, looking for something to do, I take a walk and trail my fingers along a 
sidewalk bush and think how wonderful: the softness and the hardness, the wind 
on my face. Of all the places on the only planet with water at this particular 
moment in time.

And then I step inside, and nobody washed the dishes, and that’s annoying.
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We all go in and out of perspective. Medicine brings the important things into 
sharper focus, but only sometimes. It is hard to see a ventilated patient and not be 
grateful for your own functional airway, your own healthy brain. It is also hard 
not to bemoan our own canceled plans, the shifts in our comfortable routines, the 
sudden uncertainty. Healthcare workers are heroes and are also ordinary people. 
(And everybody is a hero in their own way, please don’t forget). We feel lucky and 
then annoyed, grateful, and then resentful. And I think that’s okay, and that 
recognizing we are humans is the best thing anybody can do right now. I think we 
can forgive ourselves.

I wish for all of us more peace and more gratitude, more little moments inside all 
the big stuff: more warm cups of coffee, more clasped hands of loved ones, more 
sitting on our couches at night and then noticing oh: a full moon.

Carolyn Rennels is an incoming first-year resident at the University of California, San 
Francisco. She lives with her calm-through-the-storm partner Jake, and hopes to adopt a cat 
soon.

“In and Out” by Carolyn Rennels. McSweeney’s. June 4, 2020.
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CORNER OFFICE

The enormous independent bookstore in Portland, Ore., became an unlikely tourist attraction. Now that it’s shut, Emily Powell,
the chief executive, is having to rethink the books business.

By David Gelles

Published May 29, 2020 Updated June 1, 2020

Powell’s Books was selling books online before Amazon.com existed. Over the years, its flagship store grew to occupy a full
city block in Portland, Ore. And the company, which until recently employed some 500 people, is still family owned.

But when the coronavirus hit, Powell’s — like many businesses around the world — suddenly faced an existential crisis. Its
chief executive, Emily Powell, closed the company’s stores in mid March. Without customers browsing the aisles, revenues
dried up immediately, and the company’s head count was slashed by some 90 percent in a matter of days.

As word of the layoffs spread, online orders spiked, allowing Powell’s to rehire many workers. Yet with its stores still closed
and the virus still spreading, Ms. Powell — who took over the business from her father and grandfather — says it remains
unclear how a sprawling  bookstore will be able to safely reopen to the public.

This conversation, which was condensed and edited for clarity, was part of a series of new live Corner Office calls discussing
the crisis. Visit timesevents.nytimes.com to join upcoming calls.

How was Powell’s able to succeed in the era of Amazon?

Most of the credit goes to my father and grandfather. My grandfather never limited his vision of what the bookstore 
could be. He was one of the first to put used books and new books together on the shelf, so you could afford to take 
a chance on a book you might not feel like splurging on a hardcover copy of. That synergy has been everything for 
our business. And my father brought to the table a willingness to say, “If customers are buying this many books and 
there are more books out there, why not make it bigger? Could we take over the next part of this block?” Those two 
pieces I think were really the foundation of what has made us what we are.

Amazon came along relatively late into our story. We went online ourselves in 1994, which was just slightly before 
Amazon, but we were already very well established as a very large independent bookseller with very large inventory 
and selection.

When did the virus first start to disrupt the business?

What Happens to Powells̓ Books When You Canʼt Browse the Aisles?

About the Article:  David Gelles, a business writer with an emphasis on mindfulness and 
meditation, interviews Emily Powell, president and owner of Powell’s Books in Portland, OR. 
Powell’s books touts itself as the World’s Largest Independent Bookstore, and is considered by 
some to be one of the ‘coolest bookstores.’  It has been owned by the Powell family since its 
opening in 1971.
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I remember a Friday, the 13th of March, coming around and feeling a very clear sense at that point we were going to 
have to close. We are just too big of a space and we did not feel like we could stay open and potentially participate in 
a spread of a virus. And our employees were feeling increasingly uncomfortable about coming to work. We are a big 
public space, lots of people in and out, lots of travelers visiting. It was feeling increasingly uncomfortable to them 
and we could not stay open and potentially risk infecting them as well. So on Sunday the 15th, we just decided we 
have to shut right now.

After you closed and had to lay off so many staff, how did the community respond?

We suddenly had this huge outpouring of support in the form of online orders. So we pivoted as quickly as we could 
to hire folks back to be able to fulfill those orders. That was honestly the most challenging time in many ways 
because there were just so many unknowns and, rightly, a lot of folks did not want to come back to work. It’s a scary 
time. They didn’t feel safe or comfortable getting on a bus. They didn’t have child care. They have folks with health 
issues at home. And so it was a very difficult time for employees to make a choice about what is the right thing for 
me and for my family. And I respect all of those choices that they were wrestling with. But at the same time it meant 
our orders were sitting for quite some time.

How many people were you able to bring back?

Initially we brought back another 50 folks, which brought us to about a hundred. We’re now around 200, and we’re 
hoping to maintain that as long as we possibly can, until we can open again. Unfortunately that’s really an 
unknown. I don’t think any of us knows what will happen with our economy and how comfortable people will feel 
spending any extra money they have on something like a book. So it really depends on what happens in the coming 
months.

Some of your employees were unionized, and you faced some criticism for having to let them go.

Very few of the folks we kept were union members. That was not intentional in any way, shape or form. It was 
simply a reflection of when you’re shutting down business, you need the folks who have the security codes, and 
know where the contracts are for the utility company, and can both direct folks on how to shut down a business 
while also doing the work themselves. We’ve been unionized for 20 years now and I call it a marriage. You know, 
we’re, well, married, and we’re going to be married for a lot longer. Marriages have good days and bad days and days 
of misunderstanding where there could have been better communication. We’re doing our best on both sides at the 
moment to repair the communication process and that relationship.

What is the outlook for the next few months?

“It will be a very different business and it’s going to take us some time,” Ms. Powell
said. Leah Nash for The New York Times
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The real honest answer is, I don’t know. I think of ourselves right now as having been very fortunate. If you use a 
surfing metaphor, we were on our board and a huge wave was coming for us and we paddled as hard as we could. 
We didn’t know if it was going to crash on our head or not. We caught the wave and now we’re on it. And the 
problem is we don’t know if it’s going to crash us on a rocky beach without any food, if there’s a shark hiding in the 
wave or if we’re going to ride this thing out and land on a nice soft beach down the road. A lot depends on what 
happens in the next six to 18 months. It depends on both our ability to rise to the current challenge and find ways to 
be creative, but also on the support of our customers being willing to keep coming back and stay with us through 
the duration. So it’s really an unknown at the moment.

It doesn’t sound like the stores are opening anytime soon. You recently wrote that “like so many other Portland 
businesses, we struggle to see a business model where we can enact the social distancing and safety measures we 
feel are necessary while sustaining the work of our operations.” That’s a pretty grim assessment.

In many ways the book business hasn’t changed in a very long time and that’s certainly no different for Powell’s. 
When we opened, all we needed were wooden bookshelves, a rotary phone, a cash register and cash. Now we, like 
many other retailers, need social media. We need dev ops engineers to build an automated website. We need a 
database that lives in the cloud that’s searchable in a very nuanced way. There are far more costs to doing business. 
So we have these expenses that have been going up for a very long time, and now we have very few of the sales, and 
we anticipate when we open the sales will be quite low even as folks come back.

So how do you make that work? Especially as we add the additional expense of creating a very safe environment for 
our employees and for our customers. You have to be comfortable touching a book, pulling it off a shelf and putting 
it back and lingering in an aisle. And that’s going to take quite a bit of work on our part, which we’re happy to do, 
but we have to be able to pay our bills at the same time. So that’s the essential struggle: How do you exist in this 
modern business retail environment at a time when your sales have returned to a level you maybe haven’t seen in 20 
or 30 years? We will figure it out, but it will be a very different business and it’s going to take us some time.

What are you going to have to do to keep competing against Amazon?

I think the threat of Amazon in some ways has only really arrived at our doorsteps. We are all becoming more and 
more accustomed over time to placing just one more order on Amazon. “Oh, I just ran out of this thing. It’s too 
much trouble to go to that store or to find it somewhere else.” Little by little, that’s eroded all of our shopping 
behavior. That impact was really being felt in an increasingly outsize manner in our business.

Do you have any advice you for someone considering opening an independent bookstore of their own right 
now?

Don’t do it. Um, that’s not good advice. I don’t mean that. It is really a lovely line of work. My only advice is that it 
will always be challenging. You know, don’t get into the business thinking that if you sort of get a few things right in 
the beginning that then it will just work and I don’t have to think about it again. The work of book selling is always 
challenging. There’s always something new, whether it was the big box stores in the ’90s, and then Amazon and now 
this. There’s always something.

Have the habits of book buyers changed? Are people purchasing different books now?

Yeah, they really are. It’s fascinating. Folks are buying much more classic literature. Not modern literature, but 
things from a different era, things that are tried and tested and shown to stand the test of time. They’re buying a lot 
more science fiction and mystery, and of course lots of kids books and lots of workbooks to help with the schooling 
at home right now and keeping kids busy. It’s definitely a different pattern than we would historically see.

What are you reading right now?

Well, I’m just a nerd at heart. I’m reading some Italian short stories from the ’20s and ’30s in Italian because, just 
like a lot of us, I’m looking for a way to escape to a different place in time, where I might be able to glean a little 
wisdom, but also lose myself in the language. That’s been a real treat, even if I can just get a few pages.

“What Happens to Powell’s Books When You Can’t Browse the Aisles?” by David 
Gelles. The New York Times . May 29, 2020.
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As Covid-19 continues to disrupt the world economic and political order, the global climate-
change movement faces a choice: Learn the lessons of the pandemic or fail.

On the one hand, the lockdowns in response to Covid-19 led to the sharpest reduction in
emissions on record, with 2020 global CO2 emissions projected to fall by nearly 8% compared
with 2019, according to the International Energy Agency. According to the United Nations
Environment Program, that tracks almost exactly with what’s needed. UNEP estimates that
emissions will need to fall by 7.6% year after year from 2020 through 2030 if the world is to have
any chance of keeping the average temperature from rising more than 1.5 degrees Celsius.

About the Article: This essay examines CO-2 emissions during the quarantine period and 
compares them to levels climate scientists suggest. It also discusses the changing world 
of work and of commuting. Walter Russell Mead is the James Clarke Chance Professor of 
Foreign Affairs and Humanities at Bard College. In addition to writing for The Wall Street 
Journal, he is editor-at-large for The American Interest, a foreign affairs magazine.

OPINION | GLOBAL VIEW

Coronavirus and the Climate
The pandemic shows the limits of what countries will endure to reduce emissions.

June 15, 2020 11�32 am ET
Walter Russell Mead

Not much traf�ic on Radial Leste Avenue in São Paulo, Brazil, April 21.
PHOTO: PAULO LOPES�ZUMA PRESS
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As environmentalist group Extinction Rebellion co-founder Clare Farrellwrote in April, “the
things we were told we simply can’t change when we were on the streets last year are perfectly
possible (necessary!) to change if we decide to prioritise. Coronavirus is showing us what’s
possible, at least.”

Yet Ms. Farrell warned against premature celebrations. “People are using this crisis to
celebrate the fall in emissions when the truth is, they will need to drop way more than
coronavirus has caused them to if we’re to stand a chance.”

It’s actually even worse. Most of the measures that led to the drop in emissions aren’t
economically sustainable. The economic damage inflicted by lockdowns has been so savage that
political leaders around the world are pushing to reopen their economies as the pandemic
continues to rage. It’s hard to imagine that countries would put themselves through this much
disruption and pain to stave off future threats to the planet.

Even a wealthy country like the U.S. can’t afford an indefinitely extended shutdown. In
countries like India, Pakistan, Russia, Egypt, Mexico and Brazil, authorities have lifted
restrictions even as the pandemic spreads. As Indonesia’s Coordinating Minister for Economic
Affairs Airlangga Hartato said, “We cannot stay at home until next year. There will be more
people hungry, and they will become angry.”

“We have to head toward the new normality because the national economy and the well-being
of the people depends on it,” says Mexican President Andrés Manuel López Obrador. Or as
Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khanwrote on Twitter, “We sought a total lockdown without
thinking about the consequences for the daily wage earners, the street vendors, the laborers, all
of whom face poverty and hunger. . . . May Allah forgive us.”

That’s the bad news. But there is good news too: Not all the changes that need to be made will
feel to the public like sacrifices.

Covid has demonstrated that the U.S. can get by with a much smaller rush hour. As many as 62%
of Americans have jobs that can be done remotely; if most of those workers came in only three
or fewer times a week, the world would be a healthier and happier place. Even employees who
still need to commute would benefit, as reducing peak travel means faster commutes for
everyone.

Yes, there is no substitute for face-to-face interaction, and, yes, few institutions and offices can
go wholly remote. But tens of thousands of companies went about their normal business during
the pandemic with an ease and even a flair that would have been impossible 20 years ago.
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Commuting is among the greatest inconveniences of modern life, with the average American 
losing 99 hours a year to traffic congestion. Some find ways to use the delays productively, but 
on the whole this is lost time. Researchers say that long commutes reduce job and life 
satisfaction, are associated with increased stress and depression, and both decrease work 
attendance and reduce productivity. Commuting parents lose time with their children. Young 
families, who must often live at great distances from central cities to find affordable houses, are 
particularly affected. Older employees, who might still go on working otherwise, can be forced 
to retire earlier because of the physical demands of the commute. The disabled are shut out of 
many professional opportunities. Poorer people often have the longest and most difficult 
commutes.

Traffic congestion is a global problem, and it is much worse in many developing countries than 
in the U.S. Cities like Rio de Janeiro, Istanbul, Bogatá and São Paulo are much worse off than 
New York. These cities and many more can benefit from promoting telework to reduce commute 
time and congestion, and they can do it on their own without foreign aid.

A campaign to “cut the commute” globally won’t solve the climate problem. Eighteen percent of 
emissions world-wide are due to road transportation, and cutting that by even 25% a year 
would be only 4.5%, a bit over half the 7.6% annual cut in emissions recommend by UNEP.

But it is a start, and it points to the path the climate movement must travel if it hopes to 
succeed. The pandemic has taught the world that the human capacity for sacrifice, even in the 
face of grave danger, has limits. This is an inconvenient truth that the climate movement cannot 
afford to ignore.

“Coronavirus and the Climate” by Walter Russell Mead. The Wall Street Journal. June 15, 
2020. 
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EUROPE

Coronavirus Contact-Tracing Apps 
Launch
Across Europe Amid Hopes for Broad
Adoption
Apps could help isolate new patients and prevent renewed spread of the virus

Germany’s Corona-Warning-App was launched on Tuesday. Experts estimate 60% of the population
would need to use it to prevent a second wave of infections.
PHOTO: SVEN HOPPE�ZUMA PRESS

By  in Berlin and  in Paris
Updated June 16, 2020 3�10 pm ET

Bojan Pancevski Sam Schechner

About the Article: This article looks at the use of apps, and the attitude toward them, to trace 
coronavirus spread in several European countries. Bojan Pancevskit is The Wall Street 
Journal’s German correspondent, and is their European technology correspondent.
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Germany became the largest Western country to launch a contact-tracing smartphone
app to help curb the spread of the new coronavirus, but the app’s effectiveness will
depend on how many people use it.

Such apps, which alert users who have been in contact with an infected person, have been
touted as a more efficient supplement to contact tracing—the painstaking detective work
of tracking down and reaching out to everyone who has been in touch with a carrier.

A number of European nations have released, or are testing, Covid-19-tracing apps,
including France, Italy, the U.K. and Iceland, but fewer people have opted to use them than
scientists and doctors had hoped. The apps also don’t work across borders, which could
hamper their efficiency on the tightly integrated continent.

Similar apps have been deployed with varying success in China, India, Israel, Singapore
and Australia. Some of these have proven relatively efficient but their intrusiveness would
clash with Europe’s strict privacy regulations.

Germany’s Corona-Warning-App was launched on Tuesday, weeks later than planned
because of debates within the government about data protection. The country has strong
privacy laws and politicians are worried that any suspicion surrounding the app could
undermine its adoption.

Use of the app is voluntary and only 41% of Germans have been willing to download it,
while 46% indicated they wouldn’t use it and 8% said they didn’t have a smartphone,
according to a June 10 survey by research group Forschungsgruppe Wahlen.

Experts estimate that 60% of a country’s population would need to use the app for it to be
effective in preventing a second wave of infections. This estimate, however, doesn’t
include the effect of other measures such as wearing masks, social distancing and
increased hygiene.

STAY INFORMED

Get a coronavirus brie�ing six days a week, and a weekly Health newsletter once the crisis abates:
Sign up here.
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The app, designed by the telecommunications giant Deutsche Telekom and the software
company SAP, operates on a platform developed by Apple and Google. This approach,
which is also used in Italy, better protects users’ data than some others by storing it on
phones rather than on a government-controlled central server, according to EU privacy
regulators.

The app on each phone generates an identifying code that connects via Bluetooth with
other phones using the app. If two users stay within two meters of each other for longer
than 15 minutes, their apps will save each other’s codes. If one of those users then tests
positive for Covid-19, they can notify the system which would alert everyone who had
been in their immediate proximity.

“This is not the first corona app but I am convinced it is the best one,” said Helge Braun,
chief of staff to Chancellor Angela Merkel and a trained physician. “It is a small step for all
of us to download the app, but it would be a big step for the fight against the pandemic.”

The makers of the German app tested it by simulating real-life scenarios such as using
public transport, eating out and attending a cocktail party. In 80% of situations that were
likely to cause an infection, the app triggered a warning, according to the government’s
presentation.

German Health Minister Jens Spahn said at the launch that the app would become most useful as
lockdown restrictions lifted.
PHOTO: ACTION PRESS�CLEMENS BILAN�ZUMA PRESS
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The app could be effective even if only 20% of the population used it provided the majority 
wore masks and adhered to social distancing and hygiene rules, said Dr. Karl Lauterbach, 
an epidemiologist and legislator for the Social Democrats, the junior coalition partners in 
Ms. Merkel’s government.

German Health Minister Jens Spahn said the app would become most useful as lockdown 
restrictions lifted and people engaged in much more contact at work and in public life.

“In such situations, the app will make a key difference in that we can inform others of our 
infection the way we would not have been able to do without it,” Mr. Spahn said.

In France, the app—called StopCovid—was released on June 2. As of Tuesday, the app had 
been downloaded and activated by users 1.7 million times, according to a spokesman for 
Cédric O, France’s junior minister for digital affairs.

The French app stores data on a central server and isn’t yet compatible with any other 
country’s. Italy’s app, Immuni, also launched on June 2 and has so far been downloaded 
more than two million times, according to the government.

The British government’s app has been plagued with delays since a beta version was 
launched in early May. The app—which is being developed by the National Health Service 
and doesn’t rely on Apple’s or Google’s technology—is being piloted on the Isle of Wight, 
an island off the south coast of England. Analysts scrutinizing the app have flagged 
several privacy and data issues.

In Norway, a similar app was downloaded by about 14% of people over the age of 16, but 
the country’s health authority on Monday suspended its use following a complaint from

the privacy regulator. The regulator said the app’s encroachment on individuals’ right to 
privacy was no longer outweighed by the public-health emergency, given the decline in 
the number of infections.

—Max Colchester in London contributed to this article.

“Coronavirus Contract-Tracing Apps Launch Across Europe Amid Hopes for Broad Adoption” by 
Bojan Pancevski and Sam Schechner. The Wall Street Journal. June 16, 2020.
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April 17, 2020

Antibody hopes and vaccine dreams, part I
NCSE Director of Teacher Support Lin Andrews explains the science behind antibodies and cautions 
against viewing antibody testing for COVID-19 as the "golden ticket" to allow Americans to get back to 
work.

Check out our entire series explaining the science involved in the coronavirus

pandemic. Sign up to receive our coronavirus update each week.

Are antibody tests the "golden ticket" the media is making them out to be?

While Americans have been asked to shelter in place during the COVID-19

pandemic to limit the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, the amount of media

content being generated on a daily basis about the topic seems to be growing

almost as quickly as the number of new viral cases worldwide. Sometimes I

wish those reporting on the pandemic would flatten their own curve when it

comes to coverage—but I also know that such information is vital during such

About the Articles: These articles talk about the science behind antibody screening and 
vaccine development. Lin Andrews is the National Center of Science Education’s Director of 
Teacher Support.
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a crucial time.

Now that almost all Americans have been living in this isolated condition for

the last few weeks, and the number of new cases of COVID-19 seem to be

plateauing, the question being asked by the media most often is: When will

we be able to leave our homes and get back to work? This week and next, Ann

Reid and I will explore two tools that are being promoted as essential to a

successful return to normal: antibody testing and (in the longer term) a

vaccine to protect us from this highly contagious disease.

So what is an antibody anyway?

Illustration by David S. Goodsell and RCSB PDB. CC-BY-4.0.

Illustration by David S. Goodsell and RCSB PDB. CC-BY-4.0.

An antibody is a protein that your white blood cells make that can recognize

and interfere with an antigen’s function. So what’s an antigen? It’s a molecule
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Antibody testing would be
great. But it will take a
reliable vaccine to put a
more permanent stop to
the COVID-19 pandemic.

found on the surface of pathogens used by white blood cells to make

antibodies.  These antibodies fight the infection by impeding the biological

processes of the pathogens or summoning macrophages (a kind of white

blood cell) to engulf them. Some immune cells (known as plasma cells) make

antibodies during the initial infection that help bring the infection to an end.

Other immune cells that can make the same antibodies remain in our

circulation for years (they’re called memory cells). If we encounter the same

infectious agent, memory cells will quickly start generating lots of antibodies

and shut the infection down more quickly than the first time it was

encountered.

(To help your students understand the basics of the human immune response,

be sure to check out these Crash Course videos: Immune System, Part I and

Immune System, Part 2. Also, check out this middle school lab activity from

Science Buddies [free registration required] on the immune system.)

It is on those memory cells generated after an illness that many in the

medical field are currently placing a great deal of hope. The hypothesis is that

if two kinds of SARS-CoV-2 antibodies—IgM and IgG—are found in a person's

blood, then they have experienced a COVID-19 infection, whether they

exhibited symptoms or not. These antibodies are being called the "golden

ticket" for getting Americans back to work. If you test positive for the

antibodies, the thinking goes, you are probably now immune to the virus and

can return to normal life.

But medical experts are prefacing all their hopeful

news about COVID-19 antibodies with a great deal

of caution. Despite Willy Wonka's recommendation

"Oh, you should never, never doubt what nobody is

sure about," confidence that antibodies will be the

sought-after Golden Ticket is premature.

First, having antibodies does not guarantee

immunity to a disease. Some viral and bacterial

infections generate lifelong immunity (measles and

smallpox, for example). But antibodies generated by

a tetanus infection—caused by the bacterium Clostridium tetani––will not

protect you from a repeat infection. In fact, a vaccine and boosters are needed

throughout a human's entire life to give the best protection possible against

this potentially fatal disease (11% of reported cases resulted in death).

Similarly, people infected with HIV have tons of antibodies in their systems

that do not prevent the disease from progressing. In fact, recent studies
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indicate that anti-HIV antibodies are actually ineffective at blocking infection

due to their poor binding to the virus—an excellent example of how evolution

selects for viral strategies that can evade our immune system's main combat

strategy.

Second, and more worryingly, coronaviruses—similar to influenza viruses—also

seem to have characteristics that allow them to evade the immune system:

they have a relatively high mutation rate that allows them to generate

thousands of slightly different progeny viruses with each infection. If one of

those progeny has a mutation that existing antibodies do not recognize, that

strain will quickly spread through the population, whose memory cells will not

recognize it. That means that even having antibodies to SARS-CoV-2 doesn't

guarantee immunity to future variants of the virus. Consequently, sending

people back to work because they have antibodies to this year's strain might

not be a permanent solution.

There are yet other issues of concern with current antibody testing hopes. A

recent Associated Press article describes the new “Wild West” that might

develop due to all the COVID-19 blood tests currently being manufactured.

Over 70 companies are gearing up to sell antibody tests to the general public,

but the accuracy of these tests will be an issue. As part of its emergency

response effort, the Food and Drug Administration decided not to check the

accuracy of antibody tests hitting the market right now—the FDA is simply too

overwhelmed to evaluate every new test. Due to the lack of quality control, we

might see people returning to work when they really shouldn't. (Not to

mention that in addition to flawed tests, fraudulent tests will almost certainly

find their way onto the market.)

Antibody testing would be great. But it will take a reliable vaccine to put a

more permanent stop to the COVID-19 pandemic. Please tune in next week for

an update on current COVID-19 vaccine efforts.

Lin Andrews is NCSE Director of Teacher Support.

ANDREWS@NCSE.NGO
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April 23, 2020

Antibody Hopes and Vaccine Dreams, Part 2
NCSE Executive Director Ann Reid, who as a research biologist helped sequence the 1918 flu virus, breaks 
down the steps—and the time needed—for vaccine development.

Why will it take so long to develop a vaccine against coronavirus?

Let's figure this out together. Let's agree that our end goal is a vaccine that

works, is safe, and can be mass produced and administered to hundreds of

millions, if not billions, of people. Now, thinking like a scientist, how do you

reach that end goal?

But first, a story.

Back in the 1700s, fear of smallpox was so intense that doctors
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recommended, and many people submitted to, a process called

variolation. Doctors took a scraping from an active smallpox lesion

and scratched it into the arm of the person hoping to be protected.

This did indeed result in immunity to smallpox, at least in those that

recovered from the process. Two to three percent of variolated persons,

however, developed a case of smallpox serious enough to kill them.

That’s right, people were willing to submit themselves and their

children to a procedure that had a 2-3% chance of killing them. That

sounds crazy, but given that smallpox had a 20-60% fatality rate and

showed up year after year, it was a good bet at the time.

Also of interest, historically, is how the medical community convinced

local authorities and their patients that this process worked. When the

idea of variolation reached North America, most physicians were

skeptical. Only two–Cotton Mather and Zabdiel Boylson–were

enthusiastic proponents. When a smallpox epidemic began, they

variolated as many volunteers as they could persuade. Then they

compared the mortality rate among those that were variolated and

those that were not. Mather and Boylston were able to show that the

process "worked"–only 2% of their patients died, compared to 14%

among the unvariolated.

Still, a 2% mortality rate is not so great. So it was a huge

improvement in 1796 when Edward Jenner–having noticed that

dairymaids who had been exposed to cowpox were immune to

smallpox—had the idea that if you could spread cowpox from one

person to another, the recipients would also become immune to

smallpox. To test his theory, he took a sample from a dairymaid’s

cowpox lesion and scratched it into the arm of a local boy. The boy

was briefly and mildly ill and then recovered. Two months later, Jenner

took a sample from an actual smallpox lesion and scratched it into

the boy’s arm.

Wait, what????!!!! Smallpox had a mortality rate of 20-60%—this was

an incredibly dangerous experiment!

But it worked. The boy did not develop smallpox.
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Phew.

We are no longer willing to scratch an infectious agent into a child's arm to

see if it will bring immunity to a deadlier infectious agent. So what are the

steps we follow now? Each step represents a great topic for a group of your

students to dig into—I'll just give a general idea and an estimate of how

long the step might take.
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Step One

The vaccine needs to stimulate an immune response strong enough to
prevent reinfection with the coronavirus. (See Antibody hopes and vaccine

dreams, Part 1).

How Jenner did it: Tried cowpox, then smallpox.

Time elapsed: Two months.

What we do now:

1. Show the antibodies block infection in cell cultures in the lab.

2. Show the vaccine protects animals from infection (note: that means you

need to find a good animal model—an animal that is vulnerable to the

human disease—and you need a lot of animals.)

3. Show the vaccine protects people—wait, first you need to know it's safe.

Time elapsed: At least several months, if you get lucky and your first idea
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works perfectly.

Step Two

The vaccine needs to be safe.

How Jenner did it: He skipped this step.

Time elapsed: None.

What we do now:

1. Test the vaccine in small number of healthy volunteers. If there are no

side effects …

2. Test the vaccine in a larger number of more diverse volunteers. If there

are no side effects …

Time elapsed: At least a couple of months per round.

Step Three

Show the vaccine protects people.

How Jenner did it: tried cowpox, then smallpox.

Time elapsed: Two months.

What we do now:

1. Identify a group of people who have not contracted the virus before (see

Antibody hopes and vaccine dreams, Part 1) but are at high risk of being

exposed (question for students: why is it important that they're at high

risk?)

2. Give half of this group the vaccine.

3. Wait.

4. Count how many people in each group got sick. Also check to see who

has developed antibodies.

Time elapsed: At least three months. Because you're waiting for natural

infections to develop, you have to wait until many people in the group have

encountered the virus. It can be up to two weeks before symptoms develop.
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Ideally you would then do several more trials like this, with larger and larger

groups of more diverse people in both low- and high-risk situations. But this

is an emergency. Arguably, we might decide we can't wait for that.

Step Four

After completing steps one through three, you have to be able to
manufacture and administer the vaccine in vast quantities. To substantially
block transmission of the virus, it would be ideal to get herd immunity above
90% (or about 300,000,000 Americans and 7 billion people worldwide
today).

How Jenner did it: He and other doctors could get fresh vaccine from

smallpox patients. By the late 1800s, smallpox vaccine was being produced

commercially.

Time elapsed: No time elapsed, or 100 years, depending on how you count.

What we do now: Engineer a mass production process with rigorous quality

control. The figure above shows the steps. Bottom line: extremely

complicated.

Time elapsed: Six to 36 months.

If you add up the time elapsed for all four steps with regard to what we do

now—bearing in mind that the time estimates are best-case scenarios—you

end up with a bare minimum of 18 months to develop a safe, effective, mass-

produced vaccine. That's just what it's going to take, unless you want to go

back to scratching infectious agents into kids' arms.

Check out our entire series explaining the science involved in the coronavirus

pandemic. Sign up to receive our coronavirus update each week.

Ann Reid is the Executive Director of NCSE.

REID@NCSE.NGO

“Antibody Hopes and Vaccine Dreams. Parts 1 & 2” National Center for Science 
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Early in February, I read unsupported speculations that a virus ravaging a distant city called Wuhan was due to a Chinese
taste for a strange scaled mammal called the pangolin, which resembles an anteater but is cuddlier than its lumbering tube-
snouted look-alike. Around that time, during a dinner party, I laughed when a friend quipped: “How do you eat a pangolin
anyway? Do you dip its scales in butter like an artichoke?” When I tweeted that same joke the next day, a writer I knew
responded, “It’s used for medicinal purposes.” He was simply stating a fact, but I suddenly realized that I could be spreading
stereotypes about Chinese people. I deleted the tweet with a reminder to self: Make fun of Asians only around other Asians.

When the virus spread to South Korea, I became worried. I had family in Seoul, many of whom were elderly aunts and uncles
most at risk.

“They’re fine,” my mother said. “They never go out anyway.”

I scolded her, telling her that she should be more worried. But if I was so worried, why didn’t I just call and check on them? I
did follow a cousin in Seoul on Instagram. Every few days, she posted photographs of flowers that she arranged herself.
Throughout the alarming spike of the coronavirus to its eventual dip in Seoul, her Instagram posts remained stubbornly
consistent, revealing nothing except for the same artfully arranged bouquets of fragrant white roses, pink peonies and
fringed tulips.

When I finally called her, she told me that she bought the flowers from a wholesaler that remained open. She walked 10
minutes to the shop and bought flowers every week or two, wearing an air-filtration mask that she spritzed with sanitizer and
dried in the sun after use. Every morning she received text messages of locations where people testing positive had been and
avoided those locations. She said she was worried about me. She had heard stories of how Asians wearing masks have been
harassed in Europe and the United States. “In Korea,” she told me, “we look at you funny if you’re not wearing a mask in
public. We think you’re being selfish.”

On March 13, Doyers Street in Manhattan’s Chinatown was eerily empty on a Friday evening at 7, its curved street cleared of
tourists, its fluorescent-lit restaurants empty except for silhouetted servers who waited wistfully for customers. My daughter
and I, along with my husband and friend, were in the neighborhood because we wanted to support Chinese businesses.
Through the storefront of a tea parlor, I watched a young waitress repeatedly spraying each table with disinfectant. She
wiped it down as if to demonstrate to passers-by that the parlor was sanitized and ready for business.

I was adrift that day. That week, I found out that both my book tour and classes were canceled. With all my newly found time,
I lived online, inhaling the fire hose of panic that also felt strangely ambient. In my newsfeed, I began to notice a troubling
increase of anti-Asian incidents, which in the beginning was happening mostly abroad: A group of teenagers attacked a
young Singaporean man in London, punching and kicking him while shouting about the coronavirus; an Italian bank denied
service to a Chinese woman. Then in Texas, a man stabbed and cut a Burmese-American family, including two young
children, in an attack that the F.B.I. has called a hate crime.

On March 13, the Centers for Disease Control hadn’t yet recommended that everyone wear masks. Most of the people
wearing them on the streets — in Chinatown but also all over the city — were Asian immigrants, who probably already knew
that it was safer to wear a mask because you could be asymptomatic. But from a xenophobe’s perspective, the face mask
seemed to implicate foreigners as agents of diseases. The masks depersonalized their faces, making the stereotypically
“inscrutable” Asian face even more inscrutable, effacing even their age and gender, while also telegraphing that the Asian

About the Article: Cathy Park Hong is a Korean American poet and professor. Her work 
often shifts between multiple languages, including English, Spanish, French, and Korean. 
She is currently a professor at Rutgers University. In this piece, Hong discusses racism 
against the Asian community during the pandemic.

The Slur I Never Expected to Hear in 2020
As an Asian-American, I’ve been conditioned to a certain kind of unspoken racism. This pandemic has unmasked 
how vicious it really is.

By Cathy Park Hong
Published April 12, 2020 Updated April 16, 2020
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wearer was mute and therefore incapable of talking back if aggressed. I was afraid for the Chinese immigrants I encountered
on the street. I wanted to take them aside and tell them it was safer not to wear one because the equipment that protected
them — and others — only made them more vulnerable to attack.

I started bookmarking tweets and news reports of racist incidents. A sample:

An Asian woman pressed an elevator button with her elbow. A man in the elevator asked, “Oh, coronavirus?” She said, “Don’t
have it, but trying to be prepared.” As he was leaving the elevator, he said, “Don’t bring that Chink virus here.”

An Asian woman walked into a park and a group of mothers screamed for their kids to get away from her.

A middle-aged Asian woman wearing a mask was going for a walk when a woman screamed at her to get away from her.

A man spat on an Asian man waiting for the subway.

A man spat on an Asian woman walking to her gym.

A woman refused a coffee from a barista because she thought the barista was Chinese. When the Asian man behind her
started telling her how irrational that request was, she snarled, “Are you Chinese?” He retorted, “No, but your ugly-ass
knockoff purse is.”

I never would have thought that the word “Chink” would have a resurgence in 2020. The word was supposed to be as
outdated as those sinister little Chinamen saltshakers I saw in thrift shops. It still thrived among bottom feeders on the
internet, but I hadn’t heard it directed at me since I was in my 20s. But now I was encountering that word every time I read
about an anti-Asian incident or hearing about its use from friends. I couldn’t process the fact that Americans were hurling
that slur at us so openly and with such raw hate. In the past, I had a habit of minimizing anti-Asian racism because it had
been drilled into me early on that racism against Asians didn’t exist. Anytime that I raised concerns about a racial comment,
I was told that it wasn’t racial. Anytime I brought up an anti-Asian incident, a white person interjected that it was a
distraction from the more important issue (and there was always a more important issue). I’ve been conditioned to think my
second-class citizenry was low on the scale of oppression and therefore not worth bringing up even though every single
Asian-American I know has stories of being emasculated, fetishized, humiliated, underpaid, fired or demoted because of our
racial identities.

After President Trump called Covid-19 the “Chinese virus” in March, the Asian Pacific Policy and Planning Council said more
than 650 incidents of discrimination directed against Asian-Americans were reported to a website it helps maintain in one
week alone. Even after seeing that number, I wondered if anti-Asian racism would be taken seriously. On Twitter, when the
novelist R.O. Kwon talked about the surge, an in-law asked doubtfully, “Is it really happening?” Do the reports have to rise to
1,000 a week? 2,000? How many is enough so that the hate will be seen?

Since the coronavirus, what has been happening is a different strain of anti-Asian racism than the kind to which I’m
accustomed. Not the kind in which we are invisible or we’re seen as efficient cyborgs. Racism never disappears but adapts to
new circumstances when old strains rise from the dark vaults of American history. The recent rise carries the stench of late-
19th-century xenophobia. In 1882, the government passed a federal law that banned Chinese laborers from entering the U.S.
because of fears they were taking jobs away from whites. They were portrayed as a “degraded” race, a contagion that would
stain the morals of white Americans. If black and indigenous people were systematically enslaved, killed and dispossessed of
property, the Chinese were excluded from the U.S. altogether, an immigration ban that was essentially a form of global
segregation. Chinese immigrants remaining in cities were segregated into squalid quarters. The scholar Joan B. Trauner
writes that whites were repulsed by San Francisco’s Chinatown with “its foul and disgusting vapors” and health officials
blamed the enclave for spreading every epidemic. One physician said at the time: “The Chinese were the focus of Caucasian
animosities, and they were made responsible for mishaps in general. A destructive earthquake would probably be charged to
their account.”

The anti-Chinese campaign was widespread, reaching less densely populated areas as well, where Chinese immigrants were
afraid to leave their homes because they would be assaulted, even shot at. In 1885, in what is now Tacoma, Wash., white
people terrorized the Chinese community by setting fire to their businesses. The xenophobia culminated in a riot in which a
white mob drove 300 Chinese immigrants out of their homes. “Using clubs, poles and pistols,” writes the historian Beth Lew-
Williams, the mob chased the weeping immigrants out of town in a freezing rain.
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“I’m afraid to leave my home not because of coronavirus,” my Asian friends say, half in jest, “but because I don’t want to be a
victim of a hate crime.” It doesn’t matter if our families hail from Thailand, Burma or the Philippines. Racism is
indiscriminate, carpet bombing groups that bear the slightest resemblance to one another. We don’t have coronavirus. We are
coronavirus.

Illustration by Jon Han

On March 26, almost a week after Gov. Andrew Cuomo of New York ordered all nonessential businesses to close down and 
everyone to stay indoors, I wore a face mask to the grocery store. My husband had found a box of dust masks when he was 
cleaning out his studio. Headlines that day announced that the U.S. had the largest number of Covid-19 cases in the world, but 
the majority of Americans were still not wearing masks. I posted a picture of me wearing a mask on Instagram. “Wish me 
luck that I don’t get hate-crimed!” I wrote in the caption. My fears still felt performative, as if I didn’t have any right to them
— as if I was overreacting — so I was compelled to make light of them.

But once outside, I was genuinely afraid, as if there were guards on the rooftops of South Brooklyn watching me through their 
sniper scopes. It is jarring to suddenly be so hypervisible. As an East Asian woman, I am more used to being overlooked and 
underestimated. I walked down our block and made a left on Bond Street, watching a man walk his dog coming my way, 
expecting him to make visible his fear, but he simply smiled as he walked around me.

The everyday racialized experience is not so much being the target of hate more than the anticipation of it. Will I be bullied 
because I’m Asian? Will he reject me because I’m Asian? Will they ignore me because I’m Asian? But it also happens when 
you least expect it. Once, when I was 13 and my sister was 8, we were walking out of a mall in Los Angeles as a white couple 
were walking in. I thought he was holding the door open for us so we scurried out. “I don’t open the doors for Chinks!” he 
yelled. Later that evening, I told my father of the incident. He looked both enraged and hurt. But instead of cursing that white 
man, he demanded that we should always “let them go first.” When I argued back, he said: “You can’t trust them. You don’t 
know what they’ll say. Always let them go first.”

I’ve told this story before. Every time I tell it, the vividness of the memory fades until it becomes an exhausted anecdote told 
to those who can only understand racism as a spectacle. Distrust, by the way, doesn’t result in insubordination. Growing up, 
my distrust of white people manifested itself in a physical unease in which I held my tongue or “let them go first.” It was a 
survival instinct, to curl myself in, so that there was no surface area vulnerable to insult. I grew out of that when I found my 
city and my community. I let my guard down. Maybe it was in my head, all along.
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READ MORE

A teenage boy kicked a 59-year-old Asian man in the back.

A man chased an elderly Asian woman down the street with Purell.

A woman punched a young Asian woman in the subway, possibly dislocating her jaw.

The photo of the Burmese-American boy in the hospital was released. The stitches are deep and wide, from the back of his 
head to just below his eyebrow. He looked away from the camera, his eyes averted.

When a coronavirus-related racist incident happened to me, the perpetrator wasn’t white. Like many New Yorkers, I was 
jaywalking and nearly walked into a Latino deliveryman whizzing by on his bicycle. “Chinese bitch!” he shouted as he rode 
by. I wasn’t filled with hot rage or a hurt that cut me to the bone. I was just rattled and then sad.

To be Asian in America during the time of coronavirus is to feel very alone. You might think that everyone’s alone during the 
pandemic. But it’s a different form of isolation carved out by that insidious model-minority myth, with its implication that as 
long as you worked hard and didn’t ask for handouts, racial inequities could be overcome. Asian-Americans like Andrew Yang 
double down on the myth. In his recent Washington Post op-ed, he urged Asians to be more American: “Step up, help our 
neighbors, donate gear, vote, wear red, white and blue.” After 9/11, South Asian cabdrivers beribboned their cars with 
American flags, which did nothing to curb the Islamophobia. “During World War II, Japanese-Americans volunteered for 
military duty,” Yang wrote, “to demonstrate that they were Americans.” Japanese-American soldiers did enlist, helping free 
more than 30,000 survivors in Dachau, but their heroic acts abroad failed to liberate some of their own families from 
internment camps in this nation.

Asian-Americans have always lived a conditional existence in which belonging is promised as long as we work harder at 
being good, hamming up acts of courtesy when we help our neighbors, internalizing any racial slights we encounter and 
always allowing them to go first. The model-minority myth is a lie that silences the structural economic racism Asian-
Americans have endured and the intergenerational traumas our families have experienced from years of Western 
colonialism, wars and invasions. I hated talking about the model-minority myth because it was like being stuck in a feedback 
loop. After refuting that myth, I was dragged back to refute it again. But when the pandemic struck, I realized how deeply 
entrenched that myth was in the psyches of not only whites but other people of color.

The coronavirus at least burned away any illusions that East Asians are almost white. Since the first cases were discovered 
in the U.S., I kept imagining the coronavirus as an irradiating purple light lancing through the cracks of our white-
supremacist world. Some of us never noticed these cracks before, but now it is all that we can see. African-Americans and 
Latinos are dying in higher proportions than anyone else in New York City, perhaps because of their lack of access to health 
care and because many of them are essential workers and can’t shelter at home. But systemic racism keeps minorities 
separated. White supremacy ensures that once the pressure of persecution is lifted even a little from one group, that group 
will then fall upon the newly targeted group out of relief and out of a frustrated misplaced rage that can never touch, let alone 
topple, the real enemy.

The hate hasn’t abated since Americans have been ordered to stay indoors. The Asian Pacific Policy and Planning Council 
said the reporting site was still receiving about 80 incidents a day, and there have been 1,600 since March 19. Because of the 
shelter-in-place rules, working-class Asians who are employed in essential businesses, like grocers, are not only at higher 
risk of being exposed to the virus but face the brunt of anti-Asian harassment. Yuh-Line Niou, a  New York State 
assemblywoman who represents Chinatown and other areas in Lower Manhattan, said an Asian-American friend delivered 
food to a customer who spat right into his eye. Another friend, a nurse, was called a “dirty Chink” by her patient, who had 
Covid-19. “And these are the people who don’t report,” Niou said. “They’re scared of losing their jobs.”

Then on April 5, an assailant tossed what’s believed to be acid on a 39-year-old Asian woman in Brooklyn while she was 
taking out the trash, severely burning her head, neck and back. I am enraged. I am scared. In addition to fears of catching the 
virus or of being unemployed or of loved ones dying, we now have to worry about having acid thrown at us? It is happening 
everywhere. It is happening too close to home. It’s happening at home. One Asian-American family returned to their house in 
Minnesota and found a sign posted at their door: “We’re watching you,” the note said. “Take the Chinese virus back to China. 
We don’t want you here infecting us with your diseases.” It was signed, “Your friendly neighborhood.”

“The Slur I Never Expected to Hear in 2020” by Cathy Park Hong. The New York Times. April 12, 2020.
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About the Article: This essay compares the need for air in America, both in 

terms of the virus and the killing of George Floyd. Dahlia Lithwick is a 

contributing editor for Newsweek, and a senior legal editor for Slate, an online 

magazine that covers current affairs, politics, and culture in America.

America Gasps for Air 
The virus and the cops and the masks and the anxiety all have the same result. 

By DAHLIA LITHWICK 

 “I can’t breathe.” That was one of the last things George Floyd could be heard saying 

as Minneapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin pinned him to the ground with his knee 

until he died. In 2015, Eric Harris was shot by Tulsa reserve deputy Robert Bates, and 

as Harris struggled to breathe, another cop on the scene told him, “fuck your breath.” 
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Eric Garner’s last words in 2015, were “I can’t breathe,” eleven times, as he pleaded 

for air while officer Daniel Pantaleo held him in a chokehold, head pinned to a 

sidewalk, until he died. 

When you die from the coronavirus, your lungs fill with fluid until you are gasping to 

draw breath. “I couldn’t breathe” is the descriptor I hear most frequently from friends 

who’ve been put on ventilators, who describe gasping for air, and a kind of slow-burn 

drowning sensation in the lungs. 

When we go to the store, gloved and masked, the worst part is the mask, which 

according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, needs to snugly cover 

both the nose and mouth. For many people, the discomfort around the mask has less 

to do with masculinity or identity than the simple fact that they cannot fully draw 

breath when their nose and mouth and covered in cloth. 

When we sent so-called “essential workers” to their jobs without PPE, and demanded 

that they breathe in a disease that was literally killing people, we seem to have 

forgotten that breathing, unlike other bodily functions, is a group activity. We are all 

only as robust as the last person who breathed upon us. 

It’s pure coincidence that America feels like it is dying this summer because nobody 

can breathe. It’s a powerful metaphor though, and one that bears some parsing: Cities 

are literally on fire and nobody can breathe, people of color are being strangled by 

white police officers and their last words— captured on camera—are “I can’t 

breathe.” A pandemic has taken over 100,000 lives and the death, the disease, and the 

attempt at prevention keep us from breathing fully. 

To be dying of a lack of air is a powerful symbol; it’s a metaphor for scarcity, for 

insufficiency. It’s a marker for ways in which the “richest country in the world,” the 

“most powerful nation in the world,” and the “leader of the western world” somehow 

finds itself gasping. Fighting for what should be plentiful. Suffocating is different from 

a heart attack, different from a stroke. I think about suffocating as something that 

creeps up on you; you lose your breath little by little, maybe barely even noticing at 

first; thinking you have the means to get it back. And by then, suddenly, it hits you 

that this is a serious crisis and that your breath might be lost for good. This one 

essential function—breathe in, breathe out—feels like it captures something very 

deep about inequality, and anxiety, about childhood asthma and pollution and 

desperate poverty. Breath is something that seems like it will go on forever, until you 

realize that it will not. 
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You can’t breathe when the world is on fire. And you can’t breathe when you are 

unable to stop screaming with anger, frustration, and fear. You can’t breathe when 

you are sobbing or terrified. 

To be unable to breathe feels like a comment, too, on climate change and clean air 

and all the things that science agreed upon long ago, and that most of the world 

conceded to long ago, and that this Administration decided to ignore and deprioritize 

and disappear. To be unable to breathe feels like a comment, too, on 

interconnectedness; on the myth that I breathe out and you breathe in, and no matter 

we prefer, we are linked. We insist on pretending that the act of breathing upon one 

another—with or without masks, inside or outside of church, across ephemeral and 

invisible state lines—means that our actions can’t kill others, and that their actions 

can’t kill us. To breathe, in other words, is to be intimately connected to the people 

around us, even as we insist we are all islands. 

Ask anyone who practices yoga, or meditates, what America has lost along the way, 

and she will tell you it is an awareness of the breath; its centrality and transience, and 

all the ways in which we have only this moment, to breathe in and out, and also that 

when we forget to breathe, we are lost. And maybe it’s just that F. Scott Fitzgerald 

seems to be haunting me these days, but didn’t he call this one, too, about what 

happens when you start to breathe in only the shabby dreams of drifting ghosts? “A 

new world, material without being real, where poor ghosts, breathing dreams like air, 

drifted fortuitously about…like that ashen, fantastic figure gliding toward him 

through the amorphous trees.” 

We can’t breathe, and the words “last gasps” seem to have taken on a new force as we 

contemplate the stunning fact that we all breathe the same air, whether we like it or 

not, and that a nation in which only some people can draw breath safely is not a 

nation, but rather a tenuous hostage situation. This is of course a call for the 

reimagining of an America in which everyone can breathe freely, which was 

probably itself only a dream, but which might still be achievable.  It would require 

refining our understanding of air, and space, science, frailty and connection, in ways 

that seem to demand something more than the current moment affords. The answer 

to “I can’t breathe” has got to be “then let me breathe for you.” But maybe that 

moment, too, is already gone. 

“God 

It’s my face man 

I didn’t do nothing serious man 
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please 

please 

please I can’t breathe 

please man 

please somebody 

please man 

I can’t breathe 

I can’t breathe 

please 

(inaudible) 

man can’t breathe my face 

just get up 

I can’t breathe 

please (inaudible) 

I can’t breath shit 

I will 

I can’t move 

mama 

mama 

I can’t 

my knee 

my nuts 

I’m through 

I’m through 

I’m claustrophobic 

my stomach hurt 

my neck hurts 

everything hurts 

some water or something 

please 

please 

I can’t breath officer 

don’t kill me 

they gon kill me man 

come on man 

I cannot breathe 

I cannot breathe 

they gon kill me 
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they gon kill me 

I can’t breathe 

I can’t breathe 

please sir 

please 

please 

please I can’t breathe” 

-George Floyd

“America Gasps For Air” by Dahlia Lithwick. Slate. May 30, 2020 
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By Roxane Gay
Contributing Opinion Writer.

After Donald Trump maligned the developing world in 2018, with the dismissive phrase “shithole countries,” I wrote that no one was 
coming to save us from the president. Now, in the midst of a pandemic, we see exactly what that means.

The economy is shattered. Unemployment continues to climb, steeply. There is no coherent federal leadership. The president mocks any 
attempts at modeling precautionary behaviors that might save American lives. More than 100,000 Americans have died from Covid-19.

Many of us have been in some form of self-isolation for more than two months. The less fortunate continue to risk their lives because they 
cannot afford to shelter from the virus. People who were already living on the margins are dealing with financial stresses that the 
government’s $1,200 “stimulus” payment cannot begin to relieve. A housing crisis is imminent. Many parts of the country are reopening 
prematurely. Protesters have stormed state capitals, demanding that businesses reopen. The country is starkly dividing between those 
who believe in science and those who don’t.

Quickly produced commercials assure us that we are all in this together. Carefully curated images, scored by treacly music, say nothing of 
substance. Companies spend a fortune on airtime to assure consumers that they care, while they refuse to pay their employees a living 
wage.

Commercials celebrate essential workers and medical professionals. Commercials show how corporations have adapted to “the way we 
live now,” with curbside pickup and drive-through service and contact-free delivery. We can spend our way to normalcy, and capitalism will 
hold us close, these ads would have us believe.

Some people are trying to provide the salvation the government will not. There are community-led initiatives for everything from grocery 
deliveries for the elderly and immunocompromised to sewing face masks for essential workers. There are online pleas for fund-raising. 
Buy from your independent bookstore. Get takeout or delivery from your favorite restaurant. Keep your favorite bookstore open. Buy gift 
cards. Pay the people who work for you, even if they can’t come to work. Do as much as you can, and then do more.

These are all lovely ideas and they demonstrate good intentions, but we can only do so much. The disparities that normally fracture our 
culture are becoming even more pronounced as we decide, collectively, what we choose to save — what deserves to be saved.

And even during a pandemic, racism is as pernicious as ever. Covid-19 is disproportionately affecting the black community, but we can 
hardly take the time to sit with that horror as we are reminded, every single day, that there is no context in which black lives matter.

Breonna Taylor was killed in her Louisville, Ky., home by police officers looking for a man who did not even live in her building. She was 26 
years old. When demonstrations erupted, seven people were shot.

Ahmaud Arbery was jogging in South Georgia when he was chased down by two armed white men who suspected him of robbery and 
claimed they were trying perform a citizen’s arrest. One shot and killed Mr. Arbery while a third person videotaped the encounter. No 
charges were filed until the video was leaked and public outrage demanded action. Mr. Arbery was 25 years old.

In Minneapolis, George Floyd was held to the ground by a police officer kneeling on his neck during an arrest. He begged for the officer to 
stop torturing him. Like Eric Garner, he said he couldn’t breathe. Three other police officers watched and did not intervene. Mr. Floyd was 
46 years old.

These black lives mattered. These black people were loved. Their losses to their friends, family, and communities, are incalculable.

Demonstrators in Minneapolis took to the street for several days, to protest the killing of Mr. Floyd. Mr. Trump — who in 2017 told police 
officers to be rough on people during arrests, imploring them to “please, don’t be too nice” — wrote in a tweet, “When the looting starts, the 
shooting starts.” The official White House Twitter feed reposted the president’s comments. There is no rock bottom.

Christian Cooper, an avid birder, was in Central Park’s Ramble when he asked a white woman, Amy Cooper, to comply with the law and 
leash her dog. He began filming, which only enraged Ms. Cooper further. She pulled out her phone and said she was going to call the police 

to tell them an African-American man was threatening her.

About the Article: Roxane Gay is an author, professor, and social commentator. Formerly an 
associate professor of English at Purdue University, she now teaches at Yale. In this essay, she talks 
about her frustration with the lack of movement against racism in America. 

Remember, No One Is Coming to Save Us
Eventually doctors will find a coronavirus vaccine, but black people will continue to wait for a cure for racism.
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She called the police. She knew what she was doing. She weaponized her whiteness and fragility like so many white women before her. She 
began to sound more and more hysterical, even though she had to have known she was potentially sentencing a black man to death for 
expecting her to follow rules she did not think applied to her. It is a stroke of luck that Mr. Cooper did not become another unbearable 
statistic.

An unfortunate percentage of my cultural criticism over the past 11 or 12 years has focused on the senseless loss of black life. Mike Brown. 
Trayvon Martin. Sandra Bland. Philando Castile. Tamir Rice. Jordan Davis. Atatiana Jefferson. The Charleston Nine.

These names are the worst kind of refrain, an inescapable burden. These names are hashtags, elegies, battle cries. Still nothing changes. 
Racism is litigated over and over again when another video depicting another atrocity comes to light. Black people share the truth of their 
lives, and white people treat those truths as intellectual exercises.

They put energy into being outraged about the name “Karen,” as shorthand for entitled white women rather than doing the difficult, self-
reflective work of examining their own prejudices. They speculate about what murdered black people might have done that we don’t know 
about to beget their fates, as if alleged crimes are punishable by death without a trial by jury. They demand perfection as the price for 
black existence while harboring no such standards for anyone else.

Some white people act as if there are two sides to racism, as if racists are people we need to reason with. They fret over the destruction of 
property and want everyone to just get along. They struggle to understand why black people are rioting but offer no alternatives about 
what a people should do about a lifetime of rage, disempowerment and injustice.

When I warned in 2018 that no one was coming to save us, I wrote that I was tired of comfortable lies. I’m even more exhausted now. Like 
many black people, I am furious and fed up, but that doesn’t matter at all.

I write similar things about different black lives lost over and over and over. I tell myself I am done with this subject. Then something so 
horrific happens that I know I must say something, even though I know that the people who truly need to be moved are immovable. They 
don’t care about black lives. They don’t care about anyone’s lives. They won’t even wear masks to mitigate a virus for which there is no 
cure.

Eventually, doctors will find a coronavirus vaccine, but black people will continue to wait, despite the futility of hope, for a cure for racism. 
We will live with the knowledge that a hashtag is not a vaccine for white supremacy. We live with the knowledge that, still, no one is 
coming to save us. The rest of the world yearns to get back to normal. For black people, normal is the very thing from which we yearn to be 
free.

Roxane Gay (@rgay) is a contributing opinion writer.
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e American Nightmare

OLIVER MUNDAY / THE ATLANTIC

    before the lynching of Isadora Moreley in

Selma, Alabama, and two months before the lynching of Sidney Randolph near

Rockville, Maryland.

To be black and conscious of anti-black racism is to stare into the mirror of your
own extinction.

JUNE 1,  2020

Ibram X. Kendi
Director of the Antiracist Research and Policy
Center at American University

“W

With its pages and pages of statistical charts, Race Traits helped catapult Hoffman

into national and international prominence as the “dean” of American statisticians.

In his day, Hoffman “achieved greatness,” assessed his biographer. “His career

illustrates the ful�llment of the ‘American dream.’”

Actually, his career illustrates the ful�llment of the American nightmare—a

nightmare still being experienced 124 years later from Minneapolis to Louisville,

from Central Park to untold numbers of black coronavirus patients parked in

hospitals, on unemployment lines, and in graves.

 ’   American dream,” Malcolm X said in 1964. “We’ve

experienced only the American nightmare.”

A nightmare is essentially a horror story of danger, but it is not wholly

a horror story. Black people experience joy, love, peace, safety. But as in any horror

story, those unforgettable moments of toil, terror, and trauma have made danger

essential to the black experience in racist America. What one black American

experiences, many black Americans experience. Black Americans are constantly

stepping into the toil and terror and trauma of other black Americans. Black

Americans are constantly stepping into the souls of the dead. Because they know:

ey could have been them; they are them. Because they know it is dangerous to be

black in America, because racist Americans see blacks as dangerous.

[ Ibram X. Kendi: Who gets to be afraid in America? ]

To be black and conscious of anti-black racism is to stare into the mirror of your

own extinction. Ask the souls of the 10,000 black victims of COVID-19 who

might still be living if they had been white. Ask the souls of those who were told

the pandemic was the “great equalizer.” Ask the souls of those forced to choose

between their low-wage jobs and their treasured life. Ask the souls of those blamed

for their own death. Ask the souls of those who disproportionately lost their jobs

and then their life as others disproportionately raged about losing their freedom to

infect us all. Ask the souls of those ignored by the governors reopening their states.

e American nightmare has everything and nothing to do with the pandemic. Ask

the souls of Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd. Step into their

souls.

About the Article: Ibram X. Kendi is a professor and the director of The 
Antiracist Research and Policy Center at American University. He is the 
author of How to Be an Anti-Racist, which the Co-Conspirators Book Club 
read this year. In this essay, Kendi talks about current events and the 
history of racist ideas and writings that have contributed to them.
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On May 19, 1896, e New York Times allocated a single sentence on page three to

reporting the U.S. Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision. Constitutionalizing

Jim Crow hardly made news in 1896. ere was no there there. Americans already

knew that equal rights had been lynched; Plessy was just the silently staged funeral.

To hear more feature stories, get the Audm iPhone app.

Another racial text—published by the nation’s premier social-science organization,

the American Economic Association, and classi�ed by the historian Evelynn

Hammonds as “one of the most in�uential documents in social science at the turn

of the 20th century”—elicited more shock in 1896.

“Nothing is more clearly shown from this investigation than that the southern

black man at the time of emancipation was healthy in body and cheerful in mind,”

Frederick Hoffman wrote in Race Traits and Tendencies of the American Negro.

“What are the conditions thirty years after?” Hoffman concluded from “the plain

language of the facts” that black Americans were better off enslaved. ey are now

“on the downward grade,” he wrote, headed toward “gradual extinction.”

[ Adam Serwer: e cruelty is the point ]

Hoffman’s Race Traits helped legitimize two nascent �elds that are now converging

on black lives: public health and criminology.

Hoffman knew his work was “a most severe condemnation of moderate attempts of

superior races to lift inferior races to their elevated positions.” He rejected that sort

of assimilationist racism, in favor of his own segregationist racism. e data “speak

for themselves,” he wrote. White Americans had been naturally selected for health,

life, and evolution. Black Americans had been naturally selected for disease, death,

and extinction. “Gradual extinction,” the book concluded, “is only a question of

time.”

Let them die, Hoffman seemed to be saying. at thought has echoed through time,

down to our deadly moment in time, when police officers in Minneapolis let

George Floyd die.

TheAtlantic – The American Nightmare - The Atlantic - Ibram X. Kendi

No-knocking police officers rushed into your Louisville home and shot you to

death, but your black boyfriend immediately got charged, and not the officers who

killed you. ree white men hunted you, cornered you, and killed you on a Georgia

road, but it took a cellphone video and national outrage for them to �nally be

charged. In Minneapolis, you did not hurt anyone, but when the police arrived,

you found yourself pinned to the pavement, knee on your neck, crying out, “I can’t

breathe.”

History ignored you. Hoffman ignored you. Racist America ignored you. e state

did not want you to breathe. But your loved ones did not ignore you. ey did not

ignore your nightmare. ey share the same nightmare.

Enraged, they took to the streets and nonviolently rallied. Some violently rebelled,

burning and snatching property that the state protected instead of your life. And

then they heard over America’s loudspeaker, “When the looting starts, the shooting

starts.”

Your loved ones are protesting your murder, and the president calls for their

murder, calls them “THUGS,” calls them “OUT OF STATE” agitators. Others call

the violence against property senseless—but not the police violence against you that

drove them to violence. Others call both senseless, but take no immediate steps to

stem police violence against you, only to stem the violence against property and

police.

[ Read: e history of ‘thug’ ]

Mayors issue curfews. Governors rattle their sabers. e National Guard arrives to

protect property and police. Where was the National Guard when you faced violent

police officers, violent white terrorists, the violence of racial health disparities, the

violence of COVID-19—all the racist power and policy and ideas that kept the

black experience in the American nightmare for 400 years?

Too many Americans have been waiting for black extinction since Hoffman. Let

them die.

e National Guard lines up alongside state and local police. But they—your loved

ones mourning you and mourning justice—are not going home, since you are not

at home. ey don’t back down, because they will never forget what happened to

them, what happened to you!
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You! You! You! e murdered black life that matters.

You are them. ey are you. You are all the same person—all the murdered, all the

living, all the infected, all the resisting—because racist America treats the whole

black community and all of its anti-racist allies as dangerous, just as Hoffman did.

What a nightmare. But perhaps the worst of the nightmare is knowing that racist

Americans will never end it. Anti-racism is on you, and only you. Racist Americans

deny your nightmare, deny their racism, claim you have a dream like a King, when

even his dream in 1967 “turned into a nightmare.”

 ����,   deployed data to substantiate racist ideas that

are still building caskets for black bodies today. Black people are supposed to be

feared by all, murdered by police officers, lynched by citizens, and killed by

COVID-19 and other lethal diseases. It has been proved. No there there. Black life

is the “hopeless problem,” as Hoffman wrote.

Black life is danger. Black life is death.

Hoffman’s Race Traits was “arguably the most in�uential race and crime study of the

�rst half of the twentieth century,” wrote the historian Khalil Gibran Muhammad

in e Condemnation of Blackness. It was also arguably the most in�uential race and

public-health study of the period.

[ James Fallows: Is this the worst year in modern American history? ]

In the �rst nationwide compilation of racial crime data, Hoffman used the higher

arrest and incarceration rates of black Americans to argue that they are, by their

very nature and behavior, a dangerous and violent people—as racist Americans still

say today. Hoffman compiled racial health disparities to argue that black Americans

are, by their very nature and behavior, a diseased and dying people. Hoffman

cataloged higher black mortality rates and showed that black Americans were more

likely to suffer from syphilis, tuberculosis, and other infectious diseases than white

Americans. e same disparities are visible today, as black Americans die of

COVID-19 at a rate nearly two times their share of the national population,

according to the COVID Racial Data Tracker.

Now step back into their souls.

You are sick and tired of the nightmare. And you are “sick and tired of being sick

and tired,” as Fannie Lou Hamer once said. But racist America stares at your

sickness and tiredness, approaches you, looks past the jagged clothes of your history,

looks past the scars of your trauma, and asks: How does it feel to be the American

nightmare?

While black Americans view their experience as the American nightmare, racist

Americans view black Americans as the American nightmare. Racist Americans,

especially those racists who are white, view themselves as the embodiment of the

American dream. All that makes America great. All that will make America great

again. All that will keep America great.

But only the lies of racist Americans are great. eir American dream—that this is a

land of equal opportunity, committed to freedom and equality, where police officers

protect and serve—is a lie. eir American dream—that they have more because

they are more, that when black people have more, they were given more—is a lie.

eir American dream—that they have the civil right to kill black Americans with

impunity and that black Americans do not have the human right to live—is a lie.

From the beginning, racist Americans have been perfectly content with turning

nightmares into dreams, and dreams into nightmares; perfectly content with the

law of racial killing, and the order of racial disparities. ey can’t fathom that

racism is America’s nightmare. ere can be no American dream amid the

American nightmare of anti-black racism—or of anti-Native, anti-Latino, anti-

Asian racism—a racism that causes even white people to become fragile and die of

whiteness.

Take Minneapolis. Black residents are more likely than white residents to be pulled

over, arrested, and victimized by its police force. Even as black residents account for

20 percent of the city’s population, they make up 64 percent of the people

Minneapolis police restrained by the neck since 2018, and more than 60 percent of

the victims of Minneapolis police shootings from late 2009 to May 2019.

According to Samuel Sinyangwe of Mapping Police Violence, Minneapolis police

are 13 times more likely to kill black residents than to kill white residents, one of

the largest racial disparities in the nation. And these police officers rarely get

prosecuted.
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A typical black family in Minneapolis earns less than half as much as a typical white

family—a $47,000 annual difference that is one of the largest racial disparities in

the nation. Statewide, black residents are 6 percent of the Minnesota population,

but 30 percent of the coronavirus cases as of Saturday, one of the largest black case

disparities in the nation, according to the COVID Racial Data Tracker.

[ Ibram X. Kendi: We’re still living and dying in the slaveholder’s republic ]

is is the racial pandemic within the viral pandemic—older than 1896, but as new

as COVID-19 and the murder of George Floyd. But why is there such a pandemic

of racial disparities in Minneapolis and beyond? “e pages of this work give but

one answer,” Hoffman concluded in 1896. “It is not in the conditions of life, but in

race and hereditary that we �nd the explanation of the fact to be observed in all

parts of the globe, in all times and among all peoples, namely, the superiority of one

race over another, and of the Aryan race over all.”

   available to Hoffman more than a century ago

remain the two options for explaining racial disparities today, from COVID-

19 to police violence: the anti-racist explanation or the racist explanation.

Either there is something superior or inferior about the races, something dangerous

and deathly about black people, and black people are the American nightmare; or

there is something wrong with society, something dangerous and deathly about

racist policy, and black people are experiencing the American nightmare.

Hoffman popularized the racist explanation. Many Americans probably believe

both explanations—and live the contradiction of the American dream and

nightmare. Many Americans struggle to be anti-racist, to see the racism in racial

disparities, to cease blaming black people for disproportionate black disease and

death, to instead blame racist power and policy and racist ideas for normalizing all

the carnage. ey struggle to focus on securing anti-racist policies that will lead to

life, health, equity, and justice for all, and to act from anti-racist ideas that value

black lives, that equalize all the racial groups in all their aesthetic and cultural

differences.

[ Ta-Nehisi Coates: e case for reparations ]

In April, many Americans chose the racist explanation: saying black people were

not taking the coronavirus as seriously as white people, until challenged by survey

data and majority-white demonstrations demanding that states reopen. en they

argued that black Americans were disproportionately dying from COVID-19

because they have more preexisting conditions, due to their uniquely unhealthy

behaviors. But according to the Foundation for AIDS Research, structural factors

such as employment, access to health insurance and medical care, and the air and

water quality in neighborhoods are drivers of black infections and deaths, and not

“intrinsic characteristics of black communities or individual-level factors.”

ere’s also no clear relationship between violent-crime rates and police-violence

rates. And there’s no direct relationship between violent-crime rates and black

people. If there were, higher-income black neighborhoods would have the same

levels of violent crime as lower-income black neighborhoods. But that is hardly the

case.

Americans should be asking: Why are so many unarmed black people being killed

by police while armed white people are simply arrested? Why are officials

addressing violent crime in poorer neighborhoods by adding more police instead of

more jobs? Why are black (and Latino) people during this pandemic less likely to

be working from home; less likely to be insured; more likely to live in trauma-care

deserts, lacking access to advanced emergency care; and more likely to live in

polluted neighborhoods? e answer is what the Frederick Hoffmans of today

refuse to believe: racism.

Instead, they say, like Donald Trump—like all those raging against the destruction

of property and not black life—that they are “not racist.” Hoffman introduced Race

Traits by declaring that he was “free from the taint of prejudice or sentimentality …

free from a personal bias.” He was merely offering a “statement of the facts.” In fact,

the racial disparities he recorded documented America’s racist policies.

Hoffman advanced the American nightmare. What will we advance? Hoffman

implied we should let them die. Will we �ght for black people to live?

History is calling the future from the streets of protest. What choice will we make?

What world will we create? What will we be?

ere are only two choices: racist or anti-racist.

“The American Nightmare” by Ibram X. Kendi. The Atlantic. June 1, 
2020
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About the Article: This article examines income inequality between Black 

and white Americans and shows how that is tied to lack of equity in the legal

system. 

Measuring deprivation 
The grim racial inequalities behind America’s 
protests 

Profound economic, health and judicial disparities help explain the fury over George 
Floyd’s death 

June 3, 2020 

ON THE EIGHTH day of protests against the killing of George Floyd, Donald Trump boasted 
about his record on reducing black poverty and unemployment and passing criminal-
justice reform. “My Admin”, he tweeted, “has done more for the Black Community than any 
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president since Abraham Lincoln.” Is that true? Are African-Americans better off under Mr 
Trump, and what does that have to do with the protests? 

According to the Census Bureau, African-Americans earn barely three-fifths as much as 
non-Hispanic whites. In 2018 average black household income was $41,400, compared 
with $70,600 for whites. That gap is wide. In Britain, where race relations can also be tense, 
blacks earn 90% as much as whites. The American gap is narrower than it was in 1970, 
when African-Americans earned only half as much as whites. But all the improvement 
happened between 1970 and 2000, and since then things have worsened again. The black 
income gap has been eased somewhat by post-covid federal spending increases. But it may 
soon yawn wider because African-Americans have many of the low- or unskilled jobs that 
could be most vulnerable to a coronavirus recession. 
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Income numbers understate the real economic disparities because they only describe 
people who are in work. According to a study by Patrick Bayer of Duke University and 
Kerwin Charles of the University of Chicago, a stunning 35% of young black men are 
unemployed or out of the workforce altogether, twice the share of whites. This huge 
number seems to be connected with the high incarceration rates of African-Americans: 
besides those in jail, many have given up looking for work because employers will not offer 
jobs to former felons. Hence the judicial disparities at the heart of the protests over Mr 
Floyd also reinforce income and job inequalities. 

The wealth gap between blacks and whites is even wider than the income gap. According to 
a survey by the Federal Reserve Board in 2017, the median net worth of African-Americans 
was only a tenth that of non-Hispanic whites: $17,600, compared with $171,000. The gap is 
the same as it was in 1990. This permeates the everyday financial experience of African-
American households. Twice as many blacks as whites have zero or negative net worth (ie, 
debts larger than assets); twice as many have been denied credit or made late payments in 
the past 60 days; more than twice as many say they cannot pay all their bills in a typical 
month; only 43% say they can borrow $3,000 in an emergency from family or friends, 
compared with 71% of whites. Financially, many more African-Americans than whites are 
living near the edge, one pay-cheque from disaster. 

Covid-19 has been a catastrophe, and African-Americans have been hardest hit by it. Black 
and Hispanic New Yorkers are twice as likely to die of covid-19 as whites; black 
Chicagoans, five times more likely. This is partly because they are heavily represented in 
the jobs that have kept going throughout the epidemic (nursing, delivery drivers); partly 
because they are much more likely than whites to have no health insurance (12.2% 
uninsured against 7.8% in 2018); and most of all because they have more of the chronic 
health problems that make people vulnerable to the disease. According to the Centres for 
Disease Control and Prevention, African-Americans aged 18 to 49 are twice as likely to die 
from heart disease as whites, 50% more likely to have high blood pressure and almost 
twice as likely to have diabetes. 

In the midst of the protests, Barack Obama argued that addressing the problem of unequal 
justice before the law was a first step towards wider social change. There is evidence both 
of judicial inequality and of a link between that and economic status. According to the 
Bureau of Justice, the incarceration rate per person was six times higher in 2016 for blacks 
than it was for whites (and that, amazingly, was an improvement: in 2006, it had been 
seven times higher). African-Americans, who often live in poor, crime-ridden areas, do 
commit more crimes per person than whites—but not six times more. 

A study by researchers at the Universities of Michigan and British Columbia found that 
blacks and Hispanics get longer sentences for the same crimes. Another study argued that 
this is because judges do not think blacks can pay a fine instead of going to jail and fear 
that, if they were released, they could not get a job and would revert to criminality. In other 
words, poverty and joblessness make sentencing practices harsher for blacks, and those 
practices make it harder for blacks to get a job. 
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It is hardly surprising that so many protesters believe African-Americans are not equal 
before the law, not equal in terms of income and jobs, and not equal in terms of health. And 
their condition has improved little, if at all, under Mr Trump. As George W. Bush put it, on 
the same day that his Republican successor as president was tweeting his boasts: “It is time 
for America to examine our tragic failures.” 

Correction: An earlier version of the chart accompanying this article mistakenly showed 
figures for mean net worth, rather than median net worth as was labelled. Sorry. 

“The Racial Inequalities Behind America’s Protests. The Economist. June 3, 

2020. 

87



About the Article: Bryan Stevenson is a lawyer and the founder of the Equal 
Justice Initiative, a human rights organization that challenges convictions, 
seeks criminal justice reform, and created the National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice in Montgomery, AL. His book Just Mercy was a summer reading 
selection at University in 2016 and was just adapted into a film of the same 
name. Isaac Chotineri is a staff writer for The New Yorker. 

The past weekend saw the start of an 
uprising in dozens of American cities, with 
tens of thousands of people taking to the 
streets for peaceful protests and violent 
encounters with the police. The proximate 
cause was the killing of George Floyd, an 
unarmed, handcuffed African-American man, 
by a Minneapolis police officer, Derek 
Chauvin. In Minneapolis and other cities, 
police in riot gear have responded 
aggressively to protests and looting, pushing 
and shoving protesters and using an arsenal of crowd-control weaponry. In Louisville, a black 
restaurant owner was shot dead, under circumstances that remain unclear; in Brooklyn, social 
media captured an incident in which police officers drove into a crowd of protesters. 

On Sunday, I spoke by phone with Bryan Stevenson, a civil-rights lawyer and the founder of the 
Equal Justice Initiative, a human-rights organization that challenges convictions, advocates for 
criminal-justice reform and racial justice, and created the National Memorial for Peace and 
Justice, in Montgomery, Alabama, which honors the victims of lynching and other forms of 
racial terror during the Jim Crow era. Stevenson, who was the subject of a Profile, by Jeffrey 
Toobin, in 2016, is also the author of a memoir, “Just Mercy,” which was made into a feature 
film last year. During our conversation, which has been edited for length and clarity, Stevenson 
and I discussed the roots of police violence in both slavery and Jim Crow, how to change the 
culture of policing, and the frustration and despair behind this week’s protests. 

What has been your biggest takeaway from the past week? 

We need to reckon with our history of racial injustice. I think everything we are seeing is a 
symptom of a larger disease. We have never honestly addressed all the damage that was done 
during the two and a half centuries that we enslaved black people. The great evil of American 
slavery wasn’t the involuntary servitude; it was the fiction that black people aren’t as good as 
white people, and aren’t the equals of white people, and are less evolved, less human, less 
capable, less worthy, less deserving than white people. 

That ideology of white supremacy was necessary to justify enslavement, and it is the legacy of 
slavery that we haven’t acknowledged. This is why I have argued that slavery didn’t end in 1865; 
it evolved. Next month will be the hundred and fifty-fifth anniversary of when black people 
gathered to celebrate the end of slavery: Juneteenth. They believed they would receive the vote, 
and the protection of the law, and land, and opportunity, and have a chance to be full Americans. 
They were denied all of those things because this ideology of white supremacy would not allow 
Southern whites to accept them, to value them and to protect them, and so, immediately after 
1865 and the Thirteenth Amendment, violence broke out. We are going to be releasing a report 
next month on the horrendous violence that took place during Reconstruction, which blocked all 
of the progress. 

So, for me, you can’t understand these present-day issues without understanding the persistent 
refusal to view black people as equals. It has changed, but that history of violence, where we 
used terror and intimidation and lynching and then Jim Crow laws and then the police, created 
this presumption of dangerousness and guilt. It doesn’t matter how hard you try, how educated 
you are, where you go in this country—if you are black, or you are brown, you are going to have 
to navigate that presumption, and that makes encounters with the police just rife with the 
potential for these specific outcomes which we have seen. 
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How do you think our current era of criminal justice and policing is a continuation of that 
past? 

I think the police have been the face of oppression in many ways. Even before the Civil War, law 
enforcement was complicit in sustaining enslavement. It was the police who were tasked with 
tracking down fugitive slaves from 1850 onwards in the north. After emancipation, it was law 
enforcement that stepped back and allowed black communities to be terrorized and victimized. 
We had an overthrow of government during Reconstruction, and law enforcement facilitated 
that. Then, throughout the first half of the twentieth century, it was law enforcement and police 
and our justice system that allowed people to be lynched by white mobs, sometimes literally on 
the courthouse lawn, and allowed the perpetrators of that terror and violence to engage in these 
acts of murder with impunity. They were even complicit in it. And, as courageous black people 
began to advocate for civil rights in the nineteen-fifties and nineteen-sixties, when these older, 
nonviolent black Americans would literally be on their knees, praying, they were battered and 
bloodied by uniformed police officers. That identity of violence and oppression is not something 
we can ignore. We have to address it. But, rather than address it, since the nineteen-sixties, we 
have been trying to distract ourselves from it and not acknowledge it, and not own up to it, and 
all of our efforts have been compromised by this refusal to recognize that we need to radically 
change the culture of police. 

Now, the police are an extension of our larger society, and, when we try to disconnect them from 
the justice system and the lawmakers and the policymakers, we don’t accurately get at it. The 
history of this country, when it comes to racial justice and social justice, unlike what we do in 
other areas, is, like, O.K., it’s 1865, we won’t enslave you and traffic you anymore, and they 
were forced to make that agreement. And then, after a half century of mob lynching, it’s, like, 
O.K., we won’t allow the mobs to pull you out of the jail and lynch you anymore. And that came 
after pressure. And then it was, O.K., we won’t legally block you from voting, and legally 
prevent you from going into restaurants and public accommodations. 

But at no point was there an acknowledgement that we were wrong and we are sorry. It was 
always compelled, by the Union Army, by international pressure, by the federal courts, and that 
dynamic has meant that there is no more remorse or regret or consciousness of wrongdoing. The 
police don’t think they did anything wrong over the past fifty or sixty years. And so, in that 
respect, we have created a culture that allows our police departments to see themselves as agents 
of control, and that culture has to shift. And this goes beyond the dynamics of race. We have 
created a culture where police officers think of themselves as warriors, not guardians. 

Do you think this situation with the policy today has a specific purpose, and what is it? 

It does. But the purpose was possible because of our unwillingness to recognize the 
wrongfulness of this racial hierarchy. Even the abolitionists, many of whom fought to end 
slavery, didn’t believe in racial equality. So, if you embrace white supremacy, then you are going 
to use black people and exploit black people and deny black people opportunities, because it 
advances that purpose. And a lot of white supremacy wasn’t even “purposeful.” What was the 
purpose of banning interracial marriage? What was the purpose of banning black people from 
coming into restaurants? It was about maintaining racial hierarchy, and that presumption or 
narrative that black people are dangerous, that black people can’t be trusted, that black people 
have to be controlled. And if it didn’t have an economic value, that didn’t mean that it wasn’t 
purposeful. The purpose was to sustain that hierarchy. 

So you take a history like that, and then you combine it with a culture like the culture of policing 
that we have created, where people are taught to fight and to shoot like soldiers. When the 
government equips police departments like they’re equipping the military, we undermine healthy 
relationships between the police and the community. We don’t train them to deëscalate, or deal 
with people suffering from mental illness or the complexities and anger and frustrations of 
poverty. And then we bring them in, often to places where they don’t live. We view the police as 
an occupying military force. That kind of culture gives rise to the violence that we see. 

It is possible to create a police department where people think of themselves as guardians. Their 
commitment is to protect and serve even the people they are arresting. The best police officers 
will tell you that their job is to make sure that the person who may have just committed a crime 
is safely encountered, that they keep that person safe, but that is not the way most police officers 
are trained. And we facilitate it by protecting the whole institution, so no one in this country can 
tell you how many people were killed by the police last year, because we don’t require that data. 
People have been trying for two decades to mandate the disclosure of that kind of information, 
and there is this institutional resistance. And that’s a larger problem—the way we have insulated 
these institutions from reform. 

Should the protests be oriented toward a specific agenda, and, if so, what should that 
agenda be? 

I don’t think it would be fair to ask protesters to solve the problems created by this long history. 
In many ways, protests are a reaction of frustration and anger to the unwillingness of elected 
officials to engage in the kind of reforms that need to happen. The protests are a symbol of 
frustration and despair. I think the answers have to come from elected officials. We can change 
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the culture of institutions in this country. We have done it time and time again. In the nineteen-
seventies and nineteen-eighties, if you look at the laws, there was hardly any punishment for 
people convicted of driving while drunk. We tolerated it. Even though it was catastrophic, it 
wasn’t something we saw as a priority. Then Mothers Against Drunk Driving began lifting up 
new narratives, and all of a sudden the political will shifted. We created a new culture, and we 
now take stronger steps. 

Regardless of the wealth or affluence of the offender, we do more. That is a cultural shift that has 
made death from drunk driving much less frequent than it was fifty years ago. 

With domestic violence, it is the same story. In the nineteen-sixties, a woman who called the 
police could not expect that her spouse would be arrested. The police would come and pull him 
outside and tell jokes. There was a sympathy for the frustration that led to violence. And then we 
began changing that narrative. Women and victims of domestic violence started lifting their 
voices, and the political will changed. And today we have a radically different view of people 
who engage in domestic violence. Even our most prominent athletes and celebrities, if accused 
credibly, are going to be held accountable in ways that weren’t true even ten years ago. That is a 
cultural shift. And we are in the midst of a cultural shift about sexual harassment in the 
workplace. There is a different tolerance level. In New York, people need to take tests to make 
sure they can recognize sexual harassment. 

We have not engaged in that kind of cultural transformation when it comes to policing. Now, we 
have the tools. We know how to do it. I spent several months on President Obama’s task force on 
policing, in 2015, after we had a period of riots. We have forty pages of recommendations. That 
can change the culture of policing. It begins with training. It begins with procedural justice, and 
policies, and changing the way police officers are viewed and opening up communities. 

Do you think the Obama Administration did enough on this issue, especially before 2015? 

No one has done enough. But this is not a federal problem alone. I am critical of the current 
Administration shelving all of those recommendations, withdrawing from lawsuits where police 
departments had been sued, and signalling that we do not care about this anymore. But I also 
don’t believe that excuses what mayors and governors and local officials have failed to do. You 
don’t need a White House to engage in culture change at your police department. That can be 
done in cities and communities and states. These reforms need to happen locally. The federal 
government can and should be playing a bigger role in incentivizing these changes. But anyone 
looking to the White House and the Presidency exclusively is not going to get it. I also think that, 
if we allow another five years to go by with no meaningful reform, then we have to stop talking 

about Washington. Every mayor and governor in this country has a blueprint for changing 
culture in policing and making things better. Whether they do it or not is the harder question. 

You are saying this can’t come from the top alone—but, having someone at the top of the 
system who talks about shooting people and tells police to get tough, how much does that 
worry you about the future, even knowing how bad the past has been? 

Yeah, I think any time we reinforce this idea that police officers are there to control and 
dominate and menace, that they should be unapologetic and feared and ready for battle, we are 
reinforcing the culture and the dynamic that has given rise to so much distrust. It’s not good for 
public safety. It is not even good for officer safety, and it is certainly not good for creating the 
kinds of healthy communities that most of us want to live in. It’s the wrong model. It’s like 
someone coming along and saying, “Doctors don’t need to care for their patients, or talk to their 
patients, or be polite, or be respectful, or show any interest. They have skills and knowledge, and 
their job is to treat, and anybody who is asking for more than that is too much.” That mind-set 
will cause a lot of people to die. They will not get the health care that they need, and doctors will 
not be successful because it’s the wrong culture for helping people get the cure and treatment 
that they need. 

The same is true for public safety. You can go to other places in the world and see evidence of 
this everywhere. And we have even done it here. There are police departments in this country 
that have radically changed their relationship to the community. Camden, New Jersey, fifty years 
ago, was just a boiling pot, and things would blow up all the time, and relationships between 
police and community leaders were fraught with tension and conflict. And that has changed 
radically because of leadership and engagement. 

Many of these protests this week have had more white people than the protests five years 
ago. How do you think that is or is not likely to change the movement? 

To be honest, it’s not that hard to protest. It’s not that hard to go someplace. And it doesn’t mean 
that it’s not important. It doesn’t mean that it’s not critical. But that’s not the hard thing we need 
from people who care about these issues. We need people to vote, we need people to engage in 
policy reform and political reform, we need people to not tolerate the rhetoric of fear and anger 
that so many of our elected officials use to sustain power. We need the cultural environments in 
the workplace to shift. 

Black people in this country have to live this very complex existence when they live and go to 
work and go to school in these spaces which are largely controlled by white people. They can’t 
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really be their authentic selves. That means that there is this tension and there is this challenge, 
and at some point you get overwhelmed by that. And when these incidents of police violence 
take place, and people are killed, literally, on video, right in front of you, and the perpetrators are 
staring at you, you get angry and you want to express that anger. 

It’s not just anger over what happened to George Floyd or Breonna Taylor or Ahmaud Arbery. It 
is anger about continuing to live in a world where there is this presumption of dangerousness and 
guilt wherever you go. I’m sixty years old and have been practicing law for thirty-five years. I 
have a lot of honorary degrees and went to Harvard. And I still go places where I am presumed 
dangerous. I have been told to leave courtrooms because the presumption was that I was the 
defendant and not the lawyer. I have been pulled out of my car by police who pointed a gun on 
me. And I can just tell you that, when you have to navigate this presumption of guilt, day in and 
day out, and when the burden is on you to make the people around you see you as fully human 
and equal, you get exhausted. You are tired. And I would argue that the black people in the 
streets are expressing their fatigue, their anger, and their frustration at having to live this 
menaced life in America. And that is not the same thing for white people who are supporting 
them. It doesn’t mean that white people shouldn’t be supporting them, but I don’t think it’s the 
proper focus of what many of us are trying to give voice to. 

Criminal-justice reform has become a bipartisan issue, but it often seems to be spoken of as 
being distinct from police brutality and police reform. How important is it to bring police 
reform into the broader context of criminal-justice reform? 

I think, for many of us, it has always been at the center of it. Changing the way we police, 
prosecute, judge, and punish is the essence of criminal-justice reform. 

I think people use the phrase “criminal-justice reform” in a pretty lazy way. Modifying the 
federal sentencing parameters at the edges, so a very small percentage of people in federal 
prisons might get reduced sentences, is not meaningful criminal-justice reform. Ninety per cent 
of the prisoners in the United States are in the state system. That is not impacted by what the 
White House or any President has done. [The Obama Administration amended federal 
sentencing guidelines in order to reduce the sentences of people convicted of nonviolent drug 
crimes. In 2017, Jeff Sessions, who was then the Attorney General, overturned those reforms.] 
The real meaningful reform would have been implementing the task force’s recommendations, 
changing the way we think about police and prosecutorial accountability, mandating the data 
disclosure that would allow us to evaluate the nature of this problem. And, when you don’t do 
those things, everything else you do is going to be compromised. 

We had the so-called War on Drugs that was carried out against black and brown people, 
because the law-enforcement agents that were the people carrying out that war saw black and 
brown people differently. That’s a policing and prosecutorial problem. The immunity we have 
created to shield people from accountability is a barrier to shield people from any effective 
reform. That includes sentencing and all these others things, because, if prosecutors can withhold 
evidence and wrongly convict people, and police can abuse people and coerce confessions, then 
nothing else we do at the sentencing or policy level is going to be effective. And that has to 
change. 

“Bryan Stevenson on the Frustration Behind the George Floyd Protests.” by 
Isaac Chotineri. The New Yorker. June 1, 2020. 
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Democracy Dies in Darkness

What’s different about this moment? Primarily
the number of Americans supporting protests
over racial injustice.

By 

June 10, 2020 at 6:00 a.m. EDT

It’s common for lawmakers, activists and others who have been engaged in efforts
to end police violence and racism to say this moment feels different.

What seems so obviously different is just how popular their message has become.

When viewing the protests around the country — and even the world — it’s
impossible not to notice the demographic diversity. While demonstrators five years
ago in Ferguson, Mo., after the killing of Michael Brown were mostly black and from
cities with large black and working-class populations, the current protests include
significant numbers of white demonstrators and have been held in affluent
communities from Scottsdale, Ariz., to Provincetown, Mass.

Eugene Scott 

About the Article: This article discusses the shifting demographics of protestors and the 
changing mindset of Americans in regards to racism and racial injustice. Eugene Scott is a 
writer covering identity politics. He is a former fellow of the Georgetown University Institute 
of Politics.
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Marches have surfaced in every state in the two weeks following the death of George
Floyd, who was pinned to the ground by a Minneapolis police officer who held his
knee on Floyd’s neck for nearly nine minutes. And while the gatherings certainly
include people who have long been involved with Black Lives Matter, a worldwide
movement focused on eradicating white supremacy and state-sanctioned violence
toward black people, these protests have proved an expanded interest in their cause.

The size and makeup of the protests indicate increased support, and now poll
numbers back that up. The most recent Washington Post-Schar School poll shows
that nearly 3 out of every 4 Americans support the protests. Just two years ago, only
40 percent called themselves supporters of the Black Lives Matter movement in a
Washington Post-Kaiser Family Foundation poll in early 2018.

The Post asked Americans: “Do you support or oppose protests following Floyd’s
killing that have taken place in cities across the country? Do you feel that way
strongly, or somewhat?” Nearly half — 47 percent — of the 74 percent who support
the protests do so “strongly.”

Contrast that with a slightly different question in 2018: When asked “Do you
consider yourself to be a supporter of the Black Lives Matter movement, or not?”
more than half said no.

We now see voices aligning with the movement that were absent just a few years
ago. A video went viral Sunday of Sen. Mitt Romney (R-Utah) marching with a
group of evangelical Christians protesting racism and violence.

93

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/06/03/george-floyd-police-officers-charges/?itid=lk_inline_manual_7
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/big-majorities-support-protests-over-floyd-killing-and-say-police-need-to-change-poll-finds/2020/06/08/6742d52c-a9b9-11ea-9063-e69bd6520940_story.html?itid=lk_inline_manual_9
http://apps.washingtonpost.com/g/page/national/washington-post-kaiser-family-foundation-survey-on-political-rallygoing-and-activism-jan-24-feb-22-2018/2298/?itid=lk_inline_manual_64&itid=lk_inline_manual_9


“I state the obvious, which is black lives matter,” Romney told reporters. “If there’s 
injustice, we want to correct that. If there is prejudice we want to change that. If 
there’s bias, we hope to give people a different perspective and to provide a sense of 
equality among our people.”
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can have consequences. As demonstrations began to pick up steam following 
Floyd’s killing, New Orleans Saints quarterback Drew Brees emphasized that he 
didn’t support his fellow National Football League players kneeling during the 
national anthem to protest police violence.

“I will never agree with anybody disrespecting the flag of the United States of 
America or our country,” Brees told Yahoo Finance last week. “Let me just tell you 
what I see or what I feel when the national anthem is played and when I look at the 
flag of the United States.”

Kneeling in protest had been a source of controversy in the NFL since Colin 
Kaepernick first did it in 2016. The 2013 Super Bowl quarterback, who has not been 
able to land a job with an NFL team since 2017, was widely criticized for his stance 
by fellow players, league leaders and even President Trump.

But the atmosphere has now appeared to change. Brees, who has been among the 
league’s most prolific players over his two-decade career, reversed his opinion in a 
matter of hours and repeatedly attempted to back off from his comments. And the 
NFL has admitted it was wrong to oppose players’ peaceful protests, though 
Kaepernick — only 32 — remains unsigned.

Combating racism and police brutality has long been highly important to black 
Americans — perhaps especially so during the Trump era, given the president’s 
frequent defense of law enforcement officers and his criticism of Black Lives 
Matter and others, like the NFL players, who protest racism.

An inverse also has become true: Not showing sympathy for the protesters’ cause
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But some have been surprised to see concerns about police brutality and anti-black 
racism move into the mainstream. About three-fourths of Americans — including 
about 7 in 10 white people — said racism and discrimination were “a big problem” 
in the United States, according to the most recent Monmouth University poll.

Few dynamics exhibit the nation’s racial tensions more than black people’s 
relationship with the criminal justice system. Criminal justice reform has been a 
rare issue of bipartisan interest for years, particularly among young voters aware of 
the high costs of mass incarceration and unconvinced that long prison sentences 
lead to rehabilitation. (Trump frequently points to his support for the First Step Act, 
legislation that has led to the early release of more than 3,000 inmates, as proof of 
his commitment to the issue.)

Smartphones have been big enablers of the shift in views. The prevalence of phones 
that can record encounters between police and the public has allowed people around 
the world to witness virtually the violence that many black Americans have 
experienced at the hands of police for decades.

Over the past several years, recordings and reports have surfaced across the United 
States of unarmed black people being killed by law enforcement, leading to growing 
calls for police funding to be redirected and for partnerships between departments 
and other institutions to cease.

Floyd’s death may have been a turning point, but a steady drumbeat of shocking 
deaths that grabbed headlines over the previous months also contributed to the 
increased support for the protests.
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Floyd’s death came weeks after reports that Ahmaud Arbery, a 25-year-old black 
man, had been fatally shot in February by a former police detective while jogging in 
Brunswick, Ga. Louisville police officers shot Breonna Taylor, a 26-year-old black 
woman, in her home in March while executing a search warrant for a man who did 
not live in her apartment complex and who had already been detained when police 
entered Taylor’s home. In May, Indianapolis police officers killed Sean Reed, a 21-
year-old black man, after pursuing him for what they said was reckless driving.

Protests have continued for more than two weeks across the country, as have the
demands for structural changes to policing in America. Calls from activists to
defund police departments have gotten louder, and lawmakers have proposed
reforms. Policy changes will be politically fraught, but the shift is likely to keep
going in its current trajectory.

Eugene Scott
Eugene Scott writes about identity politics for The Fix. He was previously a breaking news reporter at
CNN Politics. Follow

“What’s Different About this Moment” by Eugene Scott. The Washington Post. June 10, 
2020.
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About the Article: In this interview, New York Times correspondent Zolan Kanno-Youngs talks 
about being a Black journalist covering the protests in Washington, DC. Derek M. Norman is 
a photographer and journalist. 

TIMES INSIDER

You Have to Be Willing to Get a Bit Uncomfortableʼ: How a Reporter Covers a
Protest
A lot of thought goes into how best to capture the scene and the individual stories behind it, but in the end, anything can happen.

By Derek M. Norman

June 6, 2020

Times Insider explains who we are and what we do, and delivers behind-the-scenes insights into how our journalism comes together.

An organized protest can offer a glimpse into a nation’s psyche.

Opposing views, often separated by barricades but close enough to touch, converge — sometimes in flash points of chaotic clashes or 
eruptions of violence. The collective emotions and beliefs of thousands can be seen on signs and heard in chants as demonstrators march 
through city parks, roads and highways. Occasionally, those cries can burst through the threshold of societal stagnation of a particular 
issue and lead to real change.

Our reporters have been on the ground in cities across the country as thousands of Americans have taken to the streets to protest police 
brutality and racial inequality in the wake of George Floyd’s death while in police custody in Minneapolis.

Zolan Kanno-Youngs, The Times’s Homeland Security correspondent, has been covering demonstrations in Washington, D.C. Here’s an 
edited interview on how he’s been reporting on them.

How do you prepare for protest coverage?

ZOLAN KANNO-YOUNGS The preparation really starts during the day. I talk to various government and law enforcement officials about 
what they’re seeing and expecting, and what I can expect as far as a government response. I also look around social media to see what the 
chatter is, what the sentiment is, to gain an expectation of what the reality could be out there.

As far as equipment, I’ve obviously been bringing a mask, which is new. But I’ve been covering protests for a couple of years now, so I 
know to always bring a portable charger in case my phone dies. I bring extra pens, pencils and notebooks, and as of yesterday, I’ve been 
covering this with some colleagues, and we’ve had goggles as well, in case there is some kind of chemical threat like pepper spray.

One of the first things I’ll do when I get to a protest is identify a business or corner store as home base — a place I can head to in case 
things go bad. I’ve also been wearing a press badge to distinguish myself as a reporter. We’re also lucky to have a security team that we 
coordinate and communicate with.

What strategies do you use while reporting in the field at these protests? Are there particular details you look for in a scene that steer your 
reporting?

KANNO-YOUNGS You have to be willing to get a bit uncomfortable in pursuit of actually documenting the reality, the truth, of a situation.

You’re going to have many people there who are suffering trauma, who are perhaps distrustful of the media, and I think one thing I needed 
to accept was getting over that wall of going to someone who didn’t want to speak to me and convincing them to. That has helped me not 
just in these protests but others too, including a recent pro-gun rights rally in Richmond, Va.

As far as details, when I’m talking to someone at a protest, I genuinely want to focus on listening more so than talking. I’m also checking 
the surroundings around them: What is the emotion of the crowd like? What was the person doing just before speaking to me? What are 
they going to do immediately after? It’s not just what they’re doing there, but what has been leading them up to this point. Treat each “man 
on the street” interview as if he or she is the entire story. Have empathy for these subjects as you talk to them. Each one of these people 
that you are talking to has a story.
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If you are centered on amplifying narratives and voices that otherwise might not be listened to, and you’re listening, but also checking the 
accounts of those in authority, then you can see all of the examples of that by going to one demonstration.

What do you do when chaotic or violent clashes begin to erupt?

KANNO-YOUNGS The tough thing about these situations is you can’t plan for what’s going to happen. Things can unravel quickly, and I 
don’t have a strict formula. My first instinct is always to show my press pass to authorities who are maybe looking at me or moving 
forward aggressively. And to be honest, on Monday, that wasn’t working. At that point, I turned away and tried to get to another area. I try 
to not get too close to an area where I’d be putting myself in danger, but instead position myself at a viewpoint where, if things got out of 
hand, I could still be a witness.

It’s about identifying a position where you can be somewhat confident in your safety, but also close enough to bear witness to potential 
abuse of authority and potential news. That’s a fine line and it’s not always easy and, to be honest, I don’t always get there. It helps to have 
a colleague on the scene with you. I’ve been lucky to report on these protests with Thomas Gibbons-Neff, our Pentagon reporter. When 
helicopters lowered to rooftop level on Monday, he was able to help me describe the wartime maneuver they were making. We discussed a 
couple times whether or not we were reporting from a safe spot.

Your commitment to a story, to keeping yourself safe, and listening to your gut instinct can all kind of conflict. But what’s most important is 
to be aware of those things and prepare before things go south: like designating a landmark location to meet and relaying where you are to 
your team.

As a journalist of color, how has your identity posed challenges as you cover a story that is so intensely driven by issues of racial 
inequality?

KANNO-YOUNGS Being a black journalist, I’m going to come to the situation with a perspective and a background that other reporters 
may not have. I don’t think it’s wise, and I don’t see why I would try to ignore that background. In fact, I think that approaching these 
situations with that perspective can actually get at one of the more crucial necessities when it comes to this reporting, which is empathy —
to have the ability to understand, not just transcribe, where a person who is experiencing the trauma of the situation could be coming from.

Does that mean that I’m in any way ignoring the position that an officer could be in or that I am disregarding a value of balanced 
reporting? I don’t think so. I think it just allows me to have a deeper understanding of the reality of the situation. And when it comes down 
to me going back and writing, I’m fully confident in my abilities to approach it in a balanced way. Oftentimes, I’ll find that when I look at 
my notes, I’ve tapped into an area of that interviewee’s thinking and experience because I was able to relate to them in a specific way.

Why is it so important to cover a story like this so deeply and comprehensively?

KANNO-YOUNGS In these particular demonstrations the past few days, I have to acknowledge that there have been documented reports 
of abuses of authority and violent incidents. I think it’s ever more important to be present to this situation in order to document any of 
those incidents against anybody.

But speaking generally about covering protests, there’s that cliché that reporting is documenting the first draft of history. It’s a cliché, but if 
that moves you, then how could you not want to be there to report on this? Protests are the early seeds of a movement that could shape the 
future of this country, that could determine policy change, that could determine who will be in power. But at the very root of it, it also shows 
the mind-set and the feelings of the people in this country right now. And if you are someone who is dedicated to documenting and relaying 
that truth, then this really is the root of our reporting. This is a prime example of why we do what we do.

“How a Reporter Covers a Protest” by Derek M. Norman. The New York Times. June 6, 2020. 
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About the Article: In this piece, Minnesota State Representative Ruth 

Richardson talks about raising her high school son in a neighborhood not far 

from where George Floyd was killed.  
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The best thing about being 17, according to 
Shawn Richardson, is freedom. 

"I'm able to go out more with my friends," he 
says. "I can do things solo." 

Shawn is a rising high school senior in 
Minneapolis. School is fine, but what he really 
loves is track. His friend timed him running the 
100-meter dash in 10.71 seconds. 

The track season was canceled because of 
COVID-19. But if he can run that time officially, 
he will have the school record. Distance running 
isn't his thing. Shawn is a sprinter. 

"It's like gathering energy and then just letting it 
go," he says. 

Running track feels like freedom. 

"I feel like I don't have to worry about anything 
on the track. I mean, my mind goes empty. It's 
just, you're just focused on that one thing that 
you want to do on the track," he says. "Winning. 
Running. Everything. I mean, I love everything 
about it." 

Shawn's mother is Minnesota state Rep. Ruth Richardson. She represents areas south of 
St. Paul, about 15 miles from where George Floyd was killed. 

She has a lot on her plate. Shawn keeps getting bigger. He needs money to go on a date. 

He eats everything, she says. "Sandwich after sandwich. It can be cereal bowl after 
cereal bowl. It's just like, whatever is in the house. It's there one moment — and then 
you open the refrigerator and it's gone." 

Shawn has a talent for art, too. For Mother's Day, he drew his mom a portrait. He has 
been encouraged to think about majoring in art in college. 

But he's a runner at heart, and his plan right now is to keep running track in college, 
too. 
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That's why it has been so hard for Richardson to tell her son that he can't do the thing 
he loves most in the world, because it isn't safe. 

"When Shawn was young — he's got a lot of energy. He's a runner, and all he wants to 
do is be outside. And I had to tell my little boy that you can't run in our neighborhood. If 
you're going to run, I need you in a track uniform and I need you running with other 
people, because even with that, you could still be seen as a threat," she says. 

Shawn has black friends and white friends. 

But "you can't do the same things that your white 
friends do," Richardson remembers telling him. 
"It's going to be viewed in a totally different 
way." 

Once, when he was 15, Shawn broke her rules. 
He went running outside. 

A white woman drove in front of him. She let 
down her window and asked, "Did you just steal 
from that store? Is that why you're running?" 

At the time, Shawn says, he shrugged his 
shoulders, said no and finished his run. He didn't 
think about it as a racist incident. 

"But, looking at it now, that wasn't OK at all," he 
says. 

Age 17 is freedom for Shawn. But Shawn's white 
friends have more freedom than he does. 

"I feel like when I'm with them, it's almost like I 
feel like I'm really like one with them," he says. "I 
just feel like I'm more safe in a way. I feel like I'm 
more safe with more people around me than if 
I'm alone." 

Shawn is an optimist by nature, his mother says. 
He doesn't make too much about not being able to run in his neighborhood. "If I can't 
run in the neighborhood, I can run on a track or something, you know?" he says. "It's 
not the end of the world." 

When he says that, his mother immediately responds: "It is the end of the world. 
Because if you can't run in our neighborhood, if you can't walk out into the world and 
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just be seen as a 17-year-old boy who loves to run, there's something deeply wrong 
with that." 

Shawn agrees with that but adds, "There's not much you can really do." 

Not just the neighborhood 

When Richardson was 19, she says a police officer shot and killed her cousin in St. Paul. 
The police report of the incident says he was shot in the chest, Richardson says. Her 
mom, who was there, told her the man was shot in the back. He was running for his life. 

She hasn't talked about the shooting much publicly. 

It's part of a larger reality, she says. "And our neighborhood, and our city, and our state, 
and around the U.S., that the impacts of racism, the impacts of discrimination, have a 
long reach. 

"People talk about how far we've come from being enslaved to Reconstruction, the Civil 
Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act. But regardless of all of that, we all just witnessed a 
police officer kneel on the neck of a black man. And that is a visual of everything that is 
wrong." 

She's asked what the response should be to racism in the United States. 

"You can change legislation, but you can't change hearts and minds," Richardson says. 

"The systems that we have built within this country have been built with racism at the 
core," she says. "People will talk about our systems being broken. Our systems are 
working just the way that they were designed to work." 

So as long as the system works this way, she protects her son by telling him he can't run 
outside. And he will tell her that it's not the end of the world — how a son protects his 
mother. 
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“How a Mother Protects Her Black Teenage Son from the World.” National 

Public Radio. June 3, 2020.  
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LIFE KIT

Microaggressions Are A Big Deal: How To Talk
Them Out And When To Walk Away
June 9, 2020 · 12:03 AM ET

ANDREW LIMBONG

The police killing of George Floyd and the protests that followed have the nation 
discussing big issues of structural racism, policing and power. And maybe you're 
thinking about your part in all of this, too. Maybe at your workplace or in your friend

About the Article: This is an interview with Kevin Nadal, professor of psychology at the 
John Jay College of Criminal Justice. Nadal gives examples of common 
microaggressions - thinly veiled racists/sexist/homophobic acts - and discusses when 
to lean into discomfort to challenge those acts, and when it might be best to de-
escalate.
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group or among family, you're having difficult discussions about the instances of
racism that you've seen or felt or even may have even been complicit in.

These conversations are essential to affect change, but they're hard and
uncomfortable, and you're bound to run into what's known as "microaggressions."
These are the thinly veiled, everyday instances of racism, homophobia, sexism (and
more) that you see in the world. Sometimes it's an insult, other times it's an errant
comment or gesture.

Kevin Nadal, a professor of psychology at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, has
spent years researching and writing books on the effects of microaggressions. As these
big structural issues play out, he says it's important to confront the small stuff.

"We navigate all of these things in our lives," Nadal says. "For many of us on a daily, 
hourly basis. And for some of us where we might not even recognize that we are 
navigating them or even perpetrating them."

To be clear, the "micro" in microaggression doesn't mean that these acts can't have 
big, life-changing impacts. They can, which is all the more reason to address them 
when you see them. If you can, that is. I spoke to Nadal about how. 

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

Andrew Limbong: What exactly is a microaggression?

Kevin Nadal: Microaggressions are defined as the everyday, subtle, intentional —
and oftentimes unintentional — interactions or behaviors that communicate some 
sort of bias toward historically marginalized groups.

The difference between microaggressions and overt discrimination or 
macroaggressions, is that people who commit microagressions might not even be 
aware of them.
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Someone commenting on how well an Asian American speaks English, which 
presumes the Asian American was not born here, is one example of a microaggression. 
Presuming that a black person is dangerous or violent is another example. A common 
experience that black men talk about is being followed around in stores or getting on 
an elevator and having people move away and grab their purses or their wallets.

Oftentimes, people don't even realize that they're doing those sorts of things. And in 
fact, if you were to stop them and say, 'Why did you just move?' They would deny it 
because they don't recognize that their behaviors communicate their racial biases.

If someone says something racist to me, what does their intent matter?

At the end of the day, if somebody says something racist to you, it's racist. And if it
hurt your feelings, it hurt your feelings, so it doesn't really matter what we define it as.

But it is important to understand that a lot of times people who engage in
microaggressions will not believe that what they said was racist or sexist or

homophobic. And so calling them racist or sexist or homophobic would make them 
very defensive and make them unable to even recognize what their impact was.

We're all human beings who are prone to mistakes, and we're all human beings who 
might commit microaggressions. And it's not necessarily that you're a bad person if 
you commit a microaggression, but rather that you need to be more aware of your 
biases and impact on people. We all need to commit to working on these things in 
order to create a more harmonious society.

So let's say you get into a conversation about current events. And the 
conversation turns toward police and racism and police brutality. 
Maybe the conversation gets a little tense and you can sense that a 
microaggression might be coming. What are your options then?
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I think there are a lot of things that people need to consider when having what we 
would call difficult dialogues. First, think about whether or not the person is worth 
talking to. Is this somebody that you care about? Is this somebody who you think 
would actually have the capacity to hear what you have to say? A lot of times people 
get into arguments with people they don't need to necessarily be emotionally invested 
in because they don't have that sort of relationship.

If you are close and if you do have a relationship it might be important just to say,
'Look, I feel like we're both getting really emotionally charged right now. I don't feel 
like I'm able to hear what you're saying. I don't feel that you're able to hear what I'm 
saying. So maybe we need to table this and talk another time.' Or maybe offer to give 
them something they could read — that could be more helpful or effective than a 
conversation that might just turn into yelling and hostility.

Is there a risk of this feeling like homework?

Yes. Oftentimes people of color are asked to educate white people on issues that the
person of color has lived with and thought about for their entire lives. That can be very
psychologically and emotionally exhausting for a person to then have to care about the
white person's feelings and to take those extra efforts so that they can learn something
that they should have — and could have — learned throughout the duration of their
life.

You don't have to do that if you don't want to. Or you could provide them with
resources or a book to read before they even come to the conversation.

At the same time, if you're a person with privileged identities and you want to be a true
ally, maybe you do have to do that homework. Maybe you do have to engage in those
uncomfortable emotions because you know that it's your job and responsibility to have
those conversations so that other people of color or women or LGBTQ folks won't have
to have those conversations for you.
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There can also be a certain amount of discomfort if you're talking about a
group that isn't involved in the conversation, right? Here we are talking
about police brutality against black people and neither of us is black.

You don't have to be of a certain group to understand that something is unjust. It's
really about learning how to be empathetic to people. And also just to be really aware
and knowledgeable of history. This country is founded on racism toward indigenous
people and racism toward black people, and that's not new.

Even if we might not necessarily understand exactly what it means to be a member of
the targeted group at that moment, we certainly rely on our knowledge and our
awareness of history and of the lived experiences of people of those groups.

Let's assume that we're close friends and talking about being brown in
New York. And then I say something homophobic, but we're friends and
you know that I could be better. Where do you go from there?

So what I might say immediately is, 'What do you mean by that?' So somebody says,
'Oh, that's so gay.' And then I say, 'What do you mean by that?'

And if we're friends, that means that I trust that you do care about social justice issues
— that maybe this is just a slip in that moment that that person will say, 'Oh, I'm
sorry.' I didn't mean that. Because asking someone what they mean by that is giving
them that opportunity to explain themselves.

And for some people, they say things just because they've been so socialized to say
certain things. But when they're really asked to explain what they're trying to say,
that's where, you know, they have to think about it and sometimes even retract what
they originally say because they don't want to perpetuate something that isn't actually
who they are.
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So what would you say are three quick bits of advice on having these
difficult dialogues?

Do your own work before you even get there. Read blogs and personal essays,
understand the lived experiences of historically marginalized groups, watch
documentaries and try to think outside of your own perspective.

Set realistic expectations of what you want from these conversations. Also think about,
is this actually helping? Is this a conversation that I view as being helpful in any way,
shape or form? It's important to acknowledge that no one is going to learn everything
in one conversation overnight.

Always be aware of yourself and your mental health when having these conversations.
In a world where we all fought for social justice all the time, we would be getting into

productive arguments and fights and having protests every day and changing laws, but
we don't and we can't because we're also human and we need to rest.

But again, think about your role and your positionality, because if you're a person with
privilege and you could fight a little bit longer, then do it. But if you're a person of a
historically marginalized group, we want you to be alive and we want you to be healthy
in order to continue this fight toward justice.

“Microaggressions Are A Big Deal: How to Talk Them Out and When to Walk Away” by 
Andrew Limbong. National Public Radio. June 9, 2020.
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I Don’t Need ‘Love’ Texts From My White Friends
I need them to fight anti-blackness.

By Chad Sanders

My book is coming out in a few months, and I don’t know if I’m going to be alive to see it, because I’m a black man.

On Monday evening my agent, a liberal white woman in her 30s, sent an email informing me that she was postponing our important 
meeting with my editor the next day. The agency representing my book was observing a Blackout Day “to honor George Floyd, Ahmaud 
Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and the countless other black men and women who have been unjustifiably brutalized and killed.”

The company planned to “take this time to reflect and think about long-term actions we can take both as individuals and as an organization 
to address the systemic racism that persists in our business and communities,” she added.

To paraphrase, my agent was pushing back a meeting necessary for the completion and timely release of my book — which is about how 
black people can apply the lessons we derive from traumatic experiences to our careers — so that white people could reflect on how to help 
black people. I countered, insisting that our meeting take place as scheduled because black people’s lives are in danger, and I shouldn’t 
have to sacrifice momentum on a book written for black people because white people are performing empathy.

This agency’s behavior is common right now. White people are pushing me and others like me aside to alleviate their own guilt and prove 
that they are different from Derek Chauvin, the fired police officer charged with murdering George Floyd in Minneapolis, and Amy Cooper, 
who tried to weaponize her whiteness by calling the police on Christian Cooper, a bird-watcher, in Central Park.

Black people are being trampled in the process. Many white people I know are spilling over with guilt and overzealous attempts to offer 
sympathy. I have been avoiding them as best I can, trying to live, support my black family and friends and execute normal life functions 
such as working, moving into a new apartment and cooking dinner for my girlfriend.

But brazen as ever, white people who have my phone number are finding a way to drain my time and energy. Some are friends, others old 
co-workers and acquaintances I’ve intentionally released from my life for the sake of my peace of mind. Every few days I receive a bunch 
of texts like this one, from last week:

“Hi friend. I just wanted to reach out and let you know I love you and so deeply appreciate you in my life and your stories in the world. And 
I’m so sorry. This country is deeply broken and sick and racist. I’m sorry. I think I’m tired; meanwhile I’m sleeping in my Snuggie of white 
privilege. I love you and I’m here to fight and be useful in any way I can be. **Heart emojis**”

Almost every message ends with seven oppressive words — “Don’t feel like you need to respond.”

Not only are these people using me as a waste bin for guilt and shame, but they’re also instructing me on what not to feel, silencing me in 
the process. In an unusually honest admission of power imbalance, the texter is informing me I don’t have to respond. (Gee, thanks.) This 
implies that whether or not I do respond — and I usually don’t — the transaction is complete because the message has been conveyed. The 
texter can sleep more soundly in a “Snuggie of white privilege.”

Many of my black friends have told me that they, too, are drowning in these one-way messages drenched in white guilt.

It’s possible that these white people with my phone number are misunderstanding what I need right now. Based on the feathery, nearly 
playful tone of the messages they’re sending, they seem to think what I’m experiencing during this time of killings and attempted killings 
of black people is some vague discomfort that a virtual hug can ease.

As a black man, what I actually feel — constantly — is the fear of death; the fear that when I go for my morning stroll through Central Park 
or to 7-Eleven for an AriZona Iced Tea, I won’t make it back home. I fear I won’t get to celebrate my parents’ 40th anniversary; I won’t get 
to add money to my nephew’s brokerage account on his third birthday; I won’t get to take my partner out dancing in her favorite Bed-Stuy 
bars.

But the fear doesn’t arrive only in the wake of uniquely viral killings of black people such as George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and Trayvon 
Martin. It’s a resting hum under every moment of my life.

It doesn’t feel like the hollow rejection of an ugly breakup. It’s not the stinging disappointment of missing out on a promotion. What I feel is 
the lingering fear of death. Heart emojis and positive vibes won’t help.

About the Article: In this piece, Sanders reflects on what it was like for him to receive texts 
from his white friends after George Floyd’s death. Rather than send him ‘love,’ he would prefer 
they take action. Chad Sanders is a screenwriter and show creator.
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I’ve practiced detaching from the distraction of that fear since I was 7 years old, when I first saw the images of Emmett Till’s mangled face
and body in my elementary school social studies class. That detachment allows me to do very basic things like get out of bed in the
morning, earn a living and enjoy music without suffering in constant dread.

When you text me and tell me you’re “just thinking of me” because this fear is momentarily evident to you after seeing the atrocities
depicted on CNN, you create work for me. You invite me to coddle you and respond to you and tell you that it’s not your fault and that you
are special. That attacks my dignity. That dehumanizes me.

When you tell me I can share my feelings with you, it is an act of forced intimacy and prods at the detachment I’ve purposefully built up
over time. You force me to excavate deeply painful feelings I’ve buried for my sanity and to avoid offending you. Because I know offending
you is dangerous.

When you tell me I don’t have to respond, you rob me of the last shred of agency I have in this unwanted exchange by giving me
permission to do what I already would have done.

So please, stop sending #love. Stop sending positive vibes. Stop sending your thoughts. Here are three suggestions on more immediately
impactful things to offer instead:

Money: To funds that pay legal fees for black people who are unjustly arrested, imprisoned or killed or to black politicians running for
office.

Texts: To your relatives and loved ones telling them you will not be visiting them or answering phone calls until they take significant
action in supporting black lives either through protest or financial contributions.

Protection: To fellow black protesters who are at greater risk of harm during demonstrations.

Yes, these actions may seem grave. But you insist that you love me, and love requires sacrifice. Text messages are unlimited on most data 
plans. Emojis are not sacrificial.

If you’re feeling the need to check on me as your black friend, don’t. I’ll let you know what I need. If you don’t get a message from me, 
that’s a message.

Chad Sanders (@ChadSand) is the author of the forthcoming book “Black Magic.”

“I Don’t Need ‘Love’ Texts From My White Friends” by Chad Sanders. The New York Times. 
June 5, 2020.
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America Is Already Different an It Was Two
Weeks Ago

JEFF ROBERSON / AP; SHUTTERSTOCK; PAUL SPELLA / THE ATLANTIC

A lot has changed these past couple of weeks. As protesters have gathered following

the killing of George Floyd at the hands of police in late May, the Black Lives

Matter movement has rapidly gained public support. Seizing or at least reading the

moment, politicians, companies, and organizations have announced a �urry of new

policies and revised positions intended to address structural racism. ose changes

are, to varying degrees, set to alter the topography of American society, including

police presence in many communities and the offerings on TV and retail shelves.

Why now? e latest protests certainly have played a role in bringing about these

developments, but “in actuality,” Saje Mathieu, a history professor at the University

of Minnesota, told me, “the changes that we are seeing—or at the least, the

e �urry of recent changes demonstrates how quickly they can be made when
those in power have the will to make them.

JOE PINSKER JUNE 12, 2020

About the Article: This article chronicles several changes in politics and business since the 
protests began at the end of May. Joe Pinsker is a family and relationships writer for The 
Atlantic.
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promises of change that we are hearing—stem from years, if not decades, of various

forms of protests by a �eet of people who have been pointing out the major �ssures

in American society.”

[ Read: Why Minneapolis was the breaking point ]

Two weeks, of course, is not enough time to dismantle power structures that have

been constructed over centuries. “I am encouraged by some of the changes we have

seen in recent weeks,” said Keisha Blain, a history professor at the University of

Pittsburgh, “but I think we have a very long way to go.”

ough it remains to be seen whether these changes will be catalytic or merely

cosmetic in �ghting institutional racism and police violence, the swiftness of their

accumulation has been remarkable—and demonstrates how quickly changes can be

made when those in power have the will to make them. I’ve presented below a

selection of notable policy shifts planned, resignations tendered, and pledges made

in the past couple of weeks, in the hopes that seeing them together will help us take

stock of how the world has already changed—and imagine what other features of

society may follow.

“I am not yet sure if what I’m seeing is courage or opportunism” on the part of

people in power, Mathieu said, referring to the possibility that the authors of recent

changes are simply seeking good publicity. “Either way, it’s a start.”

e city council of Minneapolis, where Floyd was killed, has vowed to disband

the city’s police department.

•

e mayors of New York and Los Angeles—America’s two biggest cities by

population—announced plans to cut funding for their police forces.

•

Various cities are set to ban choke holds by police, make all local police shootings

subject to review by independent agencies, or reduce police presence at schools.

•

Whether because of their response to the protests, criticism of their record on

racial equity, or both, leaders have resigned from positions running CrossFit, the

Poetry Foundation, the city of Temecula, California, the co-working company

e Wing, the publication Re�nery29, and e Philadelphia Inquirer.

•

114

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/06/wesley-lowery-george-floyd-minneapolis-black-lives/612391/
https://theappeal.org/minneapolis-city-council-members-announce-intent-to-disband-the-police-department-invest-in-proven-community-led-public-safety/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/07/nyregion/deblasio-nypd-funding.html
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-06-05/eric-garcetti-lapd-budget-cuts-10000-officers-protests
https://www.denverpost.com/2020/06/07/denver-police-ban-chokeholds/
https://www.kansascity.com/news/local/article243273916.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/06/george-floyd-protests-achieve-change.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/09/style/crossfit-gyms-founder-protests.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/09/books/poetry-foundation-black-lives-matter.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/05/us/temecula-mayor-email-james-stewart.html
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/wxqnj5/audrey-gelman-resigns-as-ceo-of-the-wing
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/08/business/media/refinery-29-christene-barberich.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/06/business/media/editor-philadephia-inquirer-resigns.html


e editor in chief of Bon Appétit resigned after an image of him dressed in a

racially insensitive Halloween costume resurfaced, and amid criticism of the

publication’s treatment of employees and writers of color; the head of video for

Condé Nast, which owns Bon Appétit, resigned shortly thereafter.

•

Alexis Ohanian, a co-founder of Reddit, gave up his seat on the company’s board

of directors and requested that his replacement be black; the company honored

his request, appointing Michael Seibel, the CEO of the start-up-investment �rm

Y Combinator.

•

For the �rst time, Harper’s Bazaar hired a woman of color—Samira Nasr—as its

editor in chief.

•

Ella Jones was elected mayor of Ferguson, Missouri; she will be the �rst black

mayor and the �rst female mayor of the city, which was incorporated in 1894.

•

LeBron James and several other athletes and entertainers are forming an advocacy

group that will encourage African Americans to vote in the 2020 presidential

election, as well as work to protect their voting rights.

•

e commissioner of the National Football League apologized for ignoring the

complaints of African American players for years, and said he recognizes their

right to protest peacefully, as Colin Kaepernick had by kneeling while the

national anthem was played before games.

•

NASCAR plans to ban displays of the Confederate �ag at its races. U.S. Soccer,

the organization overseeing the country’s national soccer teams, repealed a rule

that banned players from kneeling during the national anthem.

•

IBM ended research into and sales of its facial-recognition software, citing

concerns about racial pro�ling when the software is used in the context of law

enforcement; Amazon suspended the use of its facial-recognition systems by

police departments for a year, which it said “might give Congress enough time to

put in place appropriate rules” regulating the technology’s use; Microsoft pledged

not to sell facial-recognition software to police departments until such rules are

established.

•

Monuments honoring Confederate leaders have been or will be removed in

Asheville, North Carolina; Birmingham, Alabama; Tuscaloosa, Alabama; Mobile,

Alabama; Alexandria, Virginia; and Louisville, Kentucky. (e governor of

•
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[ Read: e myth of the kindly General Lee ]

[ David Petraeus: Take the Confederate names off our army bases ]

Virginia also announced plans to remove a large Confederate statue in the capital

city of Richmond, but the plan now faces legal challenges.)

e city of Philadelphia removed a statue of Frank Rizzo, a former mayor and

police commissioner who in the 1970s implored residents to “vote white”; the

city of Antwerp, Belgium, removed a statue of King Leopold II, a monarch

responsible for countless atrocities in Congo more than a century ago.

•

e U.S. Marine Corps banned displays of the Confederate �ag on its

installations.

•

e Senate’s Armed Services Committee voted to include a measure in a defense-

authorization bill requiring that military bases named for Confederate leaders be

renamed.

•

State lawmakers in Mississippi started drafting a resolution to change the state

�ag, which contains the Confederate �ag in its upper-left corner.

•

Walmart said it will stop keeping beauty products marketed to African American

customers in locked glass cases; the cosmetics retailer Sephora said it will start

dedicating 15 percent of its inventory to products made by black-owned

businesses.

•

HBO removed Gone With the Wind from its streaming service and said it plans

to eventually present the movie “with a discussion of its historical context” and a

denunciation of its portrayals of race.

•

e Paramount Network canceled the TV show Cops, which presented a

�attened moral universe in which the cops (many of them white) were good and

the people they confronted (many of them black) were bad.

•

e newspaper publisher Gannett has stopped publishing mug shots unrelated to

speci�c stories on its websites, noting that these images “may feed into negative

stereotypes.”

•

Merriam-Webster said that it is revising its dictionary’s de�nition of the word

racism to more fully account for the structural sense in which the word can be

•
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Kaila Philo contributed reporting to this article.

We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write

to letters@theatlantic.com.

used. It is doing so after Kennedy Mitchum, a 22-year-old black woman, wrote

to the dictionary’s editors arguing for the change.

“America Is Already Different Than It Was Two Weeks Ago” by Joe Pinsker. The 
Atlantic. June 12, 2020. 
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On Saturday, the artist Jammie Holmes staged his own kind of protest in five cities across the
country.

By Hilary Moss

June 1, 2020

Just after 12:30 p.m. on Saturday, as cooped-up New Yorkers spilled onto the Battery Park City esplanade — most

in groups of two or three, each stationed a safe distance apart — a small plane glided past the Statue of Liberty

and into view over the Hudson River. A banner swelled behind it, which read, “They’re Going to Kill Me.” These

were among the last words of George Floyd, a black man who was killed while in the custody of the Minneapolis

Police Department on May 25, and whose death has spurred demonstrations all over the country.

Similar banners, each emblazoned with more of Floyd’s final words, billowed behind planes above a handful of

cities across the United States: The sentence “Please I Can’t Breathe” could be seen circling downtown Detroit

while “My Stomach Hurts” loomed overhead in Miami; the phrase “My Neck Hurts,” flying atop a peaceful protest

in Dallas, made local news as “Everything Hurts,” seen later in photos posted on social media, stood out against

the gray Los Angeles sky.

The aerial demonstration was the work of Jammie Holmes, an emerging Dallas-based artist. “I thought this was a

better way of getting the message out” than taking action on the ground, he said in a phone interview, mentioning

that plane banners are mostly used in the area where he lives to advertise for golf tournaments. “Or you’ll see

something like, ‘Will You Marry Me?’ It’s always controlled by the rich.” After watching some of the footage of the

now former police officer Derek Chauvin kneeling on Floyd’s neck as he pleaded for his life and finally became

unresponsive, Holmes approached Library Street Collective, a gallery in Detroit that began representing him in

April, to back the idea financially. It all came together in 48 hours. In a statement published on his website, the

artist described the project as “an act of social conscience and protest.”

George Floyd’s Final Words, Written in the Sky

About the Article: This piece looks at the work of Dallas-based artist Jammie Holmes, who 
staged an aerial demonstration by flying a banner with George Floyd’s last words over New 
York City on May 30, 2020. Hillary Moss is the senior digital projects editor for T: The New 
York Times Style Magazine.
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Being black in America is a theme that Holmes, 36, explores often in his paintings — which are collected by the

musician Lenny Kravitz, the curator Beth Rudin DeWoody and Kevin Lee, a.k.a. Coach K, the founder of Quality

Control Music. Holmes’s canvases portray black figures in scenes from everyday life, surrounded by graphic

abstractions and swaths of color. In “Mama Raised Me” (2020), his mother, smiling and dressed in red, sits on a

beige sofa next to a box fan; a ghostlike smiley face, a rough sketch of a house and the crossed-out phrase “We

Happy Here” fill out the composition. Another recent painting, “Endurance” (2020), depicts Holmes cutting his

younger brother’s hair in front of a floral panel. “I put flowers behind us because I wanted to tone down the black

in us,” Holmes said. “I’m 6-foot-3, bearded with tattoos, and I love jewelry. I wanted us to look safer. It’s sad that

we have to live like that — it’s why I always ask, ‘When can I live like you?’”

Holmes grew up in Thibodaux, La., a small city on the banks of Bayou Lafourche, known for an 1887 massacre in

which the all-white state militia and vigilantes slaughtered scores of black farm workers who were on strike.

“Those bodies are buried under the houses that we lived in,” Holmes said. “That blood is in the soil, so that place

hasn’t changed.” He described himself as having been “an angry kid” who put pencil to paper as a means of

escape, drawing portraits or still lifes of flowers to decorate birthday or Mother’s Day cards; upon seeing one of

his sketches of Bob Marley, Holmes’s cousin told him that he had million-dollar hands.

Holmes in his studio in Dallas. In the background, “Box Fan Heroes” (2019) and “Mama Raised Me”

(2020). Emery Davis, courtesy of Library Street Collective
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Holmes’s “A Self Portrait of an Artist on Narrow Street”

(2019). Courtesy of the artist and Library Street Collective

The artist’s “Forgive Us” (2020). Courtesy of the artist and Library Street

Collective

But he resisted any formal training. Following his graduation from high school, he ultimately enlisted, and spent

four years, in the army. Then he got a job at an oil field in Schriever, La., where he worked for 14 years, eventually

becoming a supervisor, while painting on the side. He relocated to Dallas in 2016 and left his position as a quality

engineer at the heat-sink manufacturer Alexandria Industries last year, once he realized he was consistently

selling his paintings. It was also around this time that, at the urging of his fiancée, the artist Abi Salami, Holmes

entered therapy. Salami, he said, “told me, ‘Until you know how to control your anger, you will never be the leader

that you say you want to be, and that I know you can be.’” He noted that by working things out on the canvas, he

has been “able to start closing some of the doors to what has been hurting me.”

His “They’re Going to Kill Me” project over the weekend might seem like a major departure for an artist just

gaining recognition for his figurative paintings, but this was a different way for Holmes to put himself out there.

“The only thing that I know how to do is use my platform as an artist,” he said. “I decided to use that, and the

people I know, and try my damnedest to put all of this on a bigger screen.”

“A Protest In the Sky” by Hillary Moss. T Magazine. June 1, 2020.
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Felice León

Friday 11:00AM • 8 2

The other week, I cried.

For some, shedding tears in times of chaos and terror seems quite normal.

Anticipated, even. To me, it felt strange.

The Blacker the Content the Sweeter the Truth Shop Subscribe

LATEST VIDEO YOUNG FUTURISTS VERY SMART BROTHAS THE GLOW UP CORONAVIRUS THE GRAPEVINE POLITICS NEWS

OPINION

Finding Black Joy in Times of Crisis

Filed to: BLACK JOY

Illustration: Benjamin Currie (G/O Media

About the Article: This piece talks about the ability of Leon to seek joy even in the midst of a 
personal breakdown. Leon is an Afro-Cuban writer from New York. The Root is an African-
American-owned online magazine launched in 2008 by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Donald 
Graham. 

121

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=C5dLe3PfwXvzGEoGzvgKwwZ8Q2cu73F37_aOA_QuUxOzalA4QASCIzY4eYMner4j0o8AQoAHho6XrAsgBAuACAKgDAcgDCKoEjgJP0L2ugiRLzY0LbAP9XtniPvSLoC4a5KbezylCCjc2NdQXUxdgzn5vUExA04m1hjtmioUa6_MdbLSva3HAFqUkmKAH3VaoBDiAF3HTo6wMxPK_wMY5nrF932NwUuB7Q5PnQ9DmSiYxqC9hiDnoYqX2x5zbF6RMs416Xlc08LO9VOoriXBnW2jf8Dsd-2vmvoqMoaxoiMz1ZEy3le9pF-OTnA5qdmbklFoHxbOJXTXkGDiSs5S4aE9LPEw-WqyT8OkngE8ab1ZEYqM6B7320QX1b6uwEMuHY0MJdkZxBCI-AKDEaQ8fPHwLZbSUlnmwssDYGQHeBH5iASRZLRWZx9UoVFd4s_gPSQLuE7cFVBnABN_kp57RAuAEAaAGAoAH_pL7lQGoB47OG6gH1ckbqAeT2BuoB7oGqAfw2RuoB_LZG6gHpr4bqAfs1RuoB_PRG6gH7NUbqAeW2BuoB8LaG9gHAdIICQiA4cBgEAEYHbEJhj658yhllb-ACgOYCwHICwHYEww&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAAScORocTzjqg-Hb2yGwl06qRi9cexoubqQLeCOl4wrMwph5Zh9_Jc7l1B0YTT7WHX09XO4n2xMgo7BixVKlcnGHeEzi1KMZ5UiKbxzMQirzHKvCsYKH_XVEeDZYIw3FI6dYAJCH1WKXeIZ_tYV4jowQiw&sig=AOD64_2oB23Nhn1sS7G7yfCdTAbVtpsNiQ&client=ca-pub-9268440883448925&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y&nb=2&adurl=https://roselinlin.com/collections/whats-hot-2019%3Fadp%3D8288106,8427289,8407700,8880653,8835906,8676499%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMI_KS1kIaW6gIVgZlPCh2w4AcCEAEYASAAEgKtzvD_BwE
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=AB3afGEAAAU3W1tbW251bGwsWzIsMTNdLG51bGwsbnVsbCx0cnVlLG51bGwsbnVsbCxudWxsLG51bGwsbnVsbCxudWxsLHRydWVdLFtudWxsLCJodHRwczovL2dvb2dsZWFkcy5nLmRvdWJsZWNsaWNrLm5ldC9wYWdlYWQvY29udmVyc2lvbi8_-kuBDGDVbEuWzUKXZDG8pLkD79eM7RLQywCyJN7azRI5PZwO7tdx4_JBt1bvf24c26cEFVY2UR4OBvkk4d8xK53V8pzbBssbVBdtw5MlopquVejtD1wM4Bi3DmIfITgfswXGIS23IEPZ00HWYmi5U6Ajw9oNQFwucXqKp8hdzT6dM_7A7w_VVhk1g44OWo_8ZEerTmziuVKv7ty-tvzyyIftrA0JNyJz5imbwUveFUGYm0PdC6zcPrIn3fYg2Y1P8t0LCc0W0diYKSrEXt1puXfjIHFgUYE7yOjL_GrrYA,s55bOEanH2-q-ek190gGCg&source=display
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=AB3afGEAAAU3W1tbW251bGwsWzIsMTNdLG51bGwsbnVsbCx0cnVlLG51bGwsbnVsbCxudWxsLG51bGwsbnVsbCxudWxsLHRydWVdLFtudWxsLCJodHRwczovL2dvb2dsZWFkcy5nLmRvdWJsZWNsaWNrLm5ldC9wYWdlYWQvY29udmVyc2lvbi8_-kuBDGDVbEuWzUKXZDG8pLkD79eM7RLQywCyJN7azRI5PZwO7tdx4_JBt1bvf24c26cEFVY2UR4OBvkk4d8xK53V8pzbBssbVBdtw5MlopquVejtD1wM4Bi3DmIfITgfswXGIS23IEPZ00HWYmi5U6Ajw9oNQFwucXqKp8hdzT6dM_7A7w_VVhk1g44OWo_8ZEerTmziuVKv7ty-tvzyyIftrA0JNyJz5imbwUveFUGYm0PdC6zcPrIn3fYg2Y1P8t0LCc0W0diYKSrEXt1puXfjIHFgUYE7yOjL_GrrYA,s55bOEanH2-q-ek190gGCg&source=display
https://kinja.com/fleon12
https://kinja.com/fleon12
https://www.theroot.com/finding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232
https://facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theroot.com%2Ffinding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232%3Futm_medium%3Dsharefromsite%26utm_source%3Dtheroot_facebook
https://twitter.com/share?text=Finding%20Black%20Joy%20in%20Times%20of%20Crisis&via=TheRoot&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theroot.com%2Ffinding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232%3Futm_medium%3Dsharefromsite%26utm_source%3Dtheroot_twitter
mailto:?subject=Finding%20Black%20Joy%20in%20Times%20of%20Crisis&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theroot.com%2Ffinding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232%253Futm_medium%3Dsharefromsite%2526utm_source%3Dtheroot_email%26utm_campaign=top
https://www.theroot.com/finding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232
https://www.theroot.com/
https://store.theroot.com/
https://www.theroot.com/newsletter
https://www.theroot.com/
https://www.theroot.com/video
https://www.theroot.com/c/young-futurists
https://verysmartbrothas.theroot.com/
https://theglowup.theroot.com/
https://www.theroot.com/c/coronavirus
https://thegrapevine.theroot.com/
https://www.theroot.com/tag/politics
https://www.theroot.com/tag/news
https://www.theroot.com/c/opinion
https://www.theroot.com/finding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232
https://www.theroot.com/tag/black-joy


I am a black woman. As a journalist and a ‘student of the game,’ I am keenly aware of

the systems of racism that—from this country’s inception—were created to oppress

black people. To me, crying seemed like a luxury because moments of catharsis

indicate finality, and we are not done. History has taught us that if we do not fight,

we die. So taking a moment to mourn the lives of black human beings who have fallen

to civilian and state-sanctioned violence—during a pandemic, no less—while my

comrades were in the streets fighting for justice felt, well, wrong.

Fortunately, my breakdown was behind closed doors.

I was in the privacy of my home and stepped away from the onslaught of troubling

images on my Twitter feed for a moment. Reprieve be damned; almost as soon as I

put my phone down, I found myself entranced by the news on television. That’s when

I was introduced to the story of a Texas man named Tye Anders: in mid-May, the 21-

year-old black man, who initially ran a stop sign, found himself surrounded by police

while sitting in a car parked in his grandmother’s driveway. At the demand of (what

looked like) five or so police officers, all of whom had guns drawn, Anders got out of

the vehicle,. knelt to the ground, and laid down. His grandmother hobbled out of her

home and stood in the middle of the confrontation. The feeble 90-year-old, who

walked with a cane, later lost her balance and fell on her grandson. At that very

moment, my tears began to flow.

I couldn’t understand why the bodycam footage struck a nerve. After all, Tye Anders’ 

fate would be unlike that of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, Tony 

McDade and countless others. Anders is ‘lucky’—he is still alive.

But the sting still stung.

Perhaps it was the absurdity of seeing a group of police officers, with guns drawn, 

surrounding Tye Anders due to a minor traffic offense (though we also know that 

Sandra Bland, who died in her jail cell, was initially pulled over by police due to a 

failure to signal). Maybe it was the sight of a black matriarch, who at 90 years old put 

herself in danger to protect her kin. She reminded me of my own grandmother, who 

often defused confrontations. Before passing, my ‘Abuelita,’ as we called her, walked 

with a cane (later in her life she regressed to a walker, and finally a wheelchair). She 

fell often.
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Or it could have been the sight of a black man setting aside his dignity and kneeling

to the ground to prove to officers that he was not a threat, and thus worthy to live

another day. Part of me credits the emotion to black trauma overload; there’s only so

much pain one can witness. I’d awakened from a self-induced coma of numbness,

and this was the viral clip that broke this black woman’s back.

After the breakdown, I reminded myself that despite the pain of witnessing racism

manifested as terror, we—black people—can not live in a state of sorrow. In the

midst of this crisis, I decided to center black joy.

As human beings, I’d argue that our true essence is joy. Some are so overtaken by

hatred that, within them, joy no longer exists. A life without joy is perilous. As elusive

as the term may appear, ‘black joy’ is exactly what it seems: Diasporic black people

experiencing joy—from the mundane to the extraordinary.

This idea of black joy is nothing new. Award-winning director Ava DuVernay

dedicated a sequence of her 2016 film “13th,” to black joy. Kleaver Cruz created the

BlackJoyProject as a space on social media to share uplifting images of black people.

In his book, Distributed Blackness: African American Cybercultures, professor André Brock

explores black joy in the digital space.

Centering black joy does not serve to quell white fears or anxieties—black joy is for

the sanity of black people. Make no mistake: we are rightfully enraged, but black joy

serves as self-preservation. We need black joy to nourish our souls, and to survive.

On my daily walks, I am reminded of black joy: A group of carefree, elementary-aged

black boys who play touch football. As they chase after each other with masks

dangling off their faces, their guffaws make their joy palpable. The little girl who sits

between an elder’s legs, withstanding the tugs of getting her hair braided. The OG

who sleeps in his parked car, lullabied by breakbeats. Black joy is existing freely, with

agency and expressing how one feels exactly in that moment. I now realize that the

freedom of black joy allows me the space to cry, and even wail, at the sight of another

black person being threatened by the police—it means that I have the luxury of

releasing grief in order to create space for an emotion like tranquility to live within

me.

123

https://click.linksynergy.com/deeplink?id=xzXATABADTI&mid=44583&murl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.newegg.com%2Fdyson-180846-02%2Fp%2F0JA-000S-00078%3FItem%3D9SIADVWAPG1959
https://www.theroot.com/watch-ava-duvernay-on-mass-incarceration-white-fear-a-1790857125
https://www.instagram.com/p/CAyiC_cpjbs/
https://nyupress.org/9781479829965/distributed-blackness/


Joy also exists on the battlefield. Listening to the echoes of call-and-response chants

that are rooted in African oral tradition evokes the spirit of the ancestors. It brings

me joy to know that they walk with us. Black joy exists in the realization that

generations of past black freedom fighters loved us so much that they sacrificed their

lives so that we can fight today. You see, both joy and resistance exist symbiotically.

Without either, we would not survive.

Felice León
Afro-Cuban woman that was born and branded in New York. When León isn't

actually creating cool videos, she's thinking of cool videos that she can create.

Posts

“Finding Black Joy in Times of Crisis” by Felice Leon. The Root. June 19, 2020.
124

https://www.theroot.com/author/fleon12
https://www.theroot.com/author/fleon12
https://facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theroot.com%2Ffinding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232%3Futm_medium%3Dsharefromsite%26utm_source%3D_facebook
https://twitter.com/share?text=Finding%20Black%20Joy%20in%20Times%20of%20Crisis&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theroot.com%2Ffinding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232%3Futm_medium%3Dsharefromsite%26utm_source%3D_twitter
mailto:?subject=Finding%20Black%20Joy%20in%20Times%20of%20Crisis&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theroot.com%2Ffinding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232%253Futm_medium%3Dsharefromsite%2526utm_source%3D_email%26utm_campaign=bottom
https://www.theroot.com/finding-black-joy-in-times-of-crisis-1843996232
https://www.theroot.com/newsletter
https://www.theroot.com/tim-scott-won-t-acknowledge-systemic-racism-and-defundi-1844085086
https://www.theroot.com/ticket-holder-wearing-i-cant-breathe-shirt-arrested-a-1844110063
https://www.theroot.com/nascar-launches-investigation-after-noose-found-in-bubb-1844116348
https://www.theroot.com/a-presidential-walk-of-shame-and-everything-else-that-h-1844117803


Section III 

Life & School 

In Quarantine & Chaos

125



About the Article: This article discusses how collective anxiety can disrupt sleep 

patterns and offers several ways to help us get more sleep during difficult 

times.  
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Having trouble getting to sleep these days? You're not alone. For people with a history of insomnia, 
sleep problems are magnified right now. And many who never struggled before are suddenly 
experiencing interruptions in their nightly rest or difficulty falling asleep. 

It's pretty typical that in moments of anxiety, sleep suffers, but the situation we're all living through 
today means the anxiety never stops, says neurologist and sleep specialist Dr. Douglas Kirsch, past 
president of the American Academy of Sleep Medicine. 

For occasional insomnia, the problems go away when the specific trigger is resolved. But now, he 
says, there's no resolution or relief from "the constant inflow of anxiety-provoking news." And that 
spells trouble for sleep. 

Family doctors and sleep specialists say many people who are feeling grief, frustration and anxiety, 
whether about the pandemic, financial worries or racial inequalities and unrest in the U.S., are 
finding themselves unable to sleep. And it's not just the worry. It's the interrupted schedules and 
isolation of the pandemic too. 

Here's why it's not all in your head and what they say you can do about it. 

We're suffering "collective social anxiety" — tame it to sleep better 

Before the pandemic, Arlene Rentas, a busy currency trader in Charlotte, N.C., kept a regular 
schedule and slept like clockwork. She would awaken at 5:30 in the morning and be out the door by 
7 a.m., home by 8 p.m. and, after a quick run, in bed around 10 p.m. 

"I would sleep rather deep, rather well," she says. Not so anymore. "Now, I probably get up every 
two hours, and it's very hard for me to fall back asleep," she says. 

Dr. Gary LeRoy, a family physician in Dayton, Ohio, and president of the American Academy of 
Family Physicians, says he's hearing from a lot of patients about the worries that keep them from 
sleeping: having to shelter in place, losing a job or financial struggles. 

And, he says, general uncertainty about the future fuels insomnia. 

"There is a kind of collective social anxiety about what they don't know about coronavirus, and so 
people are staying up, watching the news, talking with family and friends about it," he says. 

And, he says, information is "changing by the week or day or even hour. I think that's what's causing 
some element of agitated depression." 

Sleep problems can be a symptom of depression, says LeRoy. He cautions that if mood problems are 
consistently disrupting your life, you might do well to seek professional help. "People may just feel 
fatigue and tired all the time, or angry all the time, and sometimes those are signs and symptoms of 
major depression or major anxiety-related conditions," he says. 

Finding a therapist right now may feel daunting, but many counselors are offering online 
appointments. And getting started can be easier than you might think. 

For managing milder anxiety, psychologist Sonia Ancoli-Israel with the University of California, San 
Diego, who studies sleep and circadian rhythms, offers this preventive technique: Instead of trying 
to repress your instinct to worry, schedule it. She says it "sounds very silly, but it works!" 
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Here's how to do it: Find 10 minutes during the day, not too close to bedtime. "Turn off your phone, 
don't let anyone bother you and just sit and concentrate on all the things that you are worried and 
anxious about," Ancoli-Israel says. 

With daily practice, she says, the brain gets accustomed to compartmentalizing in this way — and 
gets used to relying on this "worry time." If you awaken in the middle of the night and start 
ruminating, she says, "you can say, 'Wait a minute — I have from 10 to 10:15 a.m. to do this 
tomorrow, and I don't have to think about it now.' " 

Reset interrupted exercise routines 

For many people, says sleep specialist Kirsch, "exercise helps work off their stress and anxiety," 
helping them to sleep better. But with sheltering in place and social distancing, a lot of us can't go to 
places where we used to work out — for example, the gym, pool or even parks — so exercise 
regimes have been interrupted. Kirsch says he has had patients who really struggled to find a place 
to get any movement in. 

"I think if you measured people's step counts these days compared to where they were two or three 
months ago, I suspect those step counts are certainly down. I know mine is personally," Kirsch says. 
He advises upping your step count, for instance by taking a few short walks in the day, like one in 
the morning and then one more after work, but before dinner. 

And he says, there are some workarounds. For example, Kirsch says numerous exercise classes are 
now being streamed online, which can be fun and engaging. People can exercise at home with 
bands, weights, even a jump rope — anything to get the heart rate up. 

"Whatever you can do to get the body moving will help lead to a better night's sleep," he says. 

Realign disrupted schedules 

Another unfortunate consequence of sheltering at home is that many people's schedules have been 
disrupted. This isn't great news for sleep, says Kirsch, since the body "thrives best in routine." If 
people no longer have to be at work at a certain time, they may stay up later and get up later, which 
can throw the body into a sort of sleep confusion. On top of that, some people may be "watching 
much more electronics or playing video games later in the night," which can disturb circadian 
rhythms. 

Kirsch's advice: Try to get back to normal routines; go to bed and get up at the same time every day, 
even on weekends; and steer clear of electronic devices in the later evening. 

He says that if your routine is trending really late, a key to readjusting it is to get up at the same 
time every morning, even if you did stay up late. This will be hard at first, but if you get tired 
enough, it can train your body to fall asleep earlier. "Your body likes to know when it's going to go 
to sleep and get up, and that allows it to function optimally. When we change the schedule, that 
doesn't allow sleep to occur in the same pattern," and that can throw sleep off. 

He also warns not to nap during the day, as that can lead you to stay up later. 

"Set the stage for good sleep to occur" 
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If you've tried exercising, managing anxiety and resetting your schedule and you're still waking up 
in the middle of the night, it's time to make sure you're following good sleep hygiene. 

Number one, says Ancoli-Israel, it's important to get out of bed if you're not sleeping well. "You 
want to help your brain learn that the bed is for sleeping," she says. 

That means if you're lying there, not falling asleep for more than about 20 minutes, she says, "the 
most important thing to do is get out of bed and leave the bedroom." She says to go sit in a 
comfortable place in another room — she cautions that you should sit up, not lie down — and "do 
something that is relaxing and calming for you" until you get sleepy. That could be listening to 
audiobooks, reading or watching TV, as long as it's not something so compelling that it's "going to 
suck you in." 

During this period of relaxation, if you start feeling sleepy, that's the time to return to bed and try to 
go to sleep. And if you start to get tense or anxious all over again and aren't falling asleep, then "get 
out of bed again, and you keep doing this until you can get into bed and fall asleep." 

She says it doesn't help to pressure yourself. "Don't actively try to fall asleep. Set the stage for good 
sleep to occur," she says. 

Another way to calm down and get back to rest, Ancoli-Israel says, is a simple breathing technique. 

"Start concentrating on your breathing. Take a deep breath, inhale and then exhale and count each 
breath," she explains. "Now what often will happen is your mind is going to wander again, so you 
have to stop yourself and bring your mind back to thinking about your breathing and start counting 
from one again." 

You'll likely have to repeat this a number of times, but eventually, she says, you'll actually fall asleep 
while counting your breaths. Deep breathing is relaxing itself, but importantly, it can also help stop 
the mind from wandering. 

“How to Get Sleep in Uneasy Times” from Morning Edition on National Public 

Radio. June 2, 2020.  
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H E R E ’ S  H O W  T I M E
WO R K S  N O W

by E L I  G R O B E R

Here at Time, we’ve made a few changes you may already be
experiencing that we think you should know about. Please see below.

A Minute

A minute used to be sixty seconds long. We thought this could be
spiced up. A minute can now either be one hour, or it can take 3.5
seconds. We hope you enjoy this new feature.

Search

M c S W E E N E Y ’ S
I N T E R N E T  T E N D E N C Y

Daily humor almost every day since 1998.

About the Article: This piece of satire looks at how time has changed during quarantine. 
Eli Grober is a freelance writer in New York City; he used to write for The Tonight Show.
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“This is the kind of
magazine you keep on
your bookshelves with
your favorite books.”

— Cece Bell, author of
El Deafo

A Day

You may remember that a day used to take
place over the course of 24 hours. We felt
this was too much. A day is now over the
moment you first ask yourself, “What time
is it?”

It does not matter what time it actually is
when you do this. As soon as you ask or
think, “What time is it” for the first time
that day, even if it is still ten in the morning,
it will suddenly be eight at night. Does that make sense?

A Week

A week was once measured over the course of seven days. Our testing
showed that this has been way too short, for way too long. So we made a
big adjustment: a workweek now takes an entire year. From Monday to
Friday, you will feel like it’s been (and you will actually age) an entire
year. This is non-negotiable. This brings us to…

A Weekend

A weekend doesn’t exist anymore. You will go to sleep on Friday and
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Eight original stories,
featuring cinematic,

full-color photography
from award-winning
photographer Holly

Andres.

you will wake up on Monday with a vague memory that you may have
watched an entire TV show (every episode, every season) sometime in
the last 48 hours.

A Month

Let’s talk about months. Months used to be
pretty inconsistent. Some months were 30
days, some were 31, and one was 28 or 29.
This seemed too confusing, so now they are
all four days long.

That’s right, every month takes four days.
You’ll get to the end of a month and think,
“Wow, that felt like it was only four days,
which used to be one day shy of a week, but
is now just 1/90th of a week, because a week is a year and a month is 
four days.” And you’ll be right.

A Year

Now, I bet you’re wondering what a year is. Well, I hate to say it, but 
we’re all wondering what a year is. The guy who was in charge of re-
adjusting a year just quit, and he won’t talk to any of us, so your guess is 
as good as mine. But I think it’s gonna be a pretty long time.
“Here’s How Time Works Now” by Eli Grober. McSweeney’s. May 12, 2020. 
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About the Article: This essay talks about the intersection between appearance and 

identity in quarantine and chronicles the writer's efforts to braid her own hair using 

YouTube tutorials. Jazmine Hughes is the co-founder of the group Writers of Color and 

covers race and humor for The New York Times. 

When the World Unravels, Braid Your Own Hair
I’ve worn my hair in the same exact style for six years. 
Learning to style it myself has brought some comfort of 
normalcy.

By Jazmine Hughes 

A few weeks ago, I dreamed that I was scrolling Twitter and came across a post that 
stopped my thumb cold: ‘‘CUOMO OPENS BRAIDING SALONS.’’ Dream me — hair loosened 
into its natural Afro, like real me — was relieved, elated. I read the series of tweets 
detailing all the precautions that salons and customers would be taking: wiping down 
chairs regularly, disinfecting combs, wearing masks. The tweets told me that I needed to be 
smart and stay cautious, but that the worst was over, cosmetologically speaking. After 
three months, one week and six days, I could call my braider, Sonia, once again and pay 
$150 for her to spend six to eight hours slowly yanking my hair into dozens of tidy, light 
braids, completed mostly during commercial breaks of talk shows, while I ran down my 
phone battery and balanced Chinese takeout on my lap. I couldn’t get her on the phone fast 
enough. 

Since adolescence, my hair has been a steady proxy for my anxieties: I can track extreme 
stress by the nightmares I’ve had of sudden hair loss or a botched chemical job. In the most 
important ways, I’ve been spared by Covid-19 — my family healthy, my job secure, my 
lodgings stable — but I’ve still been restless with worry, unable to fall asleep before dawn. 
During those sleepless hours, I watched YouTube hair tutorials, each one titled with a 
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technique (‘‘most natural crochet ever,’’ “easy protective style’’) and a promise (‘‘UNDER 
TWO HOURS,’’ ‘‘easy enough for beginners’’). Maybe I could learn something new. 
 
I’ve never known how to do much with my hair because I never wanted to learn: 
Somewhere in middle school I got it in my head that smart women didn’t care about their 
looks, and all photos from the following decade prove that I took that to heart. As a child, I 
bonded with my mother or grandmother or sisters on nights when I could harangue them 
into wrapping my chemically straightened hair under a scarf. In college, I’d visit a salon 
during academic breaks, then persuade my friends to ‘‘get the back of my head’’ when I 
later touched up my roots with relaxer, but mostly I kept my hair short. For a majority of 
the past decade, I’ve let a braider handle my hair, rarely styling it myself beyond slicking it 
up into a bun or just letting it assume its own shape. 
 
The pernicious theory that natural black hair is difficult to take care of is only true if you’re 
extremely lazy, which I am. I regard doing my hair regularly with the same enthusiasm as 
brushing my teeth or filing expenses — banalities that counterbalance the dance parties 
and first dates and beach days of life. Accordingly, I’ve worn my hair in the same exact style 
for six years. I first had it braided on a whim one summer afternoon and quickly decided 
that I’d never do it again. But then I bungled removing the braids, getting the extensions so 
knotted in with my actual hair that I had to cut out both, after which I decided that having 
braids for a while might be nice, actually. I’ve maintained them through changes in 
addresses and dress sizes and jobs and relationships, through tattoos added on my arms 
and nose rings extracted from my face, the most enduring change to my body I’d ever paid 
for. Every morning and evening, at home or away, in darkness or in light, sick, sad, drunk, I 
have looked at myself and seen the braids too. 
 
But confined in my apartment for the past two months, I recognize very little about my life. 
The faces of my friends, now lit by their computer screens, seem slightly off, distorted by 
grief or fatigue or technology; my neighborhood is unnaturally hushed, devoid of the 
charcoal smokers dotting the sidewalk that mark the onset of nice weather; my 
handwriting has deteriorated from disuse. A few days before the stay-at-home orders 
began in New York, I took my braids down in preparation for my next appointment, leaving 
my hair to erupt into springy sections. So in the mirror now, my image is never quite what I 
expect to see. I feel mildly disoriented, as if I had followed a recipe but somehow the dish 
didn’t come out the way it looked in the picture. I had worn braids not for vanity but for 
control: without them, my hair, emboldened with its own direction, often looks the way it 
wants to, which can be different every day. With them, I look exactly the same, day in and 
day out, and I don’t have to do a thing. 
 
During the first few days of self-isolation, my hair was my victory garden: I tended to it, 
feeding it protein and moisture, oil and cremes, throwing myself into its maintenance just 
to give myself something to do. I clarified it with Aztec clay, I rinsed it with apple-cider 
vinegar, I softened it with shea butter, I grew it with biotin. Over time, though, the instinct 
to settle my idle hands decreased, and in its place arose the desire for self-recognition. It’s 
not that I don’t like how I appear in the mirror now but rather that I’ve had very little say in 
the matter. Our personal choices have eroded; in isolation, I’d expected to miss all the 
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normal things, like joining my friends late at dinner or running into someone on the 
subway, but I’ve been surprised by the other things: putting on eyeliner, wearing a new 
perfume, the temporary alterations that feel like a necessary part of autonomy. 

Style, then, feels like the last indulgence. Economists cite the lipstick effect, a glossy theory 
that, in times of upheaval, sales of small indulgences like cosmetics increase — hard-won 
treats that lessen the impact. In the past few months, by some counts, nail-polish -
purchases- have soared, most likely to people eager for a diversion. (Or maybe because 
we’re staring at our hands more than ever.) The results of our bodies left to their own 
devices — leg hair unwaxed, bangs overgrown, grays returning — seem striking because 
we can’t fix what we don’t like as easily as before. Most of the time, we can look more or 
less how we want, within good reason, but self-isolation has forced aesthetic choices on us, 
reducing us to mere bodies awaiting the inevitable. 

The interim between what we look like now, dead-eyed and bushy all over, and how we 
might want to look feels like a vacation that has gone on for too long, its appeal loosening 
by the day. Some people have resorted to the drastic, shaving and dyeing and bleaching and 
growing out, sprinting toward the unknown. But for the most part, all I wanted is for 
something to resemble the way it appeared to me before. 

Holed up in my home, I did not feel the same, a state I had limited control over, but I also 
did not look the same, and I figured that was the one thing I could change. In the middle of 
the night, I am convinced I can do anything, and after a few YouTube videos, I figured I 
could try, for the first time, to spend an hour blowing out my hair, another braiding it into 
eight neat cornrows that lay flat against my skull, braid those braids into a single braid, 
then loop 100 faux dreadlocks into each cornrow. The women on my screen made it look 
quick and easy; my insomnia reasoned that it gave me something to do. 

So one Saturday morning, I angled my laptop on my bathroom sink, a tutorial queued up — 
in the harsh reality of day — to do a measly two cornrows. My first attempt went poorly — 
I tried to get the braids to adhere to the length of my scalp, but they crept off the nape of my 
neck no matter how many times I restarted. (One comment to the tutorial read: ‘‘Shout-out 
to all my black girls who still don’t understand how to cornrow even after watching all the 
videos on YouTube.’’) I wore them for four days anyway, a giddy black Pippi Longstocking. I  
began idly braiding my hair while on the phone or watching TV, the plaits growing smaller, 
my completion time shortening, my fingers becoming used to their job. My long-held 
evasion had stopped making sense — this wasn’t that bad! I speculated about my 
burgeoning expertise: Maybe I could start a natural hair YouTube channel myself; maybe 
I’d be the valued friend who ‘‘can do hair.’’ I stood to make so much money when this was 
all over! I looked in the mirror after a blind braiding during a long phone call. Practice had 
not made perfect. Practice had barely made OK. 

I gave up on the dream of the eight cornrows. The YouTube algorithm led me to something 
easier: Marley twists, done with a particular type of synthetic hair, attached to the scalp 
with skillfully hidden rubber bands. They weren’t the same as box braids, but they’d 
provide the same heft, the approximate length, the framing around my face in the bathroom 
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mirror. The beauty-supply store in my neighborhood remained open, stocked with masks 
and gloves and bundles of hair. The tutorial promised I could complete it in under two 
hours, which it underestimated by about two hours. The final result turned out sloppy and 
elementary — the parts are not well defined, the rubber band is too far away from the root, 
I ran out of hair. But I am comforted by its weight. Without thinking, I’ve restarted my habit 
of gathering up the strands and tying them into a bun on my head, grasping at anything 
familiar. 

Illustration by Brian Rea. 

Jazmine Hughes is a story editor for the magazine. She last wrote about learning how to 
swim. Brian Rea is an artist in Los Angeles. His book “Death Wins a Goldfish” was published 
last year. 

“When the World Unravels, Braid Your Own Hair” by Jazmine Hughes. The New 

York Times Magazine. May 24, 2020. 
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About the Article: Here, Niemann chronicles his attempts to teach himself to 

play the piano during quarantine and the unexpected benefits of doing so. 

Cristoph Niemann is an artist, illustrator, and animator. In addition to more 

traditional work, Niemann creates augmented reality and VR illustrations. 

137



138



139



140



141



142



143



144



145



146



147



148



149



150



151



152



153



154



155



“The Unexpected Solace of Learning to Play Piano” by Cristoph Niemann. The 

New York Times Magazine. May 24, 2020.  
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The Coronavirus Crisis

Reflections On A Lost Senior Year With Hope For The Future
June 10, 2020 · 7:00 AM ET

Heard on All Things Considered

DIANE ADAME ELISSA NADWORNY

East Ascension High School Valedictorian Emma Cockrum at her home in Prairieville, La., on June 1, 2020.

Emily Kask for NPR

Emma Cockrum was in her second week of quarantine when her father discovered an
old bike behind their house.

And that bicycle turned out to be a gift: With school closed at East Ascension High
School in Gonzales, La., bike riding for Emma became a way of coping with the loss of
the rest of her senior year.

"I would say the first two to three weeks we were out of school, I was not the most fun
person to be around. I was a ticking time bomb," says the 18-year-old, who's headed to
Northwestern State University in the fall. "One minute, I would be fine and dandy, and
then the next minute, I would be crying."

About the Article: This piece quotes from high school graduation speeches across the country 
by seniors whose last year of high school was disrupted by the pandemic. Elissa Nadworthy, an 
NPR correspondent on education, is the lead author.
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As she pedaled through her neighborhood each day, those bike rides forced her to stop
and take in the world around her — and they became the inspiration behind these
words in her valedictorian speech:

"I got to see life happening. I saw families spending time together, like children
playing basketball on their driveways, or fathers teaching their own kids to ride bikes.
When we stop to observe our surroundings, we are oftentimes provided with new
perspectives on our situations."

The coronavirus pandemic has caused many high school graduations to be replaced
with virtual, drive-in and other alternative ceremonies. And so, the tradition of
valedictorians and salutatorians addressing their classmates at this huge moment in
their young lives is a little different this year.

NPR spoke with a few student leaders about their speeches and how a not-so-typical
senior year inspired their words for the class of 2020.

Emma Cockrum

Valedictorian, East Ascension High School, Gonzales, La.

East Ascension High School Valedictorian Emma Cockrum with her dog Hercules in front of her old play house at her home in

Prairieville, La.

Emily Kask for NPR

Aside from her bike rides, Cockrum was also inspired by a few words from Sol Rexius,
a pastor at The Salt Company Church of Ames in Iowa. She says Rexius uses the

THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

Dear Class Of 2020: Graduation Messages From Frontline Workers
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analogy of a dump truck full of dirt being emptied all over their senior year. Here's
how she put it in her address to her classmates:

This may sound harsh, but it's not untrue to how some of us feel. It is easy to feel buried
by our circumstances. However, he [the pastor] goes on to paint a picture of a farmer
planting a seed. Did the farmer bury the seed? Well, yes, but he also planted it. Instead
of feeling buried by our situation, we must realize that the pain and heartache that has
been piled upon us is not meant to bury, but to plant us in a way that will allow us to
grow and prosper into who we are meant to be. As you stop and take in the
circumstances around you, will you allow yourself to be buried or to be planted? 

As we move on from this place and embark on the next big journey of life, whether
that's college, the workforce or something else, life will at some point begin to feel like
it's going too fast. My bike rides have taught me a new way to handle these times
because they allow me to exercise and be among the beauty of nature, which are things
that cause me to slow down. When life becomes too much like a race for you, it may not
be riding a bike. It may be playing an instrument, sport, creating art or something else
entirely. I encourage you to find that one thing that allows you to unwind and refocus
when life seems too much to handle. 

Now, I'd like to take you on a bike ride with me as we share this experience together in
our faces, something that is both exciting and terrifying: freedom. We sit atop our bikes
of life as high school graduates and now have the freedom to choose who we are and
where we will go. 

Ryan Chua

Salutatorian, Paducah Tilghman High School, Paducah, Ky.

Chua says he wanted to make his speech something that would provide some
happiness to people, even if only be for a little while. Before offering some advice, he
began his speech with a personal take on the famous line from Forrest Gump: "Life is
like a box of chocolates."

"Life is like a fistful of Sour Patch Kids," Chua says in his speech, recorded on video
from his home in Paducah. "Right now things are sour, but eventually they will turn
sweet."

The sharing of knowledge is just as important as receiving it because, without sharing,
knowledge has no value. The first piece of advice I want to share is to always try new
things and challenge yourself, even if you think it's a bad idea in the process. Always
attempt to answer questions and solve problems. Find new ways to do the same tasks.
Wear all white to black out. Take that ridiculously difficult course load. Buy that
oversized $30 pack of UNO that is literally impossible to shuffle just so you can say you
own it. Just spend responsibly, kids. All in all, just make life spicy. Make life something
you want to reminisce on. 

The second lesson is simple. Just be nice to people. Trust sows the seeds of freedom,
and a little respect truly does go a long way. It could even solve a few of the world's
problems. You never know when you'll need to fall back on someone, so build strong
connections early and maintain them. 

Lastly, the phrase "I don't know" is powerful. By admitting ignorance, you are asking to
learn. Inevitably, I know I will come upon a hard stop, and I hope that when I do, I'll
remind myself to pause and ask for a hand of enlightenment, so that I might come back
from that hard experience knowing more than when I started. Life rarely hands you a
golden opportunity, so make one. Just as the tornado creates a path in the wake of its
destruction, this class of 2020 will, too, create their own, hopefully without the whole
destruction part.

Kimani Ross
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Valedictorian, Lake City High School, Lake City, S.C.

Valedictorian Kimani Ross leads the Lake City High School parade through downtown Lake City, SC.

Taylor Adams/SCNow

Ross says she wanted to remind her class that they can get through any obstacle. She
recalls the adversities they've gone through together — like the death of a beloved
coach — and the people that doubted her.

Ross says she'll attend North Carolina A&T State University in the fall, where she
plans to study nursing.

Many people didn't, and probably still don't believe that I have worked hard enough to
be where I am now. I've had people tell me that I don't deserve to be where I am now,
and that really made me contemplate, "Do I really deserve this? Should I just give up
and let them win?" But look at where I am now. I'm glad that I didn't stop. I'm glad that
I didn't let them get to me. 

I'm especially glad that I earned this position so that all of the other little girls around
Lake City and surrounding areas can look and say that they want to be just like me. I
want those little girls to know that they can do it if no one else believes in them, I will
always believe in them. Classmates, when we're out in the real world, don't get
discouraged about the obstacles that will approach you.

As Michelle Obama once said, you should never view your challenges as a disadvantage.
Instead, it is important for you to understand that your experience facing and
overcoming adversity is actually one of your biggest advantages.
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Valedictorian Kimani Ross and her family at the Lake City graduation in Lake City, SC.

Taylor Adams/SCNow

Lindley Andrew

Salutatorian, Jordan-Matthews High School, Siler City, N.C.

Andrew says her mind flooded with high school memories as she tried to write her
speech. This inspired her to get her fellow seniors involved. With the help of her class,
she strung together a timeline of national events and local victories.

"Sometimes it's the small, seemingly pointless experiences that leave the most lasting
and impactful memories," she says.

Some of us lost our senior sports seasons, our chances to be captains and team leaders.
Some lost our final chances to compete for clubs that we've given our all to for the last
four years. Some of us lost our final opportunities to perform or display our art, and all
of us lost the chance to have all of the fun and closure that we were promised would
come in the last three months of our senior year.

 Losing the last third of our senior year to a virus was not what we had planned, but it's
definitely an experience that will affect our lives forever and a memory that we will
never, ever forget. We are made up of our experiences and memories. All of the things
that we have been through up to this point make us who we are, and the best part is,
we're not done yet. We'll continue to experience things and make memories every day
that mold us here and there and to who we truly are and who we are meant to become. 

What kind of experiences will you create for yourself? What kind of memories will you
make? When things don't go quite as planned, like our senior year, how you handle the
disappointments and challenges that you face will determine the experience that you
have and the memory you walk away with. 
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Favio Gonzalez

Valedictorian, Central Valley High School, Ceres, Calif.

Gonzalez says there were many other events besides the pandemic that helped his
class develop their character. In his speech, he highlights the election of President
Donald Trump and the prevalence of school shootings. Despite what was happening in
the world, he says his class never victimized themselves.

Gonzalez will be attending the University of California, Riverside, where he plans to
study biology.

The real test came our senior year with the current pandemic. Although society has
developed a higher level of understanding, comprehension and acceptance in years
prior, self-victimization has become a common occurrence and is a major impediment
in achieving our goals. We expect others to find the solutions to our problems and to
provide excessive help, since we truly are powerless in stopping the external factors
that impact us constantly, whether it'd be natural disasters, terrorism or disease. 

Yet, what many people don't realize is that the impact these unfortunate events have on
our lives can be nullified by the effort we place in improving our condition. Learning
this from past experiences, our class did not victimize itself. Studying and mastering
new material is difficult enough with the help of our amazing teachers, with the added
responsibilities of helping more at the house, working an essential job and other
challenges that come with being at home, it seemed impossible to keep up with
schoolwork. We had to face a multitude of barriers with our unrelenting will to succeed.
Standing here today, despite all of the setbacks and obstacles, because of our drive, our
perseverance, our willpower to endure is stronger than any deterrent. 

Now, as we step into adulthood and start to reach our goals, there will be harder
challenges to overcome. But our willpower has been proven irrevocable. Never forget
classmates, that as long as you use your unrelenting well, you're an unstoppable force.

Barrie Barto

Valedictorian, South High School, Denver

Barto says when her school closed, she tried ignoring some of the emotions she was
processing. "I realized that you need to take the time to acknowledge what we have lost
and celebrate how we have grown and how this is going to change us as a class," she
says.

This inspired her to write the speech she felt that she needed to hear.

To be honest with everyone, when I sat down to write this speech, I really wanted to
avoid talking about everything we miss as a class. It would be way easier to reminisce
about when the homecoming bonfire was in the back parking lot. But when people told
me they were sorry that my whole senior year was turned upside down, I shrugged it off
and said it's not a big deal. It's a hard thing to talk about, and not talking about it seems
less painful. But it is a big deal. We missed senior prom and graduation and our
barbecue and awards. I would even go back for one more class meeting in the
auditorium just to sit in South for one more Thursday. This pandemic was not the
defining event for our class. Don't let it be. We had monumental events occur every
year we were at South. We have supported our teachers when they rallied for
themselves. They've supported us when walking into school was harder than it was any
other day. We supported each other through the pains of block day, and air
conditioning only working in the winter time, but also shifts in friendships and hard
times with family. South brought us all together to teach us something about ourselves
that we didn't know before.

Haylie Cortez
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Valedictorian, Bartlett High School, Anchorage, Alaska

Cortez says she feels lucky to still be able to give a message and was inspired by what
has been helping her cope.

"One of the things that pushes me through everything is knowing that things will go on
and stuff will change," she says. "I just want to remind everyone that the future is still
there and it's still coming to us."

Cortez plans on attending the University of Alaska Fairbanks in the fall, where she
wants to study civil engineering.

We all deserve to celebrate and be proud of ourselves. It's upsetting that we won't have
a traditional graduation ceremony and sadly, we cannot control the circumstances that
we face today. 

What we can do is choose how we respond to it as we take these next steps in life. It can
be hard to imagine what life could look like as time progresses. The only certainty we
have is that time goes on and the future will arrive. We can use the pandemic as an
excuse for why we can't move on in life, or we can use it as a motivator to find our
purpose. Whether we plan to go to college, trade school, the military or straight into the
workforce, there is no denying that society will gain something worthwhile. The
situation we are living through shows how valuable everyone in society is. The world is
finally realizing the importance of the jobs of janitors, cashiers, teachers, politicians,
first responders and more. Whatever we plan on doing after we graduate, it will impact
society.

I invite everyone to look to who you can't thank, and take your time to do so, although
the door for high school has abruptly shut for us. I would like to remind everyone that
another has opened and we can do with it what we want.

“Reflections on a Lost Senior Year with Hope for the Future” from All Things Considered on 
National Public Radio. June 10, 2020.
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their caps and tassels into the air.

I Graduated Alone. In My Pajamas. On My Mom’s Couch.
My Zoom graduation felt like both a creepy, post-apocalyptic exercise and a corny, semi-pointless ritual.
By Mary Retta (Ms. Retta is a 2020 graduate of Vassar College.)

May 28, 2020

Less than three months ago, I started having this uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. It started in early March when 
Harvard announced that it would finish the rest of its semester online. A few other schools quickly followed suit. At my school, 
Vassar College, the administration emailed us to say that we would be going online for a few weeks and returning to in-person 
classes in April.

I remember sitting at my kitchen table with my housemates and laughing at the prospect of a virtual semester. “What’s the 
school going to do, give us a Zoom graduation?” my friend Megan joked. “Have us click and drag our avatar across the stage to 
get our diploma?”

My mother insisted I come home until in-person classes started again, so I packed a backpack and made the trek to Virginia. 
Soon after, I received the string of emails that would seal my fate: The first informed students that Vassar would finish classes 
online, the second told us that we could not return to campus to retrieve our belongings, and then there was a third note, 
including a link to our virtual commencement.

At first, the idea of missing out on this milestone felt very unfair. The thought of not being able to have a proper farewell with 
the friends who had become my lifeline over four years was painful to even entertain. But as weeks passed and more tragedy 
occurred, it felt foolish to be preoccupied with the logistics of my graduation while a virus that has killed over 300,000 people 
silently rages.

As commencement day approached, I found myself thinking of a Zoom graduation as a creepy, post-apocalyptic exercise on 
bad days and as a corny, semi-pointless ritual on good ones. I was never really looking forward to it but recognized that it was 
better than nothing. It happened this past weekend. And from a technical standpoint it was well executed, but it was also 
sadder than I thought it would be, sitting without my friends, attending the ceremony not in a cap and gown but in my 
pajamas, sitting on my mom’s couch.

My friend Heather, the senior class president, had a different attitude. As soon as Vassar announced there would be a virtual 
graduation ceremony, she emailed the school offering to help plan it. For two months, she was in Zoom meetings arranging 
the event. And this summer, well after our coursework is done, she’ll be attending meetings to plan Vassar’s in-person 
graduation, meant to take place sometime in 2021.

“When I first heard the news about a virtual graduation, I cried my eyes out,” Heather told me in a text the other day. But the 
pain from missing out on a traditional commencement only pushed her to make the best of what we were left with. “Especially 
as a Vietnamese, first-generation, and low-income student, I had been looking forward to my college graduation for a very 
long time and was excited about the prospect of celebrating this moment with my family who had already booked their flights 
to New York,” she said.

There are tens of thousands of students like Heather. And yet other students have been relieved by the lack of physical pomp 
this season. Many differently abled people, for example, prefer the accessibility that a virtual graduation provides.

“As a woman in a wheelchair, a virtual graduation took away a lot of the logistical questions and planning I would normally 
have to coordinate,” Heather Tomko, who just graduated remotely from the University of Pittsburgh, told me. “Often, stages 
aren’t easily wheelchair accessible, or if they are, it’s through a side or back door that wouldn’t allow me to process in with 
everyone else.”

Virtual ceremonies do have upsides: With no travel required, even the most far-flung, busy or financially disadvantaged family 
members can attend. The enormous downside, however, is the totally isolating nature of these events. For most of us, even the 
best-executed online graduation can’t measure up to the thrill of in-person hugs — or the iconic moment of everyone tossing 

About the Article: Mary Retta is a recent graduate of Vassar College. In this essay she reflects 
on her experience and that of her friends with virtual graduations.
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Because of this, some graduates are ditching the virtual ceremonies and finding other ways to celebrate. Aiden Strawhun, a 
recent graduate of the University of California, Berkeley, told me their friends played hooky on their virtual graduation day 
and hosted a separate online party instead.

“I hosted a livestream of some of my friends and I ʻgraduating’ in Animal Crossing,” they said in an email, referencing the 
video game that has become a hit in this quarantine era, where you build a society on an animated isle of paradise. “I spent a 
whole month making a stage and party area in-game and getting us all little outfits too! That was much more healing for me.”

Efforts like Aiden’s aren’t just fun; they’re truly heartwarming. But it’s impossible not to recognize the bittersweetness of all 
these contingency plans. Since Vassar moved online, I’ve gone on weekly FaceTime dates with friends and, like many, 
attended a Zoom birthday party. I still did Dollar Beer Night, a Thursday night Vassar tradition that went virtual this spring, 
as we tried to hold on to a sense of community and normalcy. Still, while it’s always nice to see my friends’ faces, I can’t help 
fixating on the awkwardness of screens or the anxieties these almost-normal interactions can induce. And as the public health 
effort to “flatten the curve” has transitioned to mostly staying at home until a vaccine arrives, I’ve begun to wonder: Is this 
what hanging out with friends will be like forever now?

I couldn’t bring myself to be excited about graduation, which usually marks the start of a promising future. Instead, we’re 
beginning adult life in the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression by some measures. As an aspiring journalist, 
for me it has been particularly frightening — graduating as about 36,000 journalists have been fired or furloughed, or had their 
pay reduced because of the coronavirus crisis, many of them seasoned veterans. It seems everytime I log onto Twitter another 
writer I admire has been laid off.

My plans to move out after graduation have been put on hold indefinitely. I’ve moved back in with my mother instead. And 
many of my friends have lost jobs or fellowships in the past few months and are struggling to find remote work.

Commencement felt like the last moment of calm before being pushed out into an unpredictable and uncontrollable storm. 
Sometimes I wonder whether the class of 2020 was star-crossed from the start, starting college with President Trump’s election 
and graduating into the twin crises of a public health emergency and profound economic despair.

Ultimately, what’s most painful to me is not that I won’t get to walk across the stage — it’s that I won’t achieve the finality that 
the ritual represents. I didn’t know three months ago that I’d gossiped for the last time on my friend Yume’s couch or that my 
friend Zoya and I had our last midnight Taco Bell splurge on her living room floor.

Even normal graduations don’t provide closure, but the performance of it. The real blessing of the ceremonies is their 
knowledge and appreciation of last times. When I think back on this moment in life, I’ll never wonder “What if I had my 
commencement ceremony?” I’ll just wish that I got to hug my friends goodbye, knowing that it would be our last embrace for 
a while.

Mary Retta (@mary__retta) is a recent graduate of Vassar College.
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High school juniors who would now be in the thick of recruiting are losing the benefits of in-person recruiting.

By Joe Drape

June 6, 2020

Austin Emile was a chess player before he took up soccer. To him, the pitch was like a chessboard, and he and his teammates

were the pieces working in harmony toward victory. Then, the coronavirus pandemic came, and Emile was out of moves.

Within days, his high school was closed. The tournaments where he planned to show off his skills to college coaches were

canceled, and so were the summer talent identification camps he was supposed to attend. In April, U.S. Soccer ended operations

of its Development Academy program, where Emile was part of an elite club team.

Then, on May 1, his grandfather, Thomas Conrad Emile, died after a bout with Covid-19.

Now, Emile’s soccer career is confined to a slab of concrete adjacent to his apartment building in the north Bronx in New York.

He doesn’t venture into a park because his mother, Kim, has a compromised immune system, which makes her more susceptible

to the virus. While dribbling and shooting on the cement, Emile thinks about the goals that college coaches might never see him

score.

“I was in the heart of my recruiting,” said Emile, 16, a junior at Ethical Culture Fieldston School. “There were coaches coming to

my tournaments to see me play. I was excited to visit a couple of campuses. Now, I’ve lost a lot. I don’t know what’s going to

happen.”

Before the coronavirus pandemic, youth sports generated more than $15 billion annually and created the “tourna-cation circuit,”

as it is known, with scholarship hunters and college coaches intersecting at destination events where players could showcase

their skills. With those events canceled, the industry has tanked and the college recruiting ecosystem has also been upended,

especially for the nonrevenue sports like soccer and lacrosse at Division II and Division III universities. In Division I, potential

top recruits are identified as early as freshman year and tracked.

Virtual campus tours have replaced on-site visits. Live talent analysis from sidelines, often shoulder-to-shoulder with college

coaches, have ceded to hours of analyzing game tape. Meet the recruit and parents in their living room? Only through a Zoom

call.

Pandemic Leaves a Void for Young Athletes Seeking to Make College
Teams

Emile was being recruited by college
soccer coaches who attended his
tournaments. “Now, I’ve lost a lot,” he
said. “I don’t know what’s going to
happen.”
James Estrin/The New York Times

About the Article: This article talks with junior athletes and coaches about how quarantine 
has affected recruiting for college teams. Joe Drape is a journalist and author who focuses 
on the connections between sports, culture, and money.
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No matter how creative coaches have become and how persistent student-athletes are, both sides know that significant

opportunities for better teams and futures are being lost.

“The story here is how hard this is going to impact high school juniors,” said Dennis Bohn, the men’s soccer coach at Lafayette

College in Easton, Pa. “There are kids that are going to miss getting scholarships or lose financial aid and roster spots. Some

people are going to lose the opportunity to go to school altogether.”

Even before the pandemic, much of the recruiting process had moved online. Digital platforms, like Next College Student Athlete,

help coaches see game video, résumés and academic transcripts from student-athletes. In April, 15,000 college coaches and

502,000 athlete profiles were viewed, according to the company, setting a single-month record for activity.

Many athletes take the initiative to market themselves and email coaches links to their social media sites, with highlights not

only of their athletic exploits but also windows into their personality and interests. Emile, for example, tries to email at least five

coaches a day.

Nothing, however, beats a coach seeing a recruit up close on a basketball court, soccer field or in a swimming pool.

In March, after the National Club Swimming Association spring championships in Orlando were canceled, Jimmy Tierney, the

swimming and diving coach at McKendree University, realized how dependent he was on the spring and summer circuits.

“I was supposed to meet some of my recruits there for the first time,” said Tierney, who started the program at McKendree, in

Lebanon, Ill., after 21 years as the women’s swimming and diving coach at Northwestern University. “Even though you have tape

and times, you want to see their technique in the water. Out of it, you want to see how they walk and talk. You want to talk to

coaches about reputations. You want to know what you are getting for four years.”

That recruiting is going digital may be necessary, but it is not nearly as efficient. Zach Ward, the men’s soccer coach at Haverford

College, said working tournaments and camps and conducting on-site visits yield a quicker and better assessment of the student-

athlete than watching tape and conducting video chats. Usually, this time of year, Ward has a database of 150 rising seniors and

potential recruits; instead he now he has a third as many.

“I’m behind because there’s only so much you can do with tape — nobody sends you their lowlights,” Ward said. “If nothing

changes, I’m going to have to trust my gut a little bit. You take a chance on some guys and do everything you can for the athlete.”

Even student-athletes who have exceptional talent and put in the effort to attract college coaches have been unsettled by the

prospect of a summer without showcases.

Tommy Zipprich of Illinois still has coaches interested in him, but the cancellation of a
significant tournament in March meant that some schools have backed off a bit.
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Last spring and summer, Tommy Zipprich attended soccer camps at Georgetown, Tufts, Harvard, Dartmouth, Middlebury and

Amherst after strong performances in tournaments in the spring of his sophomore year. He visited multiple schools in the fall and

stayed in touch with about 15 coaches, many of whom intended to scout him in mid-March at the National League tournament in

Las Vegas.

When the event was canceled, Zipprich’s list got a little shorter.

“I was lucky enough to get ahead of the process,” said Zipprich, who will be a senior at Loyola Academy in Wilmette, Ill. “There

are some schools that backed off a little because they didn’t get to see me play, and there are schools that I didn’t get to see.”

In a normal year, Zipprich would be having final discussions with a small number of schools and close to making his final

decision. This is not a normal year and Zipprich’s college future remains up in the air.

The lesson for younger student-athletes is to get in the recruiting pipeline early. Emma Rose, a rising sophomore at Horace

Greeley High School in Chappaqua, N.Y. told her parents that she was serious about playing basketball at the college level.

So, for $3,840, the Roses hired the Next College Student Athlete to guide them over their daughter’s high school career — not only

to edit her highlight packages and provide a recruiting coach, but to prep her for standardized college tests and put her in touch

with as many schools as possible so Emma can find the one that is right for her athletic dreams. “I’m getting a dozen emails a day

from coaches,” said Emma Rose. “By the time, we get to my junior year, they will know who I am and what I can do.”
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On that slab of Bronx concrete, Emile has already ruined one soccer ball and is halfway through to ruining another as he copes

with the loss of his grandfather and the path to his future that he once thought was sure-footed. The college coaches he speaks

with offer encouraging words but no firm offers.

“There’s some things you can’t plan for and this was one of them,” Emile said. “All I can do for now is stay sharp, in shape and

keep the faith.”

Joe Drape has been writing about the intersection of sports, culture and money since coming to The Times in 1998. He has also pursued these lines of reporting as the

author of two best-selling books. @joedrape

A version of this article appears in print on June 6, 2020, Section B, Page 8 of the New York edition with the headline: Pandemic Leaves College Prospects in Limbo

Emma Rose of Horace Greeley High School in Chappaqua, N.Y., still has her
sophomore and junior years ahead of her. Katherine Petrillo

“Pandemic Leaves College Prospect in Limbo” by Joe Drape. The New York Times. June 6, 
2020.
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Restaurants get eulogies. Airlines get bailouts. Shakespeare gets kicked when he’s down.

By Frank Bruni
Opinion Columnist

June 4, 2020

We need doctors right now. My God, we need doctors: to evaluate the coronavirus’s assault, assess the body’s response and 
figure out where, in that potentially deadly tumble of events, there’s a chance to intervene.

We need research scientists. It falls to them to map every last wrinkle of this invader and find its Achilles’ heel.

But we also need Achilles. We need Homer. We need writers, philosophers, historians. They’ll be the ones to chart the social, 
cultural and political challenges of this pandemic — and of all the other dynamics that have pushed the United States so 
harrowingly close to the edge. In terms of restoring faith in the American project and reseeding common ground, they’re beyond 
essential.

And I’m not sure we get that.

Colleges and universities are in trouble — serious trouble. They’re agonizing over whether they can safely welcome students 
back to campus in the fall or must try to replicate the educational experience imperfectly online. They’re confronting sharply 
reduced revenue, severe budget cuts, warfare between administrators and faculty, and even lawsuits from students who want 
refunds for a derailed spring semester. And a devastated economy leaves their very missions and identities in limbo, all but 
guaranteeing that more students will approach higher education in a brutally practical fashion, as an on-ramp to employment 
and nothing more.

“If one were to invent a crisis uniquely and diabolically designed to undermine the foundations of traditional colleges and 
universities, it might look very much like the current global pandemic,” Brian Rosenberg, who just finished a nearly 17-year 
stretch as president of Macalester College, wrote in The Chronicle of Higher Education recently. That wasn’t a renegade take. It 
was a representative, even restrained, one.

When I later exchanged emails with him, he expanded on it. He observed that the physically close-knit nature of the classroom 
and the campus puts colleges “not far behind cruise ships and assisted-living facilities” as ideal theaters of contagion. He noted 
that this contagion came along when higher education was already on the defensive — maligned by conservative politicians for 
its supposed elitism and resented by students and their families for its hefty price tag.

Now, he said, he can detect people taking “a ghoulish pleasure” in its travails. Restaurants get eulogies. Airlines get bailouts. 
Universities get kicked when they’re down. “That says a lot about our societal priorities,” Rosenberg said.

But not all aspects of university life will be equally undermined. Homer could be in particular peril, dismissed along with the rest 
of the humanities as a fusty luxury, a disposable lark. And that chills Rosenberg.

The End of College as We Knew It?

About the Article: This essay talks about the future of college in a post-pandemic world and 
how colleges may not get to choose how they change. Frank Bruni is a columnist for The New 
York Times. He has covered everything from restaurant reviews to the White House.
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“Here is the problem,” he told me. “A society without a grounding in ethics, self-reflection, empathy and beauty is one that has

lost its way.”

“We are seeing that play out,” he added — and this was before George Floyd’s anguished pleas and the fury and the fires. He

pointed to the empathy deficit in Americans openly hostile to social-distancing directives, which was followed by the empathy

void that put a knee to Floyd’s neck. “I can only imagine how George Eliot or Shakespeare would write about such people,” he

said.

We don’t have to imagine, because Shakespeare, Eliot and scores of the other writers and thinkers at the core of a liberal arts

education lavished attention on the conflict between individual desires and communal obligations, on the toxic fruits of fear and

on the dangerous lure of ignorance. That’s why we read them. That’s why we should continue to, especially now.

“This is not only a public health crisis and an economic crisis, though Lord knows it’s both of those,” said Andrew Delbanco, a

professor of American studies at Columbia University and the president of the Teagle Foundation, a philanthropy that promotes

the liberal arts. “It’s also a values crisis. It raises all kinds of deep human questions: What are our responsibilities to other

people? Does representative democracy work? How do we get to a place where something like bipartisanship could emerge

again?”

The answers will sooner come from history, philosophy and literature than from drug companies, social media and outer space.

Put another way, whom do you trust: Pfizer, Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk, or the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Plato and

Jane Austen? It’s not a close call.

What a mess we’re in. What disruption we’re in for. It will probably look like this in higher education: Dozens and potentially

hundreds of small four-year colleges go under, some of them within the next year and others over the next five. Online instruction

proliferates, because the pandemic has forced more schools to experiment with it, because it could be a way for them to expand

enrollment and thus revenues, and because it’s more accessible to financially strapped students who are wedging classes

between shifts at work.

The already pronounced divide between richly endowed, largely residential schools and more socioeconomically diverse ones

that depend on public funding grows wider as state and local governments face unprecedented financial distress. A shrinking

minority of students get a boutique college experience. Then there’s everybody else.

“We always knew that America was moving more and more toward very different groups of people,” Gail Mellow, the former

president of LaGuardia Community College in Queens, told me. Now that movement is accelerating.

LaGuardia Community College in Queens. Jake Naughton for The New York Times
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And if the economy doesn’t do some spectacular turnaround, more students will demand a financial payoff from college that’s as

immediate and certain as possible. For computer science and chemistry departments, that’s a boon. For English, comparative

literature, classics and anthropology? A bust.

They’re already hurting: The percentage of college students getting degrees in the humanities has declined sharply over the past

decade while the popularity of more obviously job-related majors connected to, say, health care and technology surged. And the

pandemic provides extra incentive for schools to redirect money from the humanities to the sciences, because that’s where big

grants for biomedical research are.

To solve our short-term problems, that emphasis makes sense. But to solve our long-term ones? To apply the lessons of the

Spanish flu of 1918 and the urban riots of 1968 to the misery and rage of 2020? I want as many broadly educated, deeply reflective

citizens and leaders as possible.

Like Andrea Romero, 19, a computer science major at Purdue University who, as part of its Cornerstone program, which

encourages all undergraduates to dip into the humanities, took a class in “transformative texts.” In an essay about being forced

by the pandemic to leave campus, return home and linger there, she invoked Homer’s “Odyssey” — specifically, Odysseus’

consignment to the nymph Calypso’s island. The hero’s life there is pleasant, even good. But the ease of a given moment can’t —

and shouldn’t — erase the commitments and aspirations beyond it.

“I look forward to my return to ‘Ithaca’,” Romero wrote, likening the Purdue campus to Odysseus’s destination. “Until this day

arrives, I have learned that it is valid to feel disappointed and fortunate at the same time.”

Mrinali Dhembla, 21, told me that her double major in political science and Chinese language at Hunter College, which is part of

the City University of New York, isn’t perfectly tailored to a given profession. But it has allowed her to see and evaluate America’s

predicament through the lens of other struggles, taught her to watch for the way some people try to profit from others’ pain,

taken her outside of her narrowest self and given her “more sensitivity and warmheartedness,” she said.

Lexi Robinson, 21, just graduated from Central Michigan University. Although her major was public and nonprofit administration,

she also delved into the humanities, for example taking a religion and social issues course that she found especially meaningful.

It sounded an alarm about moral absolutism. “Whatever side you’re on, you think the other is telling blatant lies,” she told me,

adding that such a viewpoint is a dead end for democracy. “How do we ever come to a middle ground?”

At Ursinus College in Pennsylvania this spring, Stephanie Mackler, an associate professor of education, asked the students in one

of her seminars to write about the merits of the liberal arts. Matt Schmitz, 20, who is majoring in psychology and educational

studies, reflected on the story of Galileo. It’s about so much more than astronomy, he wrote; it’s a window into humans’

investment in established fictions over discomfiting truths. To study the humanities, Schmitz observed, is to connect to

something grander: “Without it, humanity would be left to aimlessly wander from day to day and problem to problem.”

Rodrigo Vazquez, 28, is pursuing a master’s degree in applied mathematics at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, where he got

a bachelor’s degree in economics. But he also majored in English, which opened vistas to him that he still savors. Confined like so

many Americans to his house over recent months, he told me that he staved off loneliness with reading: not just Camus’s “The

Plague,” an obvious choice, but also Proust’s “Swann’s Way” and Melville’s “Moby-Dick.” They made him feel connected to human

struggle across time.

“Moby-Dick.” Now there’s a transformative text about our investments in — and responsibilities to — one another.

Consider the celebrated passage in which Ishmael describes being roped to Queequeg, who dangles over their ship’s side to

attend to a whale carcass. If one man gets sucked into the heaving water, both men go under. And Ishmael reflects “that my own

individuality was now merged in a joint stock company of two; that my free will had received a mortal wound; and that another’s

mistake or misfortune might plunge innocent me into unmerited disaster and death.”

“This situation of mine,” he adds, “was the precise situation of every mortal that breathes.”

Or these days, that struggles to breathe.
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A vaccine for the coronavirus won’t inoculate anyone against the ideological arrogance, conspiracy theories and other internet-

abetted passions and prejudices that drive Americans apart. But the perspective, discernment and skepticism that a liberal arts

education can nurture just might.

Science may produce better versions of tear gas and lighter versions of riot gear, God help us. But it can’t compete with the

humanities for telling us how and why certain societies unravel and others thrive.

Maybe that’s so obviously self-evident that amid all the raging need in our country, governments will dig deeper to expand the

opportunity of college. Maybe college students will demand enlightenment on top of, or even before, job training.

“I think we’re going to have a lot of surprises,” said Christopher Newfield, a professor of literature and American studies at the

University of California, Santa Barbara, who has written extensively about the degradation of higher education over recent

decades. “People are not linear.” They could well flock to Melville. “I wouldn’t bet my house on it,” he said, but added, “I’d bet a

room of my house on it.”

We need doctors, all right, but not all doctors are the same, as Benito Cachinero-Sánchez, the vice chair of the Library of

America’s board of directors, reminded me. If he were choosing between two physicians, he said, he would go with one who has

read Chekhov, “because he’s a fuller human being and he’s going to treat me like a fuller human being.”

Current events show that when it comes to treating one another like fuller human beings, we need all the help we can get.

I invite you to sign up for my free weekly email newsletter. You can follow me on Twitter (@FrankBruni).

Listen to “The Argument” podcast every Thursday morning, with Ross Douthat, Michelle Goldberg and me.

Frank Bruni has been with The Times since 1995 and held a variety of jobs — including White House reporter, Rome bureau chief and chief restaurant critic — before
becoming a columnist in 2011. He is the author of three best-selling books.  @FrankBruni •  Facebook

A version of this article appears in print on June 7, 2020, Section SR, Page 6 of the New York edition with the headline: Is This the End of College as We Knew It?

Columbia University in Manhattan. Hiroko Masuike/The New York Times
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About the Article: For May Day, the Poetry Society of New York released a series of co-

created sonnets about the pandemic and quarantine. Each poet was paired with 

another, and the two co-wrote a sonnet, using the last line of the previous sonnet as a 

starting point. 

1. Ansel Oommen + Jessica Kashiwabara

Let’s meet at the Met for the end of our world to cry 
For our grief is metastatic, our losses terminal 
We’ll walk through rooms where pyramids and mummies lie 
And keep our distance slightly personal 
Visit Monet’s water lilies and van Gogh’s fields 
Until we ourselves, lost within, are hidden stars 
Exploring the great splendors that each painting yields 
Layer upon layer in cosmic avatars 
Wandering the echoed halls without a worry 
Though the air is sedated, we try to find home 
Among ivory statues, it’s not a hurry 
For nostalgia, sweet nostalgia, a benign syndrome 
gets us to stroll down Fifth Ave with thoughts of our youth 
remembering the New York slice and old phone booths 
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2. Lorraine Currelley & Addison Bale

Remembering the New York slice and old phone booths  

I think of happier times when love’s true sentiment governed our hearts  

By certain pains we knew or even wanted-that slice with you and heartbreak later 
Love’s secreted conversations hidden in old phone booths grew our frustration  

Though proximity is what we wanted, perhaps more than love, wasn’t it?  

Yes, proximity not love, still this absence has created a strange longing  

Where lorn the constant touch we knew, I don’t feel lonely in the desert  
Lonely sad cries do not eat at my breasts, only your joy’s memory 
Always with me, and showing me repeatedly, how to be without you  

Old booths and freedom’s time taught me I could  
I recline into the wash of certain friendships, the bottles of red remedy 

You now owning newly discovered strength and voice  

The shifting dream you willow into me, the chill before my goosebumps  

You’ll blow tender on me to cool my blood 

3. Julie K + Pele Bapere

You’ll blow tender on me to cool my blood 
Fever pitch sirens fade in surrender 
Rendering my posture blissfully timid 
Glimpses of deceit run laps on retinal playgrounds 
How germane those once quaint customs now seem 
Cave dwellings where visions could never glow 
Unnerved, unarmed, unflinchingly I unravel 
And the hands of all seasons spell your name 
Setting down my mind with temperate musings  
To soothe and settle homeless nerve endings 
With a wistful lay, so low and beguiling  
Once mangy and wild, I'm folded into WE 
Shedding this longing scarce in conceit 
What is time and love and what beast forms them 

4. Matisse Mosher + Kate Seward

What is time and love and what beast forms them? 
Are they existing concepts that beasts label and manipulate until they fight back? 
And who are these beasts anyway, and why should we care? 
Beasts become constructs that whisper “Even kindness has limits,” 
but if we were to take that apart, like a Lego castle, 
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then the intention would open our eyes to a starving world of abundance. 
Just think: things piling up like leaves, and still not enough. 
Not enough, until a breathing spark decrees life.  
And oh, what tremendous joy  
will fill those that gave from their souls when their pockets were empty. 
There was no other choice but to start walking south 
to meet up with spirits, intertwined from past lives. 
And then suddenly, they were there, even though I didn’t remember asking for them, saying 
let’s meet on Canal to seance Pearl Paint. 

5. Sir Egypt Allen + Jennifer Minotti

Let’s meet on Canal to seance Pearl Paint 
to remember what New York used to be 
when Opening Day marked the ceremonial beginning of Spring 
and we'd take our kites to the skies, flying hopes high 
and lazily brunch along Columbus Ave. 
What long years these few weeks have been 
unarmored stepping into the void 
watching a sleeping world from my kitchen window  
alone with relentless sirens, an inferno of coronavirus 
consumes the world, threatening a violent color 
tinged with dyeing substance 
boarded up galleries coated in fresh graffiti spray paint 
the side effects of inhaling, city-wide lungs obturated 
all we have are fumes, I’m dying to faint. 

6. Megha Sood + Estelle Mandaville

All we have are fumes, I’m dying to faint 
The vapid air thick choked and clogged with grief 
Suffocates me. It's been such a relief 
My sullen memories have lost their scent 
Their vividness gone, like pails of stale paint 
My eyes are wide open with disbelief 
My happiness is stolen by a thief 
Can’t be lit by sun or a candlelight 
And dark this evening grows the horizon 
Filling us with crimson ting, blessing us 
With some contentment in desolation 
I rise with power of love stirring us 
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To continue in hope, to carry on 
As the river’s still moving beside us. 

7. Jane LeCroy + Bernadette McComish

As the river’s still moving beside us  
let it in our eyes, even as they’re closed  
and when we blink let the water fall from  
rocks, grass, dirt, debris, detritus, seeds, fluff  
then pool at my feet, kneel and fill your mouth  
still we river, same body never same  
song, instead we listen for new streams  
come into me, fill, be emptied, and flow  
toward an open ocean wide and waiting  
same salinity as blood and tears we  
float, weightless on waves without wreckage  
every piece we lose, we become new  
And find pearls to wear for men and women  
To touch the swells in our minds, how they last 

8. Dewi Mugiarto + Kate S

To touch the swells in our minds, how they last  
To hear the heartbeat, a soul dances  
invisibly behind the high spring grass  
the rain is pouring and wiping the dust  
from faces flattened by grids and touch screens  
a song full of prayers for the loved one  
a wish building into hope for the lost  
as we grow stronger than a solid stone  
To touch the swells in our minds, the glass bursts 
the rain halts, dry, but our tears don't come  
Birds dance in time among yellow and green  
as the sun shines, wrapping us with its warmth  
Flowers descend like elite sky divers  
As they peel the light from our eyes, an orange 

9. Addison Witt + Patricia Coleman

As they peel the light from our eyes, an orange  
Billow of smoke drifts between that hidden place. 
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And below the selves I'd built to stay  
I saw our lives connected in a dream;  
My kitchen's smells in the air rode homes above becoming 
An aroma of wishes ignited by hopeful  
Fantasies of taste.  
My senses grew strong; and I watched you expand into  
A fruit, a plum, a peach without a pit,  
Something I would have to face  
Or eat or be eaten or throw away.  
Releasing all inhibitions, I embraced my plight  
And found nothing, just the air  
When I cannot bear to turn on the light. 

10. Ellen Wong + Ashna Ali

When I cannot bear to turn on the light 
I reach deep inside myself to find my own 
and find in its place an ascending melody  
that whispers through the hallow ether haunt 
to foretell the break of easy endings.  
But through the abyss, water wraps and glimmers,  
reflects the oncoming dawn.  
A kiss dissolving gravity from forms immaterial  
takes me out. Just a second. Reprieve from remembering.  
A spark of recognition of a past moment forgotten 
of when you promised to return soon through the tide of sirens 
to bring back with you the truth we have been seeking 
and though I trust, I stand drained of blood and motionless 
after you’ve left, the coffee still brewing 

11. Liz Kingsley + Katherine Menjivar

after you've left, the coffee still brewing 
your home sighs, less burdened, one less person   
the shingles whine to the stoic rain 
you aimlessly stroll in the drizzling mist 
the saying goes ears tingle when you are in another's thoughts, even now you won't know 
your kindness reverberates, heart takes it slow  
miming the coffee' s drip, what was it that you chose, country roast, a blend  
goes down so warm, comforts me to the end 
of the night's cold shoulder I gave it all  
with you, eerie silence, I am enthralled 
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by your persistence to bellow in me 
I’m filled with the desire to be free 
of the brewing, chock-full of night  
I take showers in the dark with that night 

12. Janeena Pinero + Janet Grillo

I take showers in the dark with that night 
Numb with sleep, morning light, I look forward to your hello 
as if you could return, could emerge from a shadow   
admit one, wait on your turn to be forgotten 
as if you could be forgotten. Light pours like water  
in a cracked dome i finally can see a way out, pounding away at grout   
eroding desire. Wasted pleasure swerving toward the drain 
fertilizing roots tucked underneath the hardest surfaces, can you tell me what is pain? 
As if you could remember. Is today the day you will remember  
tomorrow couldn't come fast enough 
tomorrow couldn't flow far enough 
history seeps thru sweaty palms, chained into a cycle 
of your fingers linking my skin, my lips, my thighs 
replaying your hands, your hands undoing the distance required. 

13. 

14. Monica Teresa Ortiz + Leslie Seldin

the distance required to keep it secret 
is the same as the height to remain still 
like branches of trees stretched to their limit 
the marigolds I planted for my love 
in the air breathing I do what I can 
avoiding the viral load puncturing 
so many ways to let someone in 
a life no longer useful disposed of 
in this imperfect world where blossoms burst 
we idly watch resources deplete 
and snap a wishbone evenly in two 
To eat dust that works hard to be a ghost 
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to get closer to nothing that is also something 
the right set of problematic patterns 

15. Anna Winham + J Placide

the right set of problematic patterns 
puckered the suckers on Primrose's pants.  
If she dared peeled them off 
she knew not what lay beneath 
Her scissors were made of thorns & thyme and she knew her blood was milk as she cut 
while the seamstress's cat peered on, closed windows 
while she peeled off the first sucker, open doors 
milk-smeared skin formed a ring-road of  
roses around the seamstress lying on the floor 
of her kitchen, three kittens littered beside her, the cat trapped  
with the knowledge that both she and the seamstress have a 50/50 chance 
of the ritual writing the songs of origin 
to make this work of saving lives 
to make this work when counting debt and yet 

16. Anne Smith + Stan Cohen

To make this work when counting debt, but yet 
Ensure that all necessities are met 
Certainty is well beyond our next bet, 
For all we thought we knew has been upset. 

The sun will shine upon tomorrow's day. 
When Virus chaos is all swept away, 
And we're no longer foul infection's prey, 
Skies will be blue, clouds white, not grey. 

Man cannot undo nature's laws or rules, 
And those who think he can are simply fools. 
'New Normal' is the phrase to use as tools, 
As memory of lockdown slowly cools. 

Golden glow comes as the corona burns; 
copper coins melt down like saturn returns. 
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17. Loisa Fenichell + Frances Brien

Copper coins melt down like Saturn returns 
I pocket these coins, these small messages from God. 
The Sun and the Moon are dancing in Town.  
Tonight, it is no more than the dancing that awaits me like a fragrance. 
i shall cloth myself in red flannel and jasmine. 
& so begins the singing of the blues! 
There is no mending a patched up broken heart  
But I can go on driving, dancing the waltz, singing folk songs 
wiggling my hips with a smile on my lips and a world at my ........fingertips! 
World shifts & moves about, over & over again, like an oyster, but still I am here, occupying this 
space . 
For Love held me in his steadfast arms! 
& in steadfast arms I myself learn to love again, like the recently birthed calf  
The Sun and the Moon are Dancing! 
I'm not ready to give up; this feels right to dream again 

18. 

19. Trad Sevin + Tanny Jiraprapasuke

Walking westbound I hold my head steady. 
Above a wrangling mess at my feet 
My arms dangle, too heavy to swing. 
Walking eastbound I greet a rising light, 
Inhaling the air of tomorrow 
and expelling the weight of today. 
Walking southbound I am gripped by the past 
and the seeds of "normalcy" 
But no, my feet must move one in front of the other. 
Walking northbound, I decide that my only direction is 
to accept my heartache and receive this moment 
in full flood. 
Walking inbound I reach to the candor of pain 
with a slight tremble touching thoughts to pen 
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20. Annie Robertson + Marietta Brill

With a slight tremble touching thoughts to pen 
I worry if it's the sickness or how a body imitates the season, buds on branches, 
waving like wands in a sky fevered and dazzling 
like police lights are dazzling, like sirens are new growth 
asking, aren’t we ready to be less alone? 
We used to breathe in the same room, what a marriage 
of evidence and deception, bees circling closed blossoms 
and calling it on the century.  
Show me how to live keenly 
as an insect with one good sting before croaking 
as in the millisecond before touching 
when what hurts could stay inside  
but spills into my burning palms 
like catching water before it's blessed. 

“Pandemic Poems” by various authors. The Poetry Society of New York. May 1, 

2020. 
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About the Article: Inspired by a re-reading of The Very Hungry Caterpillar, Sam 

Anderson compares quarantining to the development of a butterfly in a 

chrysalis. Anderson is a staff writer at The New York Times Magazine and 

author of Boom Town: The Fantastical Saga of Oklahoma City, its Chaotic 

Founding... its Purloined Basketball Team, and the Dream of Becoming a 

World-class Metropolis. 

The Truth About Cocoons
What caterpillars really go through in there has applications for our 
moment. 
By Sam Anderson 

Every child knows about cocoons. They’re one of the first things we learn about the 
natural world. What the ABCs are to language, cocoons are to biology. They introduce us 
to the wonder of metamorphosis: A little blobby squirmy thing disappears into a sac and 
emerges as a flamboyant colorful flappy thing. Magic! In fact, that is exactly how we 
tend to learn about it — as one of nature’s great magic tricks, if not inexplicable then 
largely unexplained. The emphasis always seems to be on the before and the after, never 
the during. 

Lately, I have found myself wondering — as I sit here hunched inside my dark house, for 
infinity weeks, hardly moving, wearing the same green sweatshirt while eating the same 
four snacks — about cocoons. I don’t really care anymore what goes in or what comes 
out; those are questions for different times, for ancient pasts and distant futures. I’m 
interested in precisely the part of the story that tends to be skipped: the confinement, 
the waiting, the darkness, the change. 
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What is it actually like inside a cocoon? Is it cozy and peaceful? Or cramped and dim? Is 
the bug’s stay voluntary, involuntary or something in between? And what really happens 
during that seemingly magical change? Is it inspiring and wondrous? Or is it unpleasant 
and grim? What did I not learn in kindergarten? 

It turns out that the inside of a cocoon is — at least by outside-of-a-cocoon standards — 
pretty bleak. Terrible things happen in there: a campaign of grisly desolation that would 
put most horror movies to shame. What a caterpillar is doing, in its self--imposed 
quarantine, is basically digesting itself. It is using enzymes to reduce its body to goo, 
turning itself into a soup of ex-caterpillar — a nearly formless sludge oozing around a 
couple of leftover essential organs (tracheal tubes, gut). 

Only after this near-total self-annihilation can the new growth begin. Inside that 
gruesome mush are special clusters of cells called ‘‘imaginal discs,’’ which sounds like 
something from a Disney movie but which I have been assured is actual biology. 
Imaginal discs are basically the seeds of crucial butterfly structures: eyes, wings, 
genitalia and so on. These parts gorge themselves on the protein of the deconstructed 
caterpillar, growing exponentially, taking form, becoming real. That’s how you get a 
butterfly: out of the horrid meltdown of a modest caterpillar. 

The caterpillar I know best was created, out of scraps of painted paper, by a man who 
grew up in Nazi Germany: Eric Carle. ‘‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’’ is a small, eccentric 
masterpiece — a children’s book, yes, but also a formative exploration of the complex 
nature of change. Like many children, I read the book so many times that it blended into 
my psyche as a kind of background color. Years later, I read it again so many times with 
my own children that it blended into their psyches too, and back into my own again, this 
time in a deeper color. 

Recently, when I reread ‘‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’’ alone, in quarantine, it felt less 
like reading than remembering. And yet I was also slightly surprised. Carle’s caterpillar 
is, of course, more than just a caterpillar; it is a classic existentialist antihero — a lonely 
creature of pure need, guided by only its own ravenousness, skirting the knife’s edge 
between self-destruction and growth. What surprised me this time was that so little of 
the book is devoted to that final act of transformation — the magic change we are always 
taught to anticipate. Mainly, the book is a catalog of eating. Ridiculous, ceaseless, 
maniacal, necessary but also unwise eating. 

Things start out fine. The caterpillar tunnels through one food after another: an apple 
on Monday, two pears on Tuesday, three plums on Wednesday and so forth. He always 
leaves a little hole in his wake, a literal hole in the book’s pages — his hunger is so 
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powerful that it begins to destroy the very story of his hunger. By Saturday, the 
caterpillar has abandoned all sense and started bingeing on junk food: a piece of 
chocolate cake, an ice cream cone, a pickle, a slice of cherry pie, a cupcake — the kind of 
caloric intake, surely, that will not help an insect with its ultimate long-term goals. Sure 
enough, the caterpillar ends up curled at the bottom of the page with a stomachache, 
eyes squished and drooping, mouth compressed to a miserable line. 

This moment in the book hit me deeply. Staring into that caterpillar’s wretched face felt 
like looking into a mirror. In quarantine, I, too, have been ravenously bingeing. When I 
pass through a room, I leave it practically riddled with holes. I have worked my way 
through bags of chips, bags of gummy candy, bags of unsalted walnuts, jars of peanut 
butter, tubs of ice cream, boxes of cereal. And the consumption goes far beyond food. 
Along with the rest of America, I devoured the cursed docu-series ‘‘Tiger King’’ with 
hardly a break. I have been playing so many hours of the Nintendo game ‘‘Animal 
Crossing’’ that my wife sometimes peeks cautiously into the room and asks: ‘‘Is there 
some way I can help you? Are you sure you want to still be playing this?’’ 

I am speaking to you now from the inside of my cocoon. You, presumably, are listening 
from inside your own. It could be an apartment, a room, a closet or a farmhouse out in 
the middle of nowhere on the site of an abandoned commune. Perhaps, like me, you 
have been living a self-destructive quarantine cocoon life. Maybe you are not using junk 
food or video games to numb the pain, but you are probably using something. The data 
suggests that most of us are. A friend recently sent me his phone’s weekly screen-time 
report. It was down 15 percent, to 10 hours 50 minutes a day. Utility companies say that 
people are sleeping in — spikes in energy use that typically occurred around 6 a.m. are 
now happening much later. The very shape of society is dissolving in front of our eyes. 
‘‘Workdays,’’ ‘‘mealtimes,’’ ‘‘holidays’’ — all these rituals that were designed to help us 
shape our days have now been drained of meaning. Society has become, in large part, 
boneless. A soup of ex-society. 

Watching it happen, all over the planet, has been horrible. There is no other word for it. 
It has been horrible inside overrun hospitals — the multiplying hopelessness, the 
gasping of those who can’t be saved. It has been differently horrible inside our own 
houses, where we wonder how to help as we refresh internet spreadsheets and watch the 
numbers rise: cases, tests, deaths. It has been horrible to read about the stories behind 
those numbers. It has been horrible to watch for tiny signs of illness in the people we 
love the most. Horrible to feel our own foreheads, wondering if we are warm. Horrible to 
be warm. Horrible to be cool. Horrible not to be sure. 
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How do we even begin to process all of this — this cataclysm that is happening 
simultaneously in slow motion and all at once, on distant continents and inside our own 
cells? Months in, we still have no idea when it will end or what we will all come out 
looking like. The metamorphoses are happening mostly in private, all over the place, in 
billions of individual pods — acts of internal self--destruction and rebuilding, subtle 
shifts and whole revolutions. 

I keep asking myself, as pretzel crumbs spill down the front of my sweatshirt, what I 
have learned from quarantine. On most days, honestly, it feels like nothing. The main 
question we seem to answer in quarantine is circular: How would we handle ourselves in 
quarantine? On particularly bad days, as I blink myself awake at 11 a.m. and promptly 
reopen Twitter, I feel that I’ve actually learned less than nothing — that my knowledge is 
rolling backward. Before the world shut down, I swear on my Cool Ranch Doritos, I was 
working on myself, exercising regularly and making plans and sticking to them. I was 
generating lists, and lists of lists, and lists of lists of lists. I listened to a whole audiobook 
about forming good habits. But now all of that has gone away. For the moment at least, 
in the face of this horror and sadness and confusion, as I watch the curves grow worse 
on the terrifying graphs, my fantasies of self--improvement have evaporated. Maybe 
they weren’t essential. Maybe they needed to be rethought. Or maybe they just needed to 
go dormant for a while. 

A caterpillar doesn’t choose to go into its cocoon. ‘‘Cocoon,’’ actually, in the case of 
butterflies, is the wrong word. My apologies to Eric Carle, but it is actually a chrysalis, a 
hard shell that was inside the caterpillar’s body the whole time. From the ancient Greek 
chrysos, ‘‘gold’’ — a golden envelope of internal self--destruction. In order to expose the 
chrysalis, the caterpillar just has to slough off its chubby outer layer. It seals itself inside 
itself. No decision is really made; it’s just a matter of hormonal cascades — cues beyond 
the understanding of the creature being cued. The caterpillar stays inside because it has 
to. And when it comes out, it is a different thing. We tell that story one way. The 
caterpillar no doubt experiences it very differently. 
 
Is a butterfly’s life any better than a caterpillar’s? Was all that suffering in the cocoon 
worth it? Is a volcano happier after it erupts? These are children’s questions. It doesn’t 
even make sense to ask. The bug has no choice. The cocoon is forced upon it. And then 
nature runs its course. 

But here is one thing I have learned in quarantine: The world can stop. This is not a 
small thing, nor is it easy. It is not necessarily good or bad. History teaches us, again and 
again, that change does not mean progress, that metamorphosis does not mean 
improvement. When society dissolves, we — the ones who make up society — dissolve 
right along with it. When our familiar structures become unrecognizable, we become 
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unrecognizable to ourselves. This means suffering. We are confused and miserable and 
terrified and heart-broken. We find ourselves continually annoyed with our families. We 
sleep too long or not long enough, eat too much or not enough. We stop exercising and 
attend absurd virtual meetings meant to simulate work or school. We clap outside at 7 
p.m.

But I believe that the situation, as bleak as it may seem, may also contain the seeds of its 
own transformation — somewhere very deep in the formless mush. 

Let’s not forget that in our horrendous confusion — in spite of it, because of it — we 
managed to do something amazing. We chose to go dormant. We changed almost 
everything in the world, almost overnight. This required a kind of collective action that, 
frankly, would have struck me as impossible five months ago. There are, of course, 
outliers, loudmouths and nihilists and malcontents. They will always exist. But enough 
people are not that. Enough of us have found enough reasons to change, and it has made 
an actual difference. We are in the middle of creating whatever the new world will be. 
We did it, and we are doing it, every day. 

Meanwhile, I am still sitting here in my chrysalis, ravenous, sad, confused, feeling 
simultaneously changed and unchanged. Perhaps one of these afternoons, many months 
from now, I will be nibbling away at whatever happens to be in front of me, and it will 
turn out not to be more gummy bears but something else, the actual wall of my 
enclosure, and I will eat enough to make a hole, and then I will look out, with a whole 
new kind of eyes, to see what sort of world is waiting for me, and what I have become in 
it. 

Illustration by Brian Rea. 

Sam Anderson is a staff writer for the magazine and the author of “Boom Town,” a 
book about Oklahoma City. He last wrote a profile of the musician Weird Al 
Yankovic. Brian Rea is an artist in Los Angeles. His book “Death Wins a Goldfish” 
was published last year. 

“The Truth About Cocoons” by Sam Anderson. The New York Times Magazine. 

May 24, 2020. 
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We want to return to our lives and livelihoods without sacrificing the natural world that supports us in body and in spirit.

By Jennifer Ackerman
Ms. Ackerman is the author, most recently, of “The Bird Way: A New Look at How

Birds Talk, Work, Play, Parent, and Think.”

May 29, 2020

This spring, the dawn chorus sounds different. In the dark hours before sunrise, my yard whistles, chips, hoots, and trills with

deafening birdsong. The birds caroling at my home in Virginia — robins, mockingbirds, warblers, cardinals, titmice, finches —

sound more numerous, boisterous and energetic than in past years, all singing raucously at the same time, like a poetry slam

where everyone’s reading at once.

Have the lockdowns resulted in more abundant birds? Is our behavior changing theirs, making them bolder, louder, more present

in our yards and parks, or is the birdsong just more audible because there’s less ambient roar from cars, overhead jets,

construction?

Or is it we who have changed, taking more notice of bird life now that our own lives have slowed?

The studies aren’t in on the impact of shifting human patterns on bird activity during the pandemic. It will most likely take years

before we have firm data. But the anecdotes, from all around the world, are intriguing. My friends in Australia and New Zealand

tell me that since the lockdowns began, flocks of spine-tailed swifts have swelled, more fairy-wrens are popping up at their bird

baths and kereru — big pigeons that swallow large fruit — are perching on their back fences. “The lack of people is indeed being

noticed by the wildlife,” said Darryl Jones, an ecologist at Griffith University specializing in the interaction between humans and

wildlife. He points to the pair of very rare glossy black cockatoos that showed up on the vacant Griffith campus near Brisbane,

along with more than 50 koalas in the nearby forest.

When the lockdowns were in full force, birds appeared to be thriving with the dip in noise and light and air pollution, along with

emptied-out parks and public gardens that are usually a crush of people and traffic congestion. Here in the United States, ravens

normally on edge around their nests in Yosemite were more relaxed, even playful in the empty parking lots, and endangered

piping plovers had the beaches to themselves. One friend of mine from New York wrote to say, “There seem to be birds

everywhere in the city, more than usual, having parties in the bushes, quarreling, singing.”

Roadkills have most likely been down, the naturalist and conservationist Kenn Kaufman told me. “In open country, they have not

been happening at nearly the same rate,” he said, “sparing roadside species like meadowlarks and redheaded woodpeckers.”

There have also been far fewer bird strikes by airplanes, decreasing kills of kestrels, killdeer and other species.

The reduction in noise may have a more subtle but still beneficial effect. Birds sing in the early morning to mark their territory

and attract mates. Their efforts, however, often coincide with the roar of early morning rush hour. A few years ago, scientists

from the University of Florida found that noisy highways prevented tufted titmice and northern cardinals from hearing alarm

calls from fellow birds, warning of dangerous predators in the area, putting them at greater risk of becoming prey.

Now that things are opening up, all of this may be changing. Those ravens in Yosemite parking lots and shorebirds nesting on

once empty beaches must now contend with returning crowds. The human din is beginning again.

What Birds Do for Us and What We Can Do for Them

About the Article: This article talks about the resurgence of birds, both physically and in the 
minds of Americans during the quarantine. Jennifer Ackerman is a science and nature author; 
her last three books have been about the lives of birds.
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The more enduring change may be in human behavior around birds. At the moment, most serious bird-watchers are not

sashaying out to distant locations to spot a vagrant species or catch the big waves of migratory species passing through, but

rather, observing more birdlife close to home. The American Bird Association, which calls the shots on ethical birding, advises:

“Keep your eyes on the skies but your butt close to home.” And at least for now, that’s what most birders are doing (including

Christian Cooper, whose experience safely birding in peace in Central Park was stolen from him).

Mr. Kaufman laments missing his regular visits to Magee Marsh Wildlife Area in Ohio, a famous hot spot for spring migration on

the edge of Lake Erie, still rightly closed to the public. “Ordinarily at this season we would be going a few times per week to see

water birds like herons, grebes, and coots,” he says. “At the water’s edge, long-distance migrant shorebirds like pectoral

sandpipers, lesser yellowlegs, and American golden-plovers would be showing up, coming from South America, gradually

making their way to nesting grounds on Arctic tundra. Back in the woods, the first wave of songbird migrants would be pumping

in: fox sparrows, purple finches, rusty blackbirds, hermit thrushes, lots of golden-crowned kinglets.”

But, he says, he really can’t complain. He’s just focusing more on the birds in the habitat of his yard. “There was a fox sparrow

here the other day — one of my favorite birds. It felt like a blessing.”

A lot of us, even those of us who aren’t hard-core birders, are turning more toward our yards and gardens, noting birds and bird

activities we’ve never seen before — not because they’re new, necessarily, but because we’ve just never paid such close attention.

One neighbor walking her dog remarked that she’s seeing more of spring than ever. “I just saw an early indigo bunting flying

through our yard,” wrote a friend. “Ordinarily they don’t love my neighborhood and especially our overgrown yard, so I am

ecstatic.”

With any luck, this human shift may stick: People noticing the birds around them more and finding entertainment, solace, even

wisdom in watching them going about their lives in a regular way, finding mates, building nests, raising young, resilient and

persistent. Birds may have something important to tell us about what it takes to navigate this world, especially under difficult

circumstances. In exploring new discoveries in bird science, I’m struck by how birds play, adapt, innovate, and especially, work

together in tough times. Birds cooperate and collaborate in everything from hunting, courting, and migrating, to raising and

defending their young, sometimes even across species lines.

While the pandemic may have brought birds into closer focus for many of us, it has also given our current administration cover

for rolling back vital environmental policies that protect birds, easing limits on auto emissions, restricting the reach of the

Endangered Species Act and eviscerating the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Ending the five-decade-old practice of pressuring

industries to take measures to prevent unintentional killing (or “incidental take”) of migratory birds is likely to result in the

catastrophic death of hundreds of millions of birds every year. The long-term impact of all of these changes will harm both birds

and people.

We want to return to our lives and livelihoods, but not by sacrificing the natural world that supports us in body and in spirit. One

older bird-watcher I know described the effect of seeing a bluebird in his urban backyard during the lockdown, for only the third

time in sixteen years. “The aura of it was bigger than the essence, the cold hard fact, of it,” he said. “A bluebird on my backyard

fence is just a bird sitting on a piece of metal. But what it does to me is so much more, the emotional and psychological uplift, the

brightening. In three minutes, the bird was gone, but my day had utterly changed.”

Jennifer Ackerman (@JenGAckerman) is the author, most recently, of “The Bird Way: A New Look at How Birds Talk, Work, Play, Parent, and Think.”

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We’d like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here’s our
email: letters@nytimes.com.

Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook, Twitter (@NYTopinion) and Instagram.

A version of this article appears in print on May 31, 2020, Section SR, Page 7 of the New York edition with the headline: Birds Uplift Us. We Can Return the Favor.

“What Birds Do For Us, and What We Can Do for Them” by Jennifer Ackerman. The New York 
Times. May 29, 2020.
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Since getting furloughed from her audiology job nearly two months ago,
Miranda Flanagan of Weymouth, Mass., has had a lot of free time on her
hands. Now she’s putting those hands to good use, writing letters to friends
near and far.

The 28-year-old reflects on her relationships with each one, recalling how
they met, her favorite memory of their time together and what their
friendship means to her. So far she has typed, signed, decorated and mailed
nearly two dozen letters.

JOURNAL REPORTS: CORONAVIRUS

You’ve Got Mail. The Old-Fashioned Kind.
Because of the pandemic, people are putting pen to paper to reach loved
ones in a more intimate way than email and other online tools

By 
April 30, 2020 6�28 pm ET

Sarah E. Needleman

About the Article: This article looks at the phenomenon of letter writing during isolation, and 
the mental health benefits of hand-writing a note to someone. Sarah Needleman is a Wall 
Street Journal reporter who mostly writes about video games.
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“I thought it would be a little more exciting for them to open up a letter than
an email,” says Ms. Flanagan, adding that she associates email and texting
with work. “I wanted to give them something to brighten up their day during
this craziness.”

Miranda Flanagan of Weymouth, Mass., has been writing letters to her friends
—typed, signed and decorated.
PHOTO: MIRANDA FLANAGAN
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Old-fashioned letter writing is making a comeback—albeit in some cases with
the help of a keyboard and printer—as the coronavirus pandemic is limiting
social interaction and creating idle time for many.

“We are in a situation now where we are artificially taken back in time,” says
Eric Lehman, an English professor at the University of Bridgeport, in
Bridgeport, Conn. “People wrote a lot of letters during plagues because they
were also stuck at home.”

Granted, people didn’t have email or phones back then. But Prof. Lehman
argues that, today, letters are preferable to digital correspondence because
they take more effort, especially when written by hand.

“It forces you to be more thoughtful, and that appeals to a lot of people,” he
says.

Their delivery asks more as well—from getting an envelope and stamp, to
looking up the recipient’s address, to placing the finished product in a letter
carrier’s care.

Consumer orders of greeting cards from Minted LLC tripled in the week
ended April 26 from the same period last year. And demand has risen for
designs that reflect sentiments during the health crisis, such as “Sending
hugs from far away,” says Mariam Naficy, founder and chief executive of the
San Francisco-based company.

Similarly, sales of writing paper, notecards and greeting cards at London-
based Papier Ltd. roughly quadrupled over the past six weeks. The company
says its sales of writing paper are at their highest since Papier launched in
2015.

“That’s not normal,” says the founder and CEO, Taymoor Atighetchi. “That
kind of growth is triggered by a shift in consumer behavior.”

195



Some people say they are writing letters to connect with loved ones in a
slower, more meaningful way than is typically done through email,
messaging apps and video calls. Others are looking to reach individuals who
don’t have access to those tools and may be waiting out the health crisis all
alone. Some older people, for example, don’t have smartphones or computers,
and may have difficulty hearing over the phone.

Bhavya Koya, a high-school freshman in Des Peres, Mo., earlier this year
formed a local chapter of the national nonprofit GlamourGals Foundation Inc.
Chapter members gave manicures to residents of a nearby nursing home on
Sundays until the pandemic started and visitors were no longer allowed. Now
the 15-year-old and her fellow members write letters to the seniors.

“I’m writing by hand on printer paper or construction paper, and I use
markers to make it colorful and bold so the seniors can easily read them,”
says Bhavya, who so far has completed about 20 letters. Her chapter has
written about 60 letters, and GlamourGals at large has penned more than
1,800.
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Says Bhavya, “My cards usually say something along the lines of: ‘We miss
visiting you guys, we’re thinking of you, keep staying positive and smiling,

Bhavya Koya and other members of a nonpro�it called GlamourGals have been
writing letters to residents of a nursing home near St. Louis whom they visited
before the pandemic.
PHOTO: BHAVYA KOYA
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and we hope to see you soon.’ ”

Charlea Owen, a first-grade teacher in Springfield, Tenn., recently wrote and
mailed letters to each of her 23 students, whom she hasn’t seen since early
March. “I wanted to send some comfort their way and something to get
excited about,” she says. Though she could have relied on her school’s online
messaging system, “there is a better connection with something
handwritten,” she says, since the children are familiar with her penmanship.
“It’s on the white board, it’s on their nametags, the feedback on their work,”
the teacher says.

Ms. Owen, 26 years old, personalized and decorated the letters with stickers.
“It was definitely hard on the hand,” she says, but worth the effort. A parent
sent a video of one of her students opening her letter with a big smile, which
made Ms. Owen cry with joy. “I don’t have kids of my own, so they are my
kids,” Ms. Owen says of her students. “I miss them so much.”

Experts say there are mental-health benefits to writing letters. The practice
can be therapeutic because it typically involves focusing on one’s internal
thoughts and feelings, as well as sharing that perspective with someone else,
says Ellen K. Baker, a clinical psychologist in Washington, D.C.

“For some people, that can be personally enriching and gratifying,” she says.
Though the same can be said of an email, she adds, for some people choosing
stationery and ink can make the experience even more enjoyable.

There are some differences between writing by hand and using a keyboard,
Dr. Baker says, but both have their merits. Writing by hand can take longer
and make editing more difficult, so people may write less but put more
thought into each word. And typing on a computer generally allows for
lengthier letters and revising.
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“Editing can be a reflection of how much the writer cares about the message, 
the recipient or both,” she says.

Receiving a letter also has its perks. It has become so uncommon since the 
rise of email that it’s now like getting a gift, says Kathleen Adams, director of 
the Center for Journal Therapy in Denver, which offers online classes on 
keeping journals. A letter is “more personal, more relational, more uplifting” 
than email, she says. “There’s a lot of intention that goes into it.”

And because letters tend to surprise and delight their recipients, senders 
often feel a sense of personal satisfaction, Ms. Adams adds. “It makes us feel 
good. It helps our own mood, our self-esteem.”

Five-year-old Addy Fults of Marengo, Iowa, recently mailed a letter with 
some artwork to one of her great-grandfathers, who has difficulty hearing. He 
then wrote her back. “Talking on the phone doesn’t go well,” says her mother, 
Angela Fults, and the family can’t visit him because of the pandemic.

Addy, who has sent letters to a great-grandmother and grandparent as well, 
also has been writing to a pen pal—a 5-year-old girl who lives close by but 
whom she’s never met. Ms. Fults set up that arrangement through a Facebook 
connection a few weeks ago.

Ms. Fults says writing letters is one way for Addy to practice writing, keep 
busy and build relationships while school is closed due to the health crisis. 
The correspondence has also been helping to lift the kindergartner’s spirits.

“Addy gets so excited when she gets something in the mail,” says Ms. Fults, a 
family physician. “It breaks up the monotony a little bit.”

Ms. Needleman is a reporter for The Wall Street Journal in New York. She can 
be reached at sarah.needleman@wsj.com.
“You’ve Got Mail. The Old-Fashioned Kind” by Sarah Needleman. The Wall Street Journal. April 
30, 2020.
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Page-Turner

A Letter to My Students as We Face the Pandemic

By George Saunders
April 3, 2020

eez, what a hard and depressing and scary time. So much suffering and anxiety everywhere. (I saw this bee happily buzzing around a �ower yesterday and felt like, Moron!

If you only knew!) But it also occurs to me that this is when the world needs our eyes and ears and minds. This has never happened before here (at least not since 1918).

We are (and especially you are) the generation that is going to have to help us make sense of this and recover afterward. What new forms might you invent, to �ctionalize an

event like this, where all of the drama is happening in private, essentially? Are you keeping records of the e-mails and texts you’re getting, the thoughts you’re having, the way

your hearts and minds are reacting to this strange new way of living? It’s all important. Fifty years from now, people the age you are now won’t believe this ever happened (or

will do the sort of eye roll we all do when someone tells us something about some crazy thing that happened in 1970.) What will convince that future kid is what you are able

to write about this, and what you’re able to write about it will depend on how much sharp attention you are paying now, and what records you keep.

Also, I think, with how open you can keep your heart. I’m trying to practice feeling something like, “Ah, so this is happening now,” or “Hmm, so this, too, is part of life on

Earth. Did not know that, universe. Thanks so much, stinker.”

A woman carries her belongings on the campus of Syracuse University on March 12th as students prepared for spring break and an extended period of online classes owing to the
coronavirus pandemic. Photograph by Maranie Staab / Reuters

About the Article: George Saunders is a professor at Syracuse University. In this essay, he 
writes to his students about the need to observe, document, and write about what they are 
experiencing during the pandemic.

200

https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/george-saunders


And then I real quick try to pretend that I didn’t just call the universe a “stinker.”

I did a piece once where I went to live incognito in a homeless camp in Fresno for a week. Very intense, but the best thing I heard in there was from this older guy from

Guatemala, who was always saying, “Everything is always keep changing.” Truer words were never spoken. It’s only when we expect solidity—non-change—that we get taken

by surprise. (And we always expect solidity, no matter how well we know better.)

Well, this is all sounding a little preachy, and let me confess that I’m not taking my own advice. At all. It’s all happening so fast. Paula has what we are hoping is just a bad

cold, and I am doing a lot of inept caregiving. Our dogs can feel that something weird is going on. (“No walk? AGAIN?!”) But I guess what I’m trying to say is that the world

is like a sleeping tiger and we tend to live our lives there on its back. (We’re much smaller than the tiger, obviously. We’re like Barbies and Kens on the back of a tiger.) And

now and then that tiger wakes up. And that is terrifying. Sometimes it wakes up and someone we love dies. Or someone breaks our heart. Or there’s a pandemic. But this is far

from the �rst time that tiger has come awake. He/she has been doing it since the beginning of time and will never stop doing it. And always there have been writers to observe

it and (later) make some sort of sense of it, or at least bear witness to it. It’s good for the world for a writer to bear witness, and it’s good for the writer, too. Especially if she

can bear witness with love and humor and, despite it all, some fondness for the world, just as it is manifesting, warts and all.

All of this is to say: there’s still work to be done, and now more than ever.

There’s a beautiful story about the Russian poet Anna Akhmatova. Her son was arrested during the Stalinist purges. One day, she was standing outside the prison with

hundreds of other women in similar situations. It’s Russian-cold and they have to go there every day, wait for hours in this big open yard, then get the answer that, today and

every day, there will be no news. But every day they keep coming back. A woman, recognizing her as the famous poet, says, “Poet, can you write this?” And Akhmatova thinks

about it a second and goes: “Yes.”

I wish you all the best during this crazy period. Someday soon, things will be back to some sort of normal, and it will be easier to be happy again. I believe this and I hope it

for each one of you. I look forward to seeing you all again and working with you. And even, in time, with sufficient P.P.E., giving you a handshake or hug.

Please feel free to e-mail anytime, for any reason.

George

Author’s note: I wrote this letter quickly and sent it out. Later I was able to �nd the actual Akhmatova quote, from her poem “Requiem”:

In the terrible years of the Yezhov terror I spent seventeen months waiting in line outside the prison in Leningrad. One day

somebody in the crowd identi�ed me. Standing behind me was a woman, with lips blue from the cold, who had, of course, never

heard me called by name before. Now she started out of the torpor common to us all and asked me in a whisper (everyone

whispered there):

“Can you describe this?”

And I said: “I can.”

Then something like a smile passed �eetingly over what had once been her face.

That last line is, maybe, the real point of the anecdote—Akhmatova’s con�dence gave this unknown and tormented woman some measure of comfort.

The New Yorker’s coronavirus news coverage and analysis are free for all readers.

“A Letter to My Students as We Face the Pandemic” by George Saunders. The New Yorker. April 
3, 2020.
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