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‘Tell the Truth and Shame The Devil’
By Charles M. Blow

As Donald Trump gave his race-baiting

speeches over the Fourth of July

weekend, hoping to rile his base and

jump-start his flagging campaign for

re-election, I was forced to recall the

ranting of a Columbia University

sophomore that caught the nation’s

attention in 2018.

In the video, a student named Julian

von Abele exclaims, “We built the

modern world!” When someone asks

who, he responds, “Europeans.”

Von Abele goes on:

“We invented science and industry,

and you want to tell us to stop because oh my God, we’re so baaad. We invented

the modern world. We saved billions of people from starvation. We built modern

civilization. White people are the best thing that ever happened to the world. We

are so amazing! I love myself! And I love white people!”

He concludes: “I don’t hate other people. I just love white men.”

Von Abele later apologized for “going over the top,” saying, “I emphasize that my

reaction was not one of hate” and arguing that his remarks were taken “out of

context.” But the sentiments like the one this young man expressed — that white

men must be venerated, regardless of their sins, in spite of their sins, because

they used maps, Bibles and guns to change the world, and thereby lifted it and

saved it — aren’t limited to one college student’s regrettable video. They are at

the root of patriarchal white supremacist ideology.

To people who believe in this, white men are the heroes in the history of the world.

They conquered those who could be conquered. They enslaved those who could be

enslaved. And their religion and philosophy, and sometimes even their

pseudoscience, provided the rationale for their actions.

It was hard not to hear the voice of von Abele when Trump stood at the base of

Mount Rushmore and said, “Seventeen seventy-six represented the culmination

of thousands of years of Western civilization and the triumph not only of spirit, but

of wisdom, philosophy and reason.” He continued later, “Our nation is witnessing

a merciless campaign to wipe out our history, defame our heroes, erase our values

and indoctrinate our children.”

To be clear, the “our” in that passage is white people, specifically white men.

Trump is telling white men that they are their ancestors, and that they’re now

being attacked for that which they should be thanked.

The ingratitude of it all.

How dare historically oppressed minorities in this country recall the

transgressions of their oppressors? How dare they demand that the whole truth

be told? How dare they withhold their adoration of the abominable?

At another point, Trump said of recent protests:

“This left-wing cultural revolution is designed to overthrow the American

Revolution. In so doing, they would destroy the very civilization that rescued

billions from poverty, disease, violence and hunger, and that lifted humanity to

new heights of achievement, discovery and progress.”

In fact, many of the protesters are simply pointing out the hypocrisy of these men,

including many of the founders, who fought for freedom and liberty from the

British while simultaneously enslaving Africans and slaughtering the Indigenous.

But, Trump, like white supremacy itself, rejects the inclusion of this context. As

Trump put it:

“Against every law of society and nature, our children are taught in school to hate

their own country, and to believe that the men and women who built it were not

heroes, but that were villains. The radical view of American history is a web of lies

— all perspective is removed, every virtue is obscured, every motive is twisted,

every fact is distorted, and every flaw is magnified until the history is purged and

the record is disfigured beyond all recognition.”

In fact, the record is not being disfigured but corrected.

According to Trump: “This movement is openly attacking the legacies of every

person on Mount Rushmore. They defile the memory of Washington, Jefferson,

Lincoln and Roosevelt.”

Is it a defilement to point out that George Washington was an enslaver who

signed a fugitive slave act and only freed his slaves in his will, after he was dead

and no longer had earthly use for them?

Is it a defilement to point out that Thomas Jefferson enslaved over 600 human

being during his life, many when he wrote the Declaration of Independence, and

that he had sex with a child whom he enslaved — I call it rape — and even

enslaved the children she bore for him?

Is it a defilement to recall that during the Lincoln-Douglas debates Abraham

Lincoln said:

“I have no purpose to introduce political and social equality between the white

and the Black races. There is a physical difference between the two, which in my

judgment will probably forever forbid their living together upon the footing of

perfect equality, and inasmuch as it becomes a necessity that there must be a

difference, I, as well as Judge Douglas, am in favor of the race to which I belong,

having the superior position.”

Is it defilement to recall that Theodore Roosevelt was a white supremacist,

supporter of eugenics and an imperialist? As Gary Gerstle, a professor of

American history at the University of Cambridge, once put it, “He would have had

no patience with the Indigenous and original inhabitants of a sacred American

space interfering with his conception of the American sublime.”

It is not a defilement, but deprogramming. It is a telling of the truth, and the time

for it is long overdue.

As the old folks used to put it, “Tell the truth and shame the devil.”
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There’s a Way to Keep Music (and One Another) Alive
By Margaret Renkl

NASHVILLE — On June 27, as Covid-

19 cases were rising to a crisis level in

Tennessee, the country music artist

Chase Rice held a concert outside the

Historic Brushy Mountain State

Penitentiary in Petros, Tenn. Packed

tightly together and wearing no masks

— at least none that were visible in the

video Mr. Rice posted on Instagram —

fans seemed unconcerned that a

deadly pandemic was unfolding

around them. And probably among

them, too.

The video has since expired, but the

backlash against Mr. Rice — and also

Chris Jansen, who played to a similar crowd in Filer, Idaho — was fierce. Coming

on the heels of an image that circulated on social media of a packed bar at Kid

Rock’s Big Ass Honkytonk and Rock ‘n’ Roll Steakhouse in Nashville’s tourist

district, it seemed emblematic, a giant middle finger to the pandemic itself.

I’m as outraged as anyone at the sight of people making choices that will

inevitably cost lives and prolong the pandemic, but I can understand, at least a

little bit, why Mr. Rice held that concert and why his fans showed up.

Bands once supported themselves primarily through record sales. But then music

went digital, and Napster, the early file-sharing platform, changed the industry

almost overnight. I haven’t thought of Napster in years, but the shuttering of

clubs and concert halls during this pandemic has reminded me of something the

musician Rich Brotherton, my husband’s lifelong friend, heard Loudon

Wainwright say at a concert some 20 years ago: “You’re file-sharing the food right

out of my mouth.”

Today’s streaming services, which pay out a fraction of a cent per play, are

marginally fairer than outright piracy, but their chief value to a performer is the

opportunity to reach new listeners: If someone falls in love with a song, that new

fan is apt to buy a concert ticket when the artist performs nearby.

Musicians can’t pay their bills if they can’t perform, but it’s not like Chase Rice

had no options for waiting out the pandemic safely. Other musicians have found

new ways to reach their old audiences. “Live From the Drive-In,” with

performances by country, rock and rap artists, and the “Drive-In Theater Tour,”

featuring Christian artists, offer concerts with social distancing baked in: Fans

bring their own refreshments and stay with their cars, tailgate-style, for the whole

show. At the country artist Keith Urban’s pop-up drive-in performance for

frontline medical workers in May, the audience “clapped” with their headlights.

Far more common are online performances streamed live and archived for those

who missed the show. Last month Sturgill Simpson live streamed a benefit

concert from the stage of Nashville’s Ryman Auditorium to an empty hall. Every

week she’s in town, Marshall Chapman streams a “Saturdays at Springwater”

show from the oldest continuously operated bar in Tennessee. Mary Gauthier

streams both a concert series, “Sundays With Mary,” and master classes in

songwriting. Mr. Brotherton’s Irish band, Úlla, can no longer keep its weekly date

at an Austin club, so the musicians have moved their Sunday evening shows

online, each performing from their own homes.

But for all its better-than-nothing virtues, a digital concert doesn’t have even

remotely the power of a live performance. And the experience of seeing an artist

in the flesh — or on a jumbotron — is only part of the draw.

The real beauty of an in-person concert is the relationship between the audience

and the performer, and among members of the audience. It’s the feeling of being a

part of something huge and beautiful and fleeting. A live musical performance,

whether it’s in a stadium or in a storied concert hall or in the shabbiest dive bar on

the loneliest back street, is a shared experience of transcendence. As Rosanne

Cash wrote in a recent essay for The Atlantic, a live performance is an

irreplaceable act of reciprocity: “They needed something from me, and giving it

to them gave something back to me. I loved them. They knew it.”

These may seem like frivolous things in the context of a global health emergency,

but they are not at all frivolous in the context of fear and isolation. It’s an awful lot

to ask of performers to give up performing, and it is an awful lot to ask of fans to

skip their shows.

Expecting people to do the right thing when the right thing flies in the face of

human nature is never a good bet. Until it’s safe to sing along in public again, the

only answer is for leaders to show some backbone and lock down the concert halls

and the bars. Last week Nashville’s mayor John Cooper did just that.

If we ever hope to experience the transcendence of live performance again, we’re

going to have to support the artists we love until the pandemic passes. We’re

going to have to put some money in the tip jar at virtual concerts. Buy the T-shirts

and the ball caps with the band logos on them. Above all, we’re going to have to

start buying records again.

“The LPs and CDs that musicians would have on their merchandise tables at

shows across the country are there to be had on their website stores right now,”

the Nashville music journalist Craig Havighurst told me in a recent email. Buying

the merch “is the most potent way fans can help artists survive this crisis.”

If people can get in the habit of buying records again, it would go a long way

toward helping musicians and songwriters survive the pandemic and beyond.

“This is the best possible time to rethink our consumption habits as fans for the

short and long term,” Mr. Havighurst pointed out. “We should strive for an ethos

where we stream to discover and purchase what we love.”

Margaret Renkl is a contributing opinion writer who covers flora, fauna, politics

and culture in the American South. She is the author of the book “Late

Migrations: A Natural History of Love and Loss.”
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Stop Needless Arrests to Slow the Coronavirus
By Eric Reinhart

Jails around the country have become

a major breeding ground for the

coronavirus. And as authorities arrest,

book and release thousands of people

charged with low-level offenses each

day, they are unwittingly unleashing

the virus on the outside world.

My colleague Daniel Chen and I found

this dynamic at work as people were

processed in and out of the Cook

County Jail in Chicago, as we reported

recently in a study in the journal

Health Affairs. The consequences were

startling. The cycle of arrests, jailings

and releases was the most significant

predictor of the spread of the

coronavirus in Chicago and the rest of

Illinois. Roughly one in six of all cases

in the city and state were linked to

people who were jailed and released

from this single jail, according to data

through April 19.

It’s not hard to understand why. People are arrested for low-level crimes,

processed through crowded jail spaces where the risk of infection is high and then

sent back to their communities, where they inadvertently spread the virus. We

found that this churn of arrest, jailing and release was more consequential than

race, poverty, population density and public transit as a harbinger of Covid-19

cases.

On average, for each person cycled through Cook County Jail, our research shows

that an additional 2.149 cases of Covid-19 appeared in their ZIP code within three

to four weeks after the inmate’s discharge. At least 60 percent of these cases were

in Black-majority ZIP codes.

The scale of this virus multiplier effect is enormous. Cook County Jail cycles about

100,000 people through its doors every year, approximately 75 percent of them

Black. Nationally, some five million people are cycled through jails annually.

Before the coronavirus hit, 94 percent of those booked into Cook County Jail were

charged with nonviolent offenses.

This jail was the site of one of the largest coronavirus outbreaks in the country. In

two months, more than 700 inmates tested positive and seven died. Two

corrections officers also died, and hundreds more were infected. Jail officials have

taken effective steps to control the epidemic inside the jail. But because of the

large number of daily arrests and incarcerations, preventing the spread of the

virus outside the jail — because of undetected infections acquired during

processing — is extremely difficult.

There is no public safety reason to incarcerate a vast majority of these people, in

Cook County or elsewhere. Nonviolent offenses account for 95 percent of the more

than 10 million arrests in America every year. Most of these can be effectively and

safely managed with citations, summons, community service requirements, food

support, mental health referrals, housing and other alternatives to incarceration.

Based on our study in Chicago, it seems clear that standard policing and

incarceration policies are driving preventable spread of the virus. These policies

are now harming not just inmates and overly policed communities of color but

also the rest of America. Infectious disease does not respect segregation or

geographic barriers, and the disproportionate sickness and death from the virus

that has afflicted minority neighborhoods is now widening. Many emergency

medical workers, police officers, health care workers and jail guards have most

likely become sick and died because of transmission linked to our national

obsession with incarceration as a solution to social problems and crime.

Society’s excessive reliance on arrests and incarcerations is putting jail

administrators in impossible positions. Because of the incubation period of the

virus and asymptomatic transmissions, efforts in jails to reduce spread, including

increased testing at the time of booking, reducing jail populations and better

sanitation, are not sufficient to stop the virus. If only one person in these crowded

spaces is infected, by the end of processing, more are likely to be.

And with each passing day, more people are being released from jails with the

belief that they are negative for the coronavirus when in reality, the virus may

have already begun to spread in their bodies. They may soon become infectious to

others, particularly family members and close contacts.

To prevent thousands of unnecessary deaths and to reopen the economy,

policymakers must act urgently to stop this daily cycling of thousands of people in

and out of jails. During a pandemic, issues of criminal justice reform are not

partisan matters. To help curb the virus, we must immediately stop arresting and

jailing people for nonviolent offenses.

If we fail to do this, the criminal justice system will continue to exacerbate the

spread of the coronavirus, leaving death in its wake.

Eric Reinhart is a Ph.D. candidate in anthropology at Harvard and a medical

student at the Pritzker School of Medicine at the University of Chicago.
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How to Give Workers A Raise
By Bharat Ramamurti and Lindsay Owens

For decades, American workers have

seen their power erode and their

wages stagnate. The current crises

have only made things worse. But

Congress has a chance to begin the

reversal of these trends and to

accelerate the economic recovery by

enacting a fair wage guarantee, which

makes sense economically and could

be a win for both major parties. Such a

guarantee would function by turning

the recently increased unemployment

insurance benefits, which expire later

this month, into a permanent wage

increase for millions of Americans.

The temporary unemployment insurance supplement came from the coronavirus

relief package that Congress passed in March. There is now a stalemate between

Democrats and Republicans over how to update the federal response. Broadly

speaking, Democrats support extending the benefit increase for the unemployed

while Republicans support eliminating or modifying it on the assumption that it

will induce people to return to work.

Congress would do well to extend these benefits before they expire — as a bill that

already passed the House of Representatives does — but an extension alone

misses the opportunity to translate this short-term boost in income into a longer-

term increase in wages. By making a few simple changes to the current

unemployment insurance expansion, the stated goals of both major parties’

leaders can be achieved.

Let’s start with an evaluation of the current landscape. Standard unemployment

insurance provides fired workers with a fraction of their former income, but the

March relief package increased benefits by $600 per week for all recipients,

regardless of their previous income. In a typical state — where a fired worker

would normally get half their former wages in unemployment insurance —

someone who had been making $480 a week (or $12 an hour for a 40-hour

workweek), would receive $840 in weekly unemployment insurance benefits (or

the equivalent of $21 an hour for a 40-hour week) instead of $240.

As a result, 68 percent of unemployed people are bringing in more from

unemployment insurance than they did in weekly earnings from their last job,

according to an analysis from the Becker Friedman Institute at the University of

Chicago. This infusion of income, mostly for workers who are likely to spend the

money on basics like rent and groceries, has propped up the economy and kept

the poverty rate from skyrocketing.

Even if Congress extends the current unemployment insurance supplement,

millions will lose their increased benefits if they turn down what’s called

“suitable” work. The definition of “suitable” varies by state, but it generally

means a job with wages comparable to those for a person’s last job and prevailing

wages in the industry.

That means our former $12-an-hour worker would lose her present $21-an-hour

benefits if she passed up a $12-an-hour job offer, or even a less generous offer, in

many states. With more employers likely to pick up hiring again, as they did in

June, millions would experience a sudden drop in income, which isn’t just a

problem for laid-off workers and their families. It would deeply harm our still-

teetering consumer-driven economy.

The latest June data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics show that average wages

dropped as more low-wage workers were called back to work, a troubling

indication that a surge of income loss may already be underway.

Congress can address this dilemma with two tweaks. First, change the rules so

that people lose unemployment insurance only if they turn down offers with

wages comparable to their current unemployment benefits. That gives laid-off

workers leverage to bargain for an offer that sustains their new, higher level of

income.

Second, to protect employers and encourage them to offer these higher wages,

provide employers with a federal subsidy that covers the full difference between

an unemployed worker’s former wage and their new one. Call it a “fair wage

guarantee.”

For instance, if an employer hires our former $12-an-hour worker at her new $21-

an-hour income level, then the employer would get a federal subsidy equal to $9

an hour to cover it. That way the employer can offer higher wages without taking

on the new costs.

To ensure that employers have the money to cover higher wages up front, the

subsidy could be administered as a refundable payroll tax credit. It’s crucial to

note both the business credit and unemployment insurance increase would be

phased out once the unemployment rate declines to normal levels. And to ensure

fairness across the work force, Congress should still commit to hazard pay for

essential workers who currently have work.

The fair wage guarantee would raise wages for millions of formerly low-wage

workers as they come off unemployment, which produces big long-term gains for

them and for our economy. Wages, as economists say, are “sticky.” There’s ample

evidence that once wages go up, employers often don’t reduce them. So raising

wages for lower-income workers right now could create significant lifetime gains

in income and spur consumer demand.

The fair wage guarantee is far better for workers than the proposal from

Representative Kevin Brady of Texas, the top Republican on the House Ways and

Means Committee, of a “back-to-work” bonus of $1,200 for accepting a job. With

more than four unemployed workers for every job opening, employers will have

leverage to use the bonus to justify a lower-wage job offer. Unlike our Fair Wage

Guarantee, which ensures that workers capture the government subsidy in the

form of higher base wages, the back-to-work bonus is likely to let employers

capture some or all of the subsidy.

Many businesses — particularly in the leisure and hospitality industry — are still

reeling from lagging demand. With their margins so tight, employers simply

aren’t going to be offering generous pay even if they wanted to. The fair wage

guarantee helps resolve these legitimate business concerns without undercutting

low-wage workers in the process.

It took nearly 10 years after the Great Recession for workers to see decent wage

growth. Members of Congress, for their own good and for posterity, can seize the

opportunity now to raise wages and reverse inequities in economic power.

Families can’t afford another decade of waiting.

Bharat Ramamurti is the managing director of the Corporate Power Program at

the Roosevelt Institute and a member of the Congressional Oversight

Commission. Lindsay Owens is a fellow at the Great Democracy Initiative housed

at the Roosevelt Institute.
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Mass Transit Will Not Survive Without Help
By Nicole Gelinas

As Congress plans another round of

economic rescue, it will have to take a

step that lawmakers from both parties

have found distasteful for four

decades: federal operating aid for

mass transit.

The pandemic is an existential crisis

for transit. Patrick Foye, chairman of

New York’s Metropolitan

Transportation Authority, the nation’s

largest provider, said the entity’s fiscal

situation was a “four-alarm fire.” The

threat is far greater than after Sept. 11

and the 2008 recession.

Even as ridership has plummeted by double-digit percentages, transit agencies

like the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority and Boston’s

Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority must resume full service as

economies reopen. Otherwise, they risk overcrowded trains and buses that do not

allow for minimal social distancing.

Transit agencies have never before faced a situation where they must pay to run

full service with a fraction of revenue. This is devastating to budgets. The New

York M.T.A. faces a shortfall of $14.3 billion over two years on a $34.5 billion

budget. Washington’s and Boston’s transit authorities and San Francisco’s Bay

Area Rapid Transit face commensurate shortfalls, adjusted for size.

In April, Congress provided $25 billion to transit

agencies through the CARES Act, including $4

billion for the M.T.A. But this aid was targeted to a

monthslong shortfall, not a yearslong recovery.

If Congress doesn’t provide more aid, the M.T.A.

risks a downward spiral. As transit agencies cut

back service or raise fares, white-collar workers

and their employers will remain reluctant to come

back. Service workers with no choice but to use

transit — including lower-wage Black and Hispanic

people — will face less reliable service at a higher

cost, shouldering delays and overcrowding.

Congress should save transit not for transit’s sake,

but to save cities. Subways, buses and commuter rail make up the physical

infrastructure that enables urban life.

Before the coronavirus pandemic, of the 3.8 million commuters and visitors who
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Before the coronavirus pandemic, of the 3.8 million commuters and visitors who

descended on Manhattan every day, three-quarters took a subway, bus, train or

ferry.

In Washington, Boston and San Francisco, more than a third of commuters take

public transit to work. In Chicago; Newark; Arlington, Va.; and Philadelphia, it’s

more than a quarter. Transit riders, by staying off the streets, enable others to

drive to work without creating impassible traffic jams.

We have seen this crisis before, after World War II, with the mass marketing of

the automobile. Cities saw a population exodus as middle-class residents

embraced the car and suburban life, and elected officials began to neglect transit.

It turned out, though, that a big part of what makes cities attractive is street life,

which is incompatible with suburban-style car dependency. In the early ’80s,

cities, thanks in large part to federal funds, began rebuilding their transit systems

and started regaining population.

Covid-19 may pose just as grave a challenge for cities as did post-World War II

suburbanization, just in a compressed time frame. New York, with less than 3

percent of the U.S. population, has 19 percent of the fatalities.

Wealthier people are fleeing to suburbs, where they can have outdoor space.

Executives in industries from banking to tech have no idea when or whether to

require workers to come back to central-city offices five days a week. But for

Congress to give up on cities would be catastrophic for America’s creativity and

productivity.

Covid-19 has hit cities so hard because of what they do so well: bring people

closely together for fun and profit. New York, for example, generates more than 7

percent of the G.D.P., again outweighing population share.

To save transit and save cities, Congress should do something it hasn’t liked to do

since the mid-’80s: provide continuing aid for transit operations.

Starting in the Reagan administration and continuing through the Clinton years,

lawmakers and the White House gradually eliminated ’70s-era crisis aid for larger

transit systems (in cities with more than 200,000 residents). The theory was that

riders and taxpayers should pay for day-to-day service and that operating aid

would only avoid the need for fare hikes. At the time, the decision was sound.

Cities such as New York and Boston were rebounding from decades of economic

decline, and their growing tax and ridership bases could support fares and

subsidies.

Congress and successive presidents reserved federal aid for transformative

infrastructure projects, such as new rail lines to increase ridership.

Now these cities once again face population loss and deep deficits. There is no

point in investing in new infrastructure if agencies can’t afford to run service;

indeed, the M.T.A. has already frozen its infrastructure investments (and will

need more aid there, too).

Riders — particularly lower-paid essential workers — cannot bear large fare

hikes.

Congress should solve the problem now, rather than ask transit systems to keep

coming back for more. Lawmakers should create a formula for operating aid for

the next half-decade, one tied to pre-pandemic ridership as well as to post-

pandemic recovery. As riders returned, federal aid would automatically decline.

Finally, Congress can tie aid to cost reform, creating a commission to assess why

European and developed Asian cities can provide higher-quality transit at a lower

cost.

Congress and the White House should remember: In the two decades leading up

to 1970s, urban decline presaged a fragile national economy that grew

increasingly dependent on mortgage debt and environmental degradation. Let’s

not make the same mistake for a different reason.

Nicole Gelinas is a contributing editor to the Manhattan Institute’s City Journal.

She is writing a book about how over the past 40 years transit saved New York

City.
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How Mandatory Minimums Are Weaponized
By Sandeep Dhaliwal

In the early morning hours of May 30,

Colinford Mattis and Urooj Rahman

were arrested in Brooklyn after a night

of citywide protests in response to the

killing of George Floyd. They are

charged with throwing a Molotov

cocktail through the broken window of

an unoccupied police car. No one was

hurt. Both have plead not guilty, but if

they are convicted of the array of

federal charges leveled against them,

there will be no judging involved when

they are sentenced: They will face

mandatory sentences of 45 years in

prison.

Their story is just one example of how many senseless mandatory minimum

penalties — blind to the facts of a case and the stories of the individual defendants

— remain enshrined in law and must be changed.

On Tuesday, the Second Circuit Court of Appeals affirmed that the two should be

released on bail pending trial, after prosecutors, in an unusual and aggressive

move, appealed the decision set by a magistrate judge and upheld on first appeal

by a District Court judge.

Mr. Mattis, who is Black, and Ms. Rahman, who is Pakistani-American, are

Brooklyn natives and lawyers. They are accused of having driven to the already

damaged police car. Ms. Rahman is accused of having thrown the Molotov cocktail

into the car and attempting to distribute others. The complaint says that the

vehicle’s central console was burned.

At a time when progress is being made to address policing, the prosecution of Mr.

Mattis and Ms. Rahman is a sobering reminder of other, deeply ingrained

injustices in our systems of punishment. Even after modest improvements made

by the 2018 First Step Act, the penalties for criminal activity are too often

draconian, and prosecutors are too often keen to invoke them not because the

defendants deserve the severity but to coerce them to plead guilty. Reforms to

eliminate mandatory minimums and rein in prosecutorial overreaching are vital

to comprehensively reforming our overly punitive criminal justice systems, whose

excessive harshness disproportionately affects communities of color.

Mandatory minimums grew popular in the 1970s and 1980s, as Congress and many

states began adopting them for a slew of crimes — the biggest category being

drug crimes. Proponents said they were designed to deter the most serious types

of criminal conduct. But the penalties were inflexibly harsh, and it quickly became

clear that many low-level offenders were being swept up and facing grossly

excessive sentences.

The laws also suffered from another flaw: They were racist. The most infamous

example is that it once took 100 times the amount of powder cocaine as crack

cocaine to trigger the same mandatory minimum prison terms. Other lesser-

known examples abound. People of color are disproportionately affected by

mandatory minimums for the simple reason that they are disproportionately

arrested and charged with crimes generally.

Thirty years of the 45-year mandatory minimum sentence that Mr. Mattis and Ms.

Rahman face comes from Section 924(c) of Title 18 of the United States Code,

which sets forth mandatory penalties for certain criminal offenses and has long

been used by prosecutors to threaten and impose extraordinarily harsh penalties.

In 2018, the First Step Act removed a longstanding provision in Section 924(c) that

allowed prosecutors to “stack” mandatory and enhanced consecutive penalties for

certain crimes. While that did not apply retroactively, some courts have decided to

reduce unduly harsh, “stacked” penalties imposed before the First Step Act. Take

the case of Kevin Haynes. Despite having no criminal history, he was sentenced in

1994 to 46 and a half years’ imprisonment for his role in four robberies over eight

months. Mr. Haynes was only 23 at the time, no one suffered any physical harm,

and the total amount stolen was less than $45,000.

The prosecutors offered Mr. Haynes a plea agreement that if accepted would have

resulted in a sentence of between seven years nine months and eight years five

months. According to court documents, when he chose to exercise his

constitutional right to a jury trial, the prosecutors retaliated by adding two Section

924(c) counts. In short, going to trial cost Mr. Haynes 38 extra years in prison. In

April, after Mr. Haynes had served almost 27 years, a federal judge in Brooklyn

ordered his immediate release, criticizing his prosecution in a forceful opinion.

Though the First Step Act brought an increment of progress, most mandatory

minimums remain on the books, despite consistent criticism that these penalties

have contributed to over-incarceration. This statistic is well known but worth

reiterating: Though the United States has less than 5 percent of the world’s

population, it has over 20 percent of the world’s prisoners. Harsh mandatory

penalties resulting in needlessly long sentences are an undeniable contributing

factor.

While it doesn’t involve stacked 924(c) counts, the 45-year mandatory minimum

penalty that Mr. Mattis and Ms. Rahman face is part of an all too familiar pattern

of prosecution. The goal is to coerce people to plead guilty to charges carrying

harsh sentences in exchange for the dismissal of charges that mandate

unconscionable ones.

The message that prosecutors send to them and to so many other defendants is

clear: If you consider exercising your fundamental right to trial, we will seek

penalties that are so excessive that you will think twice, because we have the

power to take sentencing authority away from the judiciary.

When this regime of mandatory minimums began more than 30 years ago, 20

percent of federal criminal cases were resolved by trial. Today, fewer than 3

percent are, and more than 97 percent of cases are resolved by pleas.

No rational observer would conclude that Mr. Mattis and Ms. Rahman should

spend a majority of their lives behind bars for an alleged act that caused harm to

no one. To put the threat of a 45-year mandatory sentence into some perspective,

according to data compiled by the U.S. Sentencing Commission, the median

sentence for murder in the Second Circuit from 2015 through 2019 was 16 years.

The extreme 45-year sentences they face are a reminder that real people and

families and communities are at the receiving end of these devastating penalties.

As lawmakers in Congress propose sweeping changes to policing spurred by

society’s broad awakening to systemic racism, they must also make changes to

eliminate federal mandatory minimums, rein in overcharging and help restore the

right to trial.

Sandeep Dhaliwal is a lawyer at Debevoise & Plimpton whose pro bono practice

focuses on criminal justice and immigration.
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America’s Crises: How to Respond?
To the Editor:

Re “America Is Facing 5 Epic Crises at

Once” (column, June 26):

David Brooks lists daunting societal

challenges, from economic depression

to the deadly virus. But none of these

crises, he argues, is quite so

threatening as the current “Social

Justice” movement and its “symbolic

gestures.”

Mr. Brooks draws a false dichotomy

between symbolic work and structural

change. The truth is, you can’t have

one without the other. People who have

studied the history of oppression understand the power of symbols.

How many social services were gutted after Ronald Reagan popularized the racist

symbol of a “welfare queen”? How many Black children set their ambitions one

notch higher when they saw a Black president in their textbooks?

Telling activists to forgo symbolic gestures is like telling a company that sales will

go up if they stop advertising. It betrays a basic misunderstanding of what it takes

to create political change.

When Mr. Brooks vilifies “Social Justice” activists, he erases the work that

activists have done to enact both symbolic and structural change.

Kendall LaParo

Philadelphia

To the Editor:

I truly appreciate that David Brooks summarized the extent of the current turmoil

in the United States. But he states that the Social Justice methodology is not a

solution. I believe that he misses the greater point.

These cultural symbols that members of this movement point to, like the

Confederate statues, have brought greater general awareness of the prevalence of

prejudice around us.

Yes, we need legislation to change the roots of injustice. But that is a long and

messy process with much uncertainty. Meanwhile, the actions that can be taken

now are changing names of military bases, taking down statues and so on. It may

be a small, but necessary, first step in beginning the significant work that lies

ahead.

Linda Kingsley

Arlington, Va.

To the Editor:

I was surprised that David Brooks didn’t include climate change on his list of

crises. As we look at our country’s recent failures, we shouldn’t forget the harm to

our public health, economy and environment caused by failure to mitigate the

climate crisis.

According to Mr. Brooks’s proposed theory of change, dealing with these crises

will take “government” and “crafting coalitions” and “lawmaking.” When it comes

to climate, the American public agrees with such a theory.

A recent poll by the Yale Program on Climate Change Communications shows that

most registered voters, including a majority of Democrats and Republicans,

support climate-friendly energy policies. Let the congressional coalition-building

begin!

Laura Winston

Evanston, Ill.

The writer is co-leader of Citizens’ Climate Lobby’s Evanston chapter.

To the Editor:

David Brooks lays out where we are, how we got here and what we are facing. It

is both terrifying and hopeful, and the clearest picture I have had of this awful,

scary, so very sad time we live in.

It explains why I have shouted at my TV and cried. We have a lot of work to do.

Joan Judge

Austin, Texas
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The Last of the Baby Boomers Get a Word In
To the Editor:

Re “Do Younger Boomers Swing

Left?” (Op-Ed, June 24):

Like Jennifer Finney Boylan, I was

born in 1958 and have always felt that

any similarities my cohort had with the

older boomers was a marketing

director’s delusion.

We watched our older siblings and

cousins wear groovy clothes, protest

the war and go to Woodstock; by the

time we were of age, all we got were

gas lines, energy crises and ugly

polyester.

We graduated into what was until the 2008 recession one of the worst economies

since the Great Depression. Unless we became lawyers or jumped on the

corporate wagon, we settled for poorly paying jobs.

Even if we met with some success later on, we are

permanently left behind.

I hope that we are “swinging left,” but too many of

the peers I grew up with smugly held on to the on-

paper privilege of being (white) boomers while

evading any sense of responsibility for the world

and its inhabitants.

We made the last 40 years possible, and I do not

mean that in a good way. It’s time that we did

something about it.

Kate Tyler Wall

Newark, Del.

The writer is the author of “Arboria Park,” a novel about the boomer era.

To the Editor:

As a younger baby boomer at the time of the Summer of Love in 1967, I thought

that Jennifer Finney Boylan got the differing politics and culture exactly right.

When I entered Washington University in St. Louis in the fall of 1971, the fire at the

ROTC building there the year before was what defined the campus (counter)

culture. By the summer of 1975, with the Vietnam War over and the economy

faltering, the students’ focus was already shifting heavily toward building

résumés, not burning buildings.

Disco fever was just over the horizon.

Michael L. Millenson

Highland Park, Ill.

Looting and Racism

To the Editor:

Re “Valuing Property Over Black Lives” (Op-Ed, June 23):

I agree with Robin D.G. Kelley that looting is not the problem but rather a

symptom of the underlying racism that gives it impetus. But it is also a serious

impediment to a solution.

Looting, like kneeling during the anthem in front of tens of thousands who are

standing, alienates those whose support is crucial to solving the underlying

problem.

Jonathan Kutner

Dallas
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