Readings for November 11 2018

For this Sunday, November 11, the Today’s Issues group will discuss two articles from the New York Review of Books.  The group meets at 9:30 on Sunday mornings in the parlor of the Religious Education building next to the Church.  Please do the reading and join our lively discussion. 

From the October 11 issue, page 29, Jian Ghomeshi, “Reflections of a Hashtag,” about the effects on his life of accusations of sexual harassment that were not proven in court but have been confirmed by several women.  This case has been quite controversial and there are responses from Joanne O., Linda Redgrave, Allan Lynch, Liam Lacey, and Lisa Guenther, et al. in the October 25 issue.

From the November 8 issue, page 20, Sean Wilentz, “The American Revolutions,” a review of Jill Lapore’s book These Truths: A History of the United States which offers a grand explanatory theory of American history but with several questions.

Both articles and all the critical letters are included in the attachment to this email.


Reflections from a Hashtag
Jian Ghomeshi OCTOBER 11, 2018 ISSUE
The following article, which has provoked much criticism, should have included acknowledgment of the serious nature and number of allegations that had been made against the writer, Jian Ghomeshi. In October 2014, Ghomeshi—about whom multiple women had filed harassment complaints—was fired from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation after executives saw evidence that he had caused physical harm to a woman. Shortly after, more than twenty women accused him of sexual abuse and harassment, which included hitting, biting, choking, and verbal abuse during sex. Many of these allegations were made in respected publications, including The Toronto Star. That November, Ghomeshi was charged with the sexual assault of three women. (Sexual assault, under Canada’s Criminal Code, can include threats and nonconsensual physical contact. There is no specific legal provision for rape as it is defined in US law.) In January 2015, additional counts of sexual assault were brought against him by three more women. He was acquitted of all charges, and settled a further charge of sexual assault, of a coworker at the CBC, out of court with a peace bond and public apology. Substantial space will be devoted to letters responding to this article in the next issue of The New York Review, dated October 25, 2018.
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Not so long ago, I spoke to hundreds of thousands of listeners across North America every day on a public radio show. These days, the closest I come to public performance is at a neighborhood karaoke bar in New York. Even that can have its perils. One night last year, I was waiting my turn to sing when a woman spotted my name on the list. “Jian!” she said to me. “Your name is Jian? Ha! Hey, you know who ruined that name for you?” “No. Who?” I said, bracing myself. For the first time, she looked straight at me—and stopped smiling.

For her, it was like one of those excruciating moments when you accidentally include the butt of a joke in a reply-all e-mail. For me, it was just another day in the life of the notorious Jian. She apologized and said all the right things. And I said all the right things back. (“How could you have known?”) Mostly I felt bad because she felt bad. But then we rallied and sang a duet together. And then we became friends and are regularly in touch. Chalk up one more human being who no longer thinks I’m a creep.

Here’s the thing about being an erstwhile “celebrity” who is now an outcast: You’re not just feeling sorry for yourself. You’re also feeling sorry for everyone around you—sometimes even the strangers. You can see the anxiety in their faces as they stammer out banalities, studiously avoiding the subject of career (or lack thereof), making vague gestures of encouragement that trail off into silence.

In October 2014, I was fired from my job at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation after allegations circulated online that I’d been abusive with an ex-girlfriend during sex. In the aftermath of my firing, and amid a media storm, several more people accused me of sexual misconduct. I faced criminal charges including hair-pulling, hitting during intimacy in one instance, and—the most serious allegation—nonconsensual choking while making out with a woman on a date in 2002. I pleaded not guilty. Several months later, after a very public trial, I was cleared on all counts. One of the charges was separated and later withdrawn with a peace bond—a pledge to be on good behavior for a year. There was no criminal trial.

My acquittal left my accusers and many observers profoundly unhappy. There was a sentiment among them that, regardless of any legal exoneration, I was almost certainly a world-class prick, probably a sexual bully, and that I needed to be held to account beyond simply losing my career and reputation. Since then, I’ve become a hashtag. One of my female friends quips that I should get some kind of public recognition as a #MeToo pioneer. There are lots of guys more hated than me now. But I was the guy everyone hated first.

I have not spoken publicly about the explosion in my world for four years. Given that my name, at least in Canada, turned into a metonym for everything from male privilege to the need for due process, I’ve been aware that weighing in to reclaim it and inject nuance into my story is fraught, to say the least. In my silence people have tended to suggest what’s become of me. Like that I’m on a beach with martini in hand, having a laugh at “getting away with it” (no). Or that I’m curled up in a dark room, weeping in shame (well, yes, that happened). Or just forever cowed.

There has indeed been enough humiliation for a lifetime. I cannot just move to another town and reboot with a pseudonym. I’m constantly competing with a villainous version of myself online. This is the power of a contemporary mass shaming. Even people who are supportive sometimes have expectations of how I will act based on a singular, sexualized identity that was repeated in media stories. But this period has also been a tremendous education.

My path to public toxicity was a curious one. As a student, I was a doctrinaire activist who was tear-gassed at protests—I once made the evening news for organizing a demonstration about tuition fees at which wet macaroni was thrown at Prime Minister Brian Mulroney. For years after that, I wrote progressive songs and toured in a sometimes-political folk-rock band, Moxy Früvous. I wore T-shirts screaming slogans of equality and liberation, and I believed it all.

At the CBC, I had a Canadian-style reserve when American stars would get obstinate on the air. The necessary image of a liberal public broadcaster can be tediously correct. I wore the right ribbons, used the right hashtags, hosted the right guests. I did interviews with everyone from Toni Morrison to Gloria Steinem, Drake, and Maya Angelou. I attended demonstrations and spoke at progressive fund-raisers. It didn’t occur to me that I could ever be one of the bad men.

I loved Q, the culture show I co-created and hosted for eight years, and I was consumed with finding as wide an audience for it as possible. But I was also consumed by anxiety in my pursuit of success. By 2014, I was telling close friends that I felt I was in a cage of my own making. It didn’t help that my pay increased as my Twitter following skyrocketed, or that agents and publicists touted my appearance on “influential people” lists. I had become a man who derived all of his self-esteem from external validation. In tandem, everything around me seemed to condone the bullish way a successful single guy might act. This is not an excuse; it’s a somber realization.

With each career step, I would leave a trail of disappointed friends or coworkers. I learned to be pushy when I didn’t get my way. And at some point, when it came to women, I began to use my liberal gender studies education as a cover for my own behavior. I was ostensibly so schooled in how sexism works that I would arrogantly give myself a free pass. I was outspoken in public life but tone-deaf in my private affairs.

Before 2014, it was unimaginable to me that I would become a poster boy for men who are assholes. I had not been a network boss or an executive with institutional power; there had been no formal complaints at work that I was aware of over the years; there were no hush-money deals or nondisclosure agreements. As things came crashing down, I became obsessed with the inaccurate stories and the pattern of salacious details taken as truth in the echo chambers of social media outrage. That foreclosed any focus on my own accountability.

Since then, I have spent almost four years reflecting on my relations with women I dated. For some, nothing I say here will be enough or be put the right way. Even as I feel deep remorse about how I treated some people in my life, I cannot confess to the accusations that are inaccurate. What I do confess is that I was emotionally thoughtless in the way I treated those I dated and tried to date. As well, I leveraged my influence and status to try to entice women and lead them on when they were interested. There are all sorts of old-fashioned words to describe men like this: player, creep, cad, Lothario.

But it went deeper than that. I was demanding on dates and in personal affairs. I would keep lobbying for what I wanted. I was critical and dismissive. Some women I cared about went along with things I wanted to avoid my disappointment or moods. I ought to have been more respectful and responsive with the women in my life. To them I say, you deserved much better from me.

I craved the interest of women. Dating and having sex became another measure of status. When a well-known fellow broadcaster saw me with a twenty-something date at a film festival event in Toronto around 2006 (I was then thirty-nine), he left a voicemail saying, “Dude, you are the king!” That memory is mortifying now, but at the time I basked in his praise and wanted more. He’d never called me before and never mentioned my work; the real message was that the women I was with were the true gauge of success.

But if the opinion of others is how you define yourself, what happens when all of the outside props of status—the ratings, the followers, the social media likes—are torn away overnight? Who are you?

I equivocated about writing this essay for many months. I have never responded to media requests. For a while, the silence was a necessary consequence of the legal case I was facing. Since then, it’s been about gaining some certainty about what I would want to say. I also understand that this piece is focused on my experience, which may be seen as not helpful in rendering women’s experiences more visible.

I have spent these years trying to listen, read, and reflect. I did a great deal of talking before my life exploded. While I was a keen listener during interviews I conducted on the air, I didn’t apply that awareness in my personal life. Self-involvement will make you deaf to important things you should be hearing. Humility comes with perspective—and listening is a big part of it. But there is no fast track to the reckoning. Coming to terms with a seismic life interruption and beginning a true process of reflection takes time.

When a man is publicly accused of sexual misconduct in this era, almost invariably the first thing he does is apologize. However heartfelt the remorse, my own experience makes me distrust it. In a maelstrom of confusion, humiliation, resistance, and conflicting feedback from those around you, how much can anyone really inhabit “I’m sorry”?

You want the feeling of genuine contrition to stir within you—because people are telling you it’s the first step to redemption. And you let yourself imagine that some grand mea culpa might actually turn your fate around—regardless of the veracity of any allegations. But what you truly feel in the first days after being publicly accused is fear and anger, in that order.

The fear is easy to explain: your whole future hangs in the balance. But you’re furious, too, at being made fearful by everyone who’s trying to bring you down. You’re confounded at how tales of your alleged behavior from years past are now used as a sledgehammer to destroy the career you’ve built and determine the way you will forever be seen. Even if your lips are speaking words of contrition, your mind is a ferment of petty, selfish fury.

Adding to your shame is the fact that you’re suddenly helpless. Lawyers tell you what you can say (nothing) and to whom you can say it (almost no one). You don’t leave the house because there are cameras outside. You stop looking at the Internet because it’s mostly people telling you to curl up and die. You savor the few messages of support from friends—pathetically so. In your darker moments, you make lists of the ones you haven’t heard from. And that’s pathetic, too.

You realize almost immediately that this is a financial calamity as well: not only have you lost your income, but you’re also hemorrhaging your savings to legal fees. The accusations you face get conflated in social media with horrible things other men have done that are totally unconnected. The details of the allegations seem to become irrelevant, as does any legal decision. The stain of bad actions becomes indelible; a presumption prevails that the worst of what is tweeted is to be believed. You wonder how you can exhibit any contrition about ways you may have behaved badly in the past without validating every crazy thing that is being said about you by people you’ve never met.

Less than a month before my life exploded, I watched my father die. Then I lost almost everything else I thought was important. All the pillars of professional and personal support I had believed to be solid were gone almost overnight. The professional team that I had hired as experts to guide me through the explosion bolted, too—but not before they had cheered on some ill-advised social media postings and threatened lawsuits.

During the first two weeks, I was suicidal. I contemplated the methods by which I could kill myself. I was terrified of being awake and terrified of falling asleep. Evenings were filled with nightmares that inevitably involved my father on his deathbed. It was as though the end of my life as I knew it was somehow conjoined with the actual end of his.

In a crisis like this, you are painfully aware that it is happening not just to you, but also to those closest to you who stick around. I became frantically and helplessly worried about my mother. While I was fuming about media depictions, I questioned my own memories in the face of a barrage of speculation. People on TV expressed “shock” about the allegations of misconduct and my “secret life,” as it was sensationally termed. I was shocked too. For weeks I was used as clickbait and a meal ticket for certain reporters who pumped out whatever stories they could with my name in the headline. One writer questioned my upbringing, using a comparison to the convicted murderer Paul Bernardo. There were few limits to how far some would go.

When the scandal broke, dozens of female friends, some of whom I’d previously dated, reached out in support to say they would speak on behalf of my character. As the storm grew, many backed away, too scared or conflicted or shocked at the headlines to take a public stand. Several friendly artists and celebrities wrote to say they would need to stay silent because it might affect their careers. I was grateful for their candor. Many others, even those I thought to be close friends, simply have not spoken to me since.

The storm also transformed me from being a proud Canadian to being “Iranian-Canadian.” My inbox and social media accounts filled up with noxious allusions to my Middle Eastern background and racist references to Iranians. On my first court appearance, in November 2014, amid the media mêlée outside as I emerged with my lawyers, one man repeatedly shouted, “Go back to Iran!” I was not born in Iran and have never lived there. It would be more accurate to say, “Go back to Thornhill!”—the pleasant Toronto suburb where I grew up. It was not that I was ashamed of my heritage. On the contrary, I abhorred the racist implication that bad behavior would be seen as correlated with my ethnic background—just another Iranian guy channeling some ancestral Middle Eastern brand of Asiatic misogyny; and I was deeply embarrassed that the Iranian-Canadian community, which had been so supportive, now had to endure an association with me—on top of all the other stereotypes out there.

The CBC dutifully passed along all of my hate mail. One anonymous letter was typed in all-caps: “YOUR FATHER HATE FUCKED YOUR MOTHER AND PRODUCED A BROWN BABOON…YOU ARE LUCKY TO BE (VISITING) CANADA…IN I-RAN THE AYATUALLA [sic] WOULD HAVE FUCKED YOU…WATCH YOUR BACK AND YOUR HOUSE.” But even these specific racist responses were not as personally damning as being broadly cast as an outsider because of my heritage—a narrative that spoke to my deepest insecurities. In truth, I had always seen myself as a scrawny brown kid who didn’t fit in—not as the cocky, entitled immigrant my attackers saw. Both images were wrong. But my misperception obscured an awareness of my status. I didn’t accept my own power.

Since the scandal, the reaction of men has perhaps been most striking. Aside from some, including former media colleagues and friends who reported on my downfall with a zeal that was transparent in its efforts to display their own virtue, there was a distinct pattern to the men whom I would encounter in the first year, amid all the headlines and shaming. Many of them—strangers, acquaintances, friends, or people reaching out in social media—would at some point furtively say, “What happened to you could have been me.” That is, in the safety of conversations they were certain would not become public, men would tell me there were things that they, too, could have been accused of at points in their lives.

The disconnect was confusing. Just as my name was trending as the ultimate avatar of bad male behavior, men were confiding in me that, in various ways, they were not much different. I have had countless men contact me in the last four years to tell me their stories or somehow commiserate. It is bizarre to become an unwitting repository for men who are bewildered about gender relations or sexual behaviors. I began to see my own actions as part of a systemic culture of unhealthy masculinity. At the other end of the spectrum, I get messages from women who tell me that they “enjoy the same lifestyle” and want to meet up for sex. I don’t respond, but I suspect that I would disappoint them with the news that I don’t have a “lifestyle” that might facilitate what they’re looking for.

Last year, when I posted a creative project on YouTube, a Toronto weekly declared that I had “slithered out from underneath my rock.” Another observer predicted that I would emerge from self-imposed exile as rabidly right-wing. The truth is more banal. I am not suddenly an antifeminist activist, stage-diving at a Breitbart road show. Neither am I planning to seek public absolution through the embrace of a notion that all men are evil. What I am is someone who has had a crash course in empathy. I have a new unwavering antipathy toward schadenfreude.

Many of those who helped me survive the explosion are people who have been through great difficulties in their lives: addiction, bankruptcy, the loss of dear friends or family, or big mistakes and public humiliation. I now have a different way of seeing anyone who is being attacked in the public sphere, even those with whom I may profoundly disagree.

And with all of this, I am moving toward what might be seen as a trite point: we learn from our mistakes.

A couple of years ago, on a trip to Europe, emancipated by the anonymity of being abroad, I was on a train from London to Paris and found myself sitting next to a single woman in her late thirties. We had both come onto the train wearing earphones and fell into a conversation about music. We learned that we shared the same tastes in New Wave. She was captivating and smart.

As soon as our conversation began, I felt galvanized by an automatic reflex from my days as a Somebody. Tell her about your show. Tell her about your band. Sell your book. It occurred to me that I had been campaigning my whole adult life for the promotion of Jian. The same instinct began tracing out a line of events. She would give me her number. After getting to Paris, I would text her. We’d meet at a bar. I would tell her more about me. Perhaps we would become intimate. I would feel wanted.

There were positive sparks. She mentioned that she had an open schedule in Paris. I listened and smiled. Again, I felt the old urge to use this to my advantage.

But this interesting woman was speaking to me without knowing or caring if I was Somebody. As if maybe I had the ability to be worthy without reciting my résumé. She did the talking for most of the trip, and I listened. I poked some fun and enjoyed making her laugh. There were moments when she would reference events or places or people (“I adore Leonard Cohen”) that would once have been my cue to talk about myself (“you know, I did one of the last interviews with Leonard Cohen, and…”). Instead, I found myself asking her questions.

When the train arrived in Paris, we got up and grabbed our stuff. She smiled at me. We paused. I extended my hand and wished her a good afternoon. “It was really great talking with you,” I said. The words lingered for a moment. Then she shook my hand and uttered something similar. Then we both went off to find our respective ride-shares. Only once I emerged onto the street did I realize that I’d never even told her my name.
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For her, it was like one of those excruciating moments when you accidentally include the butt of a joke in a reply-all e-mail. For me, it was just another day in the life of the notorious Jian. She apologized and said all the right things. And I said all the right things back. (“How could you have known?”) Mostly I felt bad because she felt bad. But then we rallied and sang a duet together. And then we became friends and are regularly in touch. Chalk up one more human being who no longer thinks I’m a creep.

Here’s the thing about being an erstwhile “celebrity” who is now an outcast: You’re not just feeling sorry for yourself. You’re also feeling sorry for everyone around you—sometimes even the strangers. You can see the anxiety in their faces as they stammer out banalities, studiously avoiding the subject of career (or lack thereof), making vague gestures of encouragement that trail off into silence.

In October 2014, I was fired from my job at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation after allegations circulated online that I’d been abusive with an ex-girlfriend during sex. In the aftermath of my firing, and amid a media storm, several more people accused me of sexual misconduct. I faced criminal charges including hair-pulling, hitting during intimacy in one instance, and—the most serious allegation—nonconsensual choking while making out with a woman on a date in 2002. I pleaded not guilty. Several months later, after a very public trial, I was cleared on all counts. One of the charges was separated and later withdrawn with a peace bond—a pledge to be on good behavior for a year. There was no criminal trial.

My acquittal left my accusers and many observers profoundly unhappy. There was a sentiment among them that, regardless of any legal exoneration, I was almost certainly a world-class prick, probably a sexual bully, and that I needed to be held to account beyond simply losing my career and reputation. Since then, I’ve become a hashtag. One of my female friends quips that I should get some kind of public recognition as a #MeToo pioneer. There are lots of guys more hated than me now. But I was the guy everyone hated first.

I have not spoken publicly about the explosion in my world for four years. Given that my name, at least in Canada, turned into a metonym for everything from male privilege to the need for due process, I’ve been aware that weighing in to reclaim it and inject nuance into my story is fraught, to say the least. In my silence people have tended to suggest what’s become of me. Like that I’m on a beach with martini in hand, having a laugh at “getting away with it” (no). Or that I’m curled up in a dark room, weeping in shame (well, yes, that happened). Or just forever cowed.

There has indeed been enough humiliation for a lifetime. I cannot just move to another town and reboot with a pseudonym. I’m constantly competing with a villainous version of myself online. This is the power of a contemporary mass shaming. Even people who are supportive sometimes have expectations of how I will act based on a singular, sexualized identity that was repeated in media stories. But this period has also been a tremendous education.

My path to public toxicity was a curious one. As a student, I was a doctrinaire activist who was tear-gassed at protests—I once made the evening news for organizing a demonstration about tuition fees at which wet macaroni was thrown at Prime Minister Brian Mulroney. For years after that, I wrote progressive songs and toured in a sometimes-political folk-rock band, Moxy Früvous. I wore T-shirts screaming slogans of equality and liberation, and I believed it all.

At the CBC, I had a Canadian-style reserve when American stars would get obstinate on the air. The necessary image of a liberal public broadcaster can be tediously correct. I wore the right ribbons, used the right hashtags, hosted the right guests. I did interviews with everyone from Toni Morrison to Gloria Steinem, Drake, and Maya Angelou. I attended demonstrations and spoke at progressive fund-raisers. It didn’t occur to me that I could ever be one of the bad men.

I loved Q, the culture show I co-created and hosted for eight years, and I was consumed with finding as wide an audience for it as possible. But I was also consumed by anxiety in my pursuit of success. By 2014, I was telling close friends that I felt I was in a cage of my own making. It didn’t help that my pay increased as my Twitter following skyrocketed, or that agents and publicists touted my appearance on “influential people” lists. I had become a man who derived all of his self-esteem from external validation. In tandem, everything around me seemed to condone the bullish way a successful single guy might act. This is not an excuse; it’s a somber realization.

With each career step, I would leave a trail of disappointed friends or coworkers. I learned to be pushy when I didn’t get my way. And at some point, when it came to women, I began to use my liberal gender studies education as a cover for my own behavior. I was ostensibly so schooled in how sexism works that I would arrogantly give myself a free pass. I was outspoken in public life but tone-deaf in my private affairs.

Before 2014, it was unimaginable to me that I would become a poster boy for men who are assholes. I had not been a network boss or an executive with institutional power; there had been no formal complaints at work that I was aware of over the years; there were no hush-money deals or nondisclosure agreements. As things came crashing down, I became obsessed with the inaccurate stories and the pattern of salacious details taken as truth in the echo chambers of social media outrage. That foreclosed any focus on my own accountability.

Since then, I have spent almost four years reflecting on my relations with women I dated. For some, nothing I say here will be enough or be put the right way. Even as I feel deep remorse about how I treated some people in my life, I cannot confess to the accusations that are inaccurate. What I do confess is that I was emotionally thoughtless in the way I treated those I dated and tried to date. As well, I leveraged my influence and status to try to entice women and lead them on when they were interested. There are all sorts of old-fashioned words to describe men like this: player, creep, cad, Lothario.

But it went deeper than that. I was demanding on dates and in personal affairs. I would keep lobbying for what I wanted. I was critical and dismissive. Some women I cared about went along with things I wanted to avoid my disappointment or moods. I ought to have been more respectful and responsive with the women in my life. To them I say, you deserved much better from me.

I craved the interest of women. Dating and having sex became another measure of status. When a well-known fellow broadcaster saw me with a twenty-something date at a film festival event in Toronto around 2006 (I was then thirty-nine), he left a voicemail saying, “Dude, you are the king!” That memory is mortifying now, but at the time I basked in his praise and wanted more. He’d never called me before and never mentioned my work; the real message was that the women I was with were the true gauge of success.

But if the opinion of others is how you define yourself, what happens when all of the outside props of status—the ratings, the followers, the social media likes—are torn away overnight? Who are you?

I equivocated about writing this essay for many months. I have never responded to media requests. For a while, the silence was a necessary consequence of the legal case I was facing. Since then, it’s been about gaining some certainty about what I would want to say. I also understand that this piece is focused on my experience, which may be seen as not helpful in rendering women’s experiences more visible.

I have spent these years trying to listen, read, and reflect. I did a great deal of talking before my life exploded. While I was a keen listener during interviews I conducted on the air, I didn’t apply that awareness in my personal life. Self-involvement will make you deaf to important things you should be hearing. Humility comes with perspective—and listening is a big part of it. But there is no fast track to the reckoning. Coming to terms with a seismic life interruption and beginning a true process of reflection takes time.

When a man is publicly accused of sexual misconduct in this era, almost invariably the first thing he does is apologize. However heartfelt the remorse, my own experience makes me distrust it. In a maelstrom of confusion, humiliation, resistance, and conflicting feedback from those around you, how much can anyone really inhabit “I’m sorry”?

You want the feeling of genuine contrition to stir within you—because people are telling you it’s the first step to redemption. And you let yourself imagine that some grand mea culpa might actually turn your fate around—regardless of the veracity of any allegations. But what you truly feel in the first days after being publicly accused is fear and anger, in that order.

The fear is easy to explain: your whole future hangs in the balance. But you’re furious, too, at being made fearful by everyone who’s trying to bring you down. You’re confounded at how tales of your alleged behavior from years past are now used as a sledgehammer to destroy the career you’ve built and determine the way you will forever be seen. Even if your lips are speaking words of contrition, your mind is a ferment of petty, selfish fury.

Adding to your shame is the fact that you’re suddenly helpless. Lawyers tell you what you can say (nothing) and to whom you can say it (almost no one). You don’t leave the house because there are cameras outside. You stop looking at the Internet because it’s mostly people telling you to curl up and die. You savor the few messages of support from friends—pathetically so. In your darker moments, you make lists of the ones you haven’t heard from. And that’s pathetic, too.
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During the first two weeks, I was suicidal. I contemplated the methods by which I could kill myself. I was terrified of being awake and terrified of falling asleep. Evenings were filled with nightmares that inevitably involved my father on his deathbed. It was as though the end of my life as I knew it was somehow conjoined with the actual end of his.

In a crisis like this, you are painfully aware that it is happening not just to you, but also to those closest to you who stick around. I became frantically and helplessly worried about my mother. While I was fuming about media depictions, I questioned my own memories in the face of a barrage of speculation. People on TV expressed “shock” about the allegations of misconduct and my “secret life,” as it was sensationally termed. I was shocked too. For weeks I was used as clickbait and a meal ticket for certain reporters who pumped out whatever stories they could with my name in the headline. One writer questioned my upbringing, using a comparison to the convicted murderer Paul Bernardo. There were few limits to how far some would go.

When the scandal broke, dozens of female friends, some of whom I’d previously dated, reached out in support to say they would speak on behalf of my character. As the storm grew, many backed away, too scared or conflicted or shocked at the headlines to take a public stand. Several friendly artists and celebrities wrote to say they would need to stay silent because it might affect their careers. I was grateful for their candor. Many others, even those I thought to be close friends, simply have not spoken to me since.

The storm also transformed me from being a proud Canadian to being “Iranian-Canadian.” My inbox and social media accounts filled up with noxious allusions to my Middle Eastern background and racist references to Iranians. On my first court appearance, in November 2014, amid the media mêlée outside as I emerged with my lawyers, one man repeatedly shouted, “Go back to Iran!” I was not born in Iran and have never lived there. It would be more accurate to say, “Go back to Thornhill!”—the pleasant Toronto suburb where I grew up. It was not that I was ashamed of my heritage. On the contrary, I abhorred the racist implication that bad behavior would be seen as correlated with my ethnic background—just another Iranian guy channeling some ancestral Middle Eastern brand of Asiatic misogyny; and I was deeply embarrassed that the Iranian-Canadian community, which had been so supportive, now had to endure an association with me—on top of all the other stereotypes out there.

The CBC dutifully passed along all of my hate mail. One anonymous letter was typed in all-caps: “YOUR FATHER HATE FUCKED YOUR MOTHER AND PRODUCED A BROWN BABOON…YOU ARE LUCKY TO BE (VISITING) CANADA…IN I-RAN THE AYATUALLA [sic] WOULD HAVE FUCKED YOU…WATCH YOUR BACK AND YOUR HOUSE.” But even these specific racist responses were not as personally damning as being broadly cast as an outsider because of my heritage—a narrative that spoke to my deepest insecurities. In truth, I had always seen myself as a scrawny brown kid who didn’t fit in—not as the cocky, entitled immigrant my attackers saw. Both images were wrong. But my misperception obscured an awareness of my status. I didn’t accept my own power.

Since the scandal, the reaction of men has perhaps been most striking. Aside from some, including former media colleagues and friends who reported on my downfall with a zeal that was transparent in its efforts to display their own virtue, there was a distinct pattern to the men whom I would encounter in the first year, amid all the headlines and shaming. Many of them—strangers, acquaintances, friends, or people reaching out in social media—would at some point furtively say, “What happened to you could have been me.” That is, in the safety of conversations they were certain would not become public, men would tell me there were things that they, too, could have been accused of at points in their lives.

The disconnect was confusing. Just as my name was trending as the ultimate avatar of bad male behavior, men were confiding in me that, in various ways, they were not much different. I have had countless men contact me in the last four years to tell me their stories or somehow commiserate. It is bizarre to become an unwitting repository for men who are bewildered about gender relations or sexual behaviors. I began to see my own actions as part of a systemic culture of unhealthy masculinity. At the other end of the spectrum, I get messages from women who tell me that they “enjoy the same lifestyle” and want to meet up for sex. I don’t respond, but I suspect that I would disappoint them with the news that I don’t have a “lifestyle” that might facilitate what they’re looking for.

Last year, when I posted a creative project on YouTube, a Toronto weekly declared that I had “slithered out from underneath my rock.” Another observer predicted that I would emerge from self-imposed exile as rabidly right-wing. The truth is more banal. I am not suddenly an antifeminist activist, stage-diving at a Breitbart road show. Neither am I planning to seek public absolution through the embrace of a notion that all men are evil. What I am is someone who has had a crash course in empathy. I have a new unwavering antipathy toward schadenfreude.

Many of those who helped me survive the explosion are people who have been through great difficulties in their lives: addiction, bankruptcy, the loss of dear friends or family, or big mistakes and public humiliation. I now have a different way of seeing anyone who is being attacked in the public sphere, even those with whom I may profoundly disagree.

And with all of this, I am moving toward what might be seen as a trite point: we learn from our mistakes.

A couple of years ago, on a trip to Europe, emancipated by the anonymity of being abroad, I was on a train from London to Paris and found myself sitting next to a single woman in her late thirties. We had both come onto the train wearing earphones and fell into a conversation about music. We learned that we shared the same tastes in New Wave. She was captivating and smart.

As soon as our conversation began, I felt galvanized by an automatic reflex from my days as a Somebody. Tell her about your show. Tell her about your band. Sell your book. It occurred to me that I had been campaigning my whole adult life for the promotion of Jian. The same instinct began tracing out a line of events. She would give me her number. After getting to Paris, I would text her. We’d meet at a bar. I would tell her more about me. Perhaps we would become intimate. I would feel wanted.

There were positive sparks. She mentioned that she had an open schedule in Paris. I listened and smiled. Again, I felt the old urge to use this to my advantage.

But this interesting woman was speaking to me without knowing or caring if I was Somebody. As if maybe I had the ability to be worthy without reciting my résumé. She did the talking for most of the trip, and I listened. I poked some fun and enjoyed making her laugh. There were moments when she would reference events or places or people (“I adore Leonard Cohen”) that would once have been my cue to talk about myself (“you know, I did one of the last interviews with Leonard Cohen, and…”). Instead, I found myself asking her questions.

When the train arrived in Paris, we got up and grabbed our stuff. She smiled at me. We paused. I extended my hand and wished her a good afternoon. “It was really great talking with you,” I said. The words lingered for a moment. Then she shook my hand and uttered something similar. Then we both went off to find our respective ride-shares. Only once I emerged onto the street did I realize that I’d never even told her my name.
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To the Editors:

It took me exactly twelve minutes to read the Jian Ghomeshi article [NYR, October 11] on your website today. As someone who was personally victimized by Ghomeshi in 2013, I ask that you allocate the same amount of time to what I’m about to write to you. That way we’ll have each spent the same amount of time feeling uncomfortable and sick to our stomachs.

The choice to publish Ghomeshi’s piece was also a choice to remind all of the women he has victimized that his story is worth more than ours. As I read of his woes—dipping into a savings account to pay for his legal fees and awkwardly meeting women while gallivanting around Europe—I thought about the thousands of dollars I’ve put on my credit card to pay for the counseling that has remained a constant over the past four years, because trauma changes you on a physiological level that feels impossible to understand. I thought about the days I missed work because I lay frozen in bed filled with a hollowness that can only be felt when your humanity is stripped from you by the (physical) hands of a man who manipulated you to establish dominance when he held the power from the start. I thought about the fear and frustration deep within my being, which fractured friendships and relationships and forced me into seclusion for nearly a year.

My experience is so similar to other women’s, you may think we must have colluded. But no, we don’t have to speak to one another to know how this reality feels because this reality is so common for far too many of us. We fumble through each day, coping with the confusion that was once our intuition, trying to decipher whether or not we will ever feel “OK” again. Our stories are rarely ever heard beyond a sensational article in which we rip ourselves open to expose our wounds for the salacious reader. Once those wounds have been pried apart, dug out, and dried up, we are left with little to no resources to suture ourselves together. We don’t have the savings and we aren’t in Europe, we are waking up every day, trying to live a normal life with the scars that no one can see but that ache in our bodies without remedy.

Today, you tore through that scar, exposing my insides again and reminding me of my place in the world. You reminded me that a powerful man’s story of being labeled an outcast for hurting women is more important than the part of your identity that breaks when a man tells you how precious you are while his one hand is held firmly over your mouth and nose and the other grips tightly around your neck. To this day, I can still feel the sting in my lungs from not being able to breathe, and I still jump when anyone puts their hands close to that spot.

Four years later, over one thousand days, and I am still traumatized. Do you know the places your mental health goes when you feel the effects of trauma for over one thousand days? Through the darkness, I have found light in those who have stood with me in solidarity, demanding justice that goes beyond the legal structure that was not built to protect us. By uplifting the voices of those of us who don’t make it past the sensationalist headlines, you offer hope to the millions of people whose voices have been silenced by violence.

The only reason I can imagine you chose to print this story is for the money. But we can’t take our money with us when we die; it’s our legacy that we leave behind. Today, your legacy is that you gave a man—who already benefited from his position of power, who was found not guilty by a justice system that continues to fail victims of violence, who can go to a different country and flirt with unsuspecting women—a platform to tell his side of a story when so many of his victims have never had the chance to tell theirs. Instead, we are told our stories “have no value” (actual words I was told by an editor).

So, what’s your next move? Press on with full pockets lined with cash that may as well be glued across the mouths of women like me? Or, do you consider the impact of countering Ghomeshi’s article with writing by women, who may not be searchable on Google but whose stories could change the lives of readers in the most profound way? I would say I’m hopeful for the latter but I haven’t reached a point where I feel hope yet, not while “Reflections from a Hashtag” is considered a valuable piece of writing.

Joanne O.
Vancouver, British Columbia

To the Editors:

On my drive to a much-needed visit with my mother, it was brought to my attention that Jian Ghomeshi had written an essay painting himself as a victim and that I needed to see it. Jian and I had met many years earlier, at a 2002 CBC Christmas event. It was that meeting, unfortunately, that, years later, resulted in charges of sexual assault. During the drive I was receiving media requests for my response. It became apparent that in any given moment this nightmare can all come flooding back with the same force and momentum that it had a few years ago.

While reading the essay, I felt continuously directed to sympathize with the author. This was evident from the stories of a new acquaintance who was oblivious of his status as a fallen celebrity, good friends who became estranged because they wanted to protect their own careers, loss of income, and suicidal ideation. Although he expresses remorse, this was not the focal point of the essay. My reaction was contrary to what seemed to be the intended response for the reader.

While Jian was riding the train to Paris, I was riding the train to Ottawa, where I met with Status of Women Canada, a government organization that promotes gender equality, to discuss sexual assault education programs for lawyers and judges. He was singing in karaoke bars and I was dealing with thousands of people who had reached out to share experiences of physical and emotional trauma from violence. This hasn’t ended for me, either.

The public detonation of his career, which appeared to have caught him off guard, has undoubtedly forced a great deal of introspection. Unfortunately, what has emerged from the rubble is not the outcome we wanted, but exactly what most predicted.

The road to recovery from “public toxicity” is definitely a difficult one. Where did he think this road would lead? Perhaps taking the road less traveled by other celebrities accused of wrongdoing and apologizing would be the least toxic direction, with far less chance of public outrage than he eventually faced by pursuing sympathy through public platforms.

In this essay there’s an underlying feeling that reconstitution of a fallen career is deserved. But this is up to the public, and it has to be earned. He is now in the court of public opinion. This is a very large court, and we are trauma-informed judges.

His reference to being called a “#MeToo pioneer” sounds self-congratulatory, as does “I was the guy everyone hated first.” This isn’t a contest. There is shame in holding these titles.

He also mentions that it was unimaginable that he would be labeled a poster-boy for assholes, yet he speaks of the many characteristics that contribute to his holding that title.

If not seeking absolution, it raises the question of why he has twice attempted to step back into the public sphere without asking forgiveness from the many people who feel an injustice has been done. Does it not make sense to give an apology to those who feel wronged instead of giving an excuse not to? In my opinion, the essay is transparently self-absorbed.

In the overwhelming response, it seems most will concur, this was a failed attempt to win back followers by playing the pity card. Lay down your hand. It’s time for some humble pie.

Linda Redgrave
Founder, ComingForward.ca
Ontario


To the Editors:

It’s been said, “The British and the Americans were two people separated by a common language.” I wonder if the rationalization for choosing to publish the Jian Ghomeshi piece isn’t an example of that.

Attempting to answer a hypothetical question about Harvey Weinstein posed by Slate, editor Ian Buruma said he couldn’t answer the question “since he [Weinstein] has been accused of rape, which Ghomeshi was never accused of. I think it’s a very different case. If somebody was accused of rape—let alone convicted for it—no, I wouldn’t have the same attitude.”

In the 1980s Canadian law changed to replace the crime of rape with the more all-inclusive concept of “sexual assault.” There is no statute that allows for a rape charge to be made. So whatever his activities, in Canada it is legally impossible to charge Ghomeshi or anyone with rape since that doesn’t exist in law.

Could the editorial decision to publish Ghomeshi have been based on a flawed concept or misunderstanding of the differences in US and Canadian law?

Allan Lynch
New Minas, Nova Scotia

To the Editors:

I am mystified what possessed your publication to run the essay by Jian Ghomeshi in which he bemoans the loss of his reputation and career because he was “demanding on dates.” That makes it sound as though he insisted on the Pinot Grigio while his partner would have preferred the Merlot.

As Anne Kingston reported in her excellent coverage of the trial in Maclean’s magazine, more than twenty women alleged Ghomeshi had assaulted or harassed them—slapping, hitting, punching, choking, biting—in a sexual context.

Sexual assault charges are notoriously hard to bring to conviction, and contradictions in the accusers’ stories caused their case to unravel, but as Kingston states clearly: “At no point were they contradicted in the allegations that they were assaulted; nor were they shaken into saying that they did consent.”

Running Ghomeshi’s grossly self-serving and bogus mea culpa was a shameful editorial decision.

Liam Lacey
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

The fact that you published Ghomeshi’s point of view on the numerous allegations against him without minimal fact-checking is reprehensible. For one thing, he was not fired by the CBC because of “allegations circulated online” by an ex. He was fired because he literally showed CBC brass photos of a woman he had beat the hell out of, and tried to pass it off as “rough sex.” Oh, and there are no such things as criminal charges of hair-pulling, etc., not even in Canada. He was, in fact, charged with multiple counts of sexual assault and one of overcoming resistance by choking. That’s just one paragraph.

If you’re going to publish his account, it should at least be factually accurate. This story was covered extensively in Canada, and there are many news sites that detailed the allegations and the trials.

You have e-mail, so I have to imagine you have access to the Internet and know how to use it. Next time some artsy sociopath looking to redeem himself pitches you an essay, spend half an hour on Google first.

Lisa Guenther
Livelong, Saskatchewan

To the Editors:

Why does the entire first paragraph in Jian Ghomeshi’s essay read like an outright lie? Was he sitting right beside the sign-up sheet? How did the person know HE was the “Jian” on the sheet? How did she know who the notorious Jian was? Did he have a name tag on? If the karaoke scene were in a piece of fiction, I don’t think it would hold water. And isn’t it convenient that it happened long enough ago to make him foggy on details if he were pressed for details?

I also think that some people might have a hard time believing the train story at the end of the article.

Michael Mitchell
Montréal, Québec

To the Editors:

The ink is dry, so I have heard, on the print run you authorized that bears Ghomeshi’s name.

As a woman who lived in Canada during Jian’s trial, during which he was acquitted, I learned exactly how the rich and the powerful at the CBC and elsewhere had protected him, because he was a much-cosseted and valuable brand, and they extended that protection and courtesy in the teeth of the pain and suffering he inflicted upon the women around him, not all of whom he troubled to sexually assault—some of them he was just beastly to.

In publishing his words, you’ve made it clear that the sad experience of a rapist hung out to dry, but escaping consequence due to elderly laws and incompetent Crown lawyers, will always be more interesting and worthy to a powerful broker of modern taste than either the stories or the dignity of the women he hurt.

Thanks for the reminder. The problem, ongoing, is that the role of The New York Review of Books as a maker and breaker of taste, as a trendsetter and a quality spotter, and as a literary beacon has been jeopardized.

If your goal is to rehabilitate Mr. Ghomeshi so he may be returned to the fold of cultural critics and once again be a brand among brands, congratulations, you may have achieved your aim.

However, your credibility’s shot. Hope it was worth it.

Allegra Sloman
Burnaby, British Columbia

To the Editors:

I was shocked by Ian Buruma’s decision to run the Jian Ghomeshi piece in the current issue of the NYRB. I’ve been a subscriber for decades, even through periods where the male-centricness of the magazine and its systematic marginalizing of women’s views (primarily through exclusion) utterly appalled me. But now this giving a platform to a violent predator, assuming the reader’s interest in the thoughts and feelings of a serial assaulter of women, is absolutely the last straw. There is nothing enlightening about Ghomeshi’s self-serving, self-justifying obfuscations. When Bob Silvers was replaced as editor of the magazine, I was very much hoping that the NYRB would finally make its way into the twenty-first century and offer more inclusive perspectives on intellectual life. But the numbers of women published in the magazine’s pages have continued to be abysmally low.

If you want to save the magazine from irrelevance, it is high time to replace Buruma with a strong, intelligent woman editor.

Susan Bernofsky
Associate Professor and Director, Literary Translation at Columbia
School of the Arts|Writing
Columbia University

To the Editors:

My name is Claire Pitcher and I am a thirty-two-year-old Canadian woman. I am positive that part of the rationale for publishing Jian Ghomeshi’s article was to generate “clicks” and more traffic for your website. For this reason, I desperately wanted to abstain from writing this e-mail. I do not want to be another “click” statistic you can use to sell advertising. That being said, my desire to vehemently oppose those social structures and media vehicles that trumpet the voices of already-privileged and by their own admission victimizing men was too strong to ignore.

Jian Ghomeshi’s focus on how he did nothing illegal and that many other men have done the same thing speaks volumes. In that regard, I urge you to ask: whose voice was missing from his supposedly “thoughtful” reflection? Not the voice of men (that was present in spades), not the voice of fellow celebs (also present in spades), not the voice of the female who found him witty and charming in Europe. The voice missing was that of women—real-life, everyday women who have been the subject of the types of regrettable-but-not-illegal advances Ghomeshi describes. As a woman myself, I have not been subjected to sexual assault or abuse of the type Jian adamantly denies having perpetrated. I have, however, been the target of a litany of inappropriate, disrespectful, and unethical advances from men from the time I was twelve years old onwards. So many advances, in fact, that it makes me physically sick to think about.

For over half my life, men have poked, prodded, commented on, peered at, and presided over my body as if it was more theirs than mine. The only difference between them and Jian? They were not celebrities. But the effect that these nameless men have had on my life is tangible. I cringe when I am walking alone at night and see a man up ahead. In my single days, I always ensured first dates were in busy, public spaces in case I got weird vibes. I watch my drink like a hawk while socializing, regardless of the company or context. It no longer surprises me when grown men shout sexual advances at me in broad daylight and then deride me when I rebuke their efforts. It disgusts me to know my experience is not unique.

I am among an endless ocean of women whose stories are just like mine, if not more intrusive, more chilling, more unethical. This is to say nothing of the women being assaulted, abused, and raped. Sure, not all men treat women this way, but I will say with the utmost confidence, and contrary to what Jian seems to be peddling, that just because he was not found legally culpable that does not make the consequences of his actions, exactly as he described them, any less dire. I am afraid; not because of what he has denied but because of what he has so cavalierly admitted to.

Claire Pitcher
Vancouver, British Columbia

To the Editors:

I’m writing to add volume to the litany of people who are so, so disappointed by your choice to give space in your publication to an accused abuser.

Perhaps this piece is tailored to appeal to an imagined readership of intellectually lazy men looking to indulge their narcissism. Maybe it’s for the thousands of rage-clicks readers will inevitably give you to see what this trash pile piece consists of. Maybe you truly and honestly think you’re showcasing a subversive new perspective on a subject. Regardless, you’re reinforcing the notion that men who abuse women still have a place in their professional field.

Today in light of this news, I’m thinking of the victims—since you clearly have not. The women who will be retraumatized by this piece. Who will, upon publication, receive texts and e-mails and messages asking if they’ve seen it yet. The panic they’ll face deciding whether they want to read words in an esteemed publication written by the man who choked and sexually assaulted them. The spike of anxiety and heat they’ll feel—a mix of overwhelming rage and true fear—that takes them straight back to the moment they were violated. And all the women, myself included, who can readily empathize with those emotions from our own trauma at the hands of men.

This piece, regardless of content, is irresponsible and reinforces existing systems of oppression. Want to make an impact? Get the survivors to write a piece for you.

Fuck Jian Ghomeshi. Do the right thing; that’s subversive.

Bridget V.
Nova Scotia

To the Editors:

Very poor call to publish this piece by Jian Ghomeshi. You should have consulted some Canadians, to understand what his story means here, in this community. He evinces no shame, only entitlement. I wish he could be erased from the culture. Sadly he’s made a permanent stain on a much-loved public broadcasting service. If he thinks he’s earned the opportunity to be rehabilitated, why did he not choose to speak in a forum in his own country and community? I’d suggest it was because he didn’t dare. He’s calculated his chances are better trying to surf the zeitgeist in the United States. These men should not be stripped of their livelihoods, but they deserve to be deprived of the public roles they used to abuse others. By shunning them, society regains some of its lost dignity.

Maureen Webb
Vancouver, British Columbia

To Jian [Ghomeshi]:

It seems a bit presumptuous to call you by your first name, but having lived in my radio for many years you feel familiar. I would like to thank you for Q. I am a sixty-eight-year-old woman who did not then (and does not now) have her finger on the pulse of any current culture, and gradually as I listened to you I became aware of many new things and liked a lot of what I heard. You were intelligent and friendly and seemed to bring the best out of your guests. I became a fairly regular listener.

Then, of course, came the great downfall. I have thought about you over the past four years. I was sad for you when David Bowie died. You had in many ways introduced me to Bowie. Of course I knew who he was, but I had never really liked him, and I saw him in a new light through your eyes.

Yesterday I read your article in The New York Review of Books. Thank you for writing that. As I said, I have been thinking about you and now I have a little glimpse into your journey. I agree with [Canadian journalist] Christie Blatchford (who I normally don’t agree with) that you have every right in the world to write an article. No one has to read it for goodness sakes if they don’t wish to.

I really enjoyed your writing. I thought it was honest and reflective, and I love the story that you end with. You have done difficult work.

Well done, Jian.

Shirley Anne Wade-Linton
Courtenay, British Columbia

To the Editors:

I am Canadian. I’ve met Jian. The allegations against him don’t surprise me. In our brief encounter after a show by his band Moxy Früvous, his lust for women was clear as was his self-centered delusional sense of stardom. By his essay, I see it still holds fast to his personality. He’s written a lot of words. He hasn’t conveyed much meaning. Unsurprisingly, he wishes we could all forget that he already acknowledged his abuse. Once is enough. No more is necessary. I’m sorry his career met the twin obstacles of his terribly maladjusted ego and hatred of women. Claims of having evolved past his need for the use and abuse of women evaporate rather quickly when he lies. Jian was brought to apology by an excruciating court battle. Until then, he denied it. But he’d rather we remember otherwise. Hence this barn-burning claim: “When a man is publicly accused of sexual misconduct in this era, almost invariably the first thing he does is apologize.” Nope. Not you, Jian. Not most men. You lied then, and you’re lying now. You haven’t seen a thing. You still don’t know where it is. A year ago this October, Canada lost an icon, Gord Downie, frontman for the Tragically Hip, to brain cancer. Jian, if you’re reading this, realize that you are as selfish as Downie was loving. You are the exact antithesis of him as an artist and a man. You’ve walked the same stages but you’ve taken a lower road. Seems there’s no coming back for either of you. But that’s only a pity for one of you. And it isn’t you. Bonne nuit.

Dan Kelly
Silver Spring, Maryland


To the Editors:

Jian Ghomeshi? Are you kidding us right now?! Here are the principal reasons why this abuser of women—well known as such in the Canadian arts community—is not currently in jail for roguish peccadilloes such as punching women in the head:

(1) With Ghomeshi in particular, we in Canada imported the very worst aspects of your celebrity-enabling system…in a desperate and quixotic bid, oddly enough, to save public broadcasting;

(2) Ghomeshi’s trial just barely predated #MeToo;

(3) Ghomeshi hired the best lawyer in Canada, a woman who shredded the credibility of other women with exactly the kinds of sexism-based tactics that have since been exposed and discredited.

Can we expect an upcoming guest editorial from Harvey Weinstein on the art of pitching woo; the cops who beat Rodney King on their contributions to the civil rights movement; or Kevin Spacey swearing that from now on he will always check ID? Or can we agree that widely known sexual predators and the beneficiaries of miscarriages of justice—whatever their country of origin—have forfeited the public perks of celebrity as well as the considerable prestige of your publication?

Leanna Brodie
Vancouver, British Columbia

To the Editors:

My name is Jess Nicol and I am a Ph.D. student at the University of Calgary. I am writing to ask you why you decided to run this piece.

Did you follow the Ghomeshi trial as it unfolded? How closely? Did you see what women were saying after the trial—how disappointing it was, how much it hurt?

Have you read the allegations? Have you spoken to anyone in the Canadian music industry or television scene who knew about Ghomeshi for years and years and warned women around him to be careful?

Have you talked to women like me, who have been harmed in similar ways by the men in our lives? Did you do so before deciding to run the piece? Did you not think of women like me who read your publication? Or did you just not care?

I’m disgusted by this news. I hope you’ll take this letter (and hopefully many more like it) to heart and do better.

Jess Nicol
Calgary, Alberta

To the Editors:

I, like many others, am writing to express my distaste for the recent essay you published by Jian Ghomeshi. I have never had such a strong physical reaction of disgust while engaging in a sedentary activity like reading. It’s clear Jian still thinks he is the victim of a public smear campaign the way he complains about how people were racist toward him after he abused women. Good lord! It’s honestly just so embarrassing that you published that in the first place.

I believe that people deserve second chances and can redeem themselves through good behavior, but this essay demonstrates absolutely none of the soul-searching or deep reflection that requires. Any nonmale editor would have been able to tell you that, yet instead you decided to explore the one perspective we could truly stand to hear less of: the wronged man. The fact that the essay ended with this fake Before Sunrise–style meet cute is disgusting. He thinks he’s a good person now because he asked questions to a woman on a train instead of bragging about his accomplishments?!

Isabel Slone
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

I write in reference to “Reflections from a Hashtag,” about which a considerable amount of commentary has now accumulated in various media sources.

Having to read this piece of obnoxiously self-serving pathetically sexist cant is bad enough.

What’s worse is trying to figure how any editor of the vaunted New York Review of Books could think such badly written, clichéd, narcissistic drivel is actually worthy of publication and promotion in its pages.

If this is the best you can come up with in some misguided effort to present the “other side” of #MeToo, then you have in fact inadvertently strengthened the gravity and integrity of the collective political movement whose hashtag you also insult by granting this author the space to produce his valueless commentary over it.

As a longtime subscriber I never would have anticipated the NYRB coming under the supervision of editors who couldn’t tell the difference between its values and principles of publication and those of a leering, sensationalist, third-rate tabloid. But as is the case with so many things in our diminished republic of letters these days it appears that I stand corrected.

Mary G. Dietz
John Evans Professor of Political Theory
Department of Political Science and Gender and Sexuality Studies Program
Northwestern University
Evanston, Illinois

To the Editors:

Why the hell did you let Jian write something? He’s not even a writer. Literally, I’m not asking a rhetorical question: What do you look for in a contributor, and did he meet this? Women say the guilty men will fail upward, that people are waiting for their redemption, and I want to believe it’s not true, but this?

I thought it was a trashy decision. It served no purpose and only angered people. Who is happy to read this? Who? He made his name interviewing other people and in the early Nineties was in a terrible band…do you let anyone write for you? Can I write for you? I’m a nobody, like Jian, but at least I didn’t choke and punch women in the face.

Jeff Halperin
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

Thank you for printing Jian Ghomeshi’s essay. As a Canadian living in Montreal when the events Mr. Ghomeshi describes took place I followed the case closely and had various reactions that did not share the condemnation of others.

I think the treatment that he received was very harsh. I am a professional woman, now retired, who started her career in the late Seventies and worked without a break until 2012. I have had my fair share of misogyny and discrimination, attempted assaults and seductions, and sexist put-downs and gossip, and I was delighted when the #MeToo movement took off. But there is another side: the overreaction of rejected women seeking revenge, or desire for the limelight, or the naiveté of the man and his lack of questioning the toxic masculinity of the culture that raised him.

When the charges against Mr. Ghomeshi were not proven and he was released I felt vindicated: the women were not wrong but they were hysterical and seeking revenge. Not that I excuse his behavior. I feel very much as he describes in this article: that while he was unthinking, selfish, and unkind, he was not malicious and predatory and he is capable of learning from his experience. As a veteran of the pre-#MeToo gender and sex wars and feeling some compassion for Mr. Ghomeshi and the road he has travelled I would like the CBC to offer Mr. Ghomeshi another chance. He is damn good at his job and now being a more reflective, sensitive, and thoughtful person will enrich what he does and make it even better.

Jacqueline Vischer
Winchester, Massachusetts

To the Editors:

“He pulls my head down, and at the same time, he’s punching me in the head, multiple times,” the woman, whose identity is protected by a publication ban, said in Ontario Court in Toronto.

“I’m terrified. I don’t know why he’s doing this, I don’t know if he’s going to stop. Can I take this pain? And my ears are ringing, and I felt like I was going to faint. I’m going to end up passed out on his floor. And I start to cry.”

Lester Bergquist
Vancouver, British Columbia

To the Editors:

As a longtime reader I was disgusted to learn you had published an article authored by Jian Ghomeshi. The piece appears to reflect on Mr. Ghomeshi’s perception that he has been “exiled” from society. He may have been acquitted of some charges, but it is clear he has not in any way reflected on the sickening psychology of his attitude toward women. In publishing this pathetic piece of writing, the NYRB has tacitly allied itself with men who harm women and then, rather than using those experiences to learn to move more sensitively through the world, have pitied themselves and their position and ask us to as well. Publishing an article such as this in a publication as prestigious as the NYRB sends the message to your female readers or readers who have survived sexual assault or abusive relationships that there is in fact a timeline wherein their abusers will be welcomed back into polite and elite society. Not only will they be welcomed, but they need not have even reflected on their treatment of others before doing so. They need only pity themselves. Absolutely appalling. You should be ashamed of yourselves. What’s next, an essay by Harvey Weinstein?

K.T. Weiss
Brooklyn, New York

To the Editors:

I am profoundly disappointed that you chose to print an “essay” by serial abuser and sexual predator Jian Ghomeshi. The factual inaccuracies in Ghomeshi’s piece and his clear inability to understand or acknowledge the impact of his action on his victims display a tremendous lack of editorial care at your publication. I cannot fathom why you would feel the need to help this man rehabilitate his public image. What has he done to deserve such a platform in what I previously believed to be a prestigious publication such as this one? At the very least you should have talked to his victims, and given them some space to counterbalance Ghomeshi’s clueless “self-reflection.” Or perhaps simply spoken to any average Canadian, who would have told you that we don’t miss this man in our lives, and are quite happy to leave him be as a private citizen, free to live out his days coming to terms with how his behavior harmed so many women. We don’t want him back.

I must tell you as well that this story is quite timely for me, as I was the very day it came about to order a subscription to your publication as a surprise gift for my partner, who is a writer and avid reader. I think I’ll refrain from giving you any further financial support, and look instead to supporting a less misogynist literary digest. And I shall be urging my friends who subscribe to The New York Review of Books to reconsider encouraging your support of “fallen men.”

Shame on you. You have lost a potential reader here in Canada, home of Ghomeshi’s twenty-four victims. If you had any sense of decency, you would devote your next issue to these women, and any of the other victims of “fallen men.” You have an opportunity here to flip the script—please take it.

Pete Johnston
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

Shame on you. Printing letters on your actions in your next issue does not absolve you.

Robert Silverman
Professor Emeritus, Ohio State University
Faculty Emeritus
Fielding Graduate University
Vancouver, Washington

To the Editors:

I am a long-time subscriber from Canning, Nova Scotia.

Publishing Jian Ghomeshi’s entirely self-serving “essay” is a true embarrassment for your publication. I can scarcely believe an institution with your history could be so careless in helping him advance an entirely selective account of a series of events that adversely affected so many lives. What possible value can it have without also publishing a rebuttal and/or the actual facts of the case, which in this country are, unfortunately, all too common knowledge?

Giving an abuser the opportunity to revictimize people in your pages is not advancing public discourse.

Ken Schwartz
Canning, Nova Scotia

To the Editors:

What an absolute disgrace that you would choose to publish an article by Jian Ghomeshi. I am enraged that you would let this serial sexual abuser begin his attempt at mea culpa via your media.

You have forever lost me as a reader.

A. Nelson
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

I would invite Mr. Buruma to take a trip to Montgomery, Alabama, where a memorial to lynching has recently been erected. It shows the legacy of thousands of crimes that were never reported, so of course they were not prosecuted and no one was found guilty.

The legal system is controlled by powerful white men. Like everything.

Seldom is rape reported. When it is, rarely does anything at all happen. Not even an investigation. When a case goes to court, despite overwhelming evidence, hardly ever is a man found guilty. Rape statutes were put on the books with it in mind that rape is something black men do to white women. But that is not what mostly happens. Mostly rape occurs between people who have met. It happens in professional settings and at parties. It happens on dates. Most rape is acquaintance rape.

It means nothing at all that there are no convictions. White men make law to protect white men. That is all.

The only way to get more women writing for you and for all publications is to find them and cultivate them. You will not necessarily like us or like what we have to say. We are not like you. But women and minorities do not show up. Some of us are bold and come knocking. But mostly we stay away from white male bastions, because they are unappetizing places. We have PTSD from the last grisly experience.

Mr. Buruma believes he is a good guy, because he will admit that #MeToo is a “necessary corrective.” All of you think you are good guys. Stop thinking that. Brett Kavanagh thinks he is a good guy. It is time men listened. It is time men realized that women don’t think any of you are good guys.

So, no, men do not have a side in this. That is like white supremacists saying white lives matter too.

Just to make this personal for a moment, my whole career has been overwhelmed by sexual harassment, by fending off male editors with the wrong idea. By now I am just used to it. If it isn’t that, then there are men who think I am difficult. I now have advanced breast cancer, so I am a new kind of difficult. Men don’t like that either.

I mentioned the lynching memorial. It is stunning stuff. I would like to see the same thing done to commemorate crimes against women. I would like it to be here in New York City, which is where I live, and also where so many of these unreported and unprosecuted and unconvicted crimes take place. I would like to live to see this. I hope my feminist friends will organize with me to do this.

In the meantime, shame on Ian Buruma, but he is not so exceptional. May he see the light.

Elizabeth Wurtzel
New York City


To the Editors:

I was infuriated by the evasiveness, self-pity, and fundamental dishonesty of Jian Ghomeshi’s essay, “Reflections from a Hashtag,” and I think it was a mistake to publish it. (I do not contest Ghomeshi’s right to express his thoughts and feelings, only the decision to provide him with a venue.) I was also taken aback by Ian Buruma’s subsequent assertion that “the exact nature” of the complaints against Ghomeshi was not his concern. Nevertheless, forcing Ian to resign from his editorship strikes me as a disproportionate and illiberal response—one that’s likely to inhibit any future editor’s willingness to take risks and to challenge orthodoxy. As our last president has often pointed out, the proper response to speech that offends us is not banishment or censorship, but more speech.

Zoë Heller
New York City

To the Editors:

I want to express my deep appreciation to you for publishing the essay by Jian Ghomeshi. I was appalled by how he was treated, how he sank into oblivion after he was decisively acquitted of all charges by the courts, how he was being denied any voice, particularly, of course, by the oh-so-politically correct Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, and by the hysteria and rush to judgment that often seems to accompany the #MeToo movement. I found his article well written, honest, appropriately nuanced, and courageously balanced between accepting responsibility and standing up for himself. I applaud your courage in printing it, and presume you are as appalled as I am at the ongoing despicable, irrational, and very upsetting hatred expressed toward both you and him in response to the publishing of his words.

I looked at only two comments, but do not have the stomach to continue reading. The sentiments of most of these folks seem somehow worse than what he is admitting to. By forgetting the simple truth that all of us are made up of many parts, some good and some not so good, their comments become devoid of even a hint of understanding, compassion, or forgiveness. The stones they are hurling reflect the hubris of those who think that the casting of these stones is not also a sin!

I hope you will consider a forceful response to the attitude of those criticizing your decision to give Jian a voice.

Peter Light
Roberts Creek, British Columbia

To the Editors:

I am writing to express my utter horror in your decision to feature Jian Ghomeshi on an upcoming cover. This is a man who admitted to expressing his desire to “hate fuck” a junior colleague. A man whose reputation was so notorious that (according to The Toronto Star) university journalism programs refused to place interns with his prestigious radio program.

I care deeply about fairness, due process, and second chances, and I realize that Ghomeshi was acquitted of the criminal charges against him based on a few minor inconsistencies in his accusers’ stories. I don’t automatically believe women in every circumstance, but in this case, where multiple women came forward, spoke to the media, put their reputations on the line, and all told similar stories about violent sexual predation, I believe these women. And I believe the reports that say Ghomeshi is a narcissist who has shown no remorse for his actions.

The Ghomeshi case was traumatizing for so, so many Canadian women. For weeks as the story broke, every woman I know felt battered by the public misogyny it unleashed. We relived our own traumas, reexperienced our own shame and guilt. Did we do enough to stop it? Would anyone believe or defend us if we came forward? We spoke in private and comforted each other. The cycle repeated for the duration of his trial. This is to say nothing of what his actual victims went through; I personally know of at least one woman who was attacked by him and never came forward.

Please don’t put us through this again by featuring Ghomeshi on the cover of your magazine.

Kathy Friedman
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

I am a Canadian woman who grew up listening to Jian Ghomeshi, and lived through his trial on our national news. I have also been sexually assaulted, and his trial made life in Canada a living nightmare. I couldn’t turn on the news without being reminded of the stigma of being a victim of sexual assault.

Giving him a platform has reawakened that pain for me and countless other women and sexual assault survivors. We know his story. Most women have lived it themselves. You have power in who you publish—I encourage you to use that power to uplift those who aren’t heard, not the ones who have already brought so much pain into people’s lives.

Rebecca S.
Edmonton, Alberta

To the Editors:

When the Jian Ghomeshi case became public, I was still reeling from my own sexual assault. At the time of my assault, I had just turned twenty. I was in a depressive episode and suicidally depressed.

This friendship had been exclusively platonic. The man in question had gone out of his way to be supportive of me when I was in a fragile space. That night, he used the safety net he’d made me, strangled me with it, and raped me. He asked at each point if I liked it. I could not speak.

Now, I realize that publishing a contribution from the likes of Jian Ghomeshi may seem like an alternative to the #MeToo movement. Maybe it’s because you think there’s a duty to represent both sides to each story. Maybe it’s because you feel bad for the Q alumnus and wanted to hear what he had to say.

What you clearly did not consider was the retraumatization not only of the women he traumatized, but of all survivors of sexual violence. By publishing this, you are telling us that the people who violated us can get away with it, relatively unscathed. Hell, they can even write an article about the difficulty of leaving the house post-persecution. You tell us that our security, safety, and lives mean less than those who harmed us.

I understand that under the law, he has been exonerated. I also know that situations like this are why I didn’t report. My assailant has a totally normal life. He’s married now. I’ve added post-traumatic stress disorder to my medical history and have to cope with its impacts in my own daily life and marriage, six years after the fact.

There is nothing owed to the Jians of the world. By commodifying our trauma, you are sending a visceral message that our lives do not matter. That those who perpetrated these acts are more valuable.

We deserve better.

Meghan G.
Canada

To the Editors:

As a woman, as a Canadian woman who loved and learned from every Q program, as a Canadian woman who has been on the receiving end of much that Jian Ghomeshi detailingly speaks to, I thank you for publishing his “Reflections” essay. From my side, hard to read, yes; but his is an invaluable, long-overdue perspective on this conversation. Heartrending, no matter your side.

Linda Muszynski-Compton
Atlanta, Georgia

To the Editors:

The fact that you and your team chose to provide the incessantly solipsistic Jian Ghomeshi with a self-serving platform to extensively remind everyone of his career achievements, lament the suffering and “seismic life interruption” he experienced as a result of the violence he inflicted on other human beings, and congratulate himself for recently deciding against using a woman as a pawn for his sexual gratification is completely deplorable.

Shame on you for empowering this egomaniacal piece and this oblivious individual above every other voice and cause who truly need your support and your audience.

Everyone I know who was subscribed to your magazine is now canceling their subscriptions. Like me, they are disgusted by your decision to publish Jian’s piece, and deeply question the motives behind it. None of us could fathom a single good reason why anyone would give this tone-deaf, self-congratulatory piece not only publication but any attention whatsoever—however, we encourage a public explanation of yours.

Mary Soroka
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

Please, I subscribe to your magazine for its insightful reviews and thought-provoking essays, not sob-story quasi-confessionals from Jian Ghomeshi.

I work in the media in Canada. I know his story and all the stories that have circulated throughout the industry years before the story broke.

Oh I’m sure he’s a “changed man” and feels bad about what he’s done, but not once in his ponderous and self-inflating essay does he come out and apologize.

He does not deserve space in such a journal as yours.

Seriously rethinking my ongoing subscription.

Mike Duncan
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editors:

I had considered taking up a subscription to NYRB, but after your publication of the self-serving piece by Jian Ghomeshi, an abuser of many women, I will not. Shame on you. What a waste of prime intellectual space.

Ann Shola Orloff
Professor of Sociology and Political Science, Board of Lady Managers of the Columbian Exposition Chair,
Northwestern University
Evanston, Illinois

To the Editors:

I have been a subscriber to the NYRB for forty or more years. Helen Epstein, Robert Gottlieb, and Marcia Angell, as well as the late Elizabeth Hardwick and Robert Silvers are among the many that make up the fabric of my affections for your serious journal.

This latest development, where the new editor decides to give a platform to one of the present day’s many media figures who cannot reach beyond his self-interest and narcissistic defenses, has shocked and saddened me. Buruma’s recorded answers to queries as to what he has done and why are further evidence that a very intelligent intellectual may also have moral and ethical blindness, a sensibility narrowed by gender interests that desensitizes a person to what more than half of human beings who have empathy for a woman’s experience feel today. That Buruma’s editorial decision to publish this media figure’s self-exculpatory ruminations comes at this terrible time in our nation’s politics fits the other horrendous doings we follow each day in the decline in our nation’s politics.

I would easily cancel my subscription in protest, but I do not wish to give up on the NYRB so quickly. I await further developments where voices such as mine further chastise your misbegotten editor. He should be ashamed.

Bruce Johnston, M.D.
Berkeley, California

To the Editors:

Instead of renewing my subscription, I have just canceled it; I would like to comment on why.

For some time I have been frustrated at the insularity of The New York Review of Books, and particularly by the persistent underrepresentation of diverse voices, especially women’s voices, something that has been covered repeatedly through the work of the organization VIDA but met with apparent indifference.

My impression is that, over the years, some editors of the Review have taken the position that quality, not diversity, should be the magazine’s only concern, as if quality is something measurable without any reference to who writes for you, about what, and for what audience. Diversity is an aspect of quality, and the apparent recalcitrance of the NYRB’s editors in the face of reasonable pressure to feature a wider range of voices in its prestigious pages has been an ongoing disappointment and has made me wonder if yours was still a publication I wanted to support with a subscription.

Your decision to feature Jian Ghomeshi in a self-serving cover story is the last straw. Ghomeshi is a known sexual predator infamous for his manipulative and abusive behavior. That you have room for his story but are indifferent to the lack of wider representation in your pages is frankly shocking to me. It suggests not just indifference but callous disregard, and it shows a startling willingness to be seen giving credibility, sympathy, and a prestigious platform to a serial sexual harasser—when, again, you have shrugged off suggestions that you should make your contributors’ list more inclusive.

As a critic and a reader, I once considered The New York Review of Books the pinnacle of a certain kind of serious intellectual and literary engagement. For all the admiration I continue to have for some of your contributors, my view of your publication has irreparably changed. I had hoped that a new editor would bring improvements; instead it turns out Mr. Buruma has taken the NYRB in a direction I am unwilling to follow.

Rohan Maitzen
Associate Professor of English
Dalhousie University
Halifax, Nova Scotia
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Jill Lepore has achieved singular prominence as an American historian. The David Woods Kemper ’41 Professor of American History at Harvard, she has written eleven books over the last twenty years, among them a Bancroft Prize winner and finalists for the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award. Since 2005, she has regularly contributed essays and reviews to The New Yorker, where she is a staff writer. More successfully than any other American historian of her generation, she has gained a wide general readership without compromising her academic standing.

Lepore’s work for The New Yorker has allowed her to develop an engaging narrative style that relies heavily on exact detail and clever metaphors. Her talents as a storyteller have been best suited to a small canvas, to the uncovering of hitherto obscure and marginal lives and the interpretation of particular episodes and arresting characters, especially if they stand at a remove from the main figures and events of American history—not the Revolution, for example, but a rumored slave uprising in New York almost three decades earlier; not Benjamin Franklin but his utterly forgotten and much distressed sister Jane; not any consequential modern bohemian writer but the Greenwich Village exhibitionist and sponger Joe Gould, who just may have actually written (or so Lepore hints) his notorious, monumental “Oral History of Our Time.”1 If, finally, much remains either insignificant or unknowable, she leaves her readers impressed with her powers of detection and her empathic imagination.

Lepore has now written her most ambitious book to date: These Truths, a one-volume national political history of the US. In 2010, shocked at the rising Tea Party movement’s grotesque abuse of the history of the American Revolution, she contributed an elegant corrective, The Whites of Their Eyes. The book presented the historian’s craft as essential to exposing facile, plausible, but finally false analogies between the past and the present.

Yet the book also alleged that professional historians had failed in recent decades to offer the general public “sweeping interpretations both of the past and of [their] own time,” an abdication that made them complicit in the flagrant debasement of the past in contemporary politics.2 These Truths may well have started out as an effort to help fill that supposed void. But if so, while she was writing the book, the ascendancy of Donald Trump turned the void into something resembling a cyclone.

Lepore begins not with a grand explanatory theory of American history but with a question, around which she develops various themes. She posits that the nation was built on three principles or truths: political equality, natural rights, and popular sovereignty. Armed with those concepts, the Revolutionary generation wagered that humanity could, as Alexander Hamilton wrote in Federalist 1, establish “good government from reflection and choice,” instead of being “forever destined to depend for their political constitutions on accident and force.” For Lepore, relating the nation’s history comes down to a test: Has the wager succeeded? In arriving at a verdict, she tells a story of torment and betrayal offset by decency and innovation, of a nation that has repeatedly departed from its founding truths but always, even in the worst of times, returned to them.

Well before the nation’s founding, slavery called into question the consistency and even the sincerity of the Revolutionaries’ principles, and Lepore places it at the center of These Truths from the very first pages. Her unconventional take on the most difficult subject in our history is her book’s most important contribution. One well-established line of argument holds that the Revolution unleashed what Bernard Bailyn once called a “contagion of liberty” that eventually challenged the enormity of slavery. Another line is tougher on the Revolution’s hypocrisy, echoing Samuel Johnson’s famous jibe about hearing “the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of Negroes.” A still-darker argument asserts that slavery was a cornerstone of the Revolution’s republicanism—that slaveholding aristocratic rebels like Washington, Jefferson, and Madison could, as Edmund Morgan wrote, “more safely preach equality in a slave society than in a free one,” and that they accordingly promoted a racist republicanism that kept poorer whites contented by the fact that they were not black and not enslaved.

Lepore, however, advances an emerging view among historians that there were two eighteenth-century revolutions in America, not one: the familiar successful rebellion against monarchical rule and a less remembered one to abolish slavery that would not succeed until 1865. In Notes of a Native Son, James Baldwin observed that “the establishment of democracy…was scarcely as radical a break with the past as was the necessity, which Americans faced, of broadening this concept to include black men.” Lepore would agree that the eradication of slavery—an institution that dated back to antiquity in Western culture—and the extension of equality to the formerly enslaved and their descendants, an extension still starkly incomplete, has been as profound a revolution as any in modern history.

The roots of the American antislavery revolution, in the revisionist telling, are in the rebellions and political struggles of slaves and free blacks. Supported by some prominent whites, including John Jay and Gouverneur Morris, the antislavery struggle became entwined with the truths of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution; slaveholders and their supporters, meanwhile, cited those same truths in defense of their supposed natural right to own human beings as property. From the nation’s founding until the Civil War, American politics came to turn on which version of the Revolution’s principles would prevail. It was a struggle that would only be settled in blood.

This line of argument helps make sense of how a new nation designed in part to protect slavery could also generate a mass political movement that pushed for slavery’s containment and ultimate extinction.3 Lepore successfully links the story of slavery and antislavery with that of the widening of democracy for white men through the 1830s and 1840s, aware of how the expansion of popular politics at once hindered and advanced the rising antislavery cause. She skillfully weaves individual experiences into the vagaries of social and political change, memorably the life of George Washington’s slave Harry Washington, who escaped Mount Vernon in 1776, fought with the British army, arrived with other Loyalists after the Revolution in Nova Scotia, and ended up in Sierra Leone, where he helped lead an unsuccessful revolution of blacks against the colonial British authorities. Lepore also remains a demon for detail, right down to describing the gold-embroidered cuffs and wing-like epaulets of a Mexican ambassador who survived a fateful shipboard explosion on the Potomac that nearly killed President John Tyler in 1844.

Like any ambitious book covering several centuries, These Truths contains trivial slips that can be easily corrected in the next printing: the occasional misspelling of a name or the misdating of a significant event. But especially in light of the book’s themes and Lepore’s precision elsewhere, it’s perplexing to read, for example, the ambiguous statement that the Constitution’s three-fifths clause, by substantially enlarging slaveholding states’ allotment in the House of Representatives, granted those states “far greater representation in Congress than free states,” an assertion that, if taken to mean proportions in the House, would be inaccurate.4 The framers did not resolve their larger impasse over representation in the House and Senate by passing the Northwest Ordinance—Lepore seems unaware that the Confederation Congress, and not the Constitutional Convention, approved the measure—nor did the ordinance decree that states south of the Ohio River would continue slavery. If any of these assertions were accurate, the politics of slavery and antislavery over the following decades would have been markedly different, so the fumbles are not inconsequential.

Some shakiness about elementary facts, especially on politics, recurs in later chapters. Federalists and Jeffersonian Republicans did not, as the book asserts, align as, respectively, antislavery and proslavery parties prior to the momentous crisis over the admission of Missouri as a slave state in 1819 and 1820; most congressmen in what John Quincy Adams called the “free party” were in fact northern Republicans. Adams, who was by then a Republican himself, did become increasingly opposed to slavery over the following decades, as Lepore relates, but partly on that account, he never “steered the erratic course of the Whig Party,” as the book contends. If he had, something like Lincoln’s Republican Party might have arisen two decades earlier than it did.

Together, these lapses make the founding generation appear more proslavery and the later Federalist and Whig parties more antislavery than they actually were, but they can be adjusted without weakening Lepore’s general argument. Her handling of the Jacksonian Democrats is a little more troubling. Although she is more evenhanded than many historians—she avoids making the mistake others on the left have made recently of echoing the Trump administration’s spurious claims to Jackson’s legacy—she does label the Jacksonians’ democratic conception of popular sovereignty a species of “populism,” thereby making Jackson the chief forerunner of what the book will go on to describe as a thoroughly rancid strain in American political history. This loose conception of populism, as Manisha Sinha has observed, tendentiously conflates “anti-democratic forces of the twentieth century” with Jackson’s white man’s democracy and later nineteenth-century democratic movements.5 Here it signals Lepore’s interest in showing how some of Trumpism’s origins emerged long before Trump’s presidency, a course she pursues with uneven success.

These Truths divides the nation’s history after the Civil War into two parts, breaking at 1945, and offers two contrasting arcs. After the overthrow of Reconstruction and with the coming of the Gilded Age, the principles of equality, natural rights, and popular rule rapidly receded, supplanted by a new industrial plutocracy and accompanied by vicious white supremacy. Progressive reformers for a time curbed the excesses, but the old order persisted until it collapsed in the Great Depression, clearing the way for FDR’s New Deal, followed by America’s emergence after World War II as the indispensable nation in the creation of a new liberal-democratic world order.

Thereafter plutocracy abated, as liberalism finally addressed the most egregious systems of racial oppression and persistent economic inequality—only to see a fierce conservative reaction led by Ronald Reagan swamp a shaken and feckless Democratic opposition and usher in a second Gilded Age, with Republicans and Democrats alike poisoning politics. “The nation had lost its way in the politics of mutually assured epistemological destruction,” Lepore asserts. “There was no truth, only innuendo, rumor, and bias. There was no reasonable explanation; there was only conspiracy”—that is her description of the 1990s. If Trumpism’s advent in 2016 was not inevitable, the political crack-up that produced it began decades earlier, until the system, under Bill Clinton, began falling into what Lepore calls an “abyss.” Lepore’s interpretation focuses on the intersection of culture and politics, but overall, while persuasive on culture, it is much less so on politics.

Although politics remains at the core of her book, Lepore is most at home discussing cultural artifacts and trends, analyzing, for example, the 1957 Katharine Hepburn–Spencer Tracy film Desk Set as a kind of manifesto “about mass democracy and the chaos of facts.” Insofar as radio, the movies, television, and the Internet have fundamentally changed politics—with even greater volatility than the mass-circulation press in the 1830s and after—media deservedly loom large, as does the history of regulation. And insofar as movement conservatism after the 1960s triumphed as a result of the instigation and manipulation of various culture wars (which Lepore smartly ties to the career of the hard-right polemicist and organizer Phyllis Schlafly), the entwining of culture and politics lies at the heart of recent history. For Lepore, the rise of populist politics and the invention of instruments of mass deception are particularly notable—and with her invocations of populist intolerance, as well as of the early history of “fake news” (a term, she shows, that dates back to the 1930s but rings more authentically in the original German), it’s not difficult to see where her book is heading.

“Populism,” Lepore writes, “entered American politics at the end of the nineteenth century, and it never left.” Her account of the rise of the People’s Party (also known as the Populists) in 1891 is sometimes heavily slanted toward the odious or just bewildering. According to Lepore, the Populists’ response to economic injustice combined a conspiracy-minded hatred of the rich with a vicious racism and nativism, including anti-Semitism, that “rank among its longest-lasting legacies.” And while it pitted whites against nonwhites, she writes, “populism also pitted the people against the state.” By these lights, what she calls populism’s enduring political legacy resides mainly in today’s Republican Party.

Lepore’s account revives the hostile interpretation of the Populists advanced by Edward Shils and Peter Viereck, and in a far more nuanced way by Richard Hofstadter, in the 1950s. That view, however, has long since been refuted by the research of several historians who demonstrated that the Populists were no less tolerant of immigrants and blacks, and in some respects more so, than mainstream politicians and the well-born shapers of respectable opinion were.6 The Populists’ chief demands—for state regulation and even ownership of railroads and telegraph companies, for inflationary monetary policies, and for a graduated income tax—were hardly outbursts of either anticapitalist paranoia or nativism and white supremacy. It is impossible, moreover, to square these proposals, which Lepore at one point calls “collectivist,” with her contention that the Populists’ reformation entailed opposing the state.
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Twentieth- and twenty-first-century eruptions that Lepore describes as populist—including the anti–New Deal fulminations of the anti-Semitic demagogue priest Charles Coughlin, the Tea Party, the alt-right, and, in a left-wing antigovernment variant, Occupy Wall Street—have had nothing to do with the populist tradition, which persisted during the 1920s and 1930s in political organizations like the leftist Nonpartisan League and the Farmer-Labor Party movement. Above all, there is nothing of the populist legacy in the calculated fake populism of the modern GOP, which represents a genuine attack on the regulatory state that dates from the big business reactionaries of the 1930s, makes liberals, not plutocrats, into the oppressive elite, and relies heavily on flagrant appeals to white resentment.

Lepore gets back on track when she shifts to the history of the mass media and political polling, and their undermining of deliberative democracy. As early as the 1930s, tools of mass persuasion were bearing out Walter Lippmann’s earlier warnings about the electoral system’s vulnerability to the purposeful obfuscation of reason and facts. Drawing on research she published in The New Yorker during the 2012 presidential campaign, Lepore focuses on the pioneering pro-business consulting firm Campaigns, Inc., known by its critics as the Lie Factory, which started out by slandering Upton Sinclair during his radical gubernatorial race in California in 1934 and went on to launch even more ambitious propaganda efforts for business interests, including the American Medical Association’s scare campaign that defeated President Harry Truman’s attempt to pass national health insurance at the end of the 1940s.

By the 1990s, both national political parties as well as advocacy groups across the ideological spectrum were the captives of a class of cynical political consultants who pocketed enormous sums—the price of doing business in a corporatized democracy. The techniques of manipulation and misinformation had become vastly more sophisticated, especially after the spread of television. But the awful possibilities of mass media, Lepore observes, had been glimpsed long before, when Orson Welles’s Mercury Theatre broadcast over the CBS radio network its notorious, terrifying dramatization of The War of the Worlds in 1938. Across the country, she writes, commentators asked whether “the masses [had] grown too passive, too eager to receive ready-made opinions.” These were, Welles later noted, exactly the questions that the program had intended to provoke. But far worse would come, battering Alexander Hamilton’s original hopes for an American republic governed by reason and choice instead of accident and force.

Lepore’s account of the last quarter-century of American politics inevitably describes the ravages of polarization. One forceful interpretation of that history has emphasized how, in the post-Reagan era, beginning with the ascent of Newt Gingrich and later abetted by Fox News, the Republican Party deliberately coarsened political debate while moving so far to the right that it became no party at all but, as the political scientists Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. Ornstein wrote in 2012, an extreme “insurgent outlier…scornful of compromise; unmoved by conventional understanding of facts, evidence and science; and dismissive of the legitimacy of its political opposition.”7

Lepore recounts these trends but also energetically berates the Democratic Party, which in the 1980s and after, she claims, repudiated New Deal liberalism, substituted the politics of identity for the politics of equality, and embraced a technocratic elitism that “jettisoned people without the means or interest in owning their own computer,” above all blue-collar union members. In blaming both sides she leaves unexplained why, for example, the share of union households voting for Democratic presidential nominees, after suddenly crashing in 1980, rose steadily over the next fifteen years, reaching a peak of 60 percent in 1992, roughly what it had been before Reagan.

Lepore can barely contain her contempt for Bill Clinton, whom she describes as a compromiser who “liked and needed to be liked” by almost everyone, and who was consistent chiefly as a philandering “rascal.” Even before the disastrous midterms of 1994, she says, Clinton had steered his administration to the right; thereafter, he found common ground with Gingrich—she bypasses events like the government shutdowns in which Clinton outwitted Gingrich—and pursued an agenda much of which “amounted to a continuation of work begun by Reagan and [George H.W.] Bush.” On the Lewinsky scandal, Lepore cites Anthony Lewis, who remarked that the country had come “close to a coup d’état,” but leaves mysterious how the plot was hatched or why, given her description of Clinton’s Reaganesque politics, Republicans would have bothered with it. She dangles Andrew Sullivan’s excoriation of Clinton as a cynical, narcissistic, mendacious “cancer on the culture”—overlooking Sullivan’s promotion at The New Republic of a mendacious but influential right-wing attack on Clinton’s health care plan and of the racist blockbuster The Bell Curve—before shifting her rebuke to berate “the conservative media establishment” and Clinton defenders like Gloria Steinem and Toni Morrison, whose blasts of Kenneth Starr and the GOP extremists in Congress she claims “diminished liberalism” by portraying the president as a victim.

An immense and, for Lepore, immensely destructive cultural force also emerged in the 1990s: the Internet. She reasonably blames that emergence in part on what future historians will, I suspect, regard as a truly calamitous piece of Clinton-backed legislation, the Telecommunications Act of 1996. While scrapping what regulation of the telecommunications industry the courts had not already undone, the law opened the way to the consolidation of existing media empires, the creation of vast new monopolies like Google, and the prohibition of government oversight of the Internet and its darker regions, “with,” as Lepore writes, “catastrophic consequences.”

Although the Republicans’ single-minded assaults on progressive taxation were chiefly to blame, the Internet revolution accelerated a worsening of income inequality, which before the economic collapse of 2008–2009 returned to pre–New Deal levels. It also advanced, Lepore asserts, the ruin of both national parties, turning them into hollow shells, “hard and partisan on the outside, empty on the inside,” as well as the debasement of political debate, now unmoored from fact and “newly waged almost entirely online…frantic, desperate, and paranoid.” Even the exceptional (to Lepore) Barack Obama, who she says summoned Americans “to choose our better history,” failed to reverse the chaos, as his “commitment to calm, reasoned deliberation proved untenable in a madcap capital.” Instead there was Trump, buoyed by a new American populism, promoted by utterly unrestrained dynamos of mass deception, and inspired by the very worst in our history.

Lepore does not offer a final verdict on America and its truths, but her concluding lines are anguished, depicting a ship of state being torched by those newly in charge and the craven opposition huddled clueless below decks, with a new generation of Americans called upon “to forge an anchor in the glowing fire of their ideals,” yet in need of “an ancient and nearly forgotten art: how to navigate by the stars.” Another approach, though, would involve returning to Hamilton, who in Federalist 68 explained how the Constitution aimed to obstruct “cabal, intrigue, and corruption” and to defeat the “most deadly adversaries of republican government,” who would seek to exploit “the desire in foreign powers to gain an improper ascendant in our councils.” Trump may perhaps reflect the worst in the long history that Lepore relates, but in more ways than she suggests, he also represents a sharp break, matched in our history only by Southern secession and the Civil War. Reclaiming America’s truths means, first and foremost, understanding the exact historic dimensions of the unprecedented crisis—a crisis that, beyond demagogy, lies, and phony populism, goes to the legitimacy of the constitutional order.
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