Nations are defined by their stories. The standard story of America is one that is contingent on the Founding of America – we must replace this standard story with one that it is more accurate.
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The same decision is playing out across the country, with monuments and statues (often those erected to honor the Confederacy), with buildings and schools. And something very similar plays out with American history more broadly. Repeatedly, Americans have faced the choice between maintaining and rejecting a connection with the past, between putting it in its best light as a way to move forward and burning it all down to start over. Neither answer is necessarily correct; neither will be the right choice in every circumstance. But there’s one scenario that might always be wrong: What if you burned it all down and started over . . . and then pretended that you hadn’t? What if you insisted on locating your ideals and your identity in an old order that you had already rejected—that, in fact, you had overthrown and destroyed by force? That should seem deeply odd. Yet this is what we do with the most fundamental question of American identity. We tell ourselves a story that links us to a past political regime—Founding America, the America of the Declaration of Independence and the Founders’ Constitution—to which we are not the heirs. We are more properly the heirs of the people who destroyed that regime.
Why do we do this? Stories of national identity exist to fulfill a particular set of purposes: to bring people together in the name of shared ideals. The story that tells us we are the heirs of Founding America—what I call the standard story—once seemed like a good way to do this. But it is not, and it never was. When the standard story flourished, it encouraged a complacency that prevented progress toward its stated ideal. It allowed many of us to believe things about ourselves that aren’t true. Once it came under attack, that standard story lost some of its power to unify and became a subject of profound disagreement instead. Less obviously, but more seriously, as we pushed forward a more accurate account, the standard story increasingly undermined itself. Whether people realized it or not, a story that was supposed to promote inclusive equality instead fed exclusive individualism
By inclusive equality, I mean, generally, this belief: “Our political community is open. Those who are now outsiders are fundamentally similar to us and may become insiders. Political outcomes are legitimate if they are the product of an open and fair democratic process. Government can and should act to promote equality.” By exclusive individualism, I mean more or less the opposite: “Our political community is closed. Outsiders are different and dangerous. Political outcomes are legitimate if they protect the rights and interests of insiders. Government has no business promoting equality and should not redistribute, especially not to outsiders.” The contest between these two visions is shaking the nation today—but understanding how we got to this point will take most of this book to explain. Most of the book concerns different stories of America. I will criticize the standard story on several grounds and offer different versions of it that highlight its flaws. And I will propose an alternative. The standard story ties us to a problematic past, but we can escape that trap. We can cut the cord that linked Mo’ne Davis and Roger Taney—not by simply renaming a street, but by changing our understanding of who we are and where we come from
The way we think about American history now—as a continual unfolding and realization of the principles enunciated in the Declaration of Independence—holds us back. Yet maybe that is not the right way to think about America. Maybe our relationship to the Declaration is different. Maybe our origins are not what we have been taught. 
I came to the ideas in this book in the same manner as Hemingway described going bankrupt: gradually, and then suddenly. Gradually because as I taught constitutional law at the University of Pennsylvania over the past eighteen years, I encountered different areas of the subject that made little sense. Some of them were hot, newsy topics: the Supreme Court’s treatment of affirmative action, for instance, or its invalidation of a key part of the Voting Rights Act. Some of them were relatively obscure: cases from the nineteenth century about interstate conveyances or the state action doctrine. But all of these peculiarities, I came to see, turned out to have a common root. They were all situations defined by aspects of constitutional doctrine that were helping to maintain racial hierarchy.
One of these processes was gradual and scholarly; the other was immediate and visceral. But they carried the same insight. The official story does not hold together. Something else is going on. And race has a lot more to do with it than we were told. That’s a white person’s reaction, of course: the salience of race has always been far more obvious to Blacks. What breaks on one person like a wave of revelation is for someone else the tide that’s been pulling at their ankles since birth. Still, I hope that what I have to offer here will be useful for many.
I wrote this book in part as a way of exploring things I felt I should understand. Michelle Alexander said in the foreword to her extraordinary book about mass incarceration, The New Jim Crow, that it was written for the person she was before she wrote it. So this book might be useful for the person I was before I spent so long learning about American constitutional history, about the original meaning of the Declaration of Independence, about the ways that race winds through our national story. And, as Alexander also said, it is for people who want to engage with others— people who want to tell their friends or their relatives or their coworkers that there is a different way to think about America. That is fundamentally what I offer. The point of this book isn’t just to say that we’ve been lied to, or that American history isn’t as glorious a tale of progress as many of us like to believe. I do argue that the standard account of American history isn’t accurate—not because it leaves out unpleasant truths, although of course it does. It’s because it tells us a fundamentally false story about where our values come from, and about who the heroes and villains of our national story are. Once we see that, we also see something else: There is another story that hasn’t been told. There is a different, better way to understand America. It is more true, it is more inspiring, and it is more useful. It can bring us together in the way the standard story promised to.
I considered calling this book America Again because I was so struck by the Langston Hughes poem “Let America Be America Again,” recommended to me by my friend Rebecca Tushnet. The poem starts with a voice proclaiming the title phrase and echoing the familiar tropes of American greatness: the land where “opportunity is real, and life is free, equality is in the air we breathe.” A second voice, in parentheticals, challenges that story: “America never was America to me . . . There’s never been equality for me.” “Who are you?” demands the first voice: who is questioning America’s greatness? The second answers that it is the voice of America’s downtrodden: “the poor white . . . the Negro . . . the red man . . . the immigrant . . . the worker”—people who have been excluded from America’s promise. Yet it is they who believe in it the most. “I’m the one who dreamt our basic dream.” They are the ones who will make it real: “We, the people, must redeem the land . . . and make America again!” Fundamentally, that is the argument of this book. Our ideals were not handed down by the men who created the America of 1776. Instead, these ideals were articulated in reaction to the oppression and exclusion of that America and fought for in large part by the people who were excluded.
One final note: in this book I say “we” a lot. No matter who you are, you will probably encounter at least one “we” to which your reaction is “not me.” And maybe that’s true. But that reaction illustrates a theme of the book, which is that the basic American struggle is over who is an insider and who an outsider—who comes within the most fundamental “we”: We the People. I could have tried to separate these—I could have carefully divided them into “I” and “we” and “they” and “you”—but I believe that something is gained by considering how well “we” works in different contexts. And I believe that in the end, a real and inclusive we is what we strive for.
And then the subject overcame me suddenly. As I was working my way through the legal research, stories and videos of police killing Black people were coming out with horrifying frequency and regularity. Between 2014 and 2018, the stories of—among others—John Crawford III, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, Freddie Gray, Philando Castile, Eric Garner, Stephon Clark, and Botham Jean hit the national news. I could imagine myself, as a twelve-year-old, playing with a toy gun—one Fourth of July I had shot a cap gun at passing cars. I could imagine myself in a store, chatting on the phone and carrying an air rifle I had taken off the shelf. What I could not imagine was police arriving on the scene and killing me within seconds. My writing was taking on a new and furious relevance—and then the George Floyd video came out. Protesters filled the streets and suddenly—finally—it seemed like everyone was paying attention.
Who are we—as a nation, as a people? There’s a simple answer to that question: We are Americans. However, the simple answer raises the harder question: What does it mean to be an American? What does America mean? And there are even more fundamental questions that sit behind those: Where do our answers come from? What form do they take? What tells us who we are?
The first point I want to make, one that explains the organization of this book, is that stories do all this. Stories organize the world for us; they put the stamp of meaning on the stuff of chaos. This is true, obviously, of individuals. When people think about their lives, they think about them in narrative form. They find themes, heroes, villains, and above all meaning. James Joyce said that this is the artist’s task: “transmuting the daily bread of experience into the radiant body of everliving life.” In this sense, we are all artists—we are all the authors of our own stories, not because we decide what happens but because we decide what it means: how it’s interpreted. And usually we are the heroes of our own stories.
This is not just true for individuals. As Jill Lepore writes in This America, nations too need a story: “some kind of agreed-upon past.” Stories about a nation’s history give individuals a sense of national identity—of what it means to be a citizen of that nation, what the nation itself stands for. They tell us what our values and collective identity are. They are stories not just about the past but about the future: they give us a purpose, a mission, even a sense of destiny. Are these stories true? Not always. Some distortion of the past is probably inevitable. History always involves interpretation, and strict factual accuracy is not the sole or even primary criterion of a national story’s success. A national story works if it unites. Stories knit the nation together. Or they should. When a national story no longer works, it creates a kind of identity crisis—just as when some personal revelation or change in circumstances forces us to reassess our individual stories. When our stories stop making sense, who are we?
That is the plight of America now. There is a story we have told ourselves for generations—the standard story. Like most national stories, it was never completely true, but it was true enough. It brought Americans together—or at least, it brought together enough Americans to form a governing coalition. It told us reassuring things about ourselves—that we were good, that we always succeeded, that our history was a steady progress toward the realization of deep and noble founding ideals. It looked like it was working—at least, it looked that way to the people in power. But no longer. We are going through a national identity crisis. Like a person questioning the story of their life, America is struggling to make sense of who it is. The standard story is no longer viable.
A new version is emerging—a more honest, less triumphalist one. But this version is equally problematic. It still clings to the central feature of the standard story: the idea that modern American ideals have their source in the Declaration of Independence, and that the story of America is the story of a nation struggling to realize those ideals. This new version of the standard story is less false. Yet it is still, fundamentally, backward. In both versions, the story is actually harmful to the values it purports to champion. It misidentifies both the heroes and the villains; it holds at its heart a terrible contradiction that divides us, creating irreconcilable visions of America. We’ll get to what that contradiction is shortly. For now, the point is that we need to abandon the standard story in all its versions. But we cannot abandon stories entirely. We have to replace the standard story with one that can do the same nation-building, identity-forming work. That better story can be more accurate, and it can also be more powerful because—as I will spell out—it affirms the same values that the standard story claims to, and more effectively. Like our standard story, this new story can exhort us to love our country, to appreciate its virtues, and to believe in our Constitution. It can be at once more truthful, more optimistic, more inclusive, and more just. It can be more American.
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