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It Can Happen Here

Instructor’s Guide

White Power and the Rising 
Threat of Genocide in the US
by ALEXANDER LABAN HINTON

A renowned expert on genocide argues that there is a real 
risk of violent atrocities happening in the United States

If many people were shocked by Donald Trump’s 2016 
election, many more were stunned when, months later, white 
supremacists took to the streets of Charlottesville, Virginia, 
chanting “Blood and Soil” and “Jews will not replace us!” 
Like Trump, the Charlottesville marchers were dismissed as 
aberrations—crazed extremists who did not represent the 
real US. It Can Happen Here demonstrates that, rather than 
being exceptional, such white power extremism and the 
violent atrocities linked to it are a part of American history. 
And, alarmingly, they remain a very real threat to the US today.

Alexander Hinton explains how murky politics, structural 
racism, the promotion of American exceptionalism, and a 
belief that the US has have achieved a color-blind society have 
diverted attention from the deep roots of white supremacist 
violence in the US’s brutal past. Drawing on his years of 
research and teaching on mass violence, Hinton details the 
warning signs of impending genocide and atrocity crimes, 
the tools used by ideologues to fan the flames of hate, and 
the shocking ways in which “us” versus “them” violence is 
supported by inherently racist institutions and policies.

It Can Happen Here is an essential new assessment of the 
dangers of contemporary white power extremism in the United 
States. While revealing the threat of genocide and atrocity 
crimes that loom over the country, Hinton offers actions we 
can take to prevent it from happening, illuminating a hopeful 
path forward for a nation in crisis.

“Hinton offers deep instruction for anyone seeking to better 
understand the bigotry that permeates American society... 
Well-researched, readable account.” - Kirkus Reviews, Starred

http://www.nyupress.org
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Overview

OVERVIEW
If many people were shocked by Trump’s 2016 election, many more were stunned 

when, months later, white power extremists took to the streets of Charlottesville 

chanting “Blood and Soil” and “Jews will not replace us!” Like Trump, the 

Charlottesville marchers were dismissed as aberrations–the momentary appearance 

of “racists” and “haters” who did not represent the real United States. Rather than 

being exceptional, these events are symptoms of the country’s long history of 

racism and systemic white supremacy, genocide, and atrocity crimes. And there is 

a high likelihood that such violence will occur here again. This reality, It Can Happen 

Here demonstrates, is a key lesson we learned from the Trump presidency. It Can 

Happen Here breaks new ground by raising the alarm about the ongoing threat of 

genocide and mass violence in the United States.

Questions for Discussion

• Why did the author choose to start the book with Trump’s reading of “The 
Snake” and conclude with “The Bird?” What do “The Snake” and “The Bird” 
symbolize and how do they relate to broader themes in the book?

• At different points in the book, the author states that, if dramatic, Charlottesville 
and the larger resurgence of white power extremism during the Trump 
administration are a symptom (as opposed to being exceptional events). What 
does the author mean and what are they symptomatic of?

• After reading the book, do you think “it could happen here?” Why or why not? 

• In the preface, the author states that “Donald Trump’s presidency took the 
United States to the brink” (ix). What does he mean, and how close did the 
U.S. come to atrocity crimes around the time of the 2020 election through the 
January 6, 2021 Capitol Insurrection? The author also wrote an October 2020 
op-ed, “Trump’s Helter Skelter,” which details the increasing risk ahead of the 
2020 election and informs his statement the U.S. was “on the brink.”

• What sorts of literary strategies does the author use and why? For example, 
why did he situate the book in particular settings, use dialogue and “voice,” 
and follow a chronological progression? What advantages and disadvantages 
do these literary strategies have?

• In some ways, this book could be read as an on-the-ground history of Trump’s 
rise to and fall from power in the U.S. How does the author’s experience of 
“teaching in Trump’s USA” differ from conventional historical accounts? 

• What does the author mean when he states, “this book has been an exercise 
in moral imagination” (198)?

Keywords

• Far-Right extremism, white power, racism, public anthropology, genocide, Trump

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/us-election-violence-right-wing-atrocities-genocide-by-alex-hinton-2020-10?barrier=accesspaylog
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INTRODUCTION
The Snake (1-22)

At a 2016 campaign rally in Ohio, Donald Trump read “The Snake,” a parable 

warning of the dangers of terrorists, immigrants, and nonwhites. Beginning with 

this event, the introduction discusses the author’s path to writing this book, which 

was catalyzed by his post-Charlottesville experience of teaching in Trump’s USA. 

Indeed, the book is framed around the motif of “lessons” and the importance of 

“Education after Auschwitz” as philosopher Theodor Adorno put it. The book’s title 

echoes Sinclair Lewis’s bestseller, It Can’t Happen Here, written in the 1930s when 

fears of fascism in the United States spiked. Like Lewis’s text, the introduction 

notes, It Can Happen Here warns of the dangers of genocide and atrocity crimes 

in the contemporary U.S., as illustrated by the spectacular visibility of white power 

during the Trump administration and events like Charlottesville. But Trump and 

Charlottesville are not exceptional—they are symptoms of long-standing systemic 

white supremacy in the United States. A key postmortem lesson of the Trump 

presidency is that the United States has been, is, and will continue to be at risk for 

genocide and atrocity crimes against non-whites. The preface concludes with this 

startling possibility, which the remainder of the book explores. 

Questions for Discussion

• Why does the author begin the book with Trump’s reading of “The Snake” 
parable? What is the meaning of the parable? Be sure to discuss how Trump 
uses the symbolism of “the snake” and “the tender-hearted woman.” 

• The author states that the white power extremism that surfaced during the 
Trump presidency at moments like Charlottesville was “a symptom – not an 
exception” (18). What does the author mean?

• According to the author, how does the “motif of lessons learned” (18) inform 

the structure and focus of It Can Happen Here?

Keywords

• Donald Trump, “The Snake,” Cambodian genocide, Sinclair Lewis’s It Can’t 
Happen Here, Theodor Adorno, Frankfurt school, authoritarian personality, 
fascism, cultural Marxism, hypermasculinity, critical thinking, genocide 

education, lessons

Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• (video) Donald Trump telling “The Snake” parable, Vienna, Ohio Campaign 
Rally, C-SPAN, March 14, 2016, (“The Snake” runs from 31:45-34:45)

• Samuel H. Flowerman, “Portrait of the Authoritarian Man,” The New York Times, 
April 23, 1950, 28-31

• Theodor  Adorno, “Education after Auschwitz”
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Introduction

The Snake (1-22)

https://www.c-span.org/video/?406532-1/donald-trump-rally-vienna-ohio
https://www.nytimes.com/1950/04/23/archives/portrait-of-the-authoritarian-man-it-is-he-an-anonymous-fellow-in.html
https://josswinn.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/AdornoEducation.pdf
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CHAPTER ONE
Charlottesville Teach-In (23-50)

This chapter takes up the teaching of critical thinking, an issue stressed by Theodor 

Adorno and the Frankfurt School, at a time when the status of truth was regularly 

undercut by assertions of “alternative facts” and “fake news.” In response to an 

American Anthropological Association call, the author held a Charlottesville Teach-

In in mid-September 2017 in which his class critically unpacked Trump’s “there were 

very fine people on both sides” claim. On the one hand, Trump used the pretext of the 

Robert E. Lee statue removal protest to mask the primary and clearly stated goals 

of the Charlottesville marchers: to unite the white-power-extremist right. On the 

other hand, Trump’s statement obscured how the controversy was directly related 

to race, as illustrated by monkey hoots and other offensive language and imagery 

the marchers used. The chapter concludes with the author’s class’s examination of 

the origins and history of the concept of race and its direct connections to the hate 

language, symbolism, and racial caricatures seen in Charlottesville. Along the way, 

the author notes that anthropological literature on domestic white power extremism 

is quite small. 

Questions for Discussion

• How does the author answer the question, “How do you teach in Trump’s 
USA?”

• President Trump famously stated that there were “very fine people on both 
sides” of the Charlottesville / Unite the Right violence. What conclusions 
emerged in the Charlottesville Teach-In about Trump’s statement? Your answer 
should touch on the groups involved as well as race and history. 

• How do the author and his class answer the question, “What is critical thinking” 
(30)?  In your answer, be sure to discuss critical pedagogy, the method of 
critique (29), analysis (30), and power (31). How is critical thinking linked to 
“greater autonomy and self-awareness” (30), an idea Hinton links to Adorno’s 
“Education after Auschwitz” (21, 27) and his earlier discussion of the Frankfurt 
School and the “authoritarian personality” (9-13)? And how do critical thinking 
and analysis differ from opinion (31)?

• How did the author’s class answer the question, “what, exactly, is race? And 
how is the idea of race related to racism” (43)? 

• Why haven’t anthropologists studied white power extremism in the U.S., 
particularly given their long history of speaking out on the issue of race? Is this 
lack of research on domestic white power extremism related to anthropology’s 
disciplinary assumptions, conceptual blockages, and power structures? Has 
the recent trend toward “public anthropology” helped refocus attention on 

issues anthropologists might otherwise have overlooked? 
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Chapter One

Charlottesville Teach-In (23-50)
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Keywords

• Charlottesville, white power extremism, Teach-Ins, Unite the Right march, 
“fine people on both sides,” gaslighting, “alternative facts” and “fake news,” 
“enemies of the people,” critical pedagogy, VICE video, alt-right, race, racism, 
“dog whistles,” Confederate monuments, Biden’s “battle for the soul of the 
nation,” Trump and the “Charlottesville hoax”

Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• (video) “Charlottesville: Race and Terror,” VICE News Tonight, August 14, 2017 
(20 mins)

• (video) “The Story of Race: A History,” American Anthropological Association 
(9 mins)

• (website) “RACE: Are We So Different?” American Anthropological Association

• “Statement on Race,” American Anthropological Association, 1998 (4 pgs)

• “AHA Statement on Confederate Monuments,” American Historical Association, 
August 2017 

• (webpage) “Anthropologists Teach In,” Society for Cultural Anthropology

Chapter One

Charlottesville Teach-In (23-50)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RIrcB1sAN8I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=No5ai6LZLFg
https://www.understandingrace.org/
https://www.americananthro.org/ConnectWithAAA/Content.aspx?ItemNumber=2583
https://www.historians.org/news-and-advocacy/statements-and-resolutions-of-support-and-protest/aha-statement-on-confederate-monuments
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/anthropologists-teach-in
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CHAPTER TWO
The Hater (51-82)

A key question in the study of genocide and mass violence is the “why?” of 

perpetration. It is a question the author directly took up during his expert witness 

testimony at the Khmer Rouge Tribunal. It was also the focus of his Spring 2018 

anthropology seminar in which his class sought lessons in the past to understand 

contemporary white power extremism in the United States. At first, the students 

dismissed the Charlottesville actors as racists, bigots, and haters. They soon 

realized that such one-word answers misdirect, masking longer histories and 

structural forces that create the backdrop from which moments of violence and 

hate emerge. In class, the students examined a range of cases, focusing especially 

on the Holocaust, ISIS, and the Khmer Rouge. All of these cases, like white power 

extremism, began as social movements that highlighted grievance, claimed to be 

righting wrongs, provided a vision for sociopolitical renewal, scapegoated out-

groups, and offered a plan to expunge these “contaminating” threats from the pure 

new society in the making. The class also explored the circumstances in which 

these extremist regimes took power, in part by examining Khmer Rouge leader  

Nuon Chea’s path to revolution. It then turned to look at the parallels with white-

power-extremist groups. 

Questions for Discussion

• How did the author and his class answer the question, “What makes a man 
start fires” (50)?. Be sure to mention Tony Hovater in your answer. 

• What is “hate” (55)? What does the student mean when they state, “Hate 
isn’t much of a Rosebud answer” (55)? How does “the hater” explanation 
individualize and therefore obscure understanding about the “deeper structures 
underpinning violence and hate” (55-6)? What should we focus on instead?

• How did the author’s class answer the question, “What made Nuon Chea start 
fires of genocide and hate” (67)? Tie your answer to the broader discussion of 
the Khmer Rouge in the chapter, including the Khmer Rouge “fires” triangle 

(71-2) and FUEL (77-79) metaphor. 

Keywords

• “The Hater,” “What makes a man start fires?,” Tony Hovater, hate, extremism, 
Holocaust, the Nazi “why?”, structure/agency, social movements, Nuon Chea, 
Khmer Rouge “fires” triangle, FUEL, “Professor’s asked us a trick question”
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Chapter Two

The Hater (51-82)
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Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• (video) “Charlottesville: Race and Terror,” VICE News Tonight, August 14, 2017 
(20 mins)

• Richard Fausset, “A Voice of Hate in America’s Heartland,” The New York Times, 
November 25, 2017 & Richard Fausset, “I Interviewed a White Nationalist and 
Fascist. What was I Left With?” The New York Times, November 25, 2017

• (website) “Cambodia, 1975-79,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum

Chapter Two

The Hater (51-82)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RIrcB1sAN8I
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/insider/white-nationalist-interview-questions.html?action=click&module=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/insider/white-nationalist-interview-questions.html?action=click&module=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer
https://www.ushmm.org/genocide-prevention/countries/cambodia/case-study/introduction/cambodia-1975
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CHAPTER THREE
White Genocide (83-132)

This chapter connects insights about the past to the resurgence of white power 

extremism in the U.S. during Trump’s presidency. It begins at the August 2018 

Charlottesville follow-up, the Unite the Right 2 rally in Washington, DC, where 

extremists signaled “white genocide” in their signs and “1488” tattoos. This number 

“1488” also appeared on the social media webpage of Robert Bowers, who attacked 

Tree of Life synagogue in October 2018, killing eleven worshippers. Just before his 

attack, Bowers posted, “I can’t sit by and watch my people get slaughtered. . . . I’m 

going in,” another reference to white genocide. Everyone again began asking, Why? 

The author’s students were no exception. So, once more, he shuffled his syllabus 

and held a “Tree of Life Teach-In.” The chapter recounts his undergraduate class’s 

discussions of white genocide, a key white power frame that emerged after the 

civil rights movement, desegregation, and new economic stressors. The chapter 

discusses the origins of this idea and its connection to the pre– and post–civil rights 

history of white power extremism—ranging from the systemic white supremacy 

that informed settler colonial genocide and slavery to the ideology of contemporary 

groups like the alt-right. 

Questions for Discussion

• What is “white genocide” and how does it inform contemporary white power 
groups and actors, such as the alt-right (as illustrated by A Fair Hearing), 
Hovater’s Traditionalist Workers Party, and the New Jersey European Heritage 
Association? Your answer should include discussion of Lane’s “White Genocide 
Manifesto.”

• According to the author, what are the three phases of contemporary white 
power and how do they differ?

• According to Shaw’s introduction to A Fair Hearing (122), what are the three key 

convictions of the alt-right? 

Keywords

• Unite the Right 2, Jason Kessler, Tree of Life massacre, “1488,” Robert Bowers, 
white genocide, Fourteen Words, systemic white supremacy, settler colonialism 
and “logic of elimination,” 3 Waves of the KKK, 3 phases of contemporary white 
power extremism, new world order, William Pierce, The Turner Diaries, The 
Order, David Eden Lane, “White Genocide Manifesto,” Timothy McVeigh, white 
genocide frame, #whitegenocide phase, alt-right, A Fair Hearing, Traditionalist 
Workers Party, New Jersey European Heritage Association
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Chapter Three

White Genocide (83-132)
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Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• (website) Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia, Ferris State University

• (website) “Hate Map,” Southern Poverty Center 

• “David Lane,” Southern Poverty Law Center

• (extremist manifesto) David Eden Lane, “White Genocide Manifesto” 

• (basic background on groups) Alex Hinton, “US Capitol Mob Highlights 5 
Reasons Not to Underestimate Far-Right Extremists,” The Conversation, 
January 9, 2021

Chapter Three

White Genocide (83-132)

https://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/
https://www.splcenter.org/hate-map
https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/individual/david-lane
http://www.davidlane1488.com/whitegenocide.html
https://theconversation.com/us-capitol-mob-highlights-5-reasons-not-to-underestimate-far-right-extremists-148610
https://theconversation.com/us-capitol-mob-highlights-5-reasons-not-to-underestimate-far-right-extremists-148610
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CHAPTER FOUR
Could It Happen Here? (132-165)

This chapter looks at how the lessons of the past can help us understand the 

present and calibrate our moral compass in dangerous times. The author also held 

a “Tree of Life Teach-In” in his graduate class, which was focused on atrocity-

crimes prevention. As a result, this class took a different turn as the students drew 

on prevention models to consider the question that people in the U.S. were asking, 

as they had during Sinclair Lewis’s lifetime: “Can it happen here?” As opposed 

to examining fascism and authoritarianism, the class considered the related but 

different issue of atrocity crimes. Using a United Nations assessment framework, 

the class examined key risk factors, ranging from a history of past violence to the 

erosion of checks and balances. The U.S., the class concluded, was at elevated 

risk for genocide and atrocity crimes. In coming to this assessment, the class 

also considered the synergies between white power extremism and the Trump 

administration, especially in terms of the white genocide framings of its immigration 

rhetoric and policy, a connection presaged by “The Snake.”

Questions for Discussion

• How did the class answer the question, “Do you think it [genocide] could actually 
happen in the US” (132)?  In answering, be sure to discuss how the class 
applied the risk factors in the “Framework of Analysis” to the U.S. situation. 
What conclusions did the class reach about the threat level of genocide and 
atrocity crimes taking place in the US?

• What does the professor mean when he says, “Every question also a directive” 
(133)?

• To what extent, according to the text, did white genocide / great replacement 
ideas circulate in the White House and in the media during the Trump 
administration? 

• According to the text, what are the arguments for and against the case that 
Blacks in the U.S. are victims of genocide, an allegation made in the 1951 

petition We Charge Genocide?

Keywords

• Tree of Life Teach-In, genocide, atrocity crimes, risk assessment, “Framework 
of Analysis” risk factors, hate speech and incitement, History of Violence, 
Motivation, Ideology and Incentives, We Charge Genocide, authoritarianism, 
fascism, immigration, American exceptionalism, Southern Strategy, Trump 
and “The Snake,” Stephen Miller, “the great replacement,” cultural Marxism, 
mainstream white power, Sinclair Lewis, Buffers and Safeguards, Triggers and 
Instability
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Chapter Four

Could It Happen Here? (132-165)
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Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• “Framework of Analysis for Atrocity Crimes: A Tool for Prevention,” United 
Nations Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect, 
October 2014

 • Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 

 (“UN Genocide Convention”), United Nations, December 9, 1948

• Jason Kessler, “Yes, Virginia (Dare), There is Such a Thing as White Genocide,” 
VDare, June 19, 2017

• William L. Patterson. 1951. We Charge Genocide: The Crime of Government 

 against the Negro People. New York: International Publishers (excerpt)

Chapter Four

Could It Happen Here? (132-165)

https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/publications-and-resources/Genocide_Framework of Analysis-English.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.1_Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.pdf
https://vdare.com/articles/yes-virginia-dare-there-is-such-a-thing-as-white-genocide
https://www.blackpast.org/global-african-history/primary-documents-global-african-history/we-charge-genocide-historic-petition-united-nations-relief-crime-united-states-government-against/
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CHAPTER FIVE
Can It Be Prevented? (166-200)

The chapter is loosely framed around the November 2018 verdict in Nuon Chea’s 

trial at the Khmer Rouge Tribunal, where Nuon Chea was convicted of genocide. The 

judgment took place shortly after the Tree of Life synagogue shooting and President 

Trump’s politics of fear ahead of the 2018 midterm elections, which included 

warnings of immigrant “infestations.” With this backdrop in mind, the chapter 

considers different prevention strategies. Some interventions, like the Khmer Rouge 

Tribunal, are more long-term, including education, memorialization, accountability, 

and projects of redress. Reparations or a truth commission, the author notes, could 

be used to address the history of white supremacy and settler-colonial genocide in 

the United States. Other interventions are more proximate, such as those that seek 

to turn people from extremism through methods ranging from deradicalization to 

financial sanctions. The chapter also explores the global dimensions of the white 

power movement in which white-genocide great-replacement fears loom large. If 

the Trump presidency underscored the fact that there is an ongoing risk of genocide 

and atrocity crimes in the US, the author concludes by noting that there are strategies 

that can be used to prevent this from happening, including genocide education of 

the sort the author used in his classes while “teaching in Trump’s USA.” 

Questions for Discussion

• What are the similarities and differences between the Khmer Rouge social 
movement in the 1960s and the white power social movement in the US today? 
What does the author mean when he refers to them as “genocidal social 
movements?”

• How can atrocity crimes prevention mechanisms be mobilized to prevent 
atrocity crimes in the US? Be sure to include examples of upstream, midstream, 
and downstream prevention, including transitional justice.

• According to the author, how can moral imagination assist in the task of 
prevention? Be sure to define moral imagination and provide examples from 
the text. 

• What are four key points about white power extremism illustrated by the 
Suidlanders, a South African far-right group that frequently speaks of white 

genocide?

Keywords

• Khmer Rouge Tribunal (ECCC), transitional justice, atrocity crimes prevention, 
comparative method, social and revitalization movements, deradicalization, 
Suidlanders, South African “white genocide,” global white power extremism, 
red pilling, reparations, Canadian TRC, dialogue, deradicalization, moral 
imagination 
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Chapter Five

Can It Be Prevented? (166-200)
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Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• (website) “A Tribunal for Cambodia” and “Cases,” United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum

• “What is Transitional Justice?” International Center for Transitional Justice (2 
pgs)

• (video) David McKenzie and Brent Swails, “They’re Prepping for a Race War. 
And They See Trump as Their ‘Ray of Hope,’” CNN, November 20, 2018

Chapter Five

Can It Be Prevented? (166-200)

https://www.ushmm.org/genocide-prevention/countries/cambodia/case-study/justice/tribunal
https://www.ushmm.org/genocide-prevention/countries/cambodia/case-study/justice/the-cases
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Global-Transitional-Justice-2009-English.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/interactive/2018/11/africa/south-africa-suidlanders-intl/
https://www.cnn.com/interactive/2018/11/africa/south-africa-suidlanders-intl/
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CONCLUSION
The Bird (201-218)

The book’s conclusion begins with the death of Nuon Chea on August 4, 2019, 

one day after a white power extremist, Patrick Crusius, opened fire in an El Paso 

Walmart, killing twenty-three people. Crusius’s manifesto claimed he did so as 

part of a race war to prevent an immigrant “invasion.” At the time, the author was 

visiting Chautauqua, an educational institute where the week’s theme was Grace. 

The conclusion draws together the preceding chapters to delineate the qualities of 

moral compass: Discernment, Orientation, Perspective, Prudence, and the center 

rose of the Awareness of Grace. Each dimension helps restore the rich context that is 

stripped away by the abstract violent ideologies of extremists and that is necessary 

to understand a situation and envision paths forward. The idea of moral compass, 

informed by the lessons of the past and demanding moral imagination, backlights 

the book’s argument that “it can happen here.” To underscore this point, the author 

finishes with a discussion of the “bird-in-the-hand” parable that Toni Morrison related 

in her Nobel Prize speech. Her metaphor and emphasis on dialogue, tolerance, and 

consideration of alternative perspectives serve as a concluding juxtaposition and 

counter to Trump’s campaign rendition of “The Snake.” 

Questions for Discussion

• How do some of the speakers at Chautauqua explain the Crusius Walmart 
massacre and larger rise of white power extremism under Trump? Be sure to 
discuss the dangers of ideological certainty, “a word out of place,” “invasions,” 
and so forth.

• Does the idea of moral compass offer a way to avoid the paradox of cultural 
relativism?

 • How does the discussion of moral compass, Grace, and language offer a path 
to holding difficult dialogues amid a situation of high political polarization and 
tensions centering on race? Be sure to discuss Toni Morrison’s Nobel Prize 
address in your discussion.

• Drawing on the discussions at Chautauqua, how did the author end up defining 
moral compass with its “central rose” of Grace and “four cardinal points” of 
Discernment, Orientation, Perspective, and Foresight (215)? What does the 
author mean by these terms and his statement that, “[i]n a sense, this book is 
centered around these four cardinal points [of moral compass]” (215)? 

• Why does the author end with Toni Morrison’s Nobel Prize address? How 
does it contrast with Trump’s “The Snake” and pick up on earlier themes in 
the book, such as moral imagination, dialogue, and Adorno’s “Education after 

Auschwitz?” 
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Keywords

• Nuon Chea, Patrick Crusius and Walmart massacre, “Why does this happen in 
America?” Chautauqua, “Grace” theme, moral compass, “a word out of place” 
sermon, Trump and “infestation,” dialogue, Interfaith Lectures on Grace, karma, 
Toni Morrison’s Nobel Prize Address, “dead” language, “bird in the hand”

Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• Seth Mydans, “Nuon Chea, Khmer Rouge’s Chief Ideologist, Dies at 93,” New 
York Times, August 4, 2019

• (obituary and 4 min video) Margalit Fox, “Toni Morrison, Towering Novelist of 
the Black Experience, Dies at 88,” New York Times 

• (audio) Toni Morrison, “Nobel Lecture,” The Nobel Prize, December 7, 1993 (33 
mins)

Conclusion

The Bird (201-218)

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/04/obituaries/nuon-chea-dead-cambodia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/06/books/toni-morrison-dead.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/06/books/toni-morrison-dead.html
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1993/morrison/lecture/
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EPILOGUE (219-234)
The epilogue begins with Trump’s July 3, 2020, address at Mount Rushmore, which 

invoked the dangers of evil far-left radicals who were, he claimed, destroying the 

country. His remarks were situated in the backdrop of enormous upheaval in the 

U.S, which began with the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing economic collapse 

and was contributing to widespread protests in the aftermath of the police killing of 

George Floyd. Floyd’s death sparked a broad consideration of pervasive structural 

racism in the United States, which was most visible in the toppling of monuments 

honoring people associated with white supremacy. A besieged Trump responded 

with a racialized law-and-order message that had white-genocide inflections. This 

was the backdrop of the author’s decision to hold a George Floyd Teach-In on 

structural racism. The remainder of the epilogue describes the planned teach-in, 

which serves to weave together various themes in the book, including systemic 

white supremacy, white genocide, and critical pedagogy. The epilogue ends with a 

discussion of the possibility of repair in the United States, ranging from reparations 

and a truth commission to pedagogical initiatives focused on systemic white 

supremacy in the context of global history, or what the author refers to “Education 

after 1492.”

Questions for Discussion

• According to the Epilogue, what events and factors led to the escalating 
threat of atrocity crimes in the US during 2020? Conclude by giving your own 
assessment for how high the risk was on a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being 
“extreme risk”) at the time of the 2020 election.

• How did President Trump’s Mount Rushmore address use racist dog whistles 
and echo white nationalist themes, including white genocide?

• The book concludes with a call for critical pedagogies that focus on “Education 
after 1492.” According to the text, what topics and issues should be included 
in such an initiative? 

• What is structural racism and how did George Floyd’s murder illustrate how it 
operates? To what extent has the US addressed the issue of structural racism 
since George Floyd’s murder? 

Keywords

• President Trump’s Mount Rushmore 4th of July Address, Native American 
protestors, racist dog whistles, American Exceptionalism, pandemic, George 
Floyd protests, Lafayette Square, structural racism, risk assessment, George 
Floyd Teach-In on Structural Racism, transitional justice in the US, moral 
imagination, “Education after 1492”
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Possible Short Readings / Videos to Pair with Chapter

• (article and 2 min video) Annie Karni, “Trump Uses Mount Rushmore Speech to 
Deliver Divisive Culture War Message,” New York Times, July 3, 2020

• (video) “Frederick Douglass’ Descendants Deliver His ‘Fourth of July’ Speech,” 
NPR, July 3, 2020 (6 mins)

• “11 Terms You Should Know to Better Understand Structural Racism,” Aspen 
Institute,  July 11, 2016

• Jamila Michener, “George Floyd’s Killings was just the Spark. Here’s What 
Really made the Protests Explode,” The Washington Post, June 11, 2020

• (video) Laurence Ralph, “The Scars of Being Police While Black,” The New York 

 Times, June 30, 2020 (13 mins)

• (further reading) Toluse Olorunnipa and Griff Witte, “Born with Two Strikes: How 
Systemic Racism Shaped [George] Floyd’s Life and Hobbled His Ambition,” 
The Washington Post, October 8, 2020

• Alex Hinton, “Trump’s Helter Skelter,” Project Syndicate, October 9, 2020.

Epilogue (219-234)

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/03/us/politics/trump-coronavirus-mount-rushmore.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/03/us/politics/trump-coronavirus-mount-rushmore.html
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/03/884832594/video-frederick-douglass-descendants-read-his-fourth-of-july-speech
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-posts/structural-racism-definition/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/06/11/george-floyds-killing-was-just-spark-heres-what-really-made-protests-explode/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/06/11/george-floyds-killing-was-just-spark-heres-what-really-made-protests-explode/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/30/opinion/the-torture-letters-police-violence.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/national/george-floyd-america/systemic-racism/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/national/george-floyd-america/systemic-racism/
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/us-election-violence-right-wing-atrocities-genocide-by-alex-hinton-2020-10?barrier=accesspaylog

