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Last month, Congress passed the First Step Act, a prison-reform bill intended to reduce recidivism. Do you think this bill will actually
change the realities of mass incarceration? It’s important but insufficient, in terms of the actual number of people in jails and prisons.
We’ve gone from 300,000 people in jails and prisons in the 1970s to 2.2 million people today. We have to radically reorient ourselves and
start talking about rehabilitation, restoration and how we end crime. And if we do that, we’re going to come to very different choices than
we’ve come to in this era of overincarceration, where the response to everything is punishment.

You’ve said we live in a society that hasn’t dealt with its past. What do you mean by that? We are compromised by the legal architecture we
created in the 20th century that codified racial segregation and racial hierarchy. The great evil of American slavery wasn’t involuntary
servitude: It was the ideology of white supremacy, in which people persuaded themselves that black people aren’t fully human. When you
look at the 13th Amendment, which talks about ending forced labor, it says nothing about ending this narrative of racial differences.
Slavery didn’t end in 1865; it just evolved.

Do you think the rhetoric espoused by President Trump and his supporters is just a continuation of what America was founded on? If we
had done the work that we should have done in the 20th century to combat our history of racial inequality, no one could win national office
after demonizing people because they’re Mexican or Muslim. We would be in a place where we would find that unacceptable.

Last year, you opened a national lynching memorial. What were you hoping to achieve? What we haven’t done in this country is create
cultural spaces that expose people to the history of enslavement and lynching and segregation and motivate them to say, “Never again.”
And if we make that commitment, then we’re going to be required to be more responsive when people say, “Well, those immigrants of color
are unacceptable” or “Those people over there are unacceptable.” When we hear the echo of that narrative, I hope it motivates us to
respond differently.

You live in Montgomery, Ala., where both Confederate Memorial Day and Jefferson Davis’s birthday are state holidays and Martin Luther
King Day is celebrated along with Robert E. Lee Day. How do you reconcile all that? It is unevolved to want to celebrate the architects and
defenders of slavery. In Germany, there are no Adolf Hitler statues. They don’t want to embrace something so horrific. That’s not true in
America. The landscape has become complicit in the way in which we have tolerated racial bias, so that has to change. There are things
about which we can all feel proud. We can all honor, for example, the white people who were abolitionists in the 18th and the 19th centuries.
And we can name some streets and schools and buildings after them, and all of us can celebrate those folks. That’s what we have to get to if
we’re really serious about progressing past this history.

What would the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. think about America if he was alive today? When he found out that one in three black male
babies born in this country is expected to go to jail and prison, when he saw the level of poverty, when he heard some of the rhetoric that
we frequently hear, I think he would be heartbroken. But I also think he would be excited that if he called a meeting, thousands would
come. And that’s what has to happen, even without Dr. King — that we have to be willing to make that commitment so that we can create a
world where if Dr. King emerged, he would be so proud to say his dream has finally been realized. We’re not in that world yet.



