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‘It’s gone too far’: Exploiting cultural �ssures for
political gain has unraveled our social fabric
By  Bob Lewis  - December 7, 2020

Don’t imagine for a second that electing a new president is going to close or salve
the open wounds and raw nerves that the 2020 political campaigns exposed. Not
even close.

Passions have not cooled from President-elect Joe Biden’s victory over President
Donald Trump last month. That’s clear from Trump’s own delusional tweets and
public statements alleging massive fraud — something of�cials in all 50 states and
now his own loyalist attorney general dispute, and that his administration’s
election security czar was �red for publicly refuting. It’s also clear from the death
threats his own followers have made against local election of�cials in numerous
states — Democrats and Republicans — including a 20-something technician in
Georgia. “It’s gone too far. All of it,” Gabriel Sterling, a senior Georgia GOP election
of�cial, said during an emotional news conference last week that was still trending
on social media over the weekend.

Nor are we immune from the anger unleashed by this widening societal chasm
even in our own comfortable enclaves.

Protesters argue during a "Reopen Virginia Rally" in Richmond, Va., April 22, 2020. (Parker Michels-Boyce/ For the Virginia Mercury)
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Gabriel Sterling, voting systems implementation manager for Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger, criticized President Donald Trump and
Sens. David Perdue and Kelly Loeffler on Tuesday for not publicly condemning threats of violence after a technician working in Gwinnett
County received death threats. (Stanley Dunlap/Georgia Recorder)

My wife and I were out for a Sunday afternoon walk around our leafy
neighborhood, soaking in the balmy late November sun, when we heard staccato
horn blasts of a car about half a block away. At �rst, I mistook it for someone
fumbling a key fob and triggering a car alarm. But the car, a dark gray late model
Dodge Challenger, was braking in the middle of the street in front of a neighbor’s
house that still sported a Biden yard sign next to a “Black Lives Matter” sign.

I didn’t give it much thought until the car, driven by a 40-ish fellow with a crew
cut, stopped in front of us and the driver began incoherently shrieking. I don’t
think he was looking for a �ght as much as an audience, and a couple of a certain
age walking along the curb was the closest thing he could �nd.

“All lives matter! What’s wrong with people? Alll liiives matterrrrr!” he bellowed out
his window at two bewildered people.

I motioned for him to move on, and he repeated his mantra before gunning the
engine and speeding down the street, howling at the top of his lungs,
“Goddaaaaaamn yooooouuuuuu!”

So much for a relaxing Sunday stroll.

Clearly this was no ally of the BLM movement and, I strongly suspect, he did not
vote for Biden. Perhaps his unprovoked behavior evidenced a cry for professional
help. Or maybe it’s just years of pent-up grievance nurtured by a steady diet of
social media and cable news. No matter the cause, it’s good that I had no ready
response. Arguing with fools seldom yields a fortunate outcome.
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What I wish I’d been nimble enough to say was, “All lives can’t matter until Black
lives matter.” It’s calm, and it’s manifestly logical and true. I wish I could claim it as
my own, but I have to confess that I �rst heard it in a persuasive video released
months ago featuring members of the Alabama Crimson Tide football team and
their coach, Nick Saban.

The critical takeaway is this: America is profoundly riven by forces far deeper and
personally held than anything one election can cause or can �x. In fact, if Sunday’s
encounter on a tranquil residential street is any indication, the election and its
continuing recriminations may have only exacerbated it.

It’s unsettling to contemplate how — or even whether — these differences are
reconcilable. There are forces, foreign and domestic, actively working to alienate
Americans one from the other. Lately, we’ve allowed them to succeed all too well.

Our politics has turned far more caustic than we could have imagined during the
’70s or even as late as President Ronald Reagan’s two terms. Though he was an
un�inching conservative who Democrats swore would end the world, Reagan
established a sunny sense of comity, civility and shared purpose that trickled down
through American society. For instance, the Republican president never demonized
Democratic House Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill; rather, the two naturally
gregarious politicians forged a friendship, grounded in their shared Irish heritage,
that allowed them to disagree on policy and remain agreeable personally. Things
got done because neither leader laid down the in�exible ultimata that poisons
statecraft today, not just in Washington but in statehouses nationally.

Ideological rifts in particular have widened between members of the two parties
during the past 25 years over policy positions, especially regarding immigration,
race-based inequity, international relations and public aid to those in need,
according to a 2017 survey by the Pew Research Center. In 1994, the study shows,
there was only a 15-percentage-point difference of opinion between respondents
who identi�ed themselves as members of or leaning toward one of the two major
parties. By 2017, the poll of 5,000 people found, the margin had widened to 36
points.

During the 23-year span of Pew’s study, it noted that the percentage of Democrats
who held an unfavorable or very unfavorable view of the GOP grew from 57 percent
to 81 percent and, among Republicans, those who held similarly dim views of
Democrats climbed from 68 percent to 81 percent. The key, however, is the subset
of partisans who expressed very unfavorable views of their rivals: The number
more than doubled among Democrats and nearly tripled among Republicans
during that span. Most of the resentment was in place before Trump began his
single polarizing term, but those feelings have intensi�ed under his watch.
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We saw the consequences in the tragic separation of small children who entered
the United States with their asylum-seeking parents only to be forcibly detained,
sometimes in wire cages, in detention centers along the Mexican border. It
manifested itself violently, beginning in Charlottesville in 2017 and raging in cities
nationally last summer after George Floyd’s killing by Minneapolis police. And it
continues with more than 12 million Americans facing imminent eviction and
homelessness wrought by the coronavirus pandemic’s economic wreckage as a
balkanized Congress — re�ective of its tribalized constituencies — gives only
bickering lip service toward an economic relief package.

But the differences are deeper than policy and issues. Underlying it all is “identity
politics” and a worsening culture war. It’s as though each side not only abhors the
other’s politics, it believes their rivals are intrinsically malignant people.
Republicans �nd it easy to loathe Democrats as condescending, educated, urban
and suburban elites clustered mostly along the coasts, who mock their heartland
values and want to take their guns. Democrats picture Republicans as racist,
semiliterate rubes and xenophobes, contemptuous of the rule of law, who put
instant grati�cation of their urges ahead of the wellbeing of fellow Americans and
even the future of the planet. Both are hopeless mischaracterizations and
fundamentally wrong. 

In another era, before the Internet hastened the fragmentation and demise of
trusted information sources and enabled the unchecked global dissemination of
violent beliefs and bizarre conspiracies, it was easier to keep the fabric of society
from unraveling. Maybe that’s why Reagan could bring in a transformative brand of
conservatism in 1980 and have the nation, including apoplectic Democrats, respect
his victory and afford him the bene�t of the doubt. Then, after eight years, the two
sides were still on speaking terms, America’s essential institutions were healthy
and the Soviet Union was in hospice.

But it’s also because Reagan was Reagan and he set the tone. He never labeled
other Americans “enemies of the people” or mocked the disabled or exhorted rally
crowds to beat hecklers or instruct a violent right-wing group, the Proud Boys, to
“stand back and stand by.” He left of�ce encouraging Americans to view their
nation as “a shining city upon a hill,” not dreading a dark and uncertain winter of
disease, death and discord.

At its heart, this isn’t a Democrats vs. Republicans problem, nor is it a liberals vs.
conservatives dilemma. In the not-too-distant past, we’ve seen the two
countervailing forces coexist and compromise in a free, functioning and self-
governing land.

The problem is we’ve become a people predisposed — and actively prodded — to
think the worst of one another and to act on those feelings, even on a street in a
sleepy neighborhood on a peaceful Sunday afternoon.



1/20/2021 ‘It’s gone too far’: Exploiting cultural fissures for political gain has unraveled our social fabric - Virginia Mercury

https://www.virginiamercury.com/2020/12/07/its-gone-too-far-exploiting-cultural-fissures-for-political-gain-has-unraveled-our-social-fabric/ 5/5

 

Bob Lewis

Bob Lewis covered Virginia government and politics for 20 years for The Associated Press. Now retired from a public
relations career at McGuireWoods, he is a columnist for the Virginia Mercury. He can be reached at

blewis@virginiamercury.com.
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‘Do something’: Confessions of a reformed Rebel
By  Bob Lewis  - October 12, 2020

A Black Lives Matter �ag �ies proudly in my front yard.

I’ve become estranged from people I’ve known forever for insisting that
monuments to Confederate �gures come down and that peaceful protests over the
slayings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Rayshard Brooks and other unarmed
Black people were not only justi�ed but righteous and overdue.

I cheered from afar this summer as Mississippi retired the Confederate battle
emblem from the �ag of a state that was my home long ago and home to my alma
mater, Ole Miss. The rebel �ag once served as the university’s spirit symbol,
exhorting its sports teams — still named Rebels — onward to victory, but I had
since come to regard it as America’s swastika.

Yep, I felt pretty damn woke.

Then, a little over a week ago, a young person I love gave me a painful reality check
on racism, challenging me to examine my deepest feelings and motivations, and to
educate myself accordingly. 

It hurts to be called out like that. I thought the accusation unfounded. On the
defensive, I mentally inventoried all my aforementioned woke accomplishments. 

Stores on Cary Street were boarded up amid ongoing protests in Richmond in June. (Parker Michels-Boyce/ For the Virginia Mercury
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After the heat of the moment had dissipated and denial loosened its grip, I did
what I do when I make my best decisions — I listened to my wife. Rather than
preach about my own piety, she said, ask questions and listen to the responses.
Rather than hide behind my pride, practice a little empathy (she’s huge on
empathy) and consider the other person’s experience and point of view.

That sort of critical self-review is essentially a failsafe practice of good journalism
— asking yourself, “What if I’m wrong?” Over four decades, I did that countless
times, always to my salvation, before a horrifying mistake seven years ago.

Clearly, I can be — and have been — wrong.

So I began doing something else journalists do: research and reporting. Was I
actually racist? (Some researchers in the �eld say that if you have to ask the
question, you are, and if you don’t ask the question, then you are.) What are the
subtle manifestations of racism? And if I learn that I am a racist, what’s the
remedy?

I found dozens of purported racism diagnostic tests online, and responded to the
most straightforward and telling that I could �nd by Fordham University African
American studies professor Mark Naison. Had I ever assumed that a Black person
was naturally a better athlete than I? (Yes.) Am I surprised to meet a Black person
whose writing or speech is exquisite? (No. Brilliance comes in all colors.) Had I ever
felt anxious encountering a group of Black men walking toward me on a street?
(Guilty.)

Those feelings are not uncommon, Naison says in the same interview, because
every American has been suffused in the anti-Black attitudes and defamations that
permeate our culture. Some more than others.

I was born into the Jim Crow South as the civil rights movement dawned — two
months after Emmett Till was lynched in Money, Mississippi, and a little over a
month before Rosa Parks refused to relinquish her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama,
bus to a White passenger. From my earliest awareness, the N-word was the default
term among most Whites in our community for a Black person regardless of age or
gender. Through my �rst six years of public school, my classmates were all White.
When I enrolled in college and played football alongside the school’s �rst African
American player, pockmarks from bullets still scarred the columns of Ole Miss’s
iconic Lyceum building from deadly riots 11 years earlier when federal troops and
U.S. marshals assured James Meredith’s enrollment as the �rst Black student. After
college, my �rst journalism job was editing a weekly newspaper in the same
Mississippi county where Till was killed 23 years before.

Much as I long to shed it, that baggage weighs heavily.
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Alabama-born Wornie Reed stared virulent racism squarely in the eye as a young
Black man. Now 82 and a leading scholar on issues of race and racism as director of
the Race and Social Policy Center at Virginia Tech, he still considers himself an
activist focused chie�y on ways that racism af�icts people of color through social
and governmental systems. He also serves on the steering committee of the
Montgomery County Dialogue on Race.

“We all have those kinds of things about perceptions of other people. It’s just that
sometimes, some Whites may slip and say it whereas some non-Whites would tend
not to,” he said.

Changing society one heart at a time would take centuries, Reed said. More urgent
and effective, he and Naison agree, is dismantling the systemic racism that
continues disadvantaging Black people through inequities in policing and criminal
justice, educational opportunities, housing and home ownership, access to capital
and health care to name a few. 

Put another way, racism is as racism does.

“I always argue that a more fruitful way to go about this is to deal with a speci�c
racial issue and not a person’s orientation. In other words, you may say, ‘Did you
know …’ or ‘What do you think about …,’” he said. He made the same point in a 2015
TEDx Talk. “But I think the emphasis should always be on the racist act, and you
should choose one that is substantive and consequential.”

The country abounds with them now, and the trends are worsening, he said.

“I argue that we are worse off now than we were 50 years ago when Dr. King was
killed, and I can provide the data to support my argument,” he said.

For instance, his data show that if Blacks died at the same rate in America as
Whites, there would be 70,000 to 100,000 fewer Black deaths a year. The data show
that Blacks comprise 20 percent of Virginia’s population and about the same
proportion of people involved in illegal drugs, yet they represented 75 percent of
those imprisoned for it in 2010. One out of every three African American males can
count on entering the criminal justice system by age 30, he said.

So where do I �t in? How do I �nd and root out my own residual racism and, in the
process, do some good?

“I propose that the discussion should go around these instead of saying that you
need to look inside yourself and change,” Reed said. “No, don’t change. Just get a
little upset about these concrete racial issues and do something.”

Bob Lewis
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Bob Lewis covered Virginia government and politics for 20 years for The Associated Press. Now retired from a public
relations career at McGuireWoods, he is a columnist for the Virginia Mercury. He can be reached at

blewis@virginiamercury.com.
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Timely COVID-19 information is vital, but Va.’s state
government is falling short

They are simple questions and they deserve honest answers, especially when
people’s lives are at stake.

What nursing homes have reported COVID-19 outbreaks? Are there outbreaks at
food processing plants in Virginia, and where are they? What do Virginia taxpayers
have to show for their $27 million contract to buy personal protective equipment
for health care professionals?

Even in ordinary times, reporters have a duty to ask those questions of government
and insist on complete answers. These are the most extraordinary times in the
memory of anyone alive today and people desperately need candor and
transparency from their government to make the best decisions for themselves
and their loved ones.

Virginia’s government is establishing a regrettable pattern of withholding a wide
range of vital and relevant information about the coronavirus outbreak from its
people and the press during a public health emergency so dire that it has halted
businesses, frozen livelihoods and ordered home sequestrations for months.

Yet even in the face of a crisis that has turned nursing homes into charnel houses,
refrigerator trucks into makeshift over�ow morgues and made mass graves dug by

By  Bob Lewis  - April 20, 2020

Virginia Health Commissioner Dr. Norm Oliver, flanked by Gov. Ralph Northam, left, and Secretary of Health Dr, Daniel Carey, right, at a
news conference on Capitol Square in March. (Ned Oliver/Virginia Mercury)
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backhoes a reality, the state’s leaders are delaying and denying requests for
essential statewide data, citing a specious and selective interpretation of a state
law.

Each Monday, Wednesday and Friday, Gov. Ralph Northam holds televised
afternoon brie�ngs where he occasionally announces broad strokes of new
initiatives as he did last week when he extended his order closing such “non-
essential” businesses as hair salons, theaters and dine-in restaurants for an
additional 15 days, until May 8. Supporting detail is usually scant. Consider that he
has yet to explain how those businesses will reopen in early May when his stay-at-
home order remains in effect through June 10.

Reporters follow up with mostly softball questions in hopes of putting muscle on
the barest of bones. He responds like the good doctor and nice man that he is,
complimenting the journalist with “That’s a good question,” then patiently
responding as though he’s explaining a diagnosis to a patient. Then he often defers
to a senior administration of�cial who provides soothing, non-speci�c generalities
but little actionable information.

So reporters follow up, sometimes during the news conferences every Monday,
Wednesday and Friday afternoon, and sometimes of�ine with the governor’s press
staff or of�cials at agencies such as the departments of health and corrections.
That’s where the dissembling deepens and frustrations of people who’ve asked
legitimate questions multiply.

Megan Rhyne keeps tabs on complaints about Freedom of Information Act
responses from state and local governments as part of her job as executive director
of the Virginia Coalition for Open Government. Raw numbers of complaints are up
only slightly in recent weeks, but she sees a remarkable trend: where complaints in
normal times span a wide range of concerns and issues, they’re now all about the
COVID-19 outbreak.  

“This isn’t just a Virginia problem. I am hearing from my counterparts in other
states that they’re having problems getting both granular-level data and
discussions around the responses to the coronavirus outbreak,” she said.

Among the statewide data the government will not provide: which nursing facilities
have con�rmed coronavirus cases. Extended care facilities house the nation’s most
vulnerable patients in close quarters and tend to them with overworked staff that
cope with dire shortages of testing and personal protective equipment such as N95
respirators, medical-quality latex gloves and gowns.

Families with loved ones in these facilities desperately seek timely and reliable
information amid horrifying reports about nursing homes. That is especially true in
Virginia, where the toll of 45 COVID-19 deaths (at that point) at Henrico County’s
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Canterbury Rehabilitation and Healthcare center was listed last week as the
deadliest of any nursing home in America at the time, according to a New York
Times analysis. Deaths at Canterbury alone (up to 49 as of Sunday, the Richmond
Times-Dispatch reported) accounted for a little less than a �fth of the state’s 277
deaths as of Sunday.

Journalists and even a group representing nonpro�t senior residential facilities
have asked the Virginia Department of Health for a breakdown. The agency’s
refusal, under the circumstances, evidences a staggering lack of situational
awareness: “long-standing policy is not to release the name of facilities unless
there is a public health reason to do so or the facility has given permission.”

No “public health reason”? The governor himself declared a public health
emergency on March 12. Since then, he has used his sweeping emergency to
effectively suspend foundational constitutional freedoms of association and
religion not to mention the right of businesses to operate freely, the latter forcing
more than 416,000 Virginians out of work and onto unemployment rolls in less
than a month. Yet an obscure state law that shields the identity of individual
patients and physicians (something no one has requested) stands inviolate?

Yep. At least by the reckoning of Northam and Health Commissioner Dr. Norman
Oliver. Oliver contends that the law applies not just to the identities of patients and
their doctors (something abundantly shielded by overlapping and superseding
federal and state patient privacy laws), but to the facilities as well as their
corporate owners. The word “facilities” appears nowhere in the code section.

Still, the law grants Oliver discretion on the matter, and he has used it. He granted
health departments in Northern Virginia (nowhere else) the right to share
information on nursing homes with COVID-19 outbreaks with other facilities.

“This has to do with ongoing investigations of the actual disease,” Oliver said in an
interview Friday after the news conference. “We are charged with public health
data gathering when things like this occur. In order to further that investigation, I
thought it was appropriate to inform other nursing homes.”

Asked why, in such an emergency, the same consideration could not be extended
to the public, he said that Virginians should consider anyplace they go, “to the
grocery store, to the doctor’s of�ce, on a bus – you should assume the coronavirus
is there.”

True. But unlike nursing homes, grocery stores and buses don’t perform COVID-19
tests, collect data and report it to his department.

How, then, can Virginians eventually get access to this information? Northam, in
response to a question at Friday’s brie�ng, said that only the General Assembly
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could change the law. Oliver said he is aware of no discussions by the
administration to ask for that.

Other states are far more forthcoming in giving families actionable information
about this biological threat. Ohio, which has earned widespread praise for the
leadership it has shown, provides a list of long-term care facilities reporting
COVID-19 outbreaks by locality on its Health Department website and updates it
daily. Maryland has published a list of COVID-19 cases broken down by ZIP codes.
Other states have also released lists of nursing homes with fatalities.

The Mercury also �led a FOIA request seeking details on a $27 million contract
Northam announced on April 6 to buy items such as medical N95 masks, gloves
and gowns for front-line healthcare workers in Virginia. Ten days later, the
governor’s of�ce still had not made a copy of the contract public or answered
questions about speci�cs of the deal with Norfolk-based North�eld Medical
Manufacturing.

Virginia’s Capitol press corps is not a mean or vengeful bunch. Sometimes, they’re
too nice. They abide �atfooted and unresponsive relations with the current
administration, but there was the hope a month ago that the administration would
rise to the occasion in the most dangerous, frightening and protracted crisis of
anyone’s lifetime.

There’s still time.

Bob Lewis

Bob Lewis covered Virginia government and politics for 20 years for The Associated Press. Now retired from a public
relations career at McGuireWoods, he is a columnist for the Virginia Mercury. He can be reached at

blewis@virginiamercury.com.


