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T TIMES this
year our
headlines
were as much
about past
events as cur-
rent events.
Debates over
what to teach our children about
the past, how to preserve and
present the past, and who to
commemorate from the past di-
vided and exhausted us.

While there may be some
Americans who wish to only
share the best or worst of our
past, I believe that most of us
are willing to
broaden our un-
derstanding of our
country’s history
to look at both the
best and the
worst. But we of-
ten can’t—not for
intellectual rea-
sons but because
of unrecognized psychological
ones. Understanding those psy-
chological roadblocks is a formi-
dable challenge. But it’s crucial
to do so if we want to get past
them.

In our minds

Let’s begin with the four reasons
our minds sometimes make it
hard to have a more honest, nu-
anced view of our history.

First, our minds tend to play
down our wrongdoing from the
past.

In theory, a moral transgres-
sion in the past versus one that
is happening now or in the fu-
ture should be similarly problem-
atic. But, according to research
by psychologist Eugene Caruso,
we experience a “wrinkle in
time.” Our minds are asymmetric
judges, applying harsher moral
judgment to present and future
transgressions than past ones.

This muting of the past leaves
us less prone to being appalled
by historical atrocities.

Second, our minds tend to
overplay sweet memories that
favor our ancestors from the
past.

Research shows we are drawn
to a sentimental form of his-

THE PAST AND PRESENT

U.S. History Has Good and
Bad. Let’s See Both.

First, we have to understand why our minds make it so hard to have
a nuanced view. Then, we have to get beyond that.

Spectators await the start of the Independence Day fireworks show at the Lincoln Memorial in July.

tory—nostalgia—which leads us
to feel more loved, more pro-
tected, and even more competent
in our ability to start and main-
tain relationships. Nostalgia is
often tied to the identities that
we care most deeply about, such
as our family or national iden-
tity. And, nostalgia is big busi-
ness—in fashion, advertising,
music and tourism, among other
things.

Third, our minds struggle
with the negative emotions that
our country’s complicated past
gives rise to.

When we learn about histori-
cal atrocities, particularly ones
that expose our limited knowl-
edge, contradict the narratives
we believe, or implicate our own
ancestors, we might experience
shame, guilt, disbelief or anger.
In response, we have a natural
desire to pull away from the new
knowledge and perhaps even re-

fute it, rather than try to better
understand it.

Fourth, our minds want to
pick either a beautiful or a brutal
narrative.

Contradictions, though, pocket
our history, beginning with fore-
fathers who had an extraordinary
vision of equality, and simultane-
ously enslaved other humans. Do
we feel pride or shame, honor or
horror? It’s so much less psycho-
logically painful to pick one path
than to grapple with both ideas
at the same time.

Tools to use

While the past is in the past, we
can address the psychological
challenge, however formidable,
in the present. We have tools
that will help, and I anticipate
(and hope) that our debates will
take on more psychological nu-
ance as we shift from arguments
over whether to explore our his-

tory more fully to how to do it.
For example, research shows
the importance of returning to
our values again and again as a
way of inoculating us from set-
backs. We can see that most eas-
ily in how we deal with our chil-
dren. The daily arguments over
curfews or messy rooms or study
habits can cause us to shut down
(“Do whatever you want”) or
double down (“I'm your parent
and yowll do what I say”). In-
stead, it’s helpful to remind our-
selves and our children that a
parent has three jobs—to teach
them, to protect them and to
love them. Just doing that can
ground us, and enable us to stay
engaged, resilient and calm.
Similarly, when we confront a
historical event, it can help to re-
flect on questions like, “Which
American ideals do you most
value?” and, “How do you hope
others see your country?” You

can even write out your re-
sponses, share them with others,
and reread what you have writ-
ten. Think of it as a values
booster shot. Even when our
emotions are spiking like a fever,
our values can bring us back to
an equilibrium.

Embrace paradox
Additionally, research by Wendy
Smith and others shows that we
are capable of embracing para-
dox, rather than rejecting it. It
doesn’t always come naturally.
But we simply need to give our-
selves permission to allow multi-
ple truths to coexist.

Take a current example: the
idea of hybrid workplaces. Many
people are happier and more pro-
ductive working from home or in
a hybrid workplace. At the same
time, many company cultures
benefit from the spontaneity and
relationship building that hap-
pens when people are in-person.

In a paradox mind-set, we al-
low both of these things to be
true. When both are true, we can
challenge our either/or assump-
tions, and be more creative in
finding solutions.

Tools like these are within
arm’s—or mind’s—reach at any
time, and will allow us to engage
with the past in more nuanced
ways. We simply need to accept
that the formidable challenge
will require us to be intentional
in our approach.

In doing so, we become what I
call “gritty patriots.” Psycholo-
gist Angela Duckworth defines
grit as “passion and persever-
ance in pursuit of a meaningful,
long-term goal.” Love of country
is not something we are entitled
to; it is something we work to-
ward, with grit.

As we grapple with what to
teach, how to preserve and who
to commemorate, one thing
seems to unite many of us. We
love our country. And, we are
looking for a way forward.

Dr. Chugh, a social psychologist
and management professor at
the New York University Stern
School of Business, is the author
of “A More Just Future:
Psychological Tools for
Reckoning with Our Past and
Driving Social Change.” She can
be reached at reports@wsj.com.

BY JEFF SLATE

HILE

the mu-

sic in-

dustry

strug-

gled,
coming back in fits and
starts as the pandemic re-
ceded, the genre-straddling
musical artist Brandi Car-
lile's year was epic beyond
all measure. Her memoir,
“Broken Horses,” released
last year, became a world-
wide bestseller. And her al-
bum “In These Silent Days”
racked up seven Grammy
nominations in November,
and led to a massive tour
that stretched throughout
this year.

That tour, most notably,
included a stop at the New-
port Folk Festival, where
Ms. Carlile, 42, brought her
hero, Joni Mitchell, on stage
for Ms. Mitchell’s first live
appearance in 20 years.
And, capping off her excep-

tional year, in November Ms.

Carlile joined another of her
longtime heroes, Elton John,
at Dodger Stadium, for

cerpts follow; see more of
this interview at wsj.com/
yearinreview.

Life affirming

® WSJ: You had a remark-
able 2022. You got back out
on the road. Your memoir
was a runaway bestseller.
You performed with Joni
Mitchell at the Newport
Folk Festival. But the icing
on the cake had to be per-
forming with Elton John, a
mentor to you, at his recent
farewell show at Dodger
Stadium in Los Angeles.

e MS. CARLILE: Absolutely.
The words “life affirming”
keep going through my
head. Because that’s exactly
what it was. It is life affirm-
ing to know that you've
done it, and that the people
that you've chosen as a
beacon of light for yourself
are giving you this gentle
nod, saying, “You did it

But that’s the beauty of
having this moment in my
40s and not in my 20s. |
get to experience these mo-

MUSIC

Brandi Carlile Pays It Forward

The artist, who recently received seven Grammy nominations, reflects on the
joy of getting back on the road, and what comes next

what was billed as his final
U.S. concert performance.
Ms. Carlile spoke to The
Wall Street Journal about
her year, getting back out
on the road, the importance
of honoring those who in-
spired you and nurturing
the next generation of art-
ists, and the challenges
faced in 2023 by the live-
music industry. Edited ex-

ments, calm my heart, and |
can control myself. | can
feel my feet on the ground
and be there in the mo-
ment. | didn't know how to
do that in my 20s and 30s,
so | love having these lat-
ter-day affirmations.

e WSJ: And taking a cue
from Elton, you’ve really

put your arm around some
younger and up-and-com-
ing artists, to help them
reach a wider audience.

e MS. CARLILE: And it takes
nothing from us to do it. All
it does is add. It adds to the
soulfulness of the music
community. And | see this
community all the way from
the tippy-top of the moun-
tain, like playing with Elton,
or when | went to the pre-
miere ceremony at the
Grammys and | watched the
people that are underseen,
underappreciated, under
decorated, win Grammys,
and it made me think that
this should feel like one big
family.

I'm interested in more
ways to make it feel that
way. Because younger art-
ists—and not just younger,
because that’s limiting, but
smaller, and particularly
marginalized artists, who
get so much less press and
so much less cultural sway
and make such a smaller
impact in a profoundly un-
righteous way—are strug-

gling to find places to play.
And then when they do get
gigs, it’s such stiff competi-
tion, because they’re com-
peting with artists with
much, much larger audi-
ences who are in town on
the same night. Or they
have fans who can’t afford
to come to their shows be-
cause of how expensive
ticketing is getting. So, |

think that those artists are
bearing the burden of ev-
erything that’s happening
postpandemic.

On the road

e WSJ: What was your ex-
perience like over the past
year on the road, not just
for yourself but what you
observed within the indus-
try?

e MS. CARLILE: It was crazy.
Everyone was on the road.
There weren’t enough ven-
ues. It made it really hard in
some ways, but it also
made it really fun, because
it was like a scene from “Al-
most Famous” out there.
We were all running into
each other at rest stops.
Wherever we went, our
friends were there. And |
just love being around the
people who do my job. It
was like a rolling summer
camp. The summer, for me,
was collaboration after col-
laboration; sit-in after sit-in.
| am utterly exhausted from
it, but in this really great
way. Because it was the
greatest summer of my life.

e WSJ: And what’s on tap
for you in 2023?

® MS. CARLILE: | need to
take a beat and think about
maybe writing a song again.
Because | haven’t written
songs in a really long time. |
need to get into a creative
head space again, because
I've been working really
hard, being on the road and
working with my band and
just being a little bit reck-
lessly nonstop. So, I'm going
to take a minute and reflect
on all this beautiful stuff
that’s gone down in the last
year.

Mr. Slate is a New York
writer and musician. Email
him at reports@wsj.com.



