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Volleyball? Yale was going to let her in—above half a dozen much more
academically qualified and many much more interesting kids on my roster—
because she played volleyball: 1 soon learned that the coaches of all these sports were
allowed a certain number of recruits each year, and that so long as a kid met basic
academic qualifications—which our kids easily did—the coaches got their way. I
never heard an admissions person question a coach; “She’s on the soccer list,” the

admissions person would say, and we'd move on to the next kid.

The second flaw in the system was an important change to the way testing is
reported to the colleges. When I began the job, the SAT and the ACT offered
extended-time testing to students with learning disabilities, provided that they had
been diagnosed by a professional. However, an asterisk appeared next to extended-
time scores, alerting the college that the student had taken the test without the
usual time limit. But during my time at the school, this asterisk was found to
violate the Americans With Disabilities Act, and the testing companies dropped it.
Suddenly it w
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learning disabilities, and then arranged for them to take the test alone in a room
with a fake proctor—someone who was so skilled at taking these tests that he could
(either by correcting the student’s test before submitting it or by simply taking the
thing himself) arrive at whatever score the client requested. (“I own two schools,”
Singer told a client about the testing sites, one in West Hollywood and the other in
Houston, where his fake proctors could do their work.) He allowed coaches to
monetize any extra spots on their recruitment lists by selling them to his clients.
And he offered a service that he called “cleaning up” the transcript, which involved,
at the very least, having his employees take online courses in the kids’ name and

then adding those A’s to their record.

All this malfeasance has led to the creation of a 200-page athdavit, and a bevy of
other court documents, that can best be described as a kind of posthumous Tom
Wolfe novella, one with a wide cast of very rich people behaving in such despicable
ways that it makes 7he Bonfire of the Vanities look like The Pilgrims Progress. 1f you
have not read the affidavit, and if youre in the mood for a novel of manners of the
kind not attempted since the passing of the master, I recommend that you and your

book club put it on the list for immediate consumption.

he one compliment the FBI paid the indicted parents is that it took college

admissions as seriously as they did. The investigation included wiretaps,

stakeouts, reviews of bank statements, travel records, cell-site data, emails,
and interviews with cooperating witnesses—chief among them Singer, who seems
not simply to have thrown his clients under a bus, but rather to have taken them to

Port Authority and thrown them under an entire fleet.

How did his scam come to light? Let the reader be introduced to Morrie Tobin,
upon whose character and doings much will depend. A 55-year-old stockbroker
and father of six who lives in the elegant Los Angeles neighborhood of Hancock
Park, he got pinched last spring for an SEC violation that allegedly defrauded
clients of millions of dollars. Desperate to lighten his punishment, the Los Angeles

Times reported, he offered an unrelated claim: There was a Yale soccer coach, Rudy

Meredith, who accepted bribes to let kids into the university. Of all the things
Tobin could have given up, this seems an especially cruel one—he had two
daughters enrolled at Yale, one had graduated from the university, and a fourth had
recently been accepted. At the very least, this revelation put their admissions in an

unflattering light. The FBI had Tobin wear a wire to a private meeting with the
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coach, during which Singer’s name came up, and from there the full investigation

—“Varsity Blues”—began.

[ Read: College sports are affirmative action for rich white students |

Most of the families involved in the scandal lived in the California dreamscapes of a
Nancy Myers movie: Newport Beach, Hillsborough, Laguna Beach, San Francisco,
Del Mar, Ross. The out-of-staters are no slouches either. One family divides its time
between Aspen and New York; another lives in Greenwich. Let’s start there, in
Greenwich, where not getting your kid into the right college is cause for seppuku.
We are in the home of Gordon Caplan and his wife, Amy. Gordon was—until
placed on “leave” post-indictment—the co-chairman of a New York—based global
law firm, where he was a partner in the private-equity group. Amy is the heiress
daughter of the late telecommunications magnate Richard Treibick. He also lived in
Greenwich, summering in the Hamptons in a 32-acre spread in Sagaponack that
included a seven-bedroom house on the dunes with a pool overlooking the ocean,
which his family sold shortly after his death in 2014 for a reported $35 million.
(Caplan has not commented publicly on the allegations contained in the filings, or

entered a plea; he was scheduled to make his first court appearance on Wednesday.)

Gordon graduated from Cornell, but ended up pursuing his law degree at sweaty-
browed Fordham, suggesting the combination of privilege and hustle that can really
get a certain kind of guy ahead. He was the board chairman of the world’s most
quixotic nonprofit organization, Publicolor, which seeks to “improve education in
youth by promoting an imaginative use of color in school buildings.” In 2018—the
year he was negotiating with Singer about his daughter’s future— 7he American

Lawyer magazine named him Dealmaker of the Year.

He seems to have had Cornell on his mind for his daughter, having dramatically
upped his annual giving to the low six figures during her sophomore and junior
years of high school. But her grades and scores were apparently too low for the

traditional approach, and he and Singer began talking about a scheme. “What is

the, what is the, the number?” he asks Singer, “at Cornell for instance.”

“Hold on a second,” Singer says, carefully bleeding his client one pint at a time.
“The number on the testing is $75,000.” (Singer seems to have operated on a

sliding scale. He charged Caplan $75,000 for the testing scam, yet he charged
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Felicity Huffman only $15,000. Perhaps 7he American Lawyer needs to cast a wider

net when selecting its Dealmakers of the Year.)

“I can do anything and everything, if you guys are amenable to doing it,” he tells
Caplan, explaining the elaborate system he employed to falsify test scores: “I can

guarantee her a score.”

Caplan takes a few hours to digest this idea, and then has a second phone call with
Singer. “This notion of effectively going in, flying out to L.A., sitting with your

proctor, and taking the exam is pretty interesting.”

“It’s the homerun of homeruns,” Singer tells him.
“So, how do I get this done with you?” Caplan asks. “What do I need to do?”

Singer gives an interesting answer: “I'm gonna talk to our psychologist, and we may
have to send her to you, or you to her.” Sure enough, per the criminal complaint,
“On or about July 21, 2018, CAPLAN and his daughter flew to Los Angeles to
meet with a psychologist in an effort to obtain the medical documentation required

to receive extended time on the ACT exam.”

This is the only section of the complaint that mentions the character of “our
psychologist.” There are more educational psychologists in Greenwich,
Connecticut, than there are Labrador retrievers. Hotfoot it over to New Haven or
Manhattan, and you have to beat them off with a stick. Why was Singer so certain
that this particular psychologist would produce the documentation the student
needed? The government is clearly continuing its investigation—student records
have been subpoenaed from several private schools in Los Angeles, and it’s not hard
to imagine that more indictments, perhaps many more, are coming. “Our

psychologist” might play a role in these investigations.

The problem with getting newly diagnosed with a learning disability in 11th or
12th grade is that the companies that own the tests know they’re probably being
manipulated, and will often deny the application for extended-time testing. Sure
enough, the ACT denied the Caplan daughter’s first request, and also her appeal.
But then, a surprising bit of good news. “You were right,” Caplan tells Singer; “it
was like third time was the charm ... Everybody was telling us there’s no way, and
then all of a sudden it comes in.” But one of the delights of this novel is that the

reader is often in possession of information the main characters lack. While Caplan
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crows, we smirk: “The ACT ultimately granted CAPLAN’S daughter extended time

on the exam at the request of law enforcement.”

[ John Fabian Wits: Elite colleges dont understand which business theyre in |

The only obstacle Caplan has in executing his plan (other than the FBI, but that
outfit is still months away from making itself known to him) is the old ball and
chain. In the obdurate way of heiresses who grew up in the cleansing sea air of
Sagaponack summers and not amid the hard-roll-with-butter realities of Fordham
Law, she has her niceties. In July, when both Amy and Gordon get on speakerphone
with Singer, the con man suggests having one of his operatives take an online class
for their daughter as a means of bringing up her GPA. But “CAPLAN’s spouse
replied that she had a ‘problem with that.””

Caplan grabs the phone off the cradle, effectively taking Miss Scruples off the call.
“It’s just you and me,” he tells Singer. “Is that kosher?”
No, it’s not kosher. Obviously.

“Absolutely,” Singer says. “I do it all the time man.”

By November, the Gordon/Amy situation had reached one of those marital
impasses in which Partner A is going ahead with something Partner B thinks is
messed up, but isnt willing to outright squash, because who knows? Maybe it will
work. It’s a high-risk/high-reward prospect for Partner A. “I'm taking [Amy] off of

this,” Caplan tells Singer at one point; [Amy] is very nervous about all this.”

But the Dealmaker of the Year spent considerable time kicking the tires on this one.
“Keep in mind I am a lawyer,” Caplan said at one point, according to the afhidavit.
“So I'm sort of rules oriented.” And, later, “I’'m not worried about the moral issue

here. 'm worried about the, if she’s caught doing that, you know, she’s finished.”

Much of the discussion of this scandal has centered on the corruption in the
college-admissions process. But think about the kinds of jobs that the indicted
parents held. Four of them worked in private equity, a fifth in the field of
“investments,” others in real-estate development and the most senior management

of huge corporations. Together, they have handled billions of dollars’ worth of
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assets within heavily regulated fields—yet look how easily and how eagerly they

allegedly embrace a crooked scheme, as quoted in the court documents.

Here is Bill McGlashan, then a senior executive at a global private-equity fund,
reacting to Singer’s plan to get his son (who does not play football) admitted to
USC via the football team: “That’s just totally hilarious.”

Here is Robert Zangrillo, the founder and CEO of a private investment firm,
talking with one of Singer’s employees who is planning to bring up his daughter’s
grades by taking online classes in her name: “Just makes [sic] sure it gets done as

quickly as possible.”

Here is John B. Wilson, the founder and CEO of a private-equity and real-estate-
development firm, on getting his son into USC using a fake record of playing water
polo: “Thanks again for making this happen!” And, “What are the options for the
payment? Can we make it for consulting or whatever ... so that I can pay it from

the corporate account?” He can. “Awesome!”

Here is Douglas Hodge, the former CEO of a large investment-management
company, learning from Singer that his son will be admitted to USC via a bribery

scheme, and that it’s time to send a check: “Fanstatic [sic]!! Will do.”

The word entitlement—even in its full, splendid range of meanings—doesn’t begin
to cover the attitudes on display. Devin Sloane is the CEO of a Los Angeles
company that deals in wastewater management. Through Singer, he allegedly
bribed USC to get his son admitted as a water-polo player. But a guidance
counselor at his school learned of the scheme and contacted USC—the boy did not
play the sport; something was clearly awry. Singer smoothed it over, but the whole
incident enraged Sloane: “The more I think about this, it is outrageous! They have
no business or legal right considering all the students privacy issues to be calling

and challenging/question [my son’s] application,” he wrote to Singer.

There are several instances of college counselors gumming up the works with their
small-timers’ insistence on ethical behavior. That someone as lowly, as contemptibly
puny, as a guidance counselor should interfere with a rich person’s desires is the
cause of electric rage. For this reason, after having read the 200-page affidavit many
times and trying to be as objective as possible, I had to conclude that the

uncontested winners of Worst People (So Far) to Be Indicted are Lori Loughlin, an
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actress, and her husband, Mossimo Giannulli, a designer. When a college counselor
at their daughter’s high school realized something was suspicious about her
admission to USC and asked the girl about it, the parents roared onto campus in

such a rage that they almost blew up the whole scam.

[ Read: 10 stop college-admissions insanity,_admit more students |

The couple paid $500,000 to get both of their daughters into USC on the
preposterous claim that they rowed crew. Their daughter Olivia has become a
particularly ridiculed character in the saga, because there are pre-indictment videos
in which she describes both her lack of desire to attend college and how rarely she
attended high school during her senior year. But I have sympathy for her. She knew
higher education wasn’t where she belonged, but her parents insisted that she go.
Up until the scandal, the girl had a thriving cosmetics line, was a popular YouTuber,
and was clearly making the best of what Hillary Clinton would call her God-given
potential. Now she’s a punch line, and Sephora has pulled her products off the

shelves.

The court filings don't state when the parents began working with Singer, but they
appear to have felt a sense of urgency on April 22, 2016, when they took part in a
standard component of prep-school college counseling: the family meeting with a
college counselor during spring of junior year. “We just met with [Olivia’s] college
counselor this am,” Giannulli wrote in an email to Singer. “I'd like to maybe sit
with you after your session with the girls as I have some concerns and want to fully

understand the game plan ... as it relates to [her] and getting her into a school

other than ASU!”

Mentioning Arizona State University to the private-school parents of a freshman is
the equivalent of throwing a flash-bang grenade; it won't kill anyone, but it will sure
as hell get their attention. But mention it to the parents of a second-semester

junior, and you’re no longer issuing warnings. ASU is the unconditional surrender.

“If you want [U]SC,” Singer replies, “I have the game plan ready to go into

motion.”

But the college counselor at the girls” high school had always doubted that the first
girl rowed crew; when the second one got into the same school for the same reason,

she realized that something suspicious was going on. She confronted the girl.
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The counselor was acting honorably. Loughlin and Giannulli—if the athdavit is to
be believed—were in the midst of a criminal operation. Yet instead of hanging his
head in shame, Giannulli apparently roared onto the high-school campus
apoplectic. Singer got a panicked email from his USC contact: “I just want to make
sure that, you know, I don't want the ... parents getting angry and creating any type
of disturbance at the school ... I just don’t want anybody going into ... [the
daughter’s high school] you know, yelling at counselors. That'll shut everything—
that’ll shut everything down.”

It’s hell on Earth for college counselors when people like this show up angry that
their kid didn’t get an acceptance from Williams. But to endure it because you've

gotten in the way of a giant scam? Hideous.

One way or another, the counselor was impelled—I would imagine by some

freaked out higher-up—to send the parents an email:

[ wanted to provide you with an update on the status of [your younger
daughter’s] admission offer to USC. First and foremost, they have no intention
of rescinding [her] admission and were surprised to hear that was even a
concern for you and your family. You can verify that with [the USC senior
assistant director of admissions] ... if you would like. I also shared with [the
USC senior assistant director of admission] that you had visited this morning

and affirmed for me that [your younger daughter] is truly a coxswain.

As Jerry Maguire said about being a sports agent, being a prep-school college
counselor is an “up-at-dawn, pride-swallowing siege.” But no work of fiction could
prepare these employees for the fact that there are now L.A. private-school parents
who are intent on maligning the guidance counselors who they have decided must
have been in on the scheme. The president of one school sent this email to parents:
“I want to emphasize that I have absolute confidence in the honesty of our deans,
the accuracy of the information they provide to colleges and their focus on personal
character in the guidance they provide our students.” Honesty of the deans? It’s the
dishonesty of the parents that’s the problem.

[ Bobbi Dempsey: They bribed college coaches. I collected cans for cash. |

ver since the scandal became public, two opinions have been widely expressed. The

first is that the schemes it revealed are not much different from the long-standing
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admissions preference for big donors, and the second is that these admissions

gained on fraudulent grounds have harmed underprivileged students. These

aren’t quite right. As off-putting as most of us find the role that big-ticket
fundraising plays in elite-college admissions, those monies go toward programs and
facilities that will benefit a wide number of students—new dormitories, new
libraries, enriched financial-aid funds are often the result of rich parents being
tapped for gifts at admissions time. But the Singer scheme benefits no one at all

except the individual students, and the people their parents paid off.

The argument that the scheme hurt disadvantaged applicants—or even just non-
rich applicants who needed financial aid to attend these stratospherically expensive
colleges—isn’t right either. Elite colleges pay deep attention to the issue of
enrollment management; the more elite the institution, the more likely it is to be
racially and socioeconomically diverse. This is in part because attaining this kind of
diversity has become a foundational goal of most admissions offices, and also
because the elite colleges have the money to make it happen. In 2017, Harvard
announced with great fanfare that it had enrolled its first class in which white

students were in the minority.

When I was a prep-school college counselor 25 years ago, I thought that whatever
madness was whirring through the minds of the parents was a blip of group
insanity that would soon abate. It has only gotten more and more extreme. Anyone
can understand a parent’s disappointment if he had thought for 17 years that his
child would go to Yale one day, only to learn that it’s not in the cards. But what
accounted for the intensity of emotion these parents expressed, their sense of a
profound loss, of rage at being robbed of what they believed was rightfully theirs?
They were experiencing the same response to a changing America that ultimately
brought Donald Trump to office: white displacement and a revised social contract.
The collapse of manufacturing jobs has been to poor whites what the elite college-
admissions crunch has been to wealthy ones: a smaller and smaller slice of pie for

people who were used to having the fattest piece of all.

In the recent past—the past in which this generation of parents grew up—a white
student from a professional-class or wealthy family who attended either a private
high school or a public one in a prosperous school district was all but assured
admission at a “good” college. It wasn’t necessarily going to be Harvard or Yale, but

it certainly might be Bowdoin or Northwestern. That was the way the system
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worked. But today, there’s a squeeze on those kids. The very strong but not
spectacular white student from a good high school is now trying to gain access to
an ever-shrinking pool of available spots at the top places. He’s not the inherently

attractive pI‘OSpCCt he once was.

These parents—many of them avowed Trump haters—are furious that what once
belonged to them has been taken away, and they are driven mad with the need to
reclaim it for their children. The changed admissions landscape at the elite colleges
is the aspect of American life that doesn’t feel right to them; it’s the lost thing, the
arcadia that disappeared so slowly they didn’t even realize it was happening until it
was gone. They can't believe it—they truly can’t believe it—when they realize that
even the colleges they had assumed would be their child’s back-up, emergency plan
probably won’t accept them. They pay thousands and thousands of dollars for
extended-time testing and private counselors; they scour lists of board members at
colleges, looking for any possible connections; they pay for enhancing summer
programs that only underscore their children’s privilege. And—as poor whites did
in the years leading up to 2016—they complain about it endlessly. At every parent
coffee, silent auction, dinner party, Clippers game, book club, and wine tasting,
someone is bitching about admissions. And some of these parents, it turns out,

haven’t just been bitching; some of them decided to go MAGA.

And so it was that at 5:59 on the morning of March 12 in the sacramentally
beautiful section of the Hollywood Hills called Outpost Estates, all was quiet, save
for the sounds of the natural world. In the mid-century modern house of a beloved
actress—a champion of progressive values, as is her husband—and two lovely
daughters, everyone slept. But at the strike of 6:00, there was the kind of unholy
pounding at the door that must have sounded more like an earthquake than a
visitor: FBI agents, guns drawn, there to apprehend ... Felicity Huffman? Felicity
“Congress is attempting to eviscerate women’s health care. Like many women across
America, | am outraged” Huffman? For the crime of ... paying to get her daughter
an extra 400 points on the SAT?

Down, down, down she went in the FBI car, in her handcuffs and athleisure, down
below Outpost, down below Lake Hollywood, down below the Dolby Theatre
where she had been so many times—in a beautiful gown, with her famous husband,
William H. Macy, beside her—to watch the Academy Awards, once as a nominee.

All the way down to—my God!—the downest place of all: Spring Street. 7he federal
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courthouse! This was where Donald Trump was supposed to go, not Felicity
Huffman. Cool your heels, defender of the downtrodden: There is no rushing
through all this—the mug shot, the phone call, the hearing. And this can’t even be
grist for the mill of a new devotion to the plight of American mass incarceration.
You're now Exhibit A of law enforcement finally treating rich, white Americans as

unsparingly as it treats poor, black ones.

All she wanted was an even playing field for her rich, white daughter! All she
wanted was a few hundred SAT points so the girl didn't get lost in the madness that
has made college admissions so stressful, so insane, so broken, so unfair. “We're
talking about Georgetown,” Macy informed Singer about their hopes for their
younger daughter. Fortunately for them, and for the younger daughter—and
possibly for Georgetown itself—they had not employed him to work on this goal
before the indictments were handed down. Fortunately for Macy (who seems to
have taken a modified Parent B position), only Huffman has been indicted in the

scheme.

Huffman, like all of the other indicted parents, was expressing an attitude I first
encountered not in the great books, but in the Charlie Brown Christmas special,
when Sally dictates her endless list of toys to Charlie. “All I want is what I have

coming to me,” she tells him; “all I want is my fair share.”

X This story has been updated to clarify the nature of the accommodations provided for standardized testing.

We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write

to letters@theatlantic.com.
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David French, “American Racism: We’ve Got So Very Far to Go” (The Dispatch, 7 June 2020)

need not only for constitutional constraints on police actions
but also for public accountability.

This is when | began to learn about conservative political correctness.
If politically correct progressives are often guilty of over-racializing
American public discourse, and they are, politically correct
conservatives commit the opposite sin—and they filter out or angrily
reject all the information that contradicts their thesis.

For example, if you're a conservative, you're likely quite aware that
the Obama Department of Justice decisively debunked the “hands-up,
don’t-shoot” narrative of the Michael Brown shooting in Ferguson,
Missouri. You're less likely to remember that there was a second
Ferguson report, one that found Ferguson’s police department was
focused on raising revenue more than increasing public safety, and it
used its poor, disproportionately black citizens as virtual ATMs,
raising money through traffic stops, citations, and even arrest
warrants. It painted a shocking picture of abuse of power.

If you're a conservative, you may well be aware of the research
cataloged by Heather Mac Donald rebutting claims of systemic racial
bias in fatal police shootings. You may be less aware of the recent
New York Times report indicating that African Americans make up 19
percent of the population of Minneapolis, 9 percent of the police force
and an incredible 58 percent of subjects of police use of force.

But again, I hear the objection in my head, the sentiment of good
friends and thoughtful people—*"If racism is this bad, and if the
experiences of black Americans are this negative, why don’t | ever see
it?”

Let’s perform a thought experiment (I did this on our Dispatch Live
event this week, so | apologize to readers who've already heard it.)
Let’s optimistically imagine that only one out of 10 white Americans
Is actually racist. Let’s also recognize that—especially in educated
quarters of white America—racism is condemned and stigmatized. If
this is the reality, when will you ever hear racist sentiments in your
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daily life? The vast majority of people you encounter aren’t racist, and
the minority who are will remain silent lest they lose social standing.

But imagine you're African American. That means 10 percent of the
white people you encounter are going to hate you or think less of you
because of the color of your skin. You don’t know in advance who
they are or how they’ll react to you, but they’ll be present enough to
be at best a persistent source of pain and at worst a source of actual
danger. So you know you’ll be pulled over more, and in some of those
encounters the officer will be strangely hostile. The store clerk
sometimes follows you when you shop. A demeaning comment will
taint an otherwise-benign conversation. Your white friends described
in the paragraph above may never see these things, but it's an
inescapable part of the fabric of your life.

This is how we live in a world where a white person can say of
racism, “Where is it?” and a black person can say, “How can you not
see?”

So now I sit in a different place. But where do | stand? | believe the
following things to be true:

1. Slavery was legal and defended morally and (ultimately) militarily
from 1619 to 1865.

2. After slavery, racial discrimination was lawful and defended
morally (and often violently) from 1865 to 1964.

3. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 did not end illegal discrimination or
racism, it mainly gave black Americans the legal tools to fight back
against legal injustices.

4. Itis unreasonable to believe that social structures and cultural
attitudes that were constructed over a period of 345 years will
disappear in 56.

5. Moreover, the consequences of 345 years of legal and cultural
discrimination, are going to be dire, deep-seated, complex, and
extraordinarily difficult to comprehensively ameliorate.
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It's hard even to begin to describe all the ramifications of 345 years of
legalized oppression and 56 years of contentious change, but we can
say two things at once—yes, we have made great strides (and we
should acknowledge that fact and remember the men and women
who made it possible), but the central and salient consideration of
American racial politics shouldn’t center around pride in how far
we’ve come, but in humble realization of how much farther we have
to go.

Moreover, taking the next steps down that road will have to mean
shedding our partisan baggage. It means acknowledging and
understanding that the person who is wrong on abortion and health
care may be right about police brutality. It means being less outraged
at a knee on football turf than at a knee on a man’s neck. And it means
declaring that even though we may not agree on everything about
race and American life, we can agree on some things, and we can
unite where we agree.

For example, here’s a thought—you don’t have to be a critical race
theorist, agree with arguments about implicit bias, or buy into the
radical social platform of Black Lives Matter to reach consensus on
some changes that can make a difference. I'll call this tweet, from my
progressive friend at Vox, Jane Coaston, the “Coaston plan,” and |
endorse each prong:

aJane Coaston @cjane87

@germanrlopez_1. End qualified immunity. 2. Curtail the power of police
unions And here’s the toughest one: 3. We probably need fewer laws, in

general.
June 2nd 2020

2,720 Retweets8,338 Likes

A journey of a thousand miles continues step-by-step, and you don’t
have to agree on the entire travel plan to put the next foot forward.
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Oh, and as we do it, be better than me. Remember, | had to change
where | sat before | could change where | stood. If you first change
where you stand, then the next generation will sit in a very different
and better place.

One last thing ...

We’ve seen too many images of violence from this week’s protests.
We’ve seen police violence. We've seen riots. We haven’t seen enough
moments like the short clip below. It comes from one of my favorite
cities (Memphis), it's my favorite hymn, and it touched my soul:
https://youtu.be/VUAIET7BuuU.
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America, Say My Name

By Viet Thanh Nguyen » March 9, 2019 * The New York Times online
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LOS ANGELES — What’s your
name? Mine is Viet Thanh Nguyen,
although I was born in Vietnam as
Nguyen Thanh Viet. Whichever way
you arrange my hame, it is not a
typical American name. Growing up
in the United States, I was
encouraged by generations of

American tradition to believe that it Ik LLc *ELLO

was normal, desirable and practical
to adopt an American first name, and
even to change one’s surname to an
American one.

Of course, that raises the question — what exactly is an American name?

When my Vietnamese parents became American citizens, they took the pragmatic route
and changed their names to Joseph and Linda. My adolescent self was shocked. Were
these the same people who had told me, repeatedly, that I was “100 percent
Vietnamese?”

They asked me if I wanted to change my name. There was good reason for me to change
my name, for throughout my childhood my classmates had teased me by asking if my
last name was Nam. As in “Viet Nam.” Get it? The autocorrect function on the iPhone
certainly thinks so, as I still sometimes get messages — from friends — addressed to Viet
Nam.

I tried on various names. I did not want anything too typical, like my Catholic baptismal
name, Joseph. Or Joe. Or Joey. I wanted something just a little bit different, like me.
How about — Troy?

It didn’t work. That name, or any of the other contenders, seemed alien to me. My
parents’ constant reminder that I was 100 percent Vietnamese had worked its magic. I
felt some kind of psychic connection to Vietnam, the country where I was born but that I
remembered not at all, having left at age 4. This psychic tie was ironic, because my
fellow Vietnamese refugees in San Jose, Calif., of the 1980s — who never called



themselves Americans — would describe me as completely Americanized. A whitewash.
A banana, yellow on the outside, white on the inside.

If I were indeed a banana, many other Americans probably just saw the yellow part and
not the soft whiteness inside. The dilemma of being caught in between opposing
cultures was hardly new and has not gone away, but it was still difficult for me and
everyone else who has had to experience it.

I was hardly reassured when I went on a field trip to the Defense Language Institute in
Monterey and a pleasant young white American soldier, dressed in Vietnamese garb and
fluent in Vietnamese, translated my Vietnamese name into a kind of American
equivalent: Bruce Smith.

The Smith part was a good translation, as Nguyen is the most common Vietnamese
surname, inherited from a royal dynasty. In Australia, where many of the refugees went,
Nguyen is among the most common surnames. I wonder if the Australians have figured
out how to pronounce my name in all of its tonal beauty. In the United States, most
Vietnamese-Americans, tired of explaining, simply tell other Americans to say the name
as “Win,” leading to many puns about win-win situations.

As for Bruce, I think George might have been more accurate. Viet is the name of the
people, and George is the father of the country. Or maybe America itself should be my
first name, after Amerigo Vespucci, the cartographer whose first name — Americus in
Latin — has become a part of all our American identities.

Or maybe, instead of contorting myself through translation — which comes from the
Latin word meaning to “carry across,” as my parents carried me across the Pacific — I
should simply be Viet.

That, in the end, was the choice I made. Not to change. Not to translate. Not, in this one
instance, to adapt to America. It was true that I was born in Vietnam but made in
America. Or remade. But even if I had already become an American by the time I took
my oath of citizenship, I refused to take this step of changing my name.

Instead, I knew intuitively what I would one day know explicitly: that I would make
Americans say my name. I felt, intuitively, that changing my name was a betrayal, as the
act of translation itself carries within it the potential for betrayal, of getting things
wrong, deliberately or otherwise. A betrayal of my parents, even if they had left it open
to me to change my name; a betrayal of being Vietnamese, even if many Vietnamese
people were ambivalent about me. A betrayal, ultimately, of me.

I render no judgment on people who change their names. We all make and remake our
own selves. But neither should there be judgment on people who do not change their
names, who insist on being themselves, even if their names induce dyslexia on the part
of some Americans. My surname is consistently misspelled as Ngyuen or Nyugen — even
in publications that publish me.


https://www.buzzfeed.com/gisellenguyen/ng-weir-en

In Starbucks and other coffee shops, my first name is often misspelled by the barista as
Biet or Diet. I have been tempted to adopt a Starbucks name, as my friend Thuy Vo
Dang puts it, to make my life easier. Hers was Tina. Mine was Joe. I said it once to a
barista and was instantly ashamed of myself.

Never did I do that again. I wanted everyone to hear the barista say my name. Publicly
claiming a name is one small way to take what is private, what might be shameful or
embarrassing, and change its meaning. We begin at some place like Starbucks, which is
itself an unusual name, derived from a character in “Moby Dick,” itself an unusual
name. Starbucks and Moby Dick are a part of the American lexicon and mythology. So
can all of our names, no matter their origins, be a part of this country. All we have to do
is proudly and publicly assert them.

Recently I visited Phillips Exeter Academy, a once all-white institution founded in 1781
whose population is now about 20 percent Asian. In front of the entire student body, a
student described how he dreaded introducing himself when he was growing up and
made up nicknames for himself so that he would not have to explain his name’s
pronunciation. He asked me what I would say to people struggling to hold on to their
names.

“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Yaseen,” he said.

I told him that his name was beautiful, that his parents gave it to him out of love. I told
him about the name I gave my son, Ellison, whom I named after the novelist Ralph
Waldo Ellison, who was named after Ralph Waldo Emerson. I claimed for my son an
American genealogy that was also an African-American genealogy that, through me and
my son, would also be a Vietnamese-American genealogy. Ellison Nguyen, a name that
compressed all of our painful, aspirational history as a country.

America, too, is a name. A name that citizens and residents of the United States have
taken for themselves, a name that is mythical or maligned around the world, a name
that causes endless frustration for all those other Americans, from North to South, from
Canada to Chile, who are not a part of the United States. A complicated name, as all
names are, if we trace them back far enough.

Yaseen. Ellison. Viet. Nguyen. All American names, if we want them to be. All of them a
reminder that we change these United States of America one name at a time.

Viet Thanh Nguyen, a contributing opinion writer, is the author, most recently, of “The
Refugees” and the editor of “The Displaced: Refugee Writers on Refugee Lives.” He teaches
English at the University of Southern California.

A version of this article appears in print on March 10, 2019, on Page SR9 of the New York
edition with the headline: America, Say My Name.
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