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This book presents the author's analysis and opinions based on publicly available information, documented business practices, and industry observations. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, some company details and timelines may have changed since publication. The examples cited represent patterns observed across industries rather than comprehensive assessments of individual companies. Readers should conduct their own research before making business or investment decisions. The author has no financial interest in promoting or disparaging any specific companies mentioned. Views expressed are solely those of the author and do not constitute financial, legal, or business advice.
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A Note to the Reader
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Something is being done to this country. I want to be clear about that before anything else. Not something that happened. Something that is happening now, deliberately, by identifiable actors, with identifiable goals. This book is my account of what it is, who is doing it, and what it is going to cost us if we do not name it clearly enough to fight it.

America has a real history. Parts of that history are genuinely shameful. I am not here to pretend otherwise. Slavery happened. The dispossession of indigenous peoples happened. Jim Crow happened. The failures are real and they belong in any honest account of what this country is. I am not disputing any of that.

What I am disputing is the operation that uses those real failures to build something different: a permanent indictment. Not a reckoning, which names what went wrong and points toward repair. An indictment, which names what went wrong and declares the whole project irredeemable. That operation is not honest history. It is a weapon. And it is being used against the country my grandfather nearly died for.

Some of the people running this operation believe what they are saying. Others know exactly what they are doing. The foreign governments funding and amplifying it know exactly what they are doing. I am not interested in sorting out who is naive and who is cynical. I am interested in documenting what the operation is, how it works, and what it has already produced.

If you love this country and want to understand what is being done to it, this is your book. If you have concluded that America is simply evil, this book will not help you. The evidence does not support that conclusion, and I am not going to pretend it does.
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Preface
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My grandfather spent three and a half years in a Japanese prisoner of war camp. He was Navy. He survived things that I will not describe here because he described them himself, in his own words, in a memoir I helped him publish called Behind the Wire. When I ask myself why I wrote this book, that memoir is part of the answer.

He would talk about what happened to him. That was not the problem. The problem was that nobody wanted to listen. Not because they didn't care about him. They cared. The problem was that the story made them uncomfortable, and after a while people get tired of being uncomfortable, and so the man who had survived three and a half years in a camp sat with his stories mostly in silence, and I was the one who listened, and eventually I was the one who helped him get the words onto a page where they could not be ignored.

What he survived, he survived for a specific reason. Not an abstract one. A concrete one. He believed the country he was fighting for was worth fighting for. That belief was not naive. He knew what America was. He had grown up in it and understood its failures and its contradictions. He was not blind. He knew the country he was fighting for was not perfect. He believed it was the best thing going on this earth, and that what it represented was worth his life if it came to that. None of that changed his conclusion about whether it was worth three and a half years in a camp. He came home, he lived his life, and he died believing the same thing he believed when he shipped out.

I grew up in California. I no longer live there. Those two sentences tell you something about the last thirty years. The California I grew up in and the California that exists now are not the same place in any way that matters beyond the geography. What happened to it is not a mystery. It is, in fact, the subject of this book. The most populated state in the country became, over the course of my lifetime, one of the clearest examples of what happens when the institutions responsible for transmitting a national story stop believing the story is worth transmitting.

I have watched this process from different angles across several decades. I watched it as a young man in California when it was mostly confined to universities and certain neighborhoods in certain cities. I watched it accelerate in the 1990s when the academic framework started showing up in newspapers and television. I watched the brief interruption of September 11, 2001, when the country remembered for a moment what it was and what it was capable of, and then I watched the memory of that day fade and the process resume with more momentum than before. In the last ten years, with social media providing both a distribution system and a measurement tool, the process has become impossible to look away from.

Every day the news is full of stories about America being a bad country. Stories about its founding, its history, its military, its symbols, its institutions. Some of those stories contain real facts about real failures. Some of them are doing something else entirely. This book is about how to tell the difference, who built the machinery that makes the difference hard to see, and what it costs when a country loses the capacity to tell its own story honestly.

My grandfather's story is honest. It includes things that are hard to read. It does not conclude that the country he served was not worth serving. He came home and built a life here and he believed, until the end, that this place was worth what he paid for it.

I am angry about what is being done to that story. Not sad. Angry. There is a difference. Sad is what you feel when something is over. Anger is what you feel when something is still happening and you can still do something about it.

This book is what I can do about it.

Richard Lowe

Florida, 2026
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Introduction: The Story That Replaces the Country
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I grew up in California and I live in Florida now. The distance between those two places, as an American experience, is larger than the geography suggests. In California, in the cities I knew, the default attitude toward American identity has shifted in my lifetime from something taken for granted to something contested to something many people treat as a source of embarrassment. In Florida, at least in the communities I move through, the flag on the front porch still means what it used to mean. The veteran who served is still someone the neighborhood knows and respects. The story of what America is and what it has been worth, while not uncritical, is still a story people are willing to tell.

I notice the difference every day. It is not a political observation. It is a civic one. The California I left had communities where the basic architecture of American shared identity had been so thoroughly dismantled, in the schools, in the media, in the professional culture, that the people living there could not agree on what they were part of. The Florida I live in has not been immune to the process this book documents, but it has resisted more of it, and the resistance is visible in how people talk about themselves and their country.

That difference between places is what this book is about at the ground level. The argument is national and in some ways international. But the thing the argument produces, at the level where it touches people's lives, is the difference between a community that believes it is part of something worth belonging to and a community that has been taught it is not.

Every nation runs on a story. Not a myth in the sense of something false, but a narrative that tells its people who they are, where they came from, what they stand for, and why any of it matters. The story does not have to be flattering. It does not have to omit the failures. What it has to do is hold together. It has to give people a reason to participate in the collective project, to pay taxes and obey laws and raise children who will do the same, and, when necessary, to put on a uniform and go somewhere dangerous on behalf of people they have never met.

Remove that story and you do not get citizens. You get residents. People who are physically present in a geography but who have no particular stake in whether the institutions that organize that geography survive. That distinction matters in peacetime. It is decisive in a crisis.

The United States has been running, for several decades now, a large and well-funded operation to replace its story. The operation was not planned by a single actor, does not have a central director, and does not require coordination between its many participants. What it has instead is convergence. Academic frameworks developed by people with genuine intellectual ambitions. Political movements with genuine grievances. Media institutions that adopted those frameworks and those grievances and made them the default lens through which American public life is interpreted. Foreign adversaries who recognized in all of this a weapon that American institutions were building for them, and who applied their own resources to making it sharper.

Let me tell you the new story. The one being taught in the schools and assumed in the newsroom and enforced in the corporate training program. America was founded in sin, slavery and stolen land, and that sin is structural, baked into every institution, every outcome. The founding ideals were a cover story for power, not a genuine aspiration. The military is a machine of empire. Religion is a tool of control. Capitalism is exploitation with a flag on it. Individual achievement is a myth or a function of privilege. The flag means the dead, not the dream. The anthem is a provocation.

This is the story being taught to American children. Right now. In schools their parents pay taxes to fund.

This book is about that replacement. Not about whether America deserves criticism, because it does. Every country does. This book is about the specific operation by which criticism of genuine failures became a totalized narrative of irredeemable evil. Who built that narrative. Who funds it. Who amplifies it. What it produces when it reaches the people who are supposed to believe that what they are part of is worth something.

Reckoning and Villainization Are Not the Same Thing

The most important distinction in this book is between reckoning and villainization. They look similar from the outside. Both involve naming failures. Both make people uncomfortable. Both encounter resistance from people who would rather not examine difficult history. But they are aimed at different targets and produce different outcomes.

Reckoning says: this is what happened, this is why it happened, this is the damage it did, and this is what repair looks like. Reckoning is the process by which Germany confronted what it did between 1933 and 1945. It is painful and necessary and it produces something on the other side: a society that has genuinely processed its worst chapter and built something better on the other side of it.

Villainization says: this is what happened, and it proves what this country is at its core, and no amount of change can alter that fundamental nature, and anyone who defends any aspect of what was built here is either naive or complicit. Villainization does not aim at repair. It aims at indictment. And indictment is not a process with an end. It is a permanent condition that forecloses the possibility of the thing being indicted ever being worth defending.

The distinction matters because the two operations produce entirely different citizens. Reckoning produces people who understand their country's failures, work to address them, and maintain the belief that the project is worth continuing. Villainization produces people who have been taught that the project is not worth continuing. And a country full of people who do not believe the project is worth continuing is a country that cannot defend itself.

Every chapter will return to that distinction, because the conflation of the two is the primary defense mechanism of the villainization operation. Call it villainization and the response is always: how dare you, we are just telling the truth about history. That response works as long as nobody draws the line between honest truth-telling and strategic indictment. This book draws the line.

The Convergence

No single actor built the villainization of America. That is the first thing to understand and the most important. This is not a story about a conspiracy. It is a story about convergence, about independent forces that developed for entirely different reasons, arrived at similar conclusions about what America's story should be, and amplified each other's effects without coordination.

The academic frameworks came first, developed by genuine scholars with genuine intellectual programs, most of them working in good faith on real problems of race, gender, and power. The critical theory that arrived from Europe, the Black radical tradition that engaged with American history from the perspective of those who had been excluded from its promises, the feminist theory that named real structures of inequality. None of these traditions were invented by foreign actors. None of them required Soviet direction. All of them produced insights worth taking seriously.

What happened to them in the American university system is what this book documents. They were extended, systematized, institutionalized, and eventually deployed in ways that went far beyond their original intellectual purposes. The specific threads that were most useful for producing a totalized indictment of America were pulled out and amplified. The threads that pointed toward repair and continuation were allowed to atrophy. The result, by the 1990s and 2000s, was an academic apparatus that produced not scholars who understood American failures and worked toward American improvement, but scholars who had concluded that the American project itself was the problem.

The media absorbed those scholars. The corporations hired those graduates. The political movements found in those frameworks a vocabulary for mobilization that proved extraordinarily effective. And throughout all of it, beginning in the 1960s with Soviet active measures and continuing through the Internet Research Agency's social media operations documented in the Senate Intelligence Committee reports, foreign adversaries identified the villainization narrative as a weapon worth funding and amplifying.

They did not build it. They did not need to. They needed only to recognize what it was doing and put their thumb on the scale.

They just had to find it and push.

What This Book Is

A veteran who cannot explain to his son why he served. An immigrant whose grandchildren have been taught to pity her for choosing America. A nun who runs a food pantry while the foundations that could fund her require data reports her clients cannot read. These people are in this book. So is the data that describes what produced them.

What this book is not is an argument that America should be immune from criticism. Every country should be criticized when it fails to live up to its own stated ideals. America fails at that regularly and the failures should be named and addressed. What this book argues is that naming failures for the purpose of producing repair is a different operation from naming failures to produce indictment. The first is patriotism at its best. The second is, at minimum, useful to America's enemies, and, at maximum, something considerably worse.

Before proceeding, this book owes its strongest critics an honest hearing. The most serious version of the opposing argument is not that the villainization of America is good. It is that the history of how American institutions were built and maintained IS the history of racial exclusion, not a detour from the founding ideals but a feature of how those ideals were implemented, and that fully documenting that history is itself a form of patriotism. This argument has serious scholars behind it. It is not the same as saying America is evil. It is saying that you cannot honestly transmit the founding ideals without transmitting the full story of how those ideals were withheld from specific people for specific reasons across specific decades. On this point, the serious version of the opposing argument is correct.

History of exclusion belongs in the account. This book does not dispute that. What this book disputes is the extension of that accurate historical claim into the further claim that the founding ideals themselves were fraudulent, that the institutions built on them are not worth improving, and that anyone who defends any aspect of what was built here is defending the exclusion rather than the ideal. That extension does not follow from the historical evidence. The evidence shows a country that has consistently, if imperfectly, expanded the application of its founding ideals to groups previously excluded from them. That expansion is itself the story. The villainization framework cannot account for it because accounting for it would complicate the indictment.

The story of America is not over. It is being contested, right now, in the curriculum and the newsroom and the training room and the social media feed. This book is one account of what that contest looks like and who is winning it.

The people who want America to believe it is evil are counting on Americans not noticing what they are doing until it is too late to matter. This book is for the people who have noticed.
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Part One: The Targets
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What the operation decided to call evil, and why those specific targets.
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Chapter 1: The Founding

[image: ]




I have been reading about the rewriting of American history on social media for years now. Not looking for it. It finds me. The cumulative weight of it is what finally got my attention, not any single story or post. Any single one I could dismiss. The aggregate is harder to dismiss. Story after story, week after week, the same basic message delivered in a hundred different forms: the founding was a fraud, the founders were criminals, the ideals were cover stories, the institutions they built were instruments of oppression dressed up in the language of liberty.

There is honest history and there is this. The people doing the rewriting will tell you they are the same thing. They are not. This chapter shows the difference, and I want to name that plainly before the documentation begins, because the conflation is deliberate. Calling it honest history is how it gets into the classrooms.

The other thing I noticed, and this one cuts deeper than the rest, is what happened to September 11.

I watched it live. I was watching television when the second plane hit and I understood immediately what it was and I sat there and I cried. Not performance. Not shock. Grief. The grief you feel when something you love is attacked. That is what I felt. I was not alone in feeling it. The country felt it together, for a few weeks, in a way I had never seen before and have not seen since. The flags everywhere. Strangers talking to each other. A shared understanding that something had been done to us, to all of us, as Americans, and that we were going to face it together.

That feeling did not last. Within a few years it was gone, replaced first by argument about the response to the attacks and then, as the decade passed, by something I find genuinely hard to describe without getting angry. A revisionist account of what the attacks meant. Who was really responsible. What America had done to deserve them.

Deserve them.

Young people today are being taught a version of September 11 in which the attacks were a response to American foreign policy, American arrogance, American imperial violence. The people who jumped from the towers are background. The framework is foreground. The unity of those first days, which was one of the most human things I have ever witnessed, has been processed into embarrassment by the people who are responsible for transmitting this country's story to the next generation. I watched that shift happen in the media I consumed and I have not forgotten it, and I am not willing to pretend it did not happen.

In 1619, a ship arrived off the coast of Virginia carrying enslaved Africans. That fact is historical. It is documented. It belongs in any honest account of American history. The people on that ship were human beings treated as property, and what was done to them and to the generations that followed them was one of the great crimes in the history of the Western world.

The 1619 Project was responding to something real, and that deserves acknowledgment before the argument begins. For most of the twentieth century, the standard American history curriculum underrepresented the experience and contributions of Black Americans, treated slavery as a regrettable footnote rather than a central institution of the antebellum economy, and glossed over the systematic violence of Jim Crow and its long aftermath. Those were genuine failures of American history education, and the effort to correct them was legitimate. The question this chapter examines is not whether the history of slavery and its legacy belongs at the center of American history education. It does. The question is whether correcting a failure of inclusion requires replacing the entire story with a different one, and whether the replacement story the 1619 Project offered was historically accurate. On both counts, the answer is no.

In 2019, the New York Times Magazine launched a project built on that fact. The 1619 Project proposed to reframe American history entirely around the date of that ship's arrival, arguing that the American founding should be understood not as 1776 but as 1619, that the Revolution was fought primarily to preserve slavery, that the defining features of American democracy are traceable not to the ideals of the Enlightenment but to the institution of slavery and its aftermath. The original landing page stated: the project aims to reframe the country's history, understanding 1619 as our true founding. That phrase, true founding, was quietly removed from the website without announcement or correction after the controversy began.

The project was not a work of scholarship. It was a work of advocacy dressed in the clothes of scholarship. The central factual claim of the lead essay, that protecting slavery was a primary reason colonists fought the American Revolution, was challenged in December 2019 by five of the most distinguished historians in the country: Gordon Wood of Brown, James McPherson of Princeton, Sean Wilentz of Princeton, Victoria Bynum of Texas State, and James Oakes of the City University of New York. All five had spent combined careers of more than 250 years studying precisely the period the essay addressed. Their letter to the Times stated that the essay evinced a displacement of historical understanding by ideology and called the Revolution claim astounding, adding that every statement offered by the project to validate it is false. The Times' editor-in-chief refused to issue corrections.

What followed the refusal is worth documenting precisely. Leslie Harris, a Northwestern historian who had been hired by the Times as a fact-checker for the lead essay, wrote in Politico in March 2020 that she had vigorously warned the Times against the Revolution claim. Despite my advice, the Times published the incorrect statement anyway. That same month the Times issued what it called a clarification, not a correction, changing the language to say that protecting slavery was a primary motivation for some of the colonists. The Pulitzer Center had by this point distributed the 1619 Project curriculum to more than 4,500 classrooms. The curriculum was not recalled when the central claim was walked back.

In 2023, historian James Oakes published a detailed essay in Jacobin, a left-wing publication, documenting that the project had botched the history of the slave economy, misconstrued the origins of Northern economic development, erased the history of antislavery, and rendered emancipation irrelevant. His critique received a fraction of the coverage the original project received.

What the 1619 Project represents is not the arrival of honest history in American education. Honest history was already there. The teaching of slavery and its legacy in American schools had been improving for decades before 2019. By the 1990s, state history standards in most states required substantial treatment of slavery and its legacy. The College Board's 1992 AP United States History framework already centered slavery as a foundational institution. The Library of Congress had been producing primary source collections for classroom use since the 1980s. Textbooks used widely in American high schools by 2010 included chapters on slavery, the failure of Reconstruction, and the civil rights movement that would not have appeared in textbooks twenty years earlier. The improvement was real and documented.

What the 1619 Project represents is the arrival of a specific claim: that the totality of American history is best understood as the working out of the original sin of 1619. That the ideals of the founding were not genuine aspirations but cover stories. That the institutions built on those ideals are therefore not imperfect achievements worth improving but fraudulent constructions worth dismantling.

Howard Zinn and the Long Preparation

The 1619 Project did not arrive in a vacuum. It arrived at the end of a forty-year effort to replace the standard account of American history with what its architects called a people's history, meaning a history told from the perspective of those who had been excluded, exploited, or oppressed by American institutions.

Howard Zinn's A People's History of the United States was the foundational text, published in 1980. Zinn was a historian and activist who had spent his career arguing that conventional American history was a story told by and for the powerful. His book offered an alternative: a history in which Columbus was not an explorer but a slaver, in which the founding fathers were not visionaries but property owners protecting their interests, in which American military history was not a record of defense and sacrifice but of imperial violence.

The book was not a work of balanced scholarship. Zinn said so himself. He acknowledged that he had chosen his evidence to support a thesis and that his thesis was that the American project had been, from its inception, a mechanism of oppression. He was not trying to add complexity to American history. He was trying to replace one story with another.

A People's History sold more than three million copies and became, over the following four decades, one of the most assigned texts in American high schools and colleges. A generation of teachers, journalists, documentary filmmakers, and politicians were educated in a framework in which American history is understood primarily through the lens of who it victimized. That framework, applied consistently over decades, produces a specific kind of citizen: someone who understands American failures with precision and American achievements with skepticism, who can recite the crimes of the founding with accuracy and the ideals of the founding with irony.

Three million copies. Forty years in classrooms. That is not a footnote.

That is not balanced history. Balanced history holds the crimes and the ideals in the same frame and asks what kind of people are capable of both. Zinn's history, and the 1619 Project that followed it, do not ask that question. They answer it in advance: the kind of people who produce this much suffering are not the kind of people whose institutions deserve continuation.

The New Narrative's Own Distortions

The replacement narrative contains an irony that its architects have not grappled with. In correcting one distortion of history, it introduced another one at least as serious. The old American historical narrative erased or minimized the complexity of pre-Columbian Native American life and the full dimensions of what European expansion did to indigenous peoples. Those were genuine failures of honest history. The replacement narrative responded by producing a counter-myth: that pre-contact Native American societies were peaceful, harmonious, and different in kind from the European societies that encountered them. That counter-myth is not history. It is a different kind of propaganda.

The archaeological and anthropological record of pre-Columbian North America documents something far more complex than the counter-myth allows. Lawrence Keeley's War Before Civilization, published in 1996 and based on the archaeological evidence from sites across the world including North America, concluded that tribal warfare was on average twenty times more deadly as a proportion of population than twentieth-century warfare, and that among the indigenous peoples of the Americas, only thirteen percent did not engage in war with their neighbors at least once per year. The Crow Creek site in present-day South Dakota, dated to 1325 AD, contains the remains of 486 people, men, women, and children, an entire town's population, in a mass grave, the bodies showing marks of scalping and mutilation.

Villages throughout the Great Plains were fortified with ditch and palisade defenses, structures requiring enormous communal labor that no community builds without genuine threat of attack. The Iroquois Confederation and the Huron Confederacy, which the replacement narrative often presents as models of indigenous democratic governance, were created precisely to manage the fratricidal inter-tribal wars that had been devastating their societies for generations. Warfare was not something that arrived with Europeans. It was woven into the fabric of pre-Columbian American life.

The evidence for cannibalism in pre-Columbian North America is equally documented and has been equally unwelcome in the environment the replacement narrative created. In 2000, researchers published findings in the journal Nature from the Cowboy Wash site in southwestern Colorado, an ancestral Puebloan location dated to around 1150 AD. The site contained the butchered and cooked remains of seven people, adults, an adolescent, and young children. A coprolite, fossilized human excrement found in a fire pit at the site, tested positive for human myoglobin, a protein found only in skeletal and cardiac muscle cells and not present in the digestive tract. Its presence in the fecal matter meant that someone had consumed human flesh. This was the first direct biochemical evidence of cannibalism at any North American archaeological site, and it was not isolated.

Researchers had already identified more than forty Southwestern sites with human bones showing the same distinctive marks of butchering and cooking. A subsequent excavation in Durango, Colorado uncovered fifteen thousand bone fragments from approximately thirty-five people at a Puebloan site dated to around 800 AD, with the same evidence of cutting, defleshing, and cooking. The Aztec practice of ritual human sacrifice followed by cannibalism is not seriously disputed by mainstream historians of Mesoamerica; the only debate is about its scale.

The Xiximes people of northern Mexico, whose cannibalism the Mexican National Institute of Anthropology and History dismissed as myth as recently as 2008, had that practice confirmed by the institute's own archaeologists in 2011 when excavations produced bones with unmistakable evidence of butchering, defleshing, and cooking. The Karankawa of Texas, the Anasazi of the Southwest, and multiple other groups across the continent left behind physical evidence of practices that the replacement narrative has no framework for.

None of this means that indigenous people were uniquely violent or morally inferior to Europeans. That is precisely the point. They were people. They had warfare because human societies have warfare. Some of them had practices that later generations, including their own descendants, regard as horrific, because human societies throughout history have had practices that later generations regard as horrific. European societies had warfare, torture, human sacrifice in various forms, and practices fully as brutal as anything documented in the pre-Columbian Americas. The comparison is not between noble savages and violent Europeans, or between violent savages and civilized Europeans. The comparison is between two groups of people, both complex, both capable of extraordinary achievement and extraordinary cruelty, who encountered each other under conditions that produced catastrophic outcomes for one of them.
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