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“Mary Grabar has done America a great service in her vitally important new book. She exposes the malicious fiction and nefarious motives behind the New York Times’ 1619 Project. In doing so, she tells the unvarnished truth about a fundamentally decent country, the United States of America.”


—Dennis Prager, nationally syndicated radio talk show host, founder of PragerU, and author of ten books, most recently The Rational Passover Haggadah


“Mary Grabar, who dissected the Howard Zinn charade, takes her sharpened scalpel to The 1619 Project. This is a book that should be read by every parent and every student concerned about the future of our nation.”


—Donald T. Critchlow, Katzin Family Foundation Professor of History at Arizona State University


“The 1619 Project rightly is criticized for distorting history to suit an ideological agenda. It claims that slavery—not freedom—defines American history. By examining the history of slavery in America, Mary Grabar illuminates the tragedy of slavery against the opposition it encountered from the principles and ideals that inspire the nation. Americans both black and white have revered these principles from colonial times to now. Debunking The 1619 Project is a fine and learned book and should be read by all.”


—Larry Arnn, president of Hillsdale College


“With The 1619 Project, the New York Times unleashed a feverous malady of ingratitude and self-loathing upon the American body politic. Mary Grabar’s Debunking The 1619 Project is just the shot of historical truth the doctor ordered. The 1619 Project’s purpose is to reframe American history, making slavery a uniquely American institution, denying that the American founding was hostile to slavery, insisting that historic American heroes such as Thomas Jefferson were hypocritical or deluded, and concluding that America itself has been morally corrupt from the beginning. Mary Grabar’s Debunking The 1619 Project examines every significant contention of The 1619 Project and shows that they are all mistaken, egregiously mistaken. This is the book America needs now.”


—Kevin R. C. Gutzman, author of Thomas Jefferson—Revolutionary and The Politically Incorrect Guide to the Constitution


“Mary Grabar’s Debunking The 1619 Project is a vital read in a nation where the pseudohistory of The 1619 Project is granted Pulitzers. True history requires coming to grips with ugly facts, but it also requires acknowledging America’s unique greatness. Grabar’s defense of true history is indispensable.”


—Ben Shapiro, host of The Ben Shapiro Show and founding editor of The Daily Wire













[image: Debunking the 1619 Project, by Mary Grabar, Regnery History]










For Eugene D. Genovese (1930–2012), in gratitude for all you left us










CHAPTER 1 “The 1619 Riots”



By the summer of 2020, concerns about racism had reached a level of hysteria. While the vast majority of Americans believe in equal rights under the law and are opposed to racial discrimination, academics and activists often inappropriately obsess about race. In the summer of 2020, that obsession had gone far beyond the classroom or academic conference. It had entered Americans’ everyday lives, and seemingly 24/7. No longer could Americans be assured that they would be able to enjoy a meal at a restaurant without a mob’s screaming “Black Lives Matter!”—or even get there without encountering a roadblock of protesters. Americans bought books in an effort to learn How to Be an Antiracist, as the title of Ibram X. Kendi’s book promised to teach. For those in denial that they needed to be taught not to be a racist, there was White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo. Both books’ sales soared.1 Self-flagellation was conducted not only on a psychological level but literally, as young white American men in chains and with whip marks on their backs were led by black men in a role-reversed “slave demonstration” in Charleston.2 In Maryland, hundreds of white people obediently repeated after a black leader the vow not to “allow racism, anti-blackism or violence.”3


America was terrible, and white Americans—all of them—were responsible. That was the prevailing new sentiment.4 White Americans themselves were accepting it as creed that racism was in their “DNA,” that all were guilty of the “original sin” of slavery, and that its effects were still all around, in everyday life, in the way innocent black men were hunted down by police in modern-day versions of slave patrols, in medical science that still used African Americans as guinea pigs, in polluted and unsafe minority neighborhoods, in African Americans’ over-consumption of sugar, and so on.


These injustices went back to the nation’s founding, it was charged. Furthermore, that very founding was a sham. America was not really founded in 1776, with our Declaration of Independence, but in 1619. That was “our nation’s true founding,”5 the date when America began—as a “slavocracy.”6


The year 1619 had jumped into American consciousness the previous summer. Before then most Americans would not have been able to name, much less recognize, its significance.


That had changed in August 2019. From that point, vandals began adding “1619” to the graffiti being sprayed on statues.7


What had caused the shift? A special issue of the New York Times Magazine commemorating the four hundredth anniversary of what many take to be the beginning of slavery in the colonies and then the United States. But it was much more than a commemoration. Commemorations of the event appearing in other outlets attracted very little notice.


The special August 18, 2019, issue of the New York Times Magazine was called “The 1619 Project.”8 It was a “Project,” indeed. It took a bold step beyond where even the most “woke” historians and educators had gone. It turned American history upside down and replaced America’s origin date, and, with it, the American identity. As the original online version at the New York Times website said, the year 1619




was when a ship arrived at Point Comfort in the British [sic]9 colony of Virginia, bearing a cargo of 20 to 30 enslaved Africans. Their arrival inaugurated a barbaric system of chattel slavery that would last for the next 250 years. This is sometimes referred to as the country’s original sin, but it is more than that: It is the country’s very origin.


Out of slavery—and the anti-black racism it required—grew nearly everything that has truly made America exceptional.… The goal of The 1619 Project is to reframe American history by considering what it would mean to regard 1619 as our nation’s true founding.10





It inspired a raging debate that continues to this day and shows no sign of abating—and that is dividing Americans more by the day.


The 1619 Project helped inspire the hatred that fueled the riots that would rage throughout 2020. Rioters, in a Taliban-like fury, tore down and defaced any and all traditional representations of American history. Indeed, Charles Kesler, a professor of government at Claremont McKenna College and the editor of the Claremont Review of Books, dubbed that mob violence “the 1619 riots.”11 And Nikole Hannah-Jones, the New York Times Magazine reporter “from whose mind the project sprang,” agreed.12 In a tweet, Hannah-Jones proudly embraced the “1619 riots” label as an “honor.”13 In a public radio interview she explained, “I think [The 1619 Project] has allowed many Americans, particularly white Americans, to connect the dots they weren’t connecting before,” namely between “police violence and inequality.”14 And, as she insisted in a CBSN interview, the destruction of property is not really violence. “Violence is when an agent of the state kneels on a man’s neck until all of the life is leached out of his body,” she said, referring to the death of George Floyd.15 Hannah-Jones had nothing to say about the twenty-five or more individuals, black and white, who had been killed in the riots.16



2020: The Summer of Woke


The presentation of distorted American history is bound to have an impact. The vilification of our country erupted into riots in the summer of 2020, ostensibly in reaction to the deaths of African Americans at the hands of white police.17 The violence began, several weeks into an unprecedented lockdown due to a pandemic, after the May 25 death in Minneapolis of George Floyd, an African American man, agitated and under the influence of drugs, who was held down in a knee restraint by a white police officer. In Atlanta, on June 12, after an intoxicated Rayshard Brooks resisted arrest and shot at officers with a taser he took from one of them, he was shot dead. The Wendy’s restaurant where he had fallen asleep in his car in the drive-thru lane, prompting the call for police, was subsequently burned down.18 Footage of a naked, handcuffed Daniel Prude from a snowy night in March in Rochester, New York, released in early September,19 led to rioting and rampages through restaurants by Black Lives Matter protesters.20 The anger over the March 13 shooting of Breonna Taylor was revived. Over a three-month period from May 24 to August 22, 2020, almost 570 violent demonstrations took place in 220 locations across the country. The two weeks of rioting across twenty states following the death of George Floyd produced upwards of $2 billion in damages.21 As we have seen, at least twenty-five Americans were killed.22


The 2020 protests differed from the BLM-instigated riots over the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014. In 2020, the destruction went beyond businesses to icons of American history, including Thomas Jefferson. The targets—unlike those of earlier years, notably in 2017 in Charlottesville—were not just Confederates, but slave owners and nineteenth- and twentieth-century figures deemed to be racists, including Abraham Lincoln, Union officers, and Ronald Reagan. In their rage, rioters even attacked monuments to black Union soldiers and abolitionists, as well as a saint, the Virgin Mary, a pioneer mother, and an elk.23


And the rioters were not just the usual troublemakers, purposeless young men of the “underprivileged” class. In fact, it sometimes seemed that the majority were from a multiracial group of college-educated young adults. Many were white “woke” millennials, part of a new left-wing cohort. They were the “only demographic group in America to display a pro-outgroup bias,” that is, a preference for “other racial and ethnic communities above their own.”24 They seemed to be taking the new version of American history—the damning picture of our country as a “slavocracy”—to the streets. They took their anger out on monuments and statues—climbing atop them, hitting them with axes, blowtorching them, setting them on fire, beheading them, spray-painting them, pulling them down with ropes—in a frenzy of rage that led to the death of at least one young person when the statue-toppling went wrong.25


A statue of Thomas Jefferson outside a Portland, Oregon, high school was pulled down with bungee cords and stray wires. On the empty base were spray-painted the words “slave owner.” It was one of “at least 150 statues and memorials that had been torn down or removed for safekeeping by local authorities in the aftermath of the May 25 death of George Floyd,” the Washington Post reported on July 7. Hofstra University student Rosario Navalta, who back in 2018 had begun a campaign to remove a statue of Jefferson on her campus, expressed the prevailing view. She told a reporter that there was “no point” in keeping statues of slaveholding founding fathers. “All they do is remind everybody of the history of the United States and its role in perpetuating white supremacy and the institutionalization of anti-blackness.” The statue was moved by the administration from its position in front of the student center to a less prominent place across the street.26


In Decatur, Georgia, a statue of Jefferson seated on a park bench in front of the old courthouse, pensively holding a pen above a portable writing table, was removed for safekeeping on June 19, 2020, by the private citizen who had donated it. A neighborhood news site featured a photograph of a young woman holding a sign that read, “Thomas Jefferson: Child Rapist & Slaveholder / her name was Sally Hemings.” The article claimed that Jefferson had “raped one of his slaves, Sally Hemings,” and that she “gave birth to six of his children.” It linked to the Monticello website, which authoritatively states that “Thomas Jefferson fathered at least six of Sally Hemings’s children,” but follows with a lengthy recount of the controversies that put the claim under serious question.27


In the summer of 2020, Washington, D.C., mayor Muriel Bowser had “Black Lives Matter” painted in huge letters on Sixteenth Street, which leads to the White House, and named a commission to look into renaming “dozens of structures in the nation’s capital, including federal monuments and buildings in addition to local public schools.” Denver public schools took up the issue, too. In December, the Falls Church, Virginia, school board unanimously decided to rename Thomas Jefferson Elementary School and George Mason High School. The reason given to reporters was that both men had owned slaves.28 Among the forty-four schools slated to be renamed in San Francisco in January 2021 was Jefferson Elementary (and those named after George Washington and Abraham Lincoln).29 Fortunately, after an outcry from parents the board rescinded its decision on April 6, 2021.30 Still, a year after the riots, school districts around the nation are facing demands to change school names and in the process wipe away chunks of local and national history.31


A petition drive inspired by the 2020 riots is circulating to change the names of three high schools in Montgomery, Alabama, because of the namesakes’ “ties” to the Confederacy: Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, and Sidney Lanier32—the last a long-admired poet and composer who fought for the Confederacy. In Hampton, Virginia, a community college and elementary school named after the tenth president of the United States, John Tyler, are set to be renamed.33 Would anyone give a hearing to the late, great scholar of slavery, Eugene Genovese, who told the American Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies in 1993, “The slaveholders, however great their crimes against black people, mounted the first and only serious native-born critique of the totalitarian tendencies that have run wild in our century”? The practice of dividing persons into demons and saints excludes the possibility of learning about the good our forebears did,34 whether in leaving us songs or a government that has made America the freest and most prosperous nation in the world for the last two-plus centuries.


The mania extended to the corporate world. A new movement, unprecedented in scope, began in the summer of 2020. Companies succumbed to pressure of the slogan “White silence is violence.” Employees were fired for the slightest infractions against the reigning idea that a national “conversation” needed to take place about race. Purges took place all around, even for anodyne social media posts or jokes. Even Mount Rushmore became a topic of speculation for the next teardown when it was learned that President Trump would deliver a speech there on the eve of the Fourth of July. His visit inspired condemnation of the “four presidents carved forever into the granite”—including, of course, Jefferson—as symbolic of the “fundamental brutality” of “Western [e]xpansion.” The great-granddaughter of the sculptor objected to Jefferson for owning slaves and accused him of “genocide.” She charged President Trump with “foment[ing] division” simply by virtue of giving the speech, which actually called on Americans to unite in honoring their heritage.35 The National Guard was called in as protesters blocked the access road prior to Trump’s arrival.36


“A Republic, If You Can Keep It”


In September of 2020, when President Donald Trump appointed a “1776 Commission” to create a patriotic and more accurate curriculum to serve as a corrective to the America-bashing 1619 Project, Nikole Hannah-Jones accused the commission of “conservative cynicism,” called the retired Vanderbilt professor named as its vice chair “crazy,” and retweeted an article by Ashton Pittman characterizing the initiative as “an effort to revive the widespread whitewashing of American history.”37 That article, on the Mississippi Free Press website, also criticized the appointment of outgoing Mississippi governor Phil Bryant to the committee38—less than two weeks after another article at the same site had put incoming Mississippi governor Tate Reeves’s Patriotic Education Fund “in the playbook of totalitarian leaders,” who want a resurgence of “white supremacy.”39


Pittman’s article panned the Constitution Day White House conference at which President Trump had announced his “patriotic education” agenda, in answer “specifically to the 1619 Project and also to the late historian Howard Zinn’s ‘A People’s History of the United States,’ ” which, according to Pittman, “teaches history from a diverse, bottom-up perspective focused on workers, activists, grassroots organizers and everyday people—rather than from the vantage point of typically white, male leaders.” Pittman was repeating Zinn’s and the publisher’s own promotional material.40 The title of Pittman’s article—“Trump Taps Ex-Gov. Bryant for ‘1776’ Effort to Keep History Friendly to White ‘Heroes’ ”—accurately describes his race-baiting attack on Trump: Pittman takes care to blame Trump for celebrating white heroes while studiously ignoring the fact that Trump had also mentioned many black heroes.41


In a January 2021 Martin Luther King Jr. Lecture at the Georgia Institute of Technology, Hannah-Jones was still denouncing the 1776 Commission (which, at that point, with Biden’s inauguration less than a week away, was sure to be disbanded shortly) and claiming that The 1619 Project, a “story through the lens of slavery,” was essential to understanding current events: “1776 will not explain what happened in the Capitol [on January 6, 2021],” she said, “but 1619 will.”42


Denny McCabe, whose claim to fame is that he was one of Hannah-Jones’s teachers in high school, also attacked President Trump’s 1776 Commission and advocated the teaching of The 1619 Project. He also opposed the suggestion that Iowa schools forbid the use of Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States and The 1619 Project. In an exchange with newspaper columnist Jacob Hall, McCabe described America as “exceptionally fragile when it comes to learning an unvarnished history of ourselves”: “We are exceptionally and blissfully ignorant when it comes to acknowledging the astonishing amount of white privilege we’ve accumulated. We are exceptionally resistant when alternate versions of our story such as The 1619 Project conflict with our cherished mythologies.”43


But the real problem with The 1619 Project is not that it is in conflict with “our cherished mythologies.” It’s that, as this book will lay out in detail, The Project is in conflict with the historical facts and the actual truth about America—which, yes, we do cherish, if we have any gratitude for our lives of unexampled freedom and prosperity, and any hope to see those blessings continue into the future. Such concerns would seem to be far from the minds of The 1619 Project’s creators and promoters, judging by their continuing willingness to foment shame and hatred for America, racial division and hostility, and even violence—as copious evidence, beginning with Nikole Hannah-Jones’s unapologetic celebration of the “1619 riots,” amply demonstrates. The 1619 Project is a mortal danger to the American experiment in self-government. If we want to keep the Republic, then the task at hand—for those Americans who still share that hope, and that gratitude—is to face and defeat the threat. We must understand The 1619 Project: its divisive aims and its dishonest methods, its sweeping historical misjudgments and its blatant errors of fact. And we must drive its lies and its poisonous race-baiting out of our public institutions, beginning with the official curricula of our schools. It is in furtherance of that endeavor that this book is offered to the American public.










CHAPTER 2 The Project Is Launched



The cover of the August 18, 2019, issue of the New York Times Magazine was adorned with a photograph of a blackish, foreboding ocean captioned by these words: “In August of 1619, a ship appeared on this horizon, near Point Comfort, a coastal port in the British colony of Virginia. It carried more than 20 enslaved Africans, who were sold to the colonists. America was not yet America, but this was the moment it began. No aspect of the country that would be formed here has been untouched by the 250 years of slavery that followed. On the 400th anniversary of this fateful moment, it is finally time to tell our story truthfully.”1


What greeted the reader once he turned past an advertisement for a new, highly revisionist Broadway production of To Kill a Mockingbird was a reiteration of the initial message, boldly announced in giant white type.2 The number 1619 took up two-thirds of the vertical space against a black background. An introduction by New York Times Magazine editor Jake Silverstein appeared beneath the giant “1619” in the same white print, but much smaller: “It is not a year that most Americans know as a notable date in our country’s history. Those who do are at most a tiny fraction of those who can tell you that 1776 is the year of our nation’s birth.”


A confusingly worded promise followed. Readers would be allowed in on a historical secret. The bombshell: “What if, however, we were to tell you that this fact, which is taught in our schools and unanimously celebrated every Fourth of July, is wrong, and that the country’s true birth date, the moment that its defining contradictions first came into the world, was in late August of 1619?”3 Not only was the birthdate of America changed. The founders’ “self-evident” truths, “unalienable rights,” and appeal to “the Supreme Judge of the world” were reduced to—in Marxist jargon—“defining contradictions.”


The Times claimed that the exact date of this new birthing, unlike the traditional Independence Day, has “been lost to history,” but has “come to be observed on Aug. 20.” On—or at least around—that date “a ship arrived at Point Comfort in the British colony of Virginia, bearing a cargo of 20 to 30 enslaved Africans. Their arrival inaugurated a barbaric system of chattel slavery that would last for the next 250 years. This is sometimes referred to as the country’s original sin, but it is more than that: It is the country’s very origin.”4


Instead of the “nation conceived in Liberty,” in the words of the Gettysburg Address, the transformationalists at the New York Times now insisted that Lincoln’s “last best hope of earth” was conceived in bondage, because “nearly everything that has truly made America exceptional” grew “[o]ut of slavery—and the anti-black racism it required.”5 Understanding American exceptionalism means recognizing not only such traditional markers as America’s “economic might,” “industrial power,” “electoral system,” and “the example it sets for the world as a land of freedom and equality,” but also its “diet and popular music, the inequities of its public health and education, its astonishing penchant for violence, its income inequality… its slang, its legal system and the endemic racial fears and hatreds that continue to plague it to this day.” The “seeds” for American exceptionalism were “planted” “long before our official birth date, in 1776, when the men known as our founders formally declared independence from Britain.” According to The 1619 Project, what would become the United States in 1776 derived from an obscure event 150 years earlier, whose precise details remain shrouded to this day in uncertainty.


The announced “goal” of The 1619 Project goes beyond the standard claims of a historian who has unearthed new evidence to illumine darkened corners of the past. Indeed, The Project promised to do nothing less than “reframe American history” by “plac[ing] the consequences of slavery and the contributions of black Americans at the very center of the story we tell ourselves about who we are as a country.” The country’s identity—America’s birthdate, exceptionalism, founders (demoted to “men known as our founders”), in fact, everything that defines “who we are”—is upended and made ready for jettisoning.


No doubt anticipating that the claims of The 1619 Project would likely be met with incredulity, the editor addressed the reader directly: “Perhaps you need some persuading.”6 Indeed.


Americans have been celebrating the Fourth of July for nearly 250 years—lately perhaps with less than unequivocal gusto, because of the fact that slavery has been playing a larger and larger role in school lessons and media. But to replace 1776 with 1619 would still be unthinkable for many. Just a month before the publication of The 1619 Project, Americans had celebrated the civic holiday as they had for centuries, with parades, picnics, and fireworks—the annual “recollections” Thomas Jefferson had hoped for in his dying days. Indeed, Fourth of July parades continue to be a distinguishing feature of Americana, with small towns like the one where I live, Clinton, New York, featuring a parade with tractors; tow trucks; high school bands; a children’s bicycle contingent; local officials; “Hutch” the lawn service business owner tossing candy from his riding lawnmower to children decked out in red, white, and blue—and the pride of the village, volunteer fire department trucks in which some lucky little boy may get to ride.7


The participating children could have been read books checked out from the library in preparation for the exciting day. “It’s America’s birthday— / Happy Fourth of July! / On this star-spangled holiday / We’ll wave our flags high!” begins one featuring a father eagle and eaglet.8 Reprinted older books tell a simplified story about the founding and feature Thomas Jefferson writing the Declaration.9 Publishers are careful to present a diverse cast of characters. In one 2019 Newbery Medal–winner, featuring a boy tagged by his dog as he excitedly participates in the parade, dancing in front of the gazebo, picnics, and the singing of the “Star-Spangled Banner” in front of the band shell in the town park when all stand and the “whole park is silent and still,” the main character is white, but his best friend is black, as is his neighbor Sally, who surprises him with her singing at the talent show.10


It is not only conservatives who wear red, white, and blue on the Fourth. I’ve observed Democrats—candidates, officials, and members—marching in the parade and walked past their homes swathed in red, white, and blue bunting. In July 2019, who would have questioned a holiday that has been celebrated since 1777, through wars and depression, in the East and West, North and South?11


The proposed 1619 replacement founding date provides little reason for celebration. The Project’s ten essays explore the many grim “aspects of contemporary American life, from mass incarceration to rush-hour traffic,” that “have their roots,” as editor Jake Silverstein’s introduction states, “in slavery and its aftermath.” The origins of these “familiar” phenomena, it is promised, will be revealed in the essays. Additionally, “17 literary works” will “bring to life key moments in African-American history.” The introduction offers what has become known as a “trigger warning”: “A word of warning: There is gruesome material in these pages, material that readers will find disturbing.” Mind you, not “may finding disturbing”—as warnings tell us before we click on videos of murders and brutal attacks—but “will find disturbing.” Will it be more disturbing than what most adults see in the news? The editors think so, and they think you should too: “That is, unfortunately, as it must be. American history cannot be told truthfully without a clear vision of how inhuman and immoral the treatment of black Americans has been. By acknowledging this shameful history, by trying hard to understand its powerful influence on the present, perhaps we can prepare ourselves for a more just future.”


Sprawled across the next two pages is a table of contents (here called an “Index”) above a “Literary Timeline” of the historical events prompting the creative works; “The 1619 Project Continues,” describing related materials in “a special section” in the newspaper “on the history of slavery, made in partnership with the Smithsonian,” an article in the Sports section, the launch of an audio series, and a “partnership” with the Pulitzer Center to bring The 1619 Project curriculum to students; and “Behind the Cover,” explaining the cover photograph of “the water off the coast of Hampton, Va., at the site where the first enslaved Africans were recorded being brought to Britain’s [sic] North American colonies”—to bring a sense of “grandeur” to the disembarkation of the Africans.


Turning the page, one sees a collection of photos of the contributors, almost all black12 and purposely chosen by race, as the editor’s introduction admits, describing the literary works as “all original compositions by contemporary black writers who were asked to choose events on a timeline of the past 400 years. The poetry and fiction they created is arranged chronologically throughout the issue, and each work is introduced by the history to which the author is responding.”


The photographs show the contributors, all professionals with enviable positions in media and academia, looking aggrieved. No one smiles. The Howard University Law School students shown towards the end of the issue have similar expressions, reinforced by an upward camera angle. They were chosen for the fact that they can trace their ancestry to slaves.


Out of a total thirty-four contributors, only four are historians—Khalil Gibran Muhammad, Kevin M. Kruse, Anne C. Bailey, and Tiya Miles—and none of them is recognized as a leading expert in the history of slavery.13 All four historians do advocacy scholarship, and the latter two, who devote some of their scholarship to slavery, wrote only short pieces for The 1619 Project. Indeed, Bailey, who teaches at Binghamton University, contributed only an extended caption for a photograph. Miles’s academic focus is in “conjoined Black and Native histories” and “nineteenth-century women’s struggles.” There is a scattering of academics in other fields, such as law, English, medical science, and Africana studies, but the overwhelming majority of the thirty-four contributors are not scholars; they are journalists (most associated with the New York Times) and creative types, poets, novelists, artists, and photographers.14 Hannah-Jones, on staff of the New York Times, “covers racial injustice” for the magazine.15


The Project has a didactic feel. After all, as the introductory material proudly informs the reader, it was to be shipped to schools upon launch. The introduction is hardly inviting to the sophisticated reader. From the outset, it is insinuated that the skeptic who does not accept the history-shattering claims will fail the implied litmus test of compassion for slaves and their descendants. For a project that is intended to overturn over two hundred years of traditional history, it has little of the scaffolding of scholarship. The essays are not in the Montaignian tradition of assaying topics and inviting readers to consider a new perspective. The statement that the literary works will “bring to life key moments in African-American history” seems presumptuous to an adult reader, redolent of a textbook sales pitch or instructions within a textbook for the hapless student.


But the college student or recent graduate educated under the Common Core standards in place since the Obama administration is probably used to having songs and poetry infused into lessons about history, and to reading history or other “informational texts” in English class. With the breakdown of the disciplines under Common Core, the lines between fiction and nonfiction have been blurred. Similarly, under Common Core, interpretations matter more than facts, personal stories more than established history, and acceptance of diversity more than reason and logic.16 To such readers, the inclusion of poems written to order in a document that purports to be making a serious case for correcting errors in our understanding of history may not seem too odd. Serious historians, though, did find The 1619 Project odd—and, as we shall see in chapters 3–8 below, very wrong, not just in its emphases, but in its facts.


A Very Different “Idea of America”


Prominent historians have objected to The 1619 Project’s numerous mistakes and misrepresentations of fact, as we shall see in detail below, and also to the fundamental historical misjudgment on which the entire project is built: the misrepresentation of the United States as “inhuman and immoral,” a regime indelibly stained by the “original sin” of slavery. This is the claim of Nikole Hannah-Jones in The 1619 Project’s lead inaugural essay, which also proclaims that “[a]nti-black racism runs in the very DNA of this country.” The title of that essay in the “Index” of the print magazine and in the list of links to the essays in the online version is “The Idea of America.” But the first sentence of the longer callout on the first page of the essay itself makes clear just what Hannah-Jones’s idea of America is: “Our founding ideals of liberty and equality were false when they were written.” And so, she charges in the body of the essay, “black Americans, simply by existing, served as a problematic reminder of this nation’s failings. White America dealt with this inconvenience by constructing a savagely enforced system of racial apartheid that excluded black people almost entirely from mainstream American life—a system so grotesque that Nazi Germany would later take inspiration from it for its own racist policies.”17 What a word bomb! Hannah-Jones equates racial segregation (and only segregation in the United States) with Nazi genocide and concentration camps, with the jarring and anachronistic word “apartheid” thrown in.18 There were no Nuremberg trials in the United States, and “white America” is afflicted with “endemic racism that we still cannot purge from this nation to this day.” Alas, white Americans continue to believe that “black people” are “a slave race.”19


Hannah-Jones’s statements are treated as the pronouncements of a veritable genius—in the hushed words of the editor’s introduction to The 1619 Project—“from whose mind this project sprang.”20 Thus it is fitting that the opening of her essay is printed in huge letters (in the original print version) that proclaim, “Our founding ideals of liberty and equality were false when they were written. Black Americans fought to make them true. Without this struggle, America would have no democracy at all.”


Hannah-Jones begins her essay with a personal story about her father, whom she recalls as a patriot who lovingly cared for the American flag and raised it on the appropriate occasions. Seeking a way to advance in a discriminatory society, he had joined the military in 1962, at age seventeen. But he was “passed over for opportunities” and “discharged under murky circumstances,” left to eke out an existence with “service” jobs.21 Thus the essay opens in a bitter tone, informed by the author’s racial identity22 and employing a common method of critical race theory: presenting history through “personal narratives.”23


Hannah-Jones then recounts the history of her father’s family, from what she inappropriately calls an “apartheid state”—a part of Mississippi that had the dubious distinction of having the most lynchings of blacks in the state—to Iowa, where her grandmother moved only to face Jim Crow again, though a de facto version of it. Generation after generation, her family had learned that hard work does not pay. So she could not understand why her father would fly the flag of a country that “refused to treat us as full citizens.” It “felt like a marker of his degradation.” But of late, she writes, she has come to understand what he knew: “that our people’s contributions to building the richest and most powerful nation in the world were indelible, that the United States simply would not exist without us.”


From that claim—that begins reasonably with the “indelible” “contributions” of black Americans but ends with the preposterous exaggeration that “the United States simply would not exist” without African Americans—Hannah-Jones segues into a re-creation of the 1619 arrival of the first cargo of Africans to what would become the United States. This landing preceded the arrival of the Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock by a year, she notes, and the decision by the English colonists “to form their own country” by 157 years. This timeline introduces the idea that the Africans were here first. The “Jamestown colonists bought 20 to 30 enslaved Africans from English pirates.” These “pirates” [sic], she says, “had stolen them from a Portuguese slave ship that had forcibly taken them from what is now the country of Angola.” They were “among the 12.5 million Africans who would be kidnapped” and brought in chains across the Atlantic Ocean, with 400,000 of them “sold into America,” where they built the wealth of the nation—and taught Americans what democracy is.


These 400,000 Africans and their descendants “transformed the lands to which they’d been brought.” The list of their accomplishments that follows is intended to convey the idea that all the prosperity of America from 1619 onwards was created by slaves. To wit:




Through backbreaking labor, they cleared the land across the Southeast. They taught the colonists to grow rice. They grew and picked the cotton that at the height of slavery was the nation’s most valuable commodity.… They built the plantations of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.… They laid the foundations of the White House and the Capitol, even placing with their unfree hands the Statue of Freedom atop the Capitol dome. They lugged the heavy wooden tracks of the railroads that crisscrossed the South and that helped take the cotton they picked to the Northern textile mills, fueling the Industrial Revolution. They built vast fortunes for white people North and South.…24





The rhetorical device of anaphora—the repetition of “they” at the beginning of sentence after sentence—helps to create the impression that slaves are responsible for everything that made America prosperous. Other groups receive no credit, or even mention—except as the undeserving villains who profited from slave labor. There is at least one glaring error of fact here: the assertion that the hands that put the “Statue of Freedom atop the Capitol dome” were “unfree.” One slave, Philip Reid, a skilled foundry worker, is known to have worked on the statue. But the installation of the statue took place in late 1863, with the final piece placed on top of the Capitol Dome on December 2, 1863. President Lincoln had signed the Compensated Emancipation Act on April 16, 1862, abolishing slavery in the District of Columbia, and by then Reid was a free man.25


The description of how white wealth was acquired from the “stolen labor” of slaves continues: “the second-richest man in the nation was a Rhode Island ‘slave trader.’ ” America’s war debts were paid off and “some of our most prestigious universities” were financed with the ill-gotten gains. Wall Street would not be “a thriving banking, insurance and trading sector” and New York City would not have become “the financial capital of the world” without the “relentless buying, selling, insuring and financing of [slaves’] bodies and the products of their labor.”


Not only did the “bondage” of slaves make America wealthy, but “[b]lack Americans have also been, and continue to be, foundational to the idea of American freedom. More than any other group in this country’s history, we have served, generation after generation, in an overlooked but vital role: It is we who have been the perfecters of this democracy.”26 Move aside, founders—or, rather, “the men known as our founders,” to use editor Jake Silverstein’s characterization.27 “The United States is a nation founded on both an ideal and a lie,” according to Hannah-Jones, because “the white men who drafted [the] words [in the Declaration of Independence] did not believe them to be true for the hundreds of thousands of black people in their midst.” In contrast, “black Americans believed fervently in the American creed. Through centuries of black resistance and protest, we have helped the country live up to its founding ideals,” thus acting as “perfecters.” Then, confusing republican government and democracy, she writes, “Without the idealistic, strenuous and patriotic efforts of black Americans, our democracy today would most likely look very different—it might not be a democracy at all.”


Returning to her strategy of listing “firsts,” Hannah-Jones says that Crispus Attucks, “a fugitive from slavery” (whose actual identity remains murky), “gave his life for a new nation in which his own people would not enjoy the liberties laid out in the Declaration for another century.” In fact, the Declaration would not even be written until years later: Attucks died in the Boston Massacre of 1770—more than six years before the decision to declare independence had been made. But fuzzy timelines, identities, and causal factors are employed to advance the idea that “the year 1619 is as important to the American story as 1776” and that “black Americans, as much as those men cast in alabaster in the nation’s capital, are this nation’s true ‘founding fathers.’ ”28


Hannah-Jones heightens the contrast between the supposed “ ‘true’ founding fathers” she is celebrating and the previously recognized founding fathers she is damning by repeated references to Monticello as a “forced-labor camp,” one of the many that imprisoned “one-fifth of the population within the 13 colonies.” There the enslaved “struggled under a brutal system of slavery unlike anything that had existed in the world before”; slaves were not even “recognized as human beings” and had no legal rights.


She then proceeds to attack the character of Abraham Lincoln, presenting him as someone who heartlessly sought to banish black Americans through colonization. She lists the temporary successes of Reconstruction, with the election of blacks, and then the rise of Jim Crow in reaction. She highlights the horrible blinding of newly discharged World War II veteran Isaac Woodard, claiming that “[t]here was nothing unusual about Woodard’s horrific maiming.” Postwar, a “wave of systemic violence” included “hundreds of black veterans [who] were beaten, maimed, shot and lynched.” Hannah-Jones blames racial disparities in income, health, and imprisonment on the continuing racism of white people. When it comes to the civil rights movement of the 1960s, Hannah-Jones credits blacks alone for showing the way to perfecting democracy through such measures as the 1965 Immigration Act. African Americans are presented as leading the way morally in spite of their status as the most persecuted: “No one cherishes freedom more than those who have not had it. And to this day, black Americans, more than any other group, embrace the democratic ideals of a common good. We are the most likely to support programs like universal health care and a higher minimum wage, and to oppose programs that harm the most vulnerable.… [B]lack Americans suffer the most from violent crime, yet we are the most opposed to capital punishment. Our unemployment rate is nearly twice that of white Americans, yet we are still the most likely of all groups to say this nation should take in refugees.”


She then flashes back to “the teal eternity of the Atlantic Ocean” and the Middle Passage. A romanticized and utterly false view of slaves’ former lives in West Africa follows. “Just a few months earlier, they had families, and farms, and lives and dreams. They were free. They had names, of course, but their enslavers did not bother to record them.” In America they learned that “black equaled ‘slave.’ ” They were stripped of individuality and made into “property.” To this day, the effects of slavery persist: in styles of dress with “the extra flair,” created names, music that emerged from the sorrow songs—and poverty and crime. But it was “by virtue” of their “bondage” that blacks became the “most American of all.”29


Hannah-Jones’s essay introduces the themes of the other essays in The 1619 Project. These include one by Wesley Morris titled “American Popular Music”: “For centuries, black music, forged in bondage, has been the sound of complete artistic freedom. No wonder everybody is always stealing it.”30 (Talk about casting a pall even on happy, positive things.) Another essay, by Matthew Desmond, attempts to quantify the contribution of slave labor to American economic growth.31 The 1619 Project argues that the United States’ economic might rests upon the labor of slaves whose descendants still suffer discrimination in a racist America.


And yet, The 1619 Project also contends, through their long-suffering from oppression and exploitation by whites, black Americans have been the nation’s moral guides, advocating for “the common good” through signature programs of the Democratic Party such as universal health care. White Americans should listen and follow if they really believe in “democracy” (and racial equality). And black Americans need to be with the program.


“From Whose Mind This Project Sprang”


The Pulitzer Prize committee awarded Hannah-Jones its prize for commentary in 2020. And she has parlayed her authority and notoriety as the creator of The 1619 Project into further opportunities to push its racially divisive narrative of the American founding to its unfortunate logical conclusions. In the midst of rioting in July 2020, she told public radio station WBUR that The 1619 Project was helping “many Americans, particularly white Americans, to connect dots that they weren’t connecting before,” such as between “police violence and inequality.” She cast The 1619 Project as a corrective to history books that embody a “nationalistic agenda.” The “racial reckoning” that was emerging from the riots was helping to propel the movement for reparations,32 a movement she had endorsed in another article for the New York Times Magazine, which featured elaborate, interactive graphics with the title “What Is Owed” in the same kind of giant yellow letters as on the street marking Black Lives Matter Plaza in Washington, D.C. In that article she reprised points from the New York Times Magazine issue introducing The 1619 Project, but she also added “a disproportionate number of deaths from both Covid-19 and law enforcement” to the litany of reasons for reparations33—a cause she continues to promote.


During her presentation commemorating Martin Luther King Jr. at the Georgia Institute of Technology, where she was fawned over by the college president for the “landmark” 1619 Project, she called President Trump a “white nationalist president” and claimed that “[w]hat kills [universal health care]” is “anti-blackness.” In other words, white people oppose programs that benefit blacks out of racism, even when it goes against their own interests.


Her views are welcomed on cable news programs, especially MSNBC. On one segment she called for a “deprogramming” of Trump supporters, a “white labor force” that she claims is seeking to sustain its dominance.34 On January 17, 2021, she appeared with Yale University historian David Blight and Ronald Chernow, author of several celebrated history books, including the one that inspired the Broadway hit Hamilton. Blight and Chernow essentially served as props for Hannah-Jones, taking the bait from host Jonathan Capehart to “link [the] pro-Trump Capitol riot and historical White supremacist mobs,” as a Yahoo! headline reported.35 Hannah-Jones’s talking points on “white privilege” can be found in cartoons, as she herself acknowledged on the Oprah Winfrey Network, where she explained that those with “white privilege” can (analogically) swim faster because the current is with them.36


And Hannah-Jones is quite clearly profiting from the division she sows. She has soared to the top tier of “anti-racism” speakers. There she joins ranks with White Fragility author Robin DiAngelo, a white woman who was reported to have earned $12,750 for a talk at the University of Wisconsin in 2020. (That far exceeded her black co-panelist’s fee; DiAngelo charges up to $30,000 for a sixty- to ninety- minute speech).37 Hannah-Jones has become the go-to speaker at forums on diversity, at Martin Luther King Jr. holiday events, for Black History Month, and for annual symposia on civil rights history,38 typically charging $25,000 per performance, a fee that has risen from around $10,000 in the past year, as a review of contracts from public universities reveals. Between September 16, 2019, and February 19, 2021, Hannah-Jones made thirty-three appearances on college campuses, many remotely after the pandemic hit. That approximately one-every-two-weeks figure does not include numerous other appearances in education, political, and social justice forums. Such lucrative honors show no signs of abating and include an appointment to a chaired professorship of “Race and Investigative Journalism” at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill,39 honorary degrees,40 election to the American Academy of Arts and Science,41 and the publication by Penguin Random House of The 1619 Project: A New Origin Story and The 1619 Project: Born on the Water, a children’s book, set for November 2021.42 The University of North Carolina was denounced for giving her a five-year appointment rather than tenure.43


Meanwhile, The 1619 Project’s creator refused to reply to multiple invitations to engage in debate with scholars, doxed a reporter from a conservative outlet who had asked about her possible role in ousting a longtime white reporter at the Times (who had innocently repeated the N-word for clarification in a discussion with a student), and smeared critics of The 1619 Project with charges of racism or craziness.44


On December 22, 2020, Hannah-Jones went on Twitter to disparage the selection of Carol Swain, an African American woman who is a former professor of law and political science at Vanderbilt, as vice chair of President Trump’s 1776 Commission. The 1619 Project creator tweeted, “As Gov. Bryant joins Trump’s effort to revise history, he’s helping to revise the facts of current history as it unfolds in real time. Today he praised Carol Swain, the #1776 Black vice chair, as she called on God to help Trump stay in power. This, more than anything, speaks to the conservative cynicism of 1776 Project and the 1776 Commission. There ARE respected Black intellectuals and scholars who can make the conservative argument against 1619 without being crazy, and yet this is what they choose.” Hannah-Jones did not specify why she thought the former Vanderbilt University professor was “crazy.”45


Hannah-Jones’s claim that “[t]here ARE respected Black intellectuals and scholars who can make the conservative argument against 1619” rings hollow given her behavior vis-à-vis Glenn Loury, the economics professor who teaches, among other classes, “Race and Inequality in the United States” at Brown University. Loury signed a petition prepared by the National Association of Scholars to have Hannah-Jones’s Pulitzer Prize rescinded. An article about Hannah-Jones’s talk on the Brown campus reported her as saying that she was “deeply hurt” by this action of Loury, someone she allegedly respected but implied was a traitor to his race. She “couldn’t imagine signing on to a matter against another Black colleague.…”


In spite of her pretensions of consideration for colleagues, Hannah-Jones had failed to acknowledge the three invitations sent to her by the National Association of Scholars to participate in its events.46 Genuine academic collegiality requires the willingness both to engage in discussion using evidence and logic and to subject one’s work to peer review. Hannah-Jones instead follows a pattern of behavior familiar to conservative professors on college campuses. She calls those with different views “crazy,” ignores the critiques of experts in the field, and demands that her black critics remain silent. Instead of answering her critics in collegial discussions, Hannah-Jones chose to smear them in a very active Twitter campaign that featured links to race-baiting articles and her own pungent and tendentious comments (until she received criticism for posting the personal information of a reporter from the Washington Free Beacon, at which point she took a short hiatus).47 For example, she tweeted out her criticism of the September 17, 2020, White House Conference on American History, which announced the formation of the 1776 Commission, of having a panel with “not a single Black historian on it,” deeming this author, one of the panelists, racially suspect and ignoring the fact that the panel’s moderator was Ben Carson, the African American secretary of housing and urban development.48


Hannah-Jones has assiduously cultivated her public persona as she slams critics and promotes herself and her products. In some photographs she prominently wears a “1619” gold pin. Until recently, her Twitter account header featured “1776” crossed out and replaced with “1619.” Her Twitter bio identifies her as “Reporter @nytmag//Slanderous & nasty-minded mulattress//co-founder idabwellsociety.org//smart and thuggish//Creator #1619Project.”49 (Hannah-Jones has stated that she adopted the “mulattress” moniker from a contemporaneous description in the New York Times of Ida B. Wells, the famous journalist and anti-lynching activist.)50 The Ida B. Wells Society for Investigative Reporting, founded by Hannah-Jones, describes itself as “a news trade organization with a mission of increasing the ranks, retention and profile of reporters and editors of color in the field of investigative reporting.”51 Most of the reporting focuses on racial issues, Hannah-Jones’s career-long beat.


Hannah-Jones knows how to exploit the tensions between Americans outraged over having their tax dollars going to promote her material and the academics and activists on her side. When UNC–Chapel Hill changed the academic position from a tenured one to a five-year term for her, she posted on Twitter, “I’ve been staying off of here, but just know that I see you all and I am grateful.”52 The following day, during which protesters displayed their displeasure with the Board of Trustees at their meeting, she tweeted out, “I have been overwhelmed by all the support you have shown me.” Their protests had “fortified” her “spirit” and “resolve.” She reassured everyone she would be “OK,” and said that “this fight is bigger than me, and I will try my best not to let you down.”53


She knows how to parlay her identity into publicity. To reporters from friendly outlets, Hannah-Jones describes how she emphasizes her black identity. Sarah Ellison of the Washington Post noted, “Her hair is dyed firetruck red, her nails are long and acrylic, and she frequently wears a necklace that spells ‘Black girl magic’ in script.” In describing her uncertainties about fitting in at the New York Times when she was hired in 2015 after stints at Pro Publica and newspapers in Raleigh and Portland, Oregon, Hannah-Jones said, “This has been my conscious choice my entire career. I was not going to try to adapt my sense of style to mainstream expectations.”54


Hannah-Jones told Glamour magazine about getting ready to receive the Pulitzer Prize remotely, via Google Hangout, because of the pandemic. But she did not let the pandemic cramp her style. She explained, “I have my bright red hair. I put my lashes on. I got dressed, except I left on house slippers.…” As beauty magazines point out, such rituals serve a larger purpose. Hannah-Jones told the reporter, “I said, ‘This is for every black girl who’s been told she has to shrink herself or her blackness in order to succeed.’ ” Hannah-Jones received the typical beauty magazine plaudits for her style: “Hannah-Jones has been serious about skin care and makeup” since working at Macy’s selling cosmetics, “but her convictions about how products and fashion and even a solid eight hours of sleep each night might be used as tools of self-actualization are newer.” These “tools of self-actualization” include Bath and Body Works Teak Mahogany candles, a Clinique three-step moisturizing set, and High West and Four Roses Small Batch bourbon. Links for these and multiple other products are highlighted in the text. Hannah-Jones also expressed her gratitude to Ta-Nehisi Coates, a journalist well known for writing polemics about race and reparations, for reminding her about the importance of “self-care” in the midst of such labors.55 As she explained at the Georgia Institute of Technology event, the eight solid months writing The 1619 Project during her year’s leave for book-writing was the “most emotionally taxing work” she had ever done.56


Hannah-Jones’s Twitter name, Ida Bae Wells (“bae” is a current slang term for girlfriend or boyfriend),57 is accompanied by a photo of her in a diva-like pose. In response to the formation of the group 1776 Unites, the self-described “Beyoncé of journalism” tweeted out a picture of herself pointing “at her bottom row of gold teeth with her pinky, a dismissive… hip-hop gesture.”58


Teaching Hate


Despite Nikole Hannah-Jones’s decidedly non-academic style, her refusal to address serious critics in a serious manner, and her lack of credentials with any relationship to education (her master’s degree is in journalism, and she has never taught),59 her work is being taken very seriously by our education establishment. In spite of its gross flaws, The 1619 Project has entered more than 4,500 schools, where it is being integrated into classrooms beginning at the elementary level.


The Times distributed materials—such as a “Reading Guide” to Hannah-Jones’s inaugural 1619 Project essay that asks students to answer: “How has activism by black Americans throughout U.S. history led to policies that benefit all people living in the U.S.?”60—for the fall 2019 semester with the publication’s educational partner, the Pulitzer Center, a nonprofit funded by left-wing billionaire eBay founder Pierre Omidyar, whose Omidyar Network runs a program called “Reimagining Capitalism” and whose “team” includes Joelle Gamble, who has posted a photo of herself holding up a Black Lives Matter sign on Twitter. The elaborate coordination was no doubt helped by the fact that Sam Dolnick, assistant managing editor of the New York Times, sits on the board of directors of the Pulitzer Center (not affiliated with the Pulitzer Prize, which, as we have seen, Hannah-Jones won).61 Omidyar has donated $213 million mostly to left-wing causes, such as George Soros’s Open Society Foundations and the Tides Foundation, and with his wife has donated hundreds of thousands of dollars to Democratic candidates, including Hillary Clinton, and to the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. He has funded left-wing media sites, such as The Intercept.62 He gave $100,000 to the NeverTrump PAC. Another funder is the Facebook Journalism Project.63 These donations to the Pulitzer Center, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, are tax deductible.64 The New York Times, of course, is a for-profit company. But in a rare kind of business arrangement, the for-profit newspaper and its magazine enjoy the distribution and promotional services of the nonprofit Pulitzer Center. Taxpayers also support The 1619 Project by funding the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture. As the introductory material for The 1619 Project announced, the Smithsonian partnered with the magazine on producing a special section in the newspaper for the magazine. Inside this fifteen-page section was an explanation that its cover reproduced a “broadside, or public notice” advertising “a slave auction at the St. Louis Hotel in New Orleans on March 25, 1858.” The section featured photographs, including of slave artifacts from the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture; artwork; and a number of short articles about slavery.65


The justification for the entire 1619 Project came from another nonprofit, the corrupt Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), which claims to research and monitor hate groups. In 2017 it issued a survey purportedly revealing high levels of historical “illiteracy” about slavery. And on the day of the White House Conference on American History, September 17, 2020, it released a poll allegedly showing “overwhelming support for anti-racism education.” Even the New Yorker has described the SPLC as a “highly profitable scam” that is itself plagued by racial discrimination and sexual harassment charges.66 The SPLC selectively brands conservative groups as “hate” groups.67


The ink had barely dried on the magazine covers when the first two lesson plans, one dedicated to Hannah-Jones’s essay, were distributed. They reached more than 3,500 schools at the beginning of the 2019–2020 school year. The package of instructional materials includes The 1619 Project’s essays as well as lesson plans, exercises, “quizlet flashcards,” and discussion questions. Indeed, the introductory matter of The Project with its directives suggests that a made-to-order curriculum had been put together well in advance of the publication of the special issue itself. Teachers are being enticed with grants of $5,000 to incorporate The 1619 Project into their teaching. Teachers fond of educational theory, ignorant of good historical scholarship, and challenged by students who are increasingly incapable of becoming “engaged” on an intellectual level welcome the ready-made lessons and bonus funds. A February 4, 2021, workshop for teachers titled “How to Get Involved in The 1619 Project Education Network” described how they could apply for the grants and explained that the poems were meant to “elevate emotions.”68 As Independent Women’s Forum fellow Naomi Schaefer Riley learned in her investigation of The 1619 Education Project curriculum, “[s]traight lines” are drawn between recent events like Hurricane Katrina and slavery as students “look at the similarities in poems about the two.” What the lessons teach is that slavery “is directly responsible for mass incarceration, for healthcare disparities and a variety of other social ills that have befallen African Americans.…”69


This pedagogy has little to do with building a knowledge base about slavery, or any other aspect of history, and much to do with encouraging student activism. Riley reported that the 1619 label was used “on an article about 1960s student activism for civil rights and desegregation, linking that to ‘the Climate March to demand action on global warming, and March for Our Lives to call for an end to gun violence.’ ”70 These materials would seem to be tailor-made for the “action civics” being pushed under a civics education bill that emphasizes political protest and critical race theory.71 In fact, they would seem to be particularly aimed at those students least able to resist such emotional manipulation. The 1619 Project curriculum is being adapted for after-school programs with a grant from the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, which has as one of its primary missions the advancement of “learning” in less affluent communities.72


The 1619 Project has lined up an impressive number of well-heeled allies to aid in the distribution of its product. The 1619 imprint is being marketed in educational products made by the New York Times, such as New York Times Upfront, produced with the publisher Scholastic, a multinational publishing company that has a collaborative agreement to distribute New York Times materials. Newsela, a nonprofit that adapts news articles to grade-appropriate reading levels, provides quizzes and writing prompts (aligned with Common Core standards) to 6.1 million students, or 75 percent of American classrooms (its reach as of 2016). It is distributing The 1619 Project’s essays, including one by Matthew Desmond whose headline reads, “In order to understand the brutality of American capitalism, you have to start on the plantation,” for five grade levels, beginning in second grade.73


Hannah-Jones herself is actively involved in the promotion of her work at various levels of the educational system. On December 6, 2020, she was a keynote speaker at the annual meeting of the National Council for the Social Studies, the “largest professional association in the country devoted to social studies education.”74 Teachers who attend (on the public dime) earn continuing education credits. Panels on such matters as LGBTQ issues, statehood for the District of Columbia, “Interrogating White Supremacy in Social Studies,” and “Black Panthers and Black Curriculum: A Black Male Teacher-Coaches Life-Inspired Revisionist History” promoted that year’s theme: “Advancing Social Justice.”75 The council lobbies against legislative efforts to keep The 1619 Project out of schools. It has issued at least two statements, one rejecting “any effort by the federal [and state] government to silence social studies curriculum that explicitly addresses the centrality of slavery in the historical narrative of the United States” and another defending “the academic freedom of social studies educators.”76


On February 25, 2021, Hannah-Jones discussed “Teaching Black History to Elementary and Middle School Students” as a panelist alongside Dr. LaGarrett King, director of the University of Missouri’s Carter Center for K12 Black History Education. The event was part of the launch of the Pulitzer Center’s The 1619 Project Education Network, which began with an initial cohort of forty teachers.77 The Pulitzer Center, in collaboration with Howard University Law School and University of Miami School of Law, is even bringing The 1619 Project into law schools with the Law School Initiative series that kicked off on February 26, 2021, and featured six panelists.78 The curriculum, produced by law school students and their professors, promises to “spark frank conversations about the legacy of slavery in legal education.”79 For this initiative, Hannah-Jones engaged in a March 10, 2021, webinar “conversation” about the “legacy of slavery in legal education.”80


The 1619 Project arrived on college campuses at a propitious moment. As universities were seeking to meet demands for racial sensitivity training in riot-filled 2020, The Project appeared made-to-order. On June 2, 2020, at Hamilton College, for example, the vice president and dean of students called on the “Hamilton community” to honor “the black lives lost” and to participate in “actionable commitment by completing a racial equity commitment card” to be “shared via Hamilton’s web and media platforms” along with students’ photos. College deans offered students antiracism reading material to “aid in your thinking.” Topping the list of recommended articles was “The 1619 Project.”81 At the University of Denver, the new “racial justice book club” was launched with The 1619 Project.82 The 1619 Project was the assigned “common read” at the University of Oregon, Mount Holyoke College, and elsewhere.83 Hannah-Jones was appointed to the advisory board of a new online newspaper titled The Emancipator, a project of Boston University’s Center for Antiracist Research (directed by Ibram X. Kendi) and the Boston Globe “to reimagine The Emancipator, the first abolitionist publication in the United States, as a platform for 21st-century scholarship on systemic racism and the fight for racial justice”—prompted by the “year of mass protests” and police brutality and the need to “contextualize… systemic racism through historical analysis.”84 (A June 2020 poll in the midst of the rioting showed that 58 percent of young respondents with college degrees believed that the rioting was fully or partially justified.)85


The deal that the Times made with the Pulitzer Center ensured that its narrative surrounding the four hundredth anniversary of the Africans’ arrival in Jamestown would dominate. No doubt other media outlets, such as Time magazine and USA Today (then boasting the largest circulation of any newspaper in the United States), which had prepared special features on the quadricentennial anniversary, looked on with envy. Perhaps USA Today had acted too soon, publishing for Black History Month in February 2019 an article by Morgan State University journalism professor E. R. Shipp titled “1619: 400 Years Ago, a Ship Arrived in Virginia, Bearing Human Cargo.” Planned anniversary observations, such as those by the Association for the Study of African American Life and History (the “custodian of Black History Month”), the 400 Years of African-American History Commission established by Congress, the Hampton 2019 Commemorative Commission, and Virginia’s 2019 commemoration, “American Evolution,” barely registered a blip. Nor did anyone seem to notice Olivia Waxman’s history feature in Time, which dutifully quoted various historians’ recounting of the history.86


Nor could these and other news outlets boast of such promotional extras as the New York Times’s elaborate productions of podcasts, videos, and an ad campaign which premiered during the Oscars and featured singer Janelle Monáe in a long, flowing white dress on an ocean beach replicating the magazine cover. “In August 1619,” she intoned, “a ship appeared.…”87 In some coming attractions, according to Variety magazine, Hannah-Jones is serving as “creative leader and producer in developing feature films, television series, documentaries, unscripted programming and other forms of entertainment with Black creative voices.” The Times announced it had been searching for a producer.88 In early April 2021, dozens of news stories excitedly announced that the streaming service Hulu would soon be carrying The 1619 Project documentary series, produced by Oprah Winfrey’s Harpo Films, the New York Times, and Lionsgate Television.89


“Matters of Verifiable Fact”


While the Times, with the help of media allies, excelled in marketing and messaging The 1619 Project, The Project also drew immediate criticism. The most telling objections came not from conservatives but from respected historians on the left who were in sympathy with The 1619 Project’s aims but concerned that the historical inaccuracies with which it was riddled would undermine its impact.


A letter to the New York Times by Princeton historian Sean Wilentz, signed also by four other prominent historians, “applaud[ed] all efforts to address the enduring centrality of slavery and racism to our history” and The 1619 Project’s raising of “profound, unsettling questions about slavery and the nation’s past and present.” But in no uncertain terms, it asked that, because of the misrepresentation of “matters of verifiable fact” regarding “major events,” the Times, in accordance with “its own high standards,” “issue prominent corrections” in its publication and curriculum materials. It was not a matter of simple “framing” (alluding to the newspaper’s own terminology). The historians charged that the distortions “suggest[ed] a displacement of historical understanding by ideology.” Others putting their names to the letter were Victoria Bynum (Texas State University), James M. McPherson (Princeton), James Oakes (City University of New York), and Gordon S. Wood (Brown University).90


As The Atlantic acknowledged in the title of a December 23, 2019, article by Adam Serwer about the affair, “the fight over The 1619 Project is not about the facts.”91 The facts did not seem to matter to the historians whom Serwer interviewed when it came to political or racial solidarity. “I felt that if I signed on to that, I would be signing on to the white guy’s attack of something that has given a lot of black journalists and writers a chance to speak up in a really big way. So I support the 1619 Project as kind of a cultural event,” explained Nell Irvin Painter, a professor emerita at Princeton.92


But days before The 1619 Project was published, Painter had very extensively criticized President Trump for characterizing the Africans who arrived on the White Lion in exactly the same way The 1619 Project did—except that in his case it was a minor misuse of terminology in a twenty-minute speech, made in the course of an attempt to pay tribute to the ordeal of black American slaves, not an attempt to “reframe” all of American history as a race-based “slavocracy.” On July 30, 2019, during a commemoration of the four hundredth anniversary of the creation of the Virginia House of Burgesses and, secondarily, the arrival of the slave ship the White Lion, Trump said, “As we mark the first representative legislature at Jamestown, our nation reflects upon an anniversary from that same summer, four centuries ago. In August 1619, the first enslaved Africans in the English colonies arrived in Virginia. It was a barbaric trade in human lives. Today, in honor, we remember every sacred soul who suffered the horrors of slavery and the anguish of bondage.”93


Painter used the two-minute mention to take the president to the woodshed for “speaking within a post-eighteenth-century American ideology of race” and “essentialist” thinking—that is, seeing blacks as slaves in their essence—absurd charges, of course. She lectured the president of the United States in a way she would never lecture Hannah-Jones:




People were not enslaved in Virginia in 1619, they were indentured. The 20 or so Africans were sold and bought as “servants” for a term of years, and they joined a population consisting largely of European indentured servants, mainly poor people from the British Isles whom the Virginia Company of London had transported and sold into servitude.


Enslavement was a process that took place step by step, after the mid-17th century. This process of turning “servants” from Africa into racialized workers enslaved for life occurred in the 1660s to 1680s through a succession of Virginia laws that decreed that a child’s status followed that of its mother and that baptism did not automatically confer emancipation. By the end of the seventeenth century, Africans had indeed been marked off by race in law as chattel to be bought, sold, traded, inherited and serve as collateral for business and debt services. This was not already the case in 1619.94





Insofar as this criticism is valid, it is much more pertinent to The 1619 Project than to President Trump’s speech.95


And Manisha Sinha, University of Connecticut professor and author of The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition, told Adam Serwer of The Atlantic that she did not agree with The 1619 Project’s claim “that the American Revolution was just a slaveholders’ rebellion.” Nevertheless, she was unwilling to sign the letter, despite the existence of “legitimate critiques that one can engage in discussion with,” because “[i]t was a worthy thing to actually shine a light on a subject that the average person on the street doesn’t know much about.”96


Perhaps even more damning were the charges of Leslie Harris, a Northwestern University professor who specializes in African American history and was actually a consultant on The 1619 Project. Prior to publication, Harris “vigorously disputed” Hannah-Jones’s erroneous contention that protecting slavery was a “critical reason that the colonists declared their independence from Britain” and also supplied the editor at the Times with many historically accurate details about the conditions of enslavement in colonial times. The Times simply ignored her and published “inaccuracies” anyway, she revealed in an article she wrote for Politico titled “I Helped Fact-Check the 1619 Project. The Times Ignored Me.”97


And yet the farrago of historical falsehoods and racially charged rhetoric that is The 1619 Project is headed straight toward history classrooms in schools across America. It is being taught in some schools already. It is no wonder that entire initiatives have been established to refute the error-riddled and dangerously divisive 1619 Project—by the National Association of Scholars, RealClearPolitics, the New York Post, and The Federalist, as well as 1776 Unites, a project of the Woodson Center, headed by longtime civil rights leader Robert Woodson. Others, including the Claremont Institute, the Heritage Foundation, the American Institute for Economic Research, and the Texas Public Policy Foundation have published numerous articles critical of The 1619 Project.


States are following the lead of Senator Tom Cotton’s “Saving American History,” a proposal to deny federal funding to schools that use The 1619 Project. Arkansas, Mississippi, Iowa, Missouri, and South Dakota have seen similar bills introduced.98 The 2021 Arkansas bill, like a similar 2017 bill to remove Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States from publicly funded Arkansas classrooms, failed. The Mississippi bill also died in committee. Legislation aimed at the related critical race theory has been passed or introduced in several states, although other states are taking action to mandate it.99 In 2020 President Donald Trump appointed the 1776 Commission to provide a corrective alternative curriculum.


But when Joe Biden became president, things changed. Biden seemed to endorse The 1619 Project in his inaugural address, when he claimed, “A cry for racial justice some 400 years in the making moves us.” He warned of “a rise in political extremism, white supremacy, domestic terrorism that we must confront.” The battle against “racism, nativism, fear, and demonization,” he insisted—much as The 1619 Project does—is “perennial.” Incongruously, in the same speech, he also called for “unity” eight times—to fight “the forces that divide us.”100


Biden disbanded the 1776 Commission on his very first day in the White House. Now partisan Democrats are pushing the Civics Learning Act of 2021; a similar, but disguised, bill, the Civics Secures Democracy Act, has the support of the same Republicans who supported Common Core. Both bills federalize civics education by allocating grants for “action civics” (classroom discussion of hot-button issues and student “action” in protests and internships)—the very kind of pedagogy The 1619 Project Curriculum promotes.101 Vice President (then senator) Kamala Harris had praised The 1619 Project upon its launch as a “masterpiece,” tweeting, “We must speak this truth: the very foundation of our country was built on the backs of enslaved people.”102 Neither Harris nor Biden seemed much concerned about the violent “action” that was already being fueled by the racially divisive 1619 narrative; on June 1, 2020, Harris had encouraged her followers to contribute to a bail fund for protesters who had been arrested for committing crimes in the Minneapolis protests.103 Biden had blamed “right-wing militias” and “white supremacists” for precipitating the riots.104


Quite obviously—in spite of the laurels bestowed on it by progressive politicians, educrats, professors, cowering university presidents, woke readers of the New York Times, indoctrinated students, and Hollywood105—The 1619 Project is a polemic, steeped in ideology. The sins of commission and omission in The Project go deep and range wide. Its case for replacing 1776 with 1619 as the true founding of America is built up with half-truths and untruths. It manipulates language in ways both clever and obscene. It judges historical actors and events by inappropriate and impossible standards. As it spreads through our education system, The 1619 Project ranks with Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States as a mortal threat to the health of the American Republic. And, as Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis suggested, sunlight is the best disinfectant. So it’s essential to shine some light on The 1619 Project’s dubious claims.


The most dubious of those claims, which are central to The 1619 Project, concern America’s declaration of independence from Great Britain. The case against Jefferson and the Declaration is the lynchpin of The 1619 Project. In order to replace the real 1776 founding of the United States with the supposed 1619 start of slavery and to demote America from a republic to a “slavocracy,” they have to make the Declaration of Independence a gross act of hypocrisy imposed on the world by a criminally evil man. In today’s parlance… they have to cancel Thomas Jefferson. And so we turn to 1776.










CHAPTER 3 Canceling Thomas Jefferson—and 1776



It was between June 11 and June 28, 1776, in rented quarters in a bricklayer’s Philadelphia house, that the thirty-three-year-old delegate to the Second Continental Congress, Thomas Jefferson, drafted the Declaration of Independence, which would announce to the world the resolve of the colonies to break from King George and Mother England. He had reached Philadelphia four days late for the Congress, on May 14, 1776, after a rough winter in which his mother had died; he had been reluctant to leave his beloved Monticello and his wife of three years. He had wanted to be involved in creating a new government for Virginia.1


By the time Jefferson arrived in Philadelphia, the resolution calling on the colonies to adopt new governments where none “sufficient to the exigencies of their affairs had hitherto been established” had already been approved. On May 15, John Adams’s radical preface to the resolution was adopted. Jefferson had to be satisfied with sending his third draft of the Virginia Constitution back home, containing just a few changes to the body of that document but also adding a preamble in which Jefferson charged George III with trying to establish “a detestable and insupportable Tyranny.”


“Jefferson’s first draft of that preamble,” writes Pauline Maier, “became the first draft of Congress’s Declaration of Independence,” thus paving the way for republican government, rule by a sovereign people. It was an anxiety-inducing prospect, given that no such popular form of government was in operation at that time and that similar governments in history—in Athens, Rome, and England’s Commonwealth of the 1650s—had ended.2


The Quintessential Founder


Thus Jefferson, as the author of the Declaration of Independence, the “nation’s birthright,”3 represents 1776 as no one else does. The Declaration makes him the quintessential founder of our nation as it was understood, loved, and celebrated through our history—until the new narrative about the American “slavocracy” began to replace it. The 1619 Project is the acme of that new narrative. It is the culmination of decades of leftist revisionism that have undermined Americans’ understanding, appreciation, and love of our country. And if The Project’s irresponsible creators and deep-pocketed donors succeed in their efforts to install this false history as the history that American children learn in school—as we have seen, efforts already well on the way to success—they will have cemented the hold of an utterly false and dangerously divisive narrative on the minds of future generations, rendering them incapable of continuing the great American experiment in self-government. Because Jefferson represents that experiment as no other founder does, it is no wonder that the ire of the mob that has been taught to hate America is directed at him in particular—at his statues and his face on Mount Rushmore, at the circumstances of his life, at his sins (both real and imaginary), at his supposed “hypocrisy.”4 Never mind that Jefferson’s declaration that all men are created equal—however he might have fallen short of it—has resounded through history as the battle cry for the liberation of the oppressed.
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