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For Janna, and for everyone who keeps faith with what is true.

The Synthetic Cause



1ts foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to
the white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and normal

condition.

Alexander H. Stephens, Vice President of the Confederate States of America, Savannah, Georgia, March 21, 1861
There was a right side and a wrong side in the late war, which no sentiment ought to cause us to
forget.

Frederick Douglass, Decoration Day address, New York, May 30, 1878

The past is never dead. It's not even past.

William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun, 1951
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INTRODUCTION

The Victors' Country

The sentinel at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier walks twenty-one measured steps, halts, turns to face the
marble, waits twenty-one seconds, and walks back, and he does this around the clock, in heat and snow and
through the empty hours of the night, when there is no crowd to perform for and no camera running, because
the watch was never meant to depend on being seen. The soldiers who keep it come from the Old Guard, the
Army's oldest active-duty infantry regiment, and the tomb has been watched without a break, in daylight and
darkness, since 1937. I spent part of the year I lived in Washington on that plaza, watching a young man keep
faith with the dead whose names no one will ever recover, and I felt the precise thing the place is engineered to
produce, the sense that a whole country had gathered its honored dead onto one green hill and sworn to
remember them for good. Below the amphitheater the white headstones run down the slope in their long
mathematical rows, the Union dead and the dead of every war since lying together, more than four hundred
thousand interred now, and across the river the city those men had died to hold rises out of the trees, the
Monument and the dome of the Capitol pale in the distance. It is the most carefully tended ground in
America. It is also a confiscation, a punishment, and a line of graves dug on purpose into another family's
flower beds, and almost no one who comes to stand on that plaza is ever told as much.

The mansion at the crown of the hill, the one with the heavy columns visible from the Mall across the
water, was the home of Robert E. Lee. He lived in it for the better part of thirty years. He was married in its
front parlor in 1831, six of his seven children were born under its roof, and the estate had come down to his
wife, Mary Anna Custis Lee, from her father, George Washington Parke Custis, the adopted grandson of the
first president, who had built the house as a shrine to George Washington and stocked it with the general's
own furniture and plate. The irony was thick before the war ever touched the place. A temple raised to the
man who founded the Republic, built by his own adopted grandson and filled with his relics, had passed by
marriage to the one soldier who would spend four years trying to break the country that man had made. When
Lee resigned his United States commission in the spring of 1861 and went south to Richmond to take
command of the armies of the men trying to break the Union, he left that house behind him, and the Union
took it. The taking was dressed in a tax technicality, a modest sum Mrs. Lee had sent an agent to pay and that
the government had pointedly refused to accept from anyone but her in person. No one on either side mistook
the paperwork for the motive.

The officer who turned the estate into a cemetery understood the motive better than anyone. Montgomery
Meigs was the Quartermaster General of the Union Army, a Georgian who had served alongside Lee in the
small peacetime service of the old Republic and had once counted him a friend, and who now looked on him
as a traitor of the highest order. In the spring of 1864, with the dead streaming back from the slaughter in the
Wilderness faster than the burying grounds around Washington could absorb them, Meigs went looking for
new land, and the land he settled on was Lee's. The official report praised the high, dry, flood-proof acreage,

and the acreage was real enough. The reason underneath it was simpler: Meigs chose Lee's ground to make
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certain Lee could never come home to it. He ordered the graves brought up close against the house, over the
objections of the Union officers quartered there, and when the work did not move fast enough he had the dead
laid directly in Mary Lee's prized rose garden, within a few steps of her own door. He took a grim satisfaction
in the result. The house was to be made unlivable, ringed by the men its owner's war had killed, and when his
own time came Meigs arranged to lie there too, within a hundred yards of the Lee front door, so the rebuke
would stand for good. There was private grief inside the public vengeance. That same autumn Meigs lost his
own son, John, a young Union officer shot dead in the Shenandoah Valley in a killing the father took for cold
murder, and he buried the boy on the hill and went on filling it with the dead of an army the South had
widowed.

The first soldier buried on the estate was a Pennsylvania private named William Christman, a farmer's son
dead of disease before he ever reached a battlefield, laid in the lower ground in May of 1864. Thousands
followed him inside the year. After the war the Army gathered the unidentifiable dead from the battlefields
around the capital, the bones that could not be matched to any name, more than two thousand of them, sealed
them together in a single stone vault, set that vault in Mary Lee's rose garden a few paces from the house, and
dedicated it in 1866 to the unknown Union dead. The instinct that built the great Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier I had stood before, the impulse to honor the nameless soldier, was present at Arlington from the
beginning, and at the beginning it wore the face of a deliberate desecration. The garden of the most famous
house in the Confederacy was made the resting place of the men the Confederacy could not be troubled to
identify.

So the first thing worth knowing about the holiest secular ground in the country is that it was created as an
act of vengeance against the most honored soldier the Confederacy ever produced, and that the vengeance was
just. The men who made that cemetery were not coy about what they thought of the cause Lee had served.
They buried the Union dead in his garden, and they settled the freed in his fields. Freedman's Village, a
planned community for people who had lately been somebody's property, rose on the Arlington estate at the
end of 1863 and stood for nearly forty years, with its own streets and schoolhouses and church and hospital
and small farm plots, well over a thousand formerly enslaved men, women, and children making a life on the
plantation of a man who had passed his own days comfortably inside the system that had held them. The
village did not last. As the cemetery spread and the land grew valuable, the government that had built the
community decided it wanted the ground back, and near the turn of the century it closed the place and moved
the residents off, a second uprooting for families who had only lately survived the first. For a single generation
the hill said one thing without ambiguity. It said that the people who had gone to war to keep human beings as
property had lost, that their commander's own house had been turned into a monument to the men who beat
him and a refuge for the people he would have kept in chains, and that this was what justice looked like. Even
the law could not undo the meaning. Lee's eldest son sued to recover the estate, and in 1882 the Supreme
Court ruled that the confiscation had indeed been unlawful and the land was his, whereupon he sold it straight
back to the government that had stolen it, because by then it was a city of the Union dead and no one was ever
going to disturb the graves.

And then the country changed its mind about what the ground meant. In 1925, Congress designated
Arlington House a national memorial to Robert E. Lee. The mansion that Meigs had deliberately ringed with
corpses in order to disgrace its owner was restored, furnished, and rededicated to that owner's honor, a shrine

kept up at public expense. It was an act of its age, the high season of a national reconciliation that had agreed,

The Synthetic Cause 7



North and South together, to recall the war as a sorrowful contest between gallant brothers rather than a fight
over whether one set of Americans could own another. Across those same decades the United Daughters of the
Confederacy were raising stone soldiers in courthouse squares throughout the South, a generation of
historians was teaching the schools that Reconstruction had been a Northern crime against a prostrate white
South, and a motion picture that cast the Ku Klux Klan as the rescuers of civilization was screened inside the
White House. By the time the wave crested there were well over a thousand such monuments standing, and
the account of the war they pressed on the country, gallant and innocent and emptied of slavery, had become
the account most Americans believed. Arlington was annexed, slowly and respectably, into that larger reversal.
The hill built to declare that the Confederacy had lost was conscripted into suggesting instead that the
Confederacy had been brave, and tragic, and misunderstood, and worthy of a monument on the best ground
in the capital. I walked past most of this as a young man without grasping a fraction of what I was looking at.

I learned the rest of the story long after I had left Washington, and I learned it from the news rather than
from any marker on the grounds. In December of 2023, a commission created by Congress, its members
drawn from both parties, removed a Confederate monument that had stood inside Arlington since 1914, a
towering bronze that crowned the entire Lost Cause account of the war. Among its many figures it showed an
enslaved woman cast as a faithful mammy, holding up a white officer's infant, and an enslaved man marching
off to the war at his master's heel, contented and loyal. The monument was the work of Moses Ezekiel, a
Confederate veteran who had fought as a teenage cadet at New Market, and he lies buried at its base. The
commission took it down for a reason that ought to need no explaining, that a country cannot at one and the
same time honor the Union dead lying all around the thing and the men who had labored to kill them. Within
two years the government reversed that judgment and moved, in 2025, to put the monument back, as one
piece of a far wider campaign that also restored the Confederate names to the Army's largest forts and returned
other Lost Cause statues to the pedestals they had been pulled from. The same commission had already done
the harder work of stripping nine Army posts of the Confederate generals they had honored for a century and
renaming them for ordinary American soldiers, and that, too, was being undone. A senior official of the
government dismissed the people who had objected as woke lemmings. The bill for the Arlington restoration
alone was reported at something close to ten million dollars. The ground that was made, in righteous anger, to
mark the defeat of the Confederacy is being used, inside my own lifetime, to stage its homecoming.

I keep returning to that hillside because it refuses to let the argument stay abstract. Everything this book is
about has already happened on those few hundred acres, in sequence, like a rehearsal. The land was taken from
a slaveholder and handed to his victims and his enemies. Its meaning was reversed within sixty years by a
country eager to forgive itself. The reversal was challenged in court, corrected, and is now being run again in
the opposite direction, with public money and over public objection, by officials who call the maneuver a
restoration. For a single place to stand and watch the United States argue with itself about whether the
Confederacy lost, there is none better than the lawn of Robert E. Lee.

That reversal, more than anything else, sent me back across my own life and made me see a shape in it I had
never noticed while I was busy living inside it. I had spent the whole of that life among the monuments to the
men who won the Civil War, and it had never crossed my mind to think of it in those terms. The places that
formed me were, almost without exception, places that honored the Union, and the honoring was so ordinary,

so completely a part of the scenery, that it never occurred to me there was anything in it that might one day

need to be defended.
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I grew up in Nebraska, and some of the finest days of my boyhood were spent at Fort Hartsuff, a small
frontier post in the Sandhills along the North Loup River. It is a strange and lovely place, nine squat buildings
made of a local lime-and-gravel concrete the soldiers called grout, set around a parade ground at the edge of the
great grass ocean, and it has survived more or less whole because it was built so heavily and given up so early.
The Army planted it there in 1874 to stand between the homesteaders and the Lakota and to keep watch over
the Pawnee, and it took its name from George Lucas Hartsuff, a major general who had been wounded in the
Civil War and who died of those old wounds the same year the fort was christened for him. As a child I walked
that parade ground with no notion that the name carved over the gate belonged to a man who had bled for the
Union. To me it was simply the fort, a Nebraska thing, as native to my horizon as the sandhills behind it.
Nothing about the South, about slavery, about a war that had ended a long way off and a long time before I
was born, seemed to have the slightest connection to that quiet square of grass.

The honest part of that memory is harder, and I am not going to smooth it over. The fort I loved was the
instrument of a different conquest. It was put there to clear and hold land for white settlement, to break the
power of the Plains nations, to impose a racial order of its own design on a frontier being taken by force from
the people already on it. The Union the fort honored and the empire the fort served were the same
government, and the men buried beneath the white stones across the river from Washington and the men who
manned the walls at Hartsuff wore the same blue uniform. The cavalry that fought the Plains nations was
often the same cavalry, sometimes the same men, that had fought to free the slaves, and some of the regiments
sent west were Black soldiers, lately freed or born free, enforcing one people’s dispossession a few years after
escaping their own. I do not raise this to flatten every wrong into one wrong. The point is harder than that: a
clean conscience is exactly what this story affords no one, and the people who insist the past was simple are
usually selling something. I hold both facts in front of me through this entire book, because the story I am
setting out to tell follows one specific proposition, the Confederate one, and the way it outlived the war meant
to put it down, and it has no use for the comfortable picture of a spotless North and a guilty South. The
ground it sprang from was never clean, the West I came from raised its own hierarchies behind its own
stockades, and I would be lying to draw the map any neater than it was.

Years later, after I had traded the middle of the country for its edges, I found the same pattern lying in wait
for me. In New Jersey there is a long sandy hook that reaches up toward the mouth of New York Harbor, and
out near the tip of it sits Fort Hancock, a coastal-defense post named for Winfield Scott Hancock, the Union
general who held the center of the line on the second and third days at Gettysburg. It was Hancock who
steadied the ridge against Pickett’s charge on the third afternoon, and he took a bullet through the saddle and
into his thigh as the assault broke, a wound that troubled him for the rest of his life and did not keep him from
running for president in 1880. The place took hold of me, the old gun batteries sunk into the dunes, the long
line of officers’ houses they still call Officers’ Row, the lighthouse that has been burning since before the
Revolution, the oldest still in service anywhere in the country. Here was one more Union soldier's name set
down on the land as though it were the most natural arrangement in the world, on a shore four hundred miles
from the one in Nebraska, and once again it was simply a feature of the place, a fact that asked nothing of me
and that I had never thought to question.

In New York I lived within walking distance of the largest tomb in the country, and for a long stretch I
treated it the way most New Yorkers do, as a granite pile on Riverside Drive a person passes on the way to

something else. It is the tomb of Ulysses Grant, the general who took Vicksburg, ground down the Army of
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Northern Virginia, and accepted Lee's surrender at Appomattox, and who then, as president, turned the
power of the federal government against the white terror that was trying to force the freed people back down
toward bondage. He lies there with Julia, his wife, a short walk from the gates of Columbia, where I would
later go to study. Here the pattern takes a turn that ends up mattering for everything after, because Grant's
memory did not keep the way Hancock's and Hartsuff's did. The men who built the Lost Cause needed the
war to have been lost to numbers and machines rather than to a better general, so they remade Grant into a
plodding butcher who had drowned Lee in bodies, and a drunkard on top of it, while they lifted his opponent
into a flawless Christian knight. This was organized work carried on after the war by former Confederate
officers like Jubal Early and by the Southern Historical Society, men who set out to write the authorized
version of the war while the graves were still fresh. For most of the twentieth century his tomb sat neglected,
sliding into graffiti and weeds, until a public campaign in the 1990s shamed the government into restoring it.
The general who won the war was handed to the schoolchildren as a butcher and a drunk. The general who
lost it was handed to them as a saint. None of that came about by accident, and working out exactly how it was
done is a good part of the labor of this book.

There was a counterweight in my own family to all of this Union geography, and it leaned the other way.
My uncle was an Army chaplain for thirty years, a lieutenant colonel who carried his calling and his family
from one posting to the next around the world, and of all the places the service sent them the South held them
longest, Georgia and North Carolina and Kentucky, the great installations of the modern Army. Those bases
wore different names from the forts of my Nebraska boyhood. The large posts of Georgia and North Carolina
had been christened, back in the early twentieth century, for Confederate officers, for men who had taken up
arms against the country whose uniform my uncle put on each morning, so that a chaplain offering his prayers
at reveille on one of them was offering them under the name of someone who had fought to dissolve the
Union those soldiers were now sworn to defend. There is a fitting irony in a chaplain standing at the center of
this, because the Lost Cause was always partly a faith, a devotion to a pure and martyred South that asked to be
believed rather than examined, and the Army had built that devotion into the names over its Southern gates. I
doubt the contradiction was visible to most of the people living inside it, any more than the name over the gate
at Hartsuft was visible to me as a boy. That is the genius of this kind of memory. It does its best work when it
cannot be seen, when it has sunk so far into the ordinary landscape that no one stops to ask why the victors
should be honored on one shore of the country and the men who fought them honored on another.

The map I had carried out of school was a simple one, and like most simple maps it turned out to be
wrong. I had been taught the war as a clean and legible line, a free North up top and a slave South below, two
countries glaring at each other across a border any child could put a finger on. Then I lived in Washington and
learned that the capital itself sits below the Mason-Dixon line, on land carved out of Maryland, a slave state,
and that the District kept enslaved people of its own, sold in pens within sight of the half-built Capitol, until
the spring of 1862, when Congress freed some three thousand of them and paid cash compensation to the
people who had owned them. The seat of the Union was Southern soil. And later still I learned the fact that I
find, to this day, most people simply do not know, that Kentucky never left the Union at all. The state declared
itself neutral, then came down for the United States, and it stayed inside the United States through every year
of the war, even as the Confederacy claimed it anyway, seated a rival government for it at Russellville, stitched
a star for it onto the rebel flag, and listed it as a Confederate state it never controlled. The state where my uncle

would one day be posted had been, the whole time, a loyal state with a Confederate ghost draped over its
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shoulders. Kentucky was not alone in the contradiction. Maryland and Missouri and Delaware were slave
states that stayed in the Union and sent men to fight for it, and when Lincoln freed the slaves of the
Confederacy his proclamation pointedly left theirs in chains, because their owners were loyal, and the Union
needed them, and the true map of the war would not lie flat against the moral one.

I have come to believe that this tangled and disappointing map is the most useful thing I carried out of all
those years of moving, because the present cannot be understood without it. The war was never as geographic
as the schoolbooks drew it. The proposition the Confederacy went to war to defend, the idea that the country
belongs by right to some of its people and not to all of them, that a genuine multiracial democracy is a fraud to
be corrected by whatever means come to hand, was never sealed inside a set of state lines a person could trace
with a fingertip. It was loose in the capital, which sat on slave ground and held slaves of its own. It ran through
the loyal border states that sent their sons to fight for the Union while keeping their own people in chains. And
it was present, in its own fashion, out on my Nebraska frontier, in the racial order the forts were built to
enforce. If the thing was never bounded by geography even while the guns were firing, then there is nothing
surprising, only something frightening, in the ease with which it has gone national since. It did not need to
conquer fresh territory, because it was already everywhere. What was diffuse and deniable in 1861 is diffuse
and deniable still, and that continuity, more than any single statue or law, is the thing this book is trying to
make visible.

A history professor of mine, a long time ago, compressed the whole matter into a single sentence I have
never managed to shake loose. The South, he told us, lost the battle but won the war. I argued with him about
it then, and I have gone on arguing with him in my own head every year since, because one half of that
sentence is intolerable to a person who believes, as I do, that what is true can be established and is worth
defending, and the other half is hard to answer. The Confederacy lost the battle beyond dispute. Its armies
were destroyed, its capital burned, its leaders run to ground, its enslaved people freed, its claim to nationhood
wiped off the earth. And yet the idea those armies carried into the field outlived them. It outlasted the
surrender, captured the memory of the war, wrote the textbooks, raised the statues, tore down the victors,
sainted the losers, and then, one decade at a time, climbed back into the institutions of the country it had failed
to shatter by force of arms. The hill at Arlington is that whole argument in miniature. The ground was made
to declare that the Confederacy had lost, and the Confederacy is being restored upon it regardless.

This book is about the round of that long fight being waged right now, and about what has changed in the
way it is fought, because the method is new even where the aim is old. The machine that won the memory of
the war the first time was loud and unembarrassed. It chiseled its claims into bronze, printed them in the
schoolbooks, and screened them in a film shown to the president, and it said more or less plainly what it
believed and what it wanted. The machine running today has learned, above all else, to hide. It restored the
Confederate forts under cover of a technicality, fixing the old names onto obscure new men so the statute
against honoring rebels could be satisfied to the letter while it was gutted in spirit; the post that had honored
the Confederate general Braxton Bragg came back, the country was told, for a paratrooper named Roland
Bragg, and no one was expected to believe it. A Supreme Court, by its own route, stripped the protections
from the ballot in 2026, relabeling a racial result as a merely partisan one, so the disenfranchisement could be
carried out without leaving a fingerprint behind. The flag became heritage, the statue became history, the
whole enterprise became a restoration of truth, and where the old machine reached for a chisel, this one reaches

for a server, flooding the public record with synthetic history that no committee of grieving widows could ever
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have produced. The most dangerous move in the sequence is the last one, the theft of the word itself, an
executive order that puts Confederate monuments back up while titling itself a restoration of truth and sanity
to American history, the falsifier got up in the costume of the fact-checker, the liar leveling a finger at the
historian and crying liar.

What follows moves in four stages. It begins with the old machine, the one that built the Lost Cause in
bronze and ink and film, because the new methods are variations on old aims and cannot be read without the
original in view. The book turns then to the new grammar, the set of techniques by which a forbidden thing is
now accomplished in permitted ways, the fort renamed through a loophole, the vote diluted under another
name, the flag relabeled as heritage. From there it moves onto the synthetic front, where the falsifying has
migrated from the courthouse lawn to the server farm, and where a machine can manufacture a usable past
faster than any committee of mourners ever could. And it ends on the ground the whole fight has finally
reached, the capture of the word truth itself, and on the question of what it costs to defend a fact when the
people corrupting it have learned to call themselves its guardians.

That is why this is, in the end, a book about facts, and about the strange and alarming war that has broken
out over them. I have spent my working life on the conviction that what is true can be found out and ought to
be defended, and I did not expect to watch the machinery of a powerful country turned against that
conviction in my own time. The men buried on Lee's lawn died to settle a question. The question is being
pried back open, quietly, lawfully, and on an industrial scale, by people who have taught themselves to do it
without once saying out loud what they are doing. I do not think the contest is lost, or I would not have spent
these pages on it. The same record that can be falsified can be checked, the same history that can be buried can
be dug back up, and a falsification that depends on no one looking closely comes apart under the plain,
stubborn act of looking. I mean to lay bare how the trick is worked, where it came from, and what it will take
to answer it, and I mean to begin where my own understanding began, on the hill above the river, among the

victors, on the ground that was supposed to have closed the matter for all time.

The Synthetic Cause 12



CHAPTER ONE

Who Freed Whom

Ask an ordinary American who freed the slaves and the answer comes back almost before the question is
finished: Lincoln did. He signed a paper, the Emancipation Proclamation, and four million people walked out
of bondage on the strength of his signature. It is a clean story, and a flattering one, and it hangs in the national
memory like the painting of the cabinet gathered solemnly around the president as he reads out the document
that will end an ancient evil with a stroke of the pen. Lincoln belongs in that picture. The people it leaves out
are the four million themselves, who appear there only as the beneficiaries of someone else's mercy, the silent
objects of an action taken on their behalf by white men in a well-furnished room. That arrangement, the
enslaved as the grateful recipients of a gift, is the first and most durable falsification this book has to deal with.
Before the Confederacy lost a single statue or fort, it had already won the argument that mattered more than
any monument, the argument over who had done the freeing.

Notice that the version most of us carry is not even the hard Confederate one. The hard version, the true
Lost Cause article, holds that the slaves were content, that bondage was a benign and civilizing arrangement,
and that the war was fought over tariffs and abstract questions of sovereignty by men with no particular stake
in human property. That version still circulates, and later chapters will track it, but it is crude enough that
most Americans would reject it on sight. The softer version is the dangerous one, precisely because it sounds
like the truth and flatters the right people. In the soft version slavery was a great wrong, the war did end it, and
a good and martyred president struck it down. Every part of that is defensible as far as it goes. What the soft
telling does, quietly, is keep the enslaved in their chairs. They wait. They are acted upon. Freedom arrives from
Washington, carried by a white hand, and the most that is asked of the people receiving it is gratitude. The soft
and the hard accounts disagree about nearly everything except the one thing that matters most, which is that in
both of them Black people are the scenery and white people are the cause.

The correction to all of this was published in 1935, and it was written by the greatest scholar the country
has ever been embarrassed to claim. W. E. B. Du Bois called his book Black Reconstruction in America, and at
its center is a chapter with a startling title, "The General Strike." Du Bois argued that the enslaved had freed
themselves rather than waiting to be freed, in the largest labor action in American history, by the simple and
enormous act of withdrawing their labor and walking off the land. As the Union armies came south, the
people held on the plantations did the arithmetic faster than anyone in Washington. They understood that the
war had opened a door, and they went through it, by the tens and then the hundreds of thousands,
abandoning the fields and the great houses and presenting themselves at Union lines, where they offered their
hands and their knowledge to the army that was breaking their owners. Du Bois put the number who made
that transfer at roughly half a million. Half a million people removed themselves and their work from the
Confederate economy and handed both to its enemy. No army on earth could lose that much labor and still

win a war, and the men who ran the Confederacy understood it before the politicians in Washington did.

The Synthetic Cause 13



To grasp how radical that claim was, it helps to know what it was arguing against. For the first half of the
twentieth century, the academic history of the war and its aftermath was owned by what came to be called the
Dunning School, after the Columbia professor William Dunning, whose students fanned out into the
universities and wrote the textbooks a couple of generations of Americans grew up on. The Dunning version
taught that Reconstruction had been a tragic error, a period in which a vindictive North imposed the rule of
corrupt carpetbaggers and unready freedmen on a prostrate white South, and that the eventual return of white
control was a natural correction, a restoration of decent order. In that account, the heroes were the white
Southerners who eventually redeemed their states, and Black people appeared as the problem those heroes had
to overcome, a burden on the Republic, an experiment that had failed. Far from being a fringe position, this
was the mainstream of the profession, taught in the best universities and printed in the schoolbooks that
formed the country's understanding of itself, which is how a slander becomes common knowledge. Du Bois
wrote directly against this, and for his trouble the book was largely ignored or dismissed by the white historical
profession of its day. It took another thirty years, and a new generation of historians working in the wake of
the civil rights movement, for the academy to admit that Du Bois had been right and the Dunning School had
been propaganda wearing the robes of scholarship. The general strike thesis is now close to consensus among
people who study the period seriously, and historians like James Oakes, Stephanie McCurry, and David
Williams have only deepened and documented it. The point worth holding onto is that the truth here was
available, in print, written by an unimpeachable scholar, for the better part of a century while the country
went on believing the more comfortable thing. Facts win only when they are carried, and the carrying is the
contest this book is about.

There is a temptation to soften the word "strike," because it can sound like a tidy modern labor metaphor
laid over something far more dangerous, and the danger is the point. What the enslaved did during the war was
the largest act of mass resistance in the history of the country, and it built on smaller acts that had been going
on all along. Enslaved people had always resisted, by slowing their work, breaking tools, feigning illness,
running, and in rare and terrifying eruptions, by killing. The war turned a thousand private acts of refusal into
a single public one. When a man left a plantation and crossed to a Union camp, he was not only seeking his
own freedom; he was subtracting his labor from the war machine of the South and adding it to the war
machine of the North, and he often arrived with information about roads, fords, supplies, and troop positions
that no white scout could have gathered. Multiply that by hundreds of thousands and the result is an event
that decided a war. The men and women who carried it out were the most active force on the continent, not
figures waiting in their chairs for a paper from Washington.

How did people held in deliberate ignorance, forbidden by law to read, know enough to time the most
important decision of their lives? They had built, over generations, an information network of their own, the
grapevine telegraph, as it was sometimes called, that carried news through the quarters from plantation to
plantation faster than the masters believed possible. They listened at the dinner table and in the parlor where
they served, read the faces and overheard the arguments of white people who imagined them deaf, and passed
what they learned along lines of kinship and trust that ran for hundreds of miles. When the war came, that
network lit up. The approach of a Union column, the issuing of a proclamation, the news that a nearby
plantation had emptied overnight, all of it moved through the enslaved population on a current the
Confederacy could neither monitor nor cut, and people far apart acted on the same understanding at the same

time. A coordinated action across a continent, carried out by people who were not supposed to be able to
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coordinate anything, is its own answer to the lie that they were passive.

None of this was safe, and the word strike should not make it sound bloodless. A person who set out for
the Union lines was gambling everything on a passage through patrolled country, with slave catchers and
Confederate cavalry hunting the roads and the rivers. Those who were caught could expect savage
punishment, whipping, branding, sale away from everyone they loved, sometimes death, often made
deliberately public to frighten the rest. Families were broken in the attempt, parents pressing on without
children they could not carry, husbands and wives separated in the chaos of the crossing. The people who
made that bet had weighed the odds with clear eyes and decided that the chance of freedom was worth the risk
of everything, which is about the most considered political act a human being can make. To call what they did
a strike is to name it correctly, as the collective action of a people, taken one terrible private choice at a time.

The historians who came after Du Bois have filled in how it happened on the ground, and the story begins
almost by accident, at a fort in Virginia, a month after the first shots. In May of 1861 three enslaved men
named Frank Baker, Shepard Mallory, and James Townsend slipped away from the Confederate fortifications
where they had been forced to labor and crossed the water to Fortress Monroe, which was still in Union hands.
Their owner sent an officer under a flag of truce to demand them back, as the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850
entitled him to do. The Union commander, Benjamin Butler, was a Massachusetts lawyer and no abolitionist,
but he saw the absurdity at once. Virginia had just declared itself a foreign country. A foreign country could
hardly invoke a United States law to recover its property. Butler kept the three men, put them to work, and
called them contraband of war, a phrase he later admitted he was not proud of as a lawyer though it served him
well as an officer. He had not freed anyone, by his own account, and meant only to deny the enemy the use of
valuable hands. The consequences ran far past his intent.

Word moved through the enslaved population faster than any newspaper. Within weeks there were
hundreds of fugitives sheltering under the guns at Fortress Monroe, and then there were thousands, and the
same scene repeated itself wherever a Union army appeared, on the Mississippi, in the Carolina low country,
along the Potomac. A Union chaplain watched them flock in by the score and then by the regiment, an army
of their own. The government in Washington had to scramble to keep up with a movement it had not
authorized and could not stop. Congress passed a first Confiscation Act in the summer of 1861, declaring that
any enslaved person used in the rebel war effort could be seized; a second, in 1862, reached further; an act that
same year forbade the army to return fugitives to Confederate masters at all. Each law trailed behind the facts
on the ground, ratifying after the event a freedom the enslaved had already taken. By the time Lincoln issued
the Emancipation Proclamation on the first day of 1863, hundreds of thousands of people had voted with
their feet, and the Proclamation did something the schoolbook version rarely admits. It brought the policy of
the United States, at last, into line with what the enslaved had been doing for two years without it.

What greeted the people who reached the lines was rarely the promised land. The contraband camps that
sprang up behind the Union armies were often miserable places, overcrowded and underfed, swept by disease,
and the mortality in some of them was brutal. The army had not planned for a refugee population in the
hundreds of thousands, and many officers regarded the new arrivals as a nuisance to be managed rather than as
people to be served. And yet, even in those hard camps, the freed people began almost immediately to do the
things that free people do. They reunited families that slavery had scattered, searching for years for children
and spouses sold away. They built churches and insisted on schools, learning to read with an urgency that

astonished the Northern teachers who came south to instruct them. On the South Carolina Sea Islands,
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captured early in the war, the enterprise that came to be called the Port Royal Experiment put thousands of
formerly enslaved people to work on the land for wages, and some of them, for a brief and shining moment,
onto land of their own. What the freed people wanted, almost universally, was land, the one thing that would
make their freedom real and self-supporting, and for a short while during and just after the war it looked as
though they might get it, as Union commanders settled families on abandoned plantations along the coast.
That promise was withdrawn almost as fast as it was made, the ground restored to its former owners by
presidential order, and the betrayal of it would shape everything that came after. The Lost Cause would later
insist that Black people could not handle freedom. The freed people answered that slander in real time, in the
camps and the schoolrooms and the fields, while the war was still on.

It is easy, focusing on the soldiers, to miss how completely the Union war effort came to rest on Black
labor. For every Black man who carried a rifle, there were others, and women too, who carried the army on
their backs in less celebrated ways. The formerly enslaved dug the trenches and threw up the fortifications,
drove the wagons and the mule teams, loaded and unloaded the ships, cooked the meals, washed the uniforms,
nursed the sick and the wounded, piloted the boats through waters they knew and the Navy did not, and
guided the columns down roads no map showed. This was the same labor, almost exactly, that the
Confederacy had counted on and lost. The plantation economy that was supposed to feed and supply the
Southern armies depended on the people who were now feeding and supplying the Northern ones instead. Du
Bois's image of a strike is precise on this point. The enslaved did more than deprive the South of their work.
They delivered that work to the South's enemy, and a war is decided as much by who is hauling the supplies as
by who is firing the guns.

Flight was only the first half of what the enslaved did to win their freedom. The second half was to pick up
a rifle. Once the Emancipation Proclamation opened the army to Black men at the start of 1863, they enlisted
by the tens of thousands, many of them walking out of slavery and into a recruiting tent in the same week. By
the end of the war roughly a hundred and eighty thousand Black men had served in the United States Colored
Troops, with nearly twenty thousand more in the Navy, something close to a tenth of the entire Union force,
and around forty thousand of them died in the effort. Frederick Douglass, who had pressed Lincoln hard to let
Black men fight, saw exactly what was at stake in the act. Once a Black man had worn the uniform of the
United States and carried its musket, Douglass understood, there was no power on earth that could fairly deny
he had earned a place in the country he had bled for. Douglass did more than make the argument; he recruited
for the cause, and two of his own sons put on the uniform. And unlike Tubman, Douglass had the president's
ear, meeting Lincoln more than once to press the case for the equal treatment of Black troops, a reminder that
the Black figures in this story were leaders and strategists with their own arguments, a range of distinct people
pushing a reluctant government from every side at once, rather than the faceless mass the textbooks reduced
them to. Military service was not only a contribution to the war; it was a claim on the nation, staked in the
most unanswerable currency there is.

The men who made that claim paid for it twice, once in combat and once in the contempt of the army they
served. They were paid less than white soldiers, ten dollars a month against thirteen, with three dollars docked
for clothing on top of that, and the men of the 54th and 55th Massachusetts were angry enough about the
insult that they refused to take any pay at all for a year and a half rather than accept unequal wages, until
Congress finally equalized them. They faced a particular horror in the field, because the Confederacy refused

to treat captured Black soldiers as prisoners of war, threatening to sell them into slavery or kill them outright,
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and at Fort Pillow in Tennessee, in the spring of 1864, Confederate troops massacred Black soldiers who were
trying to surrender, a slaughter that became a grim watchword for the rest of the war. None of this broke them.
The S4th Massachusetts hurled itself against the walls of Battery Wagner outside Charleston in July of 1863
and left a third of its men on the sand, and the sight of Black troops dying bravely for the Union did more to
change Northern opinion than any speech. Men who fight under those conditions, for their own liberty, are
not easily remembered afterward as passive recipients of a gift. That is precisely why the Lost Cause worked so
hard, in the histories and on the monuments, to write them out of the story and stand the faithful slave in their
place.

The claim those soldiers staked survived the silence after the guns and became, for a few years, the law of
the land. The men who had fought gave the moral force to the constitutional amendments that followed the
war, the Fourteenth, which made the formerly enslaved citizens and promised them the equal protection of the
laws, and the Fifteenth, which guaranteed Black men the vote. Those amendments were the country's
acknowledgment, however grudging and however brief, that the people who had freed themselves and then
fought for the Union had earned a permanent place inside it. The whole project of the Lost Cause, in the
decades that followed, was to take that acknowledgment back, to persuade the country that the amendments
had been a Northern imposition and Black citizenship a failed experiment, so the rights could be hollowed out
in practice while remaining on the page. Understanding who did the freeing is the first defense against that
long campaign, because a people who freed themselves hold a claim that no one granted and no one can
rescind.

This is the place to deal with a claim that points the opposite way from the Great Emancipator, and that
has its own following, especially among people eager to puncture the Lincoln myth. The claim is that Lincoln
ordered escaped slaves returned to their masters, that the Union army was for much of the war a slave-catching
force. Unlike most of what this book has to correct, that claim rests on real evidence. The honest reckoning
with it turns out to be more useful than either the myth it attacks or the myth it defends. Early in the war,
before Butler's improvisation hardened into policy, the United States behaved as a government still hoping to
coax the South back with its property intact. Enslaved people who fled to Fort Sumter and to Fort Pickens in
the first weeks were handed back to local authorities, and Washington accepted it. In the summer of 1861
General Winfield Scott, writing in Lincoln's name, asked a subordinate to allow Virginia slaveholders to cross
into Union lines and retrieve the people who had run. That autumn General Henry Halleck, commanding in
the West, issued an order barring fugitives from his camps altogether, a directive the antislavery press
denounced as a present to the enemy. The Fugitive Slave Act itself stayed on the federal books until the middle
of 1864. So the cynical claim has real weight behind it, and anyone who tells the story of emancipation as a
smooth march of Northern virtue is lying by omission.

The turn comes when we ask why the policy changed, because it did change, completely. It changed
because of the people themselves. They fled in numbers no order could absorb and no army could send back
without becoming a full-time jailer instead of a fighting force. Halleck's exclusion order was unenforceable
within months, swamped by the sheer volume of human beings arriving at the lines. Butler's contraband dodge
spread across the theaters of war because it was the only practical answer to a flood that would not stop. The
enslaved made the slave-catching policy impossible to sustain, and then made the liberating policy impossible
to avoid. So the charge that the Union returned escaped slaves is true of the war's first chapter and false as a
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story, the one designed to strip Lincoln of his halo, ends by confirming the point it never meant to make, that
the authorship of freedom belongs to the people who freed themselves.

Fairness to Lincoln belongs inside this, and it sharpens the argument rather than blunting it. Lincoln was a
cautious politician working an impossible problem, and his caution was not all cowardice. Four slave states
had stayed in the Union, and he believed, with reason, that moving too fast against slavery might drive
Kentucky and Maryland into the arms of the Confederacy and lose the war outright. He moved as the ground
shifted under him, and the ground was shifted by the enslaved. The man did grow, from a president who
would have preserved slavery to save the Union into one who came to see the destruction of slavery as the
Union's purpose and signed the Proclamation and pushed the Thirteenth Amendment through Congress.
Honoring that growth costs nothing. What the myth does is collapse a long, contested, pressured process into
a single magnanimous gesture, erasing the pressure and the people who applied it. Lincoln deserves his place.
He does not deserve the whole stage, and the four million who pushed him onto the right side of history
deserve to be more than the crowd he is addressing.

For the whole argument compressed into a single life, take Harriet Tubman's. Before the war she had
already done what most people would call a full and heroic lifetime of work, escaping slavery in Maryland in
1849 and then going back again and again, perhaps thirteen times, to lead others out, never, by her own proud
account, losing a passenger. John Brown, who knew something about commitment, called her General
Tubman and sought her counsel before Harpers Ferry. The popular memory has since softened her into a
gentle conductor of the Underground Railroad, and there is a persistent impulse to imagine that her wartime
work was authorized from above, that she carried papers from the president, that she operated under Lincoln's
personal blessing. She did not. Tubman never met Lincoln during the war, and for a long stretch of it she was
openly critical of him, of his slowness to strike at slavery and of the insulting half-pay handed to Black soldiers.
Her authority, such as it was, came from field commanders and the War Department, from men like General
David Hunter and the Secretary of War, who recognized what she could do and turned her loose to do it. And
what she could do was remarkable. In the spring of 1863 the United States government handed her a hundred
dollars of secret-service money and set her to building a spy network in occupied South Carolina, which she
did, recruiting a ring of scouts and pilots from among the formerly enslaved who knew the rivers and the back
country in a way no Union officer ever could.

The work came to its head in June of 1863 on the Combahee River, where Tubman became the first
woman in American history to plan and lead an armed military operation. Acting on the intelligence her
scouts had gathered, she set out with three gunboats. One ran aground on a sandbar in St. Helena Sound
before the squadron reached the river, and she guided the other two up the Combahee, which the
Confederates had seeded with mines, steering them safely past the charges to the landings where the enslaved
were waiting. As the boats came in, the people ran for them across the rice fields, hundreds of them, more than
seven hundred in a single night, swarming aboard while overseers fired after them and the plantations burned
behind. About a hundred of the men freed that night put on Union blue before the year was out. It was the
largest single liberation of enslaved people in the war by direct action, and a Black woman conceived it and ran
it.

What the country gave her in return is its own small parable of the theft this chapter is tracing. For three
years of scouting and spying and nursing and leading men under fire, the United States paid Harriet Tubman

roughly two hundred dollars. She spent the rest of her long life petitioning Washington for what she was
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owed, submitting affidavits, gathering the testimony of the officers she had served. The only pension she ever
drew came to her through her postwar marriage to a Black veteran named Nelson Davis, paid out as a soldier's
widow at eight dollars a month and raised to twenty in 1899. Congress had considered a larger sum that year
for her own service as a nurse and spy, then struck that recognition from the bill and raised the widow's
allowance instead. Not until 2003, ninety years after her death, did Congress vote her the back pay she had
been denied in life. She had died in 1913 in the town of Auburn, New York, in a home for the aged and
indigent that she herself had founded, having given away most of what little she ever had. The woman who
had freed herself, freed her family, freed strangers by the hundreds, and freed seven hundred more at gunpoint
on the Combahee ended her own days dependent on charity, a good deal of it her own. The contrast with
Sojourner Truth, who did meet Lincoln at the White House in 1864 and whose name the country found easier
to honor, is instructive, but the deeper point is the pattern. A Black woman who organized and led a military
operation that freed seven hundred people was paid less than a clerk and then written out of the official
memory of her own war, and the impulse to imagine her carrying a pass from Lincoln gets the direction of
everything exactly backward. She did not act on the president's authority; she acted on her own, and the
republic was slow to pay the debt.

The third falsification reaches specifically for Black women, and it is the one cast into the bronze that until
recently stood at Arlington, the monument this book began with, where an enslaved woman is shown as a
contented mammy lifting up a white officer's child while an enslaved man marches off loyally to fight for the
people who owned him. That image belongs to a whole genre of Lost Cause sentiment in which the women
held in slavery loved their captivity, stayed close to the great house by choice, cooked and nursed and kept the
family's secrets out of devotion, and, in the more elaborate tellings, even spied for the Confederacy out of
loyalty to the only home they were said to know. The documented reality runs the other way and is far more
interesting. Black women fled toward freedom with the same urgency as the men, and they made up a large
share of the contraband streaming into Union lines, where they cooked and laundered and nursed for the army
that was tearing down the system that had held them. When Black women cooked and nursed and spied in this
war, they did it overwhelmingly for the Union, and the intelligence the enslaved carried into Union camps
about roads and fords and rebel positions was among the most valuable assets the Northern armies had. The
faithful Confederate housemaid is a fantasy. The Union scout who had been a house servant a month earlier
was real, and she turned up wherever the armies went.

Put a name to that scout, or to one of her sisters. Susie King Taylor was born into slavery in Georgia in
18438, learned to read in secret as a child, and escaped to Union lines as a teenager, where she attached herself to
a regiment of Black soldiers and spent the war as their laundress, their nurse, and, because she could read and
write, their teacher, drilling letters into grown men between battles. She cleaned rifles, dressed wounds, and
buried the dead, and she lived long enough to write it all down, the only Black woman to publish a memoir of
her own Civil War service. Nothing in her account resembles the contented mammy of the monuments; it is
the record of a young woman who ran toward freedom the instant the war cracked the door, and who then
spent four years working to make that freedom permanent for everyone around her. The monuments give us a
statue of a faithful servant; Susie King Taylor gives us the thing a statue never can, a real person who was there
and wrote it down.

In Richmond itself, the capital of the Confederacy, the pro-Union underground ran in large part on

exactly this. Elizabeth Van Lew, a white Unionist who played the harmless eccentric to deflect suspicion,
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organized a spy ring in the heart of the rebel government, and she leaned on free and enslaved Black people as
her couriers, her watchers, and her sources, because they could move through the city and the households of
the powerful unnoticed, beneath the notice of men who could not imagine that the servants were listening.
Van Lew said as much in her own diary, crediting the enslaved as the source of her most reliable news and
marveling, in the patronizing idiom of her time, at their discretion. The people she relied on were taking mortal
risks, far greater than her own, with none of her protection of class and color, and most of their names are lost.
That loss is the same erasure at work, the assumption that the white organizer is the story and the Black agents
are her instruments, written so deep into how the war was remembered that it shaped even the documents.

The most famous story of a Black woman spy shows how hard the truth has had to fight even when
someone set out to honor it. For a century, popular history has celebrated a woman remembered as Mary
Elizabeth Bowser, an educated former slave said to have posed as a servant inside the Confederate White
House, memorizing Jefferson Davis's papers and feeding their contents to the Union. The tale has been retold
in magazine features and a television movie and an opera, and the woman has been inducted into a military
intelligence hall of fame. Almost none of it can be confirmed, and a good deal of it is plainly false. The name
itself is wrong; the woman was most likely one Mary Jane Richards. The most dramatic episodes, the secret
messages sewn into the first lady’s dresses, the daring escape from Richmond in a wagonload of manure, were
invented. Even the photograph that circulates as her face belongs to a different person. The whole edifice rests
on a magazine article from 1911, built on the half-century-old recollections of Van Lew's niece, who had been
a child during the war, got nearly every detail wrong, and framed the Black agent as the passive instrument of
her brilliant white mistress. A real Black woman did real and dangerous work in the Richmond underground;
the historian Elizabeth Varon, after meticulous research, found no hard evidence for the part of the legend
everyone repeats. The lesson sits close to the center of this book. Even the impulse to honor Black agency,
when it is careless with the facts, can end by performing the same theft as the lie it set out to answer, dissolving
a real person into a white benefactor's clever servant and losing even her name.

Set the three falsifications side by side and the common machinery shows itself. The benevolent Lincoln
who frees the grateful slave, the cynical Lincoln who returns the helpless slave, the loyal housemaid who spies
for her master, the gallant white mistress who runs the Black agent: each of them, whatever its political
coloring, performs the identical operation. Each takes the authorship of freedom away from the people who
were enslaved and hands it to someone white, as mercy, as cruelty, as benevolence, or as cleverness. The hard
Lost Cause and the soft national myth and even the well-meaning embellishment all arrive at the same address,
a history in which Black people are the occasion for the story and white people are its authors. This is the oldest
move in the Confederate repertoire, older than the first monument, and it does more than misremember an
event. It instructs a people about its own nature.

Consider what the two versions of the story authorize in the present, because that is where the stakes finally
are. A nation that believes its Black citizens were freed by white benevolence has been taught that those citizens
are objects of policy, holders of rights that were granted to them from above and can therefore be adjusted,
qualified, or taken back from above. The logic of the gift is the logic of the leash. What is given can be rationed.
A nation that knew its Black citizens had freed themselves, had forced the most powerful government on the
continent to catch up with their courage and then enlisted to fight and die for the result, would have to
understand them as agents and authors, as people who once bent history with their own hands and could do it

again. That is a far more inconvenient population to govern, and a far more dangerous one to disenfranchise.
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The first Reconstruction was overthrown, in part, by convincing the country that Black political power had
been a mistake imposed from outside rather than a thing Black people had earned and built. That same move is
being run again in our own time, and it works only on a people who have forgotten who did the freeing. The
long war over the memory of slavery and its ending is, at bottom, a fight over which of those two nations we
are going to be.

This is the simplest and most consequential lie of all, the lie that someone else did the freeing, the
headwaters of everything that follows. The truth is harder to hold because it asks more of everyone who holds
it. Four million people took their freedom rather than receiving it, walking off the plantations in the largest
general strike the country has ever seen, carrying the Union toward a victory it could not have won without
them, and forcing a reluctant republic to become, for a while, the thing it had always claimed to be. Who freed
whom is the question the entire war of memory has been fought to keep us from answering, and the answer,
once recovered, may be the most dangerous fact in American history, because a people who freed themselves

once are not waiting to be freed again.
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CHAPTER TWO

Bronze and Textbook

A Confederate monument is a liar about its own age. It presents itself as an old grief, a thing raised by
heartbroken survivors in the smoking aftermath of defeat, and it asks to be respected the way a grave is
respected, as the sincere mourning of people who buried their sons. Some of the earliest markers were exactly
that, plain stones in cemeteries put up in the 1860s and 1870s by women who had lost husbands and brothers
and wanted a place to grieve. But the great bronze generals on their pedestals in the courthouse squares, the
ones the country has been fighting over, were never grief; they were propaganda, and the proof is in the dates.
Chart when the Confederate monuments of the United States went up, and the line skips the war and its
immediate aftermath, where honest mourning would put it, and rises instead in two distinct waves, decades
later, and each wave lands precisely on a moment when Black Americans were reaching for their rights and
white power had decided to push them back down. The bronze records almost nothing about the 1860s; it is a
weapon from the 1900s and the 1950s, dressed as a memory of the 1860s.

The numbers were gathered most carefully by the Southern Poverty Law Center, which mapped more
than seven hundred Confederate monuments and well over a thousand other symbols, the streets and schools
and parks, and plotted them against time. Two spikes dominate the chart. The first runs from around 1900
into the 1920s, the years when the Southern states were writing Black disenfranchisement into their
constitutions, hardening segregation into law, and lynching Black men in numbers that made the region a
country of public murder. This is the period just after the Supreme Court blessed segregation in Plessy against
Ferguson in 1896, and the courthouse monuments cluster in its wake. The second spike runs from the
mid-1950s into the late 1960s, the years of the civil rights movement, and it follows the Court's order to
desegregate the schools in Brown against Board of Education in 1954, with the monuments outside
schoolhouses rising sharply in its shadow. A study by the Equal Justice Initiative found that within a given
county the number of Confederate memorials tended to climb with the number of lynchings, which is to say
the bronze and the rope were tools in one project, the rope to terrorize and the bronze to instruct. A skeptic
will object that the first wave also fell in the years when the war's veterans were dying off and the fiftieth
anniversaries came due, when memorials of every kind tend to rise, and the objection is fair as far as it goes. It
does not survive the second wave or the company the monuments keep. Nothing in an ordinary cycle of
mourning explains why the bronze clusters in the precise years of disenfranchisement and then again in the
years of massive resistance to integration, or why, county by county, the monuments multiply in step with the
lynchings. The dates make an argument no amount of heritage talk can answer. The monuments appeared
when Black Americans were rising, not when Southerners were grieving, and they were put up to mark the
ground as white.

Look closely at what was happening in those first decades of the century, when the first wave rose, because
the monuments were the decoration on a vast machinery of subjugation. Reconstruction had briefly made

Black men voters and officeholders across the South. The generation that built the first monuments was the
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generation that took that away, methodically, state by state. Mississippi led the way in 1890 with a new
constitution engineered to disenfranchise Black voters without quite saying so, using poll taxes, literacy tests
administered at the whim of white registrars, and understanding clauses a Black sharecropper could never pass
and a white one would never be asked to. The other Southern states copied the design through the 1890s and
the 1900s, and Black political participation, which had been real, collapsed toward zero. Around that same
legal scaffolding rose the rest of Jim Crow, the segregation of every train car and waiting room and water
fountain and school, enforced by statute and backed by the lynch mob. The Confederate monuments went up
as the monuments of this new order, not the old one. They honored the men of the 1860s, but they were raised
by the men of the 1900s to consecrate a victory those men were winning in their own time, the reconquest of
the South from the brief democracy Reconstruction had built.

No organization did more to set that bronze in the squares than the United Daughters of the Confederacy,
founded in Nashville in 1894 and grown, within twenty years, from a few thousand members into a force of
nearly a hundred thousand. The Daughters were formidable. They raised the money, ran the drives, lobbied
the legislatures and the Congress, and commissioned the statues, and the SPLC credits them with something
like four hundred and fifty of the memorials. They were also, by their own words and deeds, an instrument of
white supremacy. One chapter funded a monument to the Ku Klux Klan; the national body honored the Klan
as the saviors of the South; and within the past decade the group's own website was still describing the enslaved
as faithful and devoted servants, usually ready and willing to serve their masters. What the Daughters built did
not stay where the dead lay. The early cemetery stones had marked graves; the new bronze marched out of the
cemeteries and into the seats of civic power, onto the courthouse lawns and the statechouse grounds and the
central squares, cast large and raised on plinths tall enough to make a citizen look up at a Confederate general
the way a supplicant looks up at a king. The placement was the message. A chapter in Franklin, Tennessee, said
the quiet part plainly, explaining that its monument was meant for the local white children, who would learn
by daily sight of it the cause their ancestors had fought for, rather than for the benefit of any stranger passing
through.

Where the monuments stood is as telling as when they rose. They were planted, again and again, on the
grounds of the courthouse, the building where a Black citizen went to seek justice and almost never found it,
where the juries were white and the judges were white and the law was an instrument of the same order the
statue celebrated. A Black man climbing the courthouse steps to stand trial passed beneath a bronze soldier of
the slaveholders' republic, a reminder, in the moment he most needed the state to be fair, of exactly whose state
it was. Many of the statues stood at the heads of the main streets and the entrances to the towns, so that arrival
itself meant passing under the Confederate flag of memory. This was the daily work the bronze did, work that
had nothing to do with mourning and everything to do with message, telling Black Southerners every time
they crossed the square that the men who had fought to keep them enslaved were the honored fathers of the
town, and telling white Southerners the same thing, so that the racial order would feel less like a policy that
could be changed and more like the permanent furniture of the world. The correlation the Equal Justice
Initiative found, between the monuments in a county and the lynchings in it, was a single phenomenon with
two faces, the open threat and the standing reminder.

There is no need to guess at what the men on the pedestals stood for, because they told the world
themselves, in plain words, while the Confederacy was being born. In March of 1861, a few weeks before the

first shots, the vice president of the new Confederate nation, Alexander Stephens, rose in Savannah to explain
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what made it different from the country it was leaving. The government of the United States, he said, had
rested on the false notion that all men are created equal. The Confederacy corrected that error. Its cornerstone,
in his words, rested upon the opposite and, he insisted, truer principle, that the Black man is not the equal of
the white man and that slavery is his natural and proper condition. This was the second-ranking official of the
Confederacy stating its founding philosophy in a major address, weeks into its existence, not some fringe
extremist's slip. The men later cast in bronze and taught to schoolchildren as gallant defenders of an abstract
heritage had defined that heritage themselves, and the definition was the permanent subordination of one race
to another. When the heritage defense asks us to separate the monuments from slavery and white supremacy, it
is asking us to know less than the Confederate vice president was willing to say out loud in 1861. The men
being honored were more candid about their cause than the people who honor them now are willing to be.

Those who built the monuments sometimes stated their own purpose just as openly, and the candor of
that first machine is exactly what the present one has learned to suppress. The monuments were dedicated at
public ceremonies, and the speeches at those ceremonies were uncoded, praising the Confederacy as the
defender of white civilization and warning against the dangers of Black equality in language no one in the
crowd could mistake. Largest of all the projects was the carving at Stone Mountain in Georgia, a Confederate
answer to Mount Rushmore showing Lee and Jackson and Davis cut into the face of the mountain, begun in
1923 under the sculptor Gutzon Borglum, the same man who would later carve the presidents into the Black
Hills, and not finished until 1972. The Lost Cause did not stay in the South. Monuments to the Confederacy
went up in more than thirty states and in the District of Columbia, far from any battlefield, in places that had
sent their sons to fight for the Union, because the romance of the gallant, doomed South had become a
national possession, a story the whole country agreed to tell because it let the whole country off the hook. To
honor the Confederacy as tragic and brave was to agree that the war had been nobody's fault and slavery
nobody's particular crime, which was a comfortable thing for white Americans north and south to believe.

There is a detail that turns the heritage defense’s own hero against it, and it comes from Robert E. Lee
himself. Lee did not want the monuments. After the war he was asked, more than once, to lend his name and
his presence to Confederate memorial projects, to help mark the positions at Gettysburg, to bless the raising of
statues to the cause he had led, and he declined. He thought it wiser, he wrote, not to keep open the sores of
war, and better to commit the bitterness of the conflict to oblivion than to carve it into the landscape where it
would teach each new generation to nurse the grievance. The most honored soldier of the Confederacy, the
man whose likeness would eventually be cast in more bronze than any other, believed that raising such
monuments was a mistake. This matters because it severs the statues from the thing they pretend to be. If the
central figure of the Lost Cause opposed the statues, then the statues were never about honoring the men who
fought; they were about something those men, or at least the most famous of them, had explicitly warned
against, the reopening of the wound for the use of the living. The people who built the bronze in 1910 and in
1955 were overriding Lee's judgment rather than finishing his work, serving a purpose of their own, the
purpose written in the dates.

That story the textbooks told had been manufactured, deliberately, in the years right after the war, before
the first great wave of bronze, and the men who built it can be named. The chief architect was a former
Confederate general named Jubal Early, a bitter and tireless man who set out in the 1870s to fix the meaning of
the war while the survivors were still alive to argue. Through the Southern Historical Society and its widely

circulated papers, Early and his allies hammered a set of claims into doctrine. The South, they insisted, had
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been overwhelmed by brute numbers and industrial weight, its defeat a matter of arithmetic rather than skill.
Lee was elevated past criticism into a flawless marble saint, and when someone had to be blamed for the loss at
Gettysburg, the blame was loaded onto General James Longstreet, who had committed the unforgivable sins
of questioning Lee's decisions and, after the war, joining the Republican Party and accepting Reconstruction.
The cause itself was scrubbed of slavery and repainted as a noble defense of constitutional principle and home.
None of this arose from the documents, which say plainly, in the secession declarations and the Cornerstone
Speech and the rest, that the war was fought to preserve slavery; it was built backward, from the conclusion the
defeated wanted, and then propagated through veterans’ magazines and reunion speeches and memorial rituals
until it hardened into the thing the Dunning School would later dress in academic robes. The Lost Cause was a
story composed after the war, not a memory that survived it, the work of men who had lost and could not bear
the terms of their losing.

The bronze had a partner in the schoolroom, and the partner reached even further, because a statue stands
in one town while a textbook stands in a thousand. By the early twentieth century the historical profession had
been captured, as the last chapter described, by the Dunning School, named for the Columbia professor
William Dunning, whose students wrote the histories that taught Reconstruction as a national tragedy, a time
when ignorant freedmen and grasping Northern adventurers misruled a noble and prostrate South until white
Southerners rose to redeem it. The United Daughters of the Confederacy made it their business to police what
the children read. They reviewed textbooks, pressured publishers and school boards, drove out the histories
they judged too friendly to the Union, and rewarded the ones that told the Southern story. Their Historian
General, a Georgia woman named Mildred Lewis Rutherford, produced a pamphlet that worked as a loyalty
test for schoolbooks, instructing teachers and librarians to reject any text that called the war a rebellion, that
named slavery as its cause, or that spoke of the enslaved as anything other than content. The Daughters drilled
the young directly, too, through an auxiliary called the Children of the Confederacy, who learned the
catechism of the Lost Cause by rote, reciting in call-and-response that secession had been lawful, that slavery
had not caused the war, and that the slaves had been happy. A white child in the South in 1925 met the same
lie in the textbook on the desk, the monument on the courthouse lawn, and the answers memorized for the
meeting after church.

When a falsehood is taught at that volume, from that many directions at once, it stops feeling like a claim
that could be argued and starts to feel like the weather, simply the way the world is. That is what a propaganda
machine is for, and this one ran for generations with almost nothing pushing back. It reached far past the
South and far past the schools. In 1929 a Democratic insider named Claude Bowers published a popular
history called The Tragic Era, which told the Dunning story for a mass audience, became a bestseller, and fixed
in the minds of ordinary readers across the country the picture of Reconstruction as a carnival of corruption
and Black misgovernment that decent white Southerners had been right to overthrow. The romance went on
conquering the popular imagination for decades after, reaching its widest audience of all in Margaret
Mitchell's Gone with the Wind, the best-selling novel of its day and then one of the most-watched films ever
made, which wrapped the slave South in moonlight and gallantry, gave the country an unforgettable cast of
devoted and comic enslaved characters, and taught tens of millions to mourn the plantation world as a lost
paradise. By the time a moviegoer wept for Tara, the work the textbooks and the monuments had begun was

finished, and the falsification had become the culture's own idea of romance.
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The historian David Blight has shown how the price of national reconciliation was paid in exactly this coin.
Over the half-century after the war the North and the South made their peace, and the reunion of the white
sections was purchased by agreeing to forget what the war had been about, by pushing the emancipation of
four million people and the brief experiment in Black citizenship to the margins of the national memory so
that white men in blue and white men in gray could clasp hands across the bloody chasm as brothers who had
simply disagreed. The image that captures it best is the great reunion at Gettysburg in 1913, on the fiftieth
anniversary of the battle, where tens of thousands of aging Union and Confederate veterans camped together
and shook hands across the stone wall they had once fought over, in a public pageant of healing presided over
by President Wilson. It was a moving scene, and it was built on an erasure, because the same year those old men
were embracing as brothers, Black Americans were being lynched and stripped of the vote across the South,
and not one of the Black soldiers who had helped win that war was a welcome part of the ceremony. Frederick
Douglass, in his last years, had seen this coming and fought it, warning that a nation eager to clasp hands and
forget would lose the one thing the war had settled, that it had been a war of moral principle and not a mere
quarrel between equally honorable brothers, and that to blur the cause of freedom into the cause of slavery was
to throw away the meaning of the whole struggle. He was right, and he was outvoted by a culture that
preferred the comfort of reunion to the burden of the truth, and the same forgetting is on offer again in our
own day, dressed in the same language of healing and unity. The reconciliation of white America was real. It
was achieved by writing Black America out of the story of its own freedom, and the Lost Cause won the
country not only because the South pushed it but because the North found it convenient to accept.

Then the machine learned to move. In 1915, fifty years after the war ended, the director D. W. Griffith
released a motion picture called The Birth of a Nation, adapted from a novel called The Clansman by a Baptist
preacher named Thomas Dixon, and it carried the Dunning School out of the schoolbook and onto the screen
in front of millions. The film told the same story the textbooks told, and it told it with a force no textbook
could reach. Reconstruction appears in it as an orgy of Black misrule and menace. The freedmen, many of
them played by white actors in blackface, are depicted as brutes and fools and predators, lounging with their
bare feet on the desks of the statehouse, gorging on chicken while they pass laws, and stalking white women
through the woods. The Northern radical, a figure modeled on the Pennsylvania congressman Thaddeus
Stevens, is a vengeful schemer, and his mixed-race protégé a lustful villain who corners the heroine. Into this
nightmare rides the Ku Klux Klan, robed and gallant, to rescue white civilization and restore the natural order,
and the audience is plainly meant to cheer. It was, in the most literal sense, a recruiting film for terrorism, made
with formidable technical skill, which is part of what made it so dangerous.

The Birth of a Nation became the greatest commercial success of the silent era, and it stayed in release for
decades. By one estimate it drew some two hundred million admissions over that long life, a figure far larger
than the entire population of the country, which means the same audiences came back to it again and again. A
lie at that scale, delivered with that artistry, walks off the screen, out of the theater, and into the world. From
the start, the film was fought. The young National Association for the Advancement of Colored People,
founded only six years earlier, organized protests against it, pressed cities to ban it, and published rebuttals
documenting its falsehoods, and in a number of places the picture was censored or kept out altogether. The
truth, in other words, had defenders even at the height of the machine, people who could see the falsification
for what it was and who paid a price to say so. They did not have the volume their opponents had, and they

lost the immediate fight, since the film played to enormous crowds for years. But their resistance belongs in the
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record, and it bears on the present, because the falsifications of memory have never gone unanswered. There
have always been people who knew better and said so, and the question facing any generation is never whether
the truth has defenders but whether the defenders can be heard over the machine, a question decided by the
tools the machine has in its hands.

A famous quotation attaches itself to the White House screening of that film, and it is a lesson in the
discipline this book is built around. The picture was shown at the White House, one of the first motion
pictures ever screened there, for President Woodrow Wilson, who had been a classmate of Dixon's. And the
line that has come down to us, attributed to Wilson, is that the film was history written with lightning. Itis a
perfect phrase, too perfect, and there is no good evidence Wilson ever said it. Historians who have gone
looking for a reliable source have not found one; the line appears to have been invented or embroidered and
then repeated so often that it set like concrete into accepted fact. There is a dark joke in that, because the most
quoted sentence about the most influential work of historical fabrication in American history is itself, in all
likelihood, a fabrication. I dwell on it for a reason that goes to the center of this whole book, which is that
getting the small facts right is the discipline that separates history from propaganda, not pedantry, and a writer
who passes the lightning line along without checking it has already taken one small step onto the ground the
Lost Cause was built on.

The truth about Wilson, in any case, needs no help from a fabricated quotation, because the documented
truth is worse. Wilson was himself a trained historian, a professor and a university president before he was a
politician, and his own multivolume history of the American people carried the same sympathies the film did,
treating Reconstruction as a Northern cruelty visited on a helpless white South and the Klan as a regrettable
but understandable response. The film quoted that history approvingly in its title cards, borrowing the
authority of a scholar who was also the president to vouch for its account. And Wilson governed as his
scholarship suggested he would. He spent his first years in office resegregating the federal civil service, pushing
Black employees out of the careers Reconstruction had opened to them, screening them behind partitions,
undoing within the government the small integration that decades had built, and when a delegation of Black
leaders came to the White House to protest, he lectured them that segregation was in their own interest and
had one of them shown out. The endorsement of the film was real even if the famous sentence is not, and the
deeper fact is that the most powerful man in the country, a professional historian, had put both his scholarship
and his policy at the service of the lie.

Its most concrete legacy was an organization. The original Ku Klux Klan, the terror group of
Reconstruction, had been suppressed and had faded by the 1870s. In 1915, a former preacher and
fraternal-society salesman named William Simmons, fired by the picture, climbed Stone Mountain in Georgia
with a band of followers, burned a cross, and refounded the Klan, taking even the costume, the white hood
with its cut eyeholes, from the design the film's wardrobe department had invented for the screen. The choice
of mountain was no accident. Stone Mountain was already becoming the great altar of the Lost Cause, the
granite face where Borglum's carving of Lee and Jackson and Davis was planned, and the new Klan would hold
its rituals there for decades. A few years later the federal government itself struck a commemorative half-dollar
to raise money for the carving, putting Lee and Jackson on the coinage of the United States, so that the nation
those men had tried to destroy paid for their monument and minted their faces. The monument-building and
the terror and the official blessing met on one rock in Georgia, three things that were never separate. This

second Klan was a larger and stranger beast than the first. It spread far past the South, into the Midwest and
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the West, into states like Indiana where it captured the machinery of government outright, and at its peak in
the 1920s it counted millions of members and marched by the tens of thousands down Pennsylvania Avenue
in the capital. It widened its list of enemies from Black Americans to immigrants and Catholics and Jews,
under the slogan of one hundred percent Americanism. A movie had done more than flatter a dead terror
movement. It had raised a living one, larger than the original, and handed it a uniform. If anyone doubts that
the old machine had real power to move the world, here is the plainest measure of it, a work of propaganda
that built a mass movement of cross-burning and murder within months of its release.

The same machine that sainted the losers worked just as hard, and just as deliberately, to tear down the
winners, because a war remembered truthfully would have heroes on the Union side, and the Lost Cause could
not allow that. No one was made to suffer more by this than Ulysses Grant. Grant was the general who took
Vicksburg and forced the surrender of Lee's army and ended the war, and then, as president, turned the power
of the federal government against the first Klan and toward the defense of the freed people of the South. The
record of that defense is concrete and remarkable. Under Grant the government created the Department of
Justice, in large part to prosecute the Klan, and Congress passed the Enforcement Acts, including the Ku Klux
Klan Act of 1871, under which federal prosecutors broke the original Klan in a wave of indictments, while the
Fifteenth Amendment, guaranteeing Black men the vote, was ratified on his watch. For a brief window, the
power of the United States was turned against white terrorism in the South in a way it would not be again for
nearly a century. A man with that record is precisely the man a Lost Cause history needs to erase, because his
presidency stands as proof that the federal government could have protected Black citizens and, for a few years,
did.

So they erased him, and for the better part of a hundred years it worked. The writers of the Confederate
tradition recast Grant as a butcher who had won only by drowning a better general in bodies, a charge the
record refutes, since his casualty rates were no worse, and often better, than those of the generals the same
writers admired. They recast him as a hopeless drunkard, swelling a real but contained struggle with alcohol
into a defining vice, when in fact he kept sober in combat and stopped almost entirely once the war and its
loneliness were behind him. The man who had saved the Union was handed down to the schoolchildren as a
bloody incompetent and a sot, while the man who had tried to destroy it was handed down as a saint, and the
inversion held for generations because the machine that produced it never switched off. A man who ranked
among the most consequential generals and presidents of the nineteenth century became, in the national
memory, a punch line and a cautionary tale, which is a measure less of the man than of the power bent on
lowering him.

The elevation of Lee was the mirror image of the degradation of Grant, and just as deliberate. While Grant
sank, Lee rose into something close to a religious figure, the marble model of the Christian gentleman, the
reluctant warrior who had only defended his beloved Virginia, his slaveholding and his treason alike dissolved
in a haze of nobility. The college where he spent his last years was renamed for him and kept his office as a
shrine; his birthday became a holiday across the South, sometimes folded together with the birthday of
Stonewall Jackson; his image went onto the schoolroom wall, the stained-glass window, the postage stamp, and
the courthouse lawn. A man who had taken up arms against the United States to preserve human bondage was
remade into the noblest American of his age, while the man who had beaten him and then fought to protect
the freed people was remade into a drunk. That double inversion, the traitor sainted and the savior smeared, is

the Lost Cause working both of its levers at once, and it tells us that the machine was never only about the
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South's dead; it was about who would be honored and who would be forgotten in the country the South had
failed to leave.

The clearest proof of how thoroughly that worked sits in a building rather than a book, a few blocks from
the campus where I would later study. Grant’s Tomb sits on Riverside Drive in upper Manhattan, the largest
mausoleum in North America, where Grant lies beside his wife, Julia. When Grant died in 1885, a million and
a half people lined the streets of New York for his funeral, the largest gathering the continent had yet seen, and
for decades afterward the tomb was one of the most visited sites in the country, second only to Niagara Falls.
Then, as Grant's reputation sank under the weight of the Lost Cause, the tomb sank with it. By the 1970s and
1980s it had become a derelict, the granite black with graffiti, the plaza strewn with needles and reeking of
urine, used as a public toilet and a shelter, the stone eagles on its facade attacked so that vandals could break the
beaks off, and inside, among the neglected exhibits, a photograph that was supposed to be Grant turned out to
be a picture of another man. A short walk away, Columbia kept its lawns immaculate, and a few hundred miles
south the grave of Robert E. Lee was tended and open seven days a week. The victor lay in filth and the man he
beat lay in honor. It took a Columbia undergraduate named Frank Scaturro, who had volunteered as a guide at
the tomb and was sickened by what he found, years of fighting the National Park Service and the Congress,
and a lawsuit, to shame the government into restoring the place, which was finally rededicated in 1997, a
hundred years after it was built.

The neglect of that tomb gave physical shape to a memory that had been deliberately rewritten, no accident
of municipal budgets, and it sat there rotting, in plain sight, while the country told itself the war had been a
tragedy among equals. The recovery of the tomb, fittingly, tracked the recovery of the history. Scaturro's own
faculty adviser at Columbia was Eric Foner, whose 1988 history of Reconstruction did more than any single
book to demolish the Dunning School and restore the true account of the period, the account Du Bois had
published and seen buried half a century before. In the years since, the scholarship has caught up to the facts,
and the popular reputation has begun to follow, with major biographies returning Grant to something like his
rightful stature, a bicentennial of his birth marked with new honors, and a movement afoot to grant him, after
his death, the highest rank the army can bestow, the General of the Armies once reserved for George
Washington. The reputation of the man and the condition of his grave rose and fell together, and both rose
and fell with the fortunes of the lie, which is as concrete a demonstration as one could ask that the memory of
the war stays unsettled, a thing constantly fought over, won, lost, and won again.

That hinge between the old machine and the present sits, as so much in this book does, on the hill at
Arlington. The Confederate monument a bipartisan commission removed from the cemetery in December of
2023 was a project of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, authorized by a secretary of war in 1906 and
unveiled by President Wilson in 1914, the same Wilson who would screen Griffith's film the following winter.
Its bronze carried the whole creed in figures, among them the enslaved mammy holding up a white officer's
child and the loyal enslaved man marching off to war, the faithful-slave fantasy cast in metal and planted
among the Union dead. That monument is a clean specimen of the old machine, explicit and unashamed,
made by the most effective Lost Cause organization in the country and blessed by a president, and it stood at
Arlington for more than a century. The fight over putting it back, which the present administration has taken
up, is a fight between two eras of the same campaign, and it lets us see the difference between them with
unusual clarity, because the thing being restored is a relic of the time when the machine still said exactly what it

meant.
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This was the old machine, and what set it apart was how loud it was. It did its work in the open. The claims
went onto the courthouse lawn in twenty-foot bronzes; they went into the textbooks for children to recite and
into the bestseller on the parlor table; they went onto the largest movie screen in the country, in a film shown
at the White House. Union heroes were degraded so openly that Grant's tomb was left to rot in the middle of
New York. The old machine did not hide what it believed or what it wanted, because in the America that built
it, the men who ran it did not need to hide. They held the legislatures and the school boards and the courts,
and the racial order they were defending was the official order of half the country and the polite assumption of
much of the rest. A propaganda campaign can afford to be explicit when it is not afraid of being caught.
Everything that follows in this book is the story of what happened to that confidence, of how the machine was
forced, across the second half of the twentieth century and into our own, to keep doing the same work while
learning to deny that it was doing it at all. The bronze and the textbook announced what they meant. The
restoration we are living through has learned to say it in a whisper, in code, and lately in the voice of a machine,
and the first step in answering it is to remember how plainly, not so long ago, the same thing was carved in

stone for anyone to read.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Stab in the Back

It is tempting to treat the Lost Cause as a peculiarly American disease, the strange invention of a strange region,
bound up with cotton and the plantation and the specific sins of the American South. That reading is
comforting, because it makes the whole thing a local accident, a wrong turn one country took and might
simply correct. The comfort is false. The machinery this book has been describing is, in its essentials, a general
human response to a particular kind of loss rather than anything specifically American, and the surest way to
see that is to leave the United States entirely and look at another proud military power that lost a war it was
sure it should have won, and that built, out of its humiliation, a lie so close to the Lost Cause in structure that
the two could be diagrams of the same engine. That country is Germany, the war is the First World War, and
the lie is the one the Germans called the Dolchstofilegende, the legend of the stab in the back. Following it
through, watching it form and spread and finally come to power, is the closest thing this book can offer to a
controlled experiment. Two defeated militarisms, on two continents, separated by half a century and an ocean
and a language, reached for the identical falsehood and used it to the same end. When the same machine
appears twice, built independently by people who never compared notes, it stops being an accident of one
culture and starts being a law of how beaten militarisms behave.

Begin with what happened, because the lie cannot be measured without it. By the autumn of 1918 the
German army was beaten in the plain military sense, and the men who ran it knew so first. The great German
offensive of that spring, Ludendorff's last gamble to win the war before the full weight of American troops
arrived, had spent itself and failed. Through the late summer and autumn the Allies pushed back in the
offensives that came to be called the Hundred Days, and the German line, exhausted and outnumbered and
running short of everything, began to give way for good. The decisive judgment came from the high command
itself, not from any politician or pacifist. By the end of September 1918 the German General Staff regarded the
struggle as hopeless. Erich Ludendorft, the First Quartermaster-General who had effectively run Germany as a
military dictatorship for the previous two years, concluded that his front might break at any moment and the
whole army be swept into catastrophe, and he did something that should be carved over the entrance to this
entire subject. He demanded that the civilian government sue for peace. On the third of October, his superior
in title, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, went before the new chancellor and explained that the front
could not hold and an armistice had to be sought without delay. The two most powerful soldiers in Germany,
the men whose names stood for the war itself, looked at the situation in the field and concluded that the war
was lost. They were right, and they were the ones who said it first.

What the high command saw in the maps was confirmed in the ranks. By the autumn of 1918 the German
army that had terrified Europe for four years was breaking down from within, worn out by sheer exhaustion
and despair rather than by any treason. Soldiers were surrendering in enormous numbers, often at the first real
opportunity, and behind the lines deserters drifted away by the thousands in what some historians have called

a covert strike against a war the men no longer believed could be won. The British naval blockade had been
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starving Germany for years, and the hunger had reached the trenches; the influenza sweeping the world that
autumn fell hardest on the underfed. The army had been worn to nothing by a coalition with more men, more
food, more guns, and, after 1917, the limitless reserves of the United States, never knifed by civilians while it
stood strong, and the soldiers in the line knew it even when the people at home did not. This is the fact the
legend had to erase, and erasing it was possible only because the German public could not see the front. The
distance between the home front and the fighting front, which the censorship had deliberately widened, was
the space in which the lie could grow. People who cannot see how a thing was lost are free to be told it was
stolen.

The end, when it came, came fast and from below as well as above. At the end of October the sailors of the
German fleet at Kiel were ordered out for one last battle, a death ride that could change nothing, and they
refused. The mutiny spread from the ships to the docks to the cities, workers and soldiers forming councils,
and within days the old order simply fell apart. To the nationalist right, looking back, this revolution would
become the crime itself, the moment the home front turned on the army, and the sailors and workers who
refused to die for a lost cause would be recast as the stabbers. What the record shows is the reverse, a
population that had finally grasped what its leaders already knew, that the war was over and lost, and that
refused to spend more lives pretending otherwise. The revolution did not cause the defeat. The defeat caused
the revolution. On the ninth of November the Kaiser abdicated and fled, the monarchy that had ruled
Germany was finished, and a republic was proclaimed almost in passing from a balcony in Berlin. Two days
later, on the eleventh of November 1918, the armistice was signed in a railway carriage in France, and the guns
stopped. The men who signed it for Germany were civilians of the new republic, chief among them a Catholic
politician named Matthias Erzberger. The soldiers who had run the war and lost it were not in the carriage.
They had arranged, with some care, to be somewhere else.

That arrangement is the heart of the matter, and it was a maneuver of pure cynicism. Having lost the war,
Ludendorff and Hindenburg arranged not to be blamed for it. They had pressed for the creation of a new,
more parliamentary government in the war's final weeks, and then they handed that government the job of
asking the Allies for terms and signing whatever came back. The soldiers who had run the country stepped
back into the shadows, and the civilian politicians, many of them Social Democrats who had inherited a
catastrophe they did not make, were left holding the surrender. The ground was perfectly prepared for the lie
that followed. A year after the armistice, in November 1919, Hindenburg sat before a parliamentary
committee convened to investigate why Germany had lost, and instead of answering its questions he read out a
prepared statement, and in it he delivered the poison in a single phrase, that the German army, undefeated in
the field, had been stabbed in the back. He attributed the words to an unnamed English general, which let him
launder his own invention through a foreign and supposedly neutral mouth. The man who had told the Kaiser
the war was lost now told the nation the war had been betrayed, and because he was the great hero of the war,
the nation believed him.

There is a bitter irony in how the new democracy helped to hang itself. Friedrich Ebert, the Social
Democratic leader who became the first president of the republic, greeted the soldiers returning to Berlin in
November 1918 as heroes, telling them that no enemy had vanquished them and that they had come home
undefeated from the field. He meant it as balm, a way of honoring men who had suffered horribly and lost,
and of binding their loyalty to the fragile new state. What he in fact did was put the central claim of the

stab-in-the-back legend into the mouth of the republic’s own founder. If even the Socialist president agreed the
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army had not been beaten, then the only question left was who had stabbed it, and the answer the right was
preparing pointed straight back at Ebert and everyone like him. The legend also fell on ground that had been
prepared for years. The German public had spent the whole war reading a censored press that reported only
victories, and their country had never been invaded; German armies still stood on French and Belgian soil
when the guns fell silent. To an ordinary German with no way of knowing how near the front had come to
collapse, the sudden surrender made no sense at all, unless someone had thrown the game. The lie worked
without needing to be true; it needed only to be repeated by enough people, including, fatally, by some of the
same people it was built to destroy.

A betrayal needs traitors, and the legend named them without subtlety. First were the men who had signed
the armistice and built the republic, the November criminals, as the nationalist right christened them, a phrase
that turned the act of ending a hopeless war into the founding crime of the new German state. To have
negotiated peace, or even to have supported the democracy that grew from it, was to be marked, and the mark
could be fatal. Second were the socialists and the communists, whose strikes and mutinies in the war's last year
were recast from the symptoms of a collapsing war effort into its secret cause, the Marxist poison that had
supposedly rotted the army from within while it stood firm at the front. The legend took the ordinary unrest
of a starving, exhausted nation in its fourth year of slaughter and rewrote it as a coordinated act of treason.
None of this had to make sense as history. It had to satisfy a need, the need of a defeated people for an
explanation that did not require them to look at their own cause.

Beneath and behind both of those groups, in the version that would prove most lethal, were the Jews. The
stab-in-the-back legend was, at its center, an antisemitic conspiracy theory, and it drew on a slander
manufactured during the war itself. In 1916, responding to whispers that German Jews were shirking the
trenches, the German army conducted a census of its Jewish soldiers, the Judenzihlung, a count designed to
document cowardice. The count found the opposite. Jews were serving and dying at the front in proportion to
their numbers, as loyal to Germany as any other Germans. The army's response to this inconvenient truth was
to bury it, refusing to publish the figures, which left the original smear standing and added to it the dark
suggestion that the real results were too damaging to release. That lie outlived the war and hardened, in the
legend, into the claim that a disloyal Jewish population had betrayed the loyal German soldier, a claim with no
evidence whatsoever and enormous appeal to people desperate to explain a defeat they could not otherwise
bear. The most carefully documented proof of Jewish loyalty in German history was sitting in a War Ministry
drawer while the opposite lie conquered the country, which is as pure an example as one could want of how
lictle the facts matter when a people has decided what it needs to believe.

Germany's grievance ran on a second engine as well, the peace itself. The Treaty of Versailles, signed in
1919, was harsh, and the Germans experienced it as a humiliation imposed by foreigners rather than a
settlement they had any part in shaping. It assigned Germany the guilt for the war in a formal clause, stripped it
of territory, demanded crushing reparations, and reduced its army to a token force. Germans across the
political spectrum called it the Diktat, the dictated peace, and hated it. The stab-in-the-back legend and the
hatred of Versailles fused into a single story, because the same November criminals who had supposedly
betrayed the army had then signed away the nation at Versailles, accepting the guilt and the reparations and the
disarmament. Every payment, every lost province, every limit on the army became a fresh reminder of the
original betrayal and a fresh argument for the people who promised to undo it. The treaty turned the legend

from a story about the past into a daily grievance about the present, renewed with every installment of
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reparations, and it kept the wound open and bleeding for the entire life of the republic.

The sense of betrayal at Versailles was sharpened by a broken expectation. When Germany had agreed to
the armistice, it had done so partly in the belief that the peace would follow the principles the American
president, Woodrow Wilson, had laid out in his Fourteen Points, a relatively generous framework promising
self-determination and a settlement without vindictive punishment. What arrived instead was a treaty dictated
by the victors, presented for signature with no real negotiation, carrying the war-guilt clause and the
reparations and the territorial amputations. To many Germans this felt like a trick, a surrender obtained under
false pretenses and then exploited, and the feeling fed straight into the legend, because if the armistice had been
a deception sprung by the enemy and accepted by fools or traitors at home, then the whole settlement was
illegitimate from its first day. The right did not have to argue that Versailles was unjust; most Germans already
telt that in their bones. It had only to connect the injustice to the internal enemy, to insist that the November
criminals, having lost the war, had then handed the nation, bound and helpless, to its foes. Grievance and
conspiracy braided together into a single rope, and the republic spent its whole short life hanging from it.

Set all of this beside the American Lost Cause and the resemblance is almost uncanny, feature for feature.
Begin with the denial of military defeat. The German legend insisted the army had been undefeated in the field
and beaten only from behind, while the Lost Cause insisted the Confederate soldier had never been outfought,
only overwhelmed, ground down by a Northern war machine with more men and more factories. In both
stories the defeated army keeps its honor by losing to arithmetic rather than to skill, to numbers rather than to
a better enemy. Next comes the relocation of the cause of defeat from the battlefield to an act of internal
betrayal. Germany had its November criminals; the Confederate tradition, as the last chapter noted, had its
scapegoat in General Longstreet, blamed for the loss at Gettysburg by men who could not bear to say that Lee
had simply been beaten, and beyond him the consoling sense that the South had been undone by forces other
than its own defeat. Then comes the sanctification of the lost cause and its leaders, the aura of nobility that
makes questioning the myth feel like an insult to the dead. Lee became a marble saint, and the German front
soldier became a figure of pure and betrayed heroism. Underneath all three moves runs the same engine, the
same refusal, the inability of a proud martial culture to look at a lost war and say the plain words, that it had
been beaten, and beaten because its cause did not deserve to win and its enemies were stronger. Rather than say
that, both cultures built a cathedral of explanation in which the defeat became someone else's crime.

At the root of both myths lies a particular relationship to honor, the code of a warrior class that cannot
survive the admission of defeat. For the Prussian officer corps and for the Southern planter aristocracy alike,
honor was the whole foundation of status and identity, the thing that justified their command over other men,
never a merely private virtue. To such a class, to have been beaten fairly is to have been proven inferior, and
proven inferior in the one contest the class exists to win. That admission is intolerable, because it dissolves the
claim to rule. A myth of betrayal rescues the honor by changing the story of the defeat. The warriors were
betrayed rather than bested, which leaves their superiority intact and transfers the failure to lesser people who
were never part of the warrior code in the first place, the politicians, the merchants, the racial and religious
outsiders. The legend is, in this sense, a machine for preserving a hierarchy that a lost war would otherwise have
shattered. It lets a defeated elite go on believing it deserved to rule, and go on demanding to rule, by insisting
that only treachery ever stood between it and the victory that was its due. The defense of honor and the
defense of dominance turn out to be the same defense, which is why both myths point so naturally toward the

restoration of the old order.
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Each myth reached for the deep stories of its culture to give the lie the weight of legend. In Germany the
image of the stab in the back summoned Siegfried, the dragon-slaying hero of the old Germanic epic, the
invincible warrior who could be killed only by a thrust to the one unguarded spot on his back, brought down
by the treachery of Hagen and never in open battle. Richard Wagner had set the story to music in his operas,
and every educated German knew it. To call the army’s defeat a stab in the back was to cast the German soldier
as Siegfried and the socialists and Jews and democrats as Hagen, turning a military collapse into a national
myth of murdered heroism. The Lost Cause did the same work with a different inheritance, the chivalric
romance of the medieval knight, the cavalier, the gallant and doomed aristocrat defending his home and his
honor against vulgar invaders. The plantation South was remade into Camelot, its slaveholders into knights, its
defeat into the fall of a noble order before a coarser and more numerous foe. In both cases the borrowed myth
did something a mere argument never could. It moved the claim out of the realm of fact, where it could be
checked and disproved, and into the realm of legend, where it asked only to be felt. A man can be argued out of
a falsehood. He is far harder to argue out of an epic in which he and his fathers are the betrayed heroes.

A lie of this kind cannot survive on its first telling; it needs an apparatus, a whole machinery of repetition,
and both cultures built one. In Germany the legend was carried by the veterans’ leagues and the nationalist
parties and the right-wing newspapers, by Ludendorff's memoirs and a flood of pamphlets, by speeches and
rallies and schoolbooks, until it became less a claim than an atmosphere, the assumed background of
respectable opinion on the right. In the American South the same work was done, as the last chapter showed,
by the United Daughters of the Confederacy and the veterans' organizations, by the monuments and the
textbooks and the films, by the catechisms recited in church basements. The point worth drawing is that a
falsehood becomes dangerous when an institution adopts it and a culture repeats it until contradiction sounds
like rudeness, not when one man speaks it. There is a difference between a lie that is fought and a lie that has
become the air a society breathes, and the whole project of these movements was to move their lie from the
first state to the second. When that move succeeds, the falsehood no longer needs defending; it defends itself,
through everyone who has come to assume it, and anyone who challenges it pays the social price of the heretic.
That is the condition both the German right and the American South achieved, and it is the condition the
makers of the present synthetic version are working to achieve again.

The comparison can be pushed too far, and intellectual honesty requires marking where it breaks. These
two cases are not identical, and the differences matter. The Dolchstofflegende fed directly into the most
systematic genocide in history and a second world war that killed tens of millions; the Lost Cause fed into Jim
Crow, disenfranchisement, and the long campaign of lynching, an enormous and sustained evil, but not the
same evil at the same scale. It was also more tightly organized around a single demonized internal enemy, the
Jew, while the American myth spread its blame more diffusely, across the freed Black population and the
Northern occupier and the scalawag. And the timing ran differently. The American counterrevolution
succeeded fast, overthrowing Reconstruction within a dozen years of the war's end and holding its gains for
nearly a century, while the German counterrevolution took fifteen years and the collapse of a republic to reach
full power. To say the two myths share a structure does not make the South Nazi Germany or the Confederate
veteran a stormtrooper. The claim is narrower: two wounded cultures, facing the same unbearable fact, built
the same kind of lie out of it, and the kind of lie is the thing worth studying, because it recurs.

What makes the structure dangerous, in both cases, is that the lie does not stay a feeling. A myth of betrayal

is a public program rather than a private comfort, and it carries within it a set of instructions. If the nation was
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betrayed rather than beaten in the field, then the defeat was illegitimate and can be reversed. Should the
surrender turn out to be a crime, then the men who signed it are criminals to be punished and the settlement
they accepted a fraud to be torn up. And if traitors within brought the nation down, then those traitors can be
identified, purged, and removed, and the nation made whole and strong again by doing it. The legend, in other
words, is a way of preparing the next war rather than mourning the last. In Germany the program was explicit.
The nationalist right promised to overturn Versailles by force, to rebuild the army the treaty had limited, and
to deal with the internal enemies, the Marxists and the Jews and the democrats, who had supposedly
engineered the defeat. That legend told Germans not only how to feel about the past but what to do about the
future, and what it told them to do was re-arm and take revenge.

The Lost Cause carried the identical payload on the other side of the ocean, and it delivered. If the South
had not been beaten at all, only overwhelmed and then betrayed by Reconstruction, then the verdict of the
war could be reversed at home, the Northern settlement could be dismantled, and the internal enemy, in this
case the freed Black population and the white Republicans who worked with them, could be stripped of the
power the war had given them and forced back down. That is precisely what happened, and it happened
through blood. Through the late 1860s and the 1870s the original Ku Klux Klan and a host of allied
paramilitaries, the White League and the Red Shirts and the rifle clubs, waged a sustained campaign of terror
against Black voters and officeholders and the white Republicans who worked with them. The violence was
deliberate, organized political warfare, with massacres like the one at Colfax, Louisiana, in 1873, where scores
of Black men were murdered after they had surrendered, and coordinated campaigns like the Mississippi Plan
of 1875, which used open intimidation and murder to overthrow a state government at the ballot box. As the
Northern will to keep federal troops in the South drained away, the terror did its work, until the disputed
presidential election of 1876 was resolved by a bargain that withdrew the last soldiers and abandoned the freed
people to their former masters. By the end of the 1870s the white South had been redeemed, in the triumphant
word its own partisans used, returned to the control of the men who had lost the war. The disenfranchising
constitutions and the segregation statutes of the following decades, the bronze and the textbooks of the last
chapter, completed the work. The myth was the blueprint for the counterrevolution, and the
counterrevolution won, holding the South for white supremacy until the middle of the twentieth century.

In Germany the man who carried the legend to its furthest and most catastrophic conclusion was Adolf
Hitler. The stab in the back was foundational for Hitler, personal, the organizing trauma of his political life,
not one idea among many. He learned of Germany's surrender while lying in a military hospital, temporarily
blinded by a British gas attack, and he wrote afterward that the news drove him to a vision and into politics.
For the rest of his career he raged against the November criminals, and he placed the Jews at the dead center of
the betrayal, insisting that the revolution of 1918 and the republic it produced had been a Jewish operation
designed to bring Germany low. The Nazis built the legend into the foundation of their movement. It ran
through Hitler's speeches and Goebbels's propaganda, through the rallies and the posters and the pamphlets, a
constant drumbeat insisting that Germany had been great and undefeated until traitors within sold it out, and
that greatness could be recovered only by removing them. When the Nazis took power in 1933, they wrote the
legend into the official history of the nation, teaching every German child that the Weimar Republic had been
the bastard creation of the men who stabbed the country in the back. Within the Nazi program the legend was
load-bearing, not decoration. It justified the rebuilding of the army in defiance of Versailles, since a treaty

signed by traitors bound no one. It justified the persecution of the left and the Jews, since they were the
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stabbers and the nation's recovery supposedly required their removal. And it justified the destruction of the
republic itself, since the republic was, in the legend, nothing but the institutionalized crime of November
1918. Every major act of the regime could be dressed as the righteous correction of a betrayal, which is the
deepest political use of such a myth, to make aggression feel like justice and persecution feel like self-defense.
The historians who study this period have reached a sober consensus, that the stab-in-the-back legend did
enormous damage to German democracy and helped clear the path for Hitler.

The legend did not wait for Hitler to start killing. Through the early years of the republic it was already
turning to murder. The men labeled November criminals were hunted in the streets. Matthias Erzberger, the
politician who had signed the armistice because someone had to and the generals would not, was shot dead by
right-wing assassins in 1921. Walther Rathenau, the brilliant foreign minister who was both a republican and a
Jew, and who therefore sat at the intersection of every category the legend hated, was machine-gunned in his
car in 1922. These crimes were the legend doing its work rather than random violence, identifying the traitors
it had named and removing them, exactly as the logic of a betrayal myth demands. A nationalist press, much of
it controlled by the media baron Alfred Hugenberg, kept the targets painted, branding the republic’s leaders as
criminals and Jews and holding the public rage at a useful temperature. The violence of the 1930s and 1940s,
when it came, continued the violence of the 1920s rather than breaking from it, the same project, grown strong
enough to operate through the machinery of the state instead of through the lone assassin.

The lie was even put on trial, and it survived the trial intact, which is a lesson in how little evidence can do
against a myth that people need. In 1925 a libel case in Munich, remembered as the stab-in-the-back trial,
turned into a public forum on the question of why Germany had lost, with historians and former officers
called to testify about the military collapse of 1918. The documented history was available; the truth about the
army's exhaustion and the high command's own demand for an armistice could be laid out, and to a degree it
was. It changed nothing. The myth had long since stopped being a hypothesis that testimony could falsity and
hardened into an article of faith and a political weapon, and a faith does not retreat because a courtroom heard
contrary evidence. The men who believed Germany had been stabbed in the back walked out of those
proceedings believing it still, often more fiercely, now that the accused traitors had dared to defend themselves
in open court. A fact can lose to a legend even when the fact is proven, if enough people have decided the
legend serves them better than the truth.

Why a betrayal myth has such power, why people reach for it so readily and cling to it so hard, is the
question that explains a great deal about our own moment as well as the German and the American past. A
defeat, faced squarely, demands painful things of the defeated. It asks them to consider that their cause may
have been wrong, that their enemies may have been right or at least stronger, that the suffering and death they
endured may have been spent on something that did not deserve it. That is an unbearable weight, and the
betrayal myth lifts it entirely. It says the cause was just and the soldiers were heroes and the defeat was never
earned, that everything noble was real and only the treachery of others took the victory away. It converts shame
into grievance, which is a far more comfortable thing to carry, and it supplies an enemy, a target for the rage
that defeat generates, so that the energy of humiliation can be aimed outward at traitors instead of inward at
hard questions. There is a further seduction in it, the promise of redemption on easy terms. If the defeat was
caused by betrayal rather than by any failing of the cause, then the cause can still triumph, and all that stands
between the humiliated nation and its restored greatness is the removal of the traitors. The myth thus offers an

excuse for the past, a program for the future, and a villain to act against, a complete emotional package, and it
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asks nothing of its believers except that they hate the people it names and follow the leaders who promise to
deal with them. Few political offers in history have been more seductive, or more lethal. A people offered the
choice between a painful truth and a flattering lie that also hands them someone to hate will choose the lie
more often than not, which is the permanent vulnerability the makers of such myths have always exploited.

Put the two cases side by side and the general mechanism stands out, and it can be stated almost as a
sequence. A militarized culture loses a war it believed it should have won. Rather than accept the defeat on its
merits, which would mean accepting that its cause was wrong or its enemies were better, it denies the defeat
itself, insisting the army was never beaten in the field at all. It then supplies an alternative explanation, an
internal betrayal by a named set of traitors who are blamed for stealing a victory that was somehow always
within reach. The culture sanctifies its own soldiers and leaders, placing them beyond criticism, so that the
myth becomes a matter of honor and loyalty rather than evidence. And then, crucially, it turns the myth into a
mandate, a license to reverse the verdict of the war at home, to tear up the settlement, and to move against the
internal enemies the legend has identified. This is the machine. It ran in Germany and it ran in the American
South, built independently by people facing the same humiliation, and in both places it produced decades of
political violence and the destruction or near destruction of a democracy. The Lost Cause is, in the most exact
sense, America's stab-in-the-back legend, and the Dolchstofllegende is Germany's Lost Cause. They are the
same response to the same wound, and seeing that is the difference between treating the American case as a
regional quirk and recognizing it as an instance of one of the most dangerous patterns in the political life of
nations.

That pattern is the warning this book is about, and it is the reason a chapter on German history sits in the
middle of a book about the American present. The memory war is never only about the past. A fight over who
won a war that ended generations ago looks, on the surface, like a quarrel for antiquarians, a matter of statues
and textbooks and old grievances of no urgent consequence. It is nothing of the kind. A myth about the last
war is always, underneath, a claim about who should hold power in the next one, and a license for what may be
done to the people the myth has marked as traitors. The Germans who argued about whether the army had
been stabbed in the back in 1918 were arguing, beneath the surface, about whether the Weimar Republic
deserved to live, and that argument was settled, in the end, in the concentration camps. The Americans who
argue about whether the Confederate soldier was ever beaten on the merits are arguing, beneath the surface,
about whether the verdict of that war, the citizenship and equality of Black Americans, is legitimate and
permanent, or whether it can still be reversed. When a defeated cause rewrites its defeat as a betrayal, it is
loading a weapon, and the weapon is always pointed at the present.

The pattern is not safely confined to the last century, either, and an honest reader will already have heard its
echo in the present. The defeated faction that insists it did not lose at all, that the contest was stolen by fraud
and by traitors within, that the institutions which certified the result are corrupt and the officials who ran it are
criminals, and that the theft licenses extraordinary measures to set things right, is reciting the structure of the
stab in the back almost line for line. A lost election becomes, in this telling, a crime to be avenged rather than a
defeat to be accepted, the work of an internal enemy who must be exposed and punished, and the myth
supplies, as it always has, both the grievance and the permission. None of this is a discovery hidden in the
German archives; it is the same machine, running in plain sight, and the people running it would recognize
Ludendorff’s maneuver instantly, because they are performing it. The materials are new, the platforms are

new, and the speed is new. That logic, though, is as old as the first beaten army that could not say the words,
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we lost, and reached instead for the comfort of a knife in the back.
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CHAPTER FOUR

A Bragg Who Was Not That Bragg

For more than a century, the largest military installation in the United States carried the name of a man who
had taken up arms against the United States. Fort Bragg, in North Carolina, the sprawling home of the
airborne and the special forces, the post an unofficial nickname calls the center of the military universe, was
named in 1918 for Braxton Bragg, a general of the Confederate States of America. In 2023, after a long
national argument about whether the country should keep honoring the men who had fought to destroy it,
the base was renamed Fort Liberty. And then, in February of 2025, it became Fort Bragg again. The six letters
went back up on the gate, the signs were changed back, the maps and the letterhead and the unit patches all
reverted. But something had changed in the space behind the name, something invisible from the road. The
Army now insisted that the base was named for a different Bragg, a man named Roland Bragg, a private first
class from Maine who had fought with distinction in the Second World War. The name was identical; the man
it honored, officially, was not. A Confederate general had been quietly swapped out and an obscure
paratrooper swapped in, and the country was asked to believe that the restoration of the name had nothing to
do with the Confederate whose name it was.

This is the grammar of the new Lost Cause, and the base renaming is the clearest specimen of it the country
has yet produced, because here the trick is performed in the open, on the record, in a signed government
memorandum. The old machine, the machine of bronze and textbook described in the first part of this book,
said exactly what it meant. A statue of Braxton Bragg announced that it honored Braxton Bragg, Confederate
general, and the plaque at its base said so. The new machine has learned that it can no longer say that, because
saying it has become unacceptable and, in the case of the military bases, against the law. So it has developed a
workaround of remarkable elegance and remarkable cynicism. It keeps the object, the name, the statue, the
flag, the honor, and it detaches that object from its forbidden meaning by bolting on a new and innocent
referent. The name Bragg stays on the gate. The meaning is officially reassigned to a man almost no one had
ever heard of. In every practical respect the honor to the Confederacy is preserved, the name known to
generations of soldiers restored, the campaign promise kept, while the paperwork swears that no Confederate
is being honored at all. The beauty of the move, for those who use it, is that it lets a person have the
Confederate name and deny the Confederate meaning in the same breath, and dares anyone to prove that the
denial is a lie.

To see why this matters, it helps to know why the fort was ever named Bragg, because the naming was itself
an act of the machine this book has been tracing. The base, built in 1918, had no antebellum tie to the
Confederate general, a training camp thrown up in the rush to mobilize for the First World War, more than
fifty years after Braxton Bragg and the Confederacy both died. When the War Department went looking for
names for its new Southern camps, it deliberately chose Confederate figures, as a gesture of reconciliation
toward the white South whose cooperation the mobilization required. This was the same stretch of years,

described in the second chapter, when the great wave of monuments was going up and the textbooks were
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being rewritten and the second Klan was rising, the high tide of the Lost Cause and of Jim Crow. The forts
belonged to that wave. Far from neutral place names that happened to honor soldiers, they were chosen, in the
era of legal segregation, to plant the Confederate flag on federal military ground and to tell the white South
that its rebellion had been forgiven and its heroes embraced by the army it had fought. A retired general who
later served on the commission that renamed the bases put it plainly, noting that when Bragg was chosen the
South was a racial police state in which Black Americans were politically crushed. The names were monuments
in their own right, monuments made of installations rather than bronze, carrying the identical message.

The particular man whose name was restored tells the truth about the project. Braxton Bragg was a West
Point graduate and a capable artillery officer in the prewar United States Army, and then, when his state
seceded, he turned against the country he had sworn to defend and became a general of the Confederacy. He
was a slaveowner. He fought to preserve slavery. By the ordinary meaning of the word he was a traitor, a man
who waged war against the United States. And he was, by the nearly unanimous judgment of military
historians, one of the worst generals the Confederacy produced, a quarrelsome and rigid commander, despised
by his own subordinates, who lost crucial battles and was eventually pushed aside. A country that wanted to
honor military excellence had ten thousand better soldiers to choose from. The base was never named Bragg
for the soldiering of Braxton Bragg, who had little enough to recommend him; it was named Bragg because he
was a Confederate, and honoring the Confederacy was the entire point. That is the name the recent reversal
fought to restore, and the obscure paratrooper from Maine, whatever his real courage, was the instrument that
let the restoration pretend to be about something else.

There is a deeper irony here, one that ought to be unbearable and somehow is not. The United States
Army is the institution that destroyed the Confederacy. It was Union soldiers, hundreds of thousands of them,
many now buried in the national cemeteries, who broke the rebellion in four years of the bloodiest fighting in
American history, and the modern Army is their direct descendant, the same service under the same flag of the
nation they died to preserve. For that Army to name its bases after the generals its own forebears defeated and
killed is a strange act of self-abnegation, like a man erecting monuments to the people who tried to murder his
grandfather. It makes sense only as a product of the Lost Cause, of the long campaign to recast the men who
fought against the United States as honorable Americans worthy of the country's highest tributes. The naming
was a triumph of that campaign over the plain facts of the war, a triumph so complete that the victor agreed to
honor the vanquished and to forget, in the bargain, the cause the vanquished had fought for. The reversal of
2025 is the same triumph won a second time. An Army that had briefly remembered which side it was on was
made, within two years, to put the names of its enemies back on its gates, and to do it with a straight face,
behind the borrowed names of its own loyal soldiers.

Bragg was not alone. The original Confederate names sat on a whole roster of major posts, almost all of
them across the old Confederacy, almost all of them founded in the same mobilization. Fort Benning in
Georgia honored a Confederate general, as did Fort Gordon, whose namesake went on to become a leader of
the postwar Klan. Fort Hood in Texas carried the name of the Confederate general John Bell Hood, and Fort
Lee in Virginia honored Robert E. Lee himself, the commanding general of the rebel armies. The Confederate
commanders behind Fort A. P. Hill, Fort Pickett, and Fort Polk rounded out the roll, along with the
Confederate colonel for whom Fort Rucker in Alabama was named. Nine posts in all, a constellation of
Confederate honor stamped across the training grounds where the modern Army learned to fight, every one of

them a daily reminder, to every soldier who passed through, that the men who had tried to break the United
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States stood among its honored ancestors. These were not minor outposts. They include some of the most
important installations in the force, the homes of the airborne, the armor, the infantry, and the aviation
branches, the places where generations of American soldiers were made. That so few people found this strange
for so long is itself a measure of how thoroughly the Lost Cause had done its work, of how completely the
romance of the gallant South had soaked into the national assumptions. As one researcher who studies these
symbols has asked, what other country names the bases of its army after the people who waged war against it.

These installations belong to the larger pattern the second chapter laid out, and they fit it exactly. The
Confederate monuments, that chapter showed, went up in two great waves, the first cresting in the early
decades of the twentieth century, when Jim Crow was being written into law and the Klan was reviving. Those
forts were named in precisely that window. The War Department’s decision to honor Confederate generals on
its Southern bases was made in the same years, by the same logic of sectional reconciliation purchased at the
price of Black citizenship, that put Lee on a pedestal in a hundred courthouse squares. A military base is simply
a monument with a mission, a far larger and more durable thing than any statue, a piece of the federal
government's own body inscribed with a Confederate name and operated under it for a century. Where a
bronze figure stands in a park and can be quietly removed in the night, a fort employs tens of thousands of
people, anchors a regional economy, appears on every soldier’s records and every piece of mail, and weaves its
name so deeply into ordinary life that the name comes to feel natural, inevitable, beyond politics. That
durability was part of the point. The men who chose these names were building something harder to take
down than bronze, and they succeeded so well that, a century later, a sustained national effort to remove the
names was reversed within two years, and the Confederate honor flowed back onto the gates as if it had never
left.

The road back to Fort Liberty, and then back again to Fort Bragg, ran through a national reckoning. In the
summer of 2020, after the murder of George Floyd, the country went through one of its periodic convulsions
over race and memory, and the Confederate symbols that had stood unquestioned for generations came under
sustained attack. Statues fell. The names on the military bases, which most Americans had never thought
about at all, suddenly looked indefensible. Congress acted. In the National Defense Authorization Act for
2021 the legislature created a commission to rename every Defense Department property that honored the
Confederacy, and it did so over the veto of the sitting president, mustering the two-thirds majority in both
houses required to override him. In the language of the statute, Congress determined that those who had
chosen to fight for the Confederacy were unworthy of the honor of having American military assets bear their
names. The judgment was bipartisan and emphatic, and it reflected a plain moral logic, that a nation should
not name the instruments of its defense after the men who took up arms to destroy it.

The names the commission chose to replace the Confederates told a story of their own. One base that had
honored a Confederate general was renamed for Dwight Eisenhower, the supreme allied commander in
Europe and a president of the United States. Another was renamed for Richard Cavazos, the Army's first
Hispanic four-star general. Another took the joint name of two Black officers, Arthur Gregg, who had helped
desegregate the Army, and Charity Adams, who in the Second World War commanded the first unit of
African-American women to serve overseas, the battalion whose story reached a wide audience in a recent film.
One base was named for a Black hero of the First World War who had fought off some two dozen Germans
nearly alone, another for the first female Army surgeon, who remains the only woman ever to receive the

Medal of Honor, and others for soldiers decorated for valor across the wars of the twentieth century. Taken
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together, the 2023 names described who the modern Army is, and whom it might choose to celebrate, a
portrait that finally included the people the old Confederate names had been chosen, in part, to exclude.

The commission also did something that, in hindsight, looks almost prophetic. It anticipated the exact
dodge that would later be used to undo its work, and it forbade that dodge in advance. Among the published
criteria the commission used to select replacement names was an explicit rule against substitute names, against
the practice of keeping a Confederate name alive by attaching it to a different person who happened to share
the surname. The commission spelled out the prohibited maneuver with an example, ruling out the idea of
naming a base for some other, unobjectionable Bragg as a way of preserving the name of Braxton Bragg. The
people charged with removing the Confederate names saw the surname trick coming and ruled it out of
bounds, which means that when the trick was later used, it was used in knowing defiance of the considered
judgment of the body Congress had created to settle the question. Whatever else the workaround was, it
amounted to a deliberate route around a barrier that had been marked, in advance, as off limits, not an
innocent oversight.

The reversal arrived with the change of administration. The restoration of the names had become a
campaign promise, a reliable applause line at rallies, where the candidate who had vetoed the original law
promised to bring the old names back and won cheers for it. Once in office, the new Secretary of Defense
moved fast. On his first day at the Pentagon he was already referring to the base as Fort Bragg in front of
reporters, and within weeks he had signed the memorandum that made it official, restoring the name and
assigning it to Roland Bragg. In March the same was done for Fort Benning in Georgia, restored from its
interim name and reassigned to a corporal of the First World War who shared the surname. And in June of
2025, standing at Fort Bragg itself, the president announced that seven more would follow, the whole
remaining list of renamed bases brought back to their Confederate-era names. The Army moved within hours,
publishing a new same-surname honoree for each one. The Confederate name returned to the gate, and a
soldier with the same last name, plucked from the records of some later war, was named as the official reason,
so that the law forbidding Confederate honors could be said to have been obeyed. Signing the Bragg order, the
Secretary summed up the spirit of the whole enterprise in two words: Bragg is back.

The substitutes, assembled into a list, become almost a dark comedy of bureaucratic ingenuity. Fort
Benning, which had honored a Confederate general, was reassigned to a First World War corporal named
Benning. Fort Gordon, which had briefly honored Eisenhower, went to a Master Sergeant Gordon, a Delta
Force soldier killed defending a downed helicopter crew at the Battle of Mogadishu in 1993, the best known of
all the new namesakes. The Hood name in Texas went to a colonel decorated in the First World War, the
Pickett name in Virginia to a lieutenant decorated in the Second, and the Rucker name in Alabama to a
captain who had flown over France in the First. In each case the work proceeded the same way, by combing the
service records for a soldier whose surname matched a Confederate general's and whose record was clean
enough to bear the weight, and then announcing that soldier as the reason the Confederate name could come
home. The military genealogists had, in effect, been set the task of finding a respectable namesake-shaped hole
into which each Confederate name could be slotted, and they performed it with diligence. The result was a
tidy row of new honorees standing in front of the old Confederate generals, every one of the new names
sharing its letters with a name the law had banned, every substitution constructed so that the banned name
could go back up while the official record pointed somewhere else. It is the kind of solution a clever lawyer

admires and an honest citizen recognizes for what it is.
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If a single moment exposed what the whole exercise was about, it came in that June announcement, and it
involved the most famous Confederate of all. From the podium at Fort Bragg, the president named the bases
he was restoring, and among them, he said, would be Fort Robert E. Lee. He said the full name out loud, the
name of the commanding general of the Confederate army, the marble saint of the Lost Cause, the man whose
name the base in Virginia had carried until 2023. There was the intent, spoken plainly, in front of the cameras.
But the Army's official paperwork, issued minutes later, told a different story. The base, according to the
documents, would honor a different Lee altogether, Private Fitz Lee, a soldier of the Spanish-American War
who had received the Medal of Honor for rescuing wounded comrades under fire in Cuba. And Fitz Lee was a
Black man, one of the Buffalo Soldiers, a member of the people Robert E. Lee had waged a war to keep in
chains. The gap between the podium and the paperwork is the whole grammar of the new Lost Cause,
captured in a single base. On the stage, for the crowd, it was Robert E. Lee. On the document, for the law, it
was a Black cavalryman whose people Lee had fought to enslave. The same name served both, and that is
exactly the point of the technique, that one word on a gate can mean the Confederate to the crowd that wants
the Confederate and mean someone else entirely to the law that forbids him.

The Lee case was the most glaring, but the pattern ran through the whole list, and it reveals a particular
cruelty in the method. Over and over, the soldiers chosen to launder the Confederate names were Black, or
otherwise drawn from the groups the Confederacy had existed to subordinate. The base that had honored the
Confederate general A. P. Hill was restored to the name Hill and attributed to three Union soldiers of the Civil
War, including Black men who had fought to defeat the Confederacy that Hill served. A base named for the
Confederate bishop-general Leonidas Polk had, in the renaming, been given the name of a Black hero of the
First World War, and the reversal stripped that away and put the Confederate's surname back, attached now to
a white general of the Second World War. The descendants of the enslaved were being conscripted, on paper,
to provide cover for the restoration of the names of the men who had fought to keep their ancestors in
bondage. There is something obscene in that, and it deserves to be said plainly. The individual soldiers being
used this way were, in nearly every case, people of documented courage, and nothing here is meant to diminish
them. The obscenity belongs to the officials who reached into the records of brave Black and Union and
immigrant soldiers to find surnames that would let them put the Confederacy’s names back on the gates while
swearing they had done no such thing, never to the soldiers themselves. Using a Black Medal of Honor
recipient as a fig leaf for Robert E. Lee is a use of that soldier, and a dishonor, not an honor to him.

The full circle of that base is worth tracing, because it compresses the entire story into one piece of ground.
Before 2023 it was Fort Lee, for the Confederate commander. In 2023 it became Fort Gregg-Adams, honoring
two Black officers, the man who had worked to desegregate the Army and the woman who had led its first
overseas unit of Black women, a renaming that pointedly replaced the slaveholding general with two of the
people his cause had sought to keep down. Then the reversal came, and the base became Lee again, the
Confederate's name back on the gate, its official honoree now a Black Buffalo Soldier. In the space of two years
the same patch of Virginia went from honoring the man who fought to preserve slavery, to honoring two
Black trailblazers, to honoring the slaveholder once more under cover of a Black private. That trajectory is the
brief opening toward an honest reckoning and the swift, deniable restoration of the old order behind a face
that makes the restoration hard to attack.

There is a more sympathetic version of the case for restoring the names, and it deserves an honest answer.

Defenders of the change argue that, after a century, the name Bragg had come loose from Braxton Bragg and
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attached itself to the place and the people, to the soldiers who trained there and shipped out from there and
came home to there, so that Fort Bragg now means the community and the units and the shared history rather
than the dead Confederate. A commanding officer made roughly this point, suggesting that the name had
become disassociated from its origin. There is something real in this. Place names do drift from their sources,
and many a soldier who loves Fort Bragg has never given Braxton Bragg a moment's thought. But the argument
proves less than it claims. If the name had come fully loose from the Confederate, then any name would have
served the community equally, and Fort Liberty would have done as well, carrying the same units and the same
pride without the Confederate stain. The fierce insistence on the specific name Bragg, the campaign promise
and the rallies and the signed memorandum, is the evidence against the innocent reading, because a name that
no longer meant the Confederate would not have been worth this fight. People spend political capital and
millions of dollars to restore a name whose meaning they want back, not a name that has lost its meaning, and
the energy of the restoration betrays the meaning the paperwork denies.

There is a second and stronger version of the defense, and it has nothing to do with whether the name has
drifted. The argument runs this way: a sovereign government has every right to name its own military
installations as it sees fit, naming is a political act which each generation may revisit, and the renaming of 2023
was itself a change worked by the politics of one moment, so that changing it back is no more than the same
authority exercised again in the other direction. As a statement about power, this is correct. The government
that created Fort Liberty could unmake it, a later government could restore it, and nothing in law or principle
freezes any of these names in place forever. But the argument defends a power the restoration did not actually
use. A government honestly exercising its naming authority would have said what it meant, that it wished to
return the name of Braxton Bragg, the Confederate general, because it valued what he represented. That open
exercise of the naming power is the very thing the law now forbids, and it is what the surname trick was built
to evade. The defenders cannot hold both ends of the rope, claiming the candid authority of a government to
honor whom it pleases while sheltering behind paperwork that swears no Confederate is honored at all. And
the premise that the 2023 renaming was the partisan act of a single administration collides with the record,
because that renaming was ordered by Congress, on a bipartisan vote, over a presidential veto, by the same
two-thirds of both houses the Constitution reserves for its weightiest judgments. The authority to name is real.
The use made of it here was a forgery of that authority, speaking its language while denying its substance.

Behind the grammar and the paperwork are people who have to live on these bases, and their experience is
the part most easily lost in the argument over names. A Black soldier reports for duty at Fort Bragg or Fort
Hood or the post now called Lee again, and the gate he passes through bears the name of a man who foughta
war to keep people like him in slavery. He is asked to serve, and to risk his life, under that name, and to accept
the official assurance that the name does not mean what it plainly meant for a century. The commanding
general at Bragg, speaking to those who find the name painful, offered the thought that the base now honors a
different and worthier Bragg. Perhaps that helps some of them. But the assurance asks a great deal, asks a Black
soldier to take part in a fiction designed for the comfort of others, to pretend along with everyone else that the
Confederate name on his post is an innocent coincidence of surnames. The dignity of the people who serve is
not a small thing to spend on a symbolic victory, and it is being spent. The country is asking the descendants of
the enslaved to salute, every day, the names of the men who enslaved their ancestors, and to be grateful that a

paratrooper from Maine has been found to make the salute deniable.
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What the reversal threw away is as telling as what it restored. Those 2023 names, taken together, had
honored Eisenhower and the Army’s first Hispanic four-star general and the Black officers who desegregated
the force and led its first units of Black women, along with a roll of decorated soldiers, several of them Black,
several of them women. The reversal erased all of it. It put the Confederate surnames back, and in doing so it
removed Eisenhower and Cavazos and Gregg and Adams and the rest, and when the new same-surname
honorees were published, not one of them was a woman. A project officially about honoring brave soldiers
who happened to share a last name had, as its actual effect, the stripping of honors from minorities and women
and the recovery of the names of Confederate generals. The thing a policy removes is often a better guide to its
purpose than the thing it claims to add, and what this policy removed was the modern, integrated Army's
portrait of itself, swapped back out for the old gallery of rebel commanders. The effect tells the truth that the
paperwork denies.

These base reversals did not happen in isolation, and seeing the larger campaign they belong to clarifies
what they are. That same administration was, in the same months, conducting a sweeping purge of diversity,
equity, and inclusion across the federal government, scrubbing programs and policies and even books and
historical references that touched on race or gender or the achievements of minorities. The renamings were one
front of that broader effort. Stripping the names of Eisenhower and the Hispanic general and the Black
women officers, and replacing them with recovered Confederate surnames, was of a piece with removing
exhibits, deleting web pages, and pulling volumes that told the fuller story of who has served and suffered and
built the country. A pattern emerges when these acts are laid side by side. The figures being erased are
disproportionately Black, Hispanic, and female, the people whose inclusion in the national story was
hard-won and recent, while the figures being restored to honor are, by way of the surname trick, the
Confederate generals who fought to keep one of those groups enslaved. Far from a quirky standalone
controversy about military tradition, the renaming of the forts is one visible operation in a coordinated project
to narrow the official memory of the nation back toward the version the Lost Cause always preferred, a version
in which some Americans are central and the rest are guests.

There is also the matter of the money, which sharpens the absurdity into something close to farce. The
original renaming of the nine bases cost the Defense Department millions of dollars, by one Pentagon estimate
many tens of millions, spent on signage and stationery and software and the thousand small changes a name
requires. The reversal then spent millions more to change everything back, with the Bragg reversion alone
estimated to run between six and eight million dollars. In North Carolina the state transportation department
spent well over a hundred thousand dollars swapping highway signs from Bragg to Liberty, then faced a larger
bill to swap them back to Bragg. Public money, in amounts that would fund real things, was poured into
changing the words on the gates twice in two years, driven by the fact that the meaning of the old names had
become a battlefield rather than by any need for new ones. A country fighting a culture war by repainting its
road signs is spending real resources on a symbolic struggle, and the symbolism is the point, which is why the
cost, however large, was never going to stop it. The argument has not stopped either. As recently as this
summer a committee of the House voted, by a margin of two, to strip the Confederate names once more,
though an identical effort was deleted from last year's defense bill under a White House veto threat. The gates
may change again, and keep changing, as power passes back and forth.

The renaming did not stop at the Army's gates. That same impulse reached the Navy, where, in the same

season, the Secretary of Defense ordered a replenishment ship stripped of the name it had carried in honor of a
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murdered gay rights leader and assigned instead the name of a sailor decorated in the Second World War. The
pattern there was a cousin of the surname trick, the removal of a name honoring a member of a disfavored
group, justified by the substitution of an unimpeachable military hero whom no one could be seen to oppose.
Across the services a campaign was under way to decide whose names the country's warships and bases and
buildings would carry, and the direction of the sorting was consistent. Names honoring the recently included,
the minorities and the women and the dissenters, came down. Names honoring an older and narrower idea of
the nation went up, often dressed, as at the forts, in the borrowed respectability of a soldier no one could fault.
The choice of whom to memorialize is never a small thing; it is a society deciding, in stone and steel and
signage, whom it considers worthy of being remembered, and the recent sorting has been a sustained effort to
revise that answer toward a smaller and whiter and more male idea of the nation.

The people closest to the original decision saw the maneuver for what it was and said so. A member of the
Naming Commission observed bluntly that the administration had simply found some people with similar
names so it could work around the law. The commission's vice chairman, a retired general and historian,
allowed that the move followed the letter of the law while plainly violating its spirit. A civil rights leader called
the whole exercise a difference without a distinction and accused its authors of trying to be slick. A researcher
who studies these symbols placed the renaming where it belongs, in the long propaganda campaign to erase the
real history of the Civil War and to maintain white supremacy by other means, the same campaign this book
has been describing from its first page. None of these observers had to strain to read the intent, because the
intent was announced from a podium and then dressed, minutes later, in the paperwork of denial.

The people the names were chosen to insult were the clearest about wanting them gone. When the country
argued over the renamings in 2020, a national survey by ABC News and Ipsos found Black Americans
favoring removal of the Confederate base names by roughly two to one, even as a majority of Americans
overall opposed it. The reversal of 2025 overrode, by executive action, the plainly expressed wish of the people
whose own ancestors the Confederacy had fought to keep enslaved, and it did so while claiming, through the
surname trick, to be honoring no Confederate at all.

What is being modeled here, in the most literal possible way, is the method at the center of this entire book,
the method I have been calling laundering. A claim that cannot be made openly is made anyway, by routing it
through a respectable substitute that gives it a deniable surface. The podium says Robert E. Lee; the document
says Fitz Lee; the gate says only Lee, and the citizen is left to choose which meaning to read into the same four
letters. This is how a forbidden idea travels in a country that has officially renounced it. Open advocacy is now
too costly, so the idea attaches itself to an innocent host and dares the listener to prove the attachment is a
disguise. The technique works precisely because it preserves deniability, because every individual step can be
defended on its own terms, the soldier was real, the medal was real, the law was followed, even as the sum of the
steps accomplishes exactly what the law was written to prevent. Once a person learns to see this move, it
becomes visible everywhere in the new politics of memory, and the base renamings are the clean teaching case,
the move performed slowly enough, and on the record, that no one can miss it. A lie built this way survives
fact-checking, because each individual fact in it is true and the falsehood lives only in the arrangement, in what
the true facts are made to do. That is exactly the output a machine can generate at scale, fluent and
true-sounding and individually defensible, by the million, and the first flicker of that stage is already visible.
When the governor of Louisiana restored a Confederate name to a National Guard site, he announced it with

what appeared to be a machine-generated image of a tombstone marked Wokeism, a small signal of where the
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method is headed, into an age in which the images and the slogans can be manufactured to order and poured
out at will.

Picture the gate at Fort Bragg today. The sign says Bragg, as it did for a hundred years, and a young soldier
driving onto the post sees the same word his grandfather saw. The Army will tell him, if he asks, that the name
now honors Roland Bragg, the paratrooper from Maine, and perhaps he believes it, and perhaps in time most
people will. But the name did not come back because of Roland Bragg. No campaign was ever waged on behalf
of an obscure private of the Second World War; no rally ever chanted for him. The name came back because of
Braxton Bragg, because a movement wanted the Confederate name returned to the gate, and the private was
located afterward to make the return legal, chosen so late in the process that his own family learned the base
would carry his name only when a reporter called to ask them about it. Everyone in the chain of command
knows this. The paperwork is a courtesy to the law and an insult to the intelligence, and it works precisely
because it does not need to be believed, only filed. That is the grammar of the new Lost Cause, the
Confederate name restored, an innocent stranger named as the reason, and the whole country dared to prove
what it already knows. It is a lie that protects itself by being technically true, the most modern kind of lie there
is, and the forts are the place where a citizen can still watch it being assembled by hand, slowly and on the

record, one gate and one memorandum and one borrowed name at a time.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Partisanship Dodge

In the spring of 2026 the Supreme Court of the United States finished a demolition it had begun thirteen years
earlier, and in the dissent a Justice named the weapon that had done the work. The case was Louisiana versus
Callais, and the question was whether Louisiana could be made to draw a second congressional district in
which Black voters formed a majority, in a state where Black people make up roughly a third of the population
and had a single such district out of six. By a vote of six to three, the Court said no, and in the process it
rewrote the rules of the Voting Rights Act so thoroughly that one of the dissenting Justices wrote that the law
was now all but dead. The line in her opinion that matters most for this book described what a state would
have to do, going forward, to dilute the votes of its Black citizens and get away with it. It would need to do
nothing more, she wrote, than announce a partisan gerrymander. A state may no longer say it is reducing the
power of Black voters, because that remains illegal. It may achieve precisely that result, and shield the result
behind the magic word partisan, and the courts will look away. The forbidden act survives by wearing a
permitted label, which is the grammar this book has been tracing, moved now from the gate of an Army base
into the constitutional law of voting.

The renaming of the forts showed that grammar operating at its most literal, a Confederate name kept and
reassigned to an innocent stranger so that the law against honoring Confederates could be said to have been
obeyed. Callais translates the same maneuver into the law of democracy itself. The thing the Constitution and
the Voting Rights Act forbid is discrimination against voters on the basis of race. The thing they permit,
because the Court has placed it beyond the reach of federal judges, is the manipulation of district lines for
partisan advantage. Between the forbidden and the permitted lies a narrow gap, and into that gap the whole
machinery of modern vote suppression has been poured. Keep the racial result, attach the partisan label, and
dare the courts to prove that the label is a lie. The medium has changed from bronze and signage to statutes
and district maps. The move has not changed at all, and neither has its purpose, which is to take political power
away from Black Americans while maintaining that nothing of the kind is happening. A fair objection arises
here, and meeting it sharpens the argument. The renaming of a fort is a transparent gimmick that no one
defends on the merits, while Callais is a serious constitutional ruling with able lawyers and a written majority
opinion behind it, so calling them the identical move can look like flattening a hard legal question into a
slogan. The difference in kind is real and worth conceding. What makes the two the same operation is the
structure of the result rather than the quality of the reasoning, a forbidden outcome preserved, a permitted
label attached, and the burden shifted onto anyone who claims the label is a disguise. Callais supplies the most
respectable version of the move, and its respectability is exactly what makes it more dangerous than the
gimmick at the fort gate, because a result laundered through serious doctrine is far harder to challenge than one
laundered through a memo.

What makes this more than a clever legal trick is that the country has run this exact play before, across

decades, and the original version is the disenfranchisement machinery described in the second chapter. When
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the white South set out, after Reconstruction, to strip the vote from the Black citizens the Fifteenth
Amendment had enfranchised, it could not simply say so, because the amendment forbade denying the vote
on account of race in plain words. So it built devices that never mentioned race and accomplished the racial
purpose anyway. The Mississippi constitution of 1890 was the model, with its poll tax, its literacy test, and its
notorious understanding clause, under which a registrar could demand that an applicant explain a passage of
the state constitution to the registrar's satisfaction. On their face these rules applied to everyone. In their design
and their administration they were aimed at Black voters, and the men who wrote them said as much in their
own conventions, boasting that the purpose was white supremacy achieved within the letter of federal law. A
poll tax claimed to be disenfranchising the poor, never Black people. A literacy test claimed to be
disenfranchising the ignorant, never Black people. The truth in every case was race, and the facially neutral
language was the cover. The partisanship dodge is the direct lineal descendant of the understanding clause, a
fresh coat of neutral paint over the identical project.

Mississippi's model spread across the South within a decade, each state adding its own refinements. A
grandfather clause exempted a man from the literacy test if his grandfather had been eligible to vote, which in
practice meant white men whose grandfathers had voted before Black men could, a way of letting illiterate
whites through the gate the test was built to close on Black voters. The white primary simply barred Black
citizens from the Democratic primary, the only election that mattered in a one-party region, on the theory that
a political party was a private club free to choose its members. And when these schemes were challenged, the
Supreme Court of that era mostly waved them through. In a 1903 case called Giles versus Harris, a Black
Alabamian asked the Court to order his name added to the voter rolls under a registration system designed to
exclude him, and the Court, in an opinion by Justice Holmes, declined, reasoning that if the whole system was
a fraud the Court could hardly cure it by adding one name, and that the remedy for a political wrong of that
scale lay with the political branches rather than the judiciary. The message to the white South was
unmistakable. The neutral-sounding devices would stand, the courts would not look behind them, and Black
disenfranchisement could proceed as long as no one was so careless as to write the word race into the statute.
For sixty years that remained the law, and the dodge had a free hand.

For two generations, the country had an answer to this trick, and the answer was the Voting Rights Act of
1965. After a century of ingenious evasion, and after the violence at Selma forced the issue into the national
conscience, Congress finally put real teeth into the Fifteenth Amendment. The Act attacked the dodge from
two directions. Section Two banned racial discrimination in voting everywhere in the country, and allowed
citizens to challenge not only outright denial of the ballot but also vote dilution, the drawing of district lines to
drown out a minority's voting strength. Section Five went further for the worst offenders. Under a coverage
formula set out in Section Four, the jurisdictions with the ugliest histories, most of them in the South, were
required to submit any change in their voting laws to the federal government for approval before the change
could take effect, a process called preclearance. Preclearance was the crucial innovation, because it caught the
facially neutral trick at the door, before it could do its damage, and forced the jurisdiction to prove the change
was not discriminatory rather than making the victims prove it was. The law worked, spectacularly. In the two
decades after its passage, the gap between Black and white registration rates in the South collapsed from nearly
thirty points to single digits. For the first time since Reconstruction, the dodge was being stopped before it
started.
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The Voting Rights Act passed as a national act of conscience rather than a partisan trophy, signed by a
Democratic president but carried by lopsided bipartisan majorities, and reaffirmed as such for forty years. It
came in direct response to the violence at Selma, where peaceful marchers demanding the ballot were beaten
on a bridge in view of the nation's television cameras, an image that shamed Congress into doing what it had
avoided for a century. And it was renewed again and again with overwhelming support from both parties,
most recently in 2006, when the Senate voted to extend it by a margin of ninety-eight to nothing and a
Republican president signed the extension. That history matters because it answers the pretense that the Act
had become an outdated relic by 2013. A statute reauthorized without a single dissenting Senator seven years
carlier was a living, bipartisan commitment that the Court chose to override, not a dead consensus the Court
was merely acknowledging when it gutted the law.

The dismantling of that answer began in 2013, in a case called Shelby County versus Holder, and it is
impossible to understand the present moment without it. By a vote of five to four, the Court struck down the
coverage formula in Section Four, the list that determined which jurisdictions had to seek preclearance. The
majority did something quieter than striking down preclearance itself, and just as fatal, declaring the formula
that triggered preclearance unconstitutional because it rested on decades-old data, which left preclearance
standing as an empty shell with no jurisdictions inside it. The reasoning, in the Chief Justice's opinion, was
that the South had changed, that the conditions of the 1960s no longer obtained, and that it was an insult to
the covered states to keep treating them as suspects. In dissent, Justice Ginsburg offered the metaphor that has
outlived the majority opinion, observing that discarding preclearance because it had succeeded in suppressing
discrimination was like throwing away an umbrella in a rainstorm because one was staying dry. The point was
that the protection was working precisely because it was there, and that removing it would not prove the rain
had stopped. The country was about to find out which view was right.

It found out almost immediately, and the answer was not subtle. Within twenty-four hours of the Shelby
decision, Texas announced that it would put into effect a strict photo identification law that preclearance had
been blocking. Within days, Alabama moved on its own photo identification requirement. Mississippi
followed. And within two months, the North Carolina legislature passed a sweeping bill that election lawyers
came to call the monster law, which imposed strict voter identification, cut a week of early voting, eliminated
same-day registration, ended out-of-precinct voting, and shut down a pre-registration program for teenagers.
The list of changes was not random. Each one of them disproportionately affected the way Black North
Carolinians voted, and the reason that is known is the most damning fact of the whole episode. Before drafting
the bill, the legislature had requested data on the use of various voting practices broken down by race. It
learned which methods Black voters relied on, and it restricted those methods. North Carolina was not alone,
only the most brazen. In the decade after Shelby, by one careful count, at least twenty-nine states enacted
nearly a hundred laws restricting access to the ballot, a wave of voter identification rules and roll purges and
poll closures and registration hurdles, most of them concentrated in the places preclearance had once watched,
most of them aimed, behind their neutral language, at the same communities the old devices had targeted. The
umbrella had come down, and the rain that Ginsburg predicted arrived within the hour.

North Carolina is worth pausing on, because it is the rare case where the dodge was caught and named, and
the catching shows why catching is so hard. When the monster law was challenged, the United States Court of
Appeals for the Fourth Circuit struck it down, in 2016, with a phrase that ought to be carved over the entrance
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precision. The court could reach that conclusion because the record contained the smoking gun, the request
for racial data followed by restrictions on exactly the practices the data flagged. But notice what it took.
Because preclearance was gone, the law went into effect and did its damage through an election cycle before
the courts could undo it. The challenge required years of litigation and a documentary trail explicit enough to
prove racial intent. In the cases where the legislature is careful enough not to ask for the data in writing, or
simply asserts that its motive was partisan, there is no smoking gun to find, and the surgical precision goes
unpunished. North Carolina is the exception that reveals how rarely the trick can be caught once preclearance
is gone, not proof that the system works.

Gerrymandering is only one tool in the modern kit, and the others follow the same facially neutral logic.
Without mentioning race, strict photo identification requirements demand a document that Black, elderly,
and poor voters are statistically less likely to hold, and the kinds of identification accepted and rejected can be
tuned to widen the gap, as when a state accepts a hunting license but not a public university card. Voter roll
purges, equally silent on race, remove voters who have skipped recent elections or whose paperwork shows a
minor discrepancy, and they fall hardest on the communities that move most often and are policed most
aggressively. The mass closure of polling places, also silent on race, simply means that in certain neighborhoods
the lines stretch for hours while in others the voter is in and out in minutes, a tax on time that the working
poor can least afford to pay. Each of these measures is defended in the language of fraud prevention and
administrative efficiency and election integrity, a vocabulary as neutral as the poll tax's professed concern for
an informed electorate, and each produces a racial result that its designers can study in advance and deny in
public. The genius of the system is that no single measure need be decisive. A few thousand votes shaved here,
a few thousand discouraged there, and a close election tips, with no fingerprints on the outcome and a dozen
race-neutral justifications ready for the press.

The reason the partisan label is so powerful a shield is a separate ruling, handed down in 2019, in Rucho
versus Common Cause. At issue was whether federal courts could do anything about partisan
gerrymandering, the drawing of district lines purely to entrench one political party. The Court, again five to
four, said they could not. Partisan gerrymandering, the majority held, presents a political question that federal
courts have no manageable standard to resolve, which is a polite way of saying the courts would stay out of it
entirely, however extreme the manipulation. Racial gerrymandering remained unconstitutional and subject to
challenge. Partisan gerrymandering was now beyond the judiciary’s reach. Set those two rules side by side and
the dodge writes itself. If discriminating by race is forbidden and discriminating by party is untouchable, then
the whole game becomes relabeling the racial as the partisan. A state that wants to crack a Black community
apart, or pack it into a single district to waste its strength, simply explains that it was pursuing partisan
advantage, and the courts that would have policed the racial motive must, under Rucho, decline to police the
partisan one. Justice Kagan saw it coming, warning in her Rucho dissent that the decision would leave the
most fundamental democratic rights without a remedy.

The dodge works because of a fact about modern America that the Court has been happy to exploit while
pretending to lament it, which is that race and party have become deeply, almost inextricably correlated. Black
Americans vote for the Democratic Party in overwhelming numbers, often around ninety percent. This is a
product of history rather than an accident of nature, the result of a realignment in which one party became the
home of the civil rights cause and the other the home of its opponents, sorting the electorate so that racial
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dodge is decisive. When Black voters and Democratic voters are nearly the same people in a given place, then an
act that targets Democrats and an act that targets Black voters are, on the ground, the same act, hitting the
same houses and streets. The partisan motive and the racial motive become impossible to separate in practice,
because there is nothing to separate. And the law, after the rulings this chapter is describing, instructs judges to
credit the partisan explanation and disregard the racial result, which is to say it instructs them to pretend that a
distinction without a difference is a difference that matters.

That correlation between race and party did not fall from the sky, and its history is worth recalling, because
it is itself a product of the struggle this book describes. For most of the century after the Civil War, the white
South was solidly Democratic, the party of the Confederacy and of Redemption and of Jim Crow, while Black
Americans, where they could vote at all, leaned toward the party of Lincoln. The civil rights revolution of the
1960s broke that arrangement apart. When the national Democratic Party embraced civil rights and a
Democratic president signed the Voting Rights Act, the white South began a long migration into the
Republican Party, courted by a strategy that traded on racial resentment while speaking, by then, in the coded
and deniable language that is this book’s whole subject. Black voters, enfranchised at last and welcomed by the
party that had passed the Act, became the most loyal Democratic constituency in the country. By the present
day the sorting is nearly complete, and it has produced the grim convenience the partisanship dodge exploits, a
country in which knowing a voter's race lets one predict the party, and knowing the party lets one find the
race. The merger of race and party that makes the dodge possible was built by the same forces, over the same
decades, that the dodge now serves. The machine runs on a fuel it manufactured itself.

After Rucho, the Court spent years building a thumb onto the scale, teaching lower courts to assume the
innocent partisan explanation rather than the guilty racial one. In a 2024 case from South Carolina, Alexander
versus the state conference of the NAACP, the Court held that judges must presume the good faith of a
legislature that draws district lines, and warned specifically against allowing a claim of partisan gerrymandering
to be repackaged as a claim of racial gerrymandering. The practical effect of that instruction was to make the
partisan label nearly unchallengeable. If a state says it sorted voters by party, and the court is required to
presume the state acted in good faith, and the court may not treat the partisan claim as a disguised racial one,
then the racial result has been placed beyond meaningful review by a rule that forbids the judge from seeing it
for what it is. Each of these decisions, taken alone, could be defended in the dry language of judicial restraint
and the presumption of legislative regularity. Taken together, they assembled the architecture of the dodge,
brick by brick, until only one wall remained standing, which was Section Two of the Voting Rights Act and its
protection against racial vote dilution.

For one strange moment, it looked as if that last wall might hold. In 2023, in Allen versus Milligan, the
Court considered an Alabama congressional map that gave the state a single majority-Black district out of
seven, in a state more than a quarter Black, and a challenge arguing that Section Two required a second. To the
surprise of nearly everyone who follows the Court, the majority sided with the Black voters, holding that the
Alabama map likely diluted their strength and that Section Two still meant what it had meant for forty years.
The decision preserved the framework, built on a 1986 case called Thornburg versus Gingles, that courts had
long used to decide vote dilution claims. For a season, the obituaries for the Voting Rights Act were filed away.
The reprieve lasted three years. That same Court would gut Section Two in Louisiana three years later, and the
speed of the reversal is itself part of the story, because it shows that the doctrine had not changed, only the
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The Louisiana case grew directly out of the Alabama victory, which is one of its bitterer ironies. After
Allen, the courts ordered Louisiana, a state about a third Black with only one majority-Black district out of six,
to draw a second one, on the same Section Two logic that had prevailed in Alabama. The legislature complied,
passing a new map in 2024 with a second majority-Black district. Almost at once, a group of voters who
described themselves as non-African-American sued, claiming that the new district was an unconstitutional
racial gerrymander, that the state had relied too heavily on race in drawing it, in violation of the Equal
Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Louisiana was now caught in a vise that the Court itself had
built. Section Two of the Voting Rights Act required it to draw a second Black district. The Fourteenth
Amendment, as the new plaintiffs read it, forbade it from drawing that district because race had been the
reason. Louisiana was being told that it must consider race and that it must not consider race, in the same
breath, about the same map. The Court took the case, and then did something that signaled where it was
heading. Rather than decide, it ordered the case reargued and broadened the question, asking the parties to
address whether creating the second district at all violated the Constitution.

The plaintiffs’ theory did not come from nowhere, and an honest accounting has to grant it its due,
because the doctrine behind it is real and serious. Beginning in the 1990s, in Shaw versus Reno and then Miller
versus Johnson, the Supreme Court held that when race becomes the predominant factor in drawing a district,
overriding the ordinary criteria of compactness and contiguity and community, the state has made a racial
classification that the Fourteenth Amendment subjects to the strictest scrutiny, even where the purpose is to
help a minority rather than to harm it. The principle carries a genuine logic. A government that sorts its
citizens by race, however benign its intent, does a thing the equal protection guarantee was written to forbid,
and a district drawn chiefly to gather the voters of one race is a sorting by race. That doctrine is what closed the
vise on Louisiana. To obey Section Two and draw the second Black district, the state had to treat race as
central; having done so, it stood accused under Shaw and Miller of classifying its citizens by race in violation of
the Constitution. The difficulty was authentic, and a reader who feels its weight has grasped what made the
case hard. What Callais did was resolve that authentic difficulty in a single direction. It left the equal
protection objection at full strength and reduced the Section Two remedy almost to nothing, so that a state's
duty to protect Black votes became nearly impossible to meet while its liability for the attempt remained
whole. A vise has two jaws, and the Court was free to ease either. It eased the jaw that had protected Black
voters and tightened the jaw that punished the state for protecting them, and the direction of that choice is the
argument of this chapter.

Two details from the Louisiana litigation expose the machinery with unusual clarity. The first is that when
the case came back for reargument, Louisiana switched sides. Having drawn the second Black district to
comply with the law, the state now stood before the Court and argued that all race-conscious redistricting is
unconstitutional, abandoning its own map and asking to return to the single-district plan it had been ordered
to abandon in the first place. The second detail is the shape of the district everyone was fighting about. Instead
of the most compact second Black district it could draw, Louisiana had drawn a long, narrow, slashing district
that ran some two hundred and fifty miles, gathering Black neighborhoods from Baton Rouge and Lafayette
and stretching all the way to Shreveport in the far northwest corner of the state. It chose that ungainly shape,
by its own account, in order to protect particular Republican incumbents whose seats it wished to keep safe,
among them the Speaker of the House and the House Majority Leader. The state, in other words, had mixed
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form best served the dominant party, and then, when the map was challenged, disowned the whole enterprise.
The partisan and the racial were tangled together in the lines on the map themselves, which is exactly the
condition that makes the dodge so hard to police.

When the decision came down, in April of 2026, the Court held the Louisiana map an unconstitutional
racial gerrymander, and it used the occasion to rebuild the Gingles framework into something Black plaintiffs
will rarely be able to satisfy. Writing for the six-Justice majority, Justice Alito framed the holding around an
inversion that deserves to be understood, because it is doing the heavy lifting. Section Two of the Voting
Rights Act, he wrote, was meant to enforce the Constitution, not to collide with it, and lower courts had been
applying it in a way that forced states into the race-based decisionmaking the Constitution forbids. In that
single move, the Fourteenth Amendment, which was written and ratified to protect the freed people and their
descendants, is turned into a weapon against the statute that protects those same descendants’ votes. The
guarantee of equal protection, born from the destruction of slavery, is wielded to dismantle the Voting Rights
Act, on the theory that any law requiring a state to notice race in order to protect a minority is itself a form of
the discrimination the amendment prohibits. The opinion also raised the burden of proof at every step,
requiring plaintiffs to show present-day intentional discrimination and discounting the weight of history and
of what it called the ongoing effects of societal discrimination. A claim that once turned on the demonstrable
dilution of Black voting strength now turns on proof of conscious racial malice, which legislatures have every
incentive never to put in writing.

The mechanics of the rewrite matter, because they show how a Court can gut a law while claiming merely
to refine it. For forty years, a plaintiff alleging that a map diluted minority votes had to clear the test laid out in
the Gingles case, showing among other things that the minority group was large and compact enough to form
a majority in a district and that voting in the area was racially polarized. Callais loaded new weights onto that
test at every point. A plaintiff's illustrative map, the sample district drawn to show that a fair alternative exists,
must now satisfy all of a state's political objectives, including the protection of incumbents, which lets a state
defeat the alternative simply by announcing goals the fair map does not meet. The role of history shrank, with
past discrimination and the lingering effects of generations of subordination now entitled to little weight, so
that a plaintiff must prove fresh, present-day, intentional racial discrimination rather than pointing to the
visible legacy of the old kind. And the showing of racial motive was raised toward a standard of
near-impossibility, since a legislature that wants to dilute Black votes need only refrain from confessing why.
Each adjustment was modest in the telling. Together they moved Section Two from a workable tool that had
won hundreds of cases into a theoretical right with almost no practical remedy.

The dissent is where the dodge is named outright, and it was written by Justice Kagan, joined by Justices
Sotomayor and Jackson. She wrote that the decision renders Section Two, in her words, all but a dead letter,
and that the majority's revisions eviscerate the law, and she traced exactly how. To win a vote dilution case after
Callais, a challenger must now prove the state acted with a race-based motive, going beyond the mere fact that
a map dilutes minority votes, and, assuming the state has left behind no smoking-gun evidence of such a
motive, which she called an almost fanciful prospect, Section Two will play no role. That is the dodge that
gives this chapter its name. The majority, Kagan wrote, holds that the Voting Rights Act must be brought low
to make the world safe for partisan gerrymanders, so that a state can, in her phrase, without legal consequence,
systematically dilute minority citizens' voting power. The racial result is achieved; the partisan justification is
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proof of racial intent that will not exist, are powerless to intervene. Kagan also pointed to the calendar, noting
that only three terms earlier the same Court had upheld an identical kind of claim in Alabama. Nothing in the
law had changed in those three years. What had changed was the Court's appetite for the result.

What vote dilution costs in practice is worth stating plainly, because the abstraction of district lines can
hide the stakes. Far from a favor or a quota, a majority-Black district is the difference between a community
that can elect a representative who answers to it and a community whose voters are split among several districts
where they are always outvoted and can be safely ignored. Representation is not symbolic. The member of
Congress a community elects fights for its hospitals and its highways and its schools, steers federal money
toward its needs, and stands in the room where the decisions are made. To crack a Black community into
pieces, or to pack it into one district so its strength is wasted, is to deny it that voice and that leverage, to ensure
that on the questions that shape its life it will be represented by people who owe it nothing and need not listen.
The Voting Rights Act, at bottom, was a promise that the descendants of the enslaved would have a real say in
who governs them. What Callais does is more than technical. It tells millions of Black and Hispanic Americans
that the say they had begun to win can be taken back, lawfully, by a legislature clever enough to call the taking
partisan.

Step back from the law for a moment and the deeper point comes into focus, because it is the point of this
entire book. The partisanship dodge rests on a fiction that everyone involved knows to be a fiction, the fiction
that race and party can be cleanly separated in a country where they have merged. The law now requires judges
to pretend they cannot see what is plainly before them, to accept a state's announced partisan motive over the
visible racial pattern of who loses the vote, to treat the surgical precision the Fourth Circuit once named as
invisible unless it comes with a written confession. This is the same structure as the paperwork at Fort Bragg,
where a technically available explanation, the obscure private with the right surname, was used to launder a
forbidden act, the restoration of a Confederate name. There, the laundering was done by a memorandum.
Here, it is done by the Supreme Court of the United States, which has built a body of doctrine whose function
is to make racial vote suppression unprovable by requiring proof of a kind that the dodge is specifically
designed to withhold. The country still forbids racial discrimination in voting, in its laws and its opinions,
having never decided that such discrimination is acceptable. What it has decided instead is to make the
discrimination impossible to see.

There is a name for the doctrine that makes all of this respectable, and it is colorblindness. The Court that
gutted the Voting Rights Act did so in the name of a Constitution it says must be blind to race, that may never
permit the government to sort or notice or count by color, even to remedy the effects of centuries of sorting
and noticing and counting by color. Stated as a principle, colorblindness sounds like the fulfillment of the civil
rights dream, the world the movement marched for. Applied as a rule of law in a society still shaped at every
level by race, it becomes the most powerful laundering device yet invented, because it forbids the state from
seeing the one thing it would need to see in order to undo the harm. A literacy test is colorblind. So is a poll tax.
A partisan gerrymander that happens to crack every Black neighborhood in the state is colorblind too. This
doctrine takes the language of racial justice and turns it into a shield for racial subordination, which is the Lost
Cause's oldest and most successful trick, the appropriation of the moral vocabulary of the other side. The
Confederacy lost the word slavery and learned to say heritage. The architects of disenfranchisement lost the

word race and learned to say integrity, and fraud, and now, with the Court's blessing, colorblindness itself.
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This principle deserves its strongest statement before it is answered. There is a serious case for
colorblindness, and it does not reduce to bad faith. Sorting citizens by race, even toward benevolent ends, asks
the state to treat people as members of a category rather than as individuals, and a government granted that
power to help may keep it to harm, since the same machinery that draws a district to lift one group can draw it
to bury another. A remedy meant to be temporary can harden into a permanent entitlement, and a politics
organized around racial blocs can deepen the divisions it sets out to close. Those are real costs, argued in good
faith by people who once marched for civil rights, and a reader who has felt their force is owed an honest
accounting. Here it is. The worry describes an abstraction, a government reaching for race where no concrete
racial harm is in view, and it bears little on the case at hand, where the harm is documented, specific, and
ongoing, the deliberate dilution of identifiable Black voters in identifiable places. Colorblindness as this Court
applies it reaches past idle racial preference to forbid the state from seeing a present injury clearly enough to
repair it, and a rule that blinds the doctor to the wound decides, quietly, who is allowed to keep bleeding,
whatever name it gives itself.

None of this waited for the ink to dry. In the weeks after Callais, state legislatures across the country began
moving to eliminate majority-minority districts that had been drawn to comply with Section Two, freed now
to redraw their maps for the 2026 midterm elections with the racial constraint effectively lifted. The decision
landed in the middle of a redistricting war already under way, in which, at the urging of the president, Texas
and other states controlled by one party had redrawn their congressional maps in the middle of the decade to
manufacture additional safe seats, prompting states controlled by the other party to retaliate in kind. Control
of the House of Representatives, and with it the capacity of Congress to check or enable the administration,
now turns in part on how many Black and Hispanic districts survive the post-Callais scramble. The Court, in
the same season, also reached out to threaten the last avenue of enforcement, sending back cases from
Mississippi and North Dakota that raised the question of whether private citizens may bring Section Two suits
at all, or whether only state attorneys general may, which, in states whose attorneys general have no interest in
protecting minority voters, would close the courthouse door entirely. The machinery of the old
disenfranchisement, rebuilt in the race-neutral language of partisan competition and election integrity, is
running again, and this time it is running with the blessing of the highest court in the land.

Historians of voting rights sometimes call the civil rights era the Second Reconstruction, the second time
the country tried to make good on the promise of Black citizenship that the first Reconstruction had briefly
extended and then surrendered. The parallel is exact and ominous. That first Reconstruction was overthrown
by the original Lost Cause, by the terror and the facially neutral disenfranchisement and the Supreme Court
that declined to intervene, and the result was nearly a century of Jim Crow. The Voting Rights Act and the
decisions built on it were the heart of the second attempt, the machinery that finally made the Fifteenth
Amendment real. What has happened since is the dismantling of that machinery, piece by piece, by a Court
using the language of colorblindness and federalism and judicial restraint, just as the first dismantling used the
language of states’ rights and sectional reconciliation. The country has been here before, and it knows how the
story goes when the protections come down. The question Callais forces is whether the second
Reconstruction will end the way the first one did, in a long retreat dressed up as a return to neutral principle,
or whether enough people will recognize the pattern in time to break it.

From the Mississippi understanding clause of 1890 to the partisan gerrymander of 2026 runs a single
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prove the gap between them. The poll tax claimed to burden the poor, the literacy test the ignorant, the
modern voter purge and district map the partisan opposition, and in every case the burden fell, by precise
design, on Black voters who could not be named as the target without breaking the law. The Lost Cause
learned long ago what this book keeps finding in every domain it examines, that the most durable form of
discrimination is the kind that denies, in perfect sincerity and with the full backing of the law, that it is
discrimination at all. What has changed across the decades is only the sophistication of the denial, the
smoothness with which the racial purpose is wrapped in race-neutral words and the difficulty of proving, to a
court determined not to be convinced, that the words are a costume. The arc bends toward ever cleaner hands
and ever better cover, which is exactly the direction a machine built to manufacture plausible language would
carry it, further and faster than any court or legislature could on its own. Both the forts and the franchise were
laundered by hand, the forts by signed memoranda and the franchise by the slow accretion of Supreme Court
doctrine, one careful step at a time. A century of practice has made the country’s institutions expert at this, at
achieving a racial result while reciting a race-neutral reason, at writing the rules so that the harm is real and the
documentation impossible, and at greeting each fresh exposure with a fresh and plausible-sounding

justification.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Heritage Alibi

The heritage alibi is the oldest of the laundering moves and the most familiar, the one a person is most likely to
have seen printed on a bumper sticker. It comes down to three words, heritage not hate, and it is the defense
raised whenever a Confederate monument is threatened with removal or a Confederate flag with retirement.
The claim is that these objects, the statues in the courthouse squares and the battle flag over the statehouse, are
expressions of Southern identity, of regional pride, of respect for ancestors who fought and died, and that they
carry no message about slavery or white supremacy at all. The defenders insist that to remove the symbol is to
attack the heritage, to insult the dead, to erase history itself. And the move they are performing is the same one
this book has found in the renaming of the forts and in the law of voting, the move of keeping the cherished
object while relabeling its meaning into something innocent. The symbol stays. Its meaning is officially
reassigned from white supremacy to heritage. The Confederacy is honored in bronze and cloth while the
paperwork of the heart swears that nothing of the kind is intended. The alibi has held for more than a century,
longer than any other version of the trick, and to see why it has held, and why it fails, the place to start is back
at Arlington.

Return, then, to Arlington. In the introduction I stood among the Union dead that Montgomery Meigs
buried in Robert E. Lee's seized garden, and I noted, in passing, a monument that had been removed and was
slated to return. That monument is the heritage alibi cast in bronze, the clearest object in the country for
understanding how the move works, and it deserves a full accounting now. It is the Confederate Memorial at
Arlington National Cemetery, known to its admirers by the gentler name of the Reconciliation Monument. It
was authorized in 1906 and unveiled in 1914, the creation of Moses Ezekiel, a former Confederate soldier who
became a sculptor of real distinction and who is buried at its base, the monument serving as his own
headstone. The United Daughters of the Confederacy commissioned and paid for it. For most of a century,
presidents sent a wreath to it every Memorial Day. In December of 2023 it was taken down on the
recommendation of the congressional commission, and in the summer of 2025 the administration ordered it
restored, at a cost of roughly ten million dollars, with its return to the cemetery projected for 2027.

What the monument depicts is the whole argument, and it must be described plainly, because the
description is the refutation. At its top stands a classical female figure crowned with olive leaves, representing
the American South, and around the base are arranged some thirty-two bronze figures, soldiers and civilians
and mythological gods. Two of those figures are the reason the monument cannot be defended. One is an
enslaved Black man, shown marching off to war at the side of his white owner, a loyal body servant following
his master to the front. The other is an enslaved Black woman rendered as a mammy, the grinning, devoted
caretaker of the old plantation myth, holding in her arms the infant child of a white Confederate officer as the
officer departs for battle. A Latin inscription frames the South's secession as a noble lost cause. The whole
composition presents enslaved people as loyal, contented, devoted to the white families that owned them, and
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slavery was a benign and even affectionate institution and that the war to preserve it was honorable. A
monument that shows a slave cheerfully marching to fight for his own enslavement manufactures a fantasy
rather than honoring history, installing it at the heart of the nation's most sacred burial ground.

The cruelty of the monument sharpens when one remembers where it stands. Arlington National
Cemetery was, for most of its history, a segregated burial ground. While Confederate soldiers were gathered
into a place of honor and given this elaborate bronze tribute, the Black soldiers of the United States Colored
Troops, men who had fought and died to preserve the Union and to end slavery, were denied burial in the
main cemetery, and efforts to move them there were refused. Arlington remained segregated until 1948. So the
monument does not merely sit in a neutral field. It celebrates the loyal slave and the contented mammy on
ground where actual Black soldiers, who had chosen freedom over bondage and the Union over the
Confederacy, were kept apart in death. The contrast is the Lost Cause in miniature, the imaginary devoted
slave honored in bronze while the real Black soldier is pushed to the margin, the fantasy of contented servitude
given pride of place over the fact of Black men taking up arms for their own liberation. Some defenders,
reaching for a softer name, have called it the Christmas Monument, after its Christian imagery and an
inscription about beating swords into plowshares. That name is a fitting emblem of the whole alibi, a gentle
and pious label affixed to an object whose substance is a defense of holding human beings as property.

Hold the two things side by side, the name and the content, and the alibi appears in a single object. The
monument is called Reconciliation. Its defenders speak of healing between North and South, of honoring the
war dead of both sides, of the artistry of a gifted sculptor, and they point out, as if it settled the matter, that
Ezekiel was Jewish, as though a Jewish artist could not have carved a lie about slavery. The name and the
framing promise unity and remembrance. The bronze delivers a defense of human bondage. That gap,
between the soothing label on the outside and the poison in the substance, is the heritage alibi performed in
metal, and it is the same gap this book found at Fort Lee, where the podium said Robert E. Lee and the
paperwork said a Black private. Here the label says reconciliation and the figures say the slaves were happy. A
person who attends only to the name will believe the monument is about peace. A person who looks at what it
shows will see that it is about keeping Black people in their place and calling the arrangement love.

The monument was never an act of spontaneous grief, and its origins place it precisely within the
machinery the second chapter described. It was built by the United Daughters of the Confederacy, the same
organization that drove the monument-building campaign across the South and policed the textbooks of
Southern schoolchildren to ensure they learned the Lost Cause version of the war. It was unveiled in 1914, at
the crest of the great first wave of Confederate monuments, in the same years that Jim Crow was being written
into law and the second Klan was about to rise. The president who pulled the cord to unveil it was Woodrow
Wilson, who had resegregated the federal government and screened a film glorifying the Klan at the White
House. The ceremony was held on the fourth of June, the day after the birthday of Jefferson Davis, the
president of the Confederacy. None of this is the signature of a memorial to the fallen. It is the signature of a
political project, the deliberate construction of a heroic and sanitized Confederacy at the exact moment when
Black Americans were being stripped of the citizenship the war had won them. The monument was
propaganda when it was unveiled, and time does not launder propaganda into heritage.

The most telling witnesses against the monument are the people who might have been expected to defend
it, beginning with the sculptor's own family. When the Confederate Memorial came under scrutiny, the
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down. Proud as they were of their ancestor's skill, they wrote that the monument should be removed from its
honored place and put in a museum that makes its oppressive history clear. The artist's blood relatives, in other
words, could see what the bronze was and refused to hide behind the heritage that was theirs to claim if
anyone's was. The retired general who served as vice chairman of the congressional commission was blunter
still, calling the monument problematic from top to bottom and, on another occasion, the cruelest he had ever
seen, a work that was pro-slavery, pro-segregation, and anti-United States all at once. When the heirs of the
man who made a thing and the historians charged with judging it agree that it is a monument to human
bondage, the heritage defense has lost the argument on the merits. What remained was raw power.

That power arrived with the change of administration, and the sequence is by now a familiar one. The
monument was removed in December of 2023 after the commission recommended it, the bronze detached
and carried to a storage facility while the granite base was left in place to avoid disturbing the graves around it.
An effort in Congress to halt the removal failed, though it drew the support of the overwhelming majority of
one party's members, a preview of the reversal to come. After the 2024 election, a campaign to restore the
monument gathered behind a petition for an executive order, and in August of 2025 the Secretary of Defense
announced that the sculpture would be, in his word, rightfully returned to Arlington near the sculptor’s grave.
He described its removal as the work of, in his phrase, woke lemmings, and he drew the line that has become
the slogan of the whole restoration campaign, declaring that, unlike his opponents, he wished to honor
American history rather than erase it. The monument is to come back at a cost of about ten million dollars,
targeted for 2027, with explanatory panels promised nearby. The heritage alibi, once the property of local
memorial associations and roadside flag vendors, is now the official position of the federal government, backed
by the budget of the Department of Defense.

There is also the money, which tells its own story about priorities. Removing the monument cost roughly
three million dollars, careful work to detach the bronze without disturbing the graves around it. Restoring it
will cost about ten million more, and the renaming and re-renaming of the bases ran to tens of millions on top
of that. This is public money, and a great deal of it, spent to put Confederate symbols back where they stood
and to win a battle over memory that its champions consider worth the cost of the hospitals and schools and
roads it might have funded instead. The willingness to spend so freely is itself evidence against the claim that
these are minor matters of heritage and local feeling. People pour tens of millions of dollars into objects whose
meaning they are determined to restore, not into objects that have lost their meaning, and the size of the bill
measures how much that restored meaning is worth to them.

The Arlington restoration is one move in a coordinated campaign, and seeing the whole campaign clarifies
the stakes. That same administration, in the same period, restored the Confederate names to the Army bases by
the surname trick described two chapters ago, pressed museums and historic sites to revise exhibits that told
harder truths about slavery and segregation, and framed every such effort under one banner, the charge that
the country's institutions had been engaged in erasing American history. The Smithsonian came under public
pressure over an exhibit, and similar pressure fell on the National Park Service and other custodians of the
national memory. Taken singly, each episode can be argued as a discrete dispute about a particular statue or
sign or display. Taken together, they form a single project with a clear direction, the rehabilitation of the
Confederate and the softening of slavery and segregation across the whole apparatus of official memory,
conducted under a slogan that accuses the other side of the erasure the project is itself performing. The heritage
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instruments, all of them pointed at the same end, the restoration of a flattering national story in which the
Confederacy is honorable and its crimes are forgotten.

That slogan, the charge that removal erases history, is itself the heart of the inversion, and it has to be
answered directly because it is so widely believed. The argument assumes that the monument is a piece of
history, like a document or an artifact, so that taking it down destroys a record of the past. But the monument
records the Lost Cause rather than the Civil War, a thing made in 1914 to advance a false account of the Civil
War, and what it preserves is a lie about history rather than history itself. Removing it erases nothing that is
true. It removes the government'’s endorsement of a fabrication, the bronze claim that slaves were happy and
secession was noble. To call that erasure is to confuse the falsehood with the fact it displaced. The true history
of slavery, of the war, of the men who fought and the people they held in bondage, sits in the archives and the
scholarship and the testimony of the enslaved, untouched by the fate of any statue. What removal threatens is
the comfortable myth, not the historical record, and the people who cry erasure are defending the myth
precisely because they prefer it to the record.

There is a real answer to the worry about losing the past, and it is the one Ezekiel's own descendants
proposed, the museum. A monument and a museum exhibit are not the same kind of object, and the
difference is the whole point of the removal debate. A statue in a courthouse square or a place of honor at
Arlington is an endorsement; the community has chosen to elevate this figure, to present him for admiration,
to make him part of the civic landscape that citizens pass every day. The museum does the opposite. It places
the object behind glass, surrounds it with explanation, and invites the visitor to study it as evidence of a past
that is examined rather than celebrated. Moving a Confederate monument from the square to the museum
relocates the object from the category of honor to the category of evidence, which is exactly where a lie about
slavery belongs, without destroying it or hiding the history. This is why the promise of context panels beside
the restored Arlington monument is no answer at all. A small sign noting that some find the figures
problematic does not change the fact that the monument has been returned to a place of honor, reinstalled as a
tribute rather than displayed as an artifact. The bronze still stands tall and proud over the graves; the placard
merely apologizes for it. Honor and context cannot occupy the same object, and the restoration chose honor.

Arlington is one monument among thousands, and the same logic governs the whole field. The second
chapter showed that Confederate monuments went up in two great surges, not in a steady trickle of mourning
across the decades after the war, the first around the turn of the twentieth century as Jim Crow was being
established, the second in the 1950s and 1960s as the civil rights movement gathered force, each surge keyed to
a moment when Black Americans were pressing for their rights and white supremacy was reasserting itself,
rather than to any wave of grief. A monument erected in 1910 or in 1960, two and three generations after
Appomattox, is a marker planted to announce who held power and whose memory of the war would be
official, not the spontaneous tribute of the bereaved. The heritage defense asks the country to read these
objects as innocent expressions of regional feeling, when the calendar of their construction reveals them as
instruments of a political program, raised to intimidate and to instruct at the precise moments when the racial
order was under challenge.

The intellectual core of the heritage defense is the claim that the war itself was about states' rights rather
than slavery, and this claim has to be met head-on, because it is the foundation everything else rests on. If the
Confederacy was fighting for an abstract constitutional principle rather than for the right to own human
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themselves, at the time, in their own official documents, said otherwise. The states that seceded published
declarations of their reasons, and those declarations named slavery, again and again, as the cause. Mississippi's
declaration tied the state's position to the institution of slavery, which it called the greatest material interest of
the world. The vice president of the Confederacy, Alexander Stephens, gave a speech weeks before the war in
which he said plainly that the cornerstone of the new government rested on the great truth, as he called it, that
the Black man was not the equal of the white and that slavery was his natural condition. That states' rights
formula was a later invention, devised after the defeat to give the cause a respectable name once slavery had
become indefensible. The men who seceded were not coy about what they were defending. Their descendants
learned to be coy about it only after the world had changed enough to make the truth an embarrassment, and
the states'-rights alibi is the verbal half of the same laundering that the monuments perform in bronze.

If the monuments are the heritage alibi in stone, the Confederate battle flag is the heritage alibi in cloth,
and its history is even more devastating to the defense, because the flag people fly today is not a relic of the
Confederacy at all. The diagonal blue cross studded with stars, the banner that flies from pickup trucks and
flagpoles and hangs in dorm rooms, was a battlefield flag, designed during the war so that soldiers could tell the
armies apart through the smoke. It was never the national flag of the Confederate States. Nor did it fly over the
Confederate capitol. It was never adopted by the Confederate Congress, and it was not the emblem that
Confederate veterans' organizations carried in the decades after the war. After Appomattox the battle flag
mostly faded from public life, kept alive in a modest way by heritage groups and a college fraternity, a museum
piece more than a living symbol. Had history taken a slightly different course, it might have stayed in the cases
of Civil War museums, a curiosity of a defeated rebellion.

What rescued the battle flag from the museum was the fight against civil rights, not reverence for the
Confederate dead. The flag's modern career began in 1948, when Southern Democrats bolted their party over
its embrace of civil rights and formed the States' Rights Democratic Party, the Dixiecrats, whose presidential
candidate was Strom Thurmond of South Carolina. The Dixiecrats adopted the battle flag as their banner, and
a fad ignited, with sales exploding in the months after their convention, one Richmond store reporting an
increase of ten thousand percent. As the civil rights movement advanced through the 1950s and 1960s, the flag
advanced with it as a sign of resistance to integration, not as a tribute to ancestors. In 1956, two years after the
Supreme Court ordered the schools desegregated, Georgia redesigned its state flag to incorporate the battle
flag, an act its own governor tied to the program of massive resistance. In 1961, South Carolina hoisted the
battle flag over its statehouse dome, where it would fly for fifty-four years, raised in the name of a war
centennial but understood by nearly everyone as a rebuke to the movement for Black equality. The meaning
the flag carries today was forged in those years, in the open and on the record, as the chosen emblem of the
people fighting to keep the South segregated.

Historians who have studied the flag's modern career describe the shift precisely. John Coski, whose
history of the banner is the standard work, writes that as the Dixiecrat moment passed into the long struggle
over civil rights, the flag took on a specific new meaning, a connotation of resistance to integration that it had
never carried before. The Ku Klux Klan, reviving again in these years, took up the flag as its own. State after
state wove it into official life as a gesture of defiance, and the last of those official uses to fall was Mississippi,
whose state flag carried the battle emblem in its corner until 2020, when the state finally retired it. The
through-line is unmistakable. Every major moment of the flag's modern prominence coincides with a moment
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the present day. A symbol whose every revival tracks the fight against civil rights is telling a story about now
rather than about ancestors, about who should hold power and who should not, in the language of a war that
supposedly ended in 1865.

This is what makes the heritage defense of the flag collapse on inspection, because the flag does have a
heritage, just not the one its defenders claim. Its heritage is not the lost gallantry of 1865. Its heritage is the
massive resistance of 1948 to 1965, the heritage of the Dixiecrats and the white citizens' councils and the
governors who stood in the schoolhouse doors. When a person flies that flag and calls it Southern pride, the
pride attaches, whether the person intends it or not, to a banner that entered modern life as the standard of
segregation. A Southern historian put the point with precision, observing that white supremacist groups
adopted the battle flag for its meaning rather than its looks, because it was the flag of a nation founded on their
belief that the Black man was not the white man's equal, and he asked why a heritage grounded in that belief
should be celebrated at all. The flag is heritage. The heritage is white supremacy. What the alibi does is hide the
second sentence behind the first.

For one terrible week in 2015 the alibi failed completely, and the country saw the flag for what it was. In
June of that year a young white supremacist walked into the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in
Charleston, South Carolina, sat through an hour of Bible study with the Black congregants who had
welcomed him, and then murdered nine of them. He had posed for photographs holding the Confederate
battle flag. In the aftermath, with the flag's meaning written in the blood of nine churchgoers, the defense of
Southern heritage could not hold the weight, and the politics shifted overnight. The Republican governor of
South Carolina called for the flag to come down from the statechouse grounds, a bipartisan majority of the
legislature agreed, and the banner that had flown for fifty-four years was lowered and sent to a museum.
Among those who voted to remove it was the son of Strom Thurmond himself, the man whose segregationist
campaign had raised the flag from obscurity in the first place. For a moment the country was able to say out
loud what the flag meant, because a massacre had made the euphemism unbearable.

Charleston was not the end of the story, because the heritage alibi is resilient, and the years that followed
showed both its persistence and its core. In 2017, the city of Charlottesville, Virginia, voted to remove a statue
of Robert E. Lee from a downtown park, and the decision drew a rally of neo-Confederates and neo-Nazis and
assorted white supremacists who marched by torchlight chanting that they would not be replaced, and the
violence of that weekend left a counterprotester dead. The people who gathered to defend the Lee statue spoke
the language of race war, not the gentle language of heritage, which is a useful reminder of what the statues
mean to the people most determined to keep them. Three years later, after the murder of George Floyd, a
second great wave of removals swept the country, monuments pulled down by official action and by crowds,
and the heritage defenders rallied again to protect them. And on the sixth of January, 2021, when a mob
stormed the United States Capitol to overturn an election, some of them carried the Confederate battle flag
through the halls of the building, achieving what the Confederate army never had. The flag that defenders
insist is about Southern pride keeps turning up, decade after decade, in the hands of the people trying to tear
the country apart along the same line the Confederacy drew. The pattern is what the symbol attracts, neither
an accident nor a smear invented by the symbol's enemies, because it is what the symbol has always meant.

It would be a mistake, though, to treat everyone who defends these symbols as a liar, and the honest version
of the heritage defense deserves a fair hearing, because it is held in good faith by millions. A great many people
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They were raised on the Lost Cause history this book has described, taught in school and at home that the war
was about states' rights and that their ancestors were honorable men defending their homes, and they
experience the symbols as a connection to family and place and a heritage they love. When they say heritage not
hate, they mean it. The alibi is powerful precisely because it is sincere, because it is believed by people of
decency who would be appalled to think they were endorsing slavery. But sincerity is a fact about the believer,
not about history. A person can hold the flag dear with a pure heart and still be mistaken about what the flag is,
where it comes from, and what it does in the world. The honest defender has been deceived by the same long
campaign that built the monuments and rewrote the textbooks, and the kindest and the truest thing one can
do is to tell the history the deception concealed, not to validate the deception.

What that deception looks like when it breaks can be seen in a single life. Ty Seidule grew up in Virginia
and Georgia worshipping Robert E. Lee, raised on the same Lost Cause history this book has described, and he
carried that reverence into a long career as an Army officer and then onto the history faculty at West Point,
where he eventually led the department. He had attended a university half named for Lee and worshipped in a
chapel that holds the general's tomb, and for most of his life the myth was simply the air he breathed. Then, as
a working historian, he went to the documents, the secession declarations and the wartime record and the dates
on the monuments, and what he found dismantled the man he had been taught to love. The Confederates, he
concluded, including the boyhood hero he had revered above all others, were traitors who had killed United
States soldiers and broken their oaths to build a republic founded on slavery. He set the reckoning down in a
book whose title names the wound, Robert E. Lee and Me, written as a Southerner and a soldier and a scholar,
the three identities the heritage defense most often claims for its own. A sincere believer of decency had been
deceived, and the documents undeceived him, which is exactly what this chapter argues can happen and the
reason the hope at the end of this book is not sentimental. When the present administration moved to put the
Confederate names back on the forts, Seidule, who had served as vice chair of the very commission that
removed them, said plainly in public that the maneuver honored the Confederacy under cover of a borrowed
name. The man who had once deified Lee spent the second half of his life telling the truth the reverence
concealed.

Whatever the symbols mean to the people who cherish them, there is another party to the question whose
experience the heritage defense tends to leave out, the Black citizens who must live among these objects. For a
Black family in a Southern town, the Confederate soldier on the courthouse lawn delivers a daily message, read
on the way to pay a parking ticket or register a deed, that the men who fought to keep their ancestors enslaved
are the honored founders of the community, and that the institutions of that community were built by people
who saw them as property. The battle flag on a neighbor's truck or a statehouse pole carries the same message,
now attached to the segregationist movement that fought their parents and grandparents. To the people on
the wrong end of what they celebrate, these function as reminders rather than neutral decorations, posted in
the public square by the authority of the state, of where a large part of the community believes the natural
order lies. The heritage defense asks the country to weigh the wounded feelings of those who would lose a
beloved symbol. It rarely asks the country to weigh the daily insult to the people the symbol was designed to
subordinate, whose tax dollars help pay for its upkeep and whose ancestors it slanders in bronze.

The strongest piece of the sincere defense is the appeal to the dead, the insistence that the symbols honor
ancestors who fought and suffered and died, and it deserves a direct answer because the grief behind it is real.

No one should be asked to feel nothing for a great-great-grandfather who marched off and never came home,
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and private mourning for the Confederate dead is no business of this book or anyone else. But a monument in
a courthouse square is not a private act of grief, and a flag over a statehouse is not a family headstone. These are
public objects that make public claims, and the claim they make is not that a particular man was loved and is
missed. The claim is that the cause he fought for was just, that the nation he fought to build was honorable,
that the side he chose deserves the country's official tribute. One can honor the courage of a soldier without
endorsing the cause he served, and the country does this routinely, mourning its war dead without claiming
that every war was righteous. The Confederate symbols refuse that separation. They fold the soldier and the
cause together and demand that the country honor both, and it is the cause, not the soldier, that the heritage
alibi exists to protect.

A final version of the defense holds that it is unfair to judge the past by the standards of the present, that
the men who built these monuments were people of their time and cannot be blamed for failing to see what we
see now. This sounds generous, but it does not survive contact with the record. The wrongness of slavery was
no discovery of the present. Abolitionists argued it, loudly and at length, throughout the era, and the millions
of enslaved people who risked their lives to escape it understood it with perfect clarity. There was no national
consensus in 1860 that slavery was acceptable, with doubts arising only later; there was a ferocious argument,
and one side held that human beings could be owned. The monuments were built by people who had heard
the other side and rejected it, not by people who did not know better, and built precisely to enshrine that
rejection. To erect a statue celebrating the Confederate cause in 1914 was a choice made against the clear
knowledge, available then as now, that the cause was the defense of slavery. The plea to judge gently by the
standards of the time mistakes a contested choice for an innocent inheritance, and it asks the present to extend
a charity that the monument-builders never extended to the people their cause kept in chains.

Beneath every version of the alibi lies the same operation, and it is the operation at the center of this book, a
lie about history dressed as a defense of history. The monuments and the flag are not blank objects whose
meaning is undetermined, to be settled by whoever feels most strongly. They have documented origins,
traceable to particular organizations, particular decades, particular political purposes, all of them recoverable
from the record. The heritage alibi survives by denying that record, by treating the false and flattering story as
the real heritage and the true and painful one as an outside attack. It is facticity turned upside down, the
substitution of a comfortable fabrication for an established fact, defended with the moral fervor that ought to
attach to the truth. And it works, when it works, because the fabrication feels like love and memory and home,
while the fact feels like an accusation. That is the deepest reason the alibi has lasted so long. It asks people to
remember fondly rather than to hate, and it supplies a past worth remembering fondly in place of the one that
occurred. This is what makes the alibi so hard to fight with facts alone. The facts are all on one side,
documented and abundant, but the lie offers something the facts do not, a version of the past in which one's
own people are heroes and no one need feel the weight of an inherited wrong. Against that comfort, a citation
to the secession declarations can feel cold, even cruel, which is the alibi's great advantage and the reason it has
outlasted every refutation laid against it.

The restoration of the Arlington monument by the power of the federal government marks the moment
the heritage alibi passed into its present phase, the phase this book has been building toward. For most of its
history the alibi was retail work, maintained by local memorial associations and heritage societies and the
steady sale of flags, a false history kept alive by hand across the generations. Now it is wholesale, asserted from

the Pentagon, written into the budget, and proclaimed from the same podiums that restored the names to the

The Synthetic Cause 66



forts. The state has taken up the manufacture of heritage.

So the monument will return to Arlington, refurbished and reinstalled near its sculptor’s grave, with a
panel beside it offering what the officials call context. But a placard cannot cure a lie that is carved into the
bronze it stands beside, and the lie is the point of the bronze. The heritage alibi is the oldest form of this move,
the keeping of the Confederate symbol while the meaning is relabeled as heritage and the truth recast as an
attack, the dare to anyone who would argue with a person's love of home. It worked for a hundred years by
hand. It worked because it offered a wounded region a story it could be proud of, because the people it
slandered had little power to insist on the truth, and because a lie repeated in bronze and cloth and schoolbook

for a century begins to feel like plain memory.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Face on the Money

So far the machine has labored to keep or restore a false honor, the Confederate name on the base, the
monument at Arlington, the flag over the statehouse. Run the film backward and a different case appears, the
one time the same machinery was asked to bestow a true honor, and its response tells as much as any
restoration. In April of 2016 the United States Treasury announced that the face of Harriet Tubman, who
escaped slavery and then returned again and again to free others, would replace Andrew Jackson on the front
of the twenty-dollar bill. It was among the least costly honors the country could offer, set against the millions
later spent to restore Confederate names and monuments, even granting that a secure banknote is real work to
redesign. Ten years on, it has not happened. The bill in every wallet still carries the slaveholder, and the woman
who freed the enslaved is still waiting, her redesign deferred and deferred again behind a wall of technical
reasons. A government that found the will and the money to put the Confederate names back on the forts in a
matter of months could not manage, across a full decade, to carry one new face through the redesign, and the
gap between those two speeds measures exactly how much the country wanted each thing done.

Begin with what money is, in this context, because the faces on the currency form the most widely
circulated honor roll a nation possesses, never mere decoration, passed from hand to hand millions of times a
day, pressed into the palm of every citizen and every visitor, studied idly in checkout lines and tucked into
birthday cards. A statue stands in one square, and most people will never see it. A portrait hangs in one
museum. But the faces on the bills go everywhere, into every transaction and every pocket, a daily civic
catechism answering, without a word, the question of whom the country has chosen to revere. To put a person
on the money is to say that this is someone the nation holds up, someone whose memory it wishes to keep
before the eyes of all its people every day. And to take a person off, or to refuse to put a person on, is a
statement of the same magnitude, made in the same universal medium. The fight over the twenty-dollar bill is
a quarrel about whose story the nation tells itself in the one place every citizen is guaranteed to look, not about
graphic design.

Consider, then, the man whose face has occupied the twenty since 1928. Andrew Jackson, the seventh
president, was a slaveholder on a substantial scale, the owner of scores of human beings at his Tennessee
plantation, men and women whose forced labor built his fortune and his leisure. He was also the architect of
one of the darkest episodes in the country’s treatment of its native peoples, the author of the policy of Indian
removal that drove the Cherokee and the Creek and the Choctaw and the Chickasaw and the Seminole from
their ancestral lands at bayonet point, a forced march westward on which thousands died of cold and hunger
and disease, remembered by the Cherokee as the Trail of Tears. These are central facts of his life and his
presidency rather than obscure footnotes to an otherwise admirable record, the deeds for which the people he
enslaved and the nations he expelled remember him. The country chose this man, in 1928, to be one of the
handful of faces it would place on its currency, and it has kept him there for nearly a century, his portrait

pressed into the daily commerce of a nation that includes the descendants of the people he owned and the
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people he drove from their homes.

There is more to the indictment of Jackson than the bare facts of ownership and removal, and it bears
spelling out, because the case for taking him off the bill rests on it. Jackson did not merely own enslaved
people; he bought and sold them, advertised for the return of those who fled, and built the wealth that carried
him to the presidency on their stolen labor. When the Supreme Court ruled, in a case concerning the
Cherokee, that Georgia had no authority to seize the nation'’s lands, Jackson is remembered for having brushed
the decision aside and proceeded with removal anyway, a president defying the Court in order to expel a
sovereign people. The Trail of Tears was the deliberate fulfillment of a program he had championed for years,
not an accident of his administration or a policy he reluctantly inherited, and the deaths along the route, of the
old and the young and the sick driven west through winter, were its foreseeable cost. To honor such a man on
the currency does more than overlook a few blemishes on an otherwise noble figure. It places at the center of
the nation's daily commerce a man whose greatest deeds were the enslavement of some Americans and the
expulsion of others, and asks the descendants of both to carry his face in their pockets.

There is an additional irony in Jackson's presence on the bill, one that would be comic if it were not so
revealing. Jackson hated paper money. He waged the central political war of his presidency against the Second
Bank of the United States, the institution that stood closest to a national bank, and he destroyed it, distrusting
paper currency and the financial elite who issued it, preferring hard coin and the frontier economy he had risen
from. The man whose face anchors a Federal Reserve note, a piece of paper money issued by the central
banking system, spent his career fighting precisely that kind of institution and that kind of money. The
country has honored, on its currency, a man who despised the thing his portrait now adorns. That the
contradiction has gone largely unremarked for a hundred years is itself a small lesson in how little the faces on
the money are examined, and how much inertia protects whoever happens to be there.

Step back to the whole gallery of faces on the nation's money, and the proposed change looks less like a
radical departure than an overdue correction. The people on American paper currency are, without exception,
white men, most of them from the founding era, several of them slaveholders. Washington on the one,
Jefferson on the two, Lincoln on the five, Hamilton on the ten, Jackson on the twenty, Grant on the fifty,
Franklin on the hundred, a procession of presidents and founders unbroken by a single woman or a single
person of color. Two women, Martha Washington and Pocahontas, appeared on certain notes in the
nineteenth century and then vanished, and no Black American has ever appeared on a circulating bill at all.
This is the gallery that the Tubman proposal would have altered, by adding one woman, a Black woman, born
a slave, to a lineup that had honored only the men of a particular class and color for the whole history of the
republic. The resistance to that single addition, the decade of delay over one face among a half-dozen, says
something about how much even the smallest rebalancing of the national pantheon can unsettle those invested
in keeping it as it was. For two centuries the money had told one story, of white founders and presidents. The
proposal was to let it tell, in one small corner, a different and truer one.

Set against Jackson is the woman the Treasury proposed to put in his place, introduced already in the
marshes of South Carolina. Harriet Tubman was born into Maryland slavery around 1822 as Araminta Ross,
called Minty, escaped north in 1849, and went back again and again to lead others out along the secret routes
of the Underground Railroad, earning the name Moses. The chapter on who freed whom told the rest, the
pistol she carried and would have used on any passenger who lost nerve, the spy network, the gunboats, the

seven hundred freed in a single night on the Combahee. What the currency fight adds is the contrast itself.
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Tubman defied the laws of her own country to take human beings out of bondage, and she lived on into the
next century to campaign for the vote for women before her death in 1913. To put her on the twenty-dollar
bill would make her the first African American ever to appear on the nation's paper currency, and one of the
only women, joining a tiny company that includes Martha Washington and Pocahontas on long-vanished
nineteenth-century notes.

Place the two faces side by side and the meaning of the proposed exchange becomes impossible to miss.
One man owned human beings; one woman freed them. One waged war to expel whole nations; one waged a
private war to deliver individuals from bondage, one terrified family at a time. To take Jackson off the front of
the most common bill in America and put Tubman in his place is the clearest statement of a changed national
memory that the country could make, a declaration that the enslaver would yield his place of honor to the
woman who defied him and everything he stood for. Tubman's own descendant, her
great-great-great-grandniece, caught the heart of it in a handful of words, observing that he held slaves and she
freed slaves, that the two of them stand at opposite poles of the nation's story. That is precisely why the swap
mattered to those who wanted it, and precisely why it has been so quietly and persistently resisted by those
who did not. The bill was never only a bill; it was a referendum, conducted in the medium of money, on which
of these two Americans the country would choose to honor.

The bitterest irony in the whole affair is buried in Tubman's own later life, and it deserves to be told. After
the war, the woman who had served the Union as scout and spy and nurse, who had led soldiers into battle,
spent decades fighting the government for the pension she was owed, and received only a fraction of it, and
that only late and grudgingly. She lived much of her long life in poverty in upstate New York, taking in the old
and the indigent, supported by the sale of her own garden produce and the charity of admirers. The same
federal government that could not bring itself to pay Harriet Tubman a soldier’s fair wage in her lifetime now
debates, more than a century after her death, whether to put her face on its money, and cannot bring itself to
do that either. The pattern holds across the generations with a grim consistency. When she was alive and the
recognition would have fed her, it was withheld. Now that she is safely dead and the recognition costs the
country nothing but the admission of who she was, it is still withheld, deferred behind a printing schedule. A
nation that stiffed her on her pension is in no hurry to honor her on its currency, and the continuity between
the two refusals is its own kind of testimony.

The proposal began in a grassroots campaign rather than in the Treasury, which is worth recalling because
it shows the change was wanted from below. A group calling itself Women on Twenties organized an online
poll in 2015, asking the public to choose a woman to put on the bill, and hundreds of thousands of people
voted, with Harriet Tubman winning the largest share, ahead of Eleanor Roosevelt and Rosa Parks and Wilma
Mankiller, the first woman to lead the Cherokee Nation. The campaign aimed to have a woman on the twenty
by 2020, the centennial of the constitutional amendment that gave women the vote. The Treasury, under
Secretary Jacob Lew, took up the cause, and after a detour in which an early plan to put a woman on the
ten-dollar bill collapsed under protest from admirers of Alexander Hamilton, newly fashionable because of a
Broadway musical, Lew settled the matter in April of 2016. Hamilton would stay on the ten, with suftragists
added to its back. Jackson would move to the back of the twenty, and Harriet Tubman would take the front.
The unveiling was projected for 2020, to coincide with the suffrage centennial. For a moment it appeared that
the most-used banknote in the country was about to carry the face of a woman who had been born the
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The resistance was immediate, and it came from the top of the political world. The day after the
announcement, the candidate who would soon become president called the decision to honor Tubman an act
of pure political correctness, praised Jackson's record as a great history, and suggested that Tubman might
more appropriately go on some other note, perhaps the two-dollar bill. That suggestion was telling in its
particulars, because the two-dollar bill is the least used denomination the Treasury prints, a curiosity that most
Americans handle once a year if ever, so that the proposal amounted to honoring Tubman in the place where
the fewest people would ever see her while keeping Jackson in the place where everyone would. This was a man
who hung Jackson's portrait in the Oval Office, who made a visit to Jackson's plantation, who called himself
an admirer. Once he took office in 2017, the machinery of delay engaged. Every mention of Tubman on the
front of the twenty, and of the suffragists on the back of the ten, quietly disappeared from the Treasury
Department's website and stayed gone for the length of his term. The honor that had been announced with
fanfare was being unmade in silence, through the simple method of letting it slip beneath the surface and
refusing to speak of it again, with no public reversal that anyone could argue against.

The proposal to shunt Tubman onto the two-dollar bill, offered almost as a courtesy, is worth dwelling on,
because it reveals an unspoken grammar of honor in the currency itself. Not all denominations carry equal
dignity. The bills people carry and use, the ones and fives and tens and twenties, are seen and handled
constantly, while the two-dollar bill is a near-collectible, hoarded in drawers, passed as a novelty, encountered
by most Americans almost never. To suggest that Tubman belonged there rather than on the twenty was to
offer her a kind of honor calibrated to be invisible, recognition in a denomination engineered to stay out of
circulation, a way of saying yes and no at once. She could be on the money, technically, as long as it was money
no one ever saw. Jackson, meanwhile, would keep his place in the daily flow of the nation’s commerce, his face
in every wallet. The offer of the two-dollar bill was the heritage alibi's cousin, a gesture that appeared to grant
the honor while quietly draining it of everything that made it matter, and it told the truth about how much the
honor was meant to count.

When the administration did speak, it spoke the language of logistics, and the excuse it chose deserves close
attention because it is the crux of the whole matter. The Treasury Secretary told Congress in 2019 that a
redesigned twenty would not appear until 2028, and that no new imagery would even be shown until 2026,
explaining that the ten-dollar and fifty-dollar bills had to be redesigned first for reasons of security, that the
engineering of anti-counterfeiting features took years, and that the twenty simply sat later in the queue. He
declined, repeatedly, to say whether he personally supported keeping Tubman on the redesigned bill at all,
observing that the decision could be left to whoever happened to be Treasury Secretary years later. Now, some
of this is true on its face, and honesty requires saying so. Currency redesign is slow and technical work, a matter
of security threads and color-shifting ink and tactile features for the blind, all of which must be engineered into
the artwork and tested over years, and the bills are indeed redesigned in a sequence driven by which notes
counterfeiters are attacking. A later official review found that the original 2020 target had never been properly
lodged in the formal process that governs banknote development, so that the delay, in a narrow bureaucratic
sense, was not a reversal of a firm commitment.

But the technical truth, real as it is, does not begin to account for the conspicuous facts that surround it,
and this is where the security excuse reveals itself as something more than a schedule. A government sincerely
intending to honor Tubman, and merely constrained by the slow mechanics of printing, would have had no

reason to scrub her name from its website and refuse for years to utter it. It would have had no reason for its
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Secretary to dodge, again and again, the simple question of whether he wanted her on the bill. The engineering
of a security thread does not require the erasure of a name from a public page, and the sequencing of redesigns
does not require a studied four-year silence about whether the woman ever chosen would survive the wait.
That technical timeline was real, and it was also a shield, a set of unimpeachable logistical facts held up in front
of a decision that had already been made in spirit, which was that this honor would not be hurried and might
not arrive at all. The security excuse is the same move this book has traced through every chapter, the
attachment of a clean, neutral, defensible reason to an outcome that everyone involved understood in racial
terms, the construction of a story about counterfeiting that lets a person avoid telling a story about who
deserves to be on the money.

The question of whether the delay was politically driven was put, at one point, to a formal investigation,
and the result is instructive about how these things are concealed. After senators demanded answers in 2019,
the Treasury's own inspector general examined the matter and reported that the twenty's place in the redesign
sequence had not been changed by the new administration, that the original 2020 target had been announced
outside the proper governance process, that the bill had not yet even entered the formal design pipeline, and
that it was not expected to be production-ready until around 2030. On its surface, the report exonerated the
delay, finding no documentary smoking gun, no memo ordering the project killed. But the absence of a
smoking gun is exactly what the laundering grammar produces, as this book has shown in case after case. A
decision carried out through scheduling and silence and the scrubbing of a website leaves no order to discover,
because the whole point of doing it that way is to leave no order to discover. The inspector general could
confirm that the paperwork was in order and the timeline internally consistent, which is precisely the cover the
method is designed to provide. What no investigation could capture was the obvious meaning of the
surrounding conduct, the praise for Jackson and the contempt for political correctness and the four years of
studied refusal to say the woman's name, none of which appears in a governance document but all of which
was plain to anyone watching.

Seen this way, the Tubman bill is the laundering grammar of this whole book run in reverse, and the
inversion is worth stating plainly. In the Confederate cases, the move is to keep the cherished symbol while
denying its meaning, to hold onto the name or the statue or the flag and insist that it stands for heritage or a
different Bragg or partisan advantage rather than for white supremacy. In the Tubman case, the move is to
withhold the symbol while denying that the withholding means anything, to refuse the honor and insist that
the refusal is about security threads and redesign queues rather than about a woman who freed slaves. The
direction is opposite; the mechanism is identical. In both, a racially loaded outcome is wrapped in a
race-neutral procedural justification, and anyone who points to the racial reality is met with a recitation of the
neutral one, dared to prove that the timeline is a pretext or the heritage a cover. The forts kept the Confederate
by paperwork; the bill withholds the abolitionist by paperwork. Both are decisions about national memory
disguised as administrative routine, and the disguise is the same fabric in both, cut to fit a different purpose.

The story complicates in a way that is worth facing squarely, because the delay did not end when the
administration changed, and the honest version is more damning than a simple partisan tale would be. When a
new president took office in 2021, his press secretary announced that the Treasury would take steps to resume
the effort and speed the redesign along. The website language could have returned; the work could have been
pushed. Yet the practical result was modest. An internal message from the new Treasury Secretary in 2022

reaffirmed the same end-of-decade timeline, with the redesigned note still slated for release around 2030 on the
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Bureau's own schedule, and the bill continued its slow drift toward the end of the decade with no firm
guarantee that Tubman would be on it. This is not, in the end, a story about a single hostile administration,
though one administration was plainly hostile; it is a story about how a true honor, once stalled, stays stalled,
smothered under the accumulated weight of process and caution and the simple fact that no one in power is
willing to spend real capital to force it through. The false honors get restored by decree, swiftly, because
someone at the top wants them and pushes. The true honor sits in the queue, year after year, because wanting
it mildly is not the same as wanting it enough, and procedure will always defeat a mild preference.

A more recent turn returns the matter to open hostility, and it places the Tubman bill within a larger
program. The administration that took office in 2025 made the rollback of diversity and inclusion efforts a
centerpiece of its work, purging such language and such initiatives across the government, the same
administration that restored the Confederate base names and the Arlington monument. Tubman's
descendants and the bill's advocates have said openly that they do not expect the honor to be granted under a
government so committed to undoing exactly the kind of recognition the bill represents. And the agency that
prints the money, asked the direct question, will still not confirm that Tubman is on the redesign, which in the
present climate is an answer in itself. The renamed forts and the restored monument and the stalled bill are one
story rather than separate stories that happen to share a decade, the deliberate tilting of the nation’s official
memory back toward the men of the old order and away from those who challenged it, conducted on every
front at once, of which the long refusal to print one woman's face on one banknote is simply the cheapest and
clearest instance.

That asymmetry is the center of the chapter, and once it is named it cannot be unseen. Consider the same
decade in which the Tubman bill failed to materialize. In that same span of years, the country renamed nine
Army installations to strip them of their Confederate honorees, and then, when the political wind shifted,
un-renamed them, restoring the Confederate names by the surname trick at a cost of tens of millions of dollars.
It also removed the Confederate monument from Arlington and then ordered it restored at a cost of ten
million more, the bronze to be refurbished and reinstalled with the full backing of the Department of Defense.
Each of these acts of restoration was funded, staffed, and executed with dispatch the moment the will existed
at the top, because the will existed at the top. And across the whole of that same decade, the simplest and
cheapest honor of all, a new picture on a banknote, could not be delivered, perpetually deferred behind a
recitation of security features. The machinery moves slowly for some things and quickly for others, not from
any natural sluggishness, and the pattern of what it rushes and what it delays reveals the priority of the system,
a government that finds unlimited energy for the Confederate and none for the woman who fought the
Confederacy's cause.

That original 2020 date was not chosen at random, and its passing unremarked is part of the story. The
plan was to unveil the redesigned bill in 2020, the hundredth anniversary of the constitutional amendment
that secured women the vote, a deliberate pairing of the honor with the centennial of women's
enfranchisement. That year arrived and departed with Jackson still on the front of every twenty, the
anniversary marked by no new bill, the symbolism quietly forfeited. A government that had wanted to keep
the appointment could have kept it, or could have explained, in plain terms, why it could not. Instead the date
simply slid by, absorbed into the general fog of delay, one more deadline that turned out to mean nothing. The
forfeiting of that anniversary was an early sign of how the whole thing would go, a promise attached to a
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simple passage of time and the refusal to act. What was supposed to be a celebration became, by 2020, just
another year in which nothing happened, and the silence around the missed centennial was its own small
confirmation that the honor had been shelved in everything but name.

A decade after the announcement, the matter sits in a kind of permanent limbo that is itself the most
eloquent fact about it. The Bureau of Engraving and Printing maintains that the twenty remains on track for a
redesign around 2030, but when asked the plain question of whether Harriet Tubman will be the face on that
redesigned bill, the bureau declines to say. Ten years after the Treasury announced her, in other words, the
agency that would print her face will not confirm that it intends to print her face. The schedule survives; the
woman has become optional. In an effort to force the question out of the realm of administrative discretion
and into law, a senator who first proposed the change in 2015 has reintroduced legislation, the Harriet
Tubman Tribute Act, that would require her likeness on every twenty printed after the end of 2030, allowing
a delay only on a formal finding that issuing the bill would create a genuine risk of counterfeiting. The bill
writes into statute the suspicion that, left to the ordinary process, the honor will keep slipping away, and that
only a hard legal command can compel a government to do the cheap and simple thing it has spent a decade
declining to do.

Behind the schedules and the statutes are people for whom this is not an abstraction, and their voices are
worth hearing over the bureaucratic hum. Tubman's own descendants have watched the long delay with the
particular weariness of a family asked to keep waiting for a recognition that was promised and withheld. One
of them, a great-great-great-grandniece, said that seeing her ancestor on the bill would mean freedom, the thing
Tubman lived and risked everything for, and that a country serious about justice and inclusion would have
done it already. For Black Americans more broadly, the spectacle carries a familiar sting. The most common
bill in the country bears the face of a man who owned people who looked like them, and the proposal to
replace him with a woman who freed people who looked like them has been stalled for ten years behind
explanations about printing technology, while Confederate names and statues are restored at public expense
without apparent difficulty. That message is not subtle, and it is received clearly by the people it is about. The
country can move quickly when it wishes to honor the men who fought to keep them enslaved. It moves not at
all when asked to honor the woman who set them free.

There is a reason the resistance has centered on Tubman in particular, beyond the simple fact of her race
and sex, and it cuts to the heart of what the currency fight is about. Tubman is not a safe and abstract symbol
of progress, the kind that can be honored without discomfort. She was a lawbreaker, by the standards of her
own country, a woman who defied the laws of the United States that recognized human beings as property,
who carried a weapon into slave territory and took people out of bondage by stealth and by force. She did not
petition or wait or trust the system to right itself; she acted, illegally and at gunpoint, against an injustice the
law of her day upheld. To put her face on the money is to honor not only a Black woman and a freer of slaves
but a person who broke an unjust law and was right to break it, and that is a dangerous thing to celebrate for a
political project devoted to the restoration of order and the reverence of the past. Jackson enforced the law and
expanded the nation's power; Tubman defied the law in the name of the people the nation had crushed. A
government tilting back toward the old hierarchies has every reason to prefer the enforcer to the rebel, and the
long delay over her face is, among other things, a quiet verdict on which of those two examples, the enforcer or
the rebel, the country wishes to set before its people every day, in every wallet. There is no contradiction
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fidelity to what happened, and the law of a given moment is a separate thing that can itself be unjust. Tubman
broke an unjust statute without once denying a fact, while the lie this book tracks denies the facts in order to
keep an unjust order standing. The distance between those two acts is the whole difference between a just
rebellion and a corrupt regime.

The point that gathers this chapter into the argument of the book is about how the decision is being made,
because it is being made in the way that is hardest to fight. No official has stood at a podium and announced
that the United States will not honor Harriet Tubman. There is no policy to protest, no order to overturn, no
signature on a document refusing her. There is only delay, endless and deniable, a schedule that keeps receding
and a question the agency keeps declining to answer, so that the outcome is achieved without anyone ever
having to own it. This is laundering stripped to its mechanism, the substitution of process for decision, the
conversion of a choice about national memory into a logistical timeline that no individual is responsible for
and no one can quite be blamed for. The facts of Tubman's life are not in dispute, and the facts of Jackson's
are not in dispute, and the cheapness of the change is not in dispute. What has been manufactured, in place of
an honest argument the country might have had about whom to honor, is a fog of procedure thick enough
that the honor can be denied indefinitely while everyone maintains that no denial is taking place. The truth of
who these two people were sits in plain view, and a screen of administrative routine has been drawn across the
question of what to do about it. Rather than having the argument and losing it, the country has avoided the
argument entirely, which is in some ways worse, because a decision reached by open debate can be revisited
and reversed, while a decision reached by attrition has no author to confront and no moment of choice to
point back to. Tubman is not being kept off the money by a vote anyone cast or a position anyone defended;
she is being kept off by the steady, faceless friction of a process that never quite gets to her, and that is the
hardest kind of refusal to fight, because it presents itself as no refusal at all, only a delay, only a schedule, only
the ordinary slowness of a careful government doing careful work.

So the woman who freed herself and hundreds of others, who carried a pistol through the night swamps
and never lost a passenger, who led an armed raid that liberated seven hundred people and lived to demand the
vote for women, is still waiting, ten years on, for the least costly honor in the country's power, a new face on a
banknote it already prints by the billion. The expensive false honors, the renamed forts and the restored
monument, were delivered without hesitation the moment power wished them delivered. The low-cost true
honor remains undone. This is a question of will, not of money, which the country plainly has, and the will
has been absent, year upon year, hidden behind a curtain of procedure that spares anyone the embarrassment
of choosing not to give the honor at all. A redesign that requires real technical work, security threads and
testing and a place in the printing queue, though no appropriation worth mentioning and no act of Congress,
has eluded the country for ten years. The work could always have been done. What was missing, at every stage,
was the will to keep it moving. The forts got their old names back because someone wanted it badly enough to
act. Tubman waits because no one has wanted her on the money badly enough to overcome the inertia of a
system that finds it easier to keep printing the slaveholder. The face on the money is the question the whole
book has been asking, reduced to its plainest form and its lowest possible cost, and the answer the country has
given, in the only currency that counts, which is action, is that the slaveholder may stay and the liberator may

wait.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

From the Lawn to the Feed

Until now the laundering in this story was done by hand. The Confederate meaning was preserved in bronze
on a courthouse lawn, in the name carved over the gate of an Army base, in the cloth of a flag run up a
statchouse pole, in the engraved face on a printed bill. Every one of those objects had to be made, and making
them took the things that physical objects take: money, labor, materials, institutions, and time. The United
Daughters of the Confederacy needed chapters in every town and decades of patient fundraising to cover the
South in statues. A base name needed an act of the War Department. A redesigned banknote needed a bureau
and a sequence of years. Now the whole operation changes its ground. The contest over the nation's memory
moves off the lawn and the printing press and into the feed, the endless scrolling stream of the social platforms,
where the same grammar runs without any of the friction that the physical world imposed. The move that
once required a foundry now requires a phrase typed into a box.

Consider first what a monument is, as a physical fact, because its properties are the key to the change. A
statue is heavy, costly, and singular. It occupies one location, faces one square, and can be seen only by the
people who walk past it. It takes specialized labor to design and cast and erect, and once it stands it endures,
weathering a century without complaint. Those qualities are what gave the Lost Cause its permanence in the
landscape, its capacity to sit in a thousand towns and instruct generation after generation in the heroism of the
Confederate cause. But the same qualities that gave the monument its durability also gave it limits, and the
limits matter as much as the strengths. A thing that takes a century and a fortune to build is a thing that
announces itself, that can be found, debated, and, as the sixth chapter showed, removed. A thing fixed in one
square reaches only those who pass through that square. And a thing with a sponsor, a cornerstone, a
dedication date, has an author who can be named and held to account. The physicality of the old laundering
was its strength and its constraint at once, the source of its endurance and the reason it could be fought object
by object.

The feed has none of those constraints, and that absence is the story of the synthetic front. On the
platforms, the comfortable lie needs no quarry and no foundry, no legislature and no bureau, no century of
fundraising and no chapters in every town. It needs a piece of text or an image and a network to carry it.
Released into that network, the same move this book has tracked, the keeping of the forbidden meaning under
an innocent label, travels in an instant, costs almost nothing, reaches across a continent in minutes, and copies
itself faster than anyone can intervene. The bottleneck that limited the Lost Cause for a hundred and fifty
years, the sheer human labor of manufacturing and distributing the comfortable past, simply dissolves. What
the United Daughters of the Confederacy accomplished across three generations, with thousands of members
and a mountain of money, an operator with an account and a grievance can now attempt before breakfast, and
attempt again the next morning, and the morning after that, at no cost and against no resistance worth the
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The arithmetic of the change is worth making concrete, because abstractions hide its force. To cover the
South in monuments, the United Daughters of the Confederacy raised money for decades, commissioned
sculptors, quarried stone, and shipped and installed heavy bronze in town after town, an effort spanning the
working lives of thousands of women across a generation. The result, impressive as it was, amounted to
perhaps a few thousand objects, each reaching the population of a single town. A single operator on the feed,
working alone, can now produce and distribute more individual pieces of Lost Cause content in one day than
the organization produced in stone across its whole history, and each of those pieces can reach a continent
rather than a town. The labor that once required an army of devoted volunteers and a mountain of money
now requires one person, one account, and a few hours. And where the monuments, once built, sat still and
finite, the feed content can be regenerated endlessly, so that the day's output is a flood that resets and pours
again tomorrow, never a fixed addition to a slowly growing total. This is the collapse of the bottleneck stated in
numbers, and the numbers are staggering enough to constitute, by themselves, a transformation of the entire
contest.

The engine that carries the lie through the network is the ranking algorithm, and to understand the
synthetic front one has to understand what that algorithm is built to do. The platforms order what each
person sees in order to maximize engagement, the clicks and shares and comments and seconds of attention
that keep a user scrolling and keep the advertising revenue flowing. This is not a secret, and its consequences
have been studied at length. A large body of research finds that engagement-optimized feeds amplify moral
outrage and hostility toward the other side, because that is the content that performs, the content that holds
the eye and provokes the reply. The size of that effect is still debated, and some large platform studies have
measured it smaller than the strongest claims allow, though the direction is consistent and the mechanism is
not seriously in dispute. Posts that attack an out-group reliably outperform posts that merely support one's
own. Moral and emotional language spreads further and faster than calm description. The machine that ranks
the feed has no concept of true or false and no interest in either; it promotes whatever holds attention, and
what holds attention, again and again in the data, is the language of grievance and contempt.

Why the algorithm behaves this way is worth stating exactly, because the behavior is the working of the
business itself, not a bug or an oversight. The platforms do not sell a product to their users; the users are the
product, and what is sold is their attention, packaged and delivered to advertisers. Every additional second a
person spends scrolling is inventory to be auctioned, and so the entire apparatus is tuned toward a single end,
the maximizing of time on the platform. The ranking algorithm is the instrument of that tuning, and it learns,
from the behavior of billions of people, which content keeps them present and which lets them drift away.
What it learns, over and over, is that anger holds people better than calm, that conflict holds them better than
agreement, that the sense of a threat to one's group holds them best of all. The platform amplifies grievance
because grievance is profitable, not out of any ideology, because the aggrieved user stays and scrolls and
returns. The interests of the company and the interests of a society that needs its citizens calm and
well-informed diverge at exactly this point, and the divergence is built into the model. A machine paid to hold
attention will always, in the end, serve the content that holds attention best, and that content is rarely the sober
truth.

Set that finding beside the emotional structure of the Lost Cause, and a terrible compatibility comes into
view. The Lost Cause has always been, at its root, a grievance narrative, the story of a proud people wronged,
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that the algorithm rewards most. The litany is familiar: they are erasing our heritage, they are tearing down our
history, they are replacing us and rewriting the past to make us the villains. Every one of those is an expression
of aggrieved identity and hostility toward an out-group, the exact emotional register that
engagement-optimized feeds carry furthest. The third chapter showed how the stab-in-the-back grievance
fueled a movement in Weimar Germany; the same grievance, in the American form, is now poured into a
system engineered to find precisely that emotion and spread it. That older movement was built to make a
defeated people feel aggrieved and righteous, and the feed is built to amplify the feelings of aggrievement and
righteousness. The narrative and the medium were made for each other, and the marriage of the two is the
central fact of this part of the book.

The amplification is less a single push than a spiral, a self-reinforcing loop that does its work over time. A
person pauses on a post about a toppled statue or a renamed base, lingers, perhaps replies in anger. The
algorithm registers that engagement as a signal of interest and serves more of the same. Each next session brings
more grievance, which earns more engagement, which summons still more, until the person's feed has become
a closed chamber in which the heritage is always under attack and the outsiders are always to blame. The world
the feed presents appears to confirm the grievance at every scroll, because the feed has been quietly curated to
do nothing else. Studies of this dynamic find that it can pull moderate users toward the extremes, and the cause
lies in a machine optimizing for the emotion that keeps them present rather than in any prior extremism in
their views, steadily feeding them the version of reality that produces that emotion. The feed does more than
distribute the Lost Cause more widely than the monument ever could. It deepens the believer, tightening the
grip of the narrative with every interaction, manufacturing conviction where the monument could manage
only exposure.

A final feature of the feed compounds all the others, the fact that no two people see the same one. The
monument in the square was at least a shared object; everyone who passed it saw the same bronze and could
argue over it. Each feed is personalized, assembled fresh for its viewer by an algorithm tracking that viewer's
every pause and click, so that each person inhabits a stream built precisely for them, different from everyone
else’s. The result is the quiet disappearance of a common reality. Two citizens of the same town, scrolling the
same platform, may be shown opposite worlds, one a feed in which the Confederate monuments are precious
heritage under siege, the other a feed in which they are racist relics rightly removed, each feed confirming its
viewer and each viewer unaware of what the other is being shown. There is no longer a single public square in
which a shared argument can happen, only millions of private chambers, each tuned to a different conviction.
A country cannot debate its history if its citizens no longer share a set of facts to debate, and the personalized
feed dissolves exactly that shared set, replacing the common ground of a public argument with a patchwork of
private certainties that never have to meet.

There is a further property of the new terrain that overturns the central lesson of the sixth chapter, and it
concerns removal. A monument, for all its permanence, can be taken down. The bronze can be lifted from its
base and carried to storage, as the figure at Arlington was, and though the fight over each statue is bitter and
slow, it is at least a fight that can be won object by object, because each object is singular and located and finite.
A piece of content on the feed obeys no such logic. It is copied, screenshotted, re-uploaded, mirrored across
platforms, and reposted by a thousand accounts faster than any moderator can act, so that taking down one
instance leaves ten thousand untouched. The Lost Cause in bronze presented a finite set of targets, each of
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regenerating flood with no single source to seal and no single object to remove. Patient, square-by-square
removal of the kind the previous chapters described becomes futile against a medium where the thing removed
reappears, multiplied, before the removal is even complete.

There is a paradox in the durability of the new lie that is worth pausing on, because it inverts the logic of
the monument completely. A statue endures by being permanent, a single solid object that lasts a century. The
feed's content endures by being the opposite, ephemeral and disposable, each post scrolling out of sight within
hours, replaced by the next. One might think that a message which vanishes so quickly would be weaker than
one carved in bronze, and any single post is indeed weaker, forgotten almost as soon as it appears. But the Lost
Cause on the feed does not depend on any single post. It depends on the flow, the endless replenishment, the
certainty that for every grievance message that scrolls away, ten more arrive to take its place. The lie no longer
needs to persist in one durable object; it persists as a current, a steady pressure maintained by constant renewal,
present because the supply never stops rather than because any particular instance lasts. A monument can be
removed because it is one thing in one place. A current cannot be removed, because it is nowhere in particular
and everywhere in general, and to dam it at one point is to watch it find a hundred others. The permanence of
the bronze has been traded for the permanence of the stream, and the stream is far harder to stop.

The old terrain had gatekeepers, and their disappearance is part of what the shift to the feed accomplished.
To put a statue in a public square required the assent of a commission, a city council, a body that could in
principle be petitioned and opposed. Getting a claim about history into a textbook required a publisher and a
school board. To put a story before a mass audience required a newspaper editor or a broadcaster, an
institution with a name and a reputation and at least some incentive to be right. Those gatekeepers were often
captured, as the second chapter showed, by the same forces spreading the Lost Cause, and their record is
nothing to romanticize. But a gate that can be captured can also, in better times, be held, and the existence of
the gate meant that a falsehood had to pass some threshold, however low, before it reached the public. The
feed abolished the gate. Anyone may now publish to a potential audience of millions with no editor, no board,
no institution, no threshold of any kind, and the same abolition that frees the dissident and the whistleblower
frees the fabricator and the propagandist. The democratization of publishing is a real good and a real danger at
once, and the danger is that a lie now needs no one's permission to reach the world, and meets no checkpoint
on its way.

The feed also permits something the old terrain could only dream of, the manufacture of a crowd that does
not exist. On the platforms, a small number of operators can simulate a multitude, deploying automated
accounts and coordinated networks to make a hashtag trend, to push a fringe position into apparent
prominence, to flood a discussion until one view seems to drown out all others. The scale of this is no longer
marginal. By 2024, automated traffic had come to make up more than half of all activity on the web, the first
time in a decade that the machines outnumbered the people online. A position held by almost no one can be
dressed, through coordinated amplification, in the appearance of a groundswell, and the ordinary human
instinct to follow the crowd does the rest, because a view that seems to be everywhere acquires a credibility that
has nothing to do with whether anyone sincerely holds it. The technique has a name, astroturfing, the
fabrication of a fake grassroots, and it works by exploiting the deepest of social heuristics, the assumption that
if everyone is saying a thing, the thing must have something to it. On the feed, everyone can be made to seem to

be saying a thing that no one is saying.
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This is where the contrast with the original Lost Cause becomes sharpest and most revealing. The
movement that built the monuments was, whatever else it was, a real mass movement. The United Daughters
of the Confederacy had real members, real chapters, women who sincerely believed the story and gave their
own money to carve it in stone. That reality was the movement's strength, and it was also its accountability,
because a real movement has a name and a leadership and a membership that can be addressed, argued with,
and answered. The synthetic version requires none of that. It can manufacture the appearance of a mass
movement without a single sincere participant, an astroturf groundswell with no grass and no roots, a
consensus assembled out of empty accounts. And a fabricated crowd offers nothing to confront. There is no
membership to persuade, no leader to debate, no sincere believer to reach, only a swarm of accounts that
dissolves the moment it is exposed and reassembles under new names the next day. The seventh chapter
described a refusal with no author, a decision made by attrition that no one could be blamed for. The synthetic
crowd is that condition made into a tool, an opinion with no holder, a movement with no members, a thing
that exerts the force of a multitude while being accountable as nothing at all.

This is not a hypothetical. Early in 2026 the social-media-intelligence firm Cyabra, in an analysis reported
by Politico, identified more than eighteen thousand inauthentic accounts amplifying the political posts of one
prominent Black entertainer, Nicki Minaj, on X, in the weeks when she pivoted toward open support for
Trump. The fake accounts descended on her feed with lavish praise for her courage rather than the abuse a
controversial turn might invite, along with a set of inserted political talking points, and by inflating her
engagement they gamed the platform’s algorithm into pushing her posts before far larger audiences,
manufacturing the appearance of a groundswell the underlying numbers did not support. Across the posts
studied, about a third of the participating accounts were judged inauthentic, three to four times the ordinary
rate, and on the single heaviest day more than half of the comments on her political posts were fake. The report
named no one as responsible for the accounts and stopped short of accusing Minaj herself, and Trump's camp
called it a fabrication, a denial that came from interested parties and did not engage the firm's data. This is the
synthetic front in plain operation, a fabricated crowd assembled to make a political stance look popular and,
more pointedly, to counterfeit a Black public, putting a manufactured chorus where a community’s real voice
should be. The Lost Cause once spoke through statues of contented slaves carved by white sculptors. Its
descendants now speak through fake accounts engineered to perform a Black enthusiasm their supposed
authors never expressed.

The use of fabricated crowds to move real politics is no longer speculative, and a few documented cases
show the range of what the technique can do. A Russian operation, run from a building in St. Petersburg,
spent years before and after the 2016 American election running armies of fake accounts to inflame the
country's racial and political divisions, posing as Black activists and as white nationalists alike, playing every
side against the others to deepen the wounds. The campaign to overturn the 2020 election spread its false claim
of a stolen vote across the platforms through coordinated amplification, automated reposting and the
synchronized sharing of identical content manufacturing the impression that an outraged multitude believed
the result was fraudulent, an impression that helped carry a mob to the Capitol. In 2024 a presidential election
in Romania was annulled by that country's constitutional court after investigators found that coordinated
networks and algorithmic amplification had manufactured an artificial perception of overwhelming support
for a candidate, a digital illusion convincing enough to compromise the legitimacy of a national vote. These are

demonstrations, not fringe experiments, that a manufactured consensus, assembled out of bots and
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coordinated accounts, can reach into the machinery of democracy itself and bend it, and that the appearance
of a groundswell, however hollow, produces consequences as real as any genuine movement ever did.

While the platforms were becoming the ground on which this could happen, their owners were
dismantling the few brakes that had stood in the way, and the timing of that dismantling is one of the most
important facts in this book. For several years the major platforms had maintained machinery, imperfect and
much attacked, meant to slow the spread of outright falsehood, including programs that flagged and
fact-checked false claims. In January of 2025, the head of the largest of these companies announced that it
would end its fact-checking program, bringing political content back into the feeds it had previously tried to
limit, loosening its rules on contested subjects, and relocating its moderation staff to a friendlier state. The
other major platform, having changed hands in 2022, had already gutted its moderation teams, reversed its
policies, and cut off the outside researchers who studied it. Both companies framed these moves in the same
language, presenting the dismantling of their safeguards as the restoration of free expression and the friction
itself as a form of censorship. The brakes that had slowed the lie, weak as they were, were deliberately removed,
and they were removed in the same months that the broad political project was restoring the Confederate
names to the forts and the Confederate monument to Arlington.

The word chosen to justify the dismantling, censorship, is itself a laundering move, and recognizing it as
one ties the synthetic front back to everything this book has argued. To mark a false claim as false is to add
information rather than to suppress speech, to tell the reader that what they are looking at has been checked
and found wanting. Relabeling that act as censorship inverts it, transforming the defense of accuracy into an
assault on freedom, so that tearing out the safeguards can be performed as a noble blow for liberty rather than
admitted as a decision to let falsehood run unmarked. The friction that protected facticity is rebranded as the
enemy of expression, and its removal is dressed in the language of rights. The grammar is the same one the
heritage alibi used in the sixth chapter and the security excuse used in the seventh, the attachment of a
noble-sounding justification to an act whose real effect points the other way. Heritage covered the monument
and security the withheld bill. Now free expression covers the removal of every check on the flood.

The convergence of these two campaigns, the restoration of the physical honors and the dismantling of the
platform safeguards, runs deeper than the calendar, two efforts that reinforce each other even where no single
hand directs them both. On one front, the bronze goes back up, the names return to the gates, the old story is
re-enshrined in solid things at public expense. On the other front, the brakes come off the feed, the friction is
rebranded as tyranny, and the channel through which the old story can now be pumped at infinite volume is
cleared of obstruction. The physical front restores the monuments that the synthetic front will reproduce in
unlimited copies. The synthetic front amplifies the grievance that the physical front makes concrete. Each
serves the other, and both serve the single end this book has traced from the beginning, the rehabilitation of a
defeated cause and the false history that sustains it. The forts and the feed are being cleared, in the same season,
for the same traffic.

The alignment between the platform owners and the political project shows in the public record. In the
months around the 2025 transition of power, the heads of the largest technology companies made their
accommodation with the incoming administration unmistakable. The owner of the platform that had gutted
its moderation became one of the administration’s most prominent backers, pouring money into the campaign
and taking a place near the center of power. The head of the company that ended its fact-checking dined with
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on his board. Asked whether his own threats had produced the change in the company’s policies, the president
answered, in a single word, probably. The men who control the channels through which the nation now
argues about its past have bent those channels toward the same power that is restoring the Confederate names
and the Confederate monument. The owners of the feed and the authors of the restoration moved in the same
direction in a single brief season, their interests aligned and their projects converging, each clearing the way for
the other.

Beneath all of it lies the question that has run under every chapter of this book, the question of facticity,
and the feed changes the terms of that question in a way that ought to alarm anyone who cares about the truth.
Every move this book has examined is finally a contest over facts, over what happened and who did what to
whom, and the feed is now the ground on which that contest is largely decided. But the feed is built to hold
attention, not to find the truth, and the truth and the attention-holding are not the same thing and frequently
pull in opposite directions. A comfortable lie can be engineered to please, shaped and tested and tuned to
delight the people it flatters, while an uncomfortable fact is simply whatever happened, with no obligation to
be engaging at all. In a contest for attention between a lie designed to satisty and a fact that merely occurred,
the lie holds every advantage, and the medium that decides the contest is the one that rewards satisfaction over
accuracy by design. The battlefield itself has been tilted against facticity, so that the truth now fights uphill on
ground engineered to favor whatever spreads. This is the deepest stake in the move from the lawn to the feed.
The monument was a lie in a fixed place, and a citizen could stand before it and judge it, weigh its bronze claim
against the documented record, and find it wanting. On the feed there is no such fixed object to judge, only a
torrent in which the true and the false rush past together, stripped of their sources, indistinguishable at a
glance, gone before they can be examined. The conditions under which a fact can even be established, time to
check, a stable object to inspect, a trusted source to consult, are precisely the conditions the feed removes.
Facticity is denied the fight on the feed altogether rather than losing a fair one, drowned before the question of
truth can be put. Where the monument forced a confrontation a citizen could see and weigh, the feed stages
no confrontation at all, only an endless substitution of the pleasing for the accurate, performed so fast and so
widely that the habit of asking whether a thing is true begins to feel pointless.

The asymmetry between the speed of the lie and the speed of its correction is one of the cruelest features of
the new terrain. A false claim on the feed can reach a million people in an hour, carried by the algorithm to
exactly the audience most eager to believe it. The correction, when it comes, arrives slowly, hours or days later,
after the falsehood has already done its work, and it reaches a fraction of the original audience, because a
correction is calm and a correction is dull and the machine does not favor the calm and the dull. Worse, the
people who saw the lie and felt its pull have little appetite for the correction, which asks them to surrender a
satisfying belief for an unsatisfying fact. So the lie travels far and fast and lands among the willing, while the
truth limps after it, late and faint, to an audience that has already moved on or made up its mind. The old
observation that a falsehood can circle the world before the truth has got its boots on was a figure of speech in
the age of print. On the feed it is a measured property of the system, the structural head start the medium
grants to whatever is built to spread, and the comfortable lie is always built to spread.

The flood does a second and subtler kind of damage, one that may prove worse than the spread of any
particular falsehood. As fabricated content proliferates, as everyone comes to know that the feed is thick with
fakes and bots and manufactured crowds, a general corrosion sets in, a universal suspicion that touches the

true as much as the false. When any image might be generated and any account might be a bot, then any
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inconvenient fact can be waved away as probably fake, any documented atrocity dismissed as probably staged.
This is the liar's dividend, the windfall that accrues to the liar in an environment saturated with lies, where the
mere existence of fakes lets the guilty discredit the genuine. The proliferation of the false does not only
promote falsehood; it poisons the standing of the true, dissolving the shared ground on which any fact could
be established at all. And universal doubt is precisely the climate in which the comfortable lie thrives, because
once nothing can be known for certain, the flattering story and the documented record stand on equal footing,
and people believe what pleases them.

The cumulative effect of all this falls, in the end, on the ordinary citizen, who is left to do an impossible
job. To know what is true on the feed, a person would have to verify the provenance of every image, check the
authenticity of every account, trace every claim to a credible source, and resist the pull of every message
engineered to please. No one can do this for more than a handful of items, and the feed delivers thousands. So
the citizen, exhausted, falls back on shortcuts, believing what confirms existing views, trusting what the crowd
appears to endorse, accepting what arrives most often and most insistently, every one of which the synthetic
front is designed to exploit. The burden of sorting truth from fabrication, once shared by editors and
institutions, has been dumped entirely on the individual, at the precise moment that fabrication has become
cheap and abundant and the institutions that once helped have been dismantled or discredited. A person of
goodwill, trying in good faith to understand the past, now faces a flood calibrated to defeat exactly that effort,
and the effort required to resist it is more than most people can sustain. That exhaustion is part of how the
synthetic front wins, not a side effect of it.

One more property of the new medium deserves naming, because it explains why the machine is so good at
this particular lie. The systems that rank the feed and, increasingly, generate its content were trained on the
accumulated output of human beings, on the vast record of what people have written and posted and argued
over the years. They learned what moves us by studying us, by ingesting the whole sprawling archive of human
grievance and tribalism and resentment and feeding it back, refined and concentrated. Rather than inventing
the Lost Cause grievance or the impulse to blame an out-group, the machine found those things already
present in the material it was built from, learned their shape, and discovered that they were among the most
powerful levers it had. In a sense the machine is a mirror, reflecting back at us, amplified, the worst of what we
have already said. But it is a mirror that magnifies, that takes the grievance it found and returns it larger, that
learns from each cycle which version provokes the strongest response and produces more of that version next
time. The old Lost Cause required true believers to carry it. The new one can be carried by a system that
believes nothing, that has merely learned, from a century of human resentment, exactly how resentment is
made and how it spreads.

What separates the old terrain from the new is finally a matter of scale and speed so extreme that it amounts
to a difference in kind. For a century the United Daughters of the Confederacy worked and never reached
most of the country, their statues confined to the towns that wanted them, their textbooks to the schools that
adopted them. The feed reaches billions and refreshes every second, carrying whatever it carries into every
pocket on earth, everywhere at once and again the next instant. What took three generations to install can now
be attempted in a day and renewed forever, at a cost approaching zero, against safeguards being actively
removed. A change of degree this large does not stay a change of degree; somewhere along the curve it becomes
a change of nature, a wholly different kind of contest fought on a wholly different scale. The lie that once had

to be carved now only has to be typed, and the carving reached a town while the typing reaches a world.
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The monument on the lawn is still there, restored, the bronze refurbished and the names returned, and the
people who put it back will speak of history honored and heritage preserved. But the lawn is no longer the
front line, whatever the ceremonies around it suggest. The front line is the stream in every hand, the infinite
lawn that can never be cleared, on which the same old lie is now being planted faster than anyone alive can pull
it up, by a machine that never tires and a crowd that is not real, under a banner that calls the whole operation
freedom. Against that, the slow human work of removal, of petitioning a commission to take down a statue, of
passing a law to put a face on a bill, looks almost quaint, a set of tools built for a war that has moved to
different ground. The monuments could be fought because they held still. The feed cannot be fought the same
way, because it never holds still, and a country that learned, at great cost, how to contest a lie carved in metal

has not yet learned how to contest a lie that floods.

The Synthetic Cause 84



CHAPTER NINE

Machine-Made History

The feed has an appetite for the comfortable lie, and the Lost Cause has just crossed a line to feed it, a line that
stood for a century and a half as the outer limit of what the myth could do. Across all those decades, the Lost
Cause could lie in bronze and lie in textbooks and lie from pulpits and lecterns, but it could not photograph a
scene that had never taken place. It could teach that slavery was gentle and the plantation kind, yet it could not
produce a picture of that gentle slavery, because the camera recorded what was in front of it, and what was in
front of it was the auction block and the scarred back and the burned city. The documentary record was a wall
the myth could lean against and argue past but never breach. Now the machine has breached it. The systems
now in wide use can generate, from a single typed phrase, a photorealistic image of anything at all, including a
past that never happened, and they can pour those images into the feed by the thousand.

To understand the size of the breach, one has to recall what the photograph meant for the century and a
half in which the Lost Cause operated. For most of that span, a photograph was the closest thing a society had
to incontrovertible evidence, the record that could settle an argument, the proof that a thing had occurred. A
drawing could be imagined and a written account could lie, but a photograph, people believed, showed what
stood there in front of the lens at a particular moment. The Lost Cause lived inside the limits that fact
imposed. It could reinterpret the war and recast its causes and sentimentalize its dead, but it could not
photograph a contented slave who did not exist, and so it was always working against a documentary record
that contradicted it, against the surviving images of the slave market and the whipped body and the ruined
land. Those images were stubborn. They sat in the archive and could be produced whenever the myth grew
too bold, a wall of recorded fact that the lie had to detour around because it could not knock the wall down.
The whole long history of the Lost Cause is the history of a myth constrained, in the last analysis, by an
evidentiary floor it could not fake its way beneath.

It will be objected that photographs were never wholly trustworthy, that manipulation is as old as the
medium itself, and the objection deserves an answer because it marks exactly where the new thing differs from
the old. Photographs have indeed been altered since the nineteenth century, faces airbrushed out of official
portraits when a commissar fell from favor, backgrounds retouched, images staged and captioned to deceive.
But every one of those manipulations required skill, equipment, time, and access to the original, and each
produced a single altered image whose flaws a trained eye could often catch. The forger had to be an expert, the
forgery was laborious, and the result was one picture. What the machine changes is the economy of fakery, not
its existence. A photorealistic fabrication now requires no skill, no darkroom, no original, and no more than a
typed sentence and a few seconds, and it can be produced again and again, ten thousand times, each instance
unique and each convincing. The difference between altering a photograph and generating one from nothing
is the difference between a forger who can produce a counterfeit bill a week and a press that prints them by the
million. Manipulation was always possible; manufacture at infinite scale and zero cost is new, and the scale is

what breaks the system, because a society can police a few skilled forgers and cannot police everyone with a
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keyboard.

That floor has now given way, and it gave way with startling speed. The text-to-image systems that became
widely available in the past few years can produce, in seconds and at no cost, images indistinguishable at a
glance from photographs, and among the things people use them to make are counterfeit historical
photographs. A historian who tracks such fakes called the result a tsunami of fake history, and the phrase is
apt. The feeds have filled with atmospheric black-and-white images that carry every signal of an old
photograph, a starving mother in a Depression breadline, an exhausted soldier in a foreign war, a tender or
terrible moment from a past that looks documented and was in fact typed into a box an hour ago. The systems
reproduce the grain and the tone and the framing of period photography with eerie fidelity, the surface of
history without any of its substance. A colorizer who works with genuine archival images put the difference
precisely, observing that the fabrications can copy the look but miss the human element, the reason behind a
real photographer's choices, so that they end up convincing and hollow at once. The machine has learned to
counterfeit the appearance of the recorded past, and it produces that counterfeit faster than anyone can sort it
from the real.

The fabrications already in circulation show the range of the thing. Amateur history accounts have filled
with invented scenes presented as real photographs: a destitute family in a Dust Bowl that this family never
endured, a weary infantryman in a battle this soldier never saw, each rendered in convincing period grain and
shared by the thousands as a glimpse of the past. Others are more pointedly mischievous, like the sets of
fabricated images purporting to show the staging of the 1969 moon landing, complete with crews and cameras
arranging the hoax, manufactured to give a baseless conspiracy the look of documentary proof it had always
lacked. Some fabrications go further still, taking a genuine old photograph and producing an altered version of
it, so that even the real archive is no longer safe, its authentic images now shadowed by convincing counterfeits
of themselves. The pattern across all of them is the same, the generation of a documentary surface for events
that did not occur or did not occur as shown, and the deposit of that false surface into the same feeds where
real history circulates, so that the two become impossible to separate at a glance. What began as a novelty, a
clever trick to be marveled at, has become a steady contamination of the visual record.

Apply this capacity to the Lost Cause, and the specific danger comes into hard focus. The myth has always
craved images it could never obtain, the smiling slave at his work, the kindly master among his people, the
happy and well-fed plantation, the noble Confederate defending his home against invaders. None of those
images exists, because none of those scenes was true in the way the myth needed it to be, and the camera, for a
century and a half, would only record what was real. The machine labors under no such constraint. It will
generate, on request, a photorealistic image of a contented slave, a benevolent plantation, a heroic and
sympathetic Confederacy, and it will render each in the convincing surface of a recovered historical document.
The bronze figure of the faithful enslaved man that stood on the Arlington monument, described in an earlier
chapter, can now be reborn as a photograph, a fabricated image of devoted slaves marching willingly beside
their masters, dropped into the feed and labeled as history rescued from the archive. The myth that could only
ever assert the happy plantation can now illustrate it, and the illustration carries the borrowed authority of the
photograph, the same form of evidence that once held the myth in check.

This is no longer a forecast. A historian who has done the most to dismantle the Black Confederate myth,
the false claim that enslaved men served willingly as soldiers in gray, has already watched the first

machine-made photographs of Black men in Confederate uniform appear online, and he warned that as the
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tools improve such images will become indistinguishable from a genuine Brady or Gardner print. The same
machinery is already manufacturing the appearance of Black political assent in the present, in fabricated images
of the president surrounded by adoring Black supporters and in a synthetic video of Martin Luther King made
to endorse a candidate he could never have endorsed. The forgery of a contented Black past and the forgery of
a contented Black present are the same operation aimed at two different centuries, and both are in circulation
now rather than in prospect. What has not yet arrived at full scale is the flood itself, the coordinated torrent of
fabricated Confederate history pouring into the feeds by the day. The apparatus that would produce it is built
and proven. The campaign is in its opening phase, which is the moment to see it clearly, before the archive of a
war that ended in 1865 is buried under a rising drift of photographs of a war that never happened the way the
machine will show it.

Specific images the Lost Cause can now manufacture deserve naming, because the list is precise and the
danger concrete. The myth has a fixed iconography it has always asserted and never been able to photograph:
the loyal house slave devoted to the family, the master as benevolent patriarch, the plantation as a scene of
order and mutual affection, the Confederate soldier as a reluctant defender of home rather than a fighter for
bondage. To these the machine can add a more recent and more useful fabrication, the Black Confederate
soldier, a figure central to a modern strand of Lost Cause revisionism that claims large numbers of Black men
fought willingly for the South, a claim historians have repeatedly shown to be false. The machine can now
produce photographs of Black men in Confederate gray, posed as proud soldiers of the cause, and these images
will do exactly what the myth requires, suggesting that slavery cannot have been so central if its supposed
victims took up arms to defend it. Every one of these fabricated images carries the borrowed credibility of the
photograph, and every one can be generated in seconds and seeded into the feed as a recovered artifact. The
visual vocabulary that the Lost Cause spent a century asserting in words and bronze can now be rendered as
counterfeit documentary fact, which is the form of authority the myth has always lacked and most needed.

Honesty requires acknowledging that the machine’s distortions of history do not all run in one direction,
and the complication is itself instructive. The systems distort in whatever direction their training and their
tuning happen to push, holding no fixed ideology, and the results have embarrassed every side. When one large
company tuned its image system to produce diverse representations, the system began generating ahistorical
images of Black soldiers in Nazi uniforms and a racially mixed set of the American founders, and the company
suspended the feature amid an uproar, with critics on the right seizing on the episode as proof of a plot to erase
white people from their own history. When researchers prompted a different system for the phrase British
slave trader, it returned, in nearly every instance, images of Black men cast as the traders, an inversion that
would gratify anyone seeking to blame slavery on its victims and obscure who in fact held the whip. These
distortions point in opposite directions, one erasing white perpetrators and the other inventing Black ones,
and yet both corrupt the historical record in the same fundamental way, by replacing what happened with a
machine's confident fabrication. The synthetic front profits from the corruption itself rather than requiring
the machine to lie in any single direction, from the general collapse of confidence in any image of the past,
because once no picture can be trusted, the field is open for whatever the operator wishes to assert.

There is a bitter irony folded into how these systems work, one that sharpens the injury. The machine that
generates the fake photographs learned to do so by studying the real ones, by ingesting the genuine archive of
human history, the actual photographs of the actual past, including the real and harrowing images of slavery

and war that the Lost Cause could never explain away. It absorbed that true record, learned its surface and its
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style, and now uses what it learned to manufacture a false record that competes with and dilutes the true one.
The authentic photograph of the auction block helped train the system that now generates the fabricated
photograph of the contented slave, so that the real evidence of the crime has been conscripted, without
consent, into the production of its own counterfeit. The archive of human suffering becomes raw material for
the machinery that buries it. And the people whose ancestors are pictured in those real photographs, whose
history is recorded in them, watch that history turned against itself, the documentary proof of what was done
to their forebears feeding a system that floods the world with comfortable lies denying it. The machine
strip-mines the record it was built from rather than honoring it, and returns the proceeds as forgery.

The machine goes beyond images to manufacture words as well, putting those words into the mouths of
the historical dead. Fabricated quotations attributed to real figures have always circulated, but the machine
produces them in unlimited quantity and flawless plausibility, generating, on demand, a sentence in the
cadence of Lincoln or Jefferson or Lee or Frederick Douglass, polished and quotable and wholly invented,
tuned to make the dead man say precisely what the operator needs him to say. A fabricated Lincoln can be
made to endorse the Confederate position, a fabricated founder to defend slavery as a positive good or to
denounce it, a fabricated Douglass to be softened into accommodation or sharpened into something the real
man never said. The dead cannot issue corrections. Their fabricated words spread across the feed faster than
any scholar can trace them to their absence of a source, and a quotation repeated often enough acquires the
feel of something genuine, attaching itself to the historical figure until it is cited as readily as anything the man
himself wrote. The machine has made the entire chorus of the honored dead available as ventriloquist's
dummies, ready to mouth whatever the present requires of the past.

Forgery extends to documents as well, to the primary sources that are the raw material of history. The
machine can produce a letter in convincing period style, a counterfeit official record, an invented diary entry,
an entire fabricated archive, each rendered to look authentic and each constructed to support a false account of
events. The historian’s foundational tool, the original document, the thing that anchors an argument in the
actual past, can now be manufactured to order, and a counterfeit once loosed into the feed begins a life of its
own. It is screenshotted and shared and cited, and then cited by those who cite the citers, until it has
accumulated the apparatus of authenticity, the appearance of a source that other sources rely on, even though
it was generated whole from nothing. A false past assembled from fabricated documents can be made to look
exactly like a true one assembled from real ones, and the ordinary reader has no way to tell which archive is
which, because both arrive looking like evidence and only one of them is.

The newest tools take the final step, from the still image to the moving one, and the moving image was the
last form of documentary evidence that retained the public's trust. The latest systems generate full video from a
typed phrase, complete with synchronized sound and convincing physical motion, clips that look and sound
like recorded footage. By the autumn of 2025 one such tool had become the most-downloaded application in
the country and was flooding the feeds with synthetic video, prompting one expert to remark that the
technology had handed fabrication a publicist and a distribution deal. A historical figure can now be
resurrected as moving footage and made to speak words never spoken, in a clip that carries every cue the eye
and ear use to judge a video real. The implications reach past history into every domain that relied on video as
proof, but for the contest over the past the consequence is plain, that the last and most trusted form of
documentary evidence has joined the photograph and the document in the category of things that can be
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cannot counterfeit.

The arrival of fabricated video deserves a closer look, because video was the form of evidence people trusted
most, and its fall is the most consequential. A human rights organization that tracks deceptive media has
catalogued what is already happening: a still photograph turned into fabricated video of a prison being
bombed, then circulated in a foreign influence operation as real footage of an attack; a synthetic clip of a
person declaring they had committed an act of violence, shared and believed despite carrying a label identifying
it as artificial. For the contest over history, the capacity is grimly specific. A long-dead figure can be resurrected
as moving, speaking footage and made to deliver a fabricated testimony, a Confederate general reflecting nobly
on his cause, a freed person describing a contentment that the real archive never recorded, a founder
pronouncing on slavery in words he never uttered, each clip carrying the full sensory authority of video. The
technology that can fake a bombing can fake a deathbed confession or a battlefield speech, and the same
systems are being trained to do it with steadily improving fidelity. The form of evidence that a courtroom and
a newsroom and a classroom all treated as nearly decisive, the moving image with sound, has become as
forgeable as a sentence, and nothing has yet arisen to replace the trust it carried.

Fabricating false evidence is only the first blade of the weapon; the second is the discrediting of true
evidence, and the second cuts deeper. Once everyone knows that any image or recording might be
machine-made, then any image or recording, including every real one, can be dismissed as machine-made. The
authentic photograph of the slave auction, the genuine footage of the atrocity, the real document of the crime,
can all be waved away with three words, probably just Al and the denial requires no proof, only the general
knowledge that fakes exist. Here the liar's dividend stops being theoretical. Human rights investigators report
that genuine evidence is now being dismissed as fabricated in a substantial fraction of the cases they handle,
and that they are increasingly asked to certify, in advance, that documentation of real atrocities is authentic,
anticipating that it will otherwise be dismissed as synthetic. The same technology that lets a forger
manufacture a false past lets a guilty party deny a true one, and the denial is often the more powerful tool,
because doubt is easier to spread than proof and far easier to believe when believing is convenient. For the Lost
Cause this second blade is the sharper one, because the myth's greatest enemy has always been the
documentary evidence of slavery's cruelty. The real photographs of the scarred backs and the auction blocks
and the chained coffles, the images that for a century made the gentlest version of the myth impossible to
sustain, are exactly what a denier most needs to neutralize, and the machine has handed him the means. He
need not argue that any of these photographs is false, a claim he could never prove; he need only observe that
such images can now be fabricated, and let the doubt do the rest, corroding their authority without his ever
having to make a case. The evidence that took the hardest century to gather and preserve, the visual proof of
what bondage was, can be dissolved with a single insinuation, and the burden of demonstrating that it is real
now falls on the people who would rather it never be forgotten. The liar's dividend pays the Lost Cause
directly, in the currency of doubt cast on the truth it most fears. What the camera once made undeniable, the
machine has made deniable again, and deniability is the oxygen the myth has always needed.

The arithmetic of all this favors the forger at every point, and the asymmetry is worth stating plainly
because it dictates the outcome. To manufacture a fake now takes seconds and costs nothing and requires no
skill beyond typing a sentence. To prove that a real thing is real, or that a fake thing is fake, takes expertise,
specialized tools, time, and access that few people have, and those tools lag perpetually behind the systems that

generate the fakes, locked in an arms race they are losing. The burden of proof has been quietly inverted. It is
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no longer enough to produce a photograph or a video to establish that something happened; one must now
prove the photograph or the video genuine, a standard almost impossible to meet at the speed and the scale at
which the feed operates. While the verifier painstakingly authenticates a single true image, the forger generates
a hundred false ones, and the hundred reach the public while the one is still being checked. The contest
between fabrication and verification is not a fair fight, and the machine has rigged it permanently in
fabrication's favor.

This damage spreads beyond the feed into every institution that a society relies on to establish what is true.
The archive, the museum, the newspaper, the court, the classroom, all of them depend on the trustworthiness
of evidence, on the shared assumption that a document is what it appears to be and a photograph records what
it shows. Each now faces a problem it was never built to handle. An archivist must wonder whether a newly
surfaced document is a genuine discovery or a fabrication seeded to deceive. A museum mounting an exhibit
on slavery must reckon with the possibility that images circulating as historical are machine-made. Journalists
can no longer treat a photograph or a video as self-evidently real and must instead authenticate it before
publishing, a slow and costly step that the speed of the feed punishes. A court that once admitted video as
powerful evidence must now contend with the claim, raised by any defendant, that the footage was
synthesized. The institutions of verification were constructed for a world in which faking evidence was hard
and rare, and they are being asked to function in a world where it is easy and constant, a world their procedures
never anticipated. As trust in these institutions erodes, the public is left with no authority to consult, no body
it can rely on to certify the real, and into that vacuum the synthetic front pours its manufactured certainties.

Here the chapter reaches the bedrock of the book, the question of facticity, because what the machine
attacks is the category of fact itself, not this or that particular fact. Every earlier chapter described a contest over
particular truths, over who freed whom and what the war was for and whether a given honor was deserved.
This chapter describes something larger and more corrosive, an assault on the possibility of establishing any
truth about the past at all. When no image can be trusted, no document believed, no recording relied upon,
then the entire edifice of documentary evidence, the foundation on which any shared account of history is
built, gives way beneath it. The past ceases to be a fixed thing that occurred and can be recovered through
evidence, and becomes an open field on which any version can be asserted with fabricated proof and no
version can be refuted, because every piece of proof is now suspect. This is the destruction of facticity as such
rather than of any particular historical claim, the destruction of the ground on which all historical claims must
stand, and a society that cannot establish what happened cannot defend any truth against any lie.

The political consequence of this runs deeper than any single falsified episode, because a shared and stable
account of the past is part of what holds a people together as one people. A nation is in part a story its citizens
tell themselves about where they came from, what they did, what they owe one another, and that story
depends on a body of agreed facts, however contested their interpretation. Citizens can argue fiercely about
what the Civil War meant and still proceed together as long as they agree that it happened, that it was fought
over slavery, that the slavery was real and brutal and ended at a cost. Remove the agreed facts, and the
argument loses its floor; there is nothing left to argue about and nothing to argue from, only competing
assertions backed by competing fabrications, each side furnished with manufactured proof of a different past.
A people that no longer shares a history no longer shares the ground on which a common future could be
negotiated. The machine, by dissolving the evidentiary basis of the shared past, does more than corrupt the
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was that lets a country reason together about what should be. This is why the attack on facticity threatens the
possibility of self-government itself, far beyond any narrow scholarly concern, since self-government requires a
public capable of distinguishing what is real.

For the Lost Cause in particular, this collapse delivers the prize the myth has chased for a hundred and fifty
years. The Lost Cause has always insisted on a past that the evidence contradicted, and it has always been held
in check, in the end, by that evidence, by the secession declarations that named slavery as the cause, by the
Cornerstone Speech that named white supremacy as the foundation, by the photographs and the testimony
that recorded the reality of bondage. Those documents were the refutation, the hard floor of fact beneath the
myth's elaborate construction. The machine dissolves the floor. In a world where any document can be
fabricated and any real document dismissed, the secession declarations can be called fakes, the photographs of
slavery can be called synthetic, the whole documentary case against the Lost Cause can be waved away as
machine-made, while the myth's own fabricated evidence stands beside it claiming equal standing. The truth
and the lie are leveled to the same suspect status, and that leveling is the entire objective, because the Lost
Cause never needed to win the argument on the evidence; it only needed the evidence to stop counting, and
the machine has arranged for the evidence to stop counting.

None of this arrives as a handful of clever forgeries; it arrives as a flood, and the volume is itself the weapon.
What the machine produces is an unending stream, the feeds filling with synthetic images and clips faster than
any person or institution can examine them, a torrent of low-cost fabricated material that observers have
begun to call slop, generated in limitless quantity for no cost and no effort. The fake history is an ocean rather
than a small set of cunning counterfeits that a diligent fact-checker might run down one by one, rising
continuously, in which the comparatively few genuine documents are diluted past the point of recovery, lost
among ten thousand convincing fabrications. A real photograph and a fabricated one look the same in the
feed, and for every real one there are now a hundred fakes, so that the simple act of finding the truth becomes a
search for a single authentic grain in an endless drift of manufactured chaff. Volume defeats verification
through sheer mass rather than argument, and the machine supplies mass without limit.

There is a temptation to picture a single villain behind all this, a master propagandist directing a
coordinated campaign of forgery, and the reality is stranger and in some ways worse than that. The machine
has no intent of its own. It will generate a contented slave for one user and a Black slave trader for the next, a
heroic Confederate for one operator and a fabricated abolitionist confession for another, serving every
contradictory revision at once and believing none of them, because it believes nothing. There is no master
forger to expose, no central authorship to trace, only a tool placed in the hands of anyone with a grievance and
a sentence to type, manufacturing whatever past is requested for whoever requests it. An earlier chapter
described a refusal that had no author, a decision reached by attrition that no one could be held responsible
for. This is fabrication with no author, a lie machine available to all comers and accountable to none, and its
indifference is what makes it so total, because a propagandist can be fought and discredited while a tool that
serves everyone equally cannot be, any more than one can argue with a printing press.

The timing of all this belongs to the argument, because the tools of fabrication reached maturity in
precisely the window this book has been tracking. The image generators capable of photorealistic fakes spread
through 2023 and 2024; the video generators capable of convincing synthetic footage arrived through 2025,
one of them becoming the most-downloaded application in the country that autumn. These are the same years
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platforms stripped out the brakes that had slowed the spread of falschood. The convergence runs deeper than
the calendar. The physical restoration put the old honors back in bronze and stone; the platform rollback
cleared the channel through which the myth could flow; and the fabrication tools arrived out of an industry
chasing its own profit, ready to fill that cleared channel with manufactured evidence at infinite volume. Three
developments that each have their own explanation arrived together and reinforced one another, each
amplifying what the others made possible. A book written even five years earlier could have described the
physical front and the rhetorical dodges but not this, because the tools did not yet exist at scale. They exist
now, and their arrival in this exact season is the reason the synthetic cause has become so much more
dangerous than the old Lost Cause ever was.

The natural hope is that detection will rescue us, that systems will learn to spot the fakes and that labels will
mark the synthetic content as synthetic, and that hope is reasonable enough, though it is badly overmatched.
Detection is locked in an arms race with generation, and it is the slower runner; each advance in spotting fakes
is answered by an advance in making them, and the detectors lag behind, struggling especially with new
formats and unfamiliar material. Labels, where they exist, are routinely ignored or stripped away, and the
documented experience is that people share fabricated clips as real even when those clips carry a visible mark
identifying them as artificial. The technical countermeasures are worth pursuing and will catch some fraction
of the fakes, but they are always a step behind, and they cannot restore the thing that has been lost, which is the
simple, society-wide presumption that a photograph or a video is real until proven otherwise. No detector can
rebuild that presumption, and without it the burden falls back onto each individual to authenticate the world,
which no individual can do. There is no detecting our way back to an age when seeing was believing.

So the full weight of the machine-made past comes to rest, as it must, on the ordinary citizen, who is now
handed a task no human being can perform. To hold an accurate picture of history, a person would have to
verify every image that crossed the feed, source every quotation, confirm the provenance of every document,
and prove the authenticity of every video, a labor of forensic expertise demanded thousands of times a day. No
one can do this, and so the citizen does what people do when verification becomes impossible, falls back on
instinct and preference, trusting the images that confirm what they already believe and dismissing the ones that
unsettle it. The collapse of evidence produces a population that believes whatever it prefers, not one that
believes nothing, freed from the discipline that evidence once imposed. And the comfortable lie, the flattering
image, the reassuring fabricated quote, is engineered precisely to be preferred. The machine has done more
than flood the feed with false history. It has dismantled the citizen's capacity to tell false history from true, and
left in place of that capacity the path of least resistance, which leads always toward the version that feels best.

There is a further effect, subtler than belief in any particular falsehood and in the long run more corrosive,
which is the slow teaching of surrender. Faced with a flood of material that cannot be sorted, confronted day
after day with images and claims that might be real or might be fabricated and no reliable way to tell, people do
not keep struggling indefinitely to determine the truth. They learn, gradually, to stop trying. The effort of
verification, repeated and futile, gives way to a weary shrug, a settled assumption that everything is suspect and
nothing can be known and it is pointless to care which is which. This is a kind of learned helplessness about
truth itself, and it is arguably the synthetic front's most valuable product, more useful than any single lie,
because a population that has given up on the possibility of distinguishing true from false will not resist a
comfortable falsehood, will not demand evidence, will not insist on the record, having concluded that the

record means nothing. The machine need only exhaust people past the point of caring whether the Lost Cause
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is true, without convincing them of anything, and a tired public that has abandoned the search for truth is a
public that can be told anything.

The documentary record was the one wall the Lost Cause could never get over, the photographs and the
declarations and the testimony that held the line of fact against a hundred and fifty years of myth. It has done
something more final than climbing that wall or tearing it down, dissolving the wall into the general flood so
that fact and fabrication float together and neither can be told from the other. The contented slave the camera
always refused to show can now be given his photograph, generated on demand, and the real photograph of
the auction block can be dismissed in the same breath as a fake. A country that loses the power to distinguish
the recorded from the manufactured loses the power to know what was done to whom, and to whom the debt
is owed, which is the precise forgetting the synthetic cause has wanted all along. Memory is the only thing that
holds a wrong in place long enough for it to be answered, and a country that cannot keep its memory cannot
pay its debts or learn from its crimes. The machine offers, to those who would rather not remember, a way to
dissolve the memory itself. Denial can be contested; what the machine does instead cannot, because it makes
the evidence of what happened indistinguishable from fabrication, so that there is no longer anything stable to
contest. That is the gift the synthetic cause has been waiting a century and a half to receive, and the machine

has delivered it.
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CHAPTER TEN

Flood the Zone

The synthetic front has its ground and its ammunition, the feed that carries the comfortable lie without
friction and the machine that manufactures a false past to fill it. What remains is the tactic, the way the
ammunition is fired, and the tactic has a name, supplied by the man who did more than any other single figure
to bring it into American politics. In 2018, Steve Bannon, who had managed a presidential campaign and run a
movement, told the writer Michael Lewis that the real opposition was the press, not the rival party, and that
the way to defeat the press was to flood the zone with shit. The phrase is crude, and it was meant to be, because
crudeness was part of the point. What Bannon described in that sentence is the governing strategy of the
synthetic front, and it should be stated plainly at the outset, because everything in this chapter follows from it.
The strategy has nothing to do with winning the argument about the past. Its purpose is to make argument
itself impossible, to bury every fact under so much noise that no one can find the truth, and to wear the public
down until it stops looking.

The insight behind the strategy is ruthless and, once seen, hard to unsee. A single lie has a weakness, which
is that it can be refuted; a determined person with the facts can expose it, and the lie collapses. But the
weakness vanishes when the lies become a flood. A thousand falsehoods arriving faster than anyone can check
them cannot be refuted, because refutation is slow and the flood is fast, and while a fact-checker labors over the
first lie, a hundred more have already passed. The aim of flooding the zone is not to make the public believe
any particular falsehood. The aim is to overwhelm the public's capacity to sort truth from falsehood at all, to
pour out so much material, true and false and contradictory together, that the signal of the truth is lost in the
roar of the noise. One commentator, watching Bannon operate, captured the principle exactly, observing that
the method aimed at disorientation rather than persuasion. The flood is designed to disorient, to leave the
citizen standing in a torrent of claims with no way to tell which are real, until the effort of telling itself begins
to feel pointless.

This marks the decisive break from older forms of propaganda, and the break is what makes the flood so
difficult to fight. Traditional propaganda wanted to convince, to take a belief out of the citizen's head and put
a different belief in its place, and a belief installed that way could in principle be argued out again with better
information. Flooding the zone wants something stranger and far more durable. It wants to exhaust, to wear
the citizen down through sheer relentless volume until the will to know the truth simply gives out. The target
is whether the public believes it can know anything at all, rather than what the public believes, and the desired
end state is a population that, confronted with an endless stream of contradictory claims and no means of
adjudicating them, concludes that nothing can be known and quietly abandons the attempt. A person who has
been argued into a lie can be argued back out of it. A person who has given up on the existence of truth cannot
be reached at all, because there is no longer any common ground of fact to reason from. Exhaustion outlasts

conviction, and the flood is built to exhaust.
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It helps to set the flood against the older model of the political lie, because the contrast reveals what is new.
The propaganda of the twentieth century, including its most monstrous forms, generally aimed at belief; the
Big Lie, as it was understood, worked by repeating a single grand falsehood until a population accepted it as
truth and acted on it. That model was terrible, but it was at least legible, because it offered a counterfeit truth
that could be examined and exposed, a definite claim that stood or fell on the evidence. The flood abandons
the counterfeit truth altogether. It asks the public to believe nothing rather than a particular falsehood in place
of the facts, to abandon the expectation that any claim can be verified, to accept that truth itself is unavailable.
The old propagandist wanted to replace one belief with another and so remained, in a perverse way, within the
world of truth and falsehood. The flooder wants to abolish that world, to produce a population that has
stopped believing it can know the right thing, rather than one that merely believes the wrong thing, and that is
a more radical and more dangerous ambition. A people holding a false belief retains the machinery of belief,
which can be turned toward the truth; a people who have lost faith in the possibility of truth have lost the
machinery itself.

The strategy was studied and named before Bannon ever used his phrase, and the study revealed its
mechanics with unsettling precision. Analysts at the RAND Corporation, examining the evolution of Russian
propaganda after the 2008 war in Georgia, called the model a firehose of falsehood, and they identified four
features that defined it. The model was high in volume and spread across many channels at once, a torrent
rather than a trickle, arriving from every direction. It was rapid, continuous, and repetitive, never pausing,
hammering the same themes until they became familiar. The flood carried no commitment to objective reality,
disseminating whatever served the moment without regard for whether it was true. And it disregarded
consistency entirely, willing to assert a claim and its opposite without embarrassment. Each of these features
violates the received wisdom about persuasion, which holds that a message is most convincing when it is
credible and coherent, and yet the model works, because the psychology of belief does not run the way the old
wisdom assumed. Volume breeds familiarity and familiarity breeds acceptance, and a claim that reaches a
person from many directions at once acquires a borrowed credibility that has nothing to do with whether it is
true.

The reason the firchose works, against all the old rules of persuasion, lies in well-documented features of
human cognition that the model exploits. People tend to judge a claim more believable simply for having heard
it before, a quirk that researchers call the illusory truth effect, so that repetition alone, regardless of evidence,
nudges a falsehood toward acceptance. People also weigh a claim by how many sources seem to carry it, on the
reasonable-sounding but easily gamed assumption that if many voices report a thing it is probably so, which is
why the same falsehood pushed through a recognizable outlet, a swarm of proxy accounts, and an army of
trolls feels corroborated even though every voice traces back to one source. And people form first impressions
that prove stubbornly resistant to later correction, so the side that floods first, fastest, and most often plants
the impression that all subsequent evidence must struggle to dislodge. These are features of how minds in
general process information under conditions of overload, rather than flaws in particular people, and the
firehose is engineered around them, turning the ordinary machinery of human judgment into the instrument
of its own deception. The model bypasses reason by exploiting the shortcuts every mind relies on rather than
defeating it by argument, which is why simply being intelligent or educated offers far less protection against it

than people assume.
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The strangest of those four features, and the most revealing, is the indifference to consistency, because it
inverts a rule that governed propaganda for centuries. An old-style propagandist had to keep his story straight,
since a visible contradiction could unravel the whole construction and expose the lie beneath it. The firehose
feels no such pressure. It can deny a thing and justify the same thing in the same hour, can claim its forces are
not present and that their presence is righteous, can advance a dozen mutually exclusive explanations for a
single event and discard none of them. This works because the goal was never a coherent alternative story that
the public would adopt. The goal is the dissolution of the idea that there is a single fact of the matter to be
coherent about. Contradiction, which once was the lie's great vulnerability, becomes under the flood a
weapon, because every additional contradictory claim deepens the confusion, multiplies the noise, and makes
the search for a stable truth feel more hopeless than before. A public shown five incompatible accounts
concludes that the truth is unknowable and stops trying to find it rather than picking the true one, which is
precisely the intended result.

The technique reached its purest development in Russia rather than in America, and understanding its
origin clarifies what it is finally for. In the years when the Kremlin was consolidating its power, a strategist
named Vladislav Surkov built what observers came to call a managed reality, a system that went beyond
crushing opposition in the old authoritarian manner and did something subtler and more corrosive,
sponsoring and shaping the opposition instead, quietly funding movements of the left and the right at the
same time so that the public could never find solid ground and the leader could appear as the one fixed point
amid the manufactured chaos. A British journalist who spent years working inside the Russian television
industry described that world in a book whose title names its organizing principle, that nothing is true and
everything is possible. The purpose of the system was not to make Russians believe the Kremlin's version of
events. The purpose was to make them believe nothing whatsoever, to render them so thoroughly cynical
about the possibility of any truth that organized resistance became unthinkable, because resistance requires a
shared belief that some things are real and worth defending. A people persuaded that everyone lies will not rise
for any truth, having concluded that truth itself is a fiction, and a people in that condition can be ruled
without much effort at all.

What was perfected in Moscow was studied, imported, and adapted, and Bannon's blunt phrase was the
American translation of the Russian original. The grievance media assembled over the past decade, the
podcasts and the streaming shows and the partisan outlets and the armies of influencers, function together as a
domestic firehose, pumping a ceaseless stream of outrage and accusation and contradiction into the feed. Each
day brings a fresh manufactured scandal that washes away the memory of the last, so that no single fact and no
single outrage can hold the public's attention long enough to produce consequences, and the relentless churn
ensures that nothing is ever resolved before the next wave arrives. The fuel of the whole operation, as Bannon
himself said in the same conversation, is anger; anger and fear are what drive people, and the flood is tuned to
keep the public angry and afraid and too overwhelmed to separate the genuine from the invented. The
grievance that the earlier chapters traced, the sense of a heritage under siege and a people wronged, is the
perfect content for this engine, because grievance is inexhaustible and never has to be true to be felt.

None of this is abstract; the flood's operations are documented and recent. In 2024, coordinated networks
of automated accounts manufactured an artificial impression of overwhelming support for a candidate in a
European presidential election, an illusion convincing enough that the country's highest court took the

unprecedented step of annulling the result. The same year, automated traffic surpassed human traffic on the
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web for the first time, meaning that more than half of the traffic on the web was now machine rather than
human. The network of fake accounts described two chapters ago, the one that inflated a single Black
entertainer’s political posts on X, was a flood aimed with precision, fabricating the appearance that Black
America had rallied behind a politics its real members never embraced. Alongside these deliberate operations
runs a vast tide of undirected synthetic content, the absurd and the trivial as well as the political,
machine-generated images so strange and so numerous that one viral specimen, an endlessly multiplying figure
of a shrimp fused with Jesus, became a byword for the genre. The point is that the flood operates at every level
at once, from the surgical manipulation of a national election to the mindless churn of nonsense images, and
the cumulative effect is the same, an information space so saturated with the manufactured that the real can no
longer be reliably found within it.

Everything described so far required human labor, and that labor was the only real limit on the flood. The
Russian firechose depended on troll farms, on rooms full of paid operatives manufacturing posts by hand; the
American version depended on networks of writers and broadcasters and influencers producing content on a
human schedule. Those people cost money and time, and there were only so many of them, which placed a
ceiling on how much the zone could be flooded. The machine removes the ceiling. Generative systems now
produce text and images and video at a scale no troll farm could approach and at a cost approaching nothing,
manufacturing overnight what would once have taken a building full of workers a month. By the spring of
2025, by several independent measures, more than half of all new content appearing online was
machine-generated, and the projections held that the proportion would keep rising, with some estimates
suggesting that the overwhelming majority of online material would be synthetic within a year or two. The
firehose no longer depends on armies of human beings; it has been automated, and the automated firechose
never sleeps and never runs out of material to pour.

The numbers that describe this automated flood are difficult to absorb. By one widely cited analysis, a
majority of new articles published online by the spring of 2025 were machine-generated, and a European
law-enforcement projection from a few years earlier had estimated that as much as ninety percent of online
content might be synthetic by 2026. References to the new term for low-quality machine output, slop, rose
roughly ninefold in a single year. The count of documented incidents involving synthetic content, tracked by
an international economic body, climbed from around fifty a month at the start of the decade to roughly five
hundred a month by early 2026, a tenfold increase in a few years. What was once dismissed as a paranoid
fantasy, the notion that the internet was filling up with machine-generated material and emptying of human
voices, has become a sober description of measured reality. And the economics guarantee that it will worsen,
because producing this content costs almost nothing while the companies behind the systems subsidize the
output to build habits and capture markets, so the incentive to flood runs in only one direction. The flood is
still rising, not cresting, and the rate of rise is itself increasing, which means that every estimate of how much of
the information space is already synthetic is, by the time it is published, an undercount.

This automation crosses a line that changes the character of the whole problem. When this much of what
crosses the information space is synthetic, the flood is no longer a tactic that someone deploys against an
otherwise healthy environment; the flood has become the environment itself. The truth is now permanently
submerged beneath a standing ocean of machine-generated material rather than occasionally drowned by a
deliberate surge of noise, much of which is not even intentionally false, simply hollow, produced for clicks or

out of indifference, generated because generating it is cheap and someone profits from the volume. A word has
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emerged for this rising tide of low-value synthetic content, slop, and the slop performs the flooder's function
whether or not any flooder intends it, burying real reporting and genuine documents and authentic images
beneath an endless drift of the manufactured. A deliberate propagandist no longer has to work hard at all,
because the machine, pursuing engagement and profit, floods the zone automatically, and the truth is buried
by the ordinary operation of the system without anyone having to give the order.

There is a strange and revealing twist in this automated flood, which is that it threatens even the machines
that produce it. The generative systems learn from the content available on the internet, and as that content
becomes increasingly synthetic, the systems are increasingly trained on the output of earlier systems rather than
on human work. Researchers warn that this loop degrades the models over time, a phenomenon they call
model collapse, in which a system trained on its predecessors’ output gradually loses fidelity, drifting further
from the human reality it was meant to represent, like a photocopy of a photocopy of a photocopy. The flood,
in other words, poisons its own well, corrupting the pool of human knowledge the machines drew from in the
first place. This will not save us, because the degraded output will continue to pour out in overwhelming
volume regardless of its declining quality, and a flood of subtly corrupted nonsense drowns the truth as
effectively as a flood of cunning lies. But it underscores the deeper damage, that the synthetic flood does more
than sit on top of the human record like scum on a pond, dissolving into the record, contaminating it, and
degrading the common store of knowledge that every future inquiry will have to draw from. The machine is
not only burying the truth; it is eroding the ground the truth was written on.

Here lies the subtlest feature of the flood, which is that it does not even need to lie. The older propaganda
was obliged to assert falsehoods, and a falsehood, however widely spread, can at least be identified and refuted.
The flood can defeat the truth without telling a single lie, simply by burying it, by producing such an
overwhelming quantity of material, true and false and meaningless all mixed together, that no one can locate
the truth within it. A truth that cannot be found is, for every practical purpose, a truth that has been
suppressed, and the flood suppresses through abundance rather than censorship, which is an outcome no
fact-checker is equipped to correct. There is nothing false to flag, no specific claim to debunk, only an
impossible volume of everything, within which the one fact that matters is a single grain in a desert.
Censorship removes the truth and can be exposed and resisted; the flood leaves the truth in plain sight and
merely makes it impossible to find, which is harder to fight and harder even to name. The implications are
worth dwelling on, because the flood defeats the reflexive defense most people reach for. When confronted
with disinformation, the natural response is to demand a correction, to insist that the false claim be checked
and labeled and refuted, and against an ordinary lie that response can work. Against the flood it does nothing,
because there is no single claim to correct, only an unmanageable abundance of everything. A correction
presupposes a discrete falsehood to be corrected, and the flood offers no discrete falsehood, only volume, only
noise, only the steady burial of the real beneath the sheer quantity of the manufactured. One cannot fact-check
a flood, because a flood makes no checkable assertion; it simply rises, and the truth, still perfectly true, still
sitting in the record exactly where it always was, becomes for all practical purposes lost, present but
unreachable, accurate but drowned.

This is why the defenses built against the older propaganda fail so completely against the flood.
Fact-checking refutes claims one at a time, carefully and slowly, and the flood generates claims faster than any
number of fact-checkers could ever check them, so the fact-checker is permanently behind, emptying an ocean

with a cup. The analyst who first named the firehose of falsehood put the problem memorably, warning that
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one cannot fight a firehose of falsehood with a squirtgun of truth. That asymmetry is absolute and decides the
contest before it begins. The flood is fast, cheap, automated, and effectively infinite; the truth is slow, costly,
human, and finite, requiring research and verification and the patient labor of people, and a contest between
an infinite resource and a finite one can end only one way. Every correction is a single bucket against a rising
sea, and the sea does not stop rising while the bucket is being filled.

The standard answer to all this, repeated in countless earnest proposals, is media literacy, the idea that if
people are taught to evaluate sources and spot fakes, they can find their way through the flood safely. The
instinct is decent, and some education surely helps, but the answer badly underestimates the problem. Media
literacy asks each individual to perform, thousands of times a day, the forensic work of authentication that
overwhelms trained professionals with specialized tools, and it asks them to do it while the systems generating
the fakes improve faster than any curriculum can keep pace with. It places the entire burden of solving a
systemic problem on the isolated individual, as though a person could personally hold back an ocean by
learning to swim better. And it mistakes the nature of the attack, which turns finally on whether people retain
the will to keep trying in the face of a flood designed to exhaust that will, rather than on whether they can spot
a particular fake. A perfectly media-literate citizen, confronted daily with ten thousand items and the
impossibility of checking them all, arrives at the same exhaustion as everyone else, because the problem was
never a deficit of skill. The problem is a deliberately engineered surplus of noise, and no amount of individual
skill can fix a problem that is structural by design. The solution, if there is one, cannot rest on asking each
drowning person to swim harder.

Beneath all of it lies the question this entire book has circled, the question of facticity, and the flood is the
final and most total assault on it. The earlier tactics this book examined attacked particular facts, contested a
specific claim about the war or a specific honor withheld or restored. The flood attacks something deeper than
any particular fact; it attacks the citizen's capacity to establish any fact at all, by making the act of verification
so exhausting, so endless, and so futile that ordinary people simply abandon it. Facticity cannot survive in a
mind that has given up on the possibility of knowing, because facticity is an ongoing practice rather than a
stored conclusion, the continual work of checking claims against reality, and the flood is engineered to make
that work feel impossible and therefore not worth doing. The flood leaves the truth undefeated in any fair
argument, which the truth might win, and attacks instead the will to seek the truth, which is far worse, because
a truth that no one is willing to look for can put up no defense at all, and dies of neglect rather than refutation.

Consider what this does to a single conscientious citizen, the person who sincerely wants to understand
what is true and is willing to make an effort. That person opens the feed and is met with a torrent: claims and
counterclaims, images that may be real or fabricated, accounts that may be human or automated, statistics
from sources that may or may not exist, all arriving faster than any mind can process. To verify even one item
properly would consume an hour the person does not have, and there are ten thousand items. The
conscientious citizen, trying to do the right thing, runs immediately into the impossibility of doing it, and the
impossibility is by design, not accident. Over time, the experience teaches a lesson the flood intends: that the
effort is futile, that being well-informed is no longer achievable, that the honest course is to pick a side and
trust it or to disengage entirely. Both of those outcomes serve the flood, because both end the exhausting
independent search for truth that the flood cannot survive. The cruelest thing about the strategy is precisely
that it punishes the citizen who tries hardest, presenting the person of goodwill with a task engineered to defeat

them, so that conscientiousness itself becomes a source of exhaustion and eventually of surrender. A society
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cannot ask its members to be informed when the information environment has been deliberately rigged to
make being informed impossible.

For the Lost Cause, this strategy is the instrument the myth has wanted for a hundred and fifty years. The
Lost Cause has never been able to win on the evidence, because the evidence has always been against it, and
now, for the first time, it does not need to win on the evidence, because the flood guarantees that no one can
sort the evidence out. Pour ten thousand claims about the war and slavery into the feed, true and false and
contradictory all at once, faster than any historian can address them, and the documented truth, that the
Confederacy was founded to preserve slavery, that slavery was the systematic brutality the records plainly
show, becomes merely one more contested assertion in an exhausting babble of assertions, carrying no more
authority than the comfortable lie floating beside it. The records still exist; the secession declarations and the
photographs and the testimony are all still there. But the flood ensures that they are buried so deep in
manufactured noise that almost no one will ever dig them out, and a truth buried past finding convicts no one
of anything. The flood accomplishes for the Lost Cause what no statue and no textbook ever could, the
reduction of an overwhelming documented case to one more voice in a chaos no one can sort out.

The real aim of the flood is the manufacture of apathy rather than the triumph of any single lie, and apathy
is the most useful condition power can produce in a population. A citizen who has concluded that nothing
can be known stops demanding accountability, because accountability requires establishing what happened,
and that now feels impossible. Such a citizen stops expecting the truth from anyone, stops doing the work of
separating the real from the false, and retreats into a private cynicism that asks nothing of public life and
challenges no one who holds power. This is why the flood is the favored weapon of those who would rather
not be held to account, because a confused, exhausted, and disengaged public is a public that cannot call
anyone to answer for anything. The flood is a weapon against the truth about the past, but it is also a weapon
against the habit of expecting truth itself, against the civic muscle that demands evidence and refuses to be lied
to, and a people who have lost that muscle can be governed by anyone willing to lie to them, on any subject,
without limit. The forgetting of the Confederacy’s crimes and the general surrender of the public to
manufactured confusion are the same surrender, accomplished by the same flood.

There is a connection between the flood and the fate of self-government that deserves to be made explicit,
because it is the reason this matters beyond any single historical dispute. Democracy rests on a wager that
ordinary people, given access to facts, can govern themselves, and that wager assumes a shared reality in which
facts can be established and known. The flood attacks the wager at its foundation. A public that cannot agree
on what is true cannot deliberate, cannot hold leaders accountable, cannot distinguish a competent
government from a corrupt one, because all of those acts require a common ground of fact that the flood
dissolves. This is why aspiring authoritarians everywhere have found the flood so congenial, and why the
technique was perfected by a regime that wished to wear the costume of democracy while hollowing out its
substance. The flood can achieve the same end more quietly than banning elections or jailing journalists in the
crude old way, by drowning the truth those institutions depend on until they no longer function, leaving the
forms of democracy standing while their content drains away. A people too exhausted to know what is true
will not notice the theft of their self-government, because noticing would require the same capacity the flood
has destroyed. The drowning of the truth about the Confederacy is one current in a far larger flood, and the

same waters that bury that particular crime are rising against the foundations of the republic itself.
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With this, the synthetic front stands fully assembled, and its three parts can be seen working together as
one system. The feed, examined two chapters ago, supplies the terrain, a medium without friction that rewards
outrage and carries the comfortable lie at no cost across a continent. The machine-made history of the last
chapter supplies the ammunition, the counterfeit photographs and forged quotations and fabricated
documents that conjure a false past to order. And the flood, the subject of this chapter, supplies the tactic, the
burial of the truth beneath an infinite, automated volume of manufactured material. Each element reinforces
the others in a closed and vicious loop. The feed rewards the flood with reach; the machine supplies the flood
with limitless content; and the flood ensures that the machine's fabrications are never sorted from the truth,
because sorting has been made impossible. Together the three accomplish what the old Lost Cause spent a
century straining toward and never reached, the complete leveling of truth and lie, so that the documented
crime and the comfortable myth stand at last on perfectly equal ground. And where the old movement needed
the public to believe its story, this machine needs only to wear down the public’s power to tell the story from
the record, a lower bar and an easier one, since confusion can be manufactured on demand while belief cannot.

There is one thing the flood cannot do, and the final part of this book depends on it. The flood can bury
the truth, but it cannot make the truth stop having happened. Slavery's auction blocks were real; the secession
declarations were written; the war was fought to preserve slavery, and no volume of manufactured noise alters
what occurred. The records still exist, in archives and libraries and the documented memory of those who
refuse to let them go, and they remain true whether or not anyone is currently able to find them in the flood.
This matters because it means the situation, however dire, is not hopeless in principle. The truth has only been
buried, not refuted, because it cannot be refuted, and what is buried can in principle be dug out by people
determined enough to dig. The flood wins by exhausting the will to look, which means it can be resisted, at
least, by the refusal to stop looking, by the stubborn insistence that the truth is down there and is worth the
labor of recovery. That refusal cannot be automated or scaled, and it is fragile against a machine that never
tires, but it is real, and if there is a way back from the flood, it begins with the people who decline to drown.

The man who named the strategy was honest about its immediate target, the press, the institutions whose
work was to sift fact from fiction and tell the public what was real. But the press was only the nearest target.
The real target was always the public's own confidence that fact could be sifted from fiction at all, the quiet
faith that with enough effort the truth could be found, which is the faith that makes self-government possible
and the faith the flood exists to drown. Flood the zone, and the truth need never be defeated in open
argument; it need only be drowned, and a drowned truth and a flourishing lie look exactly alike from the
surface of the water. This is the synthetic cause’s final achievement and the reason it surpasses everything the
old Lost Cause managed. The myth no longer has to defeat the historians or refute the records or win a single
argument; it has only to wait inside the flood while the manufactured noise rises, confident that a truth no one
can find and no one has the strength left to seek will do it no harm. The work that took the United Daughters
of the Confederacy a hundred years of bronze and textbooks, the machine can now perform continuously,
automatically, and for free, drowning the lic and the truth together until neither can be heard above the roar,
and a public that cannot hear the truth will not miss it. For generations the Lost Cause could not drown the
truth about itself, held above the waterline by the stubborn weight of a record that would not sink. The

machine has handed the myth the flood it always needed.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Restoring Truth and Sanity

The synthetic front drowns the truth in manufactured noise. What comes next is more brazen, the theft of the
word truth itself, and the theft has a date and a document. On a day in late March of 2025, the President of the
United States signed an executive order that ordered the restoration of monuments that had been taken down
and directed the nation's museums to purge what it called improper ideology and divisive narratives, which in
practice meant the documented history of slavery and racism, and he gave it a title. He called it Restoring
Truth and Sanity to American History. The title shows the laundering grammar reaching its most audacious
form. Across every earlier front the move was the same, to keep a forbidden object and attach to it an innocent
and defensible name. Here the move is performed on the word that names the thing being destroyed. A
program built to remove the factual record of American racism from public view is called a program for
restoring truth, and once that has been done, once the word for the thing has been pinned to the thing's
destruction, there is nowhere further for the grammar to go.

What makes this different from the quieter dodges of the earlier chapters is its sheer openness. A flag flown
in a yard can claim to mean something private; a meme can hide behind anonymity; a generative system can
disclaim all intention. An executive order is none of these. It is a public instrument, signed in the open, printed
in the federal record, carrying the seal of the office and the force of law, and it announces in its own title
exactly what it claims to be doing. There is no concealment in calling a program Restoring Truth. The
boldness is the strategy, because a claim made loudly enough and officially enough acquires a presumption of
legitimacy that a furtive claim never could. The earlier fronts worked by hiding the gap between the object and
its innocent name; this one works by asserting the innocent name so loudly, from so high an office, that the
assertion itself is meant to settle the question. To doubt it is made to look like doubting the government and
doubting truth in a single motion, and that doubled intimidation is precisely the effect the title is built to
produce.

The order is specific about what it intends, and the specifics matter, because they show that the soaring
language about truth resolves into concrete acts of removal. It directs the Vice President, who sits on the
Smithsonian's governing board, to work to strip what it calls improper, divisive, and anti-American ideology
from the Smithsonian's museums, its education and research centers, and the National Zoo. It directs the
Secretary of the Interior to review every monument, memorial, statue, and marker under the department's
control and to determine whether, going back to the start of 2020, any of them contains content that
inappropriately disparages Americans of the past or the present, and then to reverse such content and to
reinstate whatever had been removed, the Confederate monuments expressly included. The order names
particular exhibits as offenders, among them a museum show examining how sculpture served scientific racism
and stating that race is a human invention rather than a biological fact. The program that calls itself Restoring
Truth turns out, in its operative provisions, to be a program for taking the documented account of American

racism down off the walls.
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Those exhibits the order singled out deserve a closer look, because the choice of targets reveals the project's
logic. One was a show at the American Art Museum examining how sculpture had been used to advance
scientific racism and stating, as a matter of settled scholarship, that race is a social invention rather than a
biological fact, a claim no serious geneticist disputes. Another target was the National Museum of African
American History and Culture, which the order faulted for an educational framework that identified certain
habits of mind, such as an emphasis on individualism and the nuclear family, with a particular cultural
inheritance. A third was the planned women's history museum, criticized over its treatment of gender. What
unites these targets is that each one complicates the comfortable story, each insists that race and gender and
culture have histories shaped by power rather than being simple facts of nature, and each is therefore
reclassified by the order as ideology to be removed. The scholarship that examines how power has worked is
renamed as the imposition of a divisive agenda, while the absence of that scholarship, the silence where the
analysis used to be, is renamed as neutrality and truth. Instead of engaging the exhibits' arguments or refuting
their evidence, the order simply labels them improper and orders them gone, which is the method of a censor
and not of a historian.

Its language performs a precise and deliberate inversion, and that inversion is the engine of the whole thing.
The order accuses the historians and curators of having spent the past decade replacing objective facts with a
distorted narrative driven by ideology rather than truth. Consider what that sentence does. The people who
tell the documented truth, that the Confederacy was founded to preserve slavery, that slavery was the
systematic atrocity the records show, that the nation's racism is a matter of evidence and not of opinion, are
branded the purveyors of ideology and distortion. Those who wish to remove that documented truth from
public view are crowned the restorers of objective fact. The accusation of lying is lifted from the account of
those doing the erasing and pinned instead onto those who insist on the record, and in the same motion the
word truth is transferred from the documented history to the sanitized myth. This is a maneuver carried out
with precision, not the fumbling of people who have confused themselves, and its precision is what makes it
dangerous.

The order was never merely a statement of sentiment, and its effects on the ground proved as much.
Within months, removals followed. A national museum quietly deleted from one of its exhibits the references
to a president’s two impeachments, then restored an edited version after the deletion drew notice. At the site of
the President’s House in Philadelphia, the panels that named the enslaved people whom George Washington
held in bondage there were taken down. A panel describing the documented white supremacist beliefs of a
historical figure was removed from a memorial bearing his name. Across the national park system, the histories
of slavery and of Indigenous peoples were pulled from signs and exhibits and online resources. The abstract
directive to remove improper ideology became, in the doing, the removal of specific, sourced, factual records
of specific things done to specific human beings, and the gap between the lofty title and the concrete act could
not have been wider.

The order's enforcement arrived a few months later in the form of a demand. Federal officials sent the
Smithsonian a letter calling for a comprehensive internal review of eight of its museums, among them the
museums of American history, of African American history, of the American Indian, and the National
Portrait Gallery, and requiring the institution to hand over exhibition texts, social media posts, curatorial
records, grant documents, and visitor surveys for federal appraisal against the President’s directive to celebrate

American exceptionalism and remove divisive narratives. The letter set deadlines measured in thirty,
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seventy-five, and a hundred and twenty days. A review of this kind does not need to issue many orders to have
its effect, because the demand for documentation is itself a warning, and an institution that knows its every
label and program is being read for ideological offense will begin, consciously or not, to anticipate the censor.
The most effective censorship is the kind that never has to be imposed, the kind that teaches the institution to
police itself in advance, and a national museum had already shown how that works when it quietly removed
references to a president’s impeachments from an exhibit following an internal review, before any order to do
so had been issued. The chilling effect is the program, not an unintended byproduct of it, because a museum
that polices its own scholarship to avoid federal displeasure has been captured more cheaply and more
completely than one that must be forced.

That inversion grew so plain that the courts, asked to rule on it, could not avoid naming it for what it was.
When the city of Philadelphia sued to restore the panels describing the lives of the people Washington had
enslaved at the President's House, a federal judge ordered them reinstated, and in her ruling she reached for
George Orwell, invoking the Ministry of Truth from his novel of totalitarian rule and its slogan that ignorance
is strength, and asking by what authority the government claimed the power to dissemble and disassemble
historical truth. A separate federal court, ordering the restoration of park exhibits covering slavery, climate,
and Indigenous history, found that their removal set a dangerous precedent of censorship and sanitization, and
held that the nation's story cannot be told faithfully while the experiences of whole communities are excluded
from it. When judges are driven to cite a dystopian novel about a Ministry of Truth in order to describe a
government program that is literally titled Restoring Truth, the theft of the word has become a matter of
record, not interpretation.

The judicial pushback was broader than a single ruling, and its breadth matters. A coalition led by a
national parks association sued the Interior Department, arguing that the removal of educational materials had
been carried out unlawfully, and a federal court issued a preliminary injunction directing the government to
restore signs and exhibits across the park system that covered slavery, Indigenous history, and other subjects,
finding that their removal set a dangerous precedent of censorship and sanitization. The court ordered the
material restored by the Fourth of July, in time for the same anniversary the program had meant to stage. In the
Philadelphia case, the judge's invocation of Orwell was a precise description rather than a rhetorical flourish,
because the situation did match the novel: a government claiming the authority to remove inconvenient facts
from the public record and to present their removal as a service to truth. The courts, in other words, did what
the captured word could no longer do on its own; they distinguished between the restoration of a record and
its erasure, and they named the program’s title for the inversion it was. That the defense of historical truth had
to be conducted in courtrooms, against the government's own stated policy, is itself a measure of how far the
theft of the word had advanced.

None of this contradicts the argument of the sixth chapter, and the apparent tension should be dissolved
before a hostile reader can exploit it. That chapter defended the removal of a Confederate monument; this one
condemns the removal of a museum's account of slavery. The two are opposites. A monument is an honor,
and taking it down moves an object from the place of tribute to the place of evidence, where a museum can
hold it up for study. An exhibit is already evidence, a piece of the record itself, and stripping it out destroys
what a museum exists to preserve. To pull down a statue of a slaveholding general is to stop honoring a lie; to
tear the panel about the people he enslaved off the wall is to erase a truth. A government may rightly do the
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and a record that the sixth chapter drew.

None of this began in 2025, and tracing its origin clarifies what kind of project it is. Five years earlier, the
same president had launched a campaign for what he called patriotic education, framing it as a response to a
journalistic project that had placed slavery at the center of the American story, and he had created a
commission to produce a counter-history. That commission, which did not include a single professional
historian of the United States, released its report on the federal holiday honoring Martin Luther King,
deliberately echoing the timing of the project it meant to rebut. The report accused the factual account of the
American past of concealing the truth and disfiguring history, the identical inversion in an earlier and cruder
form. It argued that slavery was no uniquely American evil but the common condition of mankind, that the
founders had labored toward slavery's end rather than its preservation, and, most revealingly of all, that the
original form of identity politics had been the defense of slavery itself, a claim that performed the astonishing
trick of recasting the modern defenders of the formerly enslaved as the true heirs of the enslavers.

The rhetoric of that earlier campaign is worth recalling, because it stated the project’s aim more bluntly
than the later order would. Standing before the National Archives in the autumn of 2020, the president
declared that young Americans were being fed lies about their country being wicked and racist, and he called
the teaching of the nation's racial history a crusade of toxic propaganda and ideological poison that would, if
left unchecked, dissolve the bonds holding the country together. The inversion is fully present in that
language: the documented account of American racism is the lie and the poison, and the sanitized celebration
is the truth and the cure. That commission, created to produce the counter-history, was chaired by the
president of a small conservative college and staffed by political appointees, and it finished its report months
ahead of schedule, releasing it in the final days of the administration. The incoming president dissolved the
commission and withdrew the report on his first day in office. None of that ended the project, which simply
moved into private hands and state legislatures, seeding the language of the report into laws restricting how
race could be taught in public schools, until the same president returned to power and revived the commission
by executive order, giving the old campaign the renewed force of the federal government. The continuity is a
decade-long effort, not a sudden eruption, defeated once and revived, to rename the documented history of
American racism as a lie and to rename its erasure as truth.

Professional historians rendered a nearly unanimous verdict on that report, and their judgment is directly
to the point of this chapter. The major association of American historians, joined by dozens of other scholarly
societies, found that the report had been produced without consulting a single historian of the United States
and amounted to an attempt at government indoctrination of students. A coalition of university presses, in a
withering assessment, called it so plagued by procedural deficiency as to be unpublishable as serious
scholarship. The head of the historians' association wrote that real patriotic history is the rigorous and honest
study of the past in all its complexity, and not cheerleading, nationalist propaganda, or a simplistic tale of
unbroken national virtue. Those whose entire profession is the careful establishment of historical fact looked
at the document that had named itself truth and judged it to be the opposite of history, a political pamphlet
wearing history as a disguise.

What the historians offered in place of the sanitized story is not the demonizing opposite the order
pretends to fear. The head of the historians’ association argued that honest patriotic history is the more
demanding and the more loyal kind, a rigorous study of the past in its full complexity, including its crimes,

precisely because a country that refuses to understand the pathologies in its own history cannot heal them or
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avoid repeating them. To teach the documented truth about slavery is to take the country seriously enough to
tell it the truth, which is what one does for a person or a nation one loves, the opposite of hating it. The
flattering story, by contrast, is a kind of contempt disguised as love, a refusal to credit the public with the
maturity to face hard facts, an insistence on treating citizens as children who must be told only pleasant things.
A confident nation can look at the worst of its history without dissolving, can hold the achievement and the
atrocity in the same view, can honor the founders and also name the people they enslaved. The demand to
remove the hard facts is a sign of deep insecurity rather than national strength, a fear that the country’s story
cannot survive an honest telling, and that fear is itself the most unpatriotic thing in the whole affair.

Honesty requires a complication here, and the complication strengthens the argument rather than
weakening it. The journalistic project that set all this in motion, the one that placed slavery at the center of the
national story, was itself criticized by serious and credentialed historians, including some who insisted just as
firmly on slavery's centrality, for particular overstatements, among them the assertion that protecting slavery
had been a primary cause of the American Revolution. One eminent historian of the period described both
that project and the government's counter-report as polemics, the one inclined to whitewash the American
past and the other to demonize it, and judged neither to be satisfactory as history. The argument of this
chapter rests on a sharper and more durable distinction than the claim that one side possesses the truth whole
and the other lies entire, the difference between a scholarly argument that can be debated and corrected on the
evidence and a government order that removes the evidence from the walls and calls the removal an act of
truth.

The education arm of the project, revived in 2025 alongside the museum order, applies the identical
grammar to the nation's schools. An executive order on what it called ending radical indoctrination in
schooling defines patriotic education as an accurate, honest, unifying, inspiring, and ennobling account of the
founding and of the nation’s admirable progress toward its own ideals. The words accurate and honest are
doing the laundering, exactly as the word truth does in the museum order. A curriculum engineered to
celebrate and to omit, to dwell on the virtues and pass over the crimes, is dressed in the vocabulary of accuracy
and honesty, while the teaching of the documented difficult past, the slavery and the conquest and the long
machinery of racial subordination, is reclassified as indoctrination to be ended. The forbidden object, a
national history scrubbed of its worst chapters, is fitted with the innocent referent of honest education, and by
the order's grammar it is the teacher who tells the documented truth who becomes the indoctrinator, and the
official who removes it who becomes the honest one.

The family of words the project recruits is worth naming, because truth is only the chief of them. Around
it cluster a set of equally unimpeachable terms, accuracy, honesty, objectivity, balance, fairness, each of which
can be turned to the same use. A demand for balance can require that the documented horror of slavery be set
beside an emphasis on the founders' virtues, as though atrocity and achievement were two opinions to be
weighed rather than facts to be reported, and the demand for balance then becomes a tool for diluting the
record. Objectivity can be invoked to recast the plain factual statement that the Confederacy fought for slavery
as a partisan opinion that a properly objective account would qualify or omit. A demand for fairness to
historical figures can require that their documented crimes be softened so as not to disparage them, exactly as
the order requires. Each of these words carries an authority that makes it hard to resist, and each can be bent
from its honest meaning into an instrument of erasure, so that the vocabulary of careful scholarship itself,

accuracy and balance and fairness, is turned against the scholarship it was meant to describe. The capture of
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truth is the largest instance of a general technique, the recruitment of the language of honest inquiry into the
service of dishonest erasure.

There is a reason the word truth is the ideal target for this maneuver, and the reason lies in the word's
peculiar unimpeachability. No one can openly argue against truth as such; the word names something so close
to an absolute good that to oppose anything wearing its label is made to sound like opposing the thing itself.
To stand against a program called Restoring Truth is made to look like standing against truth, which is an
indefensible position to be maneuvered into, and the maneuver is the point. The word carries an authority that
cannot be contested out loud, and that uncontestable authority is precisely what makes its capture so valuable,
because whoever holds the word holds the commanding ground in every argument that follows from it. The
defender of the documented record is forced into the absurd posture of seeming to argue against truth, while
the one erasing the record speaks serenely in truth's name. Capturing the word does more than win a particular
dispute; it strips the other side of the language in which a dispute could be conducted.

This is the point at which the theft reaches the foundation of everything this book has tried to defend, the
thing I have been calling facticity. Facticity is the discipline of holding every claim to the standard of what in
fact happened, and that discipline depends, in the most basic way, on the word truth naming that standard and
pointing reliably at the actual. When the word is captured and made a brand for the standard’s opposite, it can
no longer do its work, because it no longer points dependably at what occurred, having been bent to point
instead at what the powerful would prefer to have occurred. A society can survive deep disagreement about
what the truth is, and has always had to. A society is in mortal danger when the word truth itself has been pried
loose from the actual and fastened onto an official preferred story, because at that moment there ceases to be a
shared word for the thing the disagreement is supposed to be about. The theft of the word is the theft of the
standard, and a people who have lost the standard can no longer tell the difference between restoring a record
and erasing one, which is the precise confusion the maneuver is designed to produce.

The Confederate question runs directly through all of this, as it has run through every chapter of this book,
and the order makes the connection explicit rather than leaving it to inference. Its command to reinstate
monuments removed since 2020 is, stated without euphemism, a command to put the Confederate memorials
back up, the same memorials that earlier chapters watched come down in the years after 2020 and then begin
to return. The program that titles itself Restoring Truth restores, among its other objects, the bronze lies of the
Lost Cause, the statues raised to men who took up arms to keep human beings in bondage, and it presents the
return of those statues as a restoration of historical truth. That oldest false history in the country, the one with
which this book began, is more than merely permitted by the new grammar. It is the central thing the new
grammar exists to protect, now clothed in the one word against which no open objection is allowed.

There is a particular cruelty in performing this erasure in the name of truth, and it falls hardest on the
descendants of the people whose history is being removed. For the descendants of the enslaved, the
documented record of slavery is the history of their own families, not an abstraction or an ideology, the
evidence of what was done to their ancestors and at what cost the country they live in was built. To strip the
panels naming the enslaved people at the President’'s House, and to call the stripping a restoration of truth, is
to tell those descendants that the truth of their ancestors' lives is a divisive ideology to be removed for the
comfort of others. The order speaks of not disparaging Americans of the past, including those who lived in
colonial times, a phrase carefully written to extend its tenderness to the enslavers while withholding it from the

enslaved, whose documented suffering is precisely the content being erased. A program that protects the

The Synthetic Cause 107



reputations of slaveholders while removing the names of the people they held in bondage, and that performs
both in the name of truth, has inverted not only the word but the moral order the word was meant to serve.

Something has changed, though, in who is performing the laundering, and the change sharply raises the
stakes. The earlier fronts this book examined were diffuse and unofficial, a flag flown by a private citizen, a
meme circulated by no identifiable author, a generative system that served every operator and answered to
none. Here the author is the state itself, the federal government of the United States, deploying the binding
force of executive order and the leverage of the federal budget to press the grammar onto the nation's official
institutions. When a private citizen calls a Confederate flag heritage, that is the claim of one citizen, contestable
by any other. When the government strips the slavery exhibits from the national museums and the national
parks and calls the stripping an act of truth, that is the official account of the United States, stamped with the
authority of the office, backed by law and by appropriations and by the machinery of the executive branch.
The grammar has migrated from the lawn and the feed into the seat of national power, and an erasure carried
out by the state carries a weight, and a claim to legitimacy, that no private erasure could ever possess.

The control of the past is among the oldest instruments of authoritarian rule, and recognizing the pattern
places this program in its proper company. Regimes that wish to control the future have always understood
that they must first control the account of the past, because a people's sense of what is possible and permissible
is shaped by what they believe has happened. Orwell compressed the principle into a sentence, that whoever
controls the past controls the future and whoever controls the present controls the past, and the judge who
cited his novel was pointing at exactly this. A government that can decide which facts about its history are
displayed and which are removed, which figures are honored and which crimes are forgotten, holds a power
over the national imagination that reaches far beyond any single museum wall. This is why the rewriting of
history is so reliably an early project of would-be authoritarians, and why it should be read as a warning rather
than as a mere cultural dispute. The removal of the slavery panels and the restoration of the Confederate
monuments are the exercise of the power to determine what the nation is permitted to remember, not isolated
acts of bad historical taste, and a government that claims that power over the past is rehearsing a claim to
power over everything the past is used to justify. The stakes, in other words, extend beyond history to whether
the country remains the kind of place where the government does not get to decide what is true.

Timing tells its own story here, because every deadline in the effort pointed at a single date. Its schedules
were set against the nation's two hundred and fiftieth anniversary, the summer of 2026, directing that the
monuments be restored and the institutions corrected in time for the celebration of the founding. The
semiquincentennial was to serve as the grand unveiling of the sanitized history, the country's birthday marked
with a past scrubbed of its crimes and the Confederate bronze returned to its pedestals, the whole production
presented to the public as the restoration of truth and sanity. A federal court intervened to order the
documented exhibits restored by that same Fourth of July, so that the anniversary itself became a contest
between two versions of the national story, the cleansed and the documented, each racing to be in place before
the candles were lit. A nation preparing to celebrate two and a half centuries of its existence found itself unable
to agree on what those two and a half centuries had contained, which is perhaps the most honest thing the
anniversary could have revealed.

One question worth asking is who wanted this, because the program was not a response to public demand.
The Smithsonian has for years drawn approval from the overwhelming majority of Americans across the

political spectrum, one of the few national institutions that most people still trust, and there was no
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groundswell of citizens demanding that the slavery exhibits come down. The pressure came from the top, from
the executive branch and a network of activists and appointees, imposed on institutions that the public had
not asked to be changed. This matters because it exposes the hollowness of the claim that the program restores
something the people were denied. The people were visiting the museums in their millions and trusting the
scholarship they found there, not clamoring for a sanitized history. What the program overrides is a broadly
trusted public good, not an unpopular elite imposition, replaced by a version of history that serves the
preferences of those in power. The language of restoration implies giving back something that was taken, yet
nothing was taken from the public by the documented exhibits; what is being taken, rather, is the public's
access to the documented record, removed in the name of giving them truth. The beneficiary of the program is
the political project that needs the comfortable story told, not the misled citizen it claims to rescue.

If the word truth can be captured by the state and worn as the costume of its opposite, then the defense of
facticity can no longer rest on the word alone, and must rest instead on the practice the word was always meant
to name. To defend facticity now is to insist on the specifics that no relabeling can dissolve, the names of the
enslaved people that stood on the removed panels at the President’'s House, the plain words of the secession
declarations naming slavery as the cause, the documented record that goes on existing in the archives whether
or not the government chooses to display it on a wall. The contest is no longer finally about who is entitled to
use the word truth, because that word has been dragged into contestation and made for the moment
unreliable. The contest is about the actual, the things that did happen, which remain exactly what they were no
matter what any order chooses to call them or refuses to show. That stubborn insistence on the actual,
mounted against a state that has captured the entire language of truth, is the work the remaining chapters of
this book must take up.

None of this has gone uncontested, and the contest is itself part of the record. The courts have ordered the
removed exhibits restored. The Smithsonian, under pressure, has insisted publicly that its work rests on
rigorous scholarship and the accurate presentation of history, and its governing board has affirmed its
commitment to nonpartisan accuracy. Historians and librarians and museum professionals have objected in
their associations and in print. The documented record itself, the panels and the declarations and the archives,
persists whether displayed or removed, and what a court can order taken down a court can order put back, as
several have. This resistance does not guarantee the outcome, and the pressure on the institutions is real and
ongoing, but it demonstrates that the capture of the word truth is not the same as the destruction of the thing,
and that the thing has defenders. The word can be contested, and is being contested, by people who decline to
let a government title settle what is true. That contest, between an official story imposed from above and a
documented record defended from below, is the live struggle this book has been describing, and its outcome is
not yet decided.

Consider the title one last time: Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History, in which every word is
an inversion. The truth it restores is the myth that the actual truth had dispelled; the sanity it offers is the false
calm of a story washed clean of its crimes; the history it claims to rescue is precisely the history it removes from
view. The gravest danger here runs deeper than the erasure of the record, which still exists and which the courts
have already ordered much of restored. Its reach is subtler and longer. Once the word truth has been paraded as
the costume of its own opposite, it may never again fit cleanly onto the thing it was meant to name, and a
people who can no longer trust the word for the thing will find themselves unable to rally to the defense of the

thing itself. The Lost Cause began a century and a half ago by lying about a war. It has arrived, in our moment,
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at the theft of the word for honesty, pinning the name of truth onto the oldest lie in the national story. The
audacity of that final move can obscure how much it concedes. A myth secure in itself can simply assert its
version and trust it to hold, without needing to seize the word for truth. The reach for the word truth is the
reach of a lie that knows it cannot win on the evidence and so must capture the standard by which evidence is
judged, must make itself the thing against which it would otherwise be measured. In that sense the theft is a
confession, an admission that the documented record is so damning that the only remaining strategy is to seize
the word for honesty and turn it against the honest. The Lost Cause has spent a hundred and fifty years unable
to defeat the truth on the facts, and its arrival at the theft of the word is the clearest sign of how completely the
facts have defeated it.

That word, after all, is only a word. The thing it names, what happened, what was done and to whom, does
not depend on the word for its existence, and cannot be erased by the loss of its name. A people determined to
know the truth can rebuild even the word, by returning again and again to the actual and insisting that this,
and not its counterfeit, is what the word was always for. Whether such a people still exists, in sufficient

number and with sufficient stubbornness, is the question on which everything now turns.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Facticity as the Battlefield

Every attack in this story has been aimed at one target, and the time has come to name it in the open and
defend it directly. The target is facticity, a plain word for a plain thing: the reality of what happened, the events
as they occurred, before anyone interpreted them or labeled them or argued over what they meant. The
professor's remark that opened this book, that the South lost the battle but won the war, is at bottom a claim
about facticity, a claim that the documented reality of the war and its cause could be made to lose to a century
and a half of relabeling. Every front this book has examined, the bronze and the textbook, the partisanship
dodge, the heritage alibi, the feed and the machine and the flood and the captured word, is a weapon in a single
long war against facticity, against the ability and the willingness of a people to hold what is claimed to the
standard of what occurred. The earlier chapters traced the weapons. What needs defending now is the ground,
because facticity is the ground on which the whole contest is finally settled.

There is a reason this defense comes only now, at the end of a long catalogue of attacks. It is hard to defend
a thing well undil its enemies have shown what they are after, and the attacks described in these pages have,
between them, drawn an unmistakable outline of the thing they are trying to destroy. A flag flown as heritage,
a districting map defended as politics, a fabricated photograph, an automated flood, an executive order titled
for the truth it erases, these look at first like separate quarrels over separate things. Seen together, they reveal a
single objective, the dissolution of the public's grip on what happened, and that shared objective is the negative
image of facticity, the shape of the wall the whole campaign is built to breach. To name facticity, then, is to
name what has been under siege all along, and to defend it is to defend the one position whose loss would make
every other loss permanent.

Facticity has to be distinguished from the things it is endlessly confused with, because the confusion is
itself one of the weapons. Opinion is a judgment about facts, and opinions can legitimately differ;
interpretation arranges facts into meaning, and interpretations can reasonably vary; facticity is neither of these,
but the bedrock layer beneath them both, the record of what happened on which any opinion or
interpretation must rest if it is to be worth anything. That a particular man held a particular number of human
beings in bondage, that a particular state seceded and named the protection of slavery as its reason, that a
particular monument was raised in a particular year for a particular purpose, these are matters of facticity,
settled by evidence and not by preference. People may hold different opinions about what those facts mean,
and they will. The facts themselves are not up for a vote, because they already happened, and a thing that has
happened cannot be made to un-happen in order to suit an argument, however badly the argument may need
it to.

A particular confusion has to be cleared away here, because it does more damage than any deliberate lie.
The confusion is the fashionable idea that truth is personal, that there is one person's truth and another's and
no fact of the matter beneath them, that every account is equally a construction and none can claim priority

over the others. This idea arrived with good intentions, as a way of honoring perspectives that official history
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had ignored, and there is something real in it, since the meaning people make of events does differ legitimately
from person to person. But applied to facticity rather than to meaning, the idea is corrosive, and it hands the
liar exactly the weapon he needs. If all accounts are equally constructions, then the documented account of
slavery is merely one construction among many, no truer than the comfortable myth beside it, and the whole
apparatus of evidence collapses into a clash of preferences. The defense of facticity has to refuse this gentle
relativism as firmly as it refuses the aggressive lie, because the two arrive at the same destination by different
roads. There is one person's interpretation and another's, and both may have worth. There is no such thing as
one person's fact and another's, because the fact already happened to everyone alike, and it happened only one
way.

The political thinker who understood this most clearly was Hannah Arendt, who spent her life trying to
understand how totalitarian movements rose to power, and who drew a distinction on which this entire book
depends. She separated rational truth, the truths of mathematics and logic and discovery that the human mind
can reason its way toward, from factual truth, the truth of events that took place among people and that could
always have taken place otherwise. Factual truth, she saw, is the more fragile of the two by a wide margin,
because a fact carries no internal necessity within it. The war happened exactly as it did, and yet it did not have
to happen that way, which means its reality rests only on the record and the testimony of those who were there
to witness it, not on any logic that could be reconstructed. A mathematical proof, once lost, can be found
again by anyone willing to reason it through. A burned document and a silenced witness are simply gone, and
the fact they attested becomes that much harder to recover.

Arendt drew one further distinction that names the whole problem this book has been circling. The
opposite of a rational truth, she pointed out, is error or ignorance, an honest mistake that better reasoning or
better information will correct. The opposite of a factual truth is something altogether different, the deliberate
lie, which is an action rather than a mistake, a choice to deny in public what one knows perfectly well to be so.
This is why the enemy of facticity is always, in the last analysis, political, because the lie is a tool taken up for a
purpose, and the purpose is to change what people believe happened in order to change what they are willing
to do. The Lost Cause was never an honest error waiting to be corrected by a better textbook; it was a lie told
on purpose, by people who knew the documented cause of the war, in order to win in memory the supremacy
they had lost on the battlefield, and the synthetic front of our own moment is that same lie, industrialized and
automated and given new machines.

Facticity is the battlefield, the ground that decides everything, for a reason that follows directly from all of
this. It is the one ground on which a lie cannot finally win, because the fact the lie denies did happen and the
evidence of it does exist, and so long as a public retains both the ability and the will to consult that evidence,
the lie can always in principle be exposed. The Lost Cause cannot survive a citizenry that sits down and reads
the secession declarations in the plain words their authors wrote. This is the precise reason every weapon this
book has catalogued is aimed at facticity, and aimed at the public's capacity to establish facts at all rather than
at any single fact, because a lie that knows it cannot win on the evidence has no choice but to attack the
practice of consulting evidence. The real battle was never over this fact or that one; it is over whether facticity
itself survives as a standard that ordinary people can still pick up and use.

Consider what consulting the evidence comes to in practice, because the abstraction can sound like a
counsel of perfection. Take the single question on which the entire Lost Cause depends, the cause of the war.

A citizen does not have to weigh competing scholarly authorities or trust anyone's summary to settle it; the
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men who led the secession wrote down their reasons at the time, in documents that survive and can be read in
an afternoon. The state that seceded first declared that its immediate cause was the hostility of the other states
to the institution of slavery. The vice president of the Confederacy stood up weeks before the war and named
its cornerstone aloud, what he called the great truth of the Black man's permanent inequality and the rightness
of his enslavement. These are the words of the founders of the Confederacy, not interpretations imposed by
later historians with an agenda, describing their own purpose in their own mouths, and they settle the question
of the war's cause as completely as any historical question can be settled. The Lost Cause survives only among
people who have never read them, which is precisely why the whole synthetic apparatus works to ensure that
they are never read, drowned in noise or stripped from the walls or buried under a flood of fabricated
alternatives.

Honesty requires facing squarely how vulnerable that standard is, and Arendt, who had watched it fail in
her own lifetime, did not flinch from the reckoning. Factual truth, she wrote, is forever in danger of being
maneuvered out of the world, possibly for a season and possibly for good, because facts can be denied, records
can be burned, witnesses can be intimidated into silence, monuments can be pulled down, and people can be
written out of the history books as though they had never lived. None of this is new, and pretending otherwise
would be its own small lie. It has always been possible to attack the whole fragile texture of facts in which daily
life is conducted, and it has always sometimes succeeded. What the synthetic front adds to this ancient danger
is scale and speed, the capacity to deny and to fabricate at a volume and a velocity no earlier age could
approach, but the underlying weakness it exploits is as old as power itself. The record can be destroyed, and
sometimes it is, and a defense of facticity that begins by denying this has already lost its grip on the facts.

Arendt named the goal of this kind of assault with a precision that reads today less like analysis than like
prophecy. The ideal subject of total domination, she wrote, is the person for whom the distinction between
fact and fiction, and the distinction between true and false, has simply stopped existing. That is the exact aim
of the synthetic front this book has spent its later chapters describing, the manufacture of a public that can no
longer tell the documented from the fabricated and that therefore abandons the distinction as hopeless. Such a
public, Arendt understood, arrives at a condition in which it believes everything and nothing at the same time,
holding that anything might be true and that nothing can be known, and a public in that state is the most
governable population imaginable, because it can no longer anchor any resistance in any reality it shares with
anyone else. The destruction of facticity is the precondition of the will to unlimited power, not an incidental
consequence of it, the necessary clearing of the ground, and the regimes Arendt studied understood that
clearing the ground of facts comes first.

Arendt also explained why exposing the lies fails to stop them, which is among the most useful things she
has to teach this particular moment. The propagandist, she observed, can assert the most fantastic falsehood
one day and be presented with irrefutable proof of its falsehood the next, and suffer no penalty at all, because
the audience has by then taken refuge in cynicism. Rather than deserting the leader who lied to them, such an
audience protests that it had known the thing was a lie all along, and admires the leader for the cleverness of the
deception. This is the condition the flood produces and the captured word exploits, a public so thoroughly
resigned to being lied to that it no longer expects the truth from anyone and no longer imposes any cost on the
liar. To fact-check a figure operating in this environment changes nothing, because the audience was never
relying on the facts to begin with. The cynicism is the real achievement of the whole apparatus, and the

cynicism is exactly what any defense of facticity has to find a way to overcome.
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Here the argument turns, because Arendt, having looked without illusion at the full vulnerability of
factual truth, also saw the hard limit that every assault upon it runs into. Power can destroy factual truth, she
wrote, but it can never replace it, and the difference between destroying and replacing is everything. The lie
that power substitutes for the truth does not become true by being believed by millions; the suppressed fact
remains the fact, sitting in whatever record survives, and truths have a way of reasserting themselves when the
pressure that buried them eases. The auction block happened. No executive order and no flood of fabricated
images can alter in the slightest that it happened, and the reality of it waits in the documentary record to be
recovered, wholly indifferent to whether anyone at this moment is looking for it. A lie can occupy the space
where a truth used to stand, and can hold that space for a generation, but it cannot turn itself into the truth,
and the instant the occupying force withdraws, the buried fact is still lying there exactly where it always was,
available to be dug up again.

There is historical proof that facts reassert themselves, and it comes from the subject of this book itself. For
the first half of the twentieth century, the academic history of Reconstruction was dominated by a school that
told the Lost Cause's story in scholarly dress, portraying the freed people as incapable, the Reconstruction
governments as corrupt failures, and the violent overthrow of those governments as a kind of redemption.
That account, taught in the universities and written into the textbooks, was as entrenched as any historical
orthodoxy has ever been, and it served the cause of white supremacy for decades. And then it fell. Patient work
by historians who returned to the documentary record, beginning with a Black scholar whose great study was
ignored for a generation and continuing through the rigorous archival history of later decades, dismantled the
orthodoxy piece by piece and replaced it with an account grounded in what the records showed. The lie had
occupied the academy for fifty years, and the facts, kept alive in the record and pursued by people who refused
to let them stay buried, eventually reclaimed the ground. This is what Arendt meant about truths reasserting
themselves, and it is a documented event rather than a comforting abstraction, a case in which a powerful and
useful lie was beaten by the patient, stubborn return to what happened. It can be done, because it has been
done.

This is the bedrock on which any defense of facticity finally stands, and it deserves to be put as plainly as
the language allows. What happened does not depend on anyone's belief for its existence. Opinion trades in
the currency of consent, and an opinion lives or dies by how many people hold it, which is why manufacturing
the appearance of consensus is worth so much to those who traffic in opinion. Facticity has no such
dependence, because a fact is not made true by agreement and is not made false by denial, however unanimous
the denial may be. A million people insisting in unison that the war was fought over something other than
slavery do not shift the secession declarations by a single word, because those words were written down and the
writing happened and no quantity of present-day insistence reaches back to unwrite it. This is the despotic
quality Arendt attributed to truth, its flat indifference to the count of hands raised for or against it, and in an
age that has learned to manufacture the appearance of overwhelming agreement at the press of a button, that
indifference is the most valuable property facticity possesses. The coordinated agreement of ten thousand
fabricated accounts is loud, and it is nothing, because it cannot touch what happened.

A defense of facticity now requires being clear-eyed about what will not save it, and the first candidate for a
savior that has to be set in its proper place is the technical fix. The natural hope, faced with a flood of
fabrication, is for a technology that can certify what is real and flag what is forged, and serious work in exactly

that direction does exist; a coalition of technology companies and news organizations has built a standard for
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attaching a cryptographically signed record of origin to a digital image or video, so that a photograph can in
principle carry with it a verifiable account of the device that captured it and the edits made to it and whether a
machine had any hand in its making. The standard is useful and worth building and worth adopting. It
cannot, however, carry the weight that the situation demands, for reasons worth setting out. It certifies
presence rather than absence, so that an image lacking the credential is not thereby shown to be false; the
credential can be stripped away by something as trivial as a screenshot; and forgers have already demonstrated
ways to attach a true signature to a fabricated image. The technical fix helps at the margins and fails at the
center, and the defense of facticity cannot be handed off to a cryptographic signature, because the problem
was never finally a problem of machinery.

The scale of the fabrication problem the technical fix is meant to solve has grown past the point where any
signature can keep up. By one count, the number of deepfake files shared online rose from roughly half a
million in 2023 to a projected eight million by 2025, and the share of online media that is synthetic is expected
to approach the overwhelming majority. Against a flood of that size, a system of voluntary credentials is a
sandbag against a rising sea. It depends on the forger choosing to use tools that sign their output, when the
forger has every reason to use tools that do not; it depends on the credential surviving its passage through
screenshots and recompressions and platform transformations that routinely strip it; and it has already been
embarrassed by demonstrations in which a real camera was made to sign a fabricated image, collapsing the
distinction it exists to certify. The provenance standard is a reasonable thing to build and a foolish thing to rely
on, because it treats as a technical problem what is at bottom a problem of trust and judgment, and trust and
judgment cannot be compiled into a file format. The signature can tell a person where an image claims to come
from. It cannot tell a person whether to believe it, and that decision, the irreducibly human act of judgment, is
where facticity finally lives.

What the defense of facticity requires, in the end, is a human discipline that no technology can perform on
a person's behalf, the willingness to do the patient work of establishing what happened and the stubbornness
to keep doing it when the doing is made exhausting on purpose. The discipline itself is old and unglamorous
and entirely teachable: go to the primary record, prefer the document to the secondhand claim about the
document, trace every assertion back toward its source, hold the comfortable story and the uncomfortable
story to the identical standard of evidence, and refuse to believe anything, however flattering to oneself or one's
country, that the evidence will not bear. This is the daily practice of the honest historian and the honest
journalist and the honest archivist, and it is precisely the practice that the synthetic front is engineered to make
an ordinary citizen feel is futile and beyond reach. To defend facticity is to go on practicing it anyway, one
person at a time and stubbornly, against a system built to wear the practice down, because the practice is the
only thing in the end that reliably tells the real from the fabricated, and there is no substitute for it that can be
installed and left to run.

The discipline of facticity is not reserved for professionals, and that is the most important practical point in
this chapter. An ordinary person cannot stem the flood or rebuild the museums or repeal the order, and the
scale of the assault can produce a paralyzing sense that nothing an individual does could matter. But the
defense of facticity is built precisely out of individual acts, each small and each within reach. To check a claim
before sharing it, to read the original document rather than the post about it, to notice when an abstraction has
been substituted for a fact, to say plainly in one's own circle that the war was fought for slavery and to be able

to point to the secession declaration that proves it, to refuse the comfortable forgetting in the rooms where one
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has standing to refuse it, these are the acts that, multiplied across a population, constitute the defense. The
synthetic front wins by convincing each person that the effort is futile and that they are alone in making it. No
grand counter-machine is coming; none exists. The defense is the unglamorous persistence of people who keep
doing the small things that establishing the truth requires, refusing the exhaustion the system is designed to
produce. Facticity is defended the way it is attacked, one mind and one claim at a time, and on that ground the
advantage does not necessarily lie with the liar.

The most practical form this discipline can take is an insistence on specifics, because the specific is the
thing that no relabeling has ever been able to erase. Abstractions can be captured, as the whole of this book has
shown; the word truth can be stolen and stamped onto a program of erasure, and the word heritage can be
lifted off the thing it once described and bolted onto a battle flag. A specific, documented fact resists that kind
of capture in a way no abstraction can. The name of a particular enslaved man recorded on a panel that an
order has now removed, the exact wording of a particular ordinance of secession, the year a particular
monument was commissioned and the year a president stood to unveil it, these are too concrete and too
anchored to be laundered, and they remain available as evidence no matter what the grand abstractions
overhead are made to say. To defend facticity is to keep returning, deliberately and relentlessly, to the specific
and the documented, to decline the rigged contest over the meaning of big words and plant oneself instead on
the particulars, because the particulars are the ground onto which the lie cannot follow.

There is a cost to insisting on facts in an environment built to punish the insistence, and the cost should be
named plainly rather than waved away. Arendt, who spent years being attacked for the facts she reported,
understood that telling the truth in public can be a lonely business, because the truth-teller stands against the
comfortable consensus and is easily cast as the troublemaker, the one who will not let a settled story rest. To say
plainly that the Confederacy fought for slavery, in a room that would rather not hear it, is to invite the charge
of dividing people, of dwelling on the negative, of refusing the generous forgetting that everyone around has
agreed to call peace. The flood and the captured word raise this social cost deliberately, making the person who
insists on the documented record feel isolated, humorless, and vaguely hostile, while the person who goes
along with the comfortable story feels reasonable and warm. This is why facticity requires not only the
intellectual discipline of consulting the evidence but a kind of courage, the willingness to be the unwelcome
voice in the room, because a fact with no one willing to bear the cost of stating it is a fact that will quietly
disappear. The defense of facticity is finally carried out by people willing to be disliked for it.

This is why the documentary record matters beyond almost anything else, and why the physical
preservation of that record is a frontline concern and not a librarian's footnote. A fact that happened leaves
traces behind it, the document and the photograph and the recorded testimony, and those traces are the
precise means by which the fact can be recovered after a lie has been heaped on top of it. An archive is the held
memory of what happened, not a dusty irrelevance maintained by habit, kept in a form designed to outlast the
pressure of any particular moment to deny it. The order that strips the slavery exhibits from the museum walls
does not, and cannot easily, destroy the underlying records that sit in the archives, and that limitation is the
whole reason a court was able to order the exhibits restored. The defense of facticity is, to a degree that is easy
to underestimate, the defense of the record itself, the insistence that the evidence be preserved and kept
accessible to anyone who comes looking, because a fact whose every last trace has been destroyed is a fact that
can no longer be recovered at all, and the deliberate destruction of the record is the one version of the lie that

has a chance of being permanent.
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There is a difference between facticity and memory worth marking, because the defense depends on both.
Facticity is the fact itself, which exists whether or not anyone remembers it; memory is the human holding of
the fact, the act of keeping it present in a mind. The fact happened without us, and it needs us only in order to
matter, because a fact that no living person holds, even one perfectly preserved in an archive nobody opens,
exerts no force in the world. This is the sense in which the Lost Cause's victory was real even though the facts
never changed: the facts remained, but the holding of them weakened, generation by generation, until the
comfortable forgetting could pass for peace. And it is the sense in which the victory can be reversed, because
memory, unlike the fact, is within human power to strengthen. To teach the documented history, to mark the
sites where the things happened, to record the testimony of the witnesses while they live, to keep returning the
public's attention to what occurred, these are acts of memory that give the preserved facts their force again.
The defense of facticity is the preservation of the fact joined to the renewal of the memory, because a fact
remembered by no one and a fact that never happened make, in the end, the same silence.

Beyond the document stands the witness, and the testimony of the people who were there is a form of
facticity the synthetic front finds hardest of all to counterfeit. The accounts of the formerly enslaved, set down
in their own words, are evidence of a kind that no bronze figure on a courthouse lawn can override, and the
living memory of communities who carry within their families the truth of what was done to their ancestors is
a record that resists erasure precisely because it is held in people rather than only in files that can be deleted. To
honor that testimony and to keep it preserved is itself an act of defending facticity, because the witness is the
original source, the human being who can say I was there and this is what happened, and the synthetic front,
for all its terrifying capacity to fabricate a face and a voice from nothing, cannot manufacture a true witness to
an event that never took place. The testimony of the real is the anchor that holds the whole record steady
against the drift of the unreal, and a people who keep faith with their witnesses keep faith with the facts.

A defense of facticity has to be careful not to overclaim, because the lie thrives on the overclaim as much as
on the denial. To insist that the documented facts are settled is not to pretend that history is finished or that
every question has a single answer known in advance. Historians argue, legitimately and endlessly, about causes
and weights and meanings, about how much the tariff mattered alongside slavery, about how to balance a
founder's words against his deeds, about which forces mattered most in bringing a war about, and those
arguments are the lifeblood of the discipline rather than a weakness in it. The line that matters falls between
debate conducted on the evidence and denial that refuses the evidence altogether, not between certainty and
debate. A historian who argues that economic factors deserve more weight is doing history; a myth that insists
the war had nothing to do with slavery is denying a fact its own authors recorded. Honest debate respects the
facticity it argues over, and takes the documented record as the common ground on which the argument
happens. The assault this book describes does the opposite, attacking the common ground itself so that no
argument can be grounded anywhere, and the difference between the two is the difference between a discipline
and its destruction.

The defense of facticity reaches far past the single question of how the Civil War is remembered, and the
reach is easy to underestimate when the subject seems to be only history. A society that has lost facticity has
lost the ground on which every other question whatsoever is decided, because every question, from who in fact
won an election to whether a particular medicine is safe to take, comes down in the end to the capacity to
establish what is so. The same habits of mind that let a public hold the Lost Cause to the documentary

evidence are the habits that let it hold a government to its own record, a corporation to its actual conduct, a
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powerful man to the promises he in fact made. Facticity is the precondition of being able to address any issue at
all, not one issue standing in a long line of issues, and a people who allow it to slip away will discover that they
have lost a great deal more than an accurate account of their past; they will have lost the capacity for
self-government itself, which is simply not possible among people who can no longer establish, and agree that
they have established, what is true.

The clearest of those questions, the one that shows how far past the Civil War the danger now reaches, is
the one the third chapter raised and left standing. A faction that loses an election and cannot accept the loss,
that insists the count was fraudulent and the officials who certified it criminal and the victory stolen by traitors
within, is performing the stab in the back on American ground and in the present tense, against a defeat only a
few years old. The Confederate version of that myth took half a century to harden into bronze. The
contemporary version needs neither the bronze nor the half century, because the synthetic machine can
manufacture a stolen election as fast as it manufactures a contented slave, flooding the same feeds with the
same automated certainty that a thing plainly false is nonetheless true. This is why the synthetic cause reaches
well past the Confederacy. The machinery that launders a lost war into a noble one is the machinery that
launders a lost election into a stolen one, and a people who cannot establish who won a vote held in their own
lifetime have little hope of establishing what a war that ended in 1865 was fought to defend. The stab in the
back is the permanent temptation of the defeated, German and Confederate and now homegrown and
current, and it has found in our moment the most powerful instrument for indulging it that the world has yet
produced.

Between facticity and freedom the connection is not a metaphor, and the regimes that destroyed one in
order to destroy the other prove it. Arendt’s study of totalitarianism was precisely a study of this connection, of
how the assault on the distinction between fact and fiction was a load-bearing part of total domination rather
than an incidental feature of it, because a population that has lost its grip on what is real has also lost its
capacity to resist, having no shared ground to stand on and no agreed reality to appeal to. A people who cannot
establish what happened cannot hold a government accountable for what it did, because accountability
requires a record that the public trusts and consults. A people who cannot tell a true report from a fabricated
one cannot make the informed choices on which self-government depends, because every choice rests on some
claim about how things in fact stand. This is why the destruction of facticity and the destruction of freedom
travel together, and why a campaign that begins by making a people forget the truth about a war can end by
making them unable to govern themselves at all. The defense of the documentary record is, in the most literal
sense, a defense of the conditions under which a free people can remain free, and that is a great deal more than
a quarrel about statues.

This is the reason the title of this book names a synthetic cause and this chapter names a battlefield, because
the long contest comes down at last to one question and one only, whether a people will keep the difficult
discipline of facticity alive against everything that has been built to erode it. The Lost Cause has labored for a
century and a half to make the actual unfindable, and it commands more powerful instruments for that work
now than it has ever held, the feed and the fabricating machine and the rising flood and the stolen word all
turned to the single purpose of burying what happened. And yet the actual stubbornly remains actual. The
record remains where it was placed, the witnesses spoke while they lived and their words were written down,
and the fact that happened did happen and cannot by any technology or any decree be made not to have

happened. That battle, for all the power arrayed on the other side of it, is not lost, because the one thing the
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enemy would need in order for facticity to stop being true is the one thing that no amount of power or
machinery can ever deliver.

The professor who told me, years ago, that the South had lost the battle but won the war was naming a real
defeat, and most of this book has been an honest accounting of just how complete that defeat was allowed to
become. But the epigram carries its own answer folded inside it, because a war that was won by making a
people forget the facts can be unwon by a people who resolve to remember them, and the facts, unlike our
memory of them, do not depend on us in order to go on existing. The auction block happened whether or not
its image still hangs on a museum wall. The war was fought to preserve slavery whether or not a feed will
permit anyone to say so. What was won can be unwon, and what was won was precisely the forgetting, and the
forgetting can be reversed by the oldest and most stubborn act still available to a free people, the flat refusal to
stop looking directly at what is true. It is a modest weapon to set against the whole of that machinery, this
stubborn looking, and it can seem absurdly small beside the scale of what it opposes. But it has one advantage
that all the machinery on the other side cannot overcome, which is that it is aligned with what is real, and what
is real does not finally need defending so much as it needs uncovering, because it is already there, waiting,
under everything that has been piled on top of it. The fact has only to be found, and found again, by enough

people who refuse to accept that it is gone. Winning is not required of it.
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CONCLUSION

What Can Be Unwon

As I finish this book, a pedestal stands empty in Arlington National Cemetery. For more than a century a
bronze figure stood on it, a woman crowned in olive leaves meant to represent the American South, raised on a
tall granite base in the section of the cemetery set aside for Confederate dead. In December of 2023 the figure
came down, lifted off its base by crews working among the graves and carried away under a directive from
Congress, and the spot where it stood has been bare ever since. Five days from now the country will mark the
two hundred and fiftieth anniversary of its independence, the largest patriotic observance in the lives of
everyone now living, and the empty pedestal in Arlington will sit through the celebration with nothing on it, a
small blank space at the center of the nation's memory of itself. What goes back onto that pedestal, and when,
and what the country chooses to understand when it looks at the spot, is the question this whole book has
been circling, and it is the question on which I want to end.

The setting matters, because it concentrates the whole question into a single acre of ground. Arlington is
the nation’s most sacred burial place, the cemetery of its war dead, and the Confederate section sits within it by
an act of reconciliation that the country made more than a century ago, when Congress set aside ground there
for the remains of men who had taken up arms against the United States. The monument that came down was
the centerpiece of that section, the largest statement in bronze that the cemetery contained about the meaning
of the war. To remove it was to revisit a settlement the nation had made in a different century, when the men
in power had decided that honoring the Confederate dead alongside the Union dead was the price of national
unity, a price paid almost entirely by the descendants of the people the Confederacy had fought to keep
enslaved. The empty pedestal, then, is a gap at the symbolic heart of the country’s memory of its bloodiest war,
not a minor administrative vacancy, in the ground where the nation buries those it chooses to honor, and what
fills it will say, as plainly as anything can, whom the country has decided to honor now.

That monument, the one that came down, was made in 1914 by Moses Ezekiel, a Confederate veteran who
was buried at its base, and it was raised through a long campaign by the United Daughters of the Confederacy
during the same decades that produced most of the bronze examined in the early chapters of this book. The
independent commission that Congress convened to review Confederate monuments on military property
described it without flinching, calling it a nostalgic and mythologized vision of the Confederacy that offered
sanitized depictions of slavery and even inflated the rebellion's size by displaying the coats of arms of states that
never joined it. Among its figures are a Black woman cast as a mammy holding a white officer’s child and an
enslaved man following his owner off to war. The commission recommended removal, Congress ordered it,
and in 2023 it came down. Two years later the Secretary of Defense ordered it brought back, and the Army
now expects to return it to Arlington in 2027, after a refurbishment estimated to cost ten million dollars,
through an arrangement under which the Commonwealth of Virginia loans the sculpture back for display at

the sculptor's grave.
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The Arlington monument is not an isolated case, and seeing it alongside the others reveals a coordinated
project rather than a single decision. In the same period, the National Park Service announced that it would
restore the statue of Albert Pike, a Confederate general, to its place near the Capitol, the only outdoor statue of
a Confederate military leader in the capital, which protesters had pulled down in 2020. The same
administration reverted the names of seven Army bases that had been renamed to remove their Confederate
honorees, restoring the old names while attaching them, through a careful sleight of hand examined earlier in
this book, to different and less objectionable men who happened to share the surnames. Each of these moves
uses the same grammar, and together they amount to a policy, the systematic reversal across the federal
government of a decade’s worth of reconsideration, conducted under the banner of honoring history rather
than erasing it. The monument in Arlington is the most visible instance, but it is one node in a network, and
the network is the thing, a concerted effort to put back what an earlier reckoning had taken down and to do it
in language that makes the restoration sound like a rescue.

The official who ordered the monument’s return did not, in announcing it, call it a Confederate
monument. He called it the Reconciliation Monument, and he praised it as a beautiful and historic sculpture
that should never have been removed, and he said that his opponents wished to erase American history while
he wished only to honor it. The renaming was not a flourish. The 2021 defense authorization act forbids the
Department of Defense from commemorating the Confederacy, by name or by symbol, and a monument
openly labeled Confederate could not lawfully be restored to a military cemetery. Reconciliation is the word
that gets it back. The grammar is the same one this book has traced from its first pages, the move that keeps the
forbidden object and bolts a permitted name onto it and dares anyone to prove the gap: keep the Confederate
monument, attach the word reconciliation, and let the burden fall on whoever would argue that a bronze
mammy and a faithful slave marching to war are something other than the reconciliation they have been
named. The synthetic cause is compressed into that single relabeling, performed by the government, in order
to put a Lost Cause monument back among the graves of the Union dead.

Look harder at the word reconciliation, because the history exposes it as precisely false. A retired Army
general who served as vice chair of the commission that recommended the monument's removal, and who is
also a historian of the period, has pointed out what the word conceals. Reconciliation between North and
South had already occurred by the late 1870s, when the federal government withdrew and the former
Confederate states regained full political rights. The monument was raised in 1914, nearly four decades later,
and what it marked was a triumph rather than a reconciliation, the triumph of white supremacy and the Jim
Crow order over the brief experiment in multiracial democracy that Reconstruction had been. In the years just
after the war, more than two thousand Black men held elective office across the South, including a United
States senator from Mississippi, a state with a Black majority. By 1914, in that same state, almost no Black
citizen could vote, much less hold office, the gains having been destroyed by fraud and terror. The monument
commemorated the victory of one side of that nation over the other, not the healing of a divided nation, the
side of slavery and its successors over the side of emancipation, and it called that victory reconciliation because
reconciliation was the word that made the victory respectable. The name on the monument has always been a
lie, and restoring the monument under that name in our own day simply restores the original lie along with the
bronze.

A professor told me, years ago, that the South lost the battle but won the war, and that line has run under
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1865, decisively and at enormous cost, and the monument that stood on that pedestal for a hundred and nine
years was one of the instruments by which it won the longer war, the war over what the fighting had meant
and who deserved to be honored for it. Its removal in 2023 was a moment, rare in the long history of this
struggle, when the documented truth about the monument was allowed to govern what happened to it. The
scheduled return in 2027, under a name chosen to slip past the law, is the counterattack. On the anniversary of
the founding, the pedestal sits empty between those two events, and the country has not yet decided which of
them will turn out to have been the aberration.

The title I have given this conclusion proposes that something here can be unwon, and the claim depends
on a distinction that I have tried to hold steady throughout the book and that I want to state now as plainly as I
can. There are two different things that the Lost Cause and its inheritors have taken, and they are not equally
recoverable. One of them is gone for good. The other is not, and the difference between them is the difference
between despair and work.

What is gone for good is everything that happened. The war happened. Three quarters of a million people
died in it. Before it, for two and a half centuries, human beings were owned as property on this continent,
bought and sold and worked and bred and beaten, and the auction block where families were separated was a
real object in real towns where real money changed hands. After the war, the brief opening in which more than
two thousand Black men held elective office, including a United States senator from a state that was majority
Black, was shut by an organized campaign of fraud and terror, and the Jim Crow order that replaced it held for
the better part of another century, enforced by lynching. None of this can be undone. No remembering brings
back the dead, repairs the families that were broken, or returns the stolen decades to the people who lived
them. A book about memory has to begin by conceding that memory cannot reach the past itself, which is
sealed and beyond all our power to revise. The crimes were real, and they are permanent, and nothing written
on any wall or removed from any wall changes by a particle what was done to the people it was done to.

I want to linger on this concession, because a book that argues for hope has a duty not to cheapen the loss.
The people sold on those auction blocks did not live to see any monument come down. A man who watched
his wife and children carried off to another state never got them back, and no exhibit restored to a museum
wall reaches him or them. The Black officeholders driven from their seats by terror in the 1870s did not return
to office, and the citizens disenfranchised for the better part of a century did not get those years of self-rule
returned to them at the end. Whatever can be said about the recoverability of memory, it has to be said
alongside this, that the suffering itself is final and that the dead are not waiting to be vindicated by a better
museum label. This is the hard floor under everything hopeful in this book. The argument is not that
remembering repairs the past, because it cannot, and a memory that imagined it could would be its own kind
of falsehood. What I am claiming is narrower and more honest, that remembering is owed to the people the
past was done to, and that the forgetting compounds the original crime by erasing even the record that it
happened.

What is not gone, what remains within reach, is the memory of all this, the account the country keeps and
teaches and believes about what happened. That is the thing the Lost Cause did win. It lost the war and left the
crimes standing, yet it won the story, the long slow substitution of a noble and tragic myth for the documented
record, the relabeling of a war for slavery as a war for heritage and states' rights and a way of life. And the story,
unlike the dead, is a living thing, held in minds and books and monuments and curricula, and a living thing can

be changed by the living. This is the whole basis of the hope in this book, and it is a narrow and specific hope,
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with no false comfort in it. The past cannot be unwon because it cannot be reached. The memory of the past
can be unwon, because the memory is ours, and what was won in the first place was precisely the memory and
nothing more.

Proof that the memory can be unwon is standing in Arlington right now, in the form of the empty pedestal
itself. For a hundred and nine years the monument stood unquestioned, and the story it told was the accepted
story, and almost no one with power proposed to move it. Then enough people learned and insisted on what it
was in truth, a glorification of the men who fought to keep human beings enslaved, dressed up as
reconciliation, and in 2023 it came down. The forgetting that had protected it for a century was reversed by
patient work, the steady return to the documented facts of what the monument meant and why it had been
raised. No force accomplished this, and no flood; only enough people refusing to look away from what they
found. The fact that its return now requires ten million dollars, a special agreement with a state, and a name
carefully chosen to evade a federal law measures how far the forgetting had already been undone rather than
signaling the Lost Cause's strength, because a story that still held its old power would not need to be smuggled
back past the law in disguise.

How the forgetting was reversed the first time is the whole of the practical lesson, and it rewards precision.
The monument came down for a reason deeper than a sudden change of fashion or a passing political mood:
over years, the documented truth about it was patiently established and spread, by historians who traced its
origins to the Lost Cause campaigns of the early twentieth century, by journalists who reported what the
commission found, by the descendants of the enslaved who refused to accept that a bronze mammy was a
fitting ornament for a national cemetery, and finally by a commission that read the record and a Congress that
acted on it. None of that was dramatic, and none of it was quick, only the slow accumulation of established
fact until the weight of it became impossible for the institutions to ignore, the same unglamorous discipline
the previous chapter described, scaled up from one mind to a national reckoning. The lesson is that the
method works, that the forgetting yields to the patient return of enough people to the documented truth, and
that the yielding, when it comes, can look sudden only because the long work that produced it was invisible to
those who were not doing it. What was done once by that method can be done again, and the knowledge that
it has been done is the most useful thing this history offers.

The reason the outcome is nonetheless in doubt, the reason this is a contest and not a victory lap, is the
subject of the later half of this book, the arrival of tools for re-winning the forgetting that are more powerful
than anything the United Daughters of the Confederacy ever held. On this anniversary, the federal
government is distributing to schools and embassies a founding-themed exhibit, produced in partnership with
a conservative media outlet, that historians have criticized for blurring documented history with
machine-generated fiction, and that has fabricated historical figures speaking lines they never spoke, including
the slogan, popularized by a conservative commentator, that facts are indifferent to feelings. Consider what
that single artifact contains. It is history made by a machine, distributed by the state, aimed at children,
branded as patriotism, timed to the nation's birthday, and it invokes the authority of facts in the act of
fabricating them. Every theme of this book is folded into it, the synthetic production, the official sponsorship,
the capture of the word, the targeting of the young, the appeal to truth in the service of its opposite. The
bronze of the old machine took years to cast and raise. The new machine can fabricate a founder speaking on a

screen in an hour and put him in a thousand classrooms by morning.
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That difference in the tools deserves to be felt, not just noted, because it is the reason the old method may
not be enough this time. When the United Daughters of the Confederacy wanted to shape the memory of the
war, they had to raise money for decades, commission a sculptor, quarry stone, and persuade a cemetery to give
them ground, and the resulting monument, however false its message, was a single object in a single place that
could eventually be studied, debated, and removed. The machine that produces the founding exhibit now
needs none of that. It can generate a historical figure who speaks and moves and seems to testify, at almost no
cost, in unlimited quantity, and distribute him to every classroom and embassy at once, and it can produce ten
thousand variations faster than any commission of historians could examine a single one. The asymmetry is the
danger. The defense of the documented record relies on the slow accumulation of established fact, and the
machine is built to outproduce that accumulation, to bury every patiently established truth under a thousand
fluent fabrications before the truth can spread. Whether the old discipline can keep pace with the new
machinery is the open question on which the whole contest now turns, and it is a question that the patient
methods of the past, effective as they have been, were not designed to answer.

What the defense of the documented record requires, on this anniversary and after it, is what the previous
chapter argued and what I will compress here into the plainest terms. It requires keeping the record itself, the
archives and the documents and the recorded testimony, preserved and available, because the order that strips
an exhibit from a wall cannot easily reach the record underneath, which is why a court was able to order the
slavery panels in Philadelphia restored. The work requires returning, against every incentive to be exhausted, to
the specifics that no relabeling can launder, the secession declarations that name slavery as the cause in the
secessionists’ own words, the name of the enslaved man on the panel that was removed, the date the
monument was raised and the year a president stood to unveil it. Honoring the witnesses is part of it too, the
formerly enslaved who recorded their own accounts and the communities who carry the truth of what was
done to their ancestors, because no machine, however fluent, can manufacture a true witness to an event that
did not occur. And it requires a kind of courage that the comfortable forgetting is designed to make costly, the
willingness to be the unwelcome voice that says, in a room that would rather not hear it, that the war was
fought for slavery and that the monument honors the men who fought .

None of this is the work of governments or historians alone, and the responsibility cannot be left to them,
because the forgetting does its work in ordinary rooms, among ordinary people, one comfortable evasion at a
time. The Lost Cause survived through millions of small accommodations more than through monuments,
the teacher who softened the cause of the war to avoid a difficult conversation, the family that passed down the
heritage and left out the slavery, the neighbor who let the flag stand for pride because objecting seemed rude.
The remembering will have to be done the same way, in the same rooms, by people willing to introduce the
documented fact where the comfortable myth has settled. To say, when the subject arises, that the war was
fought to preserve slavery, and to be able to say where that is written down, is a civic act available to anyone.
To decline the flattering version of the family story, to teach a child the harder truth alongside the founding
pride, to refuse the small evasions that keep the forgetting alive, these are not grand gestures, and they are
exactly where the contest is won or lost. The machinery and the monuments matter, but underneath them the
real ground is the ordinary conversation, and that ground is held or surrendered by ordinary people who
decide, each on their own, whether the comfortable forgetting is worth the truth it costs.

I will not pretend to know whether a people willing to do this in sufficient numbers still exists, because I do

not, and a book that has insisted on facticity for three hundred pages cannot end by manufacturing a hopeful
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one. The forces arrayed against the documented record are formidable and growing, the machinery is cheap
and tireless, the exhaustion it produces is real, and the cynicism it cultivates is comfortable in a way that the
discipline of facts can never be. It is entirely possible that the empty pedestal will be filled again, that the
renamed monument will go back among the graves in 2027, that the machine-made founders will settle into
the curricula, and that the forgetting will be re-won more thoroughly than before. Nothing in the present
moment guarantees otherwise. But uncertain is not the same as lost, and the case I have made is not that the
truth will prevail, only that it can, because the one advantage the other side can never acquire is the one that
finally matters, which is that what they deny is real and what they assert is not.

The honest position, then, holds two things at once that the moment pressures us to separate. The first is
that there is no guarantee, that the forces of forgetting are powerful and well funded and newly armed, and
that a clear-eyed look at the present offers no assurance the documented truth will hold. Anyone who tells a
reassuring story about the inevitable triumph of truth is selling the same false comfort, from the other
direction, that the Lost Cause sells. The second thing, held in the same hand, is that the situation is not
hopeless, because the truth has a structural advantage that no funding or machinery can purchase, which is
correspondence to what happened, and because the forgetting has been reversed before by ordinary means and
can be again. To despair is as much a failure of facticity as to be complacent, since despair asserts a certainty
about the future that the facts do not support. The future is wide open. The monument may go back or it may
not, the machine-made history may take hold or it may be refused, and which of these occurs is not written
anywhere yet, because it depends on choices that have not been made, by people who are still free to make
them otherwise. That openness offers no comfort, exactly, yet it is the truth, and it is the only honest ground
on which to stand and work.

It helps to remember that the contest is happening in the open, on the same calendar, in plain view. The
anniversary that is about to fill the National Mall with fireworks is also the occasion for the reopening of a
museum honoring the more than two hundred thousand Black soldiers who fought to end slavery and
preserve the Union, and for the courts to order, by this same Fourth of July, that the exhibits on slavery and
Indigenous history be restored to the national parks from which they were stripped. Two versions of the
country are racing toward the same date, the cleansed and the documented, each trying to be in place for the
celebration. The anniversary is a live battlefield, not a settled tableau of a finished nation, on which the
question of what two and a half centuries contained is being fought in real time, and the existence of the fight
is itself a kind of answer, because a forgetting that had fully succeeded would draw no opposition at all.

So I come back, at the end, to the distinction that the whole book has been built to establish, between the
fact and the memory of the fact. The fact does not need us. The auction block happened whether or not its
image hangs on a wall, the war was fought for slavery whether or not an exhibit is permitted to say so, the men
buried under that pedestal took up arms against their country to keep other human beings in chains, and all of
this remains exactly what it was, sealed in the record, indifferent to every relabeling, untouched by the loudest
manufactured consensus. Memory, though, needs us entirely, because a fact that no living person holds exerts
no force in the world, and the work of remembering is the only work that can give the sealed and permanent
facts their power among the living again. What can be unwon is the forgetting, and only the forgetting, and
that is a smaller thing than undoing the past, which cannot be done. It is also enough, because the forgetting is

the whole of what was won.

The Synthetic Cause 125



I have called this book The Synthetic Cause because the thing it describes is a manufactured one, the
deliberate construction of a false memory to replace a true one, assembled first from bronze and textbook and
now from code. A synthetic cause has one permanent weakness, which is that it is synthetic, made up,
unmoored from what happened, and that weakness is also the reason it must work so hard, spend so much,
and lie so constantly to maintain itself. The truth needs no machine to keep it true; it needs only to be found,
and held, and said, by people who care more for what happened than for what would be comfortable to
believe. That is a smaller and a harder thing than the machinery arrayed against it, and it is also, in the end, the
only thing that has ever beaten a lie.

The pedestal in Arlington is empty as I write this. In a few days the country will celebrate itself, and the
spot will stay bare through the celebration, and sometime after that a decision will be made about what stands
there, and under what name, and what the people who pass it will be allowed to understand. The South lost
the battle and won the war, the professor said, and he was right about both. What he did not say, because it was
not his to say, is that a war won by forgetting is the one kind of war that can be fought again, and won again,
by the side that lost it, through the oldest and most stubborn act available to a free people, the refusal to stop
looking at what is true. The pedestal is empty. What goes back onto it has not been decided, and it will be
decided by us, and that, in the end, is the whole of the hope and the whole of the work.
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before a word of it was written. A book that defends the documented record is, in the end, a debt to the people
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A Note on Sources

This book is written as an argument rather than a catalogue, yet an argument about facticity is obliged to show
its work. It carries no numbered markers in the body, where they would break the reading, and gathers its
sourcing into the notes that follow, keyed by chapter to the claims most likely to be doubted or attacked.
Those notes are not exhaustive. They name the principal documents, rulings, reports, and works of scholarship
on which each chapter rests, a map back to the record for anyone wishing to check a quotation, a date, a figure,
or a characterization. Where the book quotes a public figure, a court, an executive order, or a historical
document, it quotes the public version. The Confederacy's own statements of its cause, the secession
declarations and the Cornerstone Speech, are short and widely available, as are the executive orders, the
naming commission's report, and the rulings of the courts; the works of history the book leans on, above all the
scholarship that dismantled the Lost Cause account of Reconstruction, are given in the bibliography. For the
contemporary material, the fabricated networks of accounts, the provenance standards, and the figures on
synthetic media, the book relies on reporting and technical documentation that change quickly, and the dates
in the text and notes are the place to begin in tracing them. The whole case rests on the claim that the record

can be checked, and the apparatus below exists so that it can be.
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Notes on the Evidence

Introduction and Chapter One. Arlington's published history supplies the cemetery material: the first military
burial, that of Private William Christman of Pennsylvania, on May 13, 1864; the founding of Freedman's Village on
the estate's grounds; and the unbroken guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, maintained without
interruption since July 2, 1937. The argument that the enslaved were agents of their own freedom draws on W. E. B.
Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America (1935), and Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished
Revolution (1988); the figure of more than two thousand Black officeholders during Reconstruction is Foner's. For
the life of Harriet Tubman, including the Combahee River raid of June 1863 and the back pay voted in her honor
in 2003, ninety years after her death in 1913, see Catherine Clinton, Harriet Tubman: The Road to Freedom
(2004), and Kate Clifford Larson, Bound for the Promised Land (2004).

Chapter Two. That Confederate monument-building clustered in the Jim Crow decades and again during the civil
rights backlash, rather than in the years just after the war, follows the Southern Poverty Law Center's survey Whose
Heritage? Public Symbols of the Confederacy (2016 and later editions) and the Equal Justice Initiative's
documentation of lynching. Alexander Stephens delivered the Cornerstone Speech in Savannah on March 21, 1861,
quoted here from the public text, and the secession declarations of Mississippi, South Carolina, Georgia, and Texas
are quoted from their published originals. On the textbook campaign of the United Daughters of the Confederacy
and the standards associated with Mildred Lewis Rutherford, see David Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War
in American Memory (2001).

Chapter Three. The comparison to the German Dolchstofilegende, the stab-in-the-back myth that followed the
First World War, rests on the standard histories of the Weimar period and is offered as a structural parallel, with its

points of difference marked in the text.

Chapter Four. Fort Liberty reverted to Fort Bragg in February 2025, attributed to Private First Class Roland L.
Bragg of Maine, a Silver Star recipient at the Battle of the Bulge, as documented by the Department of Defense.
Speaking at Fort Bragg on June 10, 2025, the president named the bases to be restored and said aloud, in that list,
Fort Robert E. Lee; the moment survives in the public transcript and in contemporaneous reporting by the
Associated Press, Time, and Newsweek. The substitute honoree at Fort Lee, Private Fitz Lee, a Buffalo Soldier
awarded the Medal of Honor for rescuing wounded comrades under fire in Cuba during the Spanish-American
War, is documented by the Army. On the prohibition against substitute names sharing a surname with a
Confederate honoree, see the Naming Commission's 2022 report, which used the example of an Edwin Bragg
standing in for Braxton Bragg. Cost figures, the six to eight million dollars for the Bragg reversion and the wider
renaming totals, come from Pentagon estimates and Associated Press reporting. The House Armed Services
Committee adopted the Strickland amendment to the fiscal 2027 defense authorization bill by twenty-nine votes to
twenty-seven on June S, 2026, reported by Roll Call and The Hill; the parallel provision in the fiscal 2026 bill was

removed in final negotiations under a threatened veto, as Roll Call reported in December 2025.

Chapter Five. Louisiana v. Callais, No. 24-109, was decided on April 29, 2026, by six votes to three, the majority
opinion by Justice Alito and the dissent by Justice Kagan joined by Justices Sotomayor and Jackson; it was argued
on March 24, 2025, and reargued on October 15, 2025. Kagan's quoted phrases, that the decision renders Section 2
all but a dead letter, that the majority's revisions eviscerate the law, that the Court holds the Voting Rights Act must
be brought low to make the world safe for partisan gerrymanders, that a state may without legal consequence
systematically dilute minority citizens' voting power, and that absent smoking-gun evidence of a racial motive, an
almost fanciful prospect, Section 2 will play no role, are taken from the published dissent. The supporting line of
cases runs through Shelby County v. Holder (2013), Rucho v. Common Cause (2019), and Allen v. Milligan
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(2023).

Chapter Six. The Confederate Memorial was removed from Arlington in December 2023; its planned
reinstallation, at an estimated cost near ten million dollars with a target of 2027, and the Secretary of Defense's
description of the removal as the work of woke lemmings, are drawn from Associated Press reporting and the
Department of Defense. Its sculptor, Moses Ezekiel, and its iconography are described in the cemetery's own

records.

Chapter Seven. The Treasury announced in April 2016 that Harriet Tubman would replace Andrew Jackson on
the twenty-dollar note; the decade of delay that followed, the Secretary's refusals to commit to the redesign, and the
Treasury Inspector General's 2019 review finding no documentary order to halt the project are recorded in
Treasury statements and the Inspector General's report. For the technical realities of currency redesign, the security

features and the production sequence, see the materials of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.

Chapter Eight. The amplification of a single entertainer's political posts on the platform X by a large network of
inauthentic accounts is drawn from the analysis by the firm Cyabra, reported by Politico in February 2026, which
identified 18,784 inauthentic accounts, about a third of those in its sample and a higher share at the peak; allies of
the figures involved disputed the finding, and the text marks it as contested.

Chapter Nine. Machine-generated counterfeit historical photographs, including fabricated images of Black men in
Confederate uniform, are documented by the historian Kevin M. Levin, author of Searching for Black
Confederates (2019), who has tracked such images and warned that they will soon be indistinguishable from
genuine Civil War photographs. The fabricated images of the president among Black supporters, and the synthetic
video depicting Martin Luther King endorsing a candidate, appear in reporting on machine-generated political
media. The viral Shrimp Jesus images and the Sora-generated videos that circulated during the 2025 government

shutdown are documented as instances of the genre now called slop.

Chapter Ten. The 2024 annulment of a European presidential election after the discovery of a coordinated
network of inauthentic accounts refers to the Romanian Constitutional Court’s voiding of that country's
presidential vote. That automated traftic surpassed human traftic on the web is drawn from the Imperva, now
Thales, Bad Bot Report; the estimate that a majority of newly published web articles were machine-generated by
2025 comes from the analysis by Graphite; the projection that as much as ninety percent of online content might be
synthetic by 2026 is a Europol estimate from 2022. The flood the zone strategy is associated with Steve Bannon, and
the firehose of falsehood model with the RAND Corporation's 2016 study of Russian propaganda. The rise in
documented incidents involving synthetic content, from roughly fifty a month at the start of the decade to roughly
five hundred a month by early 2026, is drawn from the OECD's Al Incidents and Hazards Monitor.

Chapter Eleven. Executive Order 14253, Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History, was issued on March
27, 2025; its text, the subsequent review of Smithsonian exhibitions, and the litigation over federal historical

exhibits are matters of public and court record.

Chapter Twelve and the Conclusion. The philosophical argument draws on Hannah Arendt, The Origins of
Totalitarianism (1951), and her essay Truth and Politics (1967), for the distinction between factual and rational
truth and the observation that power can destroy factual truth without being able to replace it. The estimate that
deepfake files shared online rose from roughly half a million in 2023 to a projected eight million by 2025 is from

DeepMedia, a figure also cited in Europol's 2025 assessment of internet-enabled organised crime.
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Questions for Discussion

1. The book defines facticity as the reality of what happened, prior to interpretation. Where does the line fall
between a fact and an interpretation of it, and how should a reader tell the difference when the two are presented

together?

2. The phrase "the laundering grammar” describes keeping a forbidden meaning while attaching an innocent name
to it. Beyond the examples in the book, where else does this pattern appear in public life, and what makes it so hard

to expose?

3. Renaming the Arlington monument a "Reconciliation Monument" is offered as the book's central example. Is
renaming a thing the same as changing it, and when, if ever, is a new name an honest description rather than a

disguise?

4. The book draws a hard distinction between what was lost, which cannot be undone, and what was won in
memory, which can be reversed. Is that distinction persuasive, and does it hold for historical wrongs other than the

ones the book examines?

S. Hannah Arendt argued that the aim of the most effective propaganda is to destroy the difference between true
and false, leaving a public that believes everything and nothing. How close is the present moment to that condition,

and what would tell us?

6. Exposing a lie, the book argues, often costs the liar nothing, because the audience takes refuge in cynicism. If
fact-checking does not change minds, what does, and how should a person answer a lie that has already been
believed?

7. The effort to certify what is real, through signed records of origin, is described as helping at the margin and failing

at the center. Can a technology ever solve a problem of trust, or is that always finally a human task?

8. The Confederacy's own documents, the secession declarations and the Cornerstone Speech, are treated as settling
the question of the war's cause. Why have those documents proved so easy to ignore, and what would it take for

them to be widely read?

9. The line the book draws between healthy historical debate and the denial of facticity rests on whether an
argument respects the evidence. How should a reader, or a teacher, hold that line without shutting down legitimate

disagreement?

10. The book ends by arguing that the defense of the truth is finally carried out by ordinary people in ordinary
rooms, one conversation at a time. Is that a realistic hope against the scale of the machinery the book describes, and

what would make it more than a consolation?

11. The synthetic front uses machines to fabricate history at a volume no earlier propaganda could match. Do the

speed and scale of the new tools change the problem in kind, or only in degree?

12. The documented record, the book insists, must be preserved and kept available, and destroying it is the one form
of the lie that might be permanent. Whose responsibility is it to keep the record, and what is lost when that
responsibility is neglected?
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