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			Praise for American Rule

			“If you enjoy writer and political analyst Jared Yates Sexton’s tweets, you’ll appreciate his new book, American Rule: How a Nation Conquered the World but Failed Its People. It focuses on the events in history that led us to where we are today—a nation that repeatedly claims ‘this is not who we are’ when this is, actually, how we are.”

			—Marie Claire, “Best Political Books of 2020”

			“Exceptional . . . Think of American Rule as a modern companion to Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States—books that, if our public education system was honest with itself, would be required in high school curriculum.”

			—Big Think

			“Jared Yates Sexton unmasks the horrors of the Trump era—and the fictions that have been created to whitewash them—by rooting them in the stories we have told ourselves for two centuries to hide away the white supremacy, violent conquest and subjugation, xenophobia, nativist nationalism, and plutocracy that have periodically darkened our history. A historical strip-mining that’s as brutal as the past it uncovers—and the present political moment it lays bare.”

			—Greg Sargent, author of An Uncivil War: Taking Back Our Democracy in an Age of Trumpian Disinformation and Thunderdome Politics

			“Coming to terms with the aftermath of Trump’s election in 2016, Jared Yates Sexton, like so many, realized he had been taught a deeply partial version of American history, one that couldn’t explain where the country had suddenly found itself. Impressively researched, vividly written, impassioned, and ambitious, American Rule tells the other side of the story, offering a counter-history that resists received narratives and takes a bold, urgent step toward reframing the histories of America the nation chose to tell itself.”

			—Sarah Churchwell, author of Behold, America: The Entangled History of “America First” and “The American Dream”

			“[American Rule] surveys the leaders and policies of American rule from the Founding Fathers to now, laying bare a collective, consistent, centuries-long gaslighting of the American people. . . . Sexton’s writing is to be praised for its lack of equivocation. He calls the immoral immoral, the unethical unethical. The reading is uncomfortable yet necessary. Sexton’s well-executed project of looking at American history with radical candor is meant to make us more patriotic, not less; only with clear eyes do we have a chance of fulfilling America’s promise.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Sexton, a professor of creative writing at Georgia Southern University, exposes the myth of American exceptionalism in this searing account. . . . Sexton’s survey of American political history is taut and tart. . . . An unflinching and well-crafted takedown of the nationalist rhetoric that fueled Trump’s rise.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Sexton continues to serve as a historical myth buster, tackling the belief of America as a fair and just government of the people, and portraying instead a broken system built by and for white elites. . . . Sexton is effective at drawing parallels between contemporary politics and historic events. . . . Recommended primarily for those concerned by the tone and direction of American politics and seeking a better understanding of the question on which the book is framed: ‘How did we get here?’ ”

			—Library Journal

			“A ‘chronicle of oppression’ that makes a rousing counter to the usual celebratory narratives of the American past.”

			—Kirkus Reviews
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE FOR THE PAPERBACK EDITION

			The attempted coup of January 6, 2021, was shocking but entirely predictable. Since entering the political sphere six years prior and waxing nostalgic for “the good old days” when his critics could be assaulted, beaten, and intimidated into silence, Donald Trump had constructed a vicious and dangerously devoted cult more than willing to visit violence upon anyone their leader chose. Trump’s inherent dangers were obvious. That so many looked away and reassured themselves that he would be contained once elected is only proof of how truly vulnerable we are.

			For years, anyone Trump highlighted—whether Democratic rivals, journalists, or even Republicans who stepped out of line—received death threats, constant and unceasing harassment, and, in smattered instances, actual attempts on their lives. He weaponized lies, vacillating from ridiculous topics like the attendance at his events to society-destroying falsehoods that a generational pandemic was “a hoax” or that a free and fair election was an international conspiracy to destroy America. In an already chaotic and tumultuous moment, he primed his followers for bloodshed.

			Like so much of Trump’s damned legacy, the coup itself was strange and confusing. The crowd was composed of different strains of supporters with bizarre, occasionally intermingling and conflicting motivations. There were the MAGA-ites who took Trump at his word and came to Washington, DC, to fight for their beloved, supposedly imperiled president. The wealthy supporters who chartered private jets and livestreamed their participation while directing viewers to support their private businesses. Devotees of the burgeoning conspiracy theory and nascent secular religion QAnon played a prominent role as they struck back at what they claimed was a satanic pedophile ring that controlled the world. The basis of their paranoid reality was a new and technologically adept echo of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion and the New World Order narrative of the 1990s.

			The moment was disturbing. Capitol police were both assaulted and seemed, in some instances, to stand down and let the insurrectionists flood the chambers of Congress. There were chants to execute Vice President Mike Pence, whom Trump himself had criticized by name at an earlier rally. A gallows was erected on the lawn, and there were many who were interested in putting it to use. As pictures of random actors taking over the floors of Congress played on cable television, there were incoming reports that pipe bombs had been found outside the building, as well as near the Republican and Democratic National Committee headquarters.

			The bombs were a reminder—even as talking heads on the networks and pundits online wondered if what we were watching was an actual coup attempt or political theater—of the real peril of the moment. Despite the outrageous dress and beliefs of some of the participants, among the crowd were focused and dangerous people. Investigations after the fact have revealed trained militias and outfits communicating via encrypted channels, funded by untraceable benefactors, operating based on detailed plans and schematics, and, in one documented case, discussing the mass murder of Congress by locking them in tunnels and gassing them to death. Like Trump, with his sideshow, reality-TV antics, all of the buffoonery and cartoonishness only served to hide the very real danger they represented.

			It was a maelstrom of bewildering motivations and drives, a dizzying mixture of performance, grift, and bloodlust that created an ominous spectacle. In that moment, it was impossible to ignore just how fragile democratic institutions are, how perilously close we are to plunging into the fascistic abyss. It felt like a turning point—and at this moment of crisis, as we stand on the precipice of great change . . . we are still terribly, terribly lost in confusing and conflicting illusions.

			

			★

			Having completed the initial draft of American Rule in early 2020, I couldn’t help but connect the ideas in the book to the onset of the coronavirus pandemic. After tracing the history of America’s mythologies from the founding to modern times, I watched the unfolding tragedy with depressed certainty of how it would play out. The Right’s attacks on science and shared reality in the twentieth century had resulted in disastrous consequences. To protect corporations and scuttle any addressing of issues like climate change, the Republican Party had spent years relentlessly undermining support of experts. In fighting tooth and nail against healthcare reform, they hobbled America’s ability to care for its citizens. And, in perpetuating evangelical-tinged conspiracy theories of satanic plots, targeting vulnerable populations like Asian Americans with racist and xenophobic scapegoating, and continually framing all politics as an apocalyptic showdown, they helped inspire a large swathe of Americans who believed the pandemic itself was either a chemical weapon unleashed by our rivals or entirely fictional, that efforts to fight the disease were either fronts for installing the Mark of the Beast in Christians or psychological operations focused on breaking the will of the people.

			The pandemic was a perfect storm. A grift of a presidency, completely unconcerned with protecting Americans or providing even the semblance of leadership, continually gaslit the public while deaths mounted. While no strategy to contain the disease emerged, leaders seemed indifferent to the welfare of the people but obsessed with reopening the country’s businesses, some going so far as to say the nation’s elderly would be happy to sacrifice their lives for their children and grandchildren’s economic outlooks. Tech companies that profited from addicting users to radicalizing misinformation split reality by demographic lines. Meanwhile, the wealthiest of the wealthy grew their fortunes by trillions as the population faced the prospect of eviction and starvation.

			This overwhelming tragedy was the culmination of generations’ worth of mismanagement and lies. As of this writing, more than 500,000 Americans have died from the coronavirus, and the crisis has stretched to nearly a year. Even with vaccines in circulation, it is still unclear when we might return to “normal.”

			Of course, that “normal” was never normal. Throughout American history, the wealthy and powerful have used the very idea of a “normal” to plunder our wealth and limit our freedom. The illusion that American Rule traces and defines, this myth of American exceptionalism, is flickering and revealing itself more and more as an illusion every single day. Our inability to correct our course; this constant, traumatic death march of a pandemic; the rise of white supremacist terrorism; the obvious and irrefutable racial violence captured on cell-phone cameras and circulated on social media; this shambling, fraud of a presidency that was obsessed only with dismantling government as a public good—all have made the truth behind the illusion even more apparent.

			The looming question: What happens when a nation soaked through with nationalistic myths falters? While researching this book, I found the unsettling precedents, both inside America and abroad. In moments of uncertainty and strife, when these myths are challenged, dangerous movements arise that seek to resuscitate them with metaphorical resurrection and literal violence. It is no coincidence we are seeing paramilitary groups invading our capitals, brandishing semiautomatic rifles in public, rallying alienated and frustrated young men to causes larger than themselves with promises of glory and strength in numbers. All of this is so familiar as to be utterly unnerving.

			We see echoes of history at every turn. In the summer of 2020 we watched yet another civil rights movement expand as Black Lives Matter protests flooded our streets and Americans fought against systemic racism in our institutions. And, just as predictably, the old conspiracy theories quickly reared their heads. Just as the Right had claimed Martin Luther King Jr. and his fellow protesters were agents of Communist interference, the right-wing media ecosystem was afire with words like socialist, Marxist, Antifa, radicals. Once more, the old anti-Semitic tropes were dusted off as George Soros was accused of funding and focusing the Black Lives Matter movement as a means of destabilizing America. These baseless claims never once attempted to reckon with the moment, the debilitating crises, or the ideas or people they defamed. It was more than enough to simply mark those who disagreed with them as an “other,” or definitely un-American.

			These weaponized conspiracy theories grew in size and scope alongside the BLM movement, almost like reflections in a dark mirror. With its mixture of disinformation and confusion, the pandemic helped accelerate the spread of QAnon through social media, stretching from the obscure corners of forum culture and YouTube to ensnare evangelicals, New Age adherents, suburban mothers, and older Americans who had seen the peak of the American empire and now wondered how we had fallen on such hard times. QAnon, like Trumpism, its sibling mythology, provided an answer to the same question the Protocols of the Elders of Zion and the twin narratives of the New World Order and Deep State had concerned themselves with: How could a nation chosen by God and the universe falter?

			To these groups, the answer is always the same and has been for millennia now. They blame the state within the state and whatever form that takes. Almost always it involves Jewish puppet masters, liberal traitors, and people of color who are easily manipulated and need to be controlled by benevolent white protectors. It is the cyclical story of America, from the founding to the Confederacy to the Red Scare to the peoples’ movements of the 1960s and 1970s to the intentional splitting of reality in the 1990s. Even if the steps seem strange and foreign, we still know them by physical and psychic memory.

			Whether the truth is comfortable or not, we are watching a violent and dreadful history play itself out on our televisions in live and dazzling color.

			

			★

			Before Donald Trump vacated the White House, one of his last acts was to release a report prepared by the so-called 1776 Commission. Thrown together in September 2020, the 1776 Commission was a right-wing answer to a trend toward an honest history that deals with America’s legacy of white supremacy, its crimes and cruelties, and its attempts to portray the nation realistically and maturely—efforts like this one, the 1619 Project, and any of the emerging accounts that actually seek to wrestle with America’s complicated and disturbing past. The hastily prepared report was meant to be an antidote to this movement and attempted to reestablish and protect the notion of American exceptionalism. Its preparation was dubious and its biases obvious—in a section concerning challenges to America it listed “progressivism” alongside fascism and slavery—but the effort itself denotes a possible way forward. This time, America might break out of this destructive cycle.

			The desperation of the report and its hurried release is meaningful. For Trump and the Right to push back so hard and so transparently against this assertion of uncomfortable truths, to push pseudohistory as a remedy and to defend poisonous symbols of it, including statues of Confederate generals erected in the wake of the Lost Cause mythology, is an alarming tell.

			The illusion of American exceptionalism is brittle.

			What I found in researching this book is that the actual history of America is easily uncovered with even a cursory attempt. There was so much waiting just under the surface, and all I had to do was scratch. The mythology relies on Americans living passively and accepting the stories they are told, the narratives that place the Founding Fathers and figures like Abraham Lincoln as secular saints, and that portray our abuses and crimes as well-meaning attempts to make the world safe for democracy and freedom. These are fairy tales. Intentionally simplified stories that allow Americans to continue playing a role in exploiting people here and abroad for their own comfort and profit. Their perpetuation and existence rely explicitly on a people remaining unwilling and violently opposed to finding the truth.

			The 1776 Commission’s report was sloppy, but it was never meant to be a sterling record. It was created hastily to stand as an alternative explanation to the burgeoning field of reconsidered American history, a stack of sandbags thrown in front of a building flood. There is no serious defense of American exceptionalism. It is propaganda, not history.

			What we are facing, and what the presidency of Donald Trump, the pandemic, and the coup attempt have made clear, is a moment wherein the mythology is fading and those who have used it for their own purposes will protect and reinforce it by any means, including violence. This is the essence of fascism.

			American Rule grew from a question that dominated the Trump years, starting with his election. “How did we get here?” Now since his defeat in November 2020 and the swearing in of Joe Biden as the forty-sixth president of the United States, the question I seem to be getting more and more is whether Trump was the worst of the crisis or if this moment is simply the calm before the storm.

			In early 2021, it feels like both could be true. Donald Trump losing his bid for reelection and his attempted coup being defeated are amazing triumphs by the American people. But Biden’s inauguration was anything but normal. Even as the themes of unity and healing dominated the proceedings, attendants wore masks because the pandemic was at its worst, and tens of thousands of National Guard troops lined the streets of Washington, DC, which had been reinforced with chain-link fences, checkpoints, and military encampments. All it took to understand the severity of the problem was to turn from the spectacle and look in any direction.

			We may have seen the peak of American neofascism or we might have watched its birth pangs. That decision is ours to make. Simply believing we are captives to unfurling history and viewers of a spectacle playing out on our screens will only exacerbate the crisis. To treat this as a television show would mean acquiescing to the erosion of society and possibly the death of liberal democracy.

			But we are not captives and we are not merely viewers. If we are to have a better future, we must learn from our past and remember our power. As unprecedented as our situation feels, it has clear precursors, among them the Gilded Age, the Great Depression, the rise of fascism, and the culture wars of the mid-twentieth century. Our past is littered with systemic violence, with policies that prop up the already rich and powerful at the expense of all others—and comforting myths of equality and exceptionalism that keep us divided, complacent, powerless.

			The work begins when we see those manipulations and those lies for what they are. In rejecting the divisive and prejudiced manipulations of the wealthy and powerful, we can find solidarity with others who are harmed by these systems. But change can take flight once that work is done and a common language and understanding can be found between peoples who grasp how they have been misled. Only by understanding our past can we understand our present and determine our future.

			The stakes, honestly, have never been higher.

			—Jared Yates Sexton, March 2021

		

	
		
			
			

			It is well that we keep in mind the fact that not all of American history is recorded. And in some ways we are fortunate that it isn’t, for if it were, we might become so chagrined by the discrepancies which exist between our democratic ideals and our social reality that we’d soon lose heart. Perhaps this is why we possess two basic versions of American history: one which is written and as neatly stylized as ancient myth, and the other unwritten and as chaotic and full of contradictions, changes of pace, and surprises as life itself.

			—RALPH ELLISON, Going to the Territory, 1986

		

	
		
			★    ★    ★

			Prologue

			On the first anniversary of the disastrous election of 2016, I drove a few hours to a discussion about my recent book chronicling the rise of Donald Trump’s movement, The People Are Going to Rise Like the Waters Upon Your Shore: A Story of American Rage. It was a cold and rainy night, and the audience came dressed for warmth and armed with questions about the sorry state of political affairs. Like most Americans, they were starving for hope. Already they were dismayed by Trump’s cruel presidency and questioning whether the America they had known and loved would ever return. I did my best to give cogent, interesting answers, grabbed a coffee for the road, and braved the drizzle to find my car.

			As I was about to step into the shimmering street, a hand landed on my shoulder. I jumped. I’d been getting death threats for months. People had shown up at my house in the middle of the night, and hardly a day passed where I didn’t receive an odd, fascist message detailing murderous fantasies. When I spun around, I half expected to find a jackbooted neo-Nazi thug looking to make good on those threats. Instead, it was a kind-faced middle-aged woman I recognized from the crowd.

			“I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, “but I had a question. Something I didn’t want to ask in front of anyone else.”

			“Sure,” I said, gripping my to-go coffee for the heat.

			“I have to ask . . . is this the end of America?”

			Since lighting off on the campaign trail in 2015 and watching Trump form a movement girded by white identity politics and despotic rhetoric, a movement unburdened by shame or the onus of truth, I’d been wondering the same thing. It was an anxiety I never wanted to give voice to lest I gift it weight. A man like Donald Trump winning the presidency meant that something was very, very wrong with the United States of America.

			Before I could answer, the woman asked another question: “How did we get here?”

			This one I had covered. I’d been answering it at every book tour stop and in every interview. I rattled off something about the radicalization of the Republican Party, the effects of polarization, the media’s insatiable desire to turn politics into entertainment, the corrosive influence of new technologies, and the betrayal of the American people by a government bought and sold. It all came out in a practiced stream that sounded rehearsed and performed.

			The stranger winced. “Yeah,” she reluctantly agreed, “that makes sense, but how did all that happen? How did we get here?”

			

			★

			I wrestled with that on my long drive home. For the most part, I could trace the explanation through Richard Nixon, the civil rights movement and social revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s, and the struggle of the Cold War. But as I continued to think about it, that story devolved into simplistic parody. Over the course of those hours on the road, I realized that while I had a working understanding of American history that I’d gleaned through the years, I lacked a deeper grasp. The history I understood was the history featured in television shows, popular movies, textbooks that meant to guide students with as few bumps along the way as possible.

			The past year had proven that this history didn’t work anymore. When Trump’s victory was added at the end as yet another twist, the narrative I’d subscribed to lost all sense and meaning. The arc of time that I’d heard spoken about so eloquently fractured under the weight. I could explain Trump’s victory politically, demographically, and socially, but historically, I was at a loss.

			By the time I pulled into my driveway in Georgia the next day, I had resolved to overcome my ignorance and relearn history from the very beginning. I had learned dates and surface-level details about the most important events, amassed an extensive repertoire of facts about wars and leading figures, but was lacking in a coherent and comprehensive understanding. What I knew was a privileged version of history that had been crafted to showcase America as the moral protagonist of a larger narrative—and now that narrative had all but collapsed.

			I knew American history but needed to learn the history of America.

			

			★

			I grew up in a rural Indiana community in a poor family of factory workers and laborers. Coming of age in the 1980s, I was surrounded by all the pageantry of idyllic America. Every Fourth of July a giant parade flowed through the center of my sleepy town. My neighbors waved bright American flags as bands played “The Stars and Stripes Forever” and “God Bless America.” In school I was taught that an exceptional country founded by revolutionary fathers conquered a continent, overcame its vices in a terrible civil war, and then healed to spread its message of freedom and liberty to every corner of the globe. My family was impoverished, dysfunctional, abusive, but at least I’d been lucky enough to be born in the United States of America, a divine blessing repeated by my elders and teachers and stressed by my preacher every Sunday morning as he pounded his pulpit.

			Reality is an odd thing. We see the world through the prism imposed upon us. When I talk about my childhood, both in the church and in abusive households, people often react in horror. They can’t believe I didn’t suspect something was wrong, that I didn’t intuitively understand reality was different from the world I languished in. But without the necessary context and without needed exposure to the outside world, I was trapped. I didn’t know there was a way out because I didn’t know there was somewhere to escape to.

			Despite our indoctrination, my family still understood that not everything was perfect. Our financial and personal struggles nodded toward some underlying problem. The way the world worked around us didn’t make sense. If America was a faultless country operating based on God’s will, then how were we, his chosen people, still suffering? Why were our jobs disappearing? Why was our town deteriorating?

			To my family, the answer was a conspiracy theory that appeared across the country, a supernatural narrative that cemented America as God’s chosen nation and pitted it against an evil other responsible for our ills. The story was both organic and manufactured by political messaging, popular culture, and rhetorical appeals by evangelical leaders. It was the kind of myth that races through populations like a runaway virus.

			In our evangelical church, sermons painted America as beset on all sides by sinister forces. In my church, Satan wasn’t merely a metaphor but a literal evil being who could appear at any moment and was actively gathering an army of the wicked to wage an unholy war. That army was nebulous and constantly changing. Our preacher referred to an ill-defined “they” we were warned to avoid. In hushed, closed-door conversations, however, the people around me were more specific. Satan’s army was everyone outside of our church, outside of our sleepy town, outside of the United States of America, and even some within who had fallen under the spell of the devilish trickster. They were people who didn’t look like us. Who didn’t think like us. People we needed to be ready to fight and kill when the Second Coming arrived and the battle for the end of the world commenced.

			A firm believer in this myth, my grandmother bought cabinets full of books dedicated to understanding the evil conspiracy, a plot by an international cabal obsessed with destroying America and its Christians, a plot that mirrored the Book of Revelation, which our preachers turned to more than any other volume in the Bible. In these worn and well-parsed paperbacks, ordered from catalogs and picked up secondhand at yard sales, our evangelical faith merged with the occult and American history, creating a mystical reality where spiritual and civic warfare raged every single day.

			I had no way of knowing I was a member of a cult. As in other cults, our leaders demanded we ignore dissenting voices and alternate sources of information. We were told to scorn culture and remain ideologically pure. We were under attack, after all, and even listening to a song on the radio or catching the wrong movie at the theater downtown could give Satan his opportunity to pounce. To exist in God’s good graces, we had to rely on our leaders, remain obedient, and never, ever question the gospel of American history.

			It wasn’t until years later that I was able to escape that world and understand its true nature. I’d been a member of what I now call the Cult of the Shining City: a white identity evangelicalism rooted in the myth of American exceptionalism, a myth that has co-opted the United States of America and, by proxy, the rest of the world. That nationalistic, white identity evangelicalism has corrupted American religion and all but broken our politics.

			In 2016, as I watched the people from my past throw themselves into the thrall of Donald Trump, an embarrassing reality television star, I knew something bizarre was happening. Conversations with supporters at Trump’s rallies reminded me of the stories that had defined my childhood; now they had evolved into something larger and more sinister. A year later, that long drive home sent me down the path to a deeper understanding.

			

			★

			The moment we find ourselves in today is the result of a long line of decisions to advantage the wealthy and powerful—primarily the white and wealthy—and position the United States as the dominant influence in world affairs through one strategic manipulation after another. The narrative of American exceptionalism, beginning with the founding of the United States, has provided cover for aristocracy at home and imperialism abroad. Over time, it has grown more complicated and contradictory, distorting reality and tearing our understanding of the world to pieces. Now, trapped in a cycle of self-mythology and atrocity, Americans feel immobilized and confused, incapable of change and troubled by a moment inundated with inconsistencies, contradictions, and outright nonsense.

			That discomfort is natural, as recent years have made it all but impossible to take comfort in convenient stories of inherent righteousness. In the two centuries since its founding, America has grown from a confederacy to a republic, and from a republic to an empire. Now, as we peer back into our history, we can recognize the story of our rise as one of disenchantment and redemption, of horrors and glories, of principles and glaring inconsistencies, of an oppressive state and its people who have achieved amazing things in spite of that oppression.

			With these twists and turns, the story with which America has conquered the world makes little sense anymore. There have been too many discrepancies, too many contradictions. The myths and metaphors have lost their sheen and meaning as new perspectives and histories challenge the dominance of a perspective solely dedicated to Western civilization. Deluges of horrifying headlines stand in total contrast to the defining myth of an America founded on freedom and the advancement of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

			This seems to be a new phenomenon, but the ailment has always afflicted America. What feels like reality disintegrating is really truth manifesting, as some Americans’ perception of the United States was never true to begin with. The reality the Cult of the Shining City and devotees of American exceptionalism clung to was a fiction to begin with, a subjective reality serving the interests of white patriarchal supremacy at the expense of everyone else. The story we relied on as the gravity for our world never existed beyond our imaginations and our ability to force the disadvantaged to act within its definitions.

			American Rule is the story of how a myth constructed an empire and led to its downfall. It is the story of an ideology that changed the course of history and the men who have used it as a means to gain power, wealth, and dominion. It is the story of a philosophy rooted in the empowerment of the people that was perverted and harnessed to establish systems that failed the very people it purported to free.

			It is a chronicle of oppression, of how the supposed transfer of power from kings to the people was interrupted and co-opted by a new ruling class that recognized the moment of change as an effective and potent means of hiding control behind the auspices of freedom. It is a purposeful rejection of nationalism and exceptionalism that provides a more objective view of the rise and fall of the American empire. Though wars figure into that narrative, it rejects the traditional means of defining America by its triumphs on the battlefield and crediting those victories as proof of divine purpose. Though it touches on historical figures and movements that have troubled the oppressive state, it is not meant to be a definitive history of them. Readers interested in and inspired by persons and movements that have fought against oppressive control should absolutely seek out those stories. Those lives and those histories, so often extinguished and eclipsed by the myth of exceptionalism, are vital to understanding the nuanced and complicated history of the United States of America.

			While this exploration constitutes a destruction of the American Myth, it is my hope it might help in some way to replace it with something better, something sounder, something genuine. America is certainly in danger, but what we have now, as the façade has begun to crumble, is an opportunity to reconsider the traditions and narratives that have held us captive and caused untold suffering for generations. In doing so, we might just avert crisis and begin the necessary healing. We can establish a new reality encompassing a broader spectrum of perspectives instead of one that dictates the will of a vested minority.

			A familiar refrain has emerged in the past few years for Americans horrified by scenes of blatant cruelty and prejudice. Confronted with immigrant children in cages, with unarmed African Americans slain by law enforcement in the streets, with white supremacists marching through cities brandishing Nazi and Confederate flags, they shake their heads and say, “This is not who we are.”

			Unfortunately, that isn’t true.

			These horrors are not aberrations. They are a continuance of a disease that has afflicted us since the moment of our founding. The United States of America, armed with its myth of American exceptionalism, has perpetrated some of the worst crimes in the history of humanity. It has subjugated the people of the world, inflicted a possibly mortal blow to the concepts of truth and human dignity, and manufactured an alternate reality that now threatens everyone and everything we purport to hold dear.

			Sadly, this is who we are.

			But it is not who we have to be.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			★    ★    ★

			A Revolution and a Coup

			On the frigid morning of January 30, 1649, Charles I, the king of England, was led out onto a scaffold erected outside the Palace of Whitehall in Westminster. Below him, a swarming crowd of his subjects waited with bated breath to witness the murder of their king. Charles declared himself a martyr, restated his right to the crown, and placed his head upon the waiting chopping block. After the king signaled his preparedness to die, a masked executioner beheaded him with a swift blow of the axe and lifted the bloody head of the deposed monarch for all the crowd to see.

			Charles had been convicted of treason following the English Civil War, in which his loyalists had battled with forces aligned with Parliament, then an advisory body with limited influence. Following the execution, general and protofascist Oliver Cromwell seized power and ruled the empire as a protectorate, asserting for himself a right to govern through military force in what the British have come to call the Interregnum. The monarchy was restored in 1660, but more instability followed in 1688 when King James II was ensnared in the Glorious Revolution, which shifted power to Parliament.

			As the supposed embodiment of God’s will on Earth, England’s monarchy had long been held as unquestionable. This perception of the divine right of kings was forged in the centuries following the fall of Rome as civilization in Western Europe languished in apocalyptic ruin and struggled through the so-called Dark Ages. In this time, the one uniting tether of humanity was religion; from that unification came the concept of God’s will as manifest in the chosen race of kings and queens, who, through their very existence and judgment, had determined the future of the world, guided by an all-knowing deity.

			By the mid-seventeenth century, the philosophical foundations of the monarchial system were being questioned by developing philosophical thought and an emphasis on reasoning. This skepticism prompted Robert Filmer, an English philosopher, to author his 1680 work Patriarcha; or The Natural Power of Kings, a full-throated defense of unimpeded monarchy that maintained God had given kings authority over Earth beginning with Adam, the first man. Similarly, Thomas Hobbes’s seminal work Leviathan, a treatise prepared in the midst of the chaos of the English Civil War, championed the necessity of the monarchy by offering a pessimistic portrait of humanity as a greedy, fearful, and vain species that has “no pleasure, but on the contrary a great deal of grief in keeping company where there is no power able to overawe them all.”[1] According to Hobbes, who proved highly influential in matters of government and governing, humans were self-interested creatures who could only prosper if they were to give absolute sovereignty to a force larger and better suited for it than themselves.

			In response, English philosopher John Locke published his Two Treatises of Government in 1690 and summarily dismantled the case for unfettered monarchy, making the argument that when a king is in “breach of trust” with his subjects, he is in a state of war and no longer king, thus requiring his removal.[2] Locke’s belief in individual rights and views on the nature of just government not only inspired succeeding philosophers and challenged monarchial rule but exerted a heavy influence nearly a century later on America’s Founding Fathers, including Thomas Jefferson.

			Perhaps no one encompasses the contradictions of American principles and actions more than Jefferson, a Virginia-born plantation owner who championed “inalienable rights” while enslaving more than six hundred human beings and preached that all men were created equal while his writings dripped with shocking bigotry. As a self-styled man of reason, Jefferson blended the thought of several philosophers, including Locke’s view on revolution, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s idea of the social contract, and Richard Price’s faith in the goodness of mankind and its ability to self-govern.

			Jefferson made an effective figure in the eighteenth century as philosophers and budding scientists were coalescing and questioning the orders of the day. Called the Enlightenment, this time period was marked with rampant curiosity and ever-present challenging of existing institutions, with the notable exceptions of racism and patriarchal power, and men like Jefferson were central to the push to overthrow those institutions and improve upon them to progress past tired and flawed traditions.

			The era was ripe for change as the colonizing countries’ expansion left them vulnerable to uprisings. The difficulties with the English monarchy reflected that vulnerability, and it isn’t surprising that colonialists in America saw an opportunity to challenge the authority of a king when hardly a century had passed since one had been executed in full view of his subjects.

			In 1774, Jefferson penned A Summary View of the Rights of British America, a forebearer to the Declaration of Independence that shared its structure and philosophy. That tract laid forth a set of indictments against British rule and continually appealed to the idea of the colonies’ holding indisputable rights. Much to his dismay, the Continental Congress did not act upon Jefferson’s suggestions or adopt the philosophy, instead choosing to stay the course while much of the country called for revolution.

			In two years’ time, however, the colonies were ready for independence. Traditional narratives tend to paint the inspiration as one of great patriotism, a moment of unrestrained pride that changed history. People writing those idealized histories have tended to downplay any other motivations for the Revolutionary War, instead choosing to focus on the patriots and Founding Fathers as figures who inspired an entire country to rise up and realize its destiny, including nineteenth-century historian George Bancroft, who wrote, “The people of the continent with irresistible energy obeyed one general impulse, as the earth in spring listens to the command of nature,” leading to a revolution “which Divine wisdom ordained.”[3]

			Despite Bancroft’s romantic assertion, the entire continent did not rise up as one in favor of divinely inspired freedom. Some were inspired by the philosophy of and vision for a new society based on liberty and freedom, while others saw it as a decision predicated on economic and political grounds, creating a complicated coalition that has been largely ignored in favor of constructing a myth of divine inspiration and purpose.

			In reality, the American Revolution wasn’t exclusively tied to Jefferson’s personal convictions but instead relied on a collection of colonialists with differing motivations for severing ties with England. Some, like Jefferson and Thomas Paine, who authored the pamphlet Common Sense and attacked the British as an “aristocratical tyranny,” supported the war as a means of liberation of the individual from oppression, while others, particularly the wealthy, resented British taxes. There were myriad reasons for Americans to rebel: For some it was unrestrained patriotism and for others a purely economic desire to be free of British control. In fact, upwards of at least a third of the population opposed independence altogether.

			As the Second Continental Congress debated severing ties with Britain, Jefferson began drafting the Declaration of Independence, an indictment of British rule that simultaneously espoused the new nation’s belief in “inalienable rights” and dedication to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” institutionalized the concept of a government receiving its sovereignty from the people, and argued that when authority becomes “destructive” it is “the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it.”

			In every sense of the word it is a revolutionary document. Jefferson’s argument is the enactment of Enlightenment principles, a nod to Locke’s assertion of the right of the governed to overthrow despots. In a world that functioned by the logic of the Declaration of Independence, governments would operate with the explicit purpose of serving their citizens while understanding that any violation of that trust might result in revolution. The new world that Jefferson hoped to create would fundamentally serve as a clean slate that prioritized liberty and fostered continuous improvement and progress. In his drafting he laid out these principles while intending to concurrently indict the British for their offenses and shape the nature of the future United States.

			Jefferson himself believed in perpetual revolution and saw a need for succeeding generations to overthrow their rulers and continually improve government. A decade later, in a 1787 letter to William Smith, Jefferson addressed concerns over Shays’s Rebellion, an uprising in Massachusetts that frightened the framers of the Constitution into devising a covert system of control, saying, “God forbid we should ever be 20 years without such a rebellion . . . What country can preserve its liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance . . . the tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots & tyrants.”[4]

			When Jefferson delivered his initial draft of the Declaration to Congress on June 28, 1776, the document read fairly similarly to the iconic manuscript with which Americans have become so familiar, but with one notable exception. In that first draft, in the section of indictments against England’s King George III, Jefferson had crafted a long and passionate condemnation of slavery:

			
				he has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating it’s [sic] most sacred rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating & carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither. this piratical warfare, the opprobrium of infidel powers, is the warfare of the CHRISTIAN king of Great Britain. determined to keep open a market where MEN should be bought & sold, he has prostituted his negative for suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain this execrable commerce: and that this assemblage of horrors might want no fact of distinguished die, he is now exciting those very people to rise in arms among us, and to purchase that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murdering the people upon whom he also obtruded them; thus paying off former crimes committed against the liberties of one people, with crimes which he urges them to commit against the lives of another.[5]

			

			The importance with which Jefferson viewed this condemnation is undeniable, as he reserved it as the final indictment of the king and it is decidedly longer than any of the accompanying text, comprising nearly a quarter of the entire section.

			Before adopting the Declaration, Congress struck the slavery section of the indictment and with it any trace of Jefferson’s proposal for an America free of the scourge of human bondage. From that moment, it was immediately clear the revolution would be limited in terms of its scope and influence. Exiting the British Empire meant a new sovereignty, but it wouldn’t mean an entirely new society, as past hierarchies predicated on race and wealth remained firmly in place, and the country that would be birthed from the Revolutionary War entrenched those hierarchies in its laws and foundations.

			The disconnect between the rhetoric of the American Revolution and the operation of the United States is a glaring inconsistency that critics have cited since the founding, and though America boasted of its dedication to the rights and liberty of its people, its construction begs to differ. At the moment of America’s independence, slaves accounted for roughly 20 percent of the country’s population, and the rights and the liberties that the country was dedicated to remained those of wealthy white men served by the subsequent constitutions of the states of the Union and the eventual Constitution, at the expense of slaves, women, and other minorities.

			For the American Myth to survive it is necessary for this inconsistency to be both excused and overlooked, for Jefferson’s rhetoric of liberty to serve as the basis for America’s moral authority while conveniently circumventing the innate contradictions of a band of liberty-loving patriots’ intentionally perpetuating the enslavement, exploitation, and systematic torture, rape, and murder of a people for the purposes of economic profit.

			That paradox is made possible by an intrinsic American belief in white supremacy with roots in the legacy of Western civilization and its empires, a narrative that positions the United States of America as the paragon of that tradition and the definitive arbiter of right and wrong. This belief has engendered the great majority of America’s mistakes but has also allowed the country to consolidate power through manipulation, conquest, and oppression of supposed “lesser peoples.” This mindset justified slavery as a means of economic necessity, the displacement and genocide of the Native American as a catalyst to realized destiny, the subjugation of foreign peoples and the exploitation of the Third World, and ultimately a worldview in which the white race has been minted as superior by the universe, a worldview inherited from the overthrown monarchial system.

			The revolution succeeded in the sense that Americans earned their independence by means of war and bloodshed. England’s dominion over the colonies was refuted once and for all and colonialists, particularly the white property-owning males, were free to chart their own course. In a sense, though, the revolution as defined by its espoused principles would fail. Just as it had been in the past, one king had been overthrown only for another to take his place.

			

			★

			In January of 1787 an article penned by Benjamin Rush appeared in the magazine American Museum, a publication read by the Founding Fathers. A signer of the Declaration of Independence who served as a doctor in the Revolutionary War while concurrently a member of the Continental Congress, Rush titled the piece “Address to the People of the United States” and cautioned, “There is nothing more common than to confound the terms of the American Revolution with those of the late American war. The American war is over: but this is far from being the case with the American revolution.”[6]

			Rush advised that there was still much work to be done to fortify the country and solidify its democratic principles, including an address of the deficiencies found within the Articles of Confederation, the original binding document of the United States of America, and the establishment of an educational system necessary to illuminate the citizenry. Rush lamented a loss of energy and drive in the decade since he’d lent his name to the Declaration of Independence, saying, “I am extremely sorry to find a passion for retirement so universal among the patriots and heroes of the war,” before comparing them to sailors who had survived a turbulent storm only to retire “in the middle of the ocean” and leave the rest of the voyage to lesser men. Their country was calling to those patriots, “proclaiming, in sighs and groans, in her governments, in her finances, in her trade, in her manufactures, in her morals, and in her manners, ‘THE REVOLUTION IS NOT OVER!’”

			Likewise, Thomas Jefferson had seen America’s revolution not as the fulfillment of a plan but as the beginning of a movement, a means of unraveling a past system of oppression. The very definition of a revolution is to continue and change, to move like a fire until the entire world is engulfed, and a revolution could only end once the flames die out. For Jefferson, eternal and unimpeded change was necessary to continue the revolution’s blaze. Jefferson’s belief led him to France, where he played an integral role in defining their coming revolution, a role that precluded him from participating in the framing of the American Constitution.

			As the Philadelphia Convention debated the means of selecting presidents, Jefferson wrote to James Madison from revolutionary France with his treatise on that need for change; he believed that no government should be erected in perpetuity but reconstructed and changed with every generation, writing, “The earth belongs in usufruct to the living,” and “the dead have neither powers nor rights over it.”[7]

			In the United States, the prospect of such volatility was daunting. Though America had won its independence, the future was most tentative. The original binding document, the Articles of Confederation, had been poorly crafted and hobbled the nation’s ability to conduct business. The economy was suffering, disputes between the states went unmitigated, and the country had no means with which to protect its shipping and trade, and, perhaps most troubling, no means of controlling its people.

			Following the Revolutionary War, many Americans, particularly those of less wealth and devoid of property, found that their lives had not necessarily improved. They saw in the new United States of America that the rule of a king had been intentionally replaced by the rule of an aristocracy. Most of the states required voters and officeholders to hold property, and some even required a certain level of property or wealth to participate. Citizens were finding that this new country, supposedly founded on fairness and representation, was not living up to its professed principles.

			As tensions rose, the people formed pockets of resistance and actively challenged the authority of their states. The most famous instance of this was called Shays’s Rebellion, after Daniel Shays, a Revolutionary War veteran who participated in radical actions throughout Massachusetts in 1786 and 1787. In the war Shays had been an honored soldier and had “received an ornamental sword from General Lafayette as a mark of personal esteem” before falling into debt and selling the token “for a few measly dollars,” but now Shays used his military acumen as a leader of a burgeoning populist resistance.[8]

			Shays’s Rebellion confronted the state and effectively ground it to a halt as its members demanded fairer government. Because the Articles of Confederation didn’t allow for a federal army or facilitate assistance between the states, Massachusetts was largely incapable of addressing the resistance before the state’s wealthy merchants pooled their resources to pay for a private militia to crush the rebellion and restore an uneasy order.

			Despite the fact that the insurrection was rooted in the same ideals we now associate with the American Revolution, the ruling class saw the disruption as a dangerous development and a possible omen of chaos to come. George Washington, in writing to Secretary of War Henry Knox, admitted the incident had filled him with “great & anxious uneasiness” and saw it as a threat to “not only the hemisphere of Massachusetts but by spreading its baneful influence, the tranquility of the Union.”[9] Many of Washington’s contemporaries shared his unease, and the possibility of further uprisings played a prominent role in their writings, their discussions, and eventually their decision to seek a centralized government.

			With the Articles of Confederation proving economically insufficient and incapable of protecting the Union from challenges, the ruling class recognized the necessity of a new course of action. If their investments, financial futures, and institutional advantage were to survive, it would be crucial to forge some new path that supported the principles of self-governance and the people’s right to revolt while also solidifying their power. If they were to avoid the fate of deposed and executed kings, they would have to craft a hearth with which to contain Jefferson’s flame of revolution and reduce it to a manageable flicker.

			

			★

			As James Madison of Virginia waited for his colleagues to arrive for the Philadelphia Convention in May of 1787, he began sketching out a plan. A child of privilege surrounded by slaves throughout his life, Madison was well educated and a firm believer in the necessity of systems of control.

			The Philadelphia Convention was never intended to draft a new constitution. Its meeting had been called as a means to address serious flaws in the Articles of Confederation, and its participants had been given the charge of improving the document as a means of answering the challenges of the day. Instead, as he bided his time, Madison weaved together an entirely new charter that fundamentally altered the nature of American government. He had no right to do so, was given no authority to undertake such a task, and yet, by the time the other states arrived, it was too late to change the course of history.

			Before quorum could be reached, the Virginian and Pennsylvanian delegations had coalesced behind the plan, forming a coalition that framed the convention from the very beginning as a body with the intention of replacing the Articles of Confederation with a new constitution despite their lack of authority. When delegates from the other colonies arrived with their charge to revise the Articles, they were met with the proposal and a debate that was focused on totally transforming the government according to what has since been dubbed the Virginia Plan. Their deliberations were held in secret, the doors locked and even the windows nailed shut.

			As John W. Burgess, one of the founders of political science and a constitutional law professor at Columbia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, explained: “What they actually did, stripped of all fiction and verbiage, was to assume constituent powers, ordain a constitution of government and of liberty, and demand the plébiscite thereon . . . Had Julius or Napoleon committed these acts, they would have been pronounced coup d’état.”[10]

			The men who carried out the coup in Philadelphia that summer were representatives of the wealthy landowning class, the majority of them lawyers or plantation owners, others successful merchants or affluent speculators. Nearly half owned slaves. They held economic incentives not only to preserve the Union but to frame the law to benefit themselves and their peers, the constituency of the wealthy.

			From May to mid-September, delegates from every colony but Rhode Island, none of them authorized by their states or their constituencies to do anything more than revise the Articles of Confederation, took it upon themselves to seize the moment and radically transform the nation. The American Myth paints the process as divinely inspired and the result of a work of distinctly American genius, the Constitution itself an impeccable guide in all things and a means by which freedom and liberty might be bestowed upon every citizen. The convention’s secrecy, both in its work and in the embargoing of the members’ notes until all participants had died, lent itself to this mythmaking, but the eventual release of Madison’s notes of the proceedings revealed a disorganized, fractious debate. In that room, the only unifying ideologies were a distrust and fear of the American people; a belief in the superiority of the wealthy, white elite; and a need for a government to prevent the people from carrying out further revolution.

			Naturally, from the very beginning, the tone was decidedly elitist; one Founding Father, Roger Sherman of Connecticut, declared, “The people immediately should have as little to do as may be about the government. They want information and are constantly liable to be misled.”[11] In agreement, Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts concurred that the problem was the “excess of democracy” and alluded to Shays’s Rebellion, which had taught him “the danger of the leveling spirit.”[12]

			To combat that leveling spirit, Madison took his inspiration from French philosopher Montesquieu and his concept of the trias politica, a government engineered to be divided between the separate interests of the monarchy, the aristocracy, and the common people, enshrining in the government of the United States of America a permanent recognition of the wealthy over the poor. To quell the people and their illogical passions, Madison posited the House of Representatives, a body elected by the people that presented the illusion of representation while placing it safely within the confines of a system designed to undermine its power. Countering the populist nature of the House, Madison envisioned that the Senate would be populated by the most fit members of society; they were to be appointed by the state legislatures, which were, as dictated by their states’ voting rights and the expectations of officeholders, made up of the most wealthy and powerful landowners in the country. In this way, the Senate would proceed “with more coolness, with more system, and with more wisdom than the popular branch.”[13]

			In Madison’s vision of the country, as in all “civilized societies,” he saw a nation divided into “different sects, factions, and interests” consisting of the “rich and poor, debtors and creditors, the landed, the manufacturing, the commercial interests.” This system worked to “divide the community into so great a number of interests and parties” that the majority of the population would never threaten the minority.[14]

			To be clear, Madison’s argument for the protection of the minority had little to do with the term as we have come to understand it as meaning vulnerable populations. He sought to protect the wealthy landowning class—a minority group set apart for its privilege—from another revolution like Shays’s, focused on replacing the newly formed aristocracy with something more closely resembling democracy. Of course, these planned institutional divides over wealth and property also manifested socially; the people themselves, in a reflection of the divided government, effectively served as checks and balances on any possibility of uniting in a new revolution.

			In electing the president, the convention also agreed that direct vote by the people was a mistake. Madison believed that property owners made “the safest depositories of Republican liberty” and worried that in a future where everyone enjoyed the right to vote, the people would be manipulated and “become the tools of opulence and ambition.”[15] Echoing these sentiments was George Mason, who maintained it was “unnatural” for voters to choose the executive and that to trust them in doing so would be like referring “a trial of colors to a blind man.”

			Eighty-one years old and frail, Benjamin Franklin attended the convention in a ceremonial capacity, but he did attempt to serve as the conscience of the proceedings. As they discussed the superiority of the wealthy ruling class and the dangers of trusting the people, he urged them to remember “the common people” and the “virtue and public spirit” they had displayed during the Revolutionary War and how their participation had helped win independence. Immediately, John Mercer contradicted the legendary Franklin, saying, “The people cannot know and judge of the characters of candidates. The worst possible choice will be made.”[16]

			In the end, the Electoral College was designed to safeguard the election of the executive from the people’s ignorance and to give the more capable and intelligent ruling class power over the process. The system preserved the illusion of democracy and representation while ensuring the wealthy ruling class held the Senate and the presidency and could overrule any damage the House might inflict.

			Outside of this general agreement on the need to prevent the masses from threatening their property or the fundamental hierarchy of class and wealth, the framers battled continuously and fractiously. Alexander Hamilton saw the convention’s lack of progress as resulting from “a contest for power, not for liberty.”[17] Of the wrangling, Madison noticed the states weren’t divided by size “but by other circumstances, the most material of which resulted partly from climate but principally from the effects of their having or not having slaves.”[18]

			Desperate to find a solution that ensured a working government, Madison briefly proposed a new ordering of his republican plan that would rearrange the House and the Senate, constituting them as being dedicated respectively to represent free states and those dedicated to slavery. “By this arrangement,” Madison surmised, “the southern scale would have the advantage in one house and the northern in the other.”[19]

			Nearing the eleventh anniversary of the Declaration of Independence and an adjournment to celebrate the Fourth of July holiday, the Philadelphia Convention seemed deadlocked, disgruntled, at odds, and fearful that their plan might not take shape. Before they adjourned, the last voice was Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts, reminding the delegates of the consequences of failure to compromise. Likely with an eye toward the suppressed revolution in his home state, Gerry asked for “consideration of the state we should be thrown into by the failure of the Union.” He urged them, “We must make concessions on both sides.”

			The Southern representatives, particularly those from South Carolina, were prepared to capitalize on the desperation of their Northern colleagues by threatening the deliberations. Heeding Gerry’s call for compromise, and fearful of a new revolution, this one aimed at their lives and their property, representatives of the Northern states ceded ground. Desperate to leave the convention with a consensus-driven plan, they gifted the South assurances that the slave trade would be protected for a period of twenty years, allowing the barbaric practice to grow and take root, and accepted the abominable Three-Fifths Compromise, which allowed slave owners in the South to wield unequal power over the government. John Ellsworth of Connecticut’s justification for the compromise proved eerily prescient: “If we do not agree on this middle and moderate ground . . . we should lose two states with such others as may be disposed to stand aloof; should fly into a variety of shapes and directions; and most probably into several confederations, and not without bloodshed.”[20]

			As the convention neared its dreary end, the drafted Constitution having enshrined and institutionalized slavery and racial inequality into the foundation of the United States of America, prominent delegates voiced their hesitations. George Mason objected strongly to proceeding, announcing he would “rather chop off his right hand than put it to the Constitution as it now stands.” He later warned the government would “end either in monarchy or a tyrannical aristocracy—which, he was in doubt, but one or other, he was sure.”[21] The Constitution, he warned, “had been formed without the knowledge or idea of the people . . . It was improper to say to the people, Take this or nothing.”

			In a final address, Benjamin Franklin stood in front of the convention and admitted there were “several parts of this Constitution” which he did not approve of, but he acknowledged the need for unity.[22] He agreed to “sacrifice to the public good” his disagreements and urged the holdouts to do the same.

			As the delegates signed the document that would shape the world’s future and ensure the political and economic exploitation of all the people not represented in that single cramped room, Franklin noticed the chair from which George Washington, the nation’s most powerful and wealthiest citizen, had overlooked the actions as the convention’s president general. The seat was decorated with a painting of the sun, and Franklin mentioned that in paintings it was often hard to tell a sunrise from a sunset. But now, with the tumultuous convention at an end, he had no doubt it was the beginning of a new day.

			

			★

			The period of debate over the Constitution is largely obfuscated in American history in favor of presenting the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution as twin documents linked in divinity and universal support, but ratification of the framers’ government was never a certainty. The process itself was fraught with manipulation, dishonesty, a rigging of the eventual vote, and the development of the American Myth as a means of selling the new political order.

			What is generally known about the process is confined to the publication of The Federalist Papers, a series of treatises written by James Madison, John Jay, and Alexander Hamilton under the pen name “Publius” that appeared in Northern publications and argued for the ratification of the Constitution. The debate over ratification largely took place in the nation’s newspapers, which had more than doubled in number since the Revolutionary War.[23]

			Scholars and citizens alike hold these essays as proof of the noble intentions of the framers, but further examination reveals a divide between the ideologies of the framers and the perception of the framing. This rift was intentional, as Madison, Jay, and Hamilton mischaracterized the framing and obscured the process by which it was created.

			The debate over the proposed government quickly settled into two distinct camps: the Federalists, who supported ratification outright, and the Antifederalists, many of whom weren’t particularly anti–federal government and simply voiced their criticisms to improve the plan but were nonetheless framed as opponents. This narrowing of the political debate, made possible by newspapers owned by wealthy and partisan publishers, dictated that the debate be fought, as George Mason had worried, on a central subject: whether there would be the Constitution in its existing form or nothing. In a sign of the partisanship and violent rhetoric that constituted America’s political discourse for centuries to come, the first public criticism of the proposed Constitution, published in Philadelphia’s Freeman’s Journal, was met with a vicious response in which the author was labeled an “Antifederalist” by publishers who proposed he should be “honored” with a tar-and-feathering.[24]

			The so-called Antifederalists, who have been largely lost to history, published under pseudonyms and called into question the proposed Constitution and the rhetoric used by its proponents. One calling himself “John Dewitt” argued that the delegates clearly worked in favor of the wealthy. He warned that the country would “degenerate to a complete aristocracy” and predicted it was “nothing less than a hasty stride to Universal Empire in this Western World, flattering, very flattering to young ambitious minds, but fatal to the liberties of the people.”[25]

			Those young ambitious minds did not take the criticism lightly. Madison, Jay, and Hamilton blitzed the opposition with an overwhelming number of publications and provided a more palatable narrative to the populace. The effort employed a rhetoric of fear, unvarnished ambition, and the tried-and-true dogma of the American Revolution. All three of the authors cited warnings of foreign influence, war, invasion by other countries, future insurrections larger and more unified than Shays’s Rebellion, and even the danger of the Native Americans at their borders. Failure to immediately ratify the Constitution as it was written, they repeatedly claimed, would lead to unthinkable disaster.

			Hamilton, a fervent capitalist, based his arguments in the realm of the market. Instead of focusing on the benefits of Locke’s self-government or Rousseau’s concept of the social contract, he seemed to draw from the work of Scottish economist Adam Smith. Smith’s 1776 book The Wealth of Nations posited that the self-interest of the individual could be harnessed to create a system where countries grew large and powerful by means of capitalism and eventually became interlocking circuits of wealth, the entire process overseen by the “invisible hand” of capitalism, or, arguably, the will of God himself working through the economy. In his essays, Hamilton appealed to his readers to move beyond sectionalism—decrying what he called an “infinity of little, jealous, clashing, tumultuous commonwealths”—so the United States could jump-start its economic and territorial ambitions.[26]

			All three authors made the case that America’s Constitution was meant as a means to consolidate the influence of the states, improving upon the Greek, Roman, and British systems. They suggested that the United States, with the correct engineering, would become the heir to these empires and grow more powerful than any empire that had come before, but that mission required the cessation of the perpetual revolution as envisioned by Jefferson in favor of a system that protected the wealthy. This approach blended the rigidity of control in past and existing empires with Enlightenment thinking, instituting a new reality where people were to be controlled but believe themselves to be free.

			The Founders’ plan for perpetual control of the people also required a narrative to protect it from scrutiny, and in The Federalist Papers, Madison, Jay, and Hamilton found an opportunity to establish that narrative. Their essays coupled the Constitution with the appeal of divine inspiration and the tenets of the revolution, with an emphasis on unity against outsiders. They argued that God had given “one connected country to one united people—a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the same religion, attached to the same principles of government, very similar in their manners and customs.”[27]

			Through this framing, the Founders planted the concept of American identity and American exceptionalism, particularly white American exceptionalism: a worldview in which the creator of the universe had touched a people and made them superior to carry out his plans. It was a remnant of ideology from the age of kings, disguised as progress toward something utterly free and new.

			The chosen people the Federalists truly elevate are the people who were given full citizenship, namely those white and wealthy few. To stabilize the country and ensure future growth, though, it was crucial to expand the story to include the entire population. The narrative is rooted in the Greek philosopher Plato’s “Noble Lie,” the concept that myths or pious untruths are necessary to stabilize society and promote progress, an idea he elucidated in his work The Republic. Plato supposed that in order for society to flourish, there must be a story of unification that yokes citizens to one another while managing their discontent.

			He wonders: “Could we somehow contrive one of those lies that come into being in case of need . . . some one noble lie to persuade, in the best case, even the rulers, but if not them, the rest of the city?”[28]

			That lie, as Plato continues, is a tale of a society in which the people are citizens of a country watched over by a moral God who oversees a system of inequality that still manages to reward hard work and talent, inspiring a faith in a moral and fair hierarchy. In this society, some citizens are mixed with gold and, like kings, are rightful rulers. The lower classes serve these rulers, work hard, and are occasionally raised up to a higher class and positions of power, thus affirming their faith in the Noble Lie.

			America’s original Noble Lie is the mischaracterization of its founding. The facts of its conception, its independence, and the process by which its Constitution was penned and then sold to the world have been twisted to fit a larger story of universal morality, white supremacy, and social Darwinism, and it has been used since its beginning as a means of manipulation and control.

			The lie was crafted and sold by The Federalist Papers, which whitewashed the framing and its accompanying debates; while the scene in Independence Hall was one of wealthy elites designing a hierarchical order to their own political and economic advantage, it is described to the public as an endeavor the Founders undertook “without . . . having been influenced by any passions except love for their country.”[29] To seal the deal, The Federalist Papers crafted a national identity to paper over divisions and promote an overarching federal government.

			James Madison was especially effective at manipulating history in his and the Constitution’s favor. In a shameful defense of the institutionalization of slavery into the laws of the country, Madison considered it a “great point gained in favor of humanity” that the practice might be abolished after twenty years.[30] In response to criticism that the Philadelphia Convention wasn’t authorized to draft a new government, Madison offered, behind a pen name, that if the delegates had “exceeded their powers, they were not only warranted, but required as the confidential servants of their country” and that even if they had “violated both their powers and obligations,” the new system “ought nevertheless to be embraced.”[31]

			This stunning rationalization of an admitted coup d’état provided a blueprint for the United States of America moving forward. Because the American Myth was founded on the concept of exceptionalism as denoted by divinity, its “confidential servants,” as vessels for God’s will, would be justified in doing anything they thought necessary to promote America’s interests.

			That justification meant the conquering and subjugation of peoples, the genocide of Native Americans, the enslavement of African Americans, the dehumanizing of women and vulnerable populations, and sacrificing the good of citizens for the good of the market. It also established the domination of the narrative of history as a means of perpetuating an all-powerful, all-uniting, all-fabricated lie that the United States of America was founded upon, and dedicated to, the liberty and freedom of the people of the world, all while it continued to consolidate power and empire under the invisible flag of white supremacy.

			The machine Madison had designed was unlike anything the world had ever seen. Harnessing the spirit of revolution and dedicated to presenting the illusion of democracy and self-governance, he had given to the country and the world an invention solely devoted to the amassment and protection of wealth, a permanent hierarchy clothed in meritocratic robes, and an ever-shifting reality as useful and as dangerous as any weapon.
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