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			Pref­ace: 
The Brain Fog of War

			It’s hard to write about a war while it’s rag­ing. Es­pe­cially when there are no craters in the ground, no mis­siles streak­ing over­head—just words and im­ages that are in­flict­ing a form of psy­cho­log­i­cal dam­age that is im­pos­si­ble to mea­sure, im­pos­si­ble to prove. When I started re­search­ing this book in mid-2020, the world was locked down in a pan­demic that was un­leash­ing a tor­rent of pro­pa­ganda the likes of which I had never seen. As a friend of mine lay dy­ing of COVID on a ven­ti­la­tor, Pres­i­dent Don­ald Trump promised that we could cure the dis­ease with light and de­worm­ing med­i­ca­tion for horses. Af­ter po­lice killed George Floyd, I watched as dis­in­for­ma­tion about the Black Lives Mat­ter move­ment piled up on so­cial me­dia,1 where anony­mous ac­counts falsely blamed pro­test­ers for vi­o­lence.2 A con­spir­acy the­ory from 2016 about pizza-eat­ing pe­dophiles rad­i­cal­ized a huge num­ber of right-wing ex­trem­ists, who later joined crowds storm­ing the Capi­tol, try­ing to mur­der the vice pres­i­dent and over­turn the 2020 pres­i­den­tial elec­tion. And then the me­dia it­self be­gan to im­plode. Tech bil­lion­aire Elon Musk bought Twit­ter—once a key part of Amer­ica’s dig­i­tal pub­lic sphere—and turned it into a bizarro right-wing pro­pa­ganda ma­chine in a mat­ter of months. Ope­nAI, the com­pany that cre­ated the Chat­GPT app, warned that its prod­uct might cause the apoc­a­lypse—then funded a stu­dio that would help news­pa­pers use it to re­place jour­nal­ists.3

			Ev­ery time I thought I had a han­dle on what was hap­pen­ing, some new de­vel­op­ment would send me into a spi­ral of ni­hilism. The Supreme Court over­turned Roe v. Wade, de­stroy­ing the uni­ver­sal ac­cess to le­gal abor­tion that so many of us had taken for granted our whole lives. Anti-trans ide­ol­ogy in­sin­u­ated its way into pub­lic pol­icy, and I started to make lists of states where my friends and I couldn’t go to the bath­room, couldn’t get health care, couldn’t speak pub­licly with­out risk­ing ar­rest for be­ing in “drag.” It wasn’t just scary—it was ab­surd. Around this time, an avowedly racist Air Force Na­tional Guards­man leaked clas­si­fied US in­tel­li­gence about the Ukraine War on a Dis­cord server de­voted to the game Minecraft. I felt like I was in a war zone, or maybe a satir­i­cal movie about a war zone, wait­ing for the next bomb to drop.

			Through it all, I was try­ing to write my way out of the ter­ror and con­fu­sion. I knew that I had to stop liv­ing in the mo­ment, stop feel­ing the dread, and put what was hap­pen­ing to the United States in a deeper con­text. I turned to his­tory for an­swers, re­search­ing Amer­i­can ide­o­log­i­cal con­flicts of the past two hun­dred years—from for­mal mil­i­tary psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions to messy do­mes­tic cul­ture wars—hop­ing to find prece­dents that would ex­plain why our democ­racy was de­volv­ing into what felt like mad­ness. As a sci­ence jour­nal­ist, I was frus­trated that there were no sci­en­tific in­stru­ments, no ob­jec­tive mea­sures I could use to prove that peo­ple’s lives were be­ing de­stroyed by words and ideas. But as a fic­tion writer, I knew there were other ways to get at the truth, to make sense of a world gripped by ab­sur­dity and chaos. I had to tell a story.

			Aliens and psy­chic wars

			A red-tipped tower dom­i­nates the sky­line of Stan­ford Uni­ver­sity. Sur­rounded by low-slung Span­ish colo­nial ar­chi­tec­ture and tree-shaded side­walks, this mis­sile-shaped build­ing is part of the Hoover In­sti­tu­tion on War, Rev­o­lu­tion, and Peace, a con­ser­va­tive think tank founded in 1919 by Her­bert Hoover. I first vis­ited the place on a windy fall day in 2021, in that brief pe­riod be­tween the Delta and Omi­cron waves of COVID when things were open­ing up in the Bay Area. My des­ti­na­tion was a sunken court­yard at the root of the tower, which led to a base­ment-level floor en­tirely oc­cu­pied by the Hoover In­sti­tu­tion Ar­chives. Schol­ars, heads of state, and pol­icy wonks from all over the world come to the ar­chive to study its ex­ten­sive col­lec­tion of doc­u­ments re­lated to pro­pa­ganda and psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare.

			To en­ter the ar­chive, I passed through two se­cu­rity check­points—one to ver­ify my iden­tity and check my vac­ci­na­tion sta­tus, and the other to show the li­brar­i­ans that I car­ried only a com­puter, a phone, and a pen­cil. No back­packs, no sweaters with pock­ets, and ab­so­lutely no per­ma­nent mark­ers are per­mit­ted at the Hoover In­sti­tu­tion Li­brary & Ar­chives. If I wanted to write some­thing down, the li­brar­ian told me, I could use the of­fi­cial yel­low Hoover In­sti­tu­tion pa­per. Be­fore I ex­ited the se­cu­rity gaunt­let, a staffer took my pic­ture and made a spe­cial “reader card” ID for me. If I left to use the bath­room or grab some lunch, I’d need to flash my card to get back in. The vibe was a cross be­tween an in­tel­li­gence agency and a mu­seum.

			I had come to sift through the per­sonal pa­pers of an odd mil­i­tary in­tel­li­gence ex­pert named Paul Linebarger, who wrote a hand­book called Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare for the US Army in the late 1940s that came to de­fine mod­ern psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions in the United States. Though few peo­ple know his name, his book is still rec­om­mended read­ing to­day at Fort Lib­erty,4 where Spe­cial Op­er­a­tions sol­diers are trained to in­flu­ence and de­ceive their en­e­mies. When I brought the first archival box of his pa­pers to my as­signed desk, slip­ping on gloves to pro­tect the cen­tury-old di­aries and pho­tos in­side, I was plunged into a Cold War mys­tery. Like many in­tel­li­gence ex­perts, Linebarger led a few se­cret lives, but his covert iden­ti­ties were not for the spy­craft you might ex­pect. In­stead, they were en­tirely for the pur­pose of telling sto­ries. Un­der the pseu­do­nym Fe­lix C. For­rest, he wrote lit­er­ary fic­tion about women’s lives that one re­viewer de­scribed as “like pages from a psy­chi­a­trist’s note­book”;5 as Carmichael Smith, he penned a Cold War spy novel called Atomsk; and as Cord­wainer Smith, he wrote dozens of sci­ence fic­tion sto­ries and nov­els that made him a cult fig­ure in the 1950s and ’60s.

			I read through years of his per­sonal di­aries, his clas­si­fied re­search, and his crit­i­cally ac­claimed sto­ries about a ruth­less fu­ture space em­pire called the In­stru­men­tal­ity. There were his grade-school note­books de­voted to study­ing Chi­nese, which he learned while his diplo­mat fa­ther was sta­tioned in China, right along­side clas­si­fied doc­u­ments re­lated to the adult Linebarger’s de­ploy­ment dur­ing World War II. He stud­ied psy­chol­ogy and po­lit­i­cal sub­terfuge with equal rel­ish. In one folder, I found an un­pub­lished book called “Eth­i­cal Di­a­net­ics,” writ­ten un­der the name Carmichael Smith, in which he pro­posed a rad­i­cal sys­tem of “mu­tual emo­tional aid.” In an­other was a de­tailed re­port on how the United States should se­cretly fo­ment “pas­sive re­sis­tance” to com­mu­nism in China dur­ing the Cold War. Dur­ing World War II, he kept a jour­nal of keen ob­ser­va­tions from his trav­els. Some were about how the war af­fected the many coun­tries he vis­ited, from Asia to Africa, but some were sim­ply ar­rest­ing im­ages. In 1943, pass­ing through Su­dan, he wrote, “At [Al Fashir], U.S. of­fi­cers flocked to see women work­ing on build­ing con­struc­tion.” He was acutely aware of the kinds of cul­tural dif­fer­ences that arouse cu­rios­ity—and out­rage. Still, most of his pub­lished out­put was fic­tion, rather than trea­tises like Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare.

			Why did he write about fan­tas­ti­cal wars in outer space when he had so much to say about wars on Earth? The more I im­mersed my­self in Linebarger’s work, the more ob­vi­ous it be­came that his skill as a sci­ence fic­tion writer was a cru­cial part of his suc­cess with mil­i­tary psy­ops. Pro­pa­ganda is, af­ter all, a story we tell to win al­lies and frighten en­e­mies. The more com­pelling and emo­tion­ally en­gag­ing the story is, the more peo­ple will want to read, watch, or lis­ten to it. Linebarger be­lieved that words, prop­erly de­ployed, were more pow­er­ful than bombs. In the Army, and at the Johns Hop­kins Uni­ver­sity School of Ad­vanced In­ter­na­tional Stud­ies, he taught two gen­er­a­tions of sol­diers how to weaponize sto­ries to ben­e­fit the United States and its in­ter­ests. His goal wasn’t to brow­beat peo­ple into obe­di­ence with slo­gans and threats. He used a sur­pris­ing amount of nu­ance and ra­tio­nal­ity mixed with en­ter­tain­ment to per­suade his au­di­ences to ally with the United States. Linebarger con­nected with au­di­ences how­ever he could, whether by se­cret­ing his ideas in­side sci­ence fic­tion sto­ries or by lay­ing them out in clas­si­fied re­ports.

			Sit­ting in the quiet Hoover In­sti­tu­tion Li­brary & Ar­chives, I glanced up oc­ca­sion­ally at my fel­low re­searchers in their pro­fes­so­rial tweeds or the scruffy jeans of im­pov­er­ished grad stu­dents. Out­side, in the court­yard, a cool breeze ruf­fled the man­i­cured trees. I felt briefly that med­i­ta­tive sense one some­times gets in aca­demic in­sti­tu­tions, as if we were in­su­lated from the world and com­pletely safe.

			But we weren’t safe.

			All of us in that room and be­yond were feel­ing pain, or at the very least un­ease, as Amer­ica’s on­go­ing psy­cho­log­i­cal bat­tles erupted around the econ­omy, health care, schools, the courts, and in gov­ern­ment at all lev­els. We were all in a height­ened state of fight-or-flight. The more I learned, the more con­vinced I was that sto­ry­telling was to blame. On a 2022 episode of the book-cen­tric pod­cast Print Run, lit­er­ary agents Laura Zats and Erik Hane pointed out that it’s com­mon to de­scribe a story as “feel-good,” but peo­ple rarely ad­mit there are also “feel-bad” sto­ries that wound us emo­tion­ally.6 Ob­vi­ously if a story can make you feel bet­ter or smarter, it can also make you feel worse and more con­fused. And if that story can change your be­hav­ior—whether in the vot­ing booth or on the street—it be­comes a weapon.

			To­day in the United States, psy­war is vir­tu­ally in­dis­tin­guish­able from cul­ture war. One might liken the sit­u­a­tion to what hap­pened when fed­eral pro­grams in the 1990s made it cheap and easy for po­lice de­part­ments to ac­quire un­used mil­i­tary equip­ment like semi­au­to­matic weapons and tanks.7 Weapons in­tended for use in com­bat zones are now be­ing de­ployed in the Amer­i­can sub­urbs. Pe­ter Pomer­ant­sev, au­thor of This Is Not Pro­pa­ganda, points out that mil­i­tary in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions have bled over into civil­ian con­flicts, cre­at­ing a “flood of dis­in­for­ma­tion and de­cep­tion, ‘fake news,’ [and] ‘in­for­ma­tion war.’ ”8 When we use psy­ops in our cul­tural con­flicts, we tear down the wall be­tween what’s ap­pro­pri­ate in do­mes­tic dis­agree­ments among Amer­i­cans and what’s ac­cept­able in com­bat against a for­eign en­emy.

			As a sci­ence jour­nal­ist and fic­tion au­thor, I’ve spent most of my life at the cross­roads be­tween hard re­al­i­ties and the fan­tasies we en­ter­tain about them. Psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare and cul­ture war ex­ist at this cross­roads too. Linebarger ar­gued in his work that suc­cess­ful pro­pa­ganda al­ways con­tains a slice of the truth: it refers to ac­tual events and true his­to­ries, but de­con­tex­tu­al­izes them, re­lo­cates them to an imag­i­nary ter­rain of myth­i­cal good guys and bad guys. And that’s why it gets us in our hearts and guts.

			Psyop vs. PSYOP

			Psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare has no known ori­gin story. By the time the Chi­nese clas­sic The Art of War was writ­ten, likely 2,500 years ago,9 the prac­tice was al­ready widely used and com­plex. Of­ten as­cribed to a philoso­pher and mil­i­tary gen­eral named Sun Tzu or Mas­ter Sun, The Art of War de­scribes tac­tics like de­cep­tion and dis­trac­tion, which to­day might be called dis­in­for­ma­tion, pro­pa­ganda, or spe­cial op­er­a­tions. More than any­thing else, The Art of War is about psy­cho­log­i­cal strate­gies—some diplo­matic, some sneaky—that a good leader should use to avoid vi­o­lence. Linebarger, who spent part of his child­hood in China and was a scholar of Chi­nese his­tory, adopted this as his own credo while cod­i­fy­ing the art of mod­ern psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare. He ad­vised his stu­dents and fel­low mil­i­tary of­fi­cers to use psy­war in or­der to pre­vent blood­shed.

			Still, it’s im­por­tant to keep in mind that one goal of psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare is to hurt the en­emy—oth­er­wise you’re not strik­ing a blow, you’re just ex­chang­ing words. Psy­ops cre­ate the emo­tional agony and so­cial rup­tures of a ki­netic war, with­out any­one fir­ing a sin­gle shot. There are many ways to do this, and op­er­a­tives have re­fined their tac­tics over time.

			The nascent United States was the ben­e­fi­ciary of a new in­sight about psy­cho­log­i­cal war, which was that con­fu­sion could act as a form of dis­in­for­ma­tion. It was an idea that stemmed from a grow­ing aware­ness that Eu­ro­pean wars were far more chaotic and un­pre­dictable than they had ever been. Carl von Clause­witz, in the first vol­ume of his in­flu­en­tial 1832 se­ries On War, de­scribed bat­tles where com­man­ders were trapped in “a fog of greater or lesser un­cer­tainty.” What he meant was that com­man­ders of­ten had to make life-and-death de­ci­sions in an in­stant, with­out enough in­tel­li­gence about the larger con­flict or even the state of their own armies.10 Later com­men­ta­tors like Colonel Lons­dale Hale,11 ref­er­enc­ing Clause­witz, be­gan to de­scribe this prob­lem sim­ply as “the fog of war.”12 The mil­i­tary quickly re­al­ized that un­cer­tainty and chaos could also be weaponized. When an en­emy is con­fused by mul­ti­ple con­flict­ing ac­counts of what’s hap­pen­ing, they are vul­ner­a­ble and eas­ily ma­nip­u­lated. They no longer trust their sources of news, but are des­per­ate for in­for­ma­tion. A skilled pro­pa­gan­dist can step into the breach and pro­vide it, mis­lead­ing their tar­gets into turn­ing against their fel­low cit­i­zens or sur­ren­der­ing to their would-be con­querors.

			Though the United States used ir­reg­u­lar, or un­con­ven­tional, war­fare strate­gies through­out the Rev­o­lu­tion­ary War and the nine­teenth-cen­tury In­dian Wars, there was no for­mal term for these kinds of op­er­a­tions. It wasn’t un­til World War I that the US War De­part­ment es­tab­lished the Psy­cho­logic Sub­sec­tion of its In­tel­li­gence Di­vi­sion. In 1918, un­der the lead­er­ship of Cap­tain Heber Blanken­horn and his deputy, the jour­nal­ist Wal­ter Lipp­mann, the di­vi­sion was re­named the Pro­pa­ganda Sec­tion.13 The Pro­pa­ganda Sec­tion was re­spon­si­ble for cre­at­ing mil­lions of leaflets, dropped from air­planes like text bombs, in­tended to un­der­mine the morale of Ger­man troops. The In­tel­li­gence Di­vi­sion was also tasked with cen­sor­ing of the news, which is es­sen­tially an­other mis­in­for­ma­tion tac­tic. At that time, the terms “pro­pa­ganda” and “psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions” were used in­ter­change­ably, but that would soon change.

			Af­ter World War I, psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions, or psy­ops, be­came more closely as­so­ci­ated with the mil­i­tary, while pro­pa­ganda came to mean some­thing far more slip­pery. Ed­ward Bernays, an ad­man who con­ducted se­cret work for the US gov­ern­ment, wrote a book called Pro­pa­ganda in 1928 where he ar­gued that pro­pa­ganda has an “un­pleas­ant con­no­ta­tion” but is merely “the mech­a­nism by which ideas are dis­sem­i­nated on a large scale . . . [in] an or­ga­nized ef­fort to spread a par­tic­u­lar be­lief or doc­trine.” For Bernays and his many ad­her­ents, pro­pa­ganda was part of ev­ery­day com­mu­ni­ca­tion, no more re­mark­able than an iPhone ad or the New York Times op-ed sec­tion. Nearly any idea that was trans­mit­ted through mass me­dia could be con­sid­ered pro­pa­ganda. Lipp­mann, who had wit­nessed mil­i­tary pro­pa­ganda first­hand dur­ing the war, dis­agreed. He be­lieved that pro­pa­ganda was more co­er­cive than jour­nal­ism or ad­ver­tis­ing. Their dis­agree­ment per­sists among ex­perts to this day, which is why so much po­lit­i­cal pro­pa­ganda goes unchecked—it ex­ists in a gray area be­tween psy­ops and ad­ver­tis­ing.

			It wasn’t un­til World War II that psy­cho­log­i­cal war ac­tiv­i­ties gained a per­ma­nent home in the mil­i­tary, thanks to the es­tab­lish­ment of the Army’s Of­fice of War In­for­ma­tion, where Linebarger worked. At that point, many in­for­mal prac­tices be­came mil­i­tary doc­trine. The mil­i­tary loves an acro­nym, so the col­lo­quial term “psy­ops” quickly be­came PSYOP in mil­i­tary doc­u­ments, and psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare be­came PSY­WAR. To­day, the Army has re­branded PSYOP as MISO, or mil­i­tary in­for­ma­tion sup­port op­er­a­tions. An Army teach­ing man­ual for MISO sol­diers from 2014 de­scribes MISO as tar­get­ing for­eign au­di­ences “to elicit be­hav­iors fa­vor­able to U.S. na­tional ob­jec­tives.”14 The Army’s 8th Psy­cho­log­i­cal Op­er­a­tions Group de­scribes their man­date in more vis­ceral terms on their web­site: “Mas­ters of in­flu­ence. Ex­perts in de­cep­tion.”15 Here I’ll be us­ing “PSYOP” only in the con­text of mil­i­tary doc­trine where the term was used; I’ll use low­er­case “psy­ops” and “psy­war” to re­fer to a broad range of ir­reg­u­lar com­bat ac­tions aimed at desta­bi­liz­ing a for­eign power.

			ALL-AMER­I­CAN psy­war

			We’ll be­gin our ex­plo­ration of psy­cho­log­i­cal war by go­ing back to its ori­gins in the United States. In this coun­try, psy­ops have al­ways been con­nected to the evolv­ing me­dia in­dus­try. We’ll meet Cold War pro­pa­gan­dists who were moon­light­ing as fic­tion writ­ers, and a Jazz Age ad­man who led psy­ops cam­paigns. Go­ing back fur­ther, we’ll see how the nine­teenth-cen­tury In­dian Wars cre­ated a uniquely Amer­i­can par­a­digm for psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions, which com­bined mil­i­tary ac­tion with me­dia mis­rep­re­sen­ta­tions. The United States fought hun­dreds of In­dige­nous na­tions with guns as well as dis­in­for­ma­tion about In­dige­nous life in fic­tion, news­pa­pers, and lo­cal his­to­ries. What the mil­i­tary didn’t ex­pect was that In­dige­nous na­tions in the West would clap back with their own psy­cho­log­i­cal cam­paigns, such as the Ghost Dance move­ment, in­spir­ing a new kind of ac­tivism that con­tin­ues to this day.

			Mil­i­tary psy­ops ex­ist on a con­tin­uum with ad­ver­tis­ing and pop­u­lar me­dia. To­gether, this troika of in­flu­ence ma­chines tempts and co­erces us into chang­ing our be­hav­ior on a mass scale. While I re­searched this book, I took a class from a PSYOP in­struc­tor in the Army, who taught me to gen­er­ate psy­cho­log­i­cal “prod­ucts” for “tar­get au­di­ences,” a process mod­eled on ad­ver­tis­ing cam­paigns. His lessons helped ex­plain why on­line ad­ver­tis­ing fu­eled one of the most ex­plo­sive psy­cho­log­i­cal wars of the twenty-first cen­tury. In the lead-up to the 2016 pres­i­den­tial race, Rus­sian op­er­a­tives used Face­book to reach over 126 mil­lion Amer­i­cans with highly tar­geted ads, con­tent, and memes. Their in­tent was to cre­ate chaos—much like the fog of war—but also to dis­cour­age Black peo­ple from vot­ing.16 This cam­paign didn’t end with Trump’s elec­tion. It’s on­go­ing. We’ll see how dig­i­tal psy­war has in­cor­po­rated new tac­tics and is chang­ing the way peo­ple use so­cial me­dia.

			Next we’ll track how the mil­i­tary’s psy­cho­log­i­cal weapons found their way into the rhetoric and tac­tics of cul­ture war­riors. Cul­ture wars aren’t waged by a state au­thor­ity the way psy­cho­log­i­cal wars are, though they of­ten serve the in­ter­ests of a gov­ern­ment or an­other pow­er­ful in­sti­tu­tion like a church or cor­po­ra­tion. Some­times com­bat­ants are part of po­lit­i­cal move­ments. But mostly the peo­ple par­tic­i­pat­ing in these cam­paigns view them­selves as fight­ing for truth or sim­ply “telling it like it is.” They don’t al­ways re­al­ize that they’re con­tribut­ing to a sys­temic cul­tural as­sault. Cul­tural op­er­a­tions can be de­ployed by many sources, from en­ter­tain­ment me­dia and schools to sci­en­tific jour­nals and pub­lic pol­icy. But they all share the same goal: whip­ping up emo­tions against an en­emy.

			There are three ma­jor psy­cho­log­i­cal weapons that com­bat­ants of­ten trans­fer into cul­ture war: scape­goat­ing, de­cep­tion, and vi­o­lent threats. These weapons are what sep­a­rate an open, demo­cratic pub­lic de­bate from a psy­cho­log­i­cal at­tack. In a mil­i­ta­rized cul­ture war, com­bat­ants will scape­goat spe­cific groups of Amer­i­cans by paint­ing them as for­eign ad­ver­saries; next, these cul­ture war­riors will lace their rhetoric with lies and bully their ad­ver­saries with threats of vi­o­lence or im­pris­on­ment. We’ll look at how this weapons trans­fer took place in some of the past cen­tury’s dev­as­tat­ing cul­ture wars over Amer­i­can iden­tity, ze­ro­ing in on con­flicts over race and in­tel­li­gence, school board fights over LGBT stu­dents, and ac­tivist cam­paigns to sup­press fem­i­nist sto­ries. In ev­ery case, we see cul­ture war­riors sin­gling out spe­cific groups of Amer­i­cans, like Black peo­ple or trans teens, and bom­bard­ing them with psy­ops prod­ucts as if they were en­e­mies of the state.

			In­creas­ingly, Amer­i­cans are not en­gag­ing in demo­cratic de­bate with one an­other; they are launch­ing weaponized sto­ries di­rectly into each other’s brains. But we have the power to de­com­mis­sion those weapons. The fi­nal sec­tion of this book deals with the path­way to peace. How ex­actly do we is­sue a cease-fire in wars of the mind? The first edi­tion of Linebarger’s book Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare ends with a man­i­festo on the im­por­tance of psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment. He be­lieved that the pur­pose of psy­ops was to end war, not to ig­nite an in­fi­nite se­ries of cul­ture wars that would grind the na­tion to a halt. His ideas echoed key po­lit­i­cal philoso­phers of the Cold War era, like Jür­gen Haber­mas and Her­bert Mar­cuse, who ar­gued that na­tions around the world needed to re­build a shat­tered pub­lic sphere. Linebarger be­lieved that the pub­lic sphere—the shared cul­tural realm where Amer­i­cans swap ideas, tell sto­ries, and build con­sen­sus through demo­cratic elec­tions—had been rot­ted by years of dis­in­for­ma­tion and vi­o­lent ma­nip­u­la­tion. To start the re­con­struc­tion process, Linebarger sug­gested in­vest­ing in pub­lic ed­u­ca­tion, open­ing na­tional bor­ders, and sup­port­ing a ro­bust free press. It’s hard to imag­ine a ca­reer mil­i­tary man, in­tensely loyal to the US gov­ern­ment his en­tire life, writ­ing those words now. More specif­i­cally, it’s hard to imag­ine him be­ing heard. Amer­ica’s twenty-first-cen­tury cul­ture war­riors, led by politi­cians and me­dia in­flu­encers, aim to flood the pub­lic sphere with chaos and slam our bor­ders shut.

			And yet even now, there is a coun­ternar­ra­tive that prom­ises some­thing else. If we pay at­ten­tion we can find it ev­ery­where, sug­gest­ing prac­ti­cal, healthy ways to move be­yond con­stant war­fare to find a mo­ment of peace. The term “healthy” is im­por­tant here, be­cause re­cov­ery from psy­war re­quires what can only be called col­lec­tive ther­apy. Psy­cho­log­i­cal and cul­ture wars cause trauma—that is their in­tent. Har­vard psy­chol­o­gist Ju­dith Her­man, au­thor of Trauma and Re­cov­ery, ar­gues that we must first re­mem­ber what has hap­pened be­fore we can move on.17 That’s why his­tor­i­cal re­ceipts, true ac­counts of our na­tion’s past, are part of psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment. We’ll meet an an­thro­pol­o­gist, Co­quille tribal chief Ja­son Younker, whose youth­ful ad­ven­tures with a Xe­rox ma­chine in the dusty base­ment of the Na­tional Ar­chives in Wash­ing­ton, DC, re­stored his tribe’s lost claims to land in south­west Ore­gon. He and his team un­cov­ered doc­u­ments that be­gan a rec­on­cil­i­a­tion process whose ef­fects are be­ing felt through­out the Pa­cific North­west.

			To achieve psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment, we’ll need to re­think the role of sto­ries in our lives—and, more im­por­tantly, to change the way we act on the sto­ries we hear. This is es­pe­cially true when it comes to the way we in­ter­act with on­line me­dia, which is full of vi­ral mis­in­for­ma­tion. How do we sep­a­rate the goof­ball fak­ery from trust­wor­thy sources? We’ll hear from ex­perts like Alex Sta­mos, for­mer head of the Stan­ford In­ter­net Ob­ser­va­tory, who helped pro­duce a na­tional re­port on how to quell the tide of on­line dis­in­for­ma­tion about vot­ing. He and his col­leagues sug­gest us­ing mod­er­a­tion sys­tems that treat in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions like email spam—fil­ter­ing out the pro­pa­ganda junk so that we can find the le­git­i­mate in­for­ma­tion we need. Other re­searchers, like Safiya Umoja No­ble, au­thor of Al­go­rithms of Op­pres­sion, urge con­sumers to con­sider a “slow me­dia” ap­proach where we choose our me­dia mind­fully, an­a­lyz­ing it and test­ing its ve­rac­ity be­fore we swal­low it whole.

			There’s a per­va­sive anx­i­ety in the United States—and, some­times, a hope—that peo­ple will im­i­tate what they find in the sto­ries they con­sume. It’s why pol­i­cy­mak­ers ar­gue that kids play­ing vi­o­lent games could be­come school shoot­ers. It’s also why right-wing pun­dits worry that teens read­ing about trans char­ac­ters in young adult books might be­come trans them­selves. In the United States, we treat fic­tion as pol­i­tics—and vice versa. As a re­sult, it’s dif­fi­cult for us to build a pub­lic sphere where we can come to a con­sen­sus about what’s true rather than which story we like best. This co­nun­drum leads us back to where we be­gan: sto­ry­telling. As jour­nal­ist Nes­rine Ma­lik ar­gues in We Need New Sto­ries,18 cul­ture wars have flooded our pub­lic sphere with tales built on “con­sen­sual dis­hon­esty,” or lies based on a shared myth­i­cal past. One way out of this prison house of mythol­ogy is to seek nar­ra­tives that de­scribe plau­si­ble demo­cratic fu­tures based on jus­tice and re­pair. We’ll ex­plore “ap­plied sci­ence fic­tion,” a form of sto­ry­telling that pushes back against dystopian vi­sions by de­scrib­ing ways to fix the world, rather than gawk­ing at its smok­ing ru­ins. Ideas from these sto­ries can spill over into pub­lic pol­icy, which I would ar­gue is a form of ap­plied sci­ence fic­tion. Poli­cies are vi­sions of pos­si­ble fu­tures, at­tempts to change re­al­ity by imag­in­ing a dif­fer­ent world.

			The sto­ries we tell one an­other us­ing words, im­ages, and the­atrics are dual use. In peace­time, they can be sheer en­ter­tain­ment. Dur­ing pe­ri­ods of con­flict, they can de­stroy lives and top­ple na­tions. But war can­not, must not, last for­ever. This book is a story about how one na­tion, the United States, turned peo­ple’s minds into blood-soaked bat­tle­grounds—and how we, the peo­ple, can put down our weapons and build some­thing bet­ter.

		


		
		
		
			Part I

			Psy­ops

		
		


		
		
			Chap­ter 1

			The Mind Bomb

			
			Modern psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare be­gan in the plush Vi­enna of­fices of an early twen­ti­eth-cen­tury doc­tor named Sig­mund Freud, who pop­u­lar­ized a new sci­en­tific dis­ci­pline called psy­cho­anal­y­sis. In his writ­ing and lec­tures, Freud ar­gued that psy­cho­anal­y­sis had iden­ti­fied “the un­con­scious,” a veiled part of the mind that mo­ti­vates peo­ple even when they aren’t aware of it. For Freud, un­con­scious de­sires were the key to un­der­stand­ing why peo­ple de­vel­oped men­tal health prob­lems, or “neu­roses,” as he liked to call them. With the help of a doc­tor like him­self, trained in psy­cho­anal­y­sis, that de­sire could be made con­scious and there­fore con­trol­lable. He had some suc­cess with pa­tients suf­fer­ing from what ther­a­pists to­day would likely call de­pres­sion and trauma. But many en­thu­si­as­tic Freudi­ans used his work in con­texts that the doc­tor never in­tended, like ad­ver­tis­ing and wartime pro­pa­ganda. No doubt he would have psy­cho­an­a­lyzed the hell out of these mis­ap­pro­pri­a­tions, but he never got the chance. Freud died in 1939, shortly af­ter Nazis drove him and his fam­ily out of Vi­enna.

			Freud wanted to cure neu­roses by help­ing peo­ple un­der­stand them­selves—es­pe­cially the taboo de­sires hid­den in their un­con­scious minds. His form of ther­apy in­volved ask­ing pa­tients about their dreams, early mem­o­ries, and fan­tasies; it was his way of plumb­ing their un­con­scious minds, where de­sire can roam free. He called it the “talk­ing cure.” Pa­tients would nar­rate their own lives and an­a­lyze the ar­cane sym­bol­ism of their dreams, slowly piec­ing to­gether all the events and feel­ings that had caused their trou­bles. Once the pa­tient had a co­her­ent story about them­selves, Freud be­lieved, they could work through what­ever harm­ful thoughts or be­hav­iors plagued them. If, how­ever, they did not reengi­neer what Freud called the “mech­a­nism” of their con­scious­ness,1 they were li­able to be ag­gres­sive, de­pressed, self-de­struc­tive, or delu­sional. It turned out this also made them easy tar­gets for pro­pa­ganda.

			We know that be­cause savvy ad­ver­tis­ing cre­atives in New York City con­ducted what amounted to mass psy­cho­log­i­cal ex­per­i­ments in the 1920s, when they started us­ing Freud’s ideas to sell prod­ucts. The most prom­i­nent among them was Freud’s own nephew, Ed­ward Bernays, of­ten her­alded as the cre­ator of “pub­lic re­la­tions” as a field. Bernays grew up in New York City, though he spent sum­mers with Freud’s fam­ily in the Alps—the two fam­i­lies were close, per­haps be­cause all the par­ents were re­lated. Bernays’s mother was Freud’s sis­ter, and Bernays’s fa­ther was the brother of Freud’s wife. In 1917, Bernays sent his un­cle a box of the Ha­vana cigars he loved, and the psy­cho­an­a­lyst re­turned the fa­vor by send­ing his nephew a copy of his lat­est book, In­tro­duc­tory Lec­tures on Psy­cho-Anal­y­sis. Though Freud’s pre­vi­ous books had made waves in the sci­en­tific com­mu­nity, this was his first main­stream hit. The short book pop­u­lar­ized Freud’s con­cep­tion of the un­con­scious and its con­nec­tion to dreams. It also paved the way for Bernays’s own med­i­ta­tion on psy­chol­ogy in 1923 called Crys­tal­liz­ing Pub­lic Opin­ion, which was about how to per­suade the pub­lic by us­ing mass me­dia like news­pa­pers to ap­peal to their un­con­scious bi­ases.

			One of Bernays’s early ca­reer tri­umphs was an ad­ver­tis­ing cam­paign for Lucky Strike cig­a­rettes in 1929, aimed specif­i­cally at young women. Smok­ing had long been con­sid­ered a male habit, and it was gen­er­ally taboo for women to smoke pub­licly. Bernays wanted to change all that and open up a new mar­ket for cig­a­rettes. Freud had taught Bernays that the dream logic of the un­con­scious mind in­cluded a kind of emo­tional free as­so­ci­a­tion, where de­sire for one thing could eas­ily morph into de­sire for some­thing com­pletely dif­fer­ent—at least, if the two de­sires could be made to in­ter­twine some­how. His only ques­tion was, what did women want, and how could Bernays con­vert it into a han­ker­ing for cig­a­rettes? Young women in Amer­ica at that time were still elec­tri­fied by the suc­cess of the suf­frage move­ment and were ex­cited to pur­sue the new­found free­doms that came with the vot­ing rights they had se­cured in 1920. So Bernays de­cided to cre­ate a cam­paign that could sub­li­mate women’s love of free­dom into a lust for cig­a­rettes. All he needed was the per­fect mass me­dia ve­hi­cle—one that fed women’s dreams. He worked his con­nec­tions and got in touch with Vogue mag­a­zine. Some­how he con­vinced the fash­ion mag­a­zine to give him a list of New York’s hottest debu­tantes so that he could in­vite them to a “Torches of Free­dom” demon­stra­tion. He pitched it as an event where the city’s wealth­i­est young women would light up cig­a­rettes at the an­nual Easter Day Pa­rade, flaunt­ing their lib­er­a­tion.

			It was the per­fect spec­ta­cle for the photo-hun­gry me­dia, and the cam­paign was a roar­ing suc­cess. Women whose emo­tions were roused by thoughts of “free­dom”—and by the sight of so many fe­male in­flu­encers—started buy­ing cig­a­rettes and smok­ing them openly. As psy­chol­o­gist Lisa Held puts it, “Bernays was duly con­vinced that link­ing prod­ucts to emo­tions could cause peo­ple to be­have ir­ra­tionally. In re­al­ity, of course, women were no freer for hav­ing taken up smok­ing, but link­ing smok­ing to women’s rights fos­tered a feel­ing of in­de­pen­dence.”2 In the wake of Bernays’s suc­cess with the Lucky Strike cam­paign, ad­ver­tis­ers be­gan to study psy­chol­ogy to fig­ure out ways to ma­nip­u­late the un­con­scious minds of con­sumers. They would lure con­sumers in with emo­tional ap­peals or by as­so­ci­at­ing a prod­uct with some po­lit­i­cal ideal like free­dom.

			Bernays’s work was strongly in­flu­enced by pro­gres­sive jour­nal­ist Wal­ter Lipp­mann, founder of the New Re­pub­lic mag­a­zine, who had worked in the US pro­pa­ganda of­fice dur­ing World War I.3 Af­ter his wartime ex­pe­ri­ences, Lipp­mann pub­lished a polemic called Pub­lic Opin­ion, in which he ar­gued that democ­racy was be­ing eroded by me­dia ma­nip­u­la­tion and pro­pa­ganda. Bernays’s book Crys­tal­liz­ing Pub­lic Opin­ion was a sar­donic tip of the hat to Lipp­mann’s, whose ideas he cited while draw­ing the op­po­site con­clu­sions. Bernays was thrilled by the power of me­dia, and ex­plained in step-by-step de­tail how in­trepid pub­lic re­la­tions man­agers could use it ef­fec­tively for ad­ver­tis­ing, cor­po­rate mes­sag­ing, and po­lit­i­cal per­sua­sion. Bernays de­scribed PR work as the “en­gi­neer­ing of con­sent,” and called it a new form of free speech. He wrote, “Free­dom of speech . . . and [the] free press have tac­itly ex­panded our Bill of Rights to in­clude the right of per­sua­sion.”4

			The truly creepy part? Bernays had suc­cess­fully turned his un­cle’s project to pro­mote men­tal health into a sys­tem for ma­nip­u­lat­ing peo­ple into be­hav­ing ir­ra­tionally. In­stead of help­ing peo­ple un­der­stand what they truly de­sired in their un­con­scious minds, he in­vited them to dis­place those de­sires onto some­thing else, some­thing they could buy. His Lucky Strike cam­paign chan­neled women’s hopes for free­dom into nico­tine ad­dic­tion. But Bernays al­ways wanted to go be­yond sell­ing cig­a­rettes. He be­lieved that pub­lic re­la­tions cam­paigns could be done for coun­tries just as eas­ily as for cor­po­ra­tions. Roughly twenty years af­ter he got fem­i­nists hooked on smok­ing, Bernays used his me­dia-ma­nip­u­la­tion skills to top­ple a na­tion’s gov­ern­ment.

			Freud, again, pro­vided an in­spi­ra­tion for Bernays’s foray into in­ter­na­tional pol­i­tics. In 1921, the psy­cho­an­a­lyst pub­lished a mono­graph called Group Psy­chol­ogy and the Anal­y­sis of the Ego, in which he sug­gested that hu­mans had a “herd in­stinct” and could eas­ily be led into ir­ra­tional be­hav­ior by in­flu­encers. Though Freud imag­ined those in­flu­encers to be pa­tri­archs—fa­thers, heads of state, re­li­gious lead­ers—Bernays re­al­ized that they could be any­one, from a debu­tante to a grubby news­pa­per­man. Freud thought that the herd men­tal­ity was dan­ger­ous and could lead to po­lit­i­cal catas­tro­phe. Lipp­mann, who feared its power over the free press, agreed. But Bernays em­braced it.

			At the dawn of the Cold War, Bernays was hired to run a cam­paign for United Fruit to pop­u­lar­ize ba­nanas in the United States. Most were from Guatemala, where the gov­ern­ment al­lowed United Fruit (now Chiq­uita) to own 42 per­cent of the coun­try’s land, where it grew crops on vast plan­ta­tions with­out pay­ing lo­cal taxes. Bernays’s plans to make ba­nanas the num­ber one Amer­i­can snack hit a snag when Guatemalans elected Ja­cobo Ár­benz Guzmán (known pop­u­larly as Ár­benz), a re­former who wanted to stop colo­nial-style ex­ploita­tion, in 1951. Ár­benz be­gan to con­fis­cate un­cul­ti­vated plan­ta­tion lands, in­clud­ing 210,000 acres be­long­ing to United Fruit. He di­vided the plan­ta­tions up into one hun­dred thou­sand plots and handed them over to im­pov­er­ished Guatemalans. Ár­benz also de­manded higher wages for agri­cul­tural la­bor­ers. Bernays was out­raged. His cam­paign to gin up de­mand for ba­nanas was reach­ing a fever pitch, but his client was los­ing both land and money. While the United Fruit PR team con­tin­ued to re­gale Amer­i­cans with sto­ries about the won­ders of ba­nanas, Bernays worked with the CIA to get his clients’ plan­ta­tions back.

			Us­ing his busi­ness con­nec­tions, Bernays ac­ti­vated a net­work of spies in Guatemala to get in­tel on Ár­benz’s back­ground and any con­nec­tions he might have to the So­viet Union. Ac­cord­ing to Larry Tye, au­thor of The Fa­ther of Spin: Ed­ward L. Bernays and the Birth of Pub­lic Re­la­tions, Bernays claimed that a trust­wor­thy source had told him that Guatemalan “Reds” were us­ing weapons sup­plied by the So­viet em­bassy in Mex­ico City. He leaked in­tel like this to care­fully se­lected jour­nal­ists and soon the pa­pers were full of ru­mors about Guatemalan com­mu­nists plot­ting to take over the coun­try. Col­leagues in the United Fruit PR de­part­ment found Bernays’s tac­tics dis­taste­ful. Tye writes, “Thomas Mc­Cann, who in the 1950s was a young pub­lic re­la­tions of­fi­cial with United Fruit, wrote in his mem­oir that ‘what the press would hear and see was care­fully staged and reg­u­lated by the host. The plan rep­re­sented a se­ri­ous at­tempt to com­pro­mise ob­jec­tiv­ity.’ ” Still, Bernays’s plot worked: thanks in large part to what he called a “sci­en­tific ap­proach” to “counter-Com­mu­nist pro­pa­ganda,” many peo­ple in the United States came to be­lieve that Guatemala was a threat. Few jour­nal­ists ques­tioned why a small group of anti-Ár­benz forces was able to stage a coup in 1954, over­throw Guatemala’s demo­crat­i­cally elected gov­ern­ment, and hand thou­sands of small Guatemalan-owned farms back to United Fruit. In 1997, de­clas­si­fied doc­u­ments re­vealed that the CIA had aided the men be­hind the coup with train­ing and sup­plies—and their black ops were jus­ti­fied by sto­ries about a com­mu­nist threat, spread by a PR guy who wanted to sell ba­nanas.5

			To un­der­stand how psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare de­vel­oped in the United States, we need to keep in mind the bloody tale of Bernays and his ba­nana pro­pa­ganda.

			The bible of psy­war

			When Paul Linebarger was writ­ing Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare for the US Army in the late 1940s, he was op­er­at­ing in the world that Bernays and Madi­son Av­enue had made. Equally im­por­tant, he ben­e­fited from a push within the Army to es­tab­lish what be­came known as the Of­fice of Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare, headed by Brigadier Gen­eral Robert Mc­Clure.6 Be­fore 1951, the mil­i­tary had had no on­go­ing units de­voted ex­clu­sively to psy­ops—gen­er­ally psy­war units were brought to­gether tem­po­rar­ily dur­ing pe­ri­ods of war, draw­ing per­son­nel from dif­fer­ent groups de­voted to ir­reg­u­lar war­fare or in­for­ma­tion man­age­ment. But as the Ko­rean War heated up, Army lead­er­ship de­ter­mined that these dis­parate ef­forts should be uni­fied un­der Mc­Clure—and that psy­war units would no longer be dis­banded dur­ing peace­time.

			Un­like Mc­Clure, Linebarger does not usu­ally ap­pear front and cen­ter in his­to­ries of Cold War psy­ops, and he pre­ferred it that way. He was an aca­demic and op­er­a­tive who worked be­hind the scenes, as much an ob­server of psy­war as a prac­ti­tioner of it. Per­haps that’s why he was in the per­fect po­si­tion to write Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare. It was one of the first mil­i­tary hand­books to cod­ify a num­ber of ad hoc prac­tices for con­trol­ling large masses of peo­ple in or­der to win a war, us­ing pub­lic re­la­tions and mass me­dia. The book, orig­i­nally a clas­si­fied pam­phlet made avail­able to se­lect Army per­son­nel in 1948, be­came the first teach­ing man­ual for peo­ple work­ing within Mc­Clure’s newly or­ga­nized psy­war units. The in­flu­ence of Linebarger’s book dur­ing the Cold War spread out­ward from the Army and into the in­tel­li­gence com­mu­nity at large. Jour­nal­ist Scott An­der­son, au­thor of The Quiet Amer­i­cans: Four CIA Spies at the Dawn of the Cold War,7 de­scribes how much the book meant to a young CIA agent named Ru­fus Phillips III. Phillips had joined a dozen other op­er­a­tives for a new ini­tia­tive de­scribed by their com­man­der, Ed­ward Lans­dale, as “what­ever we can do to save South Viet­nam.” It was 1954, and they had no idea what to do. But then Lans­dale handed Phillips a copy of Linebarger’s Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare, which Phillips called the “bible on the topic.” Read­ing that book was his only train­ing. Within weeks, Phillips was de­sign­ing crash cour­ses in psy­ops for the South Viet­namese mil­i­tary.

			Thanks in part to Linebarger’s work, Cold War psy­ops came to re­sem­ble an ad­ver­tis­ing cam­paign backed up by vi­o­lence. It was an ap­proach he had first seen im­ple­mented dur­ing World War II. “The war we have just won was a pe­cu­liar kind of ad­ver­tis­ing cam­paign, de­signed to make the Ger­mans and Ja­pa­nese like us and our way of do­ing things,” he wrote in Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare. “They did not like us much, but we gave them al­ter­na­tives far worse than lik­ing us, so that they be­came peace­ful.”8 Those “al­ter­na­tives” in­cluded what his con­tem­po­raries called sim­ply the Bomb.

			The Bomb was the ki­netic weapon that shaped the Cold War mind­set. Ev­ery­one from Amer­i­can schoolkids to So­viet nu­clear sci­en­tists had wit­nessed atomic bombs oblit­er­at­ing Hi­roshima and Na­gasaki, and now hu­man­ity was liv­ing with the re­al­ity of a weapon that had never ex­isted be­fore: one that could ac­tu­ally wipe out our species. The world’s great­est nu­clear pow­ers, the United States and the So­viet Union, needed sneaky ways to at­tack each other with­out di­rectly declar­ing a war that could cost them ev­ery­thing. Psy­ops were one way to do it. Dur­ing this pe­riod, both na­tions es­tab­lished mil­i­tary and in­tel­li­gence bu­reau­cra­cies that waged an icy bat­tle of ide­olo­gies. Their episodes of brinkman­ship ex­ploded into vi­o­lence dur­ing the Ko­rean War, the Viet­nam War, and many other proxy bat­tles through­out the world. But the su­per­pow­ers’ at­tacks on each other were coun­ter­bal­anced by a pro­found fear of nu­clear war. Cold War psy­cho­log­i­cal war­riors used that fear the way atomic weapons man­u­fac­tur­ers used ura­nium.

			Linebarger’s work de­pended on the idea that psy­ops cam­paigns would al­ways be over­shad­owed by the threat of nu­clear an­ni­hi­la­tion. Di­rectly af­ter the bomb­ing of Hi­roshima and Na­gasaki, as the hor­rors of those at­tacks were still un­fold­ing, he worked with the US Army to cre­ate one of the most im­por­tant in­flu­ence cam­paigns of the war: the United States leaked the Ja­pa­nese gov­ern­ment’s of­fer of sur­ren­der while the terms were still be­ing ne­go­ti­ated. Linebarger de­scribed how the op­er­a­tion went down:

			The Ja­pa­nese gov­ern­ment pon­dered [the con­di­tions of sur­ren­der], but while it pon­dered, B-29s car­ried leaflets to all parts of Japan, giv­ing the text of the Ja­pa­nese of­fi­cial of­fer to sur­ren­der. This act alone would have made it al­most im­pos­si­bly dif­fi­cult for the Ja­pa­nese gov­ern­ment to whip its peo­ple back into frenzy for sui­ci­dal pro­lon­ga­tion of war.9

			Linebarger be­lieved this cam­paign worked partly be­cause “so many peo­ple [were] be­ing given so de­ci­sive a mes­sage, all at the same time.” The mass dis­sem­i­na­tion of the mes­sage was as im­por­tant as the mes­sage it­self. To sway pub­lic opin­ion, US psy­war­riors needed the Ja­pa­nese masses to un­der­stand that a sur­ren­der was in the works be­fore the gov­ern­ment could walk it back. As Linebarger wrote, the United States won largely be­cause they “got in the last word.”

			Linebarger added his own pe­cu­liar ex­per­tise to the mix of psy­chol­ogy and pub­lic re­la­tions that de­fined twen­ti­eth-cen­tury pro­pa­ganda. In his se­cret life as Cord­wainer Smith, he was pub­lish­ing some of the most ac­claimed sci­ence fic­tion sto­ries of the 1950s and ’60s. He was bril­liant at build­ing imag­i­nary worlds that felt so real that some of his read­ers were con­vinced the se­cre­tive au­thor was a covert agent from a dis­tant fu­ture. Lit­er­ary critic Gary Wolfe, who has writ­ten ex­ten­sively about Linebarger’s fic­tion, told me that “so much is un­ex­plained [in Smith’s sto­ries] that read­ers as­sumed the writer had for­got­ten to fill in back­ground be­cause he knew it to be true. Peo­ple thought he was an ac­tual time trav­eler.”10 It turned out to be the per­fect skill for a pro­pa­gan­dist.

			Por­trait of the psy­war­rior as a young nerd

			Linebarger was born in 1913, on the eve of World War I. He was named af­ter his fa­ther, Paul My­ron Went­worth Linebarger, a lawyer and diplo­mat who was a close per­sonal ad­viser to Sun Yat-sen, leader of the Chi­nese na­tion­al­ist party Kuom­intang. Sun be­came in­terim pres­i­dent of the Re­pub­lic of China af­ter oust­ing Em­peror Puyi dur­ing the Xin­hai Rev­o­lu­tion of 1912, while the el­der Linebarger worked as an op­er­a­tive for the Chi­nese na­tion­al­ist gov­ern­ment over­seas. The two men were so close that Sun be­came the younger Linebarger’s god­fa­ther, in­spir­ing in the lit­tle boy a fierce anti-com­mu­nism and life­long loy­alty to the Chi­nese na­tion­al­ist move­ment. Grow­ing up, Linebarger of­ten trav­eled with his fa­ther across Asia and Eu­rope, and at the age of thir­teen wrote en­thu­si­as­ti­cally in his jour­nal: “I love Shang­hai. Par­adise!!! I don’t want to go away. Noth­ing on earth equal to this place. I don’t want to go away. Never! Never!! Never!!!!!” The last two sen­tences were un­der­lined, and the ex­cla­ma­tion points got big­ger and big­ger un­til they ran off the page. In some ways, his feel­ings never changed. Linebarger spent his life fight­ing the com­mu­nists who he be­lieved were wreck­ing the beloved China of his child­hood.

			At the Hoover In­sti­tu­tion Li­brary & Ar­chives, I pored over his child­hood jour­nals, which he kept as­sid­u­ously from the time he was eleven through his early grad­u­ate school years. Bound in thick, cracked leather, each vol­ume was a mi­cro­cosm of the adult Linebarger would be­come. Tucked into the flower-printed end­sheet of one jour­nal were bits of ephemera: a page of Chi­nese char­ac­ters he was prac­tic­ing in his shaky hand, a pho­to­graph of him­self with a group of Chi­nese dig­ni­taries on a ship, and a pic­ture of the Horse­head Neb­ula cut out of a sci­ence mag­a­zine. An­other jour­nal held a close-up pho­to­graph of the Moon; the edges had gone fuzzy, as if he’d car­ried it around in a pocket and taken it out fre­quently to look at. In the jour­nals he kept as a kid, Linebarger wrote an in­dex of their con­tents, which al­ways in­cluded “sto­ries of ad­ven­ture” or sci­ence fic­tion along­side his stud­ies in his­tory and for­eign lan­guages. The older he got, the more he filled his jour­nals with se­cret codes and sto­ries, as well as love po­ems (mostly to his sweet­hearts, but once, mem­o­rably, to his Buick). Even as a tween, he had a sharp po­lit­i­cal eye, writ­ing about the “im­pres­sive cer­e­mony” he saw in the Capi­tol when Pres­i­dent Calvin Coolidge took the oath of of­fice.

			What emerges from these bits of ju­ve­nilia is that Linebarger loved the feel­ing of trav­el­ing be­tween worlds as an ob­server. In 1928, when he was fif­teen or six­teen, he de­scribed a bliss­ful trip to Chicago, where he vis­ited Chi­na­town to pay his re­spects at the Kuom­intang of­fice on be­half of his fa­ther, then went to a book­store to buy the lat­est Amaz­ing Sto­ries An­nual and sev­eral Edgar Rice Bur­roughs nov­els from the Bar­soom se­ries that be­gan with A Princess of Mars. From the very be­gin­ning, Linebarger’s in­ter­ests were equal parts prac­ti­cal and fan­tas­ti­cal.

			Linebarger earned a PhD in po­lit­i­cal sci­ence at Johns Hop­kins Uni­ver­sity, spe­cial­iz­ing in Asian his­tory, while also work­ing for his fa­ther and the Kuom­intang. By that time, he was flu­ent in many lan­guages, in­clud­ing at least two di­alects of Chi­nese. Sun Yat-sen gave him the name Lin Bai-lo, which he used when work­ing in China. As Linebarger as­cended the aca­demic hi­er­ar­chy, land­ing teach­ing jobs at Har­vard and then Duke, he in­vented more names for him­self: pseu­do­nyms for pub­lish­ing fic­tion. None of those pseu­do­nyms is bet­ter known than Cord­wainer Smith, whose ad­mir­ers have in­cluded the pow­er­ful mid­cen­tury sci­ence fic­tion ed­i­tor Fred­erik Pohl, au­thor of a sharp satire of far-fu­ture ad­men called The Space Mer­chants, as well as lit­er­ary stars like Michael Chabon and Ur­sula K. Le Guin. By the time Linebarger was work­ing in the Of­fice of War In­for­ma­tion (OWI) in 1942, he was us­ing many aliases, all so that he could build worlds out of words.

			Pres­i­dent Franklin De­lano Roo­sevelt used an ex­ec­u­tive or­der to cre­ate the OWI, which han­dled psy­ops and pro­pa­ganda through­out World War II. Thanks to his fa­mil­iar­ity with China, Linebarger was in­vited to join as a Far East spe­cial­ist. It didn’t hurt that he was also flu­ent in Ger­man, which made him a nim­ble an­a­lyst of Axis pro­pa­ganda. OWI was mod­eled partly on the Com­mit­tee on Pub­lic In­for­ma­tion, an agency cre­ated dur­ing World War I, whose adept use of news­pa­pers for pro­pa­ganda had in­spired Wal­ter Lipp­mann’s warn­ings in his book Pub­lic Opin­ion. Linebarger was thrilled to have a his­tor­i­cal tem­plate for psy­ops that com­bined mil­i­tary in­ter­ests with mass me­dia. “Psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare is good for ev­ery­body,” Linebarger wrote en­thu­si­as­ti­cally, char­ac­ter­iz­ing it as “the af­fir­ma­tion of the hu­man com­mu­nity against the na­tional di­vi­sions which are oth­er­wise ac­cepted in war.”11 This coun­ter­in­tu­itive fram­ing of pro­pa­ganda as “af­fir­ma­tion of hu­man com­mu­nity” fits neatly into a world­view where the only al­ter­na­tive to words is the Bomb.

			“I must cranch!”

			Linebarger be­lieved that psy­ops should ide­ally be as ap­peal­ing over­seas as Hol­ly­wood movies were. He made fun of typ­i­cal pro­pa­ganda films for their clumsy pa­tri­o­tism and bor­ing plot­lines, and crit­i­cized them for fail­ing to tar­get in­ter­na­tional au­di­ences. “Tahi­tians, Kansu men, Hin­dus and Por­tuguese would prob­a­bly agree unan­i­mously in pre­fer­ring the USA of Lau­rel and Hardy to the USA of strong-faced men build­ing dams and teach­ing bet­ter chicken-rais­ing,” he wrote.12 Still, he didn’t pro­pose that fu­ture op­er­a­tives make clev­erer movies or more en­gag­ingly writ­ten pro­pa­ganda. In­stead, he of­fered sug­ges­tions for psy­ops that were, at first glance, more like dirty tricks than sto­ries. If the ad­ver­sary suf­fered from eco­nomic hard­ship in war, he wrote, the United States might “[drop] a few hun­dred tons of well-coun­ter­feited cur­rency” from planes. For “a coun­try suf­fer­ing from too much polic­ing,” one might make “fac­sim­ile per­sonal-iden­tity cards in large num­bers.” He con­tin­ued: “The essence of this, as of all good black pro­pa­ganda, is to con­fuse the en­emy au­thor­i­ties while win­ning the thank­ful­ness of the en­emy peo­ple—prefer­ably while build­ing up the myth within the en­emy coun­try that large, well-or­ga­nized groups of rev­o­lu­tion­ists are ready to end the war when their time comes.”13 Linebarger be­lieved that ef­fec­tive psy­ops planted the seeds of sto­ries, en­cour­ag­ing the en­emy to cre­ate its own “myth” that re­sis­tance to the regime was al­ready un­der­way.

			This is how Linebarger in­tro­duced sci­ence fic­tion into psy­ops. Im­mersed in the sci­ence fic­tion com­mu­nity, he was fa­mil­iar with the idea of world­build­ing, a term pop­u­lar among writ­ers try­ing to cre­ate re­al­is­tic fic­tional uni­verses that are de­tailed and emo­tion­ally res­o­nant enough to sus­pend an au­di­ence’s dis­be­lief. Good world­build­ing chips away at the au­di­ence’s skep­ti­cism by pro­vid­ing plau­si­ble, con­sis­tent de­tails. Think, for ex­am­ple, about why au­di­ences are drawn to big fran­chises like Star Trek or Lord of the Rings. Both sto­ries of­fer worlds that are rich with his­tor­i­cal back­ground, fea­tur­ing com­plex po­lit­i­cal re­la­tion­ships along­side novel tech­nolo­gies and mag­i­cal items. There are even spe­cially con­structed lan­guages, like Klin­gon and Elvish, that fans can learn to speak. No­tice that none of these world­build­ing de­tails hinge on plot or char­ac­ter—they are con­sis­tent, be­liev­able sets and props that sug­gest many kinds of sto­ries and myths, with­out be­ing sto­ries on their own. They are, in essence, a ver­sion of those black pro­pa­ganda drops that Linebarger imag­ined would lead to myth­mak­ing.

			Linebarger wasn’t the only sci-fi au­thor who worked in in­tel­li­gence, nor was he even the first. Rose Macaulay, who worked for the British Pro­pa­ganda De­part­ment dur­ing World War I, pub­lished the novel What Not in 1919, a dark near-fu­ture satire about a fic­tional gov­ern­ment pro­pa­ganda agency called the Min­istry of Brains. The Cold War brought more au­thors into the fold. Al­ice Shel­don, a CIA an­a­lyst in the 1950s, wrote se­cretly un­der the name James Tip­tree Jr.; one of her most fa­mous sto­ries, “The Girl Who Was Plugged In,” is about a fu­ture where cor­po­ra­tions build re­mote-con­trolled cy­borg in­flu­encers to be­come pop stars and shill prod­ucts. Though Macaulay and Shel­don ap­peared to be con­flicted about their pro­pa­ganda work, some in the sci­ence fic­tion com­mu­nity were ea­ger to join the war ef­fort. Larry Niven, au­thor of the 1970 novel Ring­world and many tales of in­ter­stel­lar war, con­sulted with the De­fense De­part­ment in the 1980s on how to pre­pare for fu­tur­is­tic threats. John Camp­bell, in­flu­en­tial ed­i­tor of the mag­a­zine As­tound­ing Sci­ence Fic­tion, wrote reg­u­lar col­umns in the 1960s bash­ing com­mu­nism and stu­dent protest move­ments; he urged his writ­ers to take anti-com­mu­nist po­si­tions in their sto­ries too.14 In the 1980s, or­ga­ni­za­tions like the Global Busi­ness Net­work brought fu­tur­ists and sci­ence fic­tion au­thors to­gether with in­tel­li­gence agen­cies to en­gage in “fore­sight” work­shops, where the US gov­ern­ment tried to game out pos­si­ble threat sce­nar­ios.15

			The over­lap be­tween the sci-fi com­mu­nity and psy­ops con­tin­ues to­day. Ruth Em­rys Gor­don is a re­searcher who stud­ies on­line dis­in­for­ma­tion for the gov­ern­ment. Un­der the name Ruthanna Em­rys, she pub­lished A Half-Built Gar­den, which ex­plores the fu­ture of so­cial me­dia af­ter aliens make con­tact with Earth. What’s no­table about all these au­thors is that they rarely wrote sto­ries in­tended to per­suade an en­emy to change their be­hav­ior. De­spite ed­i­tor Camp­bell’s ex­hor­ta­tions, they did not write psy­ops. In­stead, they wrote about the process of mak­ing psy­ops, un­furl­ing tales about con­trol­ling peo­ple’s minds with me­dia or other, more fan­tas­ti­cal tech­nolo­gies.

			Cord­wainer Smith was no dif­fer­ent. He built in­tri­cate fu­ture worlds in or­der to imag­ine what made peo­ple in them choose to rebel. Linebarger’s first pub­lished story un­der the Smith moniker, “Scan­ners Live in Vain,” plunges the reader into an alien-yet-fa­mil­iar set­ting where Mar­tel, the nar­ra­tor, is stomp­ing around his apart­ment, hav­ing a petty ar­gu­ment with his wife. At the same time, he’s ad­just­ing his blood flow, run­ning di­ag­nos­tics on his own body, and scan­ning his “chest box.” Is this guy a hu­man? A ro­bot? An alien? All we know is that he has a very hu­man wife, and she’s lis­ten­ing to Mar­tel blar­ing, “I tell you, I must cranch!” There’s some­thing un­canny about that word “cranch”—it feels like a term we should know, loaded with mean­ing, and yet it refers to noth­ing. It’s a per­fect ex­am­ple of world­build­ing: a tiny de­tail that sets our imag­i­na­tions on fire.

			As the story goes on, an en­tire mil­i­tary-in­dus­trial civ­i­liza­tion slowly comes into fo­cus be­hind what seems like a gar­den-va­ri­ety mar­i­tal spat. Mar­tel, it turns out, is a “scan­ner,” a half-bi­o­log­i­cal, half-ma­chine “haber­man” whose body and mind have been op­ti­mized for in­ter­stel­lar travel by a vast im­pe­rial force called the In­stru­men­tal­ity of Mankind. He’s un­der­gone a hor­rific pro­ce­dure that shuts down his en­tire sen­so­rium so that he can sur­vive the pain of space. When Mar­tel uses a spe­cial wire to cranch, he tem­po­rar­ily re­gains the abil­ity to use his five senses. Yearn­ing to taste food and feel the touch of his wife’s cheek again, he’s be­come dan­ger­ously ad­dicted to cranch­ing—and it’s mak­ing him ques­tion the po­lit­i­cal sys­tem. Mar­tel ag­o­nizes over his life choices, and ar­gues with his col­leagues about how they’re be­ing used by the In­stru­men­tal­ity. Their minds are con­trolled, their morals at­ten­u­ated. And then, as the story comes to a close, a re­bel­lious sci­en­tist fig­ures out a new tech­nol­ogy to pro­tect peo­ple dur­ing space flight. It turns out that “life” is a shield against the pain of space, and so the In­stru­men­tal­ity builds space ves­sels with shield­ing made of oys­ter beds. Now the oys­ters ab­sorb the pain, and peo­ple like Mar­tel no longer need to cranch. They can be hu­man again, though we’re left with the un­easy sense that mil­lions of oys­ters will be tor­tured.

			In many ways, “Scan­ners Live in Vain” is a fan­tasy about the bloody process of gov­ern­ment re­form. But it’s also about how peo­ple can be con­trolled when they are sys­tem­at­i­cally de­prived of sen­sory in­put from the out­side. The scan­ners are, in some sense, liv­ing deep in­side a pro­pa­ganda hole—only by cranch­ing do they sense a way out. For Linebarger, a psyop should be like the cranch­ing wire. At first, it’s a plea­sur­able es­cape. Then it’s a sign­post on the road to rev­o­lu­tion.

			Linebarger wrote a whole se­quence of Cord­wainer Smith sto­ries about re­bel­lions against the In­stru­men­tal­ity, which even­tu­ally lead to a nom­i­nally more demo­cratic “new age.” Two of those sto­ries, “The Dead Lady of Clown Town” and “The Bal­lad of Lost C’mell,” deal ex­plic­itly with po­lit­i­cal up­ris­ings bol­stered by psy­ops. Both turn on the fate of the “Un­der­peo­ple,” non­hu­man an­i­mals who have been mu­tated to per­form me­nial la­bor for the near-im­mor­tal hu­mans and cy­borgs who rule the In­stru­men­tal­ity. In “The Dead Lady of Clown Town,” a re­bel­lious cy­borg—the “dead lady” of the ti­tle—sparks a suc­cess­ful up­ris­ing among the Un­der­peo­ple by form­ing a se­cret al­liance with the dog girl D’Joan, a fu­ture rev­o­lu­tion­ary leader. This sce­nario is straight out of Linebarger’s psy­ops play­book: our cy­borg op­er­a­tive fo­ments rev­o­lu­tion against the gov­ern­ment by find­ing al­lies within a dis­grun­tled un­der­class. And in “The Bal­lad of Lost C’Mell,” the rev­o­lu­tion con­tin­ues when a cat woman named C’Mell forms an in­tense tele­pathic bond with a lord of the In­stru­men­tal­ity, in­spir­ing him to lib­er­ate the Un­der­peo­ple. Telepa­thy, or mind-to-mind com­mu­ni­ca­tion, was a ma­jor theme in Smith’s work and in Cold War sci­ence fic­tion gen­er­ally. It’s easy to see why telepa­thy would be­come a widely used metaphor dur­ing a pe­riod where the world’s great mil­i­tary pow­ers fought to con­trol peo­ple’s thoughts.

			Through­out the Un­der­peo­ple sto­ries, we see the theme of ad­ver­saries form­ing bonds that chal­lenge an em­pire. As his Cold War col­leagues in the Army worked covertly with anti-com­mu­nist in­sur­gents in Viet­nam and Cuba, Linebarger imag­ined fan­tas­ti­cal worlds where US psy­war strate­gies ac­tu­ally worked. Though in­sur­gents of­ten lost in the real world, the Un­der­peo­ple won. It was per­haps a form of wish ful­fill­ment. Still, it was also a way for Linebarger to build sce­nar­ios for him­self, to test ideas about psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare in the sand­box of his imag­i­na­tion.

			Fas­cist in­flu­encers of the ra­dio age

			To grasp a na­tion’s pro­pa­ganda strate­gies, Linebarger ar­gued,16 a stu­dent of psy­war should choose one or two forms of me­dia and mon­i­tor them for a lengthy pe­riod. Linebarger spent most of his re­search time lis­ten­ing to the ra­dio, which was a cru­cial medium for psy­ops dur­ing World War II. Much like so­cial me­dia on the in­ter­net to­day, ra­dio pro­gram­ming could be ac­cessed at all hours with small, por­ta­ble de­vices. Am­a­teurs vied with pro­fes­sion­als to rule the air­waves, which meant that twirling the dial could un­leash com­men­tary, mu­sic, or news from sources that were some­times dif­fi­cult to iden­tify. As if an­tic­i­pat­ing the rise of plat­forms like Twit­ter and Face­book, pro­pa­gan­dists would cre­ate fake broad­casts whose sole pur­pose was to de­liver psy­ops. Nazi ra­dio pro­pa­ganda fea­tured a chaotic, ever-chang­ing set of com­men­ta­tors, in­clud­ing of­fi­cial gov­ern­ment rep­re­sen­ta­tives along­side fake British news broad­cast­ers push­ing de­featist mes­sages to de­mor­al­ize Eng­lish speak­ers. Ger­many cre­ated what Linebarger dubbed “fal­si­fied sta­tions,” such as one call­ing it­self the New British Broad­cast­ing Com­pany, which a dis­tracted lis­tener might mis­take for the ac­tual BBC. Some­times, the OWI an­a­lysts would dis­cover “ghost pro­grams” or “ghost voices” that would pop onto the Al­lied ra­dio band when of­fi­cial pro­grams went off the air.17

			One of the fas­cists’ great in­no­va­tions was to cre­ate mi­cro­celebri­ties, or in­flu­encers, to at­tract lis­ten­ers. A British de­fec­tor named William Joyce be­came one of these in­flu­encers, join­ing the Nazi ra­dio pro­gram Ger­many Call­ing, a broad­cast that could reach Eng­lish lis­ten­ers across the sea with a medium-wave sig­nal. Born in the United States to Irish par­ents, Joyce moved to Eng­land as a boy and spent his young adult­hood work­ing with British in­tel­li­gence dur­ing the Irish War of In­de­pen­dence. Af­ter a brief stint in col­lege, he de­voted him­self full-time to work­ing as a po­lit­i­cal op­er­a­tive. In 1932 he joined the British Union of Fas­cists (BUF). Joyce chafed un­der the BUF’s leader, Sir Os­wald Mosley, whom he con­sid­ered in­suf­fi­ciently an­ti­semitic. Kicked out of the BUF in 1937, he formed the short-lived Na­tional So­cial­ist League, a pro-Nazi or­ga­ni­za­tion that was fo­cused on ha­tred of Jews.18 Feel­ing that he couldn’t fight for Britain, Joyce fled to Berlin in 1939 and was hired by the Nazis to write and broad­cast fas­cist pro­pa­ganda on a ra­dio pro­gram that be­gan with Joyce in­ton­ing, “Ger­many call­ing, Ger­many call­ing.”

			Us­ing a plummy British ac­cent and lac­ing his com­men­tary with sar­cas­tic jokes about the Al­lies, Joyce aimed his psyop straight at Eng­land. He took on the nick­name “Lord Haw-Haw,” which was coined by British ra­dio critic Jonah Bar­ring­ton (a pseu­do­nym for Cyril Carr Dal­main) in an ar­ti­cle about the broad­casts in the Daily Ex­press: “He speaks Eng­lish of the haw-haw, damn-it-get-out-of-my-way va­ri­ety, and his strong suit is gen­tle­manly in­dig­na­tion.”19 Joyce urged other Al­lies to join the Nazi cause by trum­pet­ing Ger­many’s con­quests in north­ern Eu­rope, and snark­ing about how ter­ri­ble life was in wartime Britain, with its food short­ages. He par­o­died bad ad­vice from what he called “the British Min­istry of Mis­in­for­ma­tion.”20 Troops and civil­ians would tune in be­cause Lord Haw-Haw had a charis­matic per­son­al­ity and was some­times the only source of news about troop move­ments dur­ing in­for­ma­tion black­outs. Of course, Lord Haw-Haw al­ways ex­ag­ger­ated the num­ber of war dead among the Al­lies, but he let just enough truth through the cracks to hook his lis­ten­ers night af­ter night. The British press tried to un­der­mine Lord Haw-Haw’s pop­u­lar­ity by pro­duc­ing a se­ries of news­reels in 1940 called Nasti News from Lord Haw-Haw, which of­ten por­trayed the com­men­ta­tor as a mid­dle-aged gen­tle­man with a mon­o­cle, oc­ca­sion­ally held at gun­point by a bum­bling Nazi. In one film, the fake Haw-Haw pro­claims that he’s broad­cast­ing “noth­ing like the truth” be­fore mak­ing fun of the Ger­mans for cook­ing soup out of old bath­wa­ter.

			Need­less to say, Joyce was noth­ing like the British news­reels por­trayed him—he was a true be­liever in the Nazi regime, and joined Joseph Goebbels’s pro­pa­ganda team af­ter a life­time of sup­port­ing fas­cist causes. Cap­tured in 1945, he was ex­e­cuted for trea­son. His moniker lived on, be­com­ing syn­ony­mous with Nazi ra­dio pro­pa­ganda. In 1947, Time called Dou­glas Chan­dler “Amer­ica’s Lord Haw-Haw” af­ter he was found guilty of trea­son for join­ing the Nazis and “spew[ing] forth the pro­pa­ganda line of Joseph Goebbels” on the ra­dio.21

			The suc­cess of fig­ures like Lord Haw-Haw led to an­other of Linebarger’s im­por­tant ob­ser­va­tions about pro­pa­ganda: it is nearly al­ways built on truth. Lord Haw-Haw was pop­u­lar in Eng­land partly be­cause he re­ported on the war at a time when most news was be­ing cen­sored by the British gov­ern­ment. “It is the pur­pose that makes it pro­pa­ganda, and not the truth­ful­ness or un­truth­ful­ness of it,” Linebarger wrote.22 If a broad­caster uses truth to “af­fect the minds and emo­tions of a given group for a spe­cific pur­pose,” Linebarger ar­gued, it is pro­pa­ganda. And then, as if chan­nel­ing the de­bate be­tween jour­nal­ist Lipp­mann and PR man Bernays, he con­cluded: “Opin­ion anal­y­sis per­tains to what peo­ple think; pro­pa­ganda anal­y­sis deals with what some­body is try­ing to make them think.”23

			Linebarger felt that one of the OWI’s great­est ac­com­plish­ments was the es­tab­lish­ment of Voice of Amer­ica, a ra­dio sta­tion aimed at bring­ing a US per­spec­tive to the world. The OWI took over Voice of Amer­ica in 1942, and pro­grammed ev­ery­thing from pop­u­lar mu­sic to care­fully crafted bits of truth. Voice of Amer­ica could be read as a real-life ana­log of the cranch­ing wire from the Cord­wainer Smith story “Scan­ners Live in Vain.” Us­ing their wire an­ten­nas to tune in, peo­ple de­prived of in­for­ma­tion and en­ter­tain­ment could briefly ex­pe­ri­ence the free­dom that comes from both. Even­tu­ally, Linebarger hoped, the joy of cranch­ing with Voice of Amer­ica might lead to the re­form of closed regimes like the Peo­ple’s Re­pub­lic of China. Through­out the Cold War and be­yond, ad­ver­saries could hear Amer­i­can voices whis­per­ing in their ears, al­most as if they were send­ing tele­pathic mes­sages about why democ­racy is good for the world.

			Ra­dio was Linebarger’s medium of choice, but he also ad­vo­cated us­ing as many sys­tems as pos­si­ble for reach­ing the en­emy. “Pro­pa­ganda must use the lan­guage of the mother, the school­teacher, the lover, the bully, the po­lice­man, the ac­tor, the ec­cle­si­as­tic, the buddy, the news­pa­per­man, all of them in turn,” Linebarger ar­gued.24 Fol­low­ing the play­book laid out in Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare, US op­er­a­tives sought to tell the anti-com­mu­nist story by speak­ing in many voices, partly through tar­geted op­er­a­tions and partly through a dif­fuse in­flu­ence on the arts and sci­ence. Frances Stonor Saun­ders writes in The Cul­tural Cold War about how CIA money found its way into arts agen­cies that funded ab­stract ex­pres­sion­ists like Jack­son Pol­lock, whose splat­ter­paint style was deemed an af­front to the So­viet re­al­ist aes­thetic.25 And Au­dra Wolfe’s book Free­dom’s Lab­o­ra­tory re­veals how the CIA funded an out­reach cam­paign to Chi­nese sci­en­tists, hop­ing to turn them into US sym­pa­thiz­ers.26

			Still, the vast ma­jor­ity of psy­ops were not fancy prod­ucts care­fully de­signed to se­duce en­e­mies into sid­ing with Amer­ica. They were the same kinds of leaflet-and-loud­speaker op­er­a­tions that went all the way back to World War I. Bil­lions of pro­pa­ganda leaflets were de­ployed along­side ki­netic weapons in the Ko­rean War, Viet­nam, and other hot spots.27 Yet even these bog-stan­dard pa­per bombs, as leaflet drops were of­ten called, were not held in high re­gard by mil­i­tary lead­er­ship. Ac­cord­ing to mil­i­tary his­to­rian Mark Ja­cob­son, “When forced to choose be­tween leaflets, loud­speak­ers and fire­power [dur­ing the Ko­rean War], op­er­a­tional lead­ers chose fire­power.”28 Com­pound­ing this prob­lem was the dif­fi­culty mea­sur­ing whether a psyop had worked. It’s not as if sol­diers could go out into the field and count how many peo­ple within a five-mile ra­dius of a pa­per bomb had been per­suaded to em­brace Amer­i­can ide­ol­ogy. Linebarger and his col­leagues wanted to tempt their ad­ver­saries with prom­ises of hope and free­dom, but the re­al­ity was that most leaflets were full of ba­sic threats or news in­tended to hurt morale. Vi­o­lence and in­tim­i­da­tion re­mained the mil­i­tary’s fa­vorite forms of per­sua­sion.

			Lurk­ing be­hind the gun­fire and loud­speak­ers was the great­est threat of all: the Bomb. Even though it was the world’s most pow­er­ful ki­netic weapon, the Bomb was also one of the great­est psy­ops of the Cold War. Never de­ployed af­ter Hi­roshima and Na­gasaki, but al­ways hov­er­ing in the back­ground, it was a source of fear, para­noia, and lin­ger­ing un­ease even dur­ing peace­time. Kids pre­pared for nu­clear at­tack by learn­ing to “duck and cover” in their class­rooms. Adults read jour­nal­ist John Hersey’s 1946 book, Hi­roshima, a se­ries of har­row­ing eye­wit­ness ac­counts from sur­vivors of the Bomb. It was im­pos­si­ble to for­get that any mo­ment could be hu­man­ity’s last.

			In his fic­tion, Linebarger re­flected on the deep con­nec­tion be­tween psy­cho­log­i­cal war and the Bomb. His story “Mother Hit­ton’s Lit­tul Kit­tons” in­tro­duces us to a mys­te­ri­ous de­vice that the In­stru­men­tal­ity uses to pro­tect Earth’s re­sources from their many en­e­mies. The weapon is es­sen­tially a psy­cho­log­i­cal atom bomb, made by a group of sci­en­tists who have bred the most vi­cious, in­sane, blood­thirsty minks in the world. Thou­sands of these mu­tated minks are kept asleep in a spe­cial fa­cil­ity—if they wake up, they will rip one an­other apart—and their minds are at­tached to a tele­pathic am­pli­fi­ca­tion de­vice that can de­liver their col­lec­tive con­scious­ness into space. When an in­ter­loper tries to steal Earth’s sup­ply of stroon, a life-ex­tend­ing drug, the In­stru­men­tal­ity’s forces awaken the minks, and their thoughts are “ground into [the thief’s] brain.” First “the synapses of his brain re-formed to con­jure up might-have-beens, ter­ri­ble things that never hap­pened to any man.” Then, he “screeched with an­i­mal lust as he tried to de­vour him­self . . . not en­tirely with­out suc­cess.” Hav­ing pulled out his own eye­balls and eaten his arms, the in­truder dies from the re­sults of a tele­pathic as­sault from thou­sands of an­gry weaponized minks. Bonkers and yet ut­terly hor­ri­fy­ing, the story is also a fas­ci­nat­ing metaphor for psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions. The en­emy de­stroys him­self, with­out any dam­age to any­one else, through a kind of rad­i­cal de­mor­al­iza­tion. This is per­haps Linebarger’s most emo­tion­ally re­al­is­tic rep­re­sen­ta­tion of typ­i­cal psy­ops, which aim to hurt rather than se­duce.

			I spoke to Linebarger’s daugh­ter Rosana Hart about how he ex­plained his work to her, and she told me about a mem­o­rable con­ver­sa­tion she had with her fa­ther. “I asked why some peo­ple have hard lives and other peo­ple don’t,” she re­called. “He ba­si­cally said that’s how it is. It was like he was try­ing to ex­plain the world to me. I think he felt it was his job to ex­plain how the world works, [through] pain and tragedy. In Mex­ico, he would tell us about the cru­elty of Span­ish to the Mex­i­cans and the In­dige­nous. He would go into more de­tail about suf­fer­ing than a child should have had to lis­ten to.” She paused, and then sighed. “He wanted me to know that dan­ger was there.”

			The brain­washed gen­er­a­tion

			As psy­cho­log­i­cal war be­came es­tab­lished mil­i­tary doc­trine, ru­mors be­gan to cir­cu­late that com­mu­nists fight­ing in the Ko­rean War had even more pow­er­ful mind-con­trol meth­ods than the United States did. Fit­tingly, the ori­gin of these ru­mors is shrouded in con­spir­acy the­o­ries even to­day. In 1950, a staunchly anti-com­mu­nist jour­nal­ist named Ed­ward Hunter pub­lished an ar­ti­cle in the Mi­ami Daily News called “Brain Wash­ing Tac­tics Force Chi­nese into Ranks of Com­mu­nist Party.” Hunter cov­ered news from Asia, and claimed that “Mao’s Red Army” used a reed­u­ca­tion tac­tic called xi-nao, which lit­er­ally trans­lates to “wash brain.”29 Ac­cord­ing to Hunter, xi-nao was a play on words, a ref­er­ence to the Con­fu­cian idea of xi-xin, mean­ing “to wash the heart, a metaphor [for pre­par­ing] one­self for a quiet re­tire­ment from world af­fairs.”30 Peo­ple sub­jected to brain­wash­ing, Hunter ex­plained in his ar­ti­cle, be­came like ro­bots, eas­ily pro­grammed to do what­ever their cap­tors asked. Some even turned against their own al­lies. Hunter’s im­pli­ca­tion was that there could be brain­washed sleeper agents any­where in the world, just wait­ing for the right mo­ment to strike.

			His idea caught fire in 1950s Amer­ica, where the Bomb had al­ready primed peo­ple for para­noia. Hunter’s am­bigu­ous re­la­tion­ship with the CIA—which he touted fre­quently—added spice to the tale by mak­ing it seem as if he, too, might be some kind of spy with in­sider knowl­edge. At least one re­porter in Hong Kong, Till­man Dur­din, said that Hunter worked di­rectly for the CIA and re­ported to Joseph Mc­Carthy about other re­porters he sus­pected of hav­ing com­mu­nist sym­pa­thies.31

			A more likely story is that Hunter used these ru­mors of CIA in­volve­ment to boost his rep­u­ta­tion and sell books. It turned out that the Mi­ami Daily News story was a teaser for a book that Hunter pub­lished in 1951 called Brain-Wash­ing in Red China: The Cal­cu­lated De­struc­tion of Men’s Minds. The book was packed with sto­ries about Ko­rean War vet­er­ans who de­scribed a form of men­tal tor­ture they’d ex­pe­ri­enced in Chi­nese POW camps. Dur­ing years of im­pris­on­ment, these men were sub­jected to ter­ri­fy­ing in­doc­tri­na­tion ses­sions and long pe­ri­ods of so­cial iso­la­tion, of­ten stand­ing out­side in the freez­ing wind with­out shoes. The prison guards’ goal seemed to be con­vert­ing POWs into pro­pa­gan­dists who would go on the ra­dio to spread com­mu­nist ideas to their fel­low Amer­i­cans, sort of like an earnest ver­sion of Lord Haw-Haw. For­mer POWs who ex­hib­ited clas­sic symp­toms of PTSD—ap­a­thy, night­mares, in­abil­ity to fo­cus, hy­per­vig­i­lance—were said to be suf­fer­ing the af­ter­ef­fects of brain­wash­ing. Though many ex­perts have dis­puted that Chi­nese troops were ac­tu­ally us­ing the term “brain­wash­ing,” it be­came a pow­er­ful meme in the United States. Hunter jeal­ously guarded his role as the man who coined the term. He raged at Time mag­a­zine’s ed­i­tors for writ­ing about brain­wash­ing in 1951 with­out cred­it­ing his book, send­ing count­less let­ters to col­leagues and his pub­lisher ask­ing them to put pres­sure on the mag­a­zine to ac­knowl­edge that he had in­tro­duced the term “brain­wash­ing” to the world.32

			There’s no dis­put­ing that Hunter pop­u­lar­ized the word, but Linebarger prob­a­bly wrote about it first. Ten days be­fore Hunter’s Mi­ami Daily News story, his­to­rian Mar­cia Holmes writes, Linebarger sent a tech­ni­cal memo to his col­leagues in the in­tel­li­gence com­mu­nity where he de­scribed “an end­less process which is called by the nick-name of ‘brain­wash­ing,’ ” used by com­mu­nist in­ter­roga­tors on Ko­rean and Chi­nese peo­ple.33 It seems likely that brain­wash­ing was be­ing dis­cussed in mil­i­tary cir­cles be­fore it hit the main­stream press.

			Dutch psy­cho­an­a­lyst Joost A. M. Meer­loo added a new el­e­ment to the idea of brain­wash­ing in his 1956 book, The Rape of the Mind: The Psy­chol­ogy of Thought Con­trol, Men­ti­cide, and Brain­wash­ing. He be­lieved that the mod­ern ob­ses­sion with tech­nol­ogy, es­pe­cially tele­vi­sion, was akin to Pavlo­vian con­di­tion­ing, prim­ing peo­ple to be­come obe­di­ent mech­a­nisms them­selves. He was one of the first com­men­ta­tors to no­tice that tele­vi­sion was re­plac­ing ra­dio as the medium of choice for pro­pa­ganda, though his rather ex­treme ar­gu­ment was that tele­vi­sion was in­her­ently to­tal­i­tar­ian, a hyp­notic de­vice that turned view­ers into com­pli­ant au­toma­tons. Meer­loo be­lieved that “mech­a­niza­tion was the cause as well as the ef­fect of brain­wash­ing,” as Uni­ver­sity of Gronin­gen so­cial sci­en­tist Maarten Derk­sen puts it.34 It was, Derk­sen adds, a dystopian view that fed into in­creas­ingly sci­ence-fic­tional no­tions of what ex­actly psy­ops could ac­com­plish.

			Very quickly, brain­wash­ing came un­moored from its orig­i­nal con­text and took on a much broader mean­ing. Any­one might be brain­washed, es­pe­cially if they took an in­ter­est in the coun­ter­cul­ture or civil rights move­ments. In the late 1950s, E. Mer­rill Root pub­lished Brain Wash­ing in the High Schools, in which he blamed US sol­diers’ vul­ner­a­bil­ity to brain­wash­ing in Ko­rea on sup­pos­edly Marx­ist teach­ings in Amer­i­can high schools. And FBI di­rec­tor J. Edgar Hoover talked about the dan­gers of com­mu­nist “thought con­trol” in his book Mas­ters of De­ceit: The Story of Com­mu­nism in Amer­ica and How to Fight It. Call­ing some­body “brain­washed” in the 1950s and ’60s was like in­vok­ing the “woke mind virus” in the 2020s—it im­plied that left­ists had planted dan­ger­ous ideas in Amer­i­cans’ vul­ner­a­ble minds, caus­ing pre­vi­ously good cit­i­zens to ques­tion their na­tion’s great­ness. As Har­vard sci­ence his­to­rian Re­becca Lemov writes, “Brain­wash­ing be­came a na­tion’s shared con­cern, a creep­ing worry all could vis­cer­ally un­der­stand, so that the power of the idea ex­tended well be­yond the con­texts in which it was orig­i­nally en­vi­sioned to op­er­ate.”35

			That said, there were plenty of hip­pies who de­scribed es­tab­lish­ment types as “brain­washed” too. Ba­si­cally any­one who didn’t share your point of view could po­ten­tially be a brain­washed dupe of some sus­pi­cious au­thor­ity. Start­ing in the 1950s, there was also a sub­genre of pop­u­lar sci­ence writ­ing that pur­ported to ex­plain all the ways Amer­i­cans were be­ing brain­washed by the ad­ver­tis­ing in­dus­try and Hol­ly­wood. Vance Packard ar­gued in his 1957 best­seller The Hid­den Per­suaders that ad­ver­tis­ers were ac­tively try­ing to in­duce neu­roses in con­sumers, to get them emo­tion­ally hooked on buy­ing ev­ery­thing from cars to cig­a­rettes. He’d re­vealed what the mil­i­tary’s psy­ops groups had known for half a cen­tury: ad­ver­tis­ing is a great model for pro­pa­ganda.

			A fear of brain­wash­ing haunted pop cul­ture too. Sci­ence fic­tion movies like In­va­sion of the Body Snatch­ers (1956) de­picted an alien men­ace that con­verted Amer­i­cans into emo­tion­less, brain­washed au­toma­tons. In 1962, Frank Sina­tra starred in a dark thriller called The Manchurian Can­di­date, which fol­lowed a group of POWs com­ing home from Ko­rea. Sina­tra’s char­ac­ter starts hav­ing weird hal­lu­ci­na­tions, and even­tu­ally we re­al­ize—shocker!—that the com­mu­nists have turned him into a mind-con­trolled as­sas­sin. Philip K. Dick, au­thor of Mi­nor­ity Re­port and Do An­droids Dream of Elec­tric Sheep? (which was adapted into the movie Blade Run­ner), wrote many sto­ries about the twin threats of psy­ops and ad­ver­tis­ing; in his novel A Scan­ner Darkly, for ex­am­ple, the main char­ac­ter is hired by the gov­ern­ment to spy on him­self, af­ter a drug splits his mind into two per­son­al­i­ties.

			The ques­tion of how to re­sist brain­wash­ing was also on ev­ery­one’s mind. Some, like Vance Packard, sought to ed­u­cate the pub­lic about how they were be­ing ma­nip­u­lated. Oth­ers, such as L. Ron Hub­bard, the sci-fi au­thor turned cult leader, promised to free peo­ple from brain­wash­ing—by of­fer­ing them a dif­fer­ent kind of brain­wash­ing. Hub­bard launched the Church of Sci­en­tol­ogy af­ter the suc­cess of his 1950 best­seller, Di­a­net­ics, a mish­mash of New Age be­liefs and sci­ence fic­tion tropes pre­sented as a way to re­ject psy­cho­log­i­cal ma­nip­u­la­tion. Read­ers learned how to clear the “en­grams,” or dam­ag­ing mem­o­ries, from their minds in or­der to be­come fully ac­tu­al­ized. The rit­u­als of Di­a­net­ics, cod­i­fied into re­li­gion as Sci­en­tol­ogy, were in­tended to re­as­sure peo­ple that their minds were free of alien in­flu­ences. Linebarger was fas­ci­nated by Hub­bard’s work (though not a true be­liever), as ev­i­denced by his un­pub­lished book “Eth­i­cal Di­a­net­ics,”36 about how Di­a­net­ics could be viewed as an ef­fort to pop­u­lar­ize psy­chol­ogy among or­di­nary peo­ple.

			Though sup­pos­edly brain­wash­ing was a weapon used only by US ad­ver­saries, the CIA nev­er­the­less dab­bled in its own brain­wash­ing pro­gram, called MK-Ul­tra, a well-funded se­ries of ex­per­i­ments aimed at turn­ing mind con­trol into a le­git­i­mate so­cial sci­ence. His­to­rian Re­becca Lemov writes that at its peak, the MK-Ul­tra pro­gram cost tax­pay­ers al­most a bil­lion dol­lars per year, and funded ev­ery­one from be­hav­ior­ist B. F. Skin­ner, who ex­per­i­mented with con­di­tion­ing an­i­mals in his “Skin­ner Boxes,” to famed an­thro­pol­o­gist Mar­garet Mead. One of the CIA’s front op­er­a­tions, called the Hu­man Ecol­ogy Fund, gave money to peo­ple who wanted to in­ves­ti­gate whether it was pos­si­ble to con­trol peo­ple by con­trol­ling their en­vi­ron­ment.37 There are dozens of books and even a movie, The Men Who Stare at Goats (2009), about the sen­sa­tional ex­per­i­ments the CIA and Army con­ducted us­ing LSD, hop­ing that the hal­lu­cino­gen might be­come a fool­proof truth serum (it didn’t). The para­noia around mind con­trol be­came so self-jus­ti­fy­ing that one is forced to won­der whether Ed­ward Hunter’s pop­u­lar­iza­tion of the term “brain­wash­ing” was its own kind of meta-psyop, in­tended to ra­tio­nal­ize the CIA’s ex­pen­sive anti-com­mu­nist an­tics.

			It’s the kind of neu­rotic mus­ing one might have af­ter read­ing a Cord­wainer Smith story or Philip K. Dick novel. At the height of the Cold War, psy­ops held a con­tra­dic­tory po­si­tion in the pub­lic mind: on one hand, they were as­so­ci­ated with the ter­ri­fy­ing myth of brain­wash­ing where hu­mans be­came ro­bots, while on the other, they were a sought-af­ter spe­cialty in le­git­i­mate mil­i­tary and pol­icy cir­cles. A whole new field had grown out of psy­chol­ogy, pub­lic re­la­tions, ad­ver­tis­ing, and sto­ry­telling. Wed­ded to the mil­i­tary-in­dus­trial com­plex and the Bomb, it was a pow­er­ful weapon. Put an­other way, bat­tle­field sub­terfuge be­came an of­fice job, and its prac­ti­tion­ers nor­mal­ized the process of threat­en­ing peo­ple in the name of demo­cratic free­dom. At the same time, psy­ops were as­so­ci­ated with fan­tas­ti­cal ideas like brain­wash­ing and Sci­en­tol­ogy’s en­grams, which meant Amer­i­cans were never sure what to be­lieve about the mind-con­trol pow­ers their gov­ern­ment re­ally had.

			As ra­dio and tele­vi­sion pro­gram­ming sat­u­rated the na­tion’s cul­tural imag­i­nary, peo­ple asked in­creas­ingly ur­gent ques­tions about what was real and what was pro­pa­ganda. Me­dia critic Mar­shall McLuhan pub­lished an in­flu­en­tial es­say col­lec­tion in 1964, Un­der­stand­ing Me­dia, where he as­serted that tech­nolo­gies like tele­vi­sion and com­put­ers had cre­ated an en­tirely new psy­cho­log­i­cal en­vi­ron­ment. War, he wrote, was now “an elec­tric bat­tle of in­for­ma­tion and im­ages that goes far deeper and is more ob­ses­sional than the old hot wars of in­dus­trial hard­ware.”38 He was right about the “elec­tric” part. But the Amer­i­can bat­tle over in­for­ma­tion and im­ages goes back to the na­tion’s ear­li­est days.

		


		
		
			Chap­ter 2

			A Fake Fron­tier

			
			As Mas­ter Sun’s mil­len­nia-old work The Art of War at­tests, psy­war has deep his­tor­i­cal roots. To un­der­stand the US ap­proach to psy­ops—a fu­sion of threats, fic­tions, and Madi­son Av­enue huck­ster­ism—we have to in­ves­ti­gate its past. That means go­ing back fur­ther than World War I and the Of­fice of War In­for­ma­tion, to the dirty, chaotic wars be­tween US mili­tias and hun­dreds of In­dige­nous na­tions dur­ing the nine­teenth cen­tury. The In­dian Wars were a pe­riod of vi­o­lent myth­mak­ing, where the United States used ev­ery­thing from school­room lessons to ad­ven­ture nov­els to jus­tify the na­tion’s bloody west­ward ex­pan­sion. Many of the psy­cho­log­i­cal weapons de­vel­oped dur­ing the In­dian Wars be­came pro­to­types for the pro­fes­sional psy­ops prod­ucts de­ployed dur­ing the twen­ti­eth cen­tury and be­yond. We can­not fully grasp the na­tion’s spe­cific brand of psy­ops with­out jour­ney­ing back in time over 240 years, to wit­ness how it all be­gan.

			Ben­jamin Franklin pi­o­neered one of the first Amer­i­can psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions dur­ing the Rev­o­lu­tion­ary War. This was dur­ing the most vi­o­lent years of the con­flict, when Britain did not rec­og­nize the United States as a na­tion, and set­tler mili­tias were us­ing guer­rilla tac­tics to push the British out of North Amer­ica. To grow their fight­ing forces, the set­tlers al­lied with their In­dige­nous neigh­bors, in­clud­ing the Oneida and Tus­carora Na­tions. The British did the same, al­ly­ing with the Seneca tribe among oth­ers. Franklin wasn’t a sol­dier, but he had some­thing more pow­er­ful than a mus­ket: a print­ing press. In 1782, he cre­ated a fake news­pa­per1 that he hoped would un­der­mine the British pub­lic’s faith in their gov­ern­ment’s tac­tics. Franklin gave the pa­per a re­al­is­ti­cally bland name, Sup­ple­ment to the Bos­ton In­de­pen­dent Chron­i­cle.2 All the ar­ti­cles in the Sup­ple­ment were writ­ten by Franklin him­self and printed in his own shop. Mostly, he wrote hor­ri­fy­ing de­scrip­tions of the ways in­no­cent Amer­i­cans suf­fered un­der British oc­cu­pa­tion, con­jured in fab­ri­cated “eye­wit­ness ac­counts” of bat­tle­field may­hem and mu­ti­la­tion.

			One ar­ti­cle in par­tic­u­lar went vi­ral, eigh­teenth-cen­tury style. Franklin wrote it un­der the name of a made-up mili­tia of­fi­cer, who claimed the British were or­der­ing Seneca troops to kill and scalp US sol­diers, set­tlers, and chil­dren. This nonex­is­tent of­fi­cer de­scribed see­ing hun­dreds of scalps be­ing sent from British of­fi­cers “as a Present to Col. Haldimand, Gov­er­nor of Canada, in or­der to be by him trans­mit­ted to Eng­land.” Full of gory de­tails about the boxes of tat­tered scalps, the tall tale made a splash over­seas. A British news­pa­per, the Lon­don Gen­eral Ad­ver­tiser and Morn­ing In­tel­li­gencer, reprinted the fake story in full. Then the story took off in the United States, where dozens of pa­pers, in New Jer­sey, New York, Rhode Is­land, Con­necti­cut, and Penn­syl­va­nia,3 cited the Lon­don Gen­eral Ad­ver­tiser’s ac­count as their source for the false claim that Britain’s Seneca al­lies were scalp­ing US farm­ers and chil­dren. Franklin’s ploy had worked. He helped sour British peo­ple on what their rulers were do­ing in North Amer­ica. And he did it by throw­ing Seneca sol­diers un­der the bus, fo­ment­ing ha­tred be­tween US set­tlers and In­dige­nous peo­ple.

			In 1794, as the Rev­o­lu­tion­ary War ground to a close, sol­diers from the United States fought the British for the last time. The two sides clashed on a tor­nado-rav­aged sec­tion of the Maumee River where shat­tered trees were strewn along the banks. Dubbed the Bat­tle of Fallen Tim­bers, it’s re­mem­bered as the last skir­mish of the Rev­o­lu­tion­ary War, where US forces quickly beat back their ad­ver­saries and took con­trol of land that even­tu­ally be­came the state of Ohio. Ex­cept it wasn’t fought by Amer­i­can and British troops alone; the British had en­listed al­lies among the Chippe­was, Wyan­dots, and mem­bers of other fed­er­ated tribes. The Bat­tle of Fallen Tim­bers was a har­bin­ger of many wars to come be­tween In­dige­nous na­tions and the United States. It sig­naled the start of an ide­o­log­i­cal war against In­dige­nous ways of life, com­plete with proto-psy­ops, brain­wash­ing, and pro­pa­ganda aimed at rewrit­ing the his­tory of North Amer­ica. It was also the be­gin­ning of or­ga­nized In­dige­nous re­sis­tance to col­o­niza­tion. To­ward the end of the nine­teenth cen­tury, west­ern tribes launched counter-psy­ops that be­came mod­els for fu­ture protest move­ments against the US gov­ern­ment.

			The In­dian Wars have no set be­gin­ning or end. From the sev­en­teenth cen­tury through the late nine­teenth cen­tury, US lead­ers pushed the nascent coun­try’s bor­ders west in a se­ries of chaotic, bloody bat­tles that left at least a mil­lion peo­ple dead.4 Some chron­i­clers call these con­flicts the Fron­tier Wars, but I’m fol­low­ing the lead of Yale his­to­rian Ned Black­hawk, au­thor of Vi­o­lence over the Land: In­di­ans and Em­pires in the Early Amer­i­can West, who calls them the In­dian Wars.5 That is what com­bat­ants called them at the time, which is worth know­ing. More im­por­tantly, this name ac­knowl­edges that these wars were waged by the US gov­ern­ment against In­dige­nous na­tions and tribes, rather than for the lib­er­a­tion of an ab­stract “fron­tier.”

			Franklin’s anti-In­dige­nous pro­pa­ganda in the Sup­ple­ment didn’t come out of nowhere. It was based on an even older tra­di­tion of de­mo­niz­ing the en­emy that dated back to King Philip’s War in the 1670s. This was a par­tic­u­larly dev­as­tat­ing bat­tle be­tween New Eng­land colonies and the Wampanoag tribe, in which tens of thou­sands of peo­ple died and many Wampanoag sur­vivors were en­slaved.6 Af­ter the war was over, a false nar­ra­tive took hold in set­tler com­mu­ni­ties. New Eng­lan­ders claimed that their tri­umph in King Philip’s War meant that In­dige­nous tribes had “died out” in their re­gion of the coun­try. Schol­ars call this the “myth of the van­ish­ing In­dian.”7 It was pro­pa­ganda aimed pri­mar­ily at white set­tlers, to jus­tify the wars and en­list the aid of Eu­ro­peans liv­ing in In­dian Coun­try. And it was a story that peo­ple still told a cen­tury later, at the height of the In­dian Wars.

			Like a lot of pro­pa­ganda, this myth was in­ter­nally con­tra­dic­tory. It’s a mat­ter of pub­lic record that the US War De­part­ment ap­pro­pri­ated mil­lions of dol­lars8 to fight the In­dian Wars in the nine­teenth cen­tury. If the en­emy had al­ready van­ished, leav­ing a vir­gin land for whites to set­tle, why the need for all that fund­ing? Still, lib­eral East Coast set­tlers pre­ferred to be­lieve that the United States had a le­git­i­mate claim to west­ern lands be­cause In­dige­nous peo­ple were, as one an­thro­pol­o­gist put it, “cul­tur­ally ex­tinct.”9 The idea was that tribes had nat­u­rally faded away as their mem­bers as­sim­i­lated into Eu­ro­pean so­ci­ety, be­com­ing Amer­i­cans in­stead of Wampanoags, Mo­hi­cans, or Onei­das. One of the most pop­u­lar books in the United States dur­ing the 1820s was James Fen­i­more Cooper’s The Last of the Mo­hi­cans, which Cooper claimed was an ac­cu­rate his­tor­i­cal ac­count of how quickly Eu­ro­pean set­tlers had wiped out tribes in the North­east. This would have been news to the Mo­hi­can peo­ple who were alive when the book came out and to their de­scen­dants liv­ing on tribal land in Wis­con­sin to­day.10 Not to men­tion mem­bers of all the other tribes who sur­vived along­side them. And yet the myth of the van­ish­ing In­dian put down deep roots, shap­ing both mil­i­tary strat­egy and white set­tlers’ per­cep­tion of In­dige­nous peo­ple.

			It was a very se­duc­tive psyop, per­pet­u­ated by the US gov­ern­ment, mil­i­tary, and pop cul­ture. Eu­ro­pean set­tle­ment was re­cast as an in­evitable process of pop­u­la­tion re­place­ment, in which In­dige­nous na­tions were nat­u­rally erased by the spread­ing bor­ders of the United States of Amer­ica.

			In­vent­ing the Wild West

			Fron­tiers are not nat­u­ral. On the land­mass known to­day as North Amer­ica, the wild fron­tier was a le­gal fic­tion in­tended to make it eas­ier for the United States to win the In­dian Wars. It was named in the 1834 In­dian Trade and In­ter­course Act, where the US gov­ern­ment es­tab­lished what it called the “per­ma­nent fron­tier,” or “per­ma­nent In­dian fron­tier.” The “fron­tier” re­ferred to lands west of the Mis­sis­sippi River that would be left to the In­dige­nous groups who lived there—ei­ther be­cause it was their home or be­cause they had been re­lo­cated there by force. The War De­part­ment built a se­ries of forts along that fron­tier, stretch­ing from Fort Snelling in Min­ne­sota to Fort Je­sup in Lou­i­si­ana. Sol­diers sta­tioned along the fron­tier had two man­dates: pro­tect white set­tlers liv­ing on In­dige­nous lands, and pre­vent the tribes from war­ring with one an­other.11

			Kori Schake, a for­mer pol­icy ad­viser with the De­part­ment of De­fense, com­pares the In­dian Wars to the twenty-first-cen­tury US oc­cu­pa­tion of Afghanistan. She high­lights, in par­tic­u­lar, how un­ready US sol­diers were, and how lit­tle com­mu­ni­ca­tion passed be­tween groups. “Sol­diers fight­ing suc­ces­sive tribes of In­di­ans . . . were mostly mili­tia, with lit­tle prior ex­pe­ri­ence of war­fare,” she writes. “The army did not carry lessons from one In­dian War over into the next.” Mili­tias were mus­tered and dis­banded all over the United States, all with slightly dif­fer­ent man­dates and eco­nomic sup­port. As a re­sult, it was al­most im­pos­si­ble for the fed­eral gov­ern­ment to en­act any spe­cific pol­icy, and lo­cal of­fi­cials made lit­tle ef­fort to honor prom­ises and treaties the fed­eral gov­ern­ment had made with tribes. Mili­tia com­man­ders of­ten had no knowl­edge of a given tribe’s le­gal sta­tus. In both the In­dian Wars and Afghanistan,

			[there was an] un­will­ing­ness by po­lit­i­cal lead­ers to ac­knowl­edge the scope and con­tra­dic­tory na­ture of their strate­gic ob­jec­tives; an enor­mous gap be­tween the cam­paign’s ob­jec­tives and the re­sources po­lit­i­cal lead­ers are will­ing to put to­ward the ef­fort; dra­matic over­es­ti­ma­tion of the ca­pac­ity of our gov­ern­ment to ef­fec­tively carry out a so­phis­ti­cated pol­icy with po­lit­i­cal, eco­nomic, and mil­i­tary el­e­ments; cor­rup­tion dele­git­imiz­ing the ide­al­is­tic com­po­nents of the pol­icy de­signed to win sup­port of “rec­on­cileables”; . . . in­su­lar­ity in Wash­ing­ton against the con­se­quences of the pol­icy’s fail­ures, which are prin­ci­pally borne by oth­ers; [and] a mil­i­tary hes­i­tant to credit their ad­ver­saries with su­pe­rior tac­tics and even strat­egy.12

			Rarely do we hear ex­perts de­scribe the In­dian Wars in these terms. It’s widely ac­knowl­edged that the Afghanistan oc­cu­pa­tion was mon­strously com­plex and rid­dled with prob­lems that went right to the top. And yet when the In­dian Wars are evoked, they’re re­duced to a sim­plis­tic tale of US sol­diers ver­sus tribes on the wild fron­tier. Schake’s ac­count is far more ac­cu­rate.

			The first ma­jor wave of mil­i­tary con­flict came just a few years be­fore the fron­tier was born, sparked by an event re­ferred to eu­phemisti­cally by the US gov­ern­ment as “re­moval.” For the Semi­nole, Choctaw, Chick­a­saw, Chero­kee, and Creek Na­tions—some­times called the Five Civ­i­lized Tribes—it was known as the Trail of Tears. Af­ter Pres­i­dent An­drew Jack­son signed the In­dian Re­moval Act in 1830, he ap­pro­pri­ated $500,000 (roughly $15.6 mil­lion to­day) to clear In­dige­nous groups out of the south­east­ern ter­ri­to­ries claimed by the United States. It was the first of many pay­outs for this pur­pose. Though the act didn’t ex­plic­itly di­rect the pres­i­dent to de­ploy the mil­i­tary—in­deed, it was framed as a peace­ful “land ex­change”13—it did give him per­mis­sion to “re­move” all the sov­er­eign tribes from their land in “ex­change” for land on the Ok­la­homa fron­tier. The act also called for the US gov­ern­ment to pro­vi­sion them with “sup­port and sub­sis­tence” for a year af­ter their re­set­tle­ment, and to pro­tect them from “in­ter­rup­tion or dis­tur­bance” from other tribes and in­di­vid­u­als. This is a key point, of­ten for­got­ten, largely be­cause the gov­ern­ment pro­vided al­most noth­ing other than a cold, hard road to Ok­la­homa.

			In the two decades fol­low­ing pas­sage of the In­dian Re­moval Act, the fed­eral gov­ern­ment forced tribe af­ter tribe off their lands, us­ing a com­bi­na­tion of mil­i­tary mus­cle and le­gal threats. The re­sult was a refugee cri­sis of epic pro­por­tions, with poorly pro­vi­sioned In­dige­nous fam­i­lies march­ing hun­dreds of miles to Ok­la­homa—some­times in freez­ing weather. Alexis de Toc­queville, the French diplo­mat who cel­e­brated Amer­i­can free­dom in his book Democ­racy in Amer­ica, was an eye­wit­ness to the re­moval of the Choctaw Na­tion. He de­scribed thou­sands of peo­ple dy­ing of star­va­tion and ex­po­sure dur­ing the jour­ney. At one point, he wrote, des­per­ate Choctaw fam­i­lies left their dogs be­hind so they could cross a freez­ing river on rafts; the cry­ing dogs plunged in af­ter them, fight­ing the icy cur­rents. The sight of fam­i­lies ripped apart, los­ing each other and their lands, filled him with fore­bod­ing. “These are great evils; and it must be added that they ap­pear to me to be ir­re­me­di­a­ble,” de Toc­queville wrote, adding that he feared the tribes would be com­pletely erad­i­cated.14

			They were not. When mem­bers of the Choctaw Na­tion ar­rived in Ok­la­homa, they suf­fered fur­ther from dis­ease and mal­nu­tri­tion. They had lived their whole lives in the trop­ics, af­ter all, and ini­tially they were ill-equipped to make a home on the cold, dry plains. Still, they sur­vived; there has yet to be a “last Choctaw.” The US gov­ern­ment made a few hap­haz­ard ef­forts to pro­tect the newly re­lo­cated tribes, al­lo­cat­ing money in dribs and drabs. In 1832, af­ter two years of con­flict over the In­dian Re­moval Act, Con­gress gave $20,000 to the Stokes Com­mis­sion,15 a group of men led by for­mer North Car­olina gov­er­nor Mont­fort Stokes, to im­prove In­dige­nous life. But the com­mis­sion spent all its time work­ing with the War De­part­ment to co­erce west­ern na­tions in­clud­ing the Co­manche, Kiowa, Wi­chita, and Os­age into ced­ing ter­ri­tory to newly re­lo­cated tribes from the South­east. Clearly, there was noth­ing peace­ful about the “land ex­change” de­scribed so blandly in the act. Amer­i­can mili­tias fought the tribes, the tribes fought one an­other, and US gov­ern­ment bu­reau­crats ar­gued bit­terly over what should be done.

			In­dige­nous na­tions tried sev­eral strate­gies for re­sist­ing the In­dian Re­moval Act. In Flor­ida, the Semi­nole mil­i­tary re­sponded with force, win­ning bat­tles with US mili­tias for decades. Oth­ers tried to beat the set­tler gov­ern­ment at its bu­reau­cratic game, by us­ing the le­gal sys­tem. Chero­kee chief John Ross sued the state of Geor­gia twice in an ef­fort to pre­vent tribal lands in Geor­gia from be­ing con­fis­cated and sold off to white set­tlers. The first case was brought by the na­tion and the sec­ond by a group of sym­pa­thetic white mis­sion­ar­ies, led by Samuel Worces­ter, who were liv­ing on Chero­kee land.16 The Supreme Court heard both cases, and in 1832 the Jus­tices ruled in Worces­ter v. Geor­gia that the state did not have the right to re­move the Chero­kees.17 “The Chero­kee Na­tion, then, is a dis­tinct com­mu­nity oc­cu­py­ing its own ter­ri­tory . . . in which the laws of Geor­gia can have no force,” wrote Chief Jus­tice John Mar­shall in the de­ci­sion. Pres­i­dent Jack­son sneered at the rul­ing, turn­ing a blind eye as the state of Geor­gia con­tin­ued to sell off Chero­kee land. Within a few years, fed­eral troops fin­ished the job by forc­ing the Chero­kees off their re­main­ing land in Geor­gia.

			Given the very pub­lic na­ture of the In­dian Wars, and the hor­rors of the Trail of Tears re­ported by In­dige­nous and Eu­ro­pean eye­wit­nesses, you’d think it would have been hard to pre­tend that the West­ern fron­tier was wild and empty. It was ob­vi­ously full of peo­ple—so many, in fact, that it re­quired mil­lions of dol­lars in fed­eral spend­ing to clear them off. And yet, all across New Eng­land, set­tlers set about con­vinc­ing them­selves that In­dige­nous na­tions were fad­ing away. They did it, ac­cord­ing to Uni­ver­sity of Min­ne­sota his­to­rian Jean O’Brien, in the most bor­ing way pos­si­ble.

			Yet an­other “last In­dian” story

			O’Brien was a his­tory grad­u­ate stu­dent at the Uni­ver­sity of Min­ne­sota when she stum­bled across an odd lit­tle book of roughly 140 pages, full of po­ems, his­tor­i­cal ad­dresses, hymns, and a cringey de­scrip­tion of an In­dian im­per­son­ator’s an­tics on­stage. It was an am­a­teur town his­tory, pub­lished to com­mem­o­rate the bi­cen­ten­nial of Bridge­wa­ter, Mass­a­chu­setts, in 1856. “It was hi­lar­i­ous,” O’Brien re­called with an in­fec­tious laugh. She was speak­ing to me by video from the ho­tel where she had just ar­rived for a his­tory con­fer­ence. “The fun­ni­est part was when they talked about [buy­ing land] from Mas­sas­oit and from Ousame­quin. But they’re the same per­son.” She paused to shake her head rue­fully. “They prob­a­bly had no idea. There’s con­fu­sion be­cause they’re telling a false nar­ra­tive.” Back when she first laid eyes on the Bridge­wa­ter doc­u­ment, O’Brien wasn’t sure what that false nar­ra­tive was—she sim­ply knew “it didn’t add up.” It wasn’t just be­cause the peo­ple of Bridge­wa­ter didn’t know that Mas­sas­oit and Ousame­quin were both names for the sev­en­teenth-cen­tury Wampanoag chief. It was also the fact that some­one at the bi­cen­ten­nial gave a speech mourn­ing the fact that all the In­di­ans their an­ces­tors en­coun­tered in the re­gion had dis­ap­peared. “It re­ally caught my at­ten­tion,” she said, be­cause it mir­rored myths of the “last In­dian.” A mem­ber of the Ojibwe tribe from Min­ne­sota, O’Brien didn’t have first­hand knowl­edge of what had hap­pened to New Eng­land na­tions, but she was cer­tain these his­to­ries were part of a dark cul­tural pat­tern that was all too fa­mil­iar. She won­dered how many “last” sto­ries she could find. “I was search­ing for what I thought of as the smok­ing gun. Could I find ‘last’ sto­ries that con­tra­dicted them­selves?”

			O’Brien’s cu­rios­ity sent her down a very long re­search hole, which even­tu­ally landed her at the Amer­i­can An­ti­quar­ian So­ci­ety in Worces­ter, Mass­a­chu­setts. She dis­cov­ered that the Bridge­wa­ter cen­ten­nial doc­u­ment was one of hun­dreds of am­a­teur his­to­ries pub­lished by lo­cal New Eng­land his­tor­i­cal so­ci­eties in the mid-nine­teenth cen­tury. She tore through them, spend­ing ev­ery day in the li­brary for nine months. “When I told my friends they thought I was crazy be­cause [these his­to­ries] are deadly bor­ing. They are so bad.” She grinned. But, she re­called, she found the smok­ing gun—more than one, in fact. Nearly ev­ery book, pam­phlet, and ora­tion she read about small New Eng­land town his­tory shared a com­mon trope: each be­gan by mourn­ing the loss of the “last In­di­ans,” while also cel­e­brat­ing the first Eu­ro­pean set­tlers. And then, seem­ingly with­out re­al­iz­ing that they were con­tra­dict­ing them­selves, au­thors would de­scribe In­dige­nous fam­i­lies liv­ing cur­rently in their towns. O’Brien told me she found this pat­tern over and over in her re­search: town his­to­ries would de­scribe peo­ple from lo­cal tribes as ex­tinct and alive at the same time. “I thought they were hi­lar­i­ous,” O’Brien told me. Even­tu­ally she pub­lished a book about her find­ings, First­ing and Last­ing: Writ­ing In­di­ans out of Ex­is­tence in New Eng­land.

			At the time they were pub­lished in the nine­teenth cen­tury, these lo­cal his­to­ries were not laugh­able. In fact, O’Brien told me, they were taken quite se­ri­ously. Peo­ple read them vo­ra­ciously, and not just in New Eng­land. One of the first his­tor­i­cal pam­phlets O’Brien found, a lo­cal his­tory from Con­necti­cut, had once been in the per­sonal col­lec­tion of the Uni­ver­sity of Min­ne­sota’s pres­i­dent. “Can you imag­ine that?” she asked. It would be like a uni­ver­sity pro­fes­sor to­day us­ing sunny tourism brochures as a source of his­tor­i­cal facts about an area. Am­a­teur his­to­ries fea­tur­ing “last In­di­ans” were spon­sored by lo­cal gov­ern­ments to make their towns sound im­por­tant, and in their of­ten stul­ti­fy­ing prose they re­vealed how many white Amer­i­cans had in­ter­nal­ized the myth that In­di­ans dis­ap­peared af­ter the early north­east­ern wars.

			O’Brien was care­ful to point out that some his­to­ri­ans did not play the pro­pa­ganda game. Frances Caulkins, au­thor of sev­eral Con­necti­cut his­to­ries, ac­knowl­edged the on­go­ing ex­is­tence of many tribes. Her con­tem­po­raries, how­ever, leaned into the “last In­dian” myth by defin­ing In­dige­nous iden­tity in a very nar­row way. For ex­am­ple, many am­a­teur his­to­ri­ans did not con­sider In­di­ans who con­verted to Chris­tian­ity to be In­dian any­more. The same went for In­di­ans who be­came US cit­i­zens and for In­di­ans of mixed her­itage. In fact, set­tlers didn’t seem to view any­one as In­dian un­less they wore tra­di­tional garb, spoke their na­tive lan­guages, and lived the way their an­ces­tors had two hun­dred years be­fore. As O’Brien put it, In­dige­nous peo­ple were de­fined as the op­po­site of mod­ern. For Eu­ro­peans to ac­knowl­edge them as In­di­ans, they needed to con­form to an out­dated stereo­type of “prim­i­tive” hunter-gath­er­ers. It would be like in­sist­ing that a mod­ern-day Lon­doner wasn’t truly British un­less they spoke in Shake­spearean Eng­lish, wore a gi­ant ruf­fled col­lar, and trav­eled across the sea by galleon. And yet that was ex­actly what these set­tlers de­manded of their In­dige­nous neigh­bors.

			An In­dige­nous per­son who used mod­ern tech­nolo­gies, or who had adopted as­pects of Eu­ro­pean cul­ture, was not a “true In­dian” ac­cord­ing to set­tlers. That was the flawed logic set­tlers used to con­vince them­selves that Wampanoags, Mo­hi­cans, and other In­dige­nous peo­ple in New Eng­land had gone ex­tinct. O’Brien pointed out that this idea still af­fects pub­lic pol­icy in the United States. “When you have fish­ing rights dis­putes, for ex­am­ple, the anti-sovereignty an­gle starts with, ‘Well, you’re not fish­ing the way you used to, so why should that be pro­tected as a treaty right? Take that mo­tor off your boat,’ ” O’Brien said. “That’s part of the whole ‘In­di­ans can never be mod­ern’ idea.” One of the im­plicit mes­sages of those nine­teenth-cen­tury am­a­teur his­to­ries was that In­dige­nous sovereignty had no fu­ture. By eras­ing the ex­is­tence of their In­dian neigh­bors, these his­to­ri­ans were sug­gest­ing that In­dige­nous cul­tures would never ex­ist again. It was a dou­ble era­sure, with po­lit­i­cal im­pli­ca­tions that could ap­peal to both con­ser­va­tive and lib­eral vot­ers in the United States.

			Con­ser­va­tives were ea­ger for any ev­i­dence that In­dige­nous na­tions were fad­ing out of ex­is­tence. Pres­i­dent Jack­son and other politi­cians in the 1830s had made treaties with the na­tions to pro­vi­sion them with sup­plies and pro­tec­tion. When vot­ers didn’t be­lieve that In­di­ans were, in fact, In­di­ans, it was easy for gov­ern­ment rep­re­sen­ta­tives to duck out of their treaties by claim­ing that the na­tions named in them had been con­verted or as­sim­i­lated. Lib­eral New Eng­lan­ders had a dif­fer­ent con­cern. O’Brien told me that lo­cal his­to­ri­ans of­ten wanted to put some dis­tance be­tween New Eng­land’s re­la­tion­ships with In­dige­nous na­tions and the bru­tal In­dian Wars tak­ing place in the South­east and West. She noted that many New Eng­land his­to­ries be­gin by de­scrib­ing town founders mak­ing le­git­i­mate land deals with lo­cal tribes, who then con­ve­niently went ex­tinct. Be­cause so many New Eng­land vot­ers in the nine­teenth cen­tury were op­posed to Jack­son’s re­moval poli­cies, am­a­teur his­to­ri­ans wanted to re­as­sure read­ers that their own town founders were noth­ing like the Jack­so­nian politi­cians rais­ing mili­tias to at­tack Semi­noles and Chero­kees.

			New Eng­land town his­to­ries were shared sto­ries that re­told Amer­i­can his­tory by, as O’Brien put it, “writ­ing In­di­ans out of ex­is­tence.” So­cial sci­en­tists call this phe­nom­e­non his­tor­i­cal am­ne­sia.18 Groups of­ten ex­pe­ri­ence a kind of col­lec­tive for­get­ting about hor­rific events like geno­cide and war, es­pe­cially be­cause most peo­ple would pre­fer to stop think­ing about them.19 Emo­tional sto­ry­telling, whether fic­tional or fac­tual, is one way to draw a cur­tain of am­ne­sia over his­tor­i­cal events, trans­form­ing the way we look back on our past. Stud­ies have shown that peo­ple can for­get de­tails of trau­matic events they’ve lived through when they lis­ten to per­sua­sive sto­ries about those events from other peo­ple.20 As O’Brien dis­cov­ered in her re­search, even a stul­ti­fy­ing lo­cal his­tory can be emo­tion­ally pow­er­ful. For set­tlers who wanted the In­dian Wars to be over, these am­a­teur his­to­ries of­fered sooth­ing half-truths that ab­solved them of guilt. In the mid-nine­teenth cen­tury, it would have been deeply calm­ing for set­tlers to read that In­dige­nous na­tions were dis­ap­pear­ing on their own. That meant they could for­get about the war.

			While the mil­i­tary tried to wipe out In­dige­nous peo­ple in ki­netic wars, there was a par­al­lel cul­tural as­sault hap­pen­ing in those pam­phlets that O’Brien’s friends called bor­ing. Dur­ing nice New Eng­land his­tor­i­cal so­ci­ety tea par­ties and town square fes­tiv­i­ties, set­tlers were telling sto­ries about how ter­ri­bly sad it was that the In­di­ans were gone. It was a con­ve­nient way to for­get about the treat­ment of ac­tu­ally ex­ist­ing In­dige­nous tribes all across North Amer­ica. Am­a­teur his­to­ries and nov­els like The Last of the Mo­hi­cans touched on a gen­uine truth—na­tions were be­ing dec­i­mated—but twisted it to sug­gest the In­dian Wars and forced re­lo­ca­tions were not to blame. As Bernays might have ob­served, it was pro­pa­ganda that helped to sell white set­tlers on real es­tate in the West.

			The orig­i­nal brain­wash­ing pro­gram

			While the gov­ern­ment pushed “last In­dian” pro­pa­ganda on vot­ers, other psy­ops were aimed at In­dige­nous peo­ple. The goal in these op­er­a­tions was to make west­ern na­tions sur­ren­der, and force their cit­i­zens to ac­cept US cul­ture as their own.

			Af­ter the United States won the Mex­i­can-Amer­i­can War in 1848—with a great deal of un­ac­knowl­edged help from Co­manche and Apache troops, who had been fight­ing the Span­ish for years21—a new phase of the In­dian Wars be­gan. To­day it’s of­ten called the “man­i­fest des­tiny” pe­riod, though at the time there was noth­ing man­i­fest or ob­vi­ous about what the fu­ture of the United States would look like. The per­ma­nent fron­tier out­lined in the In­dian Trade and In­ter­course Act grew por­ous and im­per­ma­nent as the US gov­ern­ment sought to ex­pand its ter­ri­to­ries to the west, in In­dian Coun­try. Amer­i­cans con­tin­ued to squab­ble over whether that was a prof­itable or eth­i­cal idea.

			The 1850s were a pe­riod of rad­i­cal, pro­gres­sive thought in the United States, partly in­spired by the grow­ing abo­li­tion­ist move­ment. Fred­er­ick Dou­glass worked on an­ti­slav­ery leg­is­la­tion and ad­dressed sold-out crowds at con­ven­tions. Un­der a pseu­do­nym, Har­riet Ja­cobs was writ­ing ar­ti­cles and her clas­sic mem­oir, In­ci­dents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Coun­ter­cul­tural white writer Nathaniel Hawthorne pub­lished his best-sell­ing novel The Scar­let Let­ter, which ex­plic­itly crit­i­cized Amer­i­can moral­ism. Har­riet Beecher Stowe’s abo­li­tion­ist tear­jerker, Un­cle Tom’s Cabin, was an­other smash-hit book at the time, though Stowe’s racist de­pic­tions of Black char­ac­ters were part of what sold it to the white pub­lic. Still, many in­flu­encers of this pe­riod were ques­tion­ing the na­tion’s treat­ment of en­slaved African Amer­i­cans, which in turn sparked pub­lic con­ver­sa­tion in the press and po­lit­i­cal de­bate over the treat­ment of In­dige­nous peo­ple in the West.

			The pro­gres­sive cul­tural turn of the mid-nine­teenth cen­tury pro­voked strong con­ser­va­tive back­lash. Af­ter Cal­i­for­nia joined the union in 1850, its gov­er­nor, Pe­ter Bur­nett, de­liv­ered a State of the State speech that summed up a po­si­tion taken by many po­lit­i­cal lead­ers in the West. “That a war of ex­ter­mi­na­tion will con­tinue to be waged be­tween the races un­til the In­dian race be­comes ex­tinct must be ex­pected,” he pro­claimed.22 It was ba­si­cally a man­date for white set­tlers to kill In­di­ans, and thou­sands were mur­dered with­out le­gal reper­cus­sions.23 By the time the United States was em­broiled in Re­con­struc­tion, most of the clashes be­tween In­dige­nous na­tions and set­tlers took place on the west­ern plains and Pa­cific coast.

			White pro­gres­sives of the later nine­teenth cen­tury took up the cause of In­dige­nous rights the way their par­ents’ gen­er­a­tion had taken up abo­li­tion­ism, which is to say with equal doses of re­formist zeal and po­lite racist clue­less­ness. Wealthy east­ern­ers formed groups like the In­dian Rights As­so­ci­a­tion, a char­i­ta­ble group that is­sued re­ports on the abysmal con­di­tions on many In­dian reser­va­tions and ad­vo­cated for bet­ter treat­ment from the US gov­ern­ment. The or­ga­ni­za­tion’s mem­bers pub­lished a news­let­ter called The In­dian’s Friend, but their idea of friend­ship was to “civ­i­lize” In­di­ans by Chris­tian­iz­ing them, teach­ing them to farm us­ing Eu­ro­pean meth­ods, and forc­ing them to aban­don their tra­di­tional com­mu­nity struc­tures. They were con­tin­u­ing the project of deny­ing In­di­ans fu­tu­rity, as his­to­rian O’Brien put it.

			The ques­tion these re­form­ers kept ask­ing was how they could con­vince their In­dige­nous “friends” to as­sim­i­late peace­fully and be­come Amer­i­cans. In 1883, wealthy phi­lan­thropist Al­bert K. Smi­ley de­cided to fig­ure it out. He in­vited some of the na­tion’s most prom­i­nent re­form-minded men to his posh lodge in Lake Mo­honk, New York. Politi­cians, high-rank­ing mil­i­tary of­fi­cers, mis­sion­ar­ies, and peo­ple we would to­day call thought lead­ers joined Smi­ley at what the New York Times dubbed in 1892 “the Lake Mo­honk In­dian Con­fer­ence.”24 No In­di­ans were in­vited. The Lake Mo­honk con­fer­ences con­vened an­nu­ally for three decades, and their wealthy, con­nected at­ten­dees shaped poli­cies that changed how the gov­ern­ment dealt with tribes well into the twen­ti­eth cen­tury.

			Nearly all those poli­cies cen­tered on ed­u­ca­tion. Lake Mo­honk lib­er­als wanted to “up­lift” In­dige­nous chil­dren by teach­ing them Eng­lish and Chris­tian­ity, and train­ing them for jobs as farm­ers or other skilled la­bor­ers in Eu­ro­pean set­tle­ments. To nine­teenth-cen­tury white phi­lan­thropists, it sounded like the height of en­light­ened pol­icy. But the re­al­ity was ter­ri­fy­ing. The US Army took In­dige­nous chil­dren away from their fam­i­lies and en­rolled them in res­i­den­tial schools that were of­ten hun­dreds of miles away, mak­ing vis­its and com­mu­ni­ca­tion im­pos­si­ble. Par­ents and chil­dren might not see each other again for years—if ever. Per­haps these schools weren’t con­ceived as an ex­plicit form of brain­wash­ing by Smi­ley and his Lake Mo­honk bud­dies. But US politi­cians made it clear that In­dian board­ing schools were a form of con­quest, a com­pan­ion to ki­netic war. As his­to­rian David Wal­lace Adams ex­plains in his his­tory of res­i­den­tial schools, Ed­u­ca­tion for Ex­tinc­tion,25 that’s ex­actly how Sec­re­tary of the In­te­rior Carl Schurz framed it in 1882. “[His] ar­gu­ment was that it was less ex­pen­sive to ed­u­cate In­di­ans than to kill them,” Adams writes. “[Schurz] es­ti­mated that it cost nearly a mil­lion dol­lars to kill an In­dian in war­fare, whereas it cost only $1,200 to give an In­dian child eight years of school­ing.” As Ed­ward Hunter might have put it in his books about brain­wash­ing, it was a form of ide­o­log­i­cal in­doc­tri­na­tion. The gov­ern­ment wanted to turn In­dige­nous kids from many na­tions into adults who truly be­lieved in Eu­ro­pean cul­tural val­ues and would spread those val­ues in their com­mu­ni­ties un­til there were no more In­di­ans.

			Fund­ing for res­i­den­tial schools had be­gun in 1819, when the US Con­gress passed the Civ­i­liza­tion Fund Act, which al­lo­cated money for in­tro­duc­ing the “arts of civ­i­liza­tion” to tribes near white set­tle­ments. Ini­tially, the gov­ern­ment part­nered with mis­sion­ar­ies to set up schools, but in 1824 the Bu­reau of In­dian Af­fairs was es­tab­lished to run pro­grams for “civ­i­liz­ing” In­dige­nous peo­ple.26 That meant the US gov­ern­ment was firmly in the driver’s seat, of­ten as­sign­ing the same of­fi­cials to over­see In­dian wars and In­dian school­ing.27 But it wasn’t un­til the in­flu­ence of the Mo­honk con­fer­ences and other or­ga­ni­za­tions that con­gres­sional fund­ing for res­i­den­tial schools ex­ploded, jump­ing from $20,000 in 1877 to $1.4 mil­lion in 1890.28 Politi­cians touted these schools as a hu­mane way of turn­ing In­dige­nous peo­ple into proper cit­i­zens of the United States. But as many sur­vivors of the sys­tem pointed out, res­i­den­tial school was trau­ma­tiz­ing, de­stroy­ing fam­ily con­nec­tions and ex­tin­guish­ing tribal cul­tures.29 The dam­age was not ex­clu­sively psy­cho­log­i­cal, ei­ther. In 2022, US Sec­re­tary of the In­te­rior Deb Haa­land re­leased a se­ries of re­ports on how chil­dren in these schools were abused, ne­glected, and some­times mur­dered by the peo­ple who were sup­pos­edly civ­i­liz­ing them.30 Like POW camps, In­dige­nous board­ing schools were full of vi­o­lence and abuse. They were nine­teenth-cen­tury brain­wash­ing ma­chines, in­sti­tu­tions that forced kids to ac­cept the ide­ol­ogy and morals of a na­tion that was at war with their own. It’s no won­der that Amer­i­cans so quickly em­braced the myth of Chi­nese brain­wash­ing dur­ing the Ko­rean War. The United States had al­ready prac­ticed it against ad­ver­saries a cen­tury be­fore.

			Ghost Dance moral panic

			Bat­tered by armies and ed­u­ca­tors, na­tions in the West re­sponded by em­brac­ing a rev­o­lu­tion­ary move­ment that hon­ored In­dige­nous cul­tures of the past, and looked for­ward to a fu­ture af­ter the white set­tlers were gone. It was called the Ghost Dance.31

			In the late 1880s, around the time when the Lake Mo­honk gang was ad­vo­cat­ing for a dra­matic ex­pan­sion of the res­i­den­tial school sys­tem, a Paiute man named Wo­voka had a vi­sion. He said that the Cre­ator had come to him with a new dance, one that would bring about a bet­ter world with­out white set­tlers and their end­less ex­pan­sion­ist wars. The dead would re­unite with the liv­ing, and the buf­falo killed by set­tlers would roam the plains again.32 It’s not dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand why this mes­sage would be pro­foundly mov­ing for peo­ple who had lost so much in the In­dian Wars and whose chil­dren were be­ing taken away for reed­u­ca­tion by the US gov­ern­ment. It was a story about a hope­ful fu­ture, where In­dige­nous cul­ture flour­ished and the land came back to its orig­i­nal care­tak­ers. Oceti Sakowin (Great Sioux Na­tion) his­to­rian Nick Estes, au­thor of Our His­tory Is the Fu­ture, writes that the gov­ern­ment had out­lawed In­dige­nous danc­ing at that time, and there­fore “the Ghost Dance was fun­da­men­tally op­po­si­tional in spirit.”33

			John Fire Lame Deer, a Lakota man whose grand­fa­ther Lame Deer was in the Bat­tle of the Lit­tle Bighorn, re­called hear­ing about the Ghost Dance from his el­ders. He told jour­nal­ist Richard Er­does that Short Bull and Kick­ing Bear “be­came lead­ers of the ghost dance.” He con­tin­ued:

			They told the peo­ple that they could dance a new world into be­ing. There would be land­slides, and earth­quakes and big winds. Hills would pile up on each other. The earth would roll up like a car­pet with all the white man’s ugly things—the stink­ing new an­i­mals, sheep and pigs, the fences, the tele­graph poles, the mines and fac­to­ries. Un­der­neath would be the won­der­ful old-new world as it had been be­fore the white fat-tak­ers came.34

			Estes ex­plains that word about the Ghost Dance spread like wild­fire through res­i­den­tial schools, where stu­dents “tran­scribed Kick­ing Bear’s and Short Bull’s re­ports [in Eng­lish and Lakota] af­ter the two men trav­eled by train to meet with Wo­voka.”35 Peo­ple per­formed the dance in large groups, of­ten wear­ing sa­cred Ghost Dance re­galia cov­ered in pic­tures of an­i­mals, the sun, and the moon. Within months, the prac­tice had spread across the plains, taken up by the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Ara­paho Na­tions, among oth­ers—all of whom added their own ideas about what the Ghost Dance meant and how it should be per­formed. The dance was both a spir­i­tual re­vival and a protest move­ment, com­bin­ing tra­di­tional In­dige­nous be­liefs with tac­tics of re­sis­tance that in­cluded op­pos­ing reser­va­tion au­thor­i­ties, re­fus­ing to speak Eng­lish, avoid­ing church, and pre­vent­ing chil­dren from go­ing to res­i­den­tial schools.36 The Ghost Dance pro­vided a strong coun­ter­point to the mes­sages em­a­nat­ing from ed­u­ca­tors and pol­i­cy­mak­ers. Dancers cel­e­brated the In­dige­nous civ­i­liza­tion that had ex­isted for cen­turies be­fore white set­tlers ar­rived, par­tic­i­pat­ing in a tra­di­tion of so­cial-move­ment build­ing that went back at least as far as the Mis­sis­sip­pian ur­ban com­plexes of the 900s. Ca­hokia, a thou­sand-year-old city at the fork of the Mis­souri and Mis­sis­sippi Rivers in south­ern Illi­nois, was founded in the midst of a sim­i­lar kind of move­ment that took the plains by storm.

			White set­tlers and the US mil­i­tary re­sponded to the Ghost Dance with what can only be called a moral panic. News­pa­per re­ports from 1890 re­ferred to the dance as some­thing weird and ter­ri­fy­ing, with head­lines like “Heap a Big Scare,” “Ghost Dance Ma­nia,” and “That Mes­siah Craze.”37 It was mis­tak­enly called a war dance, a pre­lude to ag­gres­sion. Gov­ern­ment an­thro­pol­o­gist James Mooney and Gen­eral Nel­son Miles, a prom­i­nent fig­ure in the In­dian Wars, pushed back on these sto­ries, ex­plain­ing that the Ghost Dance was peace­ful.38 But ru­mors be­gan to spread that the dance was a sign of im­mi­nent at­tack on nearby white set­tle­ments. Fears about the rit­ual were at their height in late 1890, when Lakota war hero Chief Sit­ting Bull al­lowed a group to per­form the Ghost Dance at his camp on the Stand­ing Rock Reser­va­tion. In re­sponse, the US gov­ern­ment dis­patched 100 mem­bers of the cav­alry and or­dered tribal po­lice to ar­rest Sit­ting Bull on a cold day in De­cem­ber. When the po­lice ar­rived at Sit­ting Bull’s house, the chief re­sisted ar­rest and roughly 150 of his fol­low­ers gath­ered out­side his home to protest. Ac­cord­ing to Mooney, who in­ter­viewed In­dige­nous eye­wit­nesses, one of the pro­test­ers shot a po­lice of­fi­cer, Bull Head, who re­sponded by shoot­ing Sit­ting Bull.39 An­other po­lice of­fi­cer on the scene, Red Tom­a­hawk, shot Sit­ting Bull in the head and killed him in­stantly. Though this al­ter­ca­tion was the re­sult of mil­i­tary and po­lice vi­o­lence, the Ghost Dance was blamed. Even forty years later, in Red Tom­a­hawk’s 1931 obit­u­ary, the New York Times framed the in­ci­dent as “the tribe ghost danc­ing prepara­tory to re­volt against the white man.”40

			Wit­nesses said oth­er­wise. And the events that came af­ter, known as the Wounded Knee Mas­sacre, sug­gest that the US mil­i­tary was us­ing the Ghost Dance as an ex­cuse to kill bands of Lako­tas. Af­ter the po­lice shot Sit­ting Bull, his band fled the area with his el­derly brother Spot­ted Elk, hop­ing to find safety on the nearby Pine Ridge Reser­va­tion. For over a month, US cav­alry units had been mass­ing around Pine Ridge, spurring thou­sands of In­dige­nous peo­ple liv­ing there to flee into the freez­ing win­ter bad­lands of South Dakota. Two weeks af­ter Sit­ting Bull’s mur­der, the Army sur­rounded his band where they were camped near Wounded Knee Creek. US sol­diers or­dered the Lakota war­riors to sur­ren­der their guns, and be­gan search­ing through the band’s tipis, mak­ing threat­en­ing com­ments about what they would do once ev­ery­one had been dis­armed. When one of the war­riors re­fused to give up his gun, the cav­alry opened fire on the Lakota men, whom the US sol­diers had sep­a­rated from the women and chil­dren. Fear­ing for their lives, the women fled into a ravine, where the cav­alry sys­tem­at­i­cally hunted them down and killed them. Eye­wit­nesses from both the US and Lakota sides41 tes­ti­fied that the Army mur­dered un­armed peo­ple, in­clud­ing a preg­nant woman wav­ing a flag of sur­ren­der. When the shoot­ing stopped, US sol­diers told the re­main­ing sur­vivors—mostly young boys—that they would be spared if they came out of hid­ing. When the chil­dren did, they too were shot. In all, about three hun­dred mem­bers of Sit­ting Bull’s band died that day, some of whom were ba­bies and chil­dren who died of ex­po­sure af­ter their moth­ers were killed.

			In the days that fol­lowed, a few lucky sur­vivors and res­i­dents of the Pine Ridge Reser­va­tion came to the scene of the mas­sacre to wit­ness what had hap­pened and gather up me­men­tos from the dead. Estes writes that armed Lakota men con­tin­ued to re­sist the mil­i­tary in the bad­lands, and a young res­i­den­tial school vic­tim named Plenty Horses shot and killed a US sol­dier. Brought up on charges of mur­der, Plenty Horses was ac­quit­ted in a key rul­ing that de­ter­mined the en­tire Wounded Knee Mas­sacre had been con­ducted dur­ing a state of war.42 That meant the sol­diers who shot Sit­ting Bull’s band were in­no­cent as well. The rul­ing painted both the mas­sacre and In­dige­nous po­lit­i­cal move­ments as mil­i­tary at­tacks, mak­ing it ap­pear that both sides were ag­gres­sors and equally cul­pa­ble. It was a kind of psyop on the part of the court, fram­ing the mas­sacre as sim­ply a lost bat­tle in the In­dian Wars—and yet an­other piece of ev­i­dence that Lakota cit­i­zens were dy­ing out.

			Sit­ting Bull, Wild West su­per­star

			News about the Ghost Dance and the Wounded Knee Mas­sacre spread around the world, thanks to an un­ex­pected source: Wild West shows, live-ac­tion reen­act­ments of the In­dian Wars. We know that the Ghost Dance was staged in those shows partly thanks to Sam Mad­dra, an in­trepid re­searcher at the Uni­ver­sity of Glas­gow Ar­chives in Scot­land, who worked with a group of Wounded Knee de­scen­dants to repa­tri­ate a Ghost Dance shirt that had some­how made its way to Scot­land in the 1890s. The story of that shirt’s strange jour­ney re­veals an­other side to Chief Sit­ting Bull, and his ef­forts to es­tab­lish Lakota sovereignty.

			Sit­ting Bull wasn’t just a Lakota war leader—he was a global celebrity, a sym­bol of the Amer­i­can West. Thanks to his friend William F. “Buf­falo Bill” Cody, an­other fa­mous fig­ure from the In­dian Wars, Sit­ting Bull briefly starred in one of Buf­falo Bill’s Wild West shows.43 Wild West shows were in some ways the nine­teenth-cen­tury ver­sion of re­al­ity TV, full of peo­ple reen­act­ing fa­mous bat­tles. Many per­form­ers were for­mer sol­diers play­ing them­selves. Some would do rodeo-like stunts on horse­back or pseudo-ed­u­ca­tional pro­grams about his­tory. Au­di­ences would come to big are­nas, where Wild West shows were staged, to gawk at the stunts, meet war celebri­ties, and see bat­tles that they had only read about. Buf­falo Bill’s Wild West show was one of the most suc­cess­ful, and Cody of­ten em­ployed In­dige­nous per­form­ers to play them­selves in the mock wars. As Mad­dra ex­plains in her book Hos­tiles? The Lakota Ghost Dance and Buf­falo Bill’s Wild West, join­ing the show was one of the few ways that In­dige­nous men could get work off the reser­va­tions.44

			In 1885, Sit­ting Bull toured with Cody’s show. Un­like most In­dige­nous per­form­ers, Sit­ting Bull did not “play In­dian” in one of the war reen­act­ments. In­stead, he was in­tro­duced with ap­pro­pri­ate fan­fare for a war hero and made a dig­ni­fied cir­cuit around the arena on horse­back. Some­times he would give a short speech through a trans­la­tor. These ap­pear­ances elec­tri­fied au­di­ences and no doubt sowed the seeds for the bizarre pop cul­tural turn that the Ghost Dance took af­ter the Wounded Knee Mas­sacre.

			Af­ter the mas­sacre, the US gov­ern­ment cracked down on Lakota cit­i­zens, con­fin­ing them to reser­va­tions. But Cody hired nearly sev­enty-five men from Pine Ridge and nearby reser­va­tions for a Eu­ro­pean tour—twenty-three of whom, like Short Bull, were im­pris­oned lead­ers of the Ghost Dance move­ment. Mad­dra writes, “It is per­haps one of the great­est ironies of Amer­i­can In­dian re­sis­tance, that the last Lakota to have forcibly re­sisted the gov­ern­ment of the US were re­leased into Cody’s care where they pro­ceeded to act the very ‘roles’ as­cribed to them a year ear­lier.”45 Spring­ing these men from jail may have been Cody’s at­tempt to sup­port the Lakota pris­on­ers, but mostly it was a way to ex­ploit their no­to­ri­ety to sell tick­ets. Writ­ing in Hos­tiles?, Mad­dra gives us a pic­ture of how the Wild West show framed the Lakota per­form­ers for UK au­di­ences:

			The In­di­ans were pre­sented by Buf­falo Bill’s Wild West as res­o­lute bar­ri­ers to civil­i­sa­tion; “a counter-force against which the hero dis­played his virtues.” This im­age was eas­ily recog­nis­able to a British pub­lic well-versed in im­pe­ri­al­ist pro­pa­ganda. The no­to­ri­ety of the Ghost Dancers was used to pull in the crowds, but ex­cept for their be­ing in­tro­duced as the “Hos­tiles” as op­posed to the “Friendlies,” their role within the arena re­mained the same as the other In­dian per­form­ers. The 1891–92 tour of Britain also in­cluded a “Wounded Knee or­phan” who they pre­sented as “the last of the stock,” re­in­forc­ing the idea of Amer­i­can In­di­ans as a van­ish­ing race. The young boy had sur­vived the mas­sacre and trav­elled with his adop­tive par­ents No Neck and his wife Ellen.46

			West­ern his­to­rian Pa­tri­cia Lim­er­ick, au­thor of Some­thing in the Soil, put it an­other way: “The war turned col­or­ful, quaint, and mar­ketable in an amaz­ingly short time.”47

			And this is where the Ghost Dance shirt comes in. Af­ter the Buf­falo Bill show toured Scot­land in 1891, a white mem­ber of the troupe do­nated an au­then­tic Ghost Dance shirt to the Glas­gow Mu­se­ums, ex­plain­ing that it had been taken from a per­son slain at Wounded Knee. And there it sat in the ar­chives for over a cen­tury, un­til a vis­it­ing Chero­kee lawyer saw the shirt in an ex­hi­bi­tion and ad­vo­cated for its repa­tri­a­tion.48 Mad­dra, who was re­search­ing the his­tory of the Wild West show in Glas­gow, be­came an ally in the process, tes­ti­fy­ing be­fore the Glas­gow city coun­cil and even­tu­ally trav­el­ing to South Dakota for the repa­tri­a­tion cer­e­mony.49

			The story of that sin­gle Ghost Dance shirt, its jour­ney to Scot­land and back, tells us a lot about what the Ghost Dance meant to global au­di­ences. Ghost Danc­ing be­gan as a protest, an In­dige­nous vi­sion of a world with­out white set­tlers. This was a pow­er­ful mes­sage when the dom­i­nant vi­sion—taught to In­dige­nous chil­dren in res­i­den­tial schools—was of a world where white set­tler cul­ture erad­i­cated tribal tra­di­tions. The dance was a sharp re­buke to the “last In­dian” nar­ra­tive, show­ing that In­dige­nous cul­ture wasn’t dy­ing out but was in­stead chang­ing to meet new con­di­tions. Con­sid­ered in that light, it’s no sur­prise that the move­ment was used by the US mil­i­tary to jus­tify a vi­o­lent crack­down. It was a cul­tural threat. Where it could not be con­tained by mil­i­tary might or gov­ern­ment bans against In­dige­nous danc­ing, it was con­verted into re­al­ity en­ter­tain­ment by Buf­falo Bill’s Wild West show, which was play­ing into the “last In­dian” myth that O’Brien found in his­tory books. The Ghost Dance was at the cen­ter of a psy­cho­log­i­cal war over the In­dige­nous fu­ture. Sit­ting Bull, Short Bull, and other In­dige­nous lead­ers aimed to se­cure a fu­ture where sovereignty meant re­tain­ing tribal tra­di­tions. White “friends of the In­dian” like the Lake Mo­honk crowd en­vi­sioned a twen­ti­eth-cen­tury Amer­ica where Na­tives were en­tirely as­sim­i­lated, their cul­tures rel­e­gated to graves and badly re­searched his­to­ries.

			The In­dian Wars took place at a time when no­body had any idea whether the West could be “won.” And yet, by the early twen­ti­eth cen­tury, most Amer­i­cans ac­cepted the idea that “man­i­fest des­tiny” had been the guid­ing prin­ci­ple of the In­dian Wars, sug­gest­ing that the US gov­ern­ment had al­ways been stead­fast in its com­mit­ment to own­ing the West. That’s be­cause the fi­nal psy­cho­log­i­cal bat­tle of the In­dian Wars hinged on the ques­tion of how the nine­teenth cen­tury would be re­mem­bered.

			The FIRST white re­place­ment the­ory

			The idea of “man­i­fest des­tiny” be­came pop­u­lar in the late 1880s to de­scribe west­ern ex­pan­sion, but its ori­gins were a lot more hum­ble than that. In­deed, the phrase had been wrested so far out of its orig­i­nal con­text that it wasn’t un­til the late 1920s that a Uni­ver­sity of Buf­falo his­to­rian named Julius Pratt fig­ured out where it had come from. “Man­i­fest des­tiny” orig­i­nated as part of an op-ed writ­ten in 1845 by right-wing news­pa­per ed­i­tor John L. O’Sul­li­van for the Demo­cratic Re­view. O’Sul­li­van was not writ­ing about Amer­ica’s des­tiny to take the West; in­stead he was fo­cused specif­i­cally on the an­nex­a­tion of Texas, ar­gu­ing that it was the na­tion’s des­tiny to take the con­tested ter­ri­tory from Mex­ico. Far from be­ing a “true prophet of U.S. ex­pan­sion,” O’Sul­li­van was just a two-bit hack who quickly lost his news­pa­per job and went on to work as a pro­pa­gan­dist for the Con­fed­er­acy be­fore be­com­ing a spir­i­tu­al­ist who claimed he could speak with the dead.50

			Though O’Sul­li­van died in ob­scu­rity, the phrase “man­i­fest des­tiny” was taken up by pub­lic fig­ures; it was used by politi­cians ad­vo­cat­ing for the an­nex­a­tion of Ore­gon51 and by the poet Walt Whit­man, singing the praises of his ex­pand­ing na­tion.52 More im­por­tantly, it was en­sconced in his­tory books for decades, af­fect­ing the per­cep­tions of gen­er­a­tions of young Amer­i­cans. This lat­ter feat was thanks largely to a Har­vard his­to­rian named Fred­er­ick Jack­son Turner, whose “fron­tier the­sis” is what pop­u­lar­ized the idea of man­i­fest des­tiny. The young pro­fes­sor pre­sented his fron­tier the­sis in a fa­mous speech dur­ing the 1893 Columbian Ex­po­si­tion in Chicago. There he told the as­sem­bled crowd that west­ward ex­pan­sion de­fined the Amer­i­can char­ac­ter. This was a de­par­ture from the as­ser­tions of thinkers in pre­vi­ous gen­er­a­tions, in­clud­ing Alexis de Toc­queville, who thought of New Eng­land as the cen­ter of grav­ity in the United States. In­stead, Turner ar­gued, the west­ern fron­tier was what forged a uniquely Amer­i­can iden­tity. It was a place where set­tlers could rein­vent them­selves, shed­ding their Eu­ro­pean ori­gins and con­strain­ing Old World tra­di­tions.53

			Turner de­scribed the fron­tier in pseu­do­sci­en­tific terms, as a kind of rapidly evolv­ing ecosys­tem where Eu­ro­pean set­tlers en­coun­tered In­dige­nous peo­ple and learned from them, then quickly over­whelmed and sup­planted them:

			The buf­falo trail be­came the In­dian trail, and this be­came the trader’s “trace”; the trails widened into roads, and the roads into turn­pikes, and these in turn were trans­formed into rail­roads. . . . The trad­ing posts reached by these trails were on the sites of In­dian vil­lages which had been placed in po­si­tions sug­gested by na­ture; and these trad­ing posts, sit­u­ated so as to com­mand the wa­ter sys­tems of the coun­try, have grown into such cities as Al­bany, Pitts­burg, De­troit, Chicago, St. Louis, Coun­cil Bluffs, and Kan­sas City. Thus civ­i­liza­tion in Amer­ica has fol­lowed the ar­ter­ies made by ge­ol­ogy, pour­ing an ever richer tide through them, un­til at last the slen­der paths of abo­rig­i­nal in­ter­course have been broad­ened and in­ter­wo­ven into the com­plex mazes of mod­ern com­mer­cial lines; the wilder­ness has been in­ter­pen­e­trated by lines of civ­i­liza­tion grow­ing ever more nu­mer­ous. It is like the steady growth of a com­plex ner­vous sys­tem for the orig­i­nally sim­ple, in­ert con­ti­nent.

			Turner ar­gued that Amer­i­can iden­tity was forged when white set­tlers re­placed “In­dian vil­lages” with “cities,” and con­verted “abo­rig­i­nal in­ter­course” into “the com­plex mazes of mod­ern com­mer­cial lines.” His point was that the United States’ foun­da­tional mo­ment of state­hood was not the Rev­o­lu­tion­ary War but in­stead the In­dian Wars. That’s when white set­tlers re­placed west­ern In­dige­nous com­mu­ni­ties with their own, and turned In­dian land into com­mer­cially ex­ploitable re­sources. Put an­other way, Turner was sug­gest­ing that Eu­ro­peans be­came Amer­i­can in the nine­teenth cen­tury by re­plac­ing In­dige­nous peo­ple. The fron­tier the­sis was the orig­i­nal racial re­place­ment the­ory. And the set­tler pub­lic loved it. Turner’s “fron­tier the­sis” idea was as pop­u­lar at the turn of the twen­ti­eth cen­tury as Mal­colm Glad­well’s “tip­ping point” was at the turn of the twenty-first, spark­ing con­ver­sa­tions among Amer­i­cans in academia and on the streets.

			It’s not that there were no de­trac­tors. In fact, a decade be­fore Turner’s speech, a nov­el­ist named He­len Hunt Jack­son pub­lished a scathing in­dict­ment of the US gov­ern­ment’s treat­ment of In­dige­nous peo­ple called A Cen­tury of Dis­honor.54 Us­ing gov­ern­ment doc­u­ments and first­hand ac­counts from In­dige­nous ac­tivists, Jack­son de­tailed sev­eral mas­sacres of tribal bands as well as the many bro­ken treaties that had promised land, sup­plies, and gov­ern­ment rep­re­sen­ta­tion. Un­for­tu­nately, her so­lu­tion looked a lot like what the “friends of the In­dian” sug­gested at the Lake Mo­honk con­fer­ences: “civ­i­liz­ing” the In­dige­nous pop­u­la­tion through ed­u­ca­tion and as­sim­i­la­tion. Still, her work made it clear that many Amer­i­cans didn’t buy the idea that racial re­place­ment was the na­tion’s man­i­fest des­tiny. As Jack­son ar­gued, there were hun­dreds of thou­sands of In­di­ans still alive in the na­tion, and they de­served their rights as out­lined in hun­dreds of treaties.

			When her book was largely ig­nored, Jack­son fol­lowed it up with an Un­cle Tom’s Cabin–style novel about the tragic life of a mixed-race In­dige­nous-Mex­i­can girl, called Ra­mona.55 Set in South­ern Cal­i­for­nia, it re­vealed the racism against In­dige­nous peo­ple on the fron­tier, where US cul­ture clashed with the old ways of the Mex­i­can Cal­i­fornios and many In­dige­nous tribes. Need­less to say, the “good In­dian” char­ac­ters in Ra­mona are all Chris­tian, and Jack­son’s sub­ver­sive mes­sage about In­dige­nous rights—such as it was—was so faint as to be un­rec­og­niz­able. Ra­mona be­came an in­stant best­seller, and was adapted into sev­eral movies in the first half of the twen­ti­eth cen­tury. D. W. Grif­fith, fa­mous for his racist epic The Birth of a Na­tion, made a short film based on Ra­mona in 1910. The story be­came a ro­man­tic myth rather than an in­dict­ment of the United States’ shame­ful poli­cies and vi­o­lence against In­dige­nous tribes.

			If Turner’s and Jack­son’s work rep­re­sented two ap­proaches to the psy­cho­log­i­cal war that boiled along­side the In­dian Wars, it’s clear that Turner’s ap­proach proved the most pop­u­lar. His vi­sion of white set­tlers re­plac­ing In­dige­nous na­tions shaped how sub­se­quent gen­er­a­tions un­der­stood the nine­teenth cen­tury—and how white set­tlers re­mem­bered (or, more ac­cu­rately, failed to re­mem­ber) In­dige­nous civ­i­liza­tions. On the other side of the psy­cho­log­i­cal war, the one rep­re­sented by Sit­ting Bull as a Lakota chief and celebrity, was the power of the Ghost Dance as a form of di­rect ac­tion. As his­to­rian Nick Estes points out, the legacy of the Ghost Dance con­tin­ues in the present day, in­spir­ing re­sis­tance move­ments like NoDAPL, where Lakota cit­i­zens and their al­lies clashed with the US gov­ern­ment over plans for the Dakota Ac­cess Pipe­line.

			Though World War I was the first time that psy­cho­log­i­cal war was iden­ti­fied as such, the prac­tice of com­bin­ing pro­pa­ganda and myth­mak­ing with to­tal war be­gan with the In­dian Wars. The af­ter­math of the In­dian Wars cast a long shadow across Amer­ica’s fu­ture. Over the next cen­tury, the psy­cho­log­i­cal weapons de­vel­oped dur­ing the nine­teenth cen­tury were honed in the forge of World War I and pro­duced at scale dur­ing World War II. Even­tu­ally, weaponized sto­ry­telling be­came so nor­mal­ized in the so­cial me­dia era of the 2010s that it was hard to iden­tify bat­tle­grounds un­til it was too late.

		


		
		
			Chap­ter 3

			Ad­ver­tise­ments for Dis­en­fran­chise­ment

			
			The United States is in the midst of a psy­cho­log­i­cal war over vot­ing. Ev­ery elec­tion cy­cle, whether for a lo­cal school board or the pres­i­dency, spawns hun­dreds of news sto­ries about elec­tion mis­in­for­ma­tion on­line. A flurry of ques­tions fol­lows. Who is re­spon­si­ble for the mis­in­for­ma­tion? How should we re­spond to it? Does de­bunk­ing a story about elec­tion fraud ac­tu­ally work, or does it en­trench con­spir­a­cies more deeply in the Amer­i­can imag­i­na­tion? The only thing that seems cer­tain, at this point, is that each elec­tion un­leashes a bar­rage of lies, ac­cu­sa­tions, and ma­nip­u­la­tion from an un­known num­ber of groups, whose aims seem opaque at best.

			So­cial me­dia elec­tion psy­ops have an un­ex­pected ori­gin story. In 1943, a group of three re­searchers from the Uni­ver­sity of Cal­i­for­nia at Berke­ley in­vented a new kind of per­son­al­ity test that they ad­min­is­tered to thou­sands of Amer­i­cans. They called it the F-Scale Test.1 Put sim­ply, this test could mea­sure a per­son’s like­li­hood of be­com­ing a fas­cist. Else Frenkel-Brunswik, a Jew­ish psy­chi­a­trist who had fled the Nazis across Poland and Aus­tria be­fore find­ing a home in the United States, was still reel­ing from the me­te­oric rise of fas­cist lead­ers be­fore World War II. She wanted to know how for­merly peace­ful peo­ple could send their neigh­bors, col­leagues, and friends into death camps. Ter­ri­fied that au­thor­i­tar­i­an­ism would spread through­out the world, she be­gan work­ing with her UC Berke­ley col­league R. Nevitt Stan­ford and stu­dent Daniel Levin­son on a sin­gle burn­ing ques­tion: Was there a way to pre­dict who would be­come a fas­cist, based on their per­son­al­ity traits? They took in­spi­ra­tion from tests used dur­ing World War I to mea­sure sol­diers’ vul­ner­a­bil­ity to “shell shock,” or PTSD, and de­vised a ques­tion­naire in­tended to suss out peo­ple’s la­tent po­lit­i­cal ten­den­cies. What they found, af­ter years of run­ning the F-Scale Test, was that cer­tain peo­ple do have a mea­sur­able dis­po­si­tion that primes them to fol­low strong­man lead­ers with racist and an­ti­semitic ten­den­cies.

			The three re­searchers col­lab­o­rated with philoso­pher Theodor Adorno, who had fled Nazi Ger­many, to pub­lish a book in 1950 called The Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity. In it, they broke down the psy­ches of la­tent fas­cists. Peo­ple with “au­thor­i­tar­ian per­son­al­i­ties” were of­ten cyn­i­cal about hu­man­ity: they be­lieved the strong would al­ways rule the weak and that force was the only way to re­solve con­flicts. Au­thor­i­tar­i­ans also had deep eth­no­cen­tric feel­ings that led to ha­tred of all man­ner of peo­ple un­like them­selves: Jews, im­mi­grants, ho­mo­sex­u­als, po­lit­i­cal ad­ver­saries. They had a strong mis­trust of sci­ence, which they as­so­ci­ated with too much rapid so­cial change. The higher a per­son scored on the F-Scale, the more likely they would fall for fas­cist pro­pa­ganda. And yet, as Frenkel-Brunswik and her col­leagues dis­cov­ered, peo­ple with au­thor­i­tar­ian lean­ings of­ten didn’t re­al­ize it. UC Berke­ley in­tel­lec­tual his­to­rian Mar­tin Jay, who has stud­ied Adorno’s work, told me that the book’s “ba­sic in­tu­ition” is that “peo­ple have sur­face be­liefs but if you dig down they have psy­cho­log­i­cal lim­i­ta­tions that take them away from those be­liefs. There are dif­fer­ences be­tween con­scious and un­con­scious mo­tives—which ex­plains why peo­ple would be­tray their ideals.” A per­son might see her­self as kind­hearted, but clever anti-im­mi­grant pro­pa­ganda would get her think­ing that “those peo­ple” are crim­i­nals who should be forced into de­ten­tion camps. When trig­gered by rapid so­cial changes, those un­con­scious be­liefs could erupt into full-blown geno­ci­dal move­ments.

			What Frenkel-Brunswik and her co-au­thors had un­cov­ered was some­thing that psy­ops ex­perts al­ready knew well, thanks to study­ing the ad­ver­tis­ing in­dus­try. Ap­peal­ing to peo­ple’s buried bi­ases is the best way to ac­ti­vate them, for profit or for war. This cre­ated a new prob­lem, at least if you wanted to pre­vent au­thor­i­tar­i­an­ism from spread­ing. As Jay put it, “The way to con­front fas­cism wasn’t at the level of ar­gu­men­ta­tion. You had to con­front un­con­scious mo­ti­va­tions. So how do you deal with some­thing you can’t ar­gue peo­ple out of?” The Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity re­search team had no an­swer to that ques­tion, but they had hunches. Ed­u­ca­tional re­form was high on the list. They found that chil­dren who were taught with­out vi­o­lent dis­ci­pline were less likely to de­velop au­thor­i­tar­ian per­son­al­i­ties, and that early ex­po­sure to di­verse peo­ple could ease eth­no­cen­tric ag­gres­sion. If or­di­nary peo­ple could be turned into Nazis with the wrong prompt­ing, per­haps the right prompt­ing could re­verse the process. Frenkel-Brunswik and her col­leagues’ goal, sim­i­lar to the goals of many so­cial me­dia re­searchers to­day, was to pro­tect vul­ner­a­ble peo­ple from be­ing ex­ploited by fas­cists. Un­for­tu­nately, that’s hard to do, es­pe­cially when ev­ery gen­er­a­tion in­vents a new sys­tem for emo­tional ex­ploita­tion.

			Over sixty years af­ter The Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity came out, a very dif­fer­ent group of re­searchers ad­min­is­tered a per­son­al­ity test to hun­dreds of thou­sands of peo­ple on­line. Their test con­tained el­e­ments of the F-Scale, which is no sur­prise—the re­searchers, from a firm called Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica, were also try­ing to find la­tent au­thor­i­tar­i­ans. Ex­cept they did it for the op­po­site rea­son that Frenkel-Brunswik and her col­leagues did. The Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica team was help­ing au­thor­i­tar­ian politi­cians tar­get peo­ple whose minds were vul­ner­a­ble to fas­cist pro­pa­ganda. Christo­pher Wylie, re­search di­rec­tor at the firm, even­tu­ally be­came a whistle­blower in 2018 and re­vealed the ex­tent of his for­mer em­ploy­ers’ in­volve­ment with a mas­sive op­er­a­tion to in­flu­ence Amer­i­can vot­ers in the 2014 midterms and 2016 pres­i­den­tial elec­tion.2 Steve Ban­non, one of Don­ald Trump’s clos­est ad­vis­ers, was a ma­jor player in Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica. Wylie ex­plained his group’s work to The Guardian as build­ing “Steve Ban­non’s psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare mind­fuck tool.”3

			Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica was owned by a British com­pany called Strate­gic Com­mu­ni­ca­tion Lab­o­ra­to­ries Group (SCL), whose founder, Nigel Oakes, started his ca­reer in ad­ver­tis­ing and quickly moved into for­eign-in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions dur­ing the 1990s, work­ing with British and US in­tel­li­gence in Nige­ria, In­done­sia,4 Libya, Syria, and Iran.5 Seek­ing to branch out into elec­toral pol­i­tics in 2013, the com­pany hired young Cana­dian data sci­en­tist Wylie, who was in Lon­don work­ing on a PhD in fash­ion fore­cast­ing. In ad­di­tion to his mar­ket­ing back­ground, Wylie had ex­pe­ri­ence with tar­geted po­lit­i­cal mes­sag­ing from work­ing on Barack Obama’s 2008 pres­i­den­tial cam­paign. He quickly set to work cre­at­ing what he told friends would be “the NSA’s wet dream,”6 a sys­tem that could cre­ate psy­cho­log­i­cal pro­files of Amer­i­can vot­ers and tar­get them for po­lit­i­cal ma­nip­u­la­tion. Soon af­ter he started, Wylie met with Ban­non, who then in­tro­duced him to right-wing bil­lion­aires Robert and Re­bekah Mer­cer. Be­tween 2013 and 2017, the Mer­cers pumped mil­lions of dol­lars into Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica, while Re­bekah and Ban­non held po­si­tions on its board. Their goal, ac­cord­ing to Wylie, was to fun­da­men­tally change Amer­i­can cul­ture. “Rules don’t mat­ter for them. For them, this is a war, and it’s all fair,” Wylie told the New York Times.7

			The “psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare mind­fuck” started in earnest in 2014, when Ban­non and the Mer­cers asked Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica to cre­ate a tool that could, as Wylie put it in his mem­oir, Mindf*ck, “quan­tify so­ci­ety in­side a com­puter, op­ti­mize that sys­tem, and then repli­cate that op­ti­miza­tion out­side the com­puter.” All of that op­ti­miza­tion hinged on elect­ing the Mer­cers’ fa­vorite Re­pub­li­cans, like Sen­a­tors Thom Tillis and Ted Cruz, who would dis­man­tle the gov­ern­ment and sup­port big busi­ness. Ban­non wanted some­thing more, though. He told Wylie that a rev­o­lu­tion was com­ing and its van­guard would be white peo­ple who “felt op­pressed by po­lit­i­cal cor­rect­ness.”8 Wylie was un­der in­tense pres­sure to pro­duce an al­go­rithm that could lo­cate this van­guard on­line and ac­ti­vate their la­tent racial bi­ases. He needed per­son­al­ity pro­file data, and he needed it fast. Seek­ing help, Wylie turned to a Uni­ver­sity of Cam­bridge psy­chol­ogy pro­fes­sor, Alek­sandr Ko­gan, who was fa­mil­iar with re­search show­ing that you could cob­ble to­gether per­son­al­ity pro­files based on peo­ple’s “likes” on Face­book. Work­ing with col­leagues, they cre­ated a per­son­al­ity-test app that would run on Face­book, har­vest­ing data about po­ten­tial vot­ers. The app was ac­tu­ally a test within a test—one peo­ple con­sented to take, and one they did not. The first test was based on a very com­mon per­son­al­ity test called the Big Five. It rates sub­jects on—you guessed it—five per­son­al­ity traits:9 open­ness, con­sci­en­tious­ness, ex­traver­sion, agree­able­ness, and neu­roti­cism. Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica paid sub­jects on the gig-work plat­form MTurk a few dol­lars to spend about twenty min­utes in­stalling the app on Face­book and tak­ing the test.10

			As these un­sus­pect­ing MTurk work­ers on Face­book clicked through the Big Five test, Wylie and Ko­gan were also run­ning a dif­fer­ent test—the real test that would re­veal who these peo­ple were. They planned to get their an­swers from sneak­ily pro­cured Face­book pro­file data: age, sex, lo­ca­tion, and likes. Ex­ploit­ing a lit­tle-known Face­book pol­icy that al­lowed aca­demic re­searchers to har­vest per­sonal in­for­ma­tion from users,11 Wylie and Ko­gan used the test app to siphon pro­file data from ev­ery­one who took the Big Five test. They also hoovered up pro­file data from friends of peo­ple who took the test on Face­book. It was this last bit—their abil­ity to snarf up data from friend lists—that gave them the dataset of the NSA’s wet dreams. Though only about 270,000 peo­ple took the app test, Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica was able to grab per­sonal in­for­ma­tion from 87 mil­lion ac­counts. Wylie and Ko­gan be­lieved this pro­file data could re­veal Amer­i­cans’ se­cret de­sires and la­tent ten­den­cies—es­pe­cially the lit­tle thumbs-up icons that sig­naled en­gage­ment with top­ics from im­mi­gra­tion and guns to LGBT rights and Black Lives Mat­ter. Know­ing peo­ple’s likes and dis­likes would make them ripe for ma­nip­u­la­tion, as long as the right po­lit­i­cal mes­sages were crafted to trig­ger them.

			Ban­non was in­ter­ested in reach­ing peo­ple who ex­hib­ited what psy­chol­o­gists call the “dark triad” of an­ti­so­cial per­son­al­ity traits: nar­cis­sism, Machi­avel­lian­ism (ma­nip­u­la­tive­ness), and psy­chopa­thy (lack of care for oth­ers). Peo­ple who score high on dark triad tests tend to be au­thor­i­tar­i­ans who are will­ing to break the law to get what they want.12 Us­ing the tranche of ill-got­ten Face­book data, Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica re­searchers trained an al­go­rithm to pre­dict who had the dark triad, based on their pro­files. They tar­geted those peo­ple with ads, lur­ing them to Face­book pages that the firm had set up to test out which mes­sages worked best on these eas­ily ac­ti­vated peo­ple. In his book, Wylie claimed that some of those mes­sages in­cluded “drain the swamp” and “make Amer­ica great again,” which later be­came slo­gans of Trump’s 2016 pres­i­den­tial cam­paign. Once a group of peo­ple with dark triad per­son­al­i­ties had con­verged on a mes­sage, Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica op­er­a­tives would en­cour­age them to gather in a lo­cal bar or cof­fee shop, where they could swap con­spir­acy the­o­ries and strengthen their ties.

			Ac­cord­ing to Wylie, Ban­non be­lieved that there were Democrats who were se­cretly racist, and all they needed was the proper nudge to be “de­pro­grammed” and brought over to the far right. Ban­non tasked Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica with “iden­ti­fy­ing a se­ries of cog­ni­tive bi­ases that . . . would in­ter­act with la­tent racial bias.” The firm be­gan by tar­get­ing groups who felt “op­pressed by po­lit­i­cal cor­rect­ness.” Af­ter a lot of test­ing, they hit on a mes­sage that got a pow­er­ful re­sponse: they asked sub­jects to “imag­ine an Amer­ica where you can’t pro­nounce any­one’s name,” then showed them a se­ries of non-West­ern names and asked, “Can you re­call a time where peo­ple were laugh­ing at some­one who messed up an eth­nic name? Do some peo­ple use po­lit­i­cal cor­rect­ness to make oth­ers feel dumb or get ahead?” By arous­ing peo­ple’s sense of hu­mil­i­a­tion in an ev­ery­day sit­u­a­tion—try­ing to pro­nounce an un­fa­mil­iar name—they hit a nerve. Once they had hooked peo­ple with this mes­sage, they es­ca­lated, feed­ing them sto­ries about how “mi­nori­ties were to blame for so­cioe­co­nomic dis­par­i­ties be­tween races,” be­cause they were in­her­ently in­fe­rior to whites.13

			The firm’s strat­egy seemed to be work­ing. Af­ter Wylie left the or­ga­ni­za­tion, Ban­non put Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica to work on Trump’s 2016 pres­i­den­tial cam­paign. Now it was time to de­ploy all the tools and mes­sages they’d de­vel­oped by ma­nip­u­lat­ing peo­ple on Face­book who never knew they had shared their feel­ings with a group of po­lit­i­cal op­er­a­tives. Ac­cord­ing to cam­paign of­fi­cials, the firm was in­volved with “de­sign­ing tar­get au­di­ences for dig­i­tal ads and fund-rais­ing ap­peals, mod­el­ing voter turnout, buy­ing $5 mil­lion in tele­vi­sion ads and de­ter­min­ing where Mr. Trump should travel to best drum up sup­port.” They were us­ing Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica’s mil­lions of Face­book pro­files, ac­quired with­out con­sent, to seek out vot­ers who were vul­ner­a­ble to what Frenkel-Brunswik and her col­leagues would have called “au­thor­i­tar­ian” mes­sages about im­mi­gra­tion and guns.14 In­ter­nal cor­re­spon­dence at the firm re­vealed that they were also run­ning a “voter dis­en­gage­ment” ini­tia­tive aimed at African Amer­i­cans, with the goal of con­fus­ing and dis­em­pow­er­ing a vot­ing bloc that threat­ened Re­pub­li­can can­di­dates.15 Trump won that elec­tion and Ban­non mo­bi­lized a new po­lit­i­cal force in Amer­ica: the right-wing ex­trem­ist in­ter­net.

			It was an­other suc­cess for Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica, with far-reach­ing im­pli­ca­tions. By then, Wylie was work­ing for the Cana­dian gov­ern­ment—but was still haunted by the “night­mare” of Ban­non’s po­lit­i­cal strat­egy.16 A few months later, he went pub­lic with the ex­plo­sive in­for­ma­tion about how Trump’s clos­est ad­viser and cam­paign fun­ders were covertly at­tempt­ing to wage psy­cho­log­i­cal war on US cit­i­zens.

			The new rules of PSYOP

			If the Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica story sounds like a strange twist in the his­tory of US psy­ops, it is. It goes against ba­sic psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions train­ing in the mil­i­tary. I know this from ex­pe­ri­ence, be­cause I took a crash course in what the Army refers to as PSYOP. (Though it’s not an acro­nym, the mil­i­tary loves an all-caps spell­ing.) My in­struc­tor taught PSYOP in the US Army for many years, and to pro­tect his iden­tity, I’m call­ing him Han Solo. Iras­ci­ble and smart, Han Solo has a foul-mouthed, prag­matic wis­dom that re­minded me of the wise­crack­ing Star Wars char­ac­ter who used ir­reg­u­lar war­fare strate­gies to fight the Em­pire. Af­ter I’d in­ter­viewed Han Solo about the ba­sics of what the Army calls PSYOP, I still had a ton of ques­tions. So he of­fered to give me a one-on-one PSYOP train­ing ses­sion, or a con­densed ver­sion of the classes he taught to Spe­cial Op­er­a­tions sol­diers. I’m not sure he was pre­pared for me to take him up on it, but I jumped at the chance and he gamely went ahead with the plan. Over the next few weeks, he spent sev­eral hours on the phone with me, go­ing over les­son plans and re­cent Army PSYOP text­books that read like up­dated ver­sions of Paul Linebarger’s orig­i­nal man­ual on psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare.

			“There’s a golden rule,” Han Solo said as my in­struc­tion be­gan. “We do not con­duct PSYOP against US cit­i­zens. We can­not do that. That’s a bright red line you can­not cross.” And yet our own gov­ern­ment had con­ducted psy­ops against us with a crappy Face­book quiz app. I won­dered aloud why politi­cians would do things that the Army for­bids in its of­fi­cial teach­ing ma­te­rial. “Amer­ica loves to pro­pa­gan­dize our own peo­ple but we [in PSYOP] are very cog­nizant of the power of so­cial me­dia,” Han Solo replied. “We’re ap­pre­hen­sive about sec­ond- and third-or­der ef­fects.” These “sec­ond- and third-or­der ef­fects” could mean a mes­sage reach­ing the wrong au­di­ences and caus­ing a back­lash. Or an op­er­a­tion could gen­er­ate con­spir­acy the­o­ries that spi­ral wildly out of con­trol, threat­en­ing lives. “[So­cial me­dia] can be ef­fec­tive, but there are other ways to do it,” Han Solo con­tin­ued. “Ju­nior sol­diers who like Tik­Tok and other stuff, they’re more on board with it. Older folks like me and colonels—we’ve seen enough blow­back on nor­mal PSYOP like leaflets and bill­boards that we know it’s best to tread lightly. Our ad­ver­saries don’t give a fuck about blow­back.”

			When he talked about “ad­ver­saries” like that, Rus­sia came up a lot. That’s partly be­cause Rus­sian op­er­a­tives have med­dled in re­cent US po­lit­i­cal de­bates on­line. But it was also be­cause, as Han Solo put it, Rus­sian psy­ops are all about “maskirovka, or baf­fling peo­ple with bull­shit.” Their gov­ern­ment agen­cies flood so­cial me­dia with mis­in­for­ma­tion. As a sec­ond-or­der ef­fect, it “con­fuses their own peo­ple too—no­body knows what’s true, and they don’t be­lieve any­thing.” In­flu­ence op­er­a­tions are so ubiq­ui­tous in Rus­sia that ev­ery­thing seems to be fake news, and Han Solo be­lieves “the do­mes­tic au­di­ence has be­come numb to it.” They don’t trust their gov­ern­ment; they don’t trust ed­u­ca­tors and sci­en­tists; and they don’t trust one an­other.

			Han Solo’s worry, and that of many of his col­leagues, is that right-wing op­er­a­tions like the ones mas­ter­minded by Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica have a sim­i­lar ef­fect on US cit­i­zens. So­ci­ol­o­gist Jür­gen Haber­mas, a col­league of Theodor Adorno from the Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity group, called this a “le­git­i­ma­tion cri­sis.”17 In such a cri­sis, so­cial con­sen­sus and even sim­ple com­mu­ni­ca­tion be­come im­pos­si­ble be­cause peo­ple dis­agree about the le­git­i­macy of ba­sic sci­en­tific and his­tor­i­cal truths. When the US mil­i­tary en­gages in PSYOP, a le­git­i­ma­tion cri­sis is the last thing they want. They’re hop­ing to per­suade peo­ple to take Amer­ica’s side in a con­flict, which means they want to shift the ad­ver­sary’s po­lit­i­cal loy­al­ties. If the tar­get au­di­ence doesn’t be­lieve any in­sti­tu­tion or gov­ern­ment can be le­git­i­mate, then there’s no hope of that kind of per­sua­sion. Rus­sian op­er­a­tives’ strat­egy, by con­trast, is to un­der­mine per­sua­sion with con­fu­sion.

			Dur­ing the Cold War, pro­pa­ganda de­pended on the idea that most peo­ple had faith in one of the two Great Pow­ers’ be­lief sys­tems: Amer­i­can democ­racy or So­viet com­mu­nism. Do­ing PSYOP in the United States meant tar­get­ing com­mu­nists and try­ing to sell them on US su­pe­ri­or­ity. These days, as Han Solo ex­plained dur­ing my in­struc­tion, we’re still try­ing to sell our coun­try’s val­ues and change our ad­ver­saries’ ac­tions—though ob­vi­ously we’re not tar­get­ing com­mu­nists any­more. Now the tar­gets range from Ser­bian na­tion­al­ists in Bosnia dur­ing the 1990s to ISIS groups in Afghanistan dur­ing the early twenty-first cen­tury. But the goal is the same—to bring sym­pa­thiz­ers over to our side and change their be­hav­ior—and the tac­tics are the same too. They’re bor­rowed from ad­ver­tis­ing.

			Han Solo walked me through a thick pub­li­ca­tion from the John F. Kennedy Spe­cial War­fare Cen­ter and School called sim­ply Mil­i­tary In­for­ma­tion Sup­port Op­er­a­tions (MISO) Process.18 The Army re­cently re­branded PSYOP as MISO, but many peo­ple, in­clud­ing Han Solo, still use the term “PSYOP.” Like Linebarger’s book Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare, the MISO text­book gives stu­dents in­struc­tion on how to craft a mes­sage, as well as how to tar­get and dis­sem­i­nate it. Un­like Linebarger’s book, it con­tains al­most no phi­los­o­phiz­ing about the his­tory of psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare, and no spec­u­la­tion about how to launch a psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment cam­paign. In­stead, it’s full of de­tailed in­struc­tions on de­vel­op­ing “prod­ucts” (spe­cific pieces of me­dia, like a ra­dio spot or a leaflet) and “se­ries” (a psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tion that con­tains many prod­ucts). Ex­am­ples come from mod­ern con­flicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. And there are work­sheets—end­less work­sheets, full of check­lists and boxes to fill in. Sev­eral chap­ters are de­voted to proper pro­ce­dures for go­ing through the chain of com­mand to get per­mis­sion to launch a prod­uct. Af­ter al­most sev­enty years of mod­ern psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions in the Army, it should come as no sur­prise that a huge amount of bu­reau­cratic cruft and new acronyms like MISO have de­vel­oped around the process.

			Some things do re­main the same, though. PSYOP is still ba­si­cally a weaponized ad­ver­tis­ing cam­paign. Op­er­a­tives pick tar­get au­di­ences (TAs) and try to de­velop psy­cho­log­i­cal pro­files of them. PSYOP ex­perts brain­storm ideas about the best way to reach their TAs, tak­ing into ac­count what kinds of me­dia they like and who they look up to as sources of good in­for­ma­tion. A PSYOP spe­cial­ist “has to be open-minded,” Han Solo noted. To make a good prod­uct, he or she can’t im­pose Amer­i­can ideas onto peo­ple who dis­trust Amer­i­cans—an op­er­a­tive needs to be open to speak­ing the lo­cal lan­guage, and work­ing within the cul­tures on the ground. The psy­war­rior has to un­der­stand what kinds of sto­ries will evoke strong feel­ings in the au­di­ence she wants to reach, be­cause cul­tural trig­gers vary widely from one na­tion to the next. Ajit Maan, au­thor of the book Nar­ra­tive War­fare19 and a fre­quent con­sul­tant to the US mil­i­tary, told me that a psyop that works beau­ti­fully in the United States in­evitably fails to hit its mark in China, and vice versa. That’s why op­er­a­tives in PSYOP units are in­structed to iden­tify trusted lead­ers and in­flu­encers within the TA, peo­ple who might be sym­pa­thetic to the United States and its al­lies and who are will­ing to help spread Amer­i­can mes­sages to their com­mu­nity. Some­times they con­duct fo­cus groups to work­shop their mes­sag­ing and make sure it aligns with lo­cal val­ues. “It’s eas­ier to con­vince some­one of a pre­ex­ist­ing be­lief than to give them some­thing brand-new and an­ti­thet­i­cal to their ex­ist­ing be­liefs,” Han Solo com­mented wryly.

			“I’m go­ing to be an­gry for the rest of my life”

			It all sounds pretty good in the class­room, but the re­al­ity is of­ten grim. The US Army rec­om­mends that PSYOP stu­dents read a book called Hearts and Mines: With the Marines in al An­bar; A Mem­oir of Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare in Iraq, by Rus­sell Sny­der, a sol­dier who served in a PSYOP bat­tal­ion dur­ing the spring and sum­mer of 2005. Sny­der de­scribes the dif­fi­cul­ties PSYOP sol­diers face in the field in spare, some­times bru­tal terms. Ev­ery time he and his col­leagues are de­ployed to an area, they face push­back be­cause the Army isn’t sure where they fit into a more tra­di­tional ar­se­nal of weapons. The loud­speak­ers that Linebarger lauded in Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare have be­come tools of tor­ment rather than per­sua­sion. When Sny­der’s unit rolls into a town across the river from sus­pected in­sur­gents, he isn’t sup­posed to per­suade the en­emy to sur­ren­der. In­stead, they crank up their loud­speak­ers in the mid­dle of the night, play­ing grossly am­pli­fied sounds of cats mat­ing. They’re hop­ing to be so an­noy­ing that the in­sur­gents will start shoot­ing and re­veal their lo­ca­tions. When the ploy works, Sny­der and his team hide from the en­su­ing fire­fight in an aban­doned home with a lovely gar­den that he imag­ines must have taken years to cul­ti­vate. The sit­u­a­tion is so morally gray that he gets no sense of tri­umph out of their PSYOP. In­stead, he finds him­self mourn­ing for the in­no­cent lo­cals whose beau­ti­ful trees and flow­ers are be­ing de­stroyed in the cross fire.

			Even when he used leaflets in­stead of am­pli­fied cat screams, Sny­der felt hope­less about the ef­fec­tive­ness of the mes­sage. At one point, he de­scribes hand­ing out “generic” leaflets about ev­ery­thing from proper san­i­ta­tion to re­port­ing in­sur­gents to US au­thor­i­ties. Mostly, he writes, peo­ple took the leaflets with “a look of po­lite ac­knowl­edge­ment I usu­ally re­serve for those who pass out un­so­licited re­li­gious pam­phlets in front of lo­cal shop­ping cen­ters.”20 Their leaflets were ig­nored. The only PSYOP prod­uct that seemed to work was hu­man­i­tar­ian aid. “We used aid as a weapon to break the spirit of re­sis­tance and prove our­selves more ca­pa­ble than our en­emy of pro­vid­ing life’s ne­ces­si­ties. . . . If we couldn’t win their hearts by force of arms, we would buy them.” But sadly, they never had enough money to pay for the dam­age that they had done to homes and in­fra­struc­ture. Sny­der of­fers a pic­ture of PSYOP as an old-school blunt in­stru­ment in a world where en­emy tac­tics are ag­ile and con­di­tions are rapidly chang­ing.

			Sny­der’s ex­pe­ri­ence echoed what I heard from Han Solo as well as PSYOP ex­perts like Mark Ja­cob­son, who served as a for­eign pol­icy ex­pert for the De­part­ment of De­fense and as a re­servist in Bosnia, Afghanistan, and many other re­gions. Ja­cob­son told me the US mil­i­tary is fall­ing be­hind the curve when it comes to psy­cho­log­i­cal op­er­a­tions. He be­lieves that the United States is per­ceived as not fol­low­ing through on the big prom­ises made in its in­flu­ence cam­paigns. A PSYOP prod­uct might per­suade ad­ver­saries to put down their weapons, for ex­am­ple, by of­fer­ing re­sources for de­fense, schools, food, and re­build­ing a shat­tered in­fra­struc­ture. But when the US gov­ern­ment de­liv­ers in­ad­e­quate aid, or none at all, Amer­i­can op­er­a­tives and diplo­mats wind up sound­ing like liars. This cre­ates a back­lash within a pop­u­la­tion that feels be­trayed, gen­er­at­ing more sym­pa­thy for ad­ver­saries. Ja­cob­son felt this sense of be­trayal acutely in the wake of the Afghanistan with­drawal. “Now I un­der­stand why Viet­nam vets, my men­tors, were an­gry for the rest of their lives,” he told me. “I’m go­ing to be an­gry for the rest of my life.”

			An­other prob­lem is that the US mil­i­tary bu­reau­cracy wasn’t de­signed to deal with the speed and reach of so­cial me­dia. Ad­ver­saries post memes and videos on­line within hours or even min­utes of ma­jor events, re­spond­ing quickly to news and spin­ning it to their ad­van­tage. But as the MISO man­ual makes clear, a US PSYOP prod­uct has to be checked and rechecked as it slowly works its way up the chain of com­mand be­fore be­ing ap­proved. It might take months. This is a source of tremen­dous frus­tra­tion for peo­ple in the mil­i­tary. On a 2021 episode of the Mod­ern War­fare In­sti­tute’s Ir­reg­u­lar War­fare Pod­cast,21 Raphael Co­hen and Brent Col­burn spoke grimly about how dif­fi­cult it is to launch a PSYOP com­pared to a ki­netic weapon. It takes only a few min­utes to au­tho­rize a drone strike, but months to au­tho­rize a YouTube video in­tended to com­bat en­emy memes and pro­pa­ganda.

			While the mil­i­tary’s psy­cho­log­i­cal cam­paigns founder, Amer­i­can politi­cians and right-wing op­er­a­tives have gone on­line and mod­ern­ized. Work­ing with Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica’s “mind­fuck tool,” Trump ad­viser Ban­non and data sci­en­tist Wylie crafted a psy­cho­log­i­cal cam­paign that tar­geted au­di­ences on Face­book with a laser fo­cus, guid­ing the Trump cam­paign’s mes­sag­ing. The 2016 Trump pres­i­den­tial cam­paign gen­er­ated highly tai­lored ads on the plat­form, and their tar­get au­di­ence was peo­ple who sub­con­sciously craved au­thor­i­tar­ian lead­er­ship. Trump’s mes­sag­ing of­ten sounded like a mish­mash of the emo­tional trig­gers that the Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity team warned against. Cyn­i­cal ap­peals to power were ram­pant: Trump promised to make Amer­ica “great” and strong. His team also pan­dered to var­i­ous groups’ eth­no­cen­trism, paint­ing refugees as ne­far­i­ous in­vaders and call­ing Mus­lims ter­ror­ists.

			The Trump cam­paign also tar­geted 3.5 mil­lion Black vot­ers for what they called “de­ter­rence,” ads that were aimed at dis­suad­ing them from vot­ing at all. Most of these ads showed a de­con­tex­tu­al­ized clip of Hillary Clin­ton call­ing young kids in gangs “su­per­preda­tors” in a 1996 speech, sug­gest­ing that she was hos­tile to Black peo­ple.22 NAACP se­nior vice pres­i­dent Ja­mal Watkins told Britain’s Chan­nel 4 News that the de­ter­rence ads were a dig­i­tal ver­sion of voter sup­pres­sion.23 And they worked, too. Black voter turnout in 2016 de­clined by over 7 per­cent­age points from the pre­vi­ous pres­i­den­tial elec­tion—the first de­cline in Black voter turnout in twenty years.24

			But Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica wasn’t re­spon­si­ble for all the mi­cro­tar­geted ads that drove and sup­pressed voter en­gage­ment in the 2016 elec­tion. They had a re­source­ful, chaotic ally. And this ally, as Han Solo would say, didn’t give a fuck about blow­back. In fact, that’s ex­actly what they wanted.

			When Amer­i­cans tar­get Amer­i­cans

			“Amer­ica is used to be­ing tar­geted by ads. We’re ex­posed to ads and mar­ket­ing from child­hood, and that makes us eas­ily played, eas­ily mes­saged to,” Han Solo told me. “Cor­po­ra­tions spend tril­lions of dol­lars on ads be­cause they work. It’s the fastest way to get peo­ple to act on their be­liefs. Peo­ple are primed to be tar­geted.” Mark Ja­cob­son, the vice pres­i­dent of re­search at non­profit or­ga­ni­za­tion Part­ner­ship for Pub­lic Ser­vice, spent his diplo­matic ca­reer work­ing on in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions. He thinks Amer­i­cans are vul­ner­a­ble to pro­pa­ganda “be­cause we’re so eas­ily moved by ad­ver­tis­ing and the me­dia. We let our hearts lead the way.” Though mar­ket­ing re­searchers find that it’s of­ten dif­fi­cult to mea­sure the ef­fec­tive­ness of on­line ads,25 it’s hard to ar­gue with re­sults like the ones we saw in the 2016 elec­tion.

			Some of the most ef­fec­tive on­line ma­nip­u­la­tion of the Amer­i­can pub­lic came from a pri­vate Rus­sian psy­ops firm called the In­ter­net Re­search Agency (IRA). Once owned by Rus­sian oli­garch Yevgeny Prigozhin, head of pri­vate mil­i­tary com­pany Wag­ner Group be­fore his plane mys­te­ri­ously ex­ploded,26 the IRA paid roughly $100,000 for tar­geted ad cam­paigns on Face­book and un­leashed a new kind of psyop on the Amer­i­can peo­ple. The seeds for their cam­paign took root in early 2016, when the Rus­sian in­tel­li­gence or­ga­ni­za­tion GRU was try­ing a va­ri­ety of meth­ods to trick its way into the pri­vate email in­boxes of Demo­cratic Na­tional Com­mit­tee mem­bers. As spe­cial coun­sel Robert S. Mueller’s in­ves­ti­ga­tion sub­se­quently re­vealed,27 GRU hack­ers hit pay dirt when they gained ac­cess to a tranche of pri­vate emails from the Clin­ton cam­paign chair­man, John Podesta. From there, the GRU gained ac­cess to other staffers’ emails and doc­u­ments, which they posted on a web­site called DCLeaks. But a gi­ant blob of leaked emails and bor­ing pol­icy doc­u­ments isn’t worth any­thing un­less some­one care­fully combs through them, iden­ti­fies po­ten­tially scan­dalous bits, and turns those into sto­ries that can be weaponized. That’s where the IRA came into the pic­ture.

			In 2016, Face­book’s chief in­for­ma­tion se­cu­rity of­fi­cer, Alex Sta­mos, was alerted by an em­ployee who spe­cial­ized in Rus­sian cy­ber war­fare that they were see­ing sus­pi­cious ac­tiv­ity at the so­cial me­dia gi­ant. GRU agents were ac­cess­ing the ac­counts of peo­ple as­so­ci­ated with Hillary Clin­ton’s cam­paign, mes­sag­ing Clin­ton staffers and jour­nal­ists, snoop­ing for any in­tel they could get. Sta­mos im­me­di­ately re­ported it to the FBI, who con­firmed his sus­pi­cion that it was com­ing from Rus­sian state ac­tors. That seemed to be the end of Face­book’s trou­bles, un­til Sta­mos’s team re­al­ized that there was an­other group of op­er­a­tives from Rus­sia who were mess­ing with the so­cial me­dia plat­form in a very dif­fer­ent way. Fake ac­counts and sus­pi­cious ads were pop­ping up all over the place, full of dis­in­for­ma­tion and sen­sa­tion­al­ized re­ports about the DNC email leak. Wik­iLeaks got in on the ac­tion too, tweet­ing a link to the DCLeaks page.

			But when Sta­mos tried to re­port the fake Face­book ac­counts and mis­in­for­ma­tion to the FBI, he re­called, “no­body in gov­ern­ment had the re­spon­si­bil­ity or in­cli­na­tion to look for threat ac­tors do­ing pro­pa­ganda.” They were wor­ried about hack­ing, but “not trolling.” Nei­ther, he ad­mit­ted, was Face­book. Dur­ing the months when Sta­mos’s team was fran­ti­cally try­ing to deal with the mys­te­ri­ous DNC-leak-ob­sessed ac­counts, the IRA’s mes­sages were be­ing am­pli­fied all across Face­book. Peo­ple clicked on ads about the Democrats’ se­cret emails, and shared them with friends. Even­tu­ally the main­stream me­dia took no­tice. One story in par­tic­u­lar got a lot of at­ten­tion: emails from the leak sug­gested the DNC clearly fa­vored Hillary Clin­ton’s can­di­dacy over Bernie Sanders’s. This nar­ra­tive was easy to spin up into a con­spir­acy the­ory that Sanders never had a chance be­cause democ­racy was fail­ing in the United States. As Han Solo taught me, this was a clas­sic Rus­sian strat­egy to cre­ate con­fu­sion. In­stead of tak­ing aim di­rectly at the Clin­ton cam­paign, it un­der­mined faith in the elec­tion it­self. And that, as Ban­non might say, was a great way to “dis­en­gage” vot­ers. Why vote when the whole sys­tem is rigged to be­gin with?

			The anti-Bernie con­spir­acy wasn’t the only nar­ra­tive to emerge from the so­cial me­dia storm un­leashed by the IRA on Face­book. The leaked emails in­spired the “#Piz­za­gate” con­spir­acy, a pre­cur­sor to QAnon. Peo­ple fre­quent­ing on­line com­mu­nity 4chan’s right-wing fo­rums iden­ti­fied “se­cret mes­sages” in Podesta’s emails. They be­lieved they had un­cov­ered an in­ter­na­tional con­spir­acy to kid­nap chil­dren and rape them in the base­ment of Comet Ping Pong, a DC pizza joint pop­u­lar with DNC work­ers. Late in 2016, a #Piz­za­gate be­liever drove to Comet Ping Pong with an AR-15 semi­au­to­matic ri­fle. He threat­ened cus­tomers with it, search­ing the premises be­cause he be­lieved the Clin­ton cam­paign was rap­ing chil­dren in the base­ment.28 Ten months af­ter the #Piz­za­gate at­tack, a shady fig­ure named “QClear­an­cePa­triot” (later just Q) started post­ing in the /pol/ (Po­lit­i­cally In­cor­rect) fo­rums on 4chan, and the QAnon move­ment was born.29 This bonkers se­quence of events is a per­fect ex­am­ple of the kind of chaos that IRA psy­ops un­leash. The IRA didn’t di­rectly cre­ate QAnon. They sim­ply in­spired peo­ple to “do their own re­search” and un­cover more con­spir­a­cies. Or­di­nary peo­ple us­ing so­cial me­dia did the rest.

			As con­spir­acy the­o­ries ex­ploded on­line, Sta­mos and his team at Face­book were fin­ish­ing a re­port about for­eign in­for­ma­tion op­er­a­tions they were track­ing—in­clud­ing the IRA’s cam­paign. Sta­mos posted it on the com­pany’s news­feed in April 2017, though Face­book lead­er­ship forced his team to re­move all men­tions of Rus­sia.30 The san­i­tized re­port has sub­se­quently been re­moved from Face­book en­tirely, though it’s easy to read a mir­rored copy via the In­ter­net Ar­chive Way­back Ma­chine.31 In it, Sta­mos and his team de­scribed three el­e­ments of the IRA psy­ops meth­ods: tar­geted data col­lec­tion (steal­ing users’ per­sonal data, in this case from the DNC), false am­pli­fiers (cre­at­ing fake ac­counts to spread dis­in­for­ma­tion and sow dis­trust and con­fu­sion), and con­tent cre­ation (seed­ing false and real sto­ries on Face­book, or to jour­nal­ists, and other par­ties, some­times via fake on­line per­son­al­i­ties). They ex­plained how it had all worked dur­ing the elec­tion:

			Ma­li­cious ac­tors [lever­aged] con­ven­tional and so­cial me­dia to share in­for­ma­tion stolen from other sources, such as email ac­counts, with the in­tent of harm­ing the rep­u­ta­tion of spe­cific po­lit­i­cal tar­gets. These in­ci­dents em­ployed a rel­a­tively straight­for­ward yet de­lib­er­ate se­ries of ac­tions:

			
					Pri­vate and/or pro­pri­etary in­for­ma­tion was ac­cessed and stolen from sys­tems and ser­vices [they’re re­fer­ring to the stolen DNC emails here];

					Ded­i­cated sites host­ing this data were reg­is­tered;

					Fake per­sonas were cre­ated on Face­book and else­where to point to and am­plify aware­ness of this data;

					So­cial me­dia ac­counts and pages were cre­ated to am­plify news ac­counts of and di­rect peo­ple to the stolen data.

					From there, or­ganic pro­lif­er­a­tion of the mes­sag­ing and data through au­then­tic peer groups and net­works was in­evitable.

			

			Con­cur­rently, a sep­a­rate set of ma­li­cious ac­tors en­gaged in false am­pli­fi­ca­tion us­ing in­au­then­tic Face­book ac­counts to push nar­ra­tives and themes that re­in­forced or ex­panded on some of the top­ics ex­posed from stolen data.

			Months af­ter Sta­mos wrote this, Face­book fi­nally al­lowed him and his col­leagues to make a pub­lic state­ment link­ing the elec­tion med­dling to Rus­sia. Still, Sta­mos told me, he was frus­trated that he couldn’t re­veal the full story, and he ul­ti­mately quit Face­book in 2018. “Peo­ple [at Face­book] were pissed that we found [the IRA pro­pa­ganda] and made a big deal about it, and cre­ated an obli­ga­tion for the com­pany to dis­close.”

			The fol­low­ing year, Sta­mos helped to found the Stan­ford In­ter­net Ob­ser­va­tory, which is de­voted to “the study of abuse in cur­rent in­for­ma­tion tech­nolo­gies.” There, at last, he could openly share what had hap­pened dur­ing his ten­ure at Face­book and con­tinue re­search­ing it. His col­league at the Ob­ser­va­tory, dis­in­for­ma­tion ex­pert Renée DiResta, stud­ied the IRA’s am­pli­fi­ca­tion cam­paign and its re­la­tion­ship with the Rus­sian gov­ern­ment. She told the Wash­ing­ton Post that the IRA had done the heavy lift­ing when it came to me­dia ma­nip­u­la­tion. Though the gov­ern­ment hack­ers with the GRU were the ones who ac­tu­ally stole the DNC’s emails, the agency was un­able to get any so­cial me­dia pickup on them. “Maybe that’s why the IRA ex­ists,” DiResta mused. “Maybe there’s a recog­ni­tion that this is a dif­fer­ent form of pro­pa­ganda.”32 In Rus­sia, gov­ern­ment hack­ers and cor­po­rate troll farms like the IRA have a hazy re­la­tion­ship, blur­ring the line be­tween state-spon­sored psy­ops and cul­tural in­flu­ence cam­paigns. In­spired by the Rus­sian model, pri­vate firms like Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica are of­fer­ing their ser­vices to Amer­i­can politi­cians. But un­like the IRA, which tar­geted a for­eign ad­ver­sary, Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica was used by Amer­i­cans against Amer­i­cans.

			Black ops mar­ket­ing cam­paign

			Since the US con­gres­sional in­ves­ti­ga­tions into the 2016 elec­tion, many an­a­lysts have shown that the IRA tar­geted ads at Amer­i­cans in the same way Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica did. Si­mon Fraser Uni­ver­sity re­searchers Ahmed Al-Rawi and Anis Rah­man, who teach in the School of Com­mu­ni­ca­tion, an­a­lyzed 3,517 ads that the IRA paid for on Face­book and In­sta­gram (owned by Face­book) be­tween June 2015 and Feb­ru­ary 2017.33 What the re­searchers dis­cov­ered was that it took only a few thou­sand dol­lars to buy highly tar­geted ads—in­dis­tin­guish­able from le­git­i­mate ad­ver­tis­ing—that af­fected Amer­i­cans’ be­hav­ior in mea­sur­able ways. The IRA’s ads led Face­book users to dozens of pages they had cre­ated for fake po­lit­i­cal and so­cial groups, largely to fo­ment racial di­vi­sions. The IRA fo­cused on is­sues like gun con­trol and po­lice bru­tal­ity as well as im­mi­gra­tion. “These are sen­si­tive top­ics they try to cap­i­tal­ize on, to mo­bi­lize the pub­lic and get their at­ten­tion,” Al-Rawi told me by video from his of­fice in Van­cou­ver, Canada. “They tar­get spe­cific on­line groups, and they try to make those mes­sages ap­peal to these spe­cific groups.”

			The goal of some IRA cam­paigns was to “ac­ti­vate” peo­ple, to get them off Face­book and do­ing some­thing in the real world. In one case, the IRA set up two op­pos­ing Face­book groups in Texas—both fake—called Heart of Texas and United Mus­lims of Amer­ica.34 In May 2016, when they had amassed enough fol­low­ers, the IRA’s Heart of Texas an­nounced on their page a “Stop Is­lam­i­fi­ca­tion of Texas” protest in front of the Is­lamic Da’wah Cen­ter of Hous­ton. Then the IRA an­nounced a coun­ter­protest against “Save Is­lamic Knowl­edge” on the United Mus­lims of Amer­ica page for the same day. Un­wit­ting fol­low­ers showed up to fight it out in real life, never know­ing that they were all vic­tims of Rus­sian psy­ops.

			Other ads were in­tended to alien­ate Black vot­ers from US pol­i­tics. Al-Rawi and Rah­man dis­cov­ered that over a hun­dred ads were specif­i­cally tar­geted at Black peo­ple in Fer­gu­son, St. Louis County, Mis­souri, and Bal­ti­more, Mary­land, af­ter the po­lice shoot­ing of Michael Brown, the death of Fred­die Gray, and sub­se­quent Black Lives Mat­ter up­ris­ings. They also tar­geted De­troit and Wash­ing­ton, DC, which have large Black com­mu­ni­ties. Many of these ads em­pha­sized po­lice bru­tal­ity and vi­o­lence against Black peo­ple, sug­gest­ing that nei­ther Democrats nor Re­pub­li­cans would fix the prob­lem. Rather than push­ing Black vot­ers off Face­book and into ac­tion, these ads of­fered a ni­hilis­tic view that noth­ing would ever change. Given that Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica also had a project to sup­press Black votes, it’s clear that there were mul­ti­ple sources of pro­pa­ganda aimed at per­suad­ing Black peo­ple to stay home on Elec­tion Day.

			The IRA also am­pli­fied some of the Trump cam­paign’s mes­sages by tar­get­ing any­one in a south­ern-bor­der state who was anx­ious about im­mi­gra­tion. Al-Rawi said he’s seen a lot of hate­ful pro­pa­ganda in his pro­fes­sional ca­reer, but the IRA’s cam­paign was one of the most ex­treme. “They were al­ways try­ing to push the lim­its,” he said. “There were a few ads dis­cussing im­mi­grants that were so racist that they equated Mex­i­can im­mi­grants with cock­roaches.” He pointed out that this was the same rhetoric Nazis used against Jews dur­ing the Holo­caust. “The way they rep­re­sented refugees and im­mi­grants is hor­rific,” he added. “I don’t even see it on far-right sites. They pushed the lim­its for a rea­son—they want to de­sen­si­tize peo­ple to­ward these is­sues to make it OK to talk about refugees in this way.”

			Al-Rawi said that he’s started de­scrib­ing groups like the IRA op­er­a­tives as “dis­guised elites.” That’s be­cause their modus operandi is to dis­guise them­selves as con­cerned cit­i­zens try­ing to or­ga­nize in their lo­cal com­mu­ni­ties, but in fact, they are ac­tu­ally elite op­er­a­tives with a sig­nif­i­cant ad­ver­tis­ing bud­get, state ap­proval, and hun­dreds of ded­i­cated agents who spend their days post­ing pro­pa­ganda and garbage memes. To win, all a group like the IRA has to do is cre­ate a wrath­ful mix of brain fog on­line—and, they hope, off­line too.

			The story of the 2016 elec­tion feels like an­cient his­tory now, partly be­cause there have been so many de­vel­op­ments in so­cial me­dia psy­ops since then. QAnon has evolved into a ma­jor po­lit­i­cal force, with ad­her­ents like Geor­gia Re­pub­li­can con­gres­sional rep­re­sen­ta­tive Mar­jorie Tay­lor Greene. Dur­ing the 2020 elec­tion, Pres­i­dent Trump spread mis­in­for­ma­tion about the elec­tion, sug­gest­ing that left­ists were tam­per­ing with vot­ing ma­chines and mail-in bal­lots dur­ing the pan­demic, lend­ing cred­i­bil­ity to con­spir­acy the­o­ries that seemed mar­ginal back in 2016. Face­book shut down as many of the Rus­sian-op­er­ated ac­counts as pos­si­ble, and made some ef­fort to la­bel mis­in­for­ma­tion on the plat­form, but it was too late. Right-wing ac­tivists on­line took up where the IRA left off, us­ing many of the same au­thor­i­tar­ian mes­sages.

			In the lead-up to the 2020 pres­i­den­tial elec­tion, an anony­mous Face­book ex­ec­u­tive told Politico that “right-wing pop­ulism is al­ways more en­gag­ing” be­cause it arouses “an in­cred­i­bly strong, prim­i­tive emo­tion” with ap­peals to “na­tion, pro­tec­tion, the other, anger, fear.” The ex­ec­u­tive shrugged off Face­book’s re­spon­si­bil­ity for the spread of au­thor­i­tar­ian-fla­vored con­tent by say­ing that it wasn’t “in­vented by so­cial me­dia” be­cause it “was there in the [19]30s.”35 In other words, Face­book didn’t in­vent fas­cism; it started with Nazism in the 1930s, and Face­book can’t help if users want to am­plify it. But ex-Face­booker Adam Con­ner, now with the Cen­ter for Amer­i­can Progress, dis­agreed. “Face­book is not a mir­ror—the news­feed al­go­rithm is an ac­cel­er­ant,” he told Politico. Face­book con­tin­ued to boost far-right pro­pa­ganda, with vi­o­lent re­sults. In­spired by Trump’s false claims of a stolen elec­tion, a mob of right-wing in­sur­rec­tion­ists ri­oted in the US Capi­tol on Jan­u­ary 6, 2021, at­tempt­ing to over­turn Joe Biden’s win. Some threat­ened to kill Demo­cratic mem­bers of Con­gress and Vice Pres­i­dent Mike Pence. In­stead of com­ing up with a ro­bust, trans­par­ent sys­tem for deal­ing with psy­ops from abroad and at home, Face­book re­branded as Meta and briefly tried to cre­ate a vir­tual re­al­ity “meta­verse” plat­form. When that failed, Meta launched Twit­ter clone Threads, which is as vul­ner­a­ble to trolls and op­er­a­tives as Face­book is. In 2023, the com­pany de­ter­mined that politi­cian Robert F. Kennedy Jr. would be per­mit­ted to spread mis­in­for­ma­tion about vac­cines across its plat­forms, in­clud­ing In­sta­gram.36 Ly­ing is per­mit­ted, even when it en­dan­gers pub­lic health.

			That said, the click­a­bil­ity of right-wing pop­ulism on so­cial me­dia is not iso­lated to Face­book. Twit­ter (now known as X) has be­come a rad­i­cal-right strong­hold in the wake of Elon Musk’s pur­chase of it in 2022. IRA-style chaos pro­pa­ganda will likely be am­pli­fied to new au­di­ences as peo­ple flee X and sign up for new, less cen­trally reg­u­lated plat­forms like Mastodon and Bluesky, as well as the Meta-owned Threads. A 2023 law­suit in Mis­souri about po­lit­i­cal jaw­bon­ing aimed to stop the Biden ad­min­is­tra­tion from ask­ing so­cial me­dia com­pa­nies to block ma­te­rial that was false or mis­lead­ing. The case was just one part of a larger right-wing move­ment to pre­vent gov­ern­ments and civic or­ga­ni­za­tions from work­ing with so­cial me­dia to stop mis­in­for­ma­tion about elec­tions, pub­lic health, and more. Cu­mu­la­tively, this move­ment has had a chill­ing ef­fect.37 YouTube, owned by Google, is no longer tak­ing down videos that claim the 2020 elec­tion was stolen.38 Meta, Face­book’s par­ent com­pany, is no longer block­ing COVID mis­in­for­ma­tion,39 and in 2023 the com­pany laid off mem­bers of a global team that coun­tered elec­tion dis­in­for­ma­tion and ha­rass­ment.40

			All these de­vel­op­ments have led to a pub­lic sphere where Amer­i­can po­lit­i­cal or­ga­ni­za­tions can tar­get Amer­i­cans with psy­ops. Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica may be gone, but most of the own­ers and di­rec­tors from Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica’s par­ent com­pany SCL have now formed a po­lit­i­cal con­sult­ing com­pany, Emer­data Lim­ited, which is fi­nanced by the Mer­cers.41 Of all the ma­jor play­ers in the 2016 elec­tion psy­war, only whistle­blower Christo­pher Wylie has stepped away from po­lit­i­cal ma­nip­u­la­tion: in 2019, he joined fash­ion com­pany H&M and has turned his pow­ers of data anal­y­sis back to mar­ket­ing clothes. In a 2022 in­ter­view on Tele­gram, Yevgeny Prigozhin, the late Rus­sian oli­garch who owned the IRA, talked about his com­pany’s role in US elec­tions: “Gen­tle­men, we in­ter­fered, we in­ter­fere and we will in­ter­fere . . . care­fully, pre­cisely, sur­gi­cally. . . . Dur­ing our pin­point op­er­a­tions, we will re­move both kid­neys and the liver at once.”42

			It’s just a joke, man

			Meth­ods of in­for­ma­tion war­fare that seemed novel in 2016 are now a part of our ev­ery­day lives. We have of­fi­cially en­tered an age of what ex­perts call “sto­chas­tic ter­ror­ism,” a term that has be­come in­creas­ingly pop­u­lar in the last decade to ex­plain ran­dom vi­o­lence in­spired by on­line me­dia. The gun­man who showed up at Comet Ping Pong with an AR-15, in­spired by #Piz­za­gate, is a sto­chas­tic ter­ror­ist, as are mem­bers of the Jan­u­ary 6 mob at the US Capi­tol and many mass shoot­ers, like white su­prem­a­cist Dy­lann Roof, who mur­dered nine peo­ple at Bible study in a Black church. Like those la­tent fas­cists whom Else Frenkel-Brunswik and her col­leagues stud­ied in The Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity, a sto­chas­tic ter­ror­ist is some­one who be­comes ac­ti­vated and vi­o­lent when trig­gered by out­side pres­sures. To­day, that pres­sure comes from so­cial me­dia and other kinds of pro­pa­ganda that de­mo­nize marginal­ized groups like Black peo­ple, Jews, im­mi­grants, and the LGBT com­mu­nity. Mass shoot­ings in syn­a­gogues, Black churches, mosques, Asian-owned busi­nesses, and gay com­mu­nity spa­ces re­mind us that cul­ture war, like psy­war, is al­ways on the brink of erupt­ing into vi­o­lence.

			Juli­ette Kayyem, for­mer as­sis­tant sec­re­tary at the De­part­ment of Home­land Se­cu­rity, de­scribes sto­chas­tic ter­ror­ism as “a pat­tern that can’t be pre­dicted pre­cisely but can be an­a­lyzed sta­tis­ti­cally.” Put sim­ply, we can pre­dict that ter­ror­ism will hap­pen, just not where or when. What makes this kind of ter­ror­ism “sto­chas­tic,” or chaotic, is that no one can be sure which trig­gered in­di­vid­u­als will be­come vi­o­lent. And it’s hard to pin down who is in­cit­ing the vi­o­lence, be­cause, as Kayyem puts it, “the lan­guage [of the pro­pa­ganda] is vague enough that it leaves room for plau­si­ble de­ni­a­bil­ity.”43 Of­ten, the rhetoric of sto­chas­tic ter­ror­ism is masked as “just a joke” or “just trolling.” It’s worth not­ing that the “just a joke” de­fense goes back to the early days of Nazism. So­ci­ol­o­gist Leo Löwen­thal, a col­league of the Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity team, wrote a book in the wake of World War II called Prophets of De­ceit, where he chron­i­cled how pun­dits ad­vo­cat­ing for Hitler’s geno­ci­dal poli­cies would claim slyly they were merely do­ing com­edy.44 It’s hard to know who our en­e­mies are when Amer­i­cans bor­row our ad­ver­saries’ strate­gies and treat one an­other like en­emy com­bat­ants.

			Or­ga­ni­za­tions like the IRA and Cam­bridge An­a­lyt­ica, work­ing with gov­ern­ments and ac­ti­vated cit­i­zens, have cre­ated a me­dia en­vi­ron­ment where it’s dif­fi­cult to know what’s true and which in­sti­tu­tions are le­git­i­mate. It’s a sit­u­a­tion that Paul Linebarger de­scribed back in the 1940s, when he was re­search­ing how Nazi Ger­many and the So­viet Union af­fected peo­ple’s minds, mak­ing them “pro­pa­ganda-dizzy.” Bom­barded by dis­in­for­ma­tion, he wrote, a “pro­pa­ganda-dizzy man . . . sees in ev­ery­thing its pro­pa­ganda con­tent and noth­ing else. . . . Noth­ing is in­no­cent; noth­ing is plea­sur­able; ev­ery­thing is con­nected with his dis­eased ap­pre­hen­sion of power.”45 Here Linebarger might eas­ily be de­scrib­ing #Piz­za­gate and QAnon acolytes, who find lib­eral and “woke” con­spir­a­cies wo­ven into ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery po­lit­i­cal speech is a po­ten­tial se­cret mes­sage. And ev­ery on­line troll is a po­ten­tial mass shooter.

			Even sto­ry­telling it­self has be­come a source of deadly con­flict. Right-wing so­cial me­dia mobs turn me­dia fran­chises like Star Wars and Lord of the Rings into op­por­tu­ni­ties to at­tack any­one who dis­agrees with con­ser­va­tive takes on race, gen­der, and moral­ity. Ben Collins, who cov­ers ex­trem­ism for NBC, noted that Amer­i­can right-wing move­ments learned their lessons from psy­ops ex­perts well: “The Amer­i­can Far Right . . . [is] very good at sto­ry­telling,” he told On the Me­dia. “It’s world­build­ing, that’s what it is, re­ally.”46 World­build­ing is what Linebarger and other sci­ence fic­tion au­thors brought to psy­ops, and now the weapons they de­signed for use in to­tal war are be­ing de­ployed in cul­tural bat­tles among Amer­i­cans.

			Psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare in the time of sto­chas­tic ter­ror­ism has mor­phed into cul­ture war—the bat­tle­ground shrouds Amer­ica in its fog, re­gard­less of whether we are for­mal com­bat­ants. But we can find a path­way through the smoke by re­mem­ber­ing the his­tory of Amer­i­can psy­cho­log­i­cal war, born dur­ing the In­dian Wars and cod­i­fied in the Cold War. We know what kinds of weapons are stashed in Amer­ica’s psy­cho­log­i­cal ord­nance de­pot. If an op­er­a­tive is us­ing lies to per­suade, if they threaten vi­o­lence, if they treat their fel­low cit­i­zens like for­eign ad­ver­saries—then they are armed with mil­i­tary-grade psy­cho­log­i­cal weapons. In our cur­rent so­cial me­dia psy­wars, we can wit­ness in real time as weapons once used in mil­i­tary con­flicts are de­ployed in do­mes­tic cul­ture wars. The re­sults are as de­struc­tive and trau­matic as wartime pro­pa­ganda.

			Still, there is some­thing im­por­tant that we can learn from the his­tory of psy­ops. As Ghost Dancers proved dur­ing the In­dian Wars, there is al­ways a re­sis­tance.
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			Chap­ter 4

			Bad Brains

		
			Though the line be­tween psy­cho­log­i­cal war and cul­ture war can be blurry in the United States, there is one way to tell the dif­fer­ence. In a cul­ture war, the com­bat­ants are all Amer­i­cans, fight­ing over do­mes­tic is­sues. Still, cul­ture war­riors of­ten ques­tion whether cer­tain groups of peo­ple are “truly” Amer­i­cans. The rea­sons for this are com­pli­cated, but one ob­vi­ous his­tor­i­cal prece­dent comes from the orig­i­nal US Con­sti­tu­tion, which de­fined sev­eral types of peo­ple liv­ing in the coun­try as par­tial or non-cit­i­zens. En­slaved Black in­di­vid­u­als were mere frac­tions of peo­ple (three-fifths, to be ex­act); In­dige­nous peo­ple were de­scribed as not tax­able be­cause they were not Amer­i­can cit­i­zens; women, who could nei­ther vote nor own prop­erty, were not men­tioned at all. Over the next two cen­turies, many of the na­tion’s blood­i­est cul­ture wars were fought over who gets to claim Amer­i­can per­son­hood. These bat­tles led to some key con­sti­tu­tional amend­ments, such as the ones grant­ing suf­frage to freed slaves and women, as well as laws al­low­ing In­dige­nous tribes and im­mi­grants more free­doms. But the cul­ture wars over who counts as an Amer­i­can, or even as a hu­man be­ing, are far from over. They re­turn, like re­pressed mem­o­ries, to re­trau­ma­tize us.

			In a cul­ture war, com­bat­ants jus­tify us­ing psy­ops against peo­ple liv­ing in the United States by fram­ing spe­cific groups as a for­eign power, an “other” whose in­flu­ence has be­come dan­ger­ous to the na­tion. Of­ten, these groups are sim­i­lar to ones de­fined as out­siders in the Con­sti­tu­tion: peo­ple who came from other coun­tries, by choice or in chains; In­dige­nous na­tions; and groups omit­ted from the Con­sti­tu­tion, like women and LGBT peo­ple.

			Psy­ops in a cul­ture war take a dif­fer­ent form from those in a ki­netic war. PSYOP spe­cial­ists in the mil­i­tary have a sin­gu­lar goal: con­vince the en­emy to change their be­hav­ior. Cul­ture war­riors have two goals: con­vince Amer­i­cans that some of their fel­low cit­i­zens are the en­emy; and con­vince “the en­emy” that there is some­thing deeply wrong with their minds, and there­fore they are not qual­i­fied to de­mand greater free­doms and per­sonal dig­nity. A cul­ture-war at­tack di­vides the na­tion into two groups: those with good brains and those with bad ones.

			Nowhere is this more ob­vi­ous than in po­lit­i­cal de­bates and pseudo-sci­en­tific ques­tions about the brains of Black peo­ple. There is a long his­tory be­hind this con­flict, which has bro­ken out again in re­cent years. Ever since the first en­slaved Africans were brought to the Amer­i­cas in the sev­en­teenth cen­tury, white Amer­i­cans have de­bated whether to ed­u­cate Black peo­ple. Many slave own­ers re­fused to teach en­slaved Africans to read and write; their sub­se­quent il­lit­er­acy was used to jus­tify the idea that Black peo­ple were not smart enough to read. This is why many es­caped slaves, in­clud­ing Fred­er­ick Dou­glass, de­scribed learn­ing to read as a cru­cial step to­ward free­dom.1

			With the abo­li­tion of slav­ery and the pas­sage of the Four­teenth Amend­ment, Black men es­tab­lished their in­tel­lec­tual cred­i­bil­ity by vot­ing and, in a few cases, hold­ing elected of­fice. Still, the bat­tle raged on. Join­ing the fray in the late nine­teenth cen­tury was an­thro­pol­o­gist Fran­cis Gal­ton, who pop­u­lar­ized the idea of eu­gen­ics in his 1869 book, Hered­i­tary Ge­nius. He be­lieved in­tel­li­gence was an in­her­ited trait, and sug­gested that Black, Brown, and poor peo­ple’s brains were bi­o­log­i­cally in­fe­rior to those of up­per-class whites. Many Amer­i­can sci­en­tists wel­comed Gal­ton’s ideas. In­deed, Har­vard Uni­ver­sity zo­ol­o­gist Louis Agas­siz had been ar­gu­ing since the 1840s that Black peo­ple were a sep­a­rate species from whites.2

			It was in this cul­tural en­vi­ron­ment that the psy­ops known as Jim Crow laws took aim at Black Amer­i­cans, forc­ing them to use sep­a­rate fa­cil­i­ties from whites dur­ing the late nine­teenth and twen­ti­eth cen­turies. Seg­re­ga­tion made the Black com­mu­nity ap­pear to be a kind of for­eign ad­ver­sary that white peo­ple needed to keep at bay. Very quickly, the Black com­mu­nity be­gan or­ga­niz­ing de­fenses against this at­tack. His­tor­i­cally Black col­leges and uni­ver­si­ties (HB­CUs) func­tioned in part as a po­tent counter-psyop un­der Jim Crow. In­ter­na­tion­ally lauded Black artists and in­tel­lec­tu­als of the early 1900s Harlem Re­nais­sance, as well as high-pro­file Black sci­en­tists and pub­lic ser­vants, of­fered mod­els of Black ex­cel­lence. Still, white peo­ple con­tin­ued to de­bate whether Black peo­ple truly were the men­tal equals of whites. The cul­ture war over the Black mind is why the 1954 Supreme Court rul­ing in Brown v. Board of Ed­u­ca­tion was such a huge win for the civil rights move­ment. In a unan­i­mous de­ci­sion, the court found that seg­re­gated ed­u­ca­tion was un­con­sti­tu­tional and Black chil­dren de­served the same school­ing as white ones. In a sense, the fed­eral gov­ern­ment had fi­nally de­clared that Black and white minds were equal.

			But laws and his­tory have never stopped cul­ture war­riors from re­cy­cling old psy­ops as if they were brand-new. De­bates over Black in­tel­li­gence reignited in the mid-1990s as part of a con­ser­va­tive push to end all af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion pro­grams, in­clud­ing in higher ed­u­ca­tion. Dur­ing the ’90s “bell curve wars,” as they came to be called,3 so­cial sci­en­tists sug­gested that Black peo­ple as a group were ge­net­i­cally in­ca­pable of achiev­ing the same lev­els of in­tel­li­gence that whites and other races could. This weaponized rhetor­i­cal strat­egy un­der­mined Black peo­ple’s sta­tus in the eyes of their fel­low Amer­i­cans, while tak­ing aim at Black peo­ple’s views of their own men­tal ca­pa­bil­i­ties. As we’ll see, the ’90s ver­sion of this cul­ture war was also fu­eled by a sci­ence fic­tion story about how stu­pid­ity would de­stroy Amer­ica.

			Eu­gen­ics re­booted

			In 1994, Charles Mur­ray was start­ing a pro­mo­tional tour for what be­came one of the most widely dis­cussed books of the 1990s: The Bell Curve: In­tel­li­gence and Class Struc­ture in Amer­i­can Life. His co-au­thor, Richard Her­rn­stein, had re­cently died, and that meant Mur­ray had to pro­mote the book on his own. The hype around its pub­li­ca­tion was un­usu­ally in­tense, es­pe­cially for an 845-page so­cial sci­ence book packed with charts and graphs. Mur­ray’s pub­lic­ity team would not re­lease pre­view copies to re­view­ers, be­cause the au­thor wor­ried that his book would be “wrongly con­strued” with­out proper con­text.4 His team hand-picked a few re­porters to write about his work, among them the New York Times jour­nal­ist Ja­son De­Parle. He shad­owed Mur­ray in the days be­fore The Bell Curve book launch, fly­ing on Ru­pert Mur­doch’s pri­vate plane with him to As­pen, Col­orado, where the so­cial sci­en­tist would be feted at a man­sion owned by one of his many fans. It sounded like the life of a celebrity.

			Mur­ray was liv­ing the high life of a right-wing cul­ture hero—beloved by Ronald Rea­gan and li­on­ized by a gen­er­a­tion of con­ser­va­tives who de­fined them­selves in op­po­si­tion to the 1960s civil rights move­ment. He be­came their fa­vorite pub­lic in­tel­lec­tual by writ­ing man­i­festos about why the wealthy owed noth­ing to the poor. In the 1980s, Mur­ray had pub­lished a hugely pop­u­lar book called Los­ing Ground, where he ar­gued that wel­fare pro­grams caused crime, wors­ened poverty in Black com­mu­ni­ties, and en­cour­aged women to be­come sin­gle moth­ers. Mur­ray de­ployed a lot of in­fo­graph­ics and foot­notes to ex­plain why his per­spec­tive was val­i­dated by sci­ence, and ra­tio­nal­ity be­came his brand. His mes­sag­ing worked so well be­cause he smug­gled an emo­tional ap­peal to racial and class bias in­side a seem­ingly ev­i­dence-based anal­y­sis.

			As he flew to Col­orado, Mur­ray pulled out a lap­top to show De­Parle some data that fu­eled his anal­y­sis in The Bell Curve. There was a spread­sheet full of per­sonal sta­tis­tics on over twelve thou­sand Amer­i­cans—in­clud­ing IQ, race, salary, ed­u­ca­tional level, age, mar­i­tal sta­tus, and more—taken from the Na­tional Lon­gi­tu­di­nal Sur­vey of Youth (NLSY), a multi­gen­er­a­tional study con­ducted by the US Bu­reau of La­bor Sta­tis­tics and widely used for so­cial sci­ence re­search. Be­cause of his aca­demic cre­den­tials, Mur­ray had also got­ten some NLSY data that isn’t re­leased to the gen­eral pub­lic, in­clud­ing where par­tic­i­pants lived and went to school.5 He and Her­rn­stein had crunched the data to mea­sure re­la­tion­ships be­tween IQ and fi­nan­cial suc­cess. En­ter­ing a for­mula into the spread­sheet on his lap­top, Mur­ray tal­lied the av­er­age dif­fer­ence in salary be­tween a per­son with 100 IQ and a per­son with 115: $6,654 a year. For ev­ery 15 points of IQ, he noted with sat­is­fac­tion, a per­son got a sig­nif­i­cant boost in in­come.

			He was talk­ing about the idea at the heart of The Bell Curve, which is that in­tel­li­gence is what de­ter­mines peo­ple’s eco­nomic fate. And here’s the kicker: ac­cord­ing to Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein, Black peo­ple were sta­tis­ti­cally more likely to fall on the low end of the IQ spec­trum, as were un­wed moth­ers and the poor gen­er­ally. That meant the “bell” in the book’s epony­mous prob­a­bil­ity-dis­tri­bu­tion graph was oc­cu­pied by mid­dle-class, mar­ried white peo­ple6 with av­er­age IQs. Their take­away? Black peo­ple had less wealth in the United States be­cause of in­tel­lec­tual fail­ings. Cer­tain groups were sim­ply too “dull” to suc­ceed in the mod­ern US econ­omy, no mat­ter how much help the gov­ern­ment gave them. Wel­fare and af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion would de­stroy Amer­ica, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein claimed, be­cause such pro­grams made it eas­ier for the “dull” to sur­vive. The au­thors con­cluded with what they con­sid­ered a ter­ri­fy­ing sce­nario. Poor peo­ple were breed­ing in enor­mous num­bers, they wrote, thanks to un­wed moth­ers. Soon, The Bell Curve warned, the na­tion would be dragged down by a “dys­genic trend” of in­creas­ingly un­in­tel­li­gent peo­ple.

			Though the book was roundly crit­i­cized by ex­perts, re­ceiv­ing a sharp re­join­der from the Amer­i­can Psy­cho­log­i­cal As­so­ci­a­tion7 and count­less de­bunk­ings from po­lit­i­cal sci­en­tists,8 it nev­er­the­less res­onated with Amer­i­cans. The Bell Curve sold two hun­dred thou­sand copies in its first month of pub­li­ca­tion.9 Charles Mur­ray made the rounds on na­tional TV and ra­dio pro­grams to dis­cuss his ideas. De­bates over the book were so fever­ish that even Pres­i­dent Bill Clin­ton weighed in to say that he dis­agreed with its premise about Black IQs,10 though he would even­tu­ally sign a wel­fare-re­form bill that was in­flu­enced by Mur­ray’s re­search. The Bell Curve was a gift to con­ser­va­tive pol­i­cy­mak­ers, who used it to at­tack af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion pro­grams. Pat Buchanan, a con­ser­va­tive ad­viser to Rea­gan who cham­pi­oned the idea of “cul­ture war” in a 1992 speech, had been ar­gu­ing against af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion pro­grams since the 1970s by cit­ing Her­rn­stein’s early re­search.11 Tech bil­lion­aire Pe­ter Thiel, who be­came one of Trump’s main al­lies in Sil­i­con Val­ley, men­tioned The Bell Curve in a 1996 com­men­tary on why af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion had failed.12 Armed with Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray’s re­search, these pow­er­ful men helped per­suade Amer­i­cans to gut af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion. In 1996, Cal­i­for­ni­ans voted to end af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion pro­grams in gov­ern­men­tal in­sti­tu­tions in­clud­ing higher ed­u­ca­tion, and Texas fol­lowed suit;13 in 2023, a Supreme Court rul­ing banned these pro­grams na­tion­wide. Even three decades af­ter its pub­li­ca­tion, The Bell Curve is the sub­ject of wrath­ful op-eds in venues from Sci­en­tific Amer­i­can14 to YouTube.15

			We can see many signs that this salvo in the cul­ture wars ben­e­fited from tech­niques used for psy­cho­log­i­cal war. First, The Bell Curve cast Black peo­ple as sec­ond-class “oth­ers” by propos­ing a Jim Crow law of in­tel­li­gence. Ac­cord­ing to the ex­perts, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein sug­gested, Black peo­ple’s strug­gles were caused not by sys­temic racism but in­stead by their de­fec­tive minds. What made this mes­sage so ef­fec­tive was the au­thors’ ap­peal to sci­ence and facts. Read­ers couldn’t go more than a few pages with­out find­ing a handy chart, such as one ti­tled “The High-IQ Oc­cu­pa­tions Are Also the Well-Paid Oc­cu­pa­tions.”16 It sounded ra­tio­nal. White peo­ple who would never join the KKK or openly es­pouse white su­prem­a­cist views felt com­fort­able shar­ing this seem­ingly schol­arly book with friends. Mur­ray had been hon­ing this form of re­spectable racist rhetoric for over a decade. As he said in re­gard to Los­ing Ground, his pre­vi­ous book: “A huge num­ber of well-mean­ing whites fear that they are closet racists, and this book tells them they are not. It’s go­ing to make them feel bet­ter about things they al­ready think but do not know how to say.”17 The Bell Curve’s data about higher IQs be­ing cor­re­lated with higher wages gave them a way to say it.

			But, as sci­en­tists are fond of say­ing, cor­re­la­tion does not equal cau­sa­tion. The Bell Curve pro­vided ab­so­lutely no ev­i­dence that high IQ causes wealth. This sup­pos­edly sci­en­tific book was a weapon, de­ploy­ing the half-truths and out­right fab­u­la­tions of a psyop to ar­gue that Black peo­ple and the poor were Amer­ica’s true en­e­mies.

			The se­duc­tions of false ra­tio­nal­ity

			There are two ba­sic false­hoods at the heart of Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray’s book: one is that there is a widely agreed-upon sys­tem for mea­sur­ing in­tel­li­gence ac­cu­rately, and the other is that wel­fare will lead to a dark fu­ture that sounds a lot like the 2006 movie Id­ioc­racy, where Amer­i­cans have be­come dim-wit­ted slack­ers led by a Black pres­i­dent.18 To per­suade their read­ers, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein swad­dled these lies in false ra­tio­nal­ity, mak­ing their opin­ions look like facts.

			The Bell Curve’s premise de­pends on the ex­is­tence of a re­li­able way to mea­sure in­tel­li­gence, but there is no such thing. Most so­cial sci­en­tists take a dim view of IQ scores as a pre­dic­tor of wealth and suc­cess, and the test has been con­tro­ver­sial since its in­cep­tion in the early 1900s.19 IQ test­ing was pop­u­lar­ized in the United States by Stan­ford pro­fes­sor Lewis Ter­man, a eu­geni­cist who wrote in 1916 that in­tel­li­gence tests would be used in the fu­ture to iden­tify “de­fec­tives” and put them “un­der the sur­veil­lance and pro­tec­tion of so­ci­ety.” Ter­man added en­thu­si­as­ti­cally that this would “ul­ti­mately re­sult in cur­tail­ing the re­pro­duc­tion of fee­ble-mind­ed­ness and in the elim­i­na­tion of . . . crime, pau­perism, and in­dus­trial in­ef­fi­ciency.”20 IQ tests were, in other words, de­signed to sin­gle out and elim­i­nate groups of peo­ple whom eu­geni­cists deemed “de­fec­tive.” And in case it wasn’t ob­vi­ous who that might be, Ter­man wrote that Black peo­ple pos­sessed a “dull­ness [that] seems to be racial.”

			At that time, a ma­jor op­po­nent of IQ test­ing was Ho­race Mann Bond, a so­cial sci­en­tist who taught at sev­eral his­tor­i­cally Black uni­ver­si­ties and be­came the first Black pres­i­dent of Lin­coln Uni­ver­sity in Penn­syl­va­nia. In 1924, he warned that IQ tests were “in­sid­i­ous pro­pa­ganda which . . . seeks to demon­strate that the Ne­gro is in­tel­lec­tu­ally and phys­i­cally in­ca­pable of as­sum­ing the dig­ni­ties, rights and du­ties which de­volve upon him as a mem­ber of mod­ern so­ci­ety.”21 He urged Black in­tel­lec­tu­als to be­come “ac­tive agent[s]” in the fight against IQ test­ing. Bond’s clar­ion call was taken up by sev­eral Black ed­u­ca­tors of his gen­er­a­tion. In the 1930s, Howard Hale Long de­cided to con­duct his own in­tel­li­gence tests with Black chil­dren. A Har­vard-trained psy­chol­o­gist who was su­per­in­ten­dent of the Wash­ing­ton, DC, pub­lic school sys­tem from 1925 to 1948, Long was in the per­fect po­si­tion to do this kind of work. He tested Black chil­dren from a va­ri­ety of back­grounds and found that their test scores had noth­ing to do with “in­nate” in­tel­li­gence—in­stead, these scores were cor­re­lated with so­cioe­co­nomic sta­tus, lo­ca­tion, and ed­u­ca­tional op­por­tu­ni­ties.22

			While Bond and Long fo­cused on de­bunk­ing the IQ tests with re­search, sym­pa­thetic mem­bers of the me­dia chimed in with their own tart crit­i­cisms. Wal­ter Lipp­mann, au­thor of Pub­lic Opin­ion, pub­lished a se­ries of anti-IQ ar­ti­cles in the New Re­pub­lic in 1922, call­ing in­tel­li­gence test­ing a “fad” com­pa­ra­ble to “palm­istry.”23 Push­back against IQ as a mea­sure of in­tel­li­gence has a his­tory as long as IQ test­ing it­self.

			Need­less to say, Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray ig­nored decades of re­search on IQ. Even if they hadn’t, it wouldn’t have mat­tered. De­spite con­stantly re­fer­ring to IQ, the au­thors didn’t ac­tu­ally have IQ scores for any of the peo­ple in the dataset they used. In­trepid read­ers who made it to the end of the book would dis­cover this in ap­pen­dix 2, “Tech­ni­cal Is­sues Re­gard­ing the Na­tional Lon­gi­tu­di­nal Sur­vey of Youth.” There, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein re­vealed that they were us­ing in­tel­li­gence scores from the Armed Ser­vices Vo­ca­tional Ap­ti­tude Bat­tery, part of the Armed Forces Qual­i­fi­ca­tion Test, de­signed by the mil­i­tary to mea­sure the “cog­ni­tive abil­ity” of po­ten­tial sol­diers in their late teens.24 This score isn’t the same as an IQ score, and Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray ad­mit­ted that many of the peo­ple in the NLSY took the test when they were younger than the in­tended sub­jects. Then, in ap­pen­dix 3, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein con­fessed that scores on the Armed Ser­vices Vo­ca­tional Ap­ti­tude Bat­tery were ac­tu­ally a mea­sure of the sub­ject’s ed­u­ca­tional back­ground and not of raw, bi­o­log­i­cal in­tel­li­gence. Af­ter ac­knowl­edg­ing that their in­tel­li­gence data was deeply flawed, they car­ried on us­ing it to but­tress their ar­gu­ment. Like a clas­sic psy­ops prod­uct, The Bell Curve was in­ten­tion­ally mis­lead­ing. It was de­signed to per­suade Amer­i­cans that eu­gen­ics was ac­tu­ally a pretty ra­tio­nal idea.

			Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein pulled a lot of their sci­en­tific ev­i­dence from stud­ies pub­lished in Mankind Quar­terly, a jour­nal founded in 1960 by a group of seg­re­ga­tion­ists and bankrolled by the Pi­o­neer Fund, a group known for fund­ing pro­po­nents of eu­gen­ics.25 Per­haps not sur­pris­ingly, The Bell Curve be­gins with a cel­e­bra­tion of the work of Fran­cis Gal­ton, who pop­u­lar­ized eu­gen­ics in the 1860s. The au­thors framed them­selves as valiantly con­tin­u­ing the work Gal­ton had be­gun 126 years be­fore to prove that white peo­ple are smarter than other races. But this wasn’t just an ar­gu­ment about white supremacy. It was about white­ness un­der threat. Like their eu­geni­cist muse, they feared that Black and Brown peo­ple, as well as “dull” im­mi­grants, were caus­ing a dys­genic trend that had to be stopped.

			An­gela Saini, au­thor of a his­tory of eu­gen­ics called Su­pe­rior: The Re­turn of Race Sci­ence, said that most peo­ple as­so­ciate eu­gen­ics with Nazism dur­ing World War II, but it showed up in count­less other con­flicts. “It was one of the un­der­ly­ing philoso­phies of colo­nial­ism,” she ex­plained. It ra­tio­nal­ized the Amer­i­can slave sys­tem as well as “Amer­i­can ex­cep­tion­al­ism, this idea that the colonists who went to Amer­ica from Eu­rope were des­tined to be there, and they were cho­sen to rule.” But af­ter the Holo­caust, race sci­ence be­came a mar­ginal, shunned dis­ci­pline. In the 1960s and ’70s, peo­ple like Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray would have been “com­plete out­siders,” Saini ex­plained. The eu­geni­cists who founded Mankind Quar­terly “were crit­i­cized for the con­tro­ver­sial things they said.” Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray suc­cess­fully re­vived race sci­ence with The Bell Curve. Since then, ideas bor­rowed from eu­gen­ics have grad­u­ally be­come ac­cept­able again, es­pe­cially among pun­dits. For­mer Fox News com­men­ta­tor Tucker Carl­son evoked it in mono­logues about “the great re­place­ment,” an age-old con­spir­acy the­ory that sug­gests Jews are try­ing to re­place white Amer­i­cans with peo­ple of color and im­mi­grants.26 “Now there’s a prob­lem be­cause the in­ter­net has al­lowed these peo­ple to amass fol­low­ers on­line in quite large num­bers,” Saini mused. “You can hear that kind of rhetoric among politi­cians now, these sub­tly eu­genic ideas. . . . They love this kind of pseu­do­science be­cause it gives them [a] feel­ing of in­tel­lec­tual cred­i­bil­ity.”27

			This “feel­ing of in­tel­lec­tual cred­i­bil­ity” is also a for­mi­da­ble weapon to use against any­one who dis­agrees. On the in­ter­net, this weapon is of­ten called tone polic­ing. Eu­geni­cists ac­cuse crit­ics of be­ing emo­tional and ir­ra­tional, es­pe­cially if those crit­ics come from one of the groups deemed in­fe­rior. The Bell Curve adds ad­di­tional ar­tillery to this psyop, since the en­tire point of the book is that Black and Brown peo­ple are “dull.” The not-so-hid­den in­sin­u­a­tion is that your av­er­age Black per­son will be in­ca­pable of ap­pre­ci­at­ing the sci­en­tific dis­cov­er­ies of white peo­ple like Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein. Black op­po­si­tion to eu­gen­ics is por­trayed as an­gry and out of con­trol, a symp­tom of Black in­fe­ri­or­ity. False ra­tio­nal­ity of­ten suc­ceeds as an in­flu­ence strat­egy be­cause of this built-in de­fense against crit­i­cism. Any­one who dis­agrees is deemed too ir­ra­tional or too stupid to un­der­stand the “truth” that Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray pulled out of their spread­sheets of data.

			Racist fu­tur­ism

			Mur­ray glee­fully told De­Parle that his data was “so­cial sci­ence pornog­ra­phy.”28 He wasn’t wrong. Like most pornog­ra­phy, The Bell Curve was long on feels and short on facts. And there was one par­tic­u­lar fact that Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein couldn’t hand­wave away. When they com­pared Black and white peo­ple with sim­i­lar in­tel­li­gence scores, the sub­stan­tial dif­fer­ence in eco­nomic out­comes be­tween the two groups shrank by 77 per­cent. Smart Black peo­ple es­caped poverty al­most as of­ten as smart white ones, they found, and yet whites still came out ahead. To ex­plain this glar­ing dis­crep­ancy, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein turned to full-blown sto­ry­telling with­out even the pre­tense of ev­i­dence-based anal­y­sis.

			First they in­vented a sta­tis­ti­cal cat­e­gory that they called the Mid­dle Class Val­ues In­dex, or MCV.29 It mea­sured a “set of be­hav­iors” that they as­so­ci­ated with “solid cit­i­zens.”30 There was no bell curve for MCV—ei­ther you had MCV or you didn’t, and dif­fer­ent val­ues were mea­sured for men and women. A man scored a “yes” on the MCV if he had a high school diploma, was em­ployed for at least a year, had never been in jail, and was still mar­ried to his first wife. Women scored a “yes” if they had a high school diploma, never had a child out of wed­lock, had never been in jail, and were still mar­ried to their first hus­bands. Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein ar­gued that “eth­nic dif­fer­ences”31 in MCV scores ex­plained why Black and Brown peo­ple did not suc­ceed even if they had high IQs. (Amus­ingly, Mur­ray him­self had a low MCV score: he was mar­ried to his sec­ond wife at the time The Bell Curve came out, and his child­hood friend de­scribed their run-in with po­lice as teenagers when they lit a cross on fire.)32 When they couldn’t prove that Black peo­ple had bad brains, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein came up with a test to prove that they had bad souls. Black peo­ple weren’t join­ing the mid­dle class, they ar­gued, be­cause they lacked the right in­ef­fa­ble val­ues to be­come “solid cit­i­zens.”

			Af­ter tout­ing the re­sults of their ab­surd “mid­dle-class val­ues” test, the au­thors launched into what they ad­mit­ted was sheer spec­u­la­tion.33 In a chap­ter called “The Way We Are Headed,” they spun up a near-fu­ture sce­nario, much like a sci­ence fic­tion story, where eu­gen­ics turns out to be re­al­ity. Rich and poor evolve into sep­a­rate species. Soon the world is ruled by a small “cog­ni­tive elite” who take over the big­gest cor­po­ra­tions, lo­cal and fed­eral gov­ern­ments, uni­ver­si­ties, and the me­dia. They amass a tremen­dous amount of wealth and bend the na­tion to their will, but this smart mi­nor­ity is iso­lated from the re­al­ity that lurks out­side their fancy cor­po­rate board­rooms. Crowd­ing the “slums” around them is a rapidly ex­pand­ing un­der­class whose cog­ni­tive abil­i­ties are de­creas­ing with each gen­er­a­tion. This is where the story starts to sound a lot like the movie Id­ioc­racy, about a man who awak­ens from a hi­ber­na­tion ex­per­i­ment to find him­self stranded in a dumbed-down fu­ture Amer­ica. In The Bell Curve, “low in­tel­li­gence” peo­ple can’t com­pete for jobs with their cog­ni­tive su­pe­ri­ors. In­stead of work­ing, they lan­guish in pris­ons, do drugs, and have chil­dren out of wed­lock. Though they were de­scrib­ing the fu­ture of poor peo­ple gen­er­ally, Mur­ray and Her­rn­stein make sure to let read­ers know that this fu­ture would be­gin with Black mil­len­ni­als: “A large ma­jor­ity of the next gen­er­a­tion of blacks in the in­ner city is grow­ing up with­out fa­thers and with lim­ited cog­ni­tive abil­ity.”

			Then the story takes an even darker turn. A re­pres­sive “cus­to­dial state” builds “a high-tech and more lav­ish ver­sion of the In­dian reser­va­tion” for the mind­less un­der­class.34 Soon, poor peo­ple are no longer en­trusted with money, be­cause they can’t fig­ure out how to spend it. So the cus­to­dial state buys them ev­ery­thing they need, and raises their chil­dren for them. Af­ter all, un­wed moth­ers are men­tally un­fit to care for chil­dren. As each gen­er­a­tion be­comes duller, poor peo­ple cease to un­der­stand why mar­riage is a good idea, and don’t have the in­tel­lec­tual ca­pac­ity to hold their mar­riages to­gether. Cog­ni­tive elites pour even more money into the cus­to­dial state, hop­ing that more so­cial spend­ing will change the dys­genic fate of the poor. They fund the cre­ation of spe­cial­ized sur­veil­lance tech­nol­ogy to track poor peo­ple, who are ap­par­ently wan­der­ing around in a daze. Crim­i­nals are given “neigh­bor­hood ar­rest,” as the in­ner cities go from be­ing reser­va­tions to free-range pris­ons. The more money the elites shower on these “ir­re­spon­si­ble” and “wel­fare-de­pen­dent” peo­ple, the worse things get. Fi­nally, “a sig­nif­i­cant part of the pop­u­la­tion must be made per­ma­nent wards of the state.” As Michael Stern wrote in a re­view for the San Fran­cisco Chron­i­cle, “It’s a pseu­doschol­arly dystopia, a non­fic­tion Brave New World mis­rep­re­sented by its au­thors and their al­lies as dis­in­ter­ested schol­ar­ship.”35

			It’s also a com­pletely made-up story with a goal my PSYOP in­struc­tor Han Solo drummed into my head: it is in­tended to change Amer­i­cans’ be­hav­ior. The Bell Curve con­cluded with a se­ries of pol­icy rec­om­men­da­tions based on pre­vent­ing the au­thors’ fan­tasy fu­ture. Pol­i­cy­mak­ers, they wrote, should di­vert so­cial spend­ing to young­sters who are mem­bers of “cog­ni­tive elites.” Wel­fare and af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion pro­grams should be elim­i­nated, since they will only cre­ate a “cus­to­dial state” that en­cour­ages poor peo­ple to breed. Im­mi­gra­tion poli­cies should fa­vor “smarter” groups from the global North. And the poor should be pe­nal­ized for hav­ing chil­dren out of wed­lock. The un­der­class would re­quire strict moral guide­lines to keep its mem­bers in check, the au­thors pos­tu­lated, be­cause their low in­tel­li­gence pre­vents them from choos­ing the right set of val­ues. “In­equal­ity of en­dow­ments, in­clud­ing in­tel­li­gence, is a re­al­ity,” they con­cluded. “It is time for Amer­ica once again to try liv­ing with in­equal­ity.”36 Bet­ter to let the poor suf­fer and die than sur­vive and breed more like them­selves.

			“White supremacy is a psyop”

			UC Berke­ley Eng­lish pro­fes­sor emer­i­tus Ish­mael Reed, an Afro­fu­tur­ist au­thor and critic, told me what it was like in the mid-1990s when peo­ple dis­cussed The Bell Curve as if it were some kind of sci­en­tific break­through. He felt like the only rea­son­able re­sponse was laugh­ter. Af­ter all, how could you take the cus­to­dial-state dystopia sce­nario se­ri­ously? Reed had honed his ab­sur­dist sense of hu­mor in his 1972 novel, Mumbo Jumbo, which is about an al­ter­nate 1920s Amer­ica where a se­cret so­ci­ety with ties to the Knights Tem­plar tries to stop Black artists from spread­ing a jazz mind virus that makes peo­ple want to dance. Reed liked to sat­i­rize racism; it was a counter-psyop, a way of show­ing how ut­terly ridicu­lous it was to treat Black cul­ture like a dis­ease—or, in to­day’s po­lit­i­cal terms, a “woke mind virus.” He also re­minded his read­ers that pun­dits like Her­rn­stein and Mur­ray were part of a whole in­dus­try de­voted to sway­ing pub­lic opin­ion for money. In 1995, he snarked about The Bell Curve in the Wash­ing­ton Post, writ­ing that “racism is . . . one of the fastest growth in­dus­tries in this coun­try.” He joked that it “would solve the un­em­ploy­ment prob­lem in Oak­land if they would fun­nel their prof­its back.”37

			When he was young, Reed told me, ed­u­ca­tion felt to him like a psyop be­cause no­body talked about race—or at least, no race other than the white one. “Peo­ple of color . . . had to find out about our tra­di­tions from the streets,” he re­called. Uni­ver­si­ties of­fered only the kind of false ra­tio­nal­ity ped­dled by The Bell Curve, a “cur­ricu­lum that glo­ri­fies things that never hap­pened.” When I asked what he thought about The Bell Curve’s in­flu­ence to­day, he joked that it’s still about “sell­ing racism.” Cur­rent de­bates over can­cel cul­ture seemed to him just a con­tin­u­a­tion of the same rhetoric about Black peo­ple ru­in­ing Amer­ica. Once again, white peo­ple were dis­cussing what to do with Black peo­ple, and Black peo­ple’s opin­ions were drowned out. “You look at these peo­ple talk­ing about can­cel cul­ture, like Bill Ma­her and David Brooks—they reach more peo­ple in one week than all the eth­nic stud­ies cour­ses in the last twenty years,” he said. He de­scribed the sit­u­a­tion as an asym­met­ric cul­ture war, where Black crit­ics like him­self could oc­ca­sion­ally land a great zinger in a na­tional news­pa­per but rarely had the reach of a tele­vi­sion pun­dit.

			The Bell Curve pro­poses what is es­sen­tially a Jim Crow law of the mind, and there is a long his­tory of Black re­sis­tance to it. This psyop was most ef­fec­tive against white peo­ple, chang­ing their minds about how to deal with poverty and sys­temic in­equal­ity. While many white peo­ple bought into the book’s lies, Black peo­ple fought back. Even though the IQ psyop was aimed at un­der­min­ing Black peo­ple’s con­fi­dence in their in­tel­lec­tual abil­i­ties, it wasn’t ef­fec­tive.

			This is a clas­sic fail­ure mode in psy­ops: the pro­pa­gan­dist’s own bi­ases cause him to un­der­es­ti­mate or sim­ply miss his tar­get. Ed­ward Hunter, the jour­nal­ist and maybe-op­er­a­tive who wrote Brain­wash­ing: The Story of Men Who De­fied It, de­scribed a sim­i­lar phe­nom­e­non dur­ing the Cold War. As we saw in chap­ter 1, some of Hunter’s claims were pretty much un­sub­stan­ti­ated pro­pa­ganda about evil Chi­nese “brain­wash” fac­to­ries. But there is one sec­tion of the book that stands out as a rare mo­ment of ev­i­dence-based jour­nal­ism. Hunter made a point of seek­ing out Black men who had been POWs dur­ing the Ko­rean War, and pre­sented their nar­ra­tives as ev­i­dence that Black sol­diers have a far greater ca­pac­ity to re­sist brain­wash­ing than white ones. He as­cribed it partly to the hard­ships that many Black men had al­ready en­dured in a racist so­ci­ety, forc­ing them to lead hum­ble lives with­out much com­fort: “Fel­lows who had had a com­fort­able life, never de­prived of any­thing [were eas­ily bro­ken]. Men who had lived sim­ple, down-to-earth lives, who weren’t afraid of go­ing with­out com­forts be­cause they had done it of­ten be­fore, couldn’t be cracked so eas­ily.”38

			The men Hunter in­ter­viewed said that even in the POW camps, the Black pris­on­ers had a strong sense of com­mu­nity and self­hood that their cap­tors didn’t seem to un­der­stand. Cor­po­ral Robert Stell, the first US POW to be re­leased in a pris­oner ex­change in 1953, told Hunter that

			[the com­mu­nists] . . . felt the Ne­gro was crav­ing for some­thing the white man had, that he wanted to copy the whites. They didn’t re­al­ize that dur­ing all of his past hard­ships, the Ne­gro had de­vel­oped some­thing of his own, dis­tinctly his. If the Chi­nese com­mu­nists had taken the Ne­groes se­ri­ously, they would have re­al­ized that the Ne­gro put his own taste into ev­ery­thing he got from the white man. They would have known that the Ne­gro had his own char­ac­ter­is­tics and a char­ac­ter of his own.39

			Es­sen­tially, Stell ar­gued that the com­mu­nists made the same mis­take as their Amer­i­can ad­ver­saries: they thought of them as sec­ond- class, with­out any cul­ture of their own. They un­der­stood noth­ing about Black his­tory and tastes, and crafted psy­ops that broke down white peo­ple. But the Black pris­on­ers sup­ported one an­other, pray­ing, singing, and sneak­ing a lit­tle bit of cannabis into the prison to ease their pain. They could re­sist their cap­tors’ at­tempts at psy­cho­log­i­cal tor­ture be­cause they had al­ready learned to dodge white su­prem­a­cist pro­pa­ganda at home. Far from be­ing men­tally in­fe­rior, these were men with more de­vel­oped crit­i­cal fac­ul­ties than their white coun­ter­parts.

			Un­for­tu­nately, see­ing through a psyop doesn’t make it dis­ap­pear—es­pe­cially when the war­riors who pro­duced it have the bully pul­pit of the me­dia and serve in Con­gress. The Bell Curve’s in­flu­ence has con­tin­ued to grow in the twenty-first cen­tury. Charles Mur­ray pub­lished a se­quel to The Bell Curve in 2020 called Hu­man Di­ver­sity: The Bi­ol­ogy of Gen­der, Race, and Class. He’s in­spired a new gen­er­a­tion of “race re­al­ists” and “hu­man bio­di­ver­sity” re­searchers, who trot out the same tired eu­gen­ics talk­ing points to ar­gue that re­cent evo­lu­tion­ary de­vel­op­ments have left Black peo­ple with lower IQs, mak­ing them nat­u­rally less suc­cess­ful than other races.40 Sci­en­tists con­tinue to dis­agree. In 2014, when hu­man-bio­di­ver­sity pro­po­nent and jour­nal­ist Nicholas Wade pub­lished his book A Trou­ble­some In­her­i­tance: Genes, Race and Hu­man His­tory, a di­verse group of 143 lead­ing ecol­o­gists, bi­ol­o­gists, ge­neti­cists, and oth­ers signed an open let­ter con­demn­ing it.41 “We re­ject Wade’s im­pli­ca­tion that our find­ings sub­stan­ti­ate his guess­work. They do not,” the group wrote.

			So far, it seems that no amount of sci­en­tific ev­i­dence can stanch the flow of eu­geni­cist think­ing in US cul­ture. Con­ser­va­tives have used its lessons to jus­tify cut­ting so­cial spend­ing and abol­ish­ing af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion. Trump’s im­mi­gra­tion bans re­flected Mur­ray’s ideas too.42 The prob­lem is that eu­gen­ics and its mod­ern in­car­na­tions are not truly based in sci­ence. They are, like all psy­ops, based on telling emo­tional sto­ries and ap­peal­ing to en­trenched prej­u­dices. Some­times fight­ing them with fic­tion works bet­ter than fight­ing with facts. This was of­ten Reed’s strat­egy, and other spec­u­la­tive fic­tion writ­ers have fol­lowed his ex­am­ple.

			One such writer is N. K. Jemisin, a best-sell­ing sci­ence fic­tion and fan­tasy writer who be­gan her ca­reer as a psy­chol­o­gist. Her work of­ten deals with the psy­cho­log­i­cal im­pact of racism. In 2021, deep in the midst of the can­cel cul­ture de­bates, she wrote on Twit­ter, “White supremacy is a psyop.” She would know, af­ter years of deal­ing with on­line at­tack­ers whose rhetoric bor­rowed heav­ily from eu­gen­ics. In a note­wor­thy ex­am­ple, sci­ence fic­tion au­thor Theodore Beale wrote a se­ries of posts about Jemisin for the Sci­ence Fic­tion & Fan­tasy Writ­ers As­so­ci­a­tion (SFWA) in 2013. SFWA is a pro­fes­sional or­ga­ni­za­tion where Beale and Jemisin were both mem­bers, and his posts ap­peared on the or­ga­ni­za­tion’s mes­sage boards as well as its of­fi­cial Twit­ter feed. Beale, whose nom d’in­ter­net is Vox Day, wrote: “There is no ev­i­dence to be found any­where on the planet that a so­ci­ety of NK Jemisins is ca­pa­ble of build­ing an ad­vanced civ­i­liza­tion.”43

			It was a clas­sic eu­gen­ics ar­gu­ment, and Beale launched it into a pro­fes­sional fo­rum to dis­credit a col­league. This is of­ten what hap­pens when a psyop is suc­cess­ful in a cul­ture war: it en­ters a kind of rhetor­i­cal pipe­line that car­ries it far from the pub­lic stage where The Bell Curve was launched. At the end of this pipe­line, the psyop shapes in­ter­per­sonal re­la­tion­ships at work and even at home. Many mem­bers of SFWA fell for the psyop, too. Maybe they didn’t agree with him, but they thought he was sim­ply elu­ci­dat­ing a pos­si­ble sci­en­tific in­ter­pre­ta­tion of “ge­netic ev­i­dence.” When Jemisin and oth­ers pointed out that his ar­gu­ment was racist, and in­ap­pro­pri­ate in a pro­fes­sional fo­rum, Beale painted him­self as the calm and rea­son­able one. Jemisin, he claimed, was an “ig­no­rant sav­age” who was at­tack­ing him.44 Again, we see the down­stream ef­fects of the false-ra­tio­nal­ity psyop, with Beale even us­ing eu­geni­cist lan­guage like “sav­age” and “ig­no­rant” to de­scribe a Black per­son who dis­agreed with him.

			Jemisin dealt with Beale and other on­line trolls partly by writ­ing sto­ries like the Bro­ken Earth tril­ogy, which ex­poses the in­ner work­ings of a racist in­dus­trial na­tion in the far fu­ture. Over the course of the nov­els, we dis­cover that the true source of this na­tion’s power is the la­bor per­formed by marginal­ized and some­times en­slaved “oro­genes,” peo­ple with the power to cause and pre­vent earth­quakes and other nat­u­ral dis­as­ters. It turns out that civ­i­liza­tion can­not be main­tained with­out a group of out­casts who lit­er­ally hold ev­ery­thing to­gether for their op­pres­sors. But the books are not a cold as­sess­ment of a world bro­ken by bad so­cial pol­icy. They fo­cus on the life of Es­sun, a pow­er­ful oro­gene whose daugh­ter has been taken from her—and Es­sun’s har­row­ing, con­ti­nent-span­ning quest to find her child again. Jemisin’s world­build­ing is awe-in­spir­ing, but what stays with the reader long af­ter putting the books down is the wrench­ing psy­cho­log­i­cal re­al­ism of the trau­mas caused by a racial caste sys­tem. We see the up­stream and down­stream ef­fects of psy­cho­log­i­cal war play­ing out in Es­sun’s life, and the ef­fect is dev­as­tat­ing. The Bro­ken Earth nov­els won three Hugo Awards and be­came in­ter­na­tional best­sellers. Win­ning the Hugo Award for the fi­nal book in the se­ries, Jemisin said in her speech:

			This is the year in which I get to smile at all of those naysay­ers, ev­ery sin­gle medi­ocre, in­se­cure wannabe who fixes their mouth to sug­gest that I do not be­long on this stage, that peo­ple like me could not pos­si­bly have earned such an honor, and that when they win it’s “mer­i­toc­racy,” but when we win it’s “iden­tity pol­i­tics.” . . . I get to smile at those peo­ple, and lift a mas­sive, shin­ing rocket-shaped mid­dle fin­ger in their di­rec­tion.45

			I was there in the au­di­ence at that Hugo cer­e­mony, cheer­ing along with the crowd of au­thors and fans as she held the award—shaped like a sil­ver rocket—and de­liv­ered this part­ing zinger. Her nov­els, and the com­plex story of power and iden­tity con­tained in them, had done more than a thou­sand op-eds ever could. They were a counter-psyop that stuck in peo­ple’s minds, drown­ing out the eu­geni­cists and their false ra­tio­nal­ity.

		


		
		
			Chap­ter 5

			School Rules

			
			When the weapons of psy­cho­log­i­cal war come to the sub­urbs, we rarely hear about it. Ev­ery day, cul­ture wars are fought out of the lime­light, by peo­ple who do not have TV pun­dit gigs or the well-lit stages that come with that priv­i­lege. Some­times when these wars erupt, their vic­tims wink into me­dia vis­i­bil­ity for a mo­ment, mak­ing it ap­pear that both sides in the con­flict are equally pow­er­ful. But that is rarely true, as high school jour­nal­ism teacher Rachel Stoneci­pher dis­cov­ered. In the fall of 2021, Stoneci­pher’s fight with her sub­ur­ban Texas school dis­trict be­came one of the most well-known ex­am­ples of the anti-LGBT moral panic grip­ping the na­tion. When she lost her job for ques­tion­ing the dis­trict’s poli­cies on LGBT stu­dent groups, it was shock­ing to the hun­dreds of par­ents and stu­dents who came out to protest. For any­one fa­mil­iar with twen­ti­eth-cen­tury psy­ops, though, the pat­tern was all too rec­og­niz­able.

			Psy­ops be­come part of cul­ture wars when a spe­cific group of cit­i­zens is framed as a kind of for­eign ad­ver­sary. In the case of LGBT Amer­i­cans, this prac­tice goes back to the Cold War. As James Kirchick writes in Se­cret City: The Hid­den His­tory of Gay Wash­ing­ton, gays and les­bians had long been de­mo­nized as im­moral—but it wasn’t un­til the 1940s that they were clas­si­fied as po­ten­tial en­e­mies of the state.1 There were a lot of rea­sons for this shift. Per­haps the most high-pro­file one was a scan­dal in­volv­ing Sum­ner Welles, a diplo­mat who served as Franklin De­lano Roo­sevelt’s un­der­sec­re­tary of state. Like many diplo­mats of his gen­er­a­tion, Welles came from a wealthy fam­ily, and he had gone to Har­vard along­side Roo­sevelt. Thanks to his con­nec­tions, he quickly rose through the ranks to lead US pol­icy in Latin Amer­ica; when Roo­sevelt was elected, the new pres­i­dent wanted Welles in his cab­i­net. This aroused the ire of William Bul­litt, US am­bas­sador to the So­viet Union, who came from the same posh back­ground as Welles and Roo­sevelt but felt that he hadn’t reaped the ben­e­fits. In fact, Bul­litt had been stew­ing over Demo­cratic Party lead­er­ship for years be­cause of a dis­agree­ment with Woodrow Wil­son over how to ne­go­ti­ate with the Bol­she­vik gov­ern­ment af­ter World War I.

			Bul­litt wanted to make things un­com­fort­able for the Democrats, and in 1940, he found the per­fect way to do it. A col­league passed Bul­litt writ­ten re­ports from two Pull­man porters serv­ing on the pres­i­den­tial train, where they claimed Roo­sevelt’s trusted ad­viser Welles had got­ten drunk and propo­si­tioned them for sex. Bul­litt be­gan a se­cret cam­paign to oust Welles; he in­formed on Welles to Roo­sevelt and warned the pres­i­dent that ho­mo­sex­u­als were easy tar­gets for black­mail. When Roo­sevelt dis­missed the Pull­man porter re­ports as ru­mor, Bul­litt tried an­other tac­tic. He passed the re­ports to Re­pub­li­cans in Con­gress and Roo­sevelt’s cab­i­net, then leaked news of Welles’s sex­u­al­ity to the press. Fear­ing for his rep­u­ta­tion and his life, Welles fi­nally re­signed in 1943. Iron­i­cally, Bul­litt was him­self bi­sex­ual and had sought a “cure” for it by go­ing into treat­ment with Freud. Bul­litt and Freud be­came close, partly be­cause they both de­tested Woodrow Wil­son, and they co-au­thored a book in the early 1930s called Thomas Woodrow Wil­son: A Psy­cho­log­i­cal Study. Un­pub­lished un­til af­ter Bul­litt’s death in 1967, it was about how Pres­i­dent Wil­son’s in­ter­na­tional poli­cies—poor ones, in Freud and Bul­litt’s opin­ion—could be traced back to his se­cret ho­mo­sex­u­al­ity.2

			The Welles scan­dal had pro­found rip­ple ef­fects. Bul­litt’s op­er­a­tion to mess with the Democrats had led to con­spir­acy the­o­ries in the US gov­ern­ment. One was that ho­mo­sex­u­als were vul­ner­a­ble to ma­nip­u­la­tion by the na­tion’s en­e­mies. Tes­ti­fy­ing be­fore Con­gress in early 1950, Sen­a­tor Joseph Mc­Carthy claimed that com­mu­nists and ho­mo­sex­u­als shared “pe­cu­liar men­tal twists.” A week later the deputy un­der­sec­re­tary of state, John Peu­ri­foy, con­fessed in a con­gres­sional hear­ing that the State De­part­ment had re­cently fired ninety-one ho­mo­sex­u­als. It was the be­gin­ning of a purge now known as the Laven­der Scare. By the end of 1950, the Sen­ate had pro­duced a re­port called The Em­ploy­ment of Ho­mo­sex­u­als and Other Sex Per­verts in Gov­ern­ment. Sen­a­tor Ken­neth Wherry, an au­thor on the re­port, said: “Only the most naïve could be­lieve that the Com­mu­nists’ fifth col­umn in the United States would ne­glect to prop­a­gate and use ho­mo­sex­u­als to gain their treach­er­ous ends.”3 A few months af­ter Re­pub­li­can Dwight D. Eisen­hower was sworn in as pres­i­dent in 1953, he signed an ex­ec­u­tive or­der that des­ig­nated ho­mo­sex­u­als a “na­tional se­cu­rity risk.” It was of­fi­cial: LGBT peo­ple were es­sen­tially en­e­mies of the state, un­fit to be pub­lic ser­vants of any de­scrip­tion.

			The rain­bow sticker purge

			Sixty-eight years af­ter the Laven­der Scare, an­other pub­lic ser­vant was about to be fired, for pretty much the same rea­sons that those ninety-one State De­part­ment em­ploy­ees were. It was Au­gust 30, 2021, and teach­ers and stu­dents poured back into MacArthur High in Irv­ing, Texas, on a scorch­ing hot day soon af­ter sum­mer break. A small sub­urb out­side Dal­las, Irv­ing is known for its foot­ball stars and thorny lo­cal pol­i­tics. Un­til 2010, its city coun­cil was en­tirely white, de­spite the fact that the city it­self is one of the most di­verse in the United States, with whites mak­ing up only 21 per­cent of res­i­dents.4 But pol­i­tics were the last thing on Rachel Stoneci­pher’s mind as she ducked out of the heat and made her way to the class­room where she’d been teach­ing Eng­lish for the past two years. She was ex­cited about the new term, be­cause she’d run a suc­cess­ful DonorsChoose cam­paign to get all the equip­ment she needed to start MacArthur’s first-ever printed stu­dent news­pa­per. Swept up in first-month-of-school chaos, Stoneci­pher didn’t no­tice any­thing out of the or­di­nary un­til she over­heard stu­dents talk­ing about be­ing scared. Then she started to see mes­sages on her phone from other teach­ers.

			“One teacher was say­ing his door had been dam­aged,” Stoneci­pher re­called, speak­ing to me by video from her home. That’s when she re­al­ized what was wrong. Over the week­end be­fore classes started, some­one had gone through the hall­ways at MacArthur and used a sharp tool to scratch rain­bow stick­ers off teach­ers’ class­room doors. Roughly thirty teach­ers had the stick­ers, given out by the cam­pus Gay–Straight Al­liance (GSA) to show sup­port for LGBT stu­dents. (Though the stu­dents and fac­ulty at MacArthur called it the Gay–Straight Al­liance, the na­tional or­ga­ni­za­tion has changed its name to Gen­der and Sex­u­al­ity Al­liance.) “They were lit­tle two-inch stick­ers, rain­bows and hearts, very sub­tle,” Stoneci­pher ex­plained. The stick­ers had been up for a year and a half, with per­mis­sion from the school prin­ci­pal, and there had been no com­plaints from par­ents.

			Stoneci­pher was one of a hand­ful of fac­ulty spon­sors of the GSA. She told me that the work had made her more ide­al­is­tic, es­pe­cially af­ter wit­ness­ing how ho­mo­pho­bic stu­dents learned to ac­cept their LGBT class­mates. “I’ve seen peo­ple change in my pres­ence. You need to have the imag­i­na­tion on both sides to fig­ure out what is mak­ing peo­ple scared and re­spond to them.” Stoneci­pher isn’t fool­ing her­self into think­ing that ev­ery­one will come to like LGBT peo­ple, but “there’s an in-be­tween—you can have an opin­ion about the world but you have to be re­al­is­tic and fair footed about shar­ing that opin­ion with other peo­ple.” As she re­called talk­ing to stu­dents about this topic, a smile crossed her face. “I al­ways tell them, look around you—these other peo­ple aren’t scared of gay peo­ple. There’s no need to panic. See? Look at these other peo­ple. They aren’t pan­ick­ing. You don’t need to panic ei­ther.”

			But that day, it ap­peared some­body had pan­icked. As Stoneci­pher and the other GSA spon­sors tried to fig­ure out who was re­spon­si­ble for the van­dal­ism, the fac­ulty re­ceived an email from the school’s new prin­ci­pal, Natasha Stew­art. Stoneci­pher frowned at the mem­ory. “It said that per Irv­ing In­de­pen­dent School Dis­trict pol­icy, there are no LGBT stick­ers per­mit­ted on MacArthur grounds.”

			That didn’t sound right to her. She later texted a teacher she knew at an­other school in the dis­trict, ask­ing if their rain­bow stick­ers had been re­moved. “They hadn’t taken [the stick­ers] down. So I knew there was no way that was a pol­icy.” Stoneci­pher de­cided to push back. The next day, she met with Prin­ci­pal Stew­art, who con­tin­ued to in­sist that there was a pol­icy, though she didn’t have a copy of it handy. “I was smirk­ing, I will ad­mit,” Stoneci­pher said, and then her Texas ac­cent thick­ened a lit­tle. “What [Stew­art] was say­ing sounded so made up. I knew she was full of shit.” When the GSA fac­ulty spon­sors emailed Stew­art as a group, they de­manded to see a pol­icy from the dis­trict. None was forth­com­ing—at least, not yet. The prin­ci­pal sim­ply sent them an email with a quote from Ti­tle IX, im­ply­ing that it was jus­ti­fi­ca­tion for tak­ing down the stick­ers be­cause there was no equal rep­re­sen­ta­tion of other groups. The GSA was mys­ti­fied. What groups would seek “equal rep­re­sen­ta­tion” in this case? Anti-LGBT hate groups? It made no sense, and they vowed to con­tinue the push to get their rain­bow stick­ers back.

			It was, like many cul­ture wars, a strug­gle over sym­bols. Those rain­bow stick­ers were based on the LGBT pride flag, whose rain­bow stripes are ar­ranged in the same hor­i­zon­tal pat­tern as the red and white stripes on the Amer­i­can flag. Stoneci­pher re­called that MacArthur High teach­ers had many dif­fer­ent na­tional flags hang­ing in their class­rooms, to show pride in their back­grounds or in the lan­guages they taught. Other teach­ers posted re­li­gious iconog­ra­phy. A few months be­fore the sticker ban, Irv­ing ISD su­per­in­ten­dent Magda Hernán­dez quote-tweeted a mo­ti­va­tional speaker who wrote, “I am here for God to re­fine me into what He wants me to be.” Hernán­dez replied, “And we are here to do His work! He places us where we are for a rea­son!”5 But mes­sages of sup­port for LGBT peo­ple were sin­gled out for era­sure. It was the Laven­der Scare writ small.

			Mean­while, there was tur­moil in Stoneci­pher’s nascent jour­nal­ism class. Some of the stu­dents wanted to in­ves­ti­gate why the dis­trict had taken down stick­ers; they sus­pected anti-LGBT bias. Stoneci­pher agreed to let them look into it. “I told the news­pa­per stu­dents that it’s OK to in­ves­ti­gate whether teach­ers or ad­min­is­tra­tors have ho­mo­pho­bic in­ten­tions.” The stu­dents set to work, which did not sit well with Stew­art, who con­tacted Su­per­in­ten­dent Hernán­dez for help. On Sep­tem­ber 10, nearly two weeks af­ter the stick­ers had been scratched off the walls, Stew­art pro­duced the promised pol­icy doc­u­ment from the dis­trict, which re­stricted class­room dec­o­ra­tions to ones that were “neu­tral in view­point.”

			How­ever, the pol­icy was dated Au­gust 30. That was the day when ev­ery­one had ar­rived to find the stick­ers al­ready gone. It seemed to Stoneci­pher and the other GSA spon­sors that the date dis­crep­ancy was the dis­trict in­com­pe­tently back­dat­ing a pol­icy to cover for Stew­art’s unau­tho­rized de­struc­tion of the rain­bow pride sym­bols. When Stoneci­pher pointed this out pub­licly, she was placed on in­def­i­nite ad­min­is­tra­tive leave. That was on Sep­tem­ber 16, less than a month into the school year. One of her jour­nal­ism stu­dents, Elle LeeAnne Cal­don, wrote an ar­ti­cle for the Dal­las Voice about what hap­pened next:

			Rachel Stoneci­pher, who ques­tioned the re­moval of the stick­ers, was her­self re­moved from the school—in front of her stu­dents. . . . Ad­min­is­tra­tors es­corted her out of her sev­enth pe­riod news­pa­per class. . . . Ad­min­is­tra­tors have also stalled pro­duc­tion of MacArthur’s first-ever phys­i­cal news­pa­per, say­ing stu­dents are un­pre­pared to pro­duce it. . . . In­stead, stu­dents . . . were told to find a news ar­ti­cle from any ma­jor news out­let, then spent three days in class “an­no­tat­ing” it, with 10 re­quired an­no­ta­tions to mark “false in­for­ma­tion or facts.” With­out re­search into the is­sues con­cerned, stu­dents were ex­pected to find “fake news” in the pro­fes­sional jour­nal­ists’ work they found on­line.6

			The mes­sage was clear: the prob­lem with Stoneci­pher wasn’t sim­ply her role in the GSA; it was her work on the school news­pa­per, which en­cour­aged stu­dents to ques­tion school au­thor­i­ties. And the school was fight­ing back with pro­pa­ganda bor­rowed from na­tional de­bates over so-called fake news. The down­stream ef­fects of Amer­ica’s long-stand­ing fix­a­tion on LGBT peo­ple as po­lit­i­cally volatile (or “not neu­tral”) were in­un­dat­ing MacArthur High.

			At that point, the con­flict had es­ca­lated way be­yond stick­ers. It was now a bat­tle over speech—specif­i­cally, whether teach­ers would be al­lowed to dis­cuss LGBT iden­tity with stu­dents. The prin­ci­pal an­nounced that the GSA fac­ulty spon­sors could no longer dis­cuss LGBT top­ics, which ef­fec­tively ended the cam­pus chap­ter of the LGBT sup­port group. Then the school blocked ac­cess to the GSA web­site on the school com­puter net­work, along with three other LGBT rights or­ga­ni­za­tions, in­clud­ing the Hu­man Rights Coali­tion. The for­mer GSA fac­ulty spon­sors re­peat­edly re­quested that these web­sites be un­blocked, and got no re­sponse from ad­min­is­tra­tors.

			On Sep­tem­ber 22, the stu­dents had had enough. Hun­dreds of them cov­ered their faces in rain­bow stick­ers or car­ried rain­bow flags and staged a walk­out. The story was car­ried on lo­cal and na­tional news, and Stoneci­pher’s face was ev­ery­where. For many peo­ple watch­ing, it was hard not to feel em­pa­thy for a teacher who just wanted to teach jour­nal­ism and make LGBT kids feel safe. Among Stoneci­pher’s sup­port­ers was an­other Texas ed­u­ca­tor, James Whit­field, a Black teacher and prin­ci­pal at Col­leyville Her­itage High School, who had been put on leave a few months ear­lier,7 when par­ents ac­cused him of teach­ing crit­i­cal race the­ory.8

			Af­ter the bar­rage of news cov­er­ing the protests, the school dis­trict fi­nally is­sued its pol­icy on the stick­ers to the pub­lic. School dis­trict lead­ers posted it on Twit­ter, while the stu­dents were march­ing:

			The dis­trict has de­vel­oped guide­lines to en­sure that posters, ban­ners and stick­ers placed in class­rooms, hall­ways or of­fices are cur­ricu­lum driven and neu­tral in view­point. . . . Irv­ing ISD pol­icy states that teach­ers shall not use the class­room to trans­mit per­sonal be­liefs re­gard­ing po­lit­i­cal or sec­tar­ian is­sues.9

			Here, LGBT iden­tity was be­ing ex­plic­itly politi­cized, much the way it had been when Joseph Mc­Carthy de­scribed it be­fore the Sen­ate in 1950. Need­less to say, the stick­ers did not go back up and Rachel Stoneci­pher was never al­lowed to re­turn to her class­room as a teacher. Around that time, Stoneci­pher re­mem­bered, she asked the other GSA spon­sors if they thought she was re­ceiv­ing es­pe­cially harsh treat­ment “be­cause of how I look.” A self-de­scribed butch les­bian, she had close-cropped blond hair and a fond­ness for suit vests. A look of frus­tra­tion crossed her face as she re­called the ex­pe­ri­ence. “Ev­ery­one thought [Stew­art] was tar­get­ing me.”

			At this point, her fight wasn’t just about stick­ers. It was about her job. There was only one fi­nal ap­peal she could make to the dis­trict, and that was to re­quest a griev­ance hear­ing where she would make the case that she had been un­fairly dis­crim­i­nated against. The hear­ing took place in March 2022, at the Irv­ing In­de­pen­dent High School board meet­ing. Rep­re­sent­ing Stew­art and the school dis­trict was at­tor­ney Den­nis Eichel­baum, who ar­gued that the is­sue wasn’t about sym­bols of LGBT iden­tity. “If teach­ers want to put up a rain­bow flag in their class­room, they can do that,” he claimed. “They can show sup­port.” But the rain­bow stick­ers weren’t send­ing a mes­sage of “sup­port,” he ar­gued, but in­stead were mis­lead­ing stu­dents into think­ing that some spa­ces on cam­pus were safer than oth­ers. He called the stick­ers “un­safe” and “dan­ger­ous,” and in­sin­u­ated that they en­cour­aged il­le­gal be­hav­ior that could get teach­ers fired.10 Mak­ing a con­nec­tion be­tween LGBT sym­bols and il­le­gal be­hav­ior put Eichel­baum squarely in the Laven­der Scare tra­di­tion of sug­gest­ing that ho­mo­sex­u­al­ity leads to crimes against Amer­ica.

			The FBI’s ho­mo­sex­ual era

			The school dis­trict’s at­tor­ney was also play­ing on an­other long-stand­ing myth about ho­mo­sex­u­al­ity, one that he could weaponize in an en­vi­ron­ment where LGBT peo­ple were al­ready be­ing painted as en­e­mies of the gov­ern­ment. It was the myth of the groomer. But au­thor­i­ties haven’t al­ways used the word “groomer,” a term coined in the 1970s by law en­force­ment of­fi­cers to de­scribe child mo­lesters who gain their vic­tims’ trust with kind­ness or gifts.11 Back in the 1930s, the FBI used the ep­i­thet “sex crim­i­nal.” FBI di­rec­tor J. Edgar Hoover seized on this term for ho­mo­sex­u­al­ity in the wake of a fa­mous un­solved kid­nap­ping case. In 1936, in the dead of win­ter, ten-year-old Charles Matt­son was ab­ducted from his porch by a man his ter­ri­fied sib­lings de­scribed as “swarthy,” with an ac­cent. Lo­cal au­thor­i­ties and the FBI swept the area for days, but found noth­ing. Ten days af­ter his dis­ap­pear­ance, Matt­son’s body was found by a hunter in the woods—he was naked and had clearly been beaten to death. Hoover brought hun­dreds of men in for ques­tion­ing, but the per­pe­tra­tor was never found. Still, Hoover used the crime to ar­gue that the FBI needed to put ho­mo­sex­u­als un­der sur­veil­lance, thus ce­ment­ing in the pub­lic mind that there was no dif­fer­ence be­tween LGBT Amer­i­cans and mur­der­ous pe­dophiles.12

			A mil­i­tary psyop of­ten tar­gets ad­ver­saries with threats of vi­o­lence or im­pris­on­ment. Call­ing some­one a crim­i­nal, es­pe­cially one as odi­ous as a pe­dophile, is one way to launch that kind of psyop. And that’s ex­actly what Hoover’s data-driven “sex de­vi­ates” sur­veil­lance pro­gram did. The FBI’s fo­cus on ho­mo­sex­u­als con­tin­ued to grow, aided by Mc­Carthy’s witch hunts in the 1950s, im­per­il­ing the lives of thou­sands of in­no­cent LGBT Amer­i­cans. This “ho­mo­sex­ual as sex crim­i­nal” psyop also sug­gested that LGBT peo­ple were specif­i­cally a dan­ger to chil­dren, which meant that up­stand­ing par­ents should join the gov­ern­ment ef­fort to stamp them out.

			In the 1970s, right-wing ac­tivist Anita Bryant founded Save Our Chil­dren, one of the first or­ga­ni­za­tions aimed at par­ents who wanted to keep LGBT peo­ple out of pub­lic life. Bryant, a for­mer beauty queen and pop singer, was a charis­matic in­flu­encer who had been rad­i­cal­ized by anti-fem­i­nist move­ment leader Phyl­lis Schlafly. Bryant said she founded Save Our Chil­dren be­cause the dis­trict where she lived in Flor­ida had granted LGBT peo­ple hous­ing and em­ploy­ment pro­tec­tions.13 That meant it was go­ing to be harder for em­ploy­ers to fire peo­ple for be­ing gay. Sound­ing very much like Hoover, Bryant gave speeches about how gay peo­ple were “re­cruit­ing” chil­dren, and scoffed that ask­ing for “gay rights” was the same as ask­ing for “mur­derer rights.”14 Cal­i­for­nia state rep­re­sen­ta­tive John Briggs used a sim­i­lar claim to jus­tify leg­is­la­tion that would have pre­vented gay peo­ple from teach­ing in schools. The Briggs bill was de­feated, but the myth of the gay pe­dophile lived on. In the late 2010s, the QAnon con­spir­acy crowd be­gan to use the term “groomer” to evoke the same myth, and the word quickly made its way into po­lit­i­cal and le­gal speech. By 2021, when Stoneci­pher was caught up in the rain­bow sticker war, the right-wing me­dia was rou­tinely re­fer­ring to LGBT peo­ple as groomers.15

			The same month that Stoneci­pher was put on in­def­i­nite leave, Flor­ida gov­er­nor Ron De­San­tis signed the Parental Rights in Ed­u­ca­tion bill. Crit­ics dubbed it the “Don’t Say Gay” bill, be­cause it for­bade teach­ing kids in K-12 class­rooms about LGBT iden­ti­ties, or even men­tion­ing a teacher’s gay spouse.16 De­San­tis’s ra­tio­nale was that talk­ing about LGBT iden­tity was equiv­a­lent to bring­ing sex­u­ally ex­plicit ma­te­rial into the class­room. By sug­gest­ing that LGBT-re­lated top­ics were porno­graphic, leg­is­la­tors once again called on Hoover’s nearly ninety-year-old story that LGBT peo­ple were sex crim­i­nals. De­San­tis’s Don’t Say Gay leg­is­la­tion has spawned over a dozen copy­cat bills,17 join­ing a wave of anti-trans bills ban­ning drag per­for­mance and gen­der-af­firm­ing health care. Re­spond­ing to push­back from the LGBT com­mu­nity and its al­lies, De­San­tis’s press sec­re­tary, Christina Pushaw, de­clared on Twit­ter that any­one against these pieces of leg­is­la­tion is “prob­a­bly a groomer.”18

			Not sur­pris­ingly, this psyop has cre­ated a ter­ri­fy­ing en­vi­ron­ment for LGBT peo­ple. On­line and on the street, they re­ceive death threats sim­ply for be­ing vis­i­ble. Per­haps the most ab­surd ex­am­ple of this came dur­ing col­lege bas­ket­ball’s March Mad­ness fes­tiv­i­ties in 2023, when trans­gen­der so­cial me­dia in­flu­encer Dy­lan Mul­vaney posted a spon­sored video for Bud Light on In­sta­gram. Mul­vaney’s brand is sunny and whole­some—she posts videos of her­self of­fer­ing friendly ad­vice about tran­si­tion­ing, in­clud­ing makeup tips and pos­i­tive af­fir­ma­tions for when times are hard. She’s amassed nearly two mil­lion fol­low­ers, but is hardly a po­lit­i­cal move­ment leader; she’s more like the girl next door, am­pli­fied into star­dom by In­sta­gram and Tik­Tok. Which is likely why Bud Light chose to part­ner with her, to boost their im­age among LGBT con­sumers. When Mul­vaney posted the video of her­self en­joy­ing a Bud Light from a pro­mo­tional can with her face on it, how­ever, she was un­pre­pared for the vis­ceral at­tacks that fol­lowed.

			Right-wing in­flu­encers on­line or­ga­nized a boy­cott of Bud Light, but the re­sponses to Mul­vaney were per­sonal. She re­ceived death threats and bomb threats. “What tran­spired from that video was more bul­ly­ing and trans­pho­bia than I could have ever imag­ined,” she told the New York Times. “I’ve been fol­lowed, and I have felt a lone­li­ness that I wouldn’t wish on any­one.”19 Mul­vaney’s ex­pe­ri­ence is not un­com­mon. A 2021 study by the Pew Re­search Cen­ter showed that 51 per­cent of LGBT adults had ex­pe­ri­enced “se­vere forms of on­line abuse,” com­pared to 23 per­cent of straight adults.20 It’s part of a weaponiza­tion pat­tern that be­gins with in­sin­u­at­ing that LGBT peo­ple are a for­eign ad­ver­sary and ends with non­demo­cratic calls for their deaths—or an end to their liveli­hoods.

			No gays al­lowed

			Stoneci­pher and her col­leagues were sim­i­larly tar­geted, es­pe­cially af­ter the me­dia storm over the stu­dent protest, but that hadn’t stopped their fight to be heard at the griev­ance hear­ing. As they sat in the au­di­ence, look­ing up at the stone-faced school board mem­bers, dis­trict lawyer Eichel­baum ar­gued that teach­ers post­ing rain­bow stick­ers were send­ing a mes­sage that kids should come to them to share sex­ual se­crets. “The scary part about this is if a child comes to [teach­ers] with a con­cern, they have said they are not go­ing to tell the par­ent about these is­sues,” Eichel­baum told the board. He didn’t need to use the word “groomer” be­cause any­one pay­ing at­ten­tion to the me­dia al­ready knew what he meant.

			Stoneci­pher’s col­league Chris­tine Latin, an­other fac­ulty spon­sor of the GSA, spoke up in sup­port of the group. She de­scribed be­ing trau­ma­tized when her mother forced her to go to gay con­ver­sion ther­apy as a teenager. Her voice thick­ened with emo­tion as she ex­plained that some­times LGBT kids need help at school that they can’t get at home. Eichel­baum twisted her story into fur­ther ev­i­dence of groom­ing. “That’s what the dan­ger is,” he said, re­fer­ring to Latin’s tes­ti­mony. “The pre­sump­tion that I can go to this teacher and I can share in­for­ma­tion and they won’t tell my par­ents . . . be­cause this is a safe class­room. And we can’t have that.” Eichel­baum warned that fac­ulty spon­sors in the GSA were “guid­ing” stu­dents rather than sim­ply su­per­vis­ing them. And yet, as Stoneci­pher pointed out, it was the fac­ulty’s job to guide stu­dents dur­ing ex­tracur­ric­u­lar clubs, just as a coach might guide them dur­ing sports prac­tice. The “guid­ing” ac­cu­sa­tion made sense only in the con­text of a groom­ing myth. Again, the un­der­ly­ing mes­sage seemed to be that there was some­thing dan­ger­ous about these stu­dents’ ex­po­sure to LGBT adults and their al­lies—in the class­room and on­line.

			De­spite these claims of im­mi­nent dan­ger, nei­ther Eichel­baum nor the dis­trict could iden­tify a sin­gle in­ci­dent where a par­ent or stu­dent had com­plained about the stick­ers or the GSA. This lack of ev­i­dence mir­rored events in an­other court case about LGBT rights, 303 Cre­ative LLC v. Ele­nis, which was play­ing out in the Supreme Court. In that case, the owner of a de­sign stu­dio called 303 Cre­ative ar­gued that she would like to make wed­ding web­sites but couldn’t be­cause her home state of Col­orado would force her to do busi­ness with gay cou­ples and com­pro­mise her Chris­tian be­liefs. Her con­cerns, like those about the GSA at MacArthur High, were purely hy­po­thet­i­cal. 303 Cre­ative didn’t make wed­ding web­sites, and there­fore no gay cou­ples had ever asked the com­pany for that ser­vice. Civil rights at­tor­ney Sher­ri­lyn Ifill pointed out21 that by tak­ing the case, the Supreme Court had jet­ti­soned the idea of stand­ing, a le­gal con­cept in which a per­son can bring a law­suit only if they have a stake in the mat­ter. The only stake the plain­tiff had in 303 Cre­ative was, as one le­gal ex­pert put it, the right to hang a “No Gays Al­lowed” sign on its vir­tual shop win­dow.22 Sim­i­larly, the Irv­ing In­de­pen­dent School Dis­trict’s case wasn’t a re­sponse to gen­uine com­mu­nity con­cerns; it was about the right to dis­crim­i­nate against gay stu­dent groups.

			Both bod­ies ruled in fa­vor of dis­crim­i­na­tion. 303 Cre­ative won its case, which meant cer­tain busi­nesses gained the right to refuse ser­vice to gay cus­tomers. Mean­while, af­ter con­sid­er­ing the GSA spon­sors’ tes­ti­mony and Eichel­baum’s ar­gu­ments for less than a minute, the Irv­ing In­de­pen­dent School Dis­trict board voted unan­i­mously to up­hold the ban on the rain­bow stick­ers, and by ex­ten­sion to pre­vent any teach­ers from spon­sor­ing the GSA.23 The Laven­der Scare psyop was alive and well, jus­ti­fy­ing the marginal­iza­tion of LGBT peo­ple in a lo­cal school dis­trict as well as by the high­est court in the land. And, just as J. Edgar Hoover would have wanted, ho­mo­sex­ual lives were ru­ined. Stoneci­pher’s in­def­i­nite leave was now def­i­nite. Though stu­dents and par­ents staged an­other protest, the dis­trict re­fused to let her keep her job.24 Chris­tine Latin, who de­scribed her ter­ri­fy­ing ex­pe­ri­ence with gay con­ver­sion ther­apy, quit at the end of the school year. One of the other teach­ers who spon­sored the GSA switched schools.

			Stoneci­pher sensed the un­der­cur­rent of groomer rhetoric in her case, and told me the great irony was that stu­dents in the GSA never talked about sex. “It was a place to take an in­tel­li­gent ap­proach to con­tem­po­rary pol­i­tics of LGBTQ iden­tity,” she said. “These are things con­ser­va­tive par­ents would want—an in­tel­lec­tual ap­proach to who they are. If con­ser­va­tive par­ents are afraid of groom­ing and don’t want their kids ex­posed to that, then they’re bark­ing up the wrong tree. Teach­ers are a good source of in­for­ma­tion. Bet­ter than Tik­Tok.”

			An ed­u­ca­tional hot spot

			This isn’t the first time MacArthur High School has been at the cen­ter of an in­ter­na­tional news cy­cle. In 2015, a four­teen-year-old as­pir­ing en­gi­neer named Ahmed Mo­hamed brought a dig­i­tal clock to school that he had put to­gether at home. Be­cause it made a tick­ing noise and was built on a cir­cuit board that his teach­ers didn’t un­der­stand, he was im­me­di­ately ar­rested on sus­pi­cion of hav­ing a bomb or pos­si­bly a fake bomb. Af­ter po­lice re­al­ized that the de­vice was just a DIY clock project, the prin­ci­pal still sus­pended Mo­hamed for bring­ing a de­vice to school that could be mis­taken for a bomb. When his par­ents sued the school for dis­crim­i­na­tion, ar­gu­ing that Mo­hamed, a Mus­lim, had been racially pro­filed, the in­ci­dent went vi­ral on­line. Though they lost the case, Mo­hamed be­came an overnight celebrity—the “Clock Kid,” a cul­ture hero for nerdy kids of color ev­ery­where—and he even met with Pres­i­dent Obama at the White House.

			Per­haps MacArthur High has been a hot spot in the cul­ture war over ed­u­ca­tion be­cause of its de­mo­graph­ics—it’s a ma­jor­ity-mi­nor­ity city out­side lib­eral Dal­las, with tremen­dous class di­ver­sity as well. That puts it at the cross­roads be­tween con­ser­va­tive and lib­eral forces in the na­tion. Still, this war isn’t iso­lated to Texas sub­urbs. It’s hap­pen­ing all over the United States, al­most en­tirely at the lo­cal level.

			Un­der the ban­ner of “par­ents’ rights,” ac­tivists in cities and towns through­out the United States suc­cess­fully lob­bied to re­move 674 books with LGBT themes from school li­braries in 2022 alone.25 Com­pare this with 2015, when there were only 275 chal­lenges to books, and only a frac­tion of these were banned.26 In Yorba Linda, Cal­i­for­nia, school board trustee Todd Fra­zier won his seat by cam­paign­ing on a broad parental rights plat­form. He ad­vo­cated tak­ing LGBT top­ics out of the class­room, us­ing this jus­ti­fi­ca­tion: “The class­room is not a place for so­cial jus­tice. It’s for aca­demics and teach­ing stu­dents to re­spect au­thor­ity.”27 Fra­zier’s com­ment sounds un­can­nily like a quote from one of the sub­jects pro­filed in The Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity, whose au­thors ex­plored the psy­chol­ogy of fas­cists in the 1940s. Their re­search re­vealed that an­tidemo­cratic sen­ti­ment of­ten be­gan in child­hood, among kids who were told by adults to obey or­ders rather than think crit­i­cally about the world around them.

			Else Frenkel-Brunswik, co-au­thor of The Au­thor­i­tar­ian Per­son­al­ity, be­lieved that ed­u­ca­tion could help com­bat pro­pa­ganda by teach­ing crit­i­cal think­ing skills and ex­pos­ing chil­dren to di­verse per­spec­tives. Her in­sight re­veals why ed­u­ca­tional in­sti­tu­tions are of­ten a tar­get in cul­ture wars. Schools are a place where teach­ers are paid to shape young minds, to guide how chil­dren think and an­a­lyze the world around them. In the United States, pub­lic schools are also funded by the gov­ern­ment, and they are where most Amer­i­cans learn what it means to be a cit­i­zen of this coun­try. So it makes sense that they’re ground zero for anx­i­eties about for­eign in­flu­ences.

			A cur­sory look back at our his­tory re­veals that psy­ops tar­get­ing ed­u­ca­tion are in­cred­i­bly fun­gi­ble. To­day, ad­vo­cates for Don’t Say Gay bills and trans bans push for “par­ents’ rights.” Yet in the nine­teenth cen­tury, leg­is­la­tors ar­gued against par­ents’ rights when it came to In­dige­nous chil­dren. Dur­ing the In­dian Wars, the US gov­ern­ment took In­dige­nous chil­dren away from their fam­i­lies and taught val­ues that con­tra­dicted their an­ces­tral tra­di­tions. The jus­ti­fi­ca­tions for res­i­den­tial schools were like the Don’t Say Gay laws in re­verse. In­dige­nous kids needed ex­po­sure to new ideas to help them progress, the gov­ern­ment claimed. Par­ents had no right to set the cur­ric­ula in these schools, nor even to visit their chil­dren on cam­pus. Then and now, ed­u­ca­tional psy­ops harm chil­dren to pun­ish—or ap­peal to—their par­ents.

			Ed­u­ca­tors fight­ing back against school poli­cies like the one at MacArthur High in­evitably re­ceive death threats. They lose their jobs, and they’re crim­i­nal­ized as “groomers” by pub­lic of­fi­cials such as Ron De­San­tis, by lo­cal school boards, and by mobs on­line. That’s be­cause twenty-first-cen­tury cul­ture war­riors call for vi­o­lence against their en­e­mies, just as US mil­i­tary op­er­a­tives would in a PSYOP prod­uct. But teach­ers aren’t the only ca­su­al­ties. As many stud­ies have shown, LGBT kids who are forced to hide their iden­ti­ties at school, or who face hos­til­ity for be­ing out, are at a higher risk of sui­cide.28 This isn’t just a dis­agree­ment over stick­ers, or a demo­cratic de­bate. Hu­man lives are be­ing de­stroyed.

			Schools are places where we im­plant our hopes for the fu­ture in the minds of the peo­ple who will build it. When ac­tivists take away the right to dis­cuss LGBT iden­tity in school, they are par­tic­i­pat­ing in a larger project to elim­i­nate LGBT peo­ple from the next gen­er­a­tion of Amer­i­cans. Re­fus­ing to teach kids about their his­tory and cul­ture is a way of eras­ing their fu­tures.

			Still, the war isn’t over. Rachel Stoneci­pher doesn’t want to leave her Texas town, and she isn’t stay­ing silent. Af­ter be­ing fired, she cre­ated a pod­cast about gen­der iden­tity based on her dis­ser­ta­tion, which high­lighted a di­ver­sity of per­spec­tives—not just pro­gres­sive ones. She told me her great­est hope was that her work would reach con­ser­va­tive lis­ten­ers and help them see LGBT peo­ple as in­di­vid­u­als with rights like ev­ery­one else in the United States.

		


		
		
			Chap­ter 6

			Dirty Comics

		
			When school is the bat­tle­ground in a cul­ture war, some­times ed­u­ca­tors have to leave academia in or­der to teach. That’s what hap­pened to psy­chol­ogy pro­fes­sor William Moul­ton Marston, who wanted to teach the world to re­spect women. But it wasn’t un­til he cre­ated the Won­der Woman comic book that he found a class­room where he could do it.

			Work­ing at Har­vard, Marston had made a name for him­self in the 1910s by pro­mot­ing a lie-de­tec­tor test he’d in­vented. Dur­ing World War I, he taught mil­i­tary psy­chol­ogy in the US Army, then spent the next decade rat­tling around var­i­ous uni­ver­sity psy­chol­ogy de­part­ments and con­duct­ing ex­per­i­ments on what he called the “psy­cho-neu­ral mech­a­nisms of emo­tion.” In 1928, he pub­lished a book called Emo­tions of Nor­mal Peo­ple, co-writ­ten with­out credit by his part­ner Olive Byrne. He and Byrne sug­gested that most sex­ual de­sires were per­fectly nor­mal—even if so­ci­ety frowned on them—be­cause hu­mans were hard­wired to want a wide range of sex­ual ac­tiv­i­ties. There was no “nor­mal,” they ar­gued, and it was toxic to teach peo­ple oth­er­wise.

			This ar­gu­ment came from per­sonal ex­pe­ri­ence as well as pro­fes­sional con­vic­tion. Marston was in a long-term polyamorous re­la­tion­ship with Byrne; his wife, Eliz­a­beth Hol­loway, an at­tor­ney; and Mar­jorie Wilkes Hunt­ley, a li­brar­ian.1 Their poly­cule wasn’t just some kinky lark: these re­la­tion­ships lasted Marston’s en­tire adult life. He lived in a sprawl­ing home with Hol­loway, Byrne, and their four chil­dren, while Hunt­ley vis­ited of­ten enough to have her own room in the house. In­spired by the free-think­ing women in his life, Marston be­gan to layer fem­i­nism into his the­o­ries of emo­tion. But his fam­ily was deemed so scan­dalous that it got him booted from academia. One of his for­mer col­leagues at Har­vard put a let­ter in Marston’s file al­lud­ing obliquely to “ru­mors” about him. It was, as his bi­og­ra­pher Jill Lep­ore notes, “the kind of thing said about ho­mo­sex­u­als,” and it was enough to get him black­balled from academia for life.2 This set­back seems to have so­lid­i­fied Marston’s be­lief that he was in the psy­cho­log­i­cal van­guard, and he con­tin­ued to search for jobs that would al­low him to nor­mal­ize the idea of women’s lib­er­a­tion.

			Marston’s ca­reer took a turn when Uni­ver­sal Stu­dios hired him as a “men­tal show­man” in 1928, to help pre­dict where pic­tures were go­ing and what peo­ple wanted from them. Hol­ly­wood had ob­served the way psy­chol­o­gists like Ed­ward Bernays had rev­o­lu­tion­ized the ad­ver­tis­ing in­dus­try, and wanted some of that magic for them­selves. Marston told ex­ecs that emo­tions should be “au­then­tic,” and that in ro­mance movies, the “woman should be shown as the leader ev­ery time.” Af­ter work­ing on hit movies like Franken­stein and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Marston had cre­ated an odd but pro­duc­tive role for him­self in the cul­ture in­dus­try. Un­like Paul Linebarger, who drew a strict line be­tween his psy­ops work and his fic­tion, Marston wanted fic­tion to serve as a vec­tor for his deeply held be­liefs about fe­male power. In 1937, he gave a front-page in­ter­view to the Wash­ing­ton Post where he de­clared that “the next 100 years will see the be­gin­ning of an Amer­i­can ma­tri­archy—a na­tion of Ama­zons . . . and in 1,000 years, women will def­i­nitely rule this coun­try.”3

			He man­aged to make that dream come true, at least in comic books. Max Gaines, who ran DC Comics, hired him in 1940 to cre­ate the char­ac­ter of Won­der Woman. Marston fa­mously pitched the comic as “psy­cho­log­i­cal pro­pa­ganda for a new type of woman.” His hope was that read­ers would be in­spired by Di­ana Prince, an Ama­zon princess who could rule over men with love and truth. In­deed, one of Won­der Woman’s great­est weapons is her Lasso of Truth; when she en­snares some­one in it, they can­not lie. Marston ex­plic­itly re­jected the Bernays ap­proach to psy­ops, even go­ing so far as to pit Won­der Woman against a su­pervil­lain named the Duke of De­cep­tion, who runs an ad firm. Marston wanted to em­power women, not sucker them into buy­ing cig­a­rettes. He wanted to ed­u­cate them about their his­to­ries, too. Each is­sue con­tained an es­say about a real-life woman who had made im­por­tant con­tri­bu­tions to sci­ence and the arts, along­side an ac­tion-packed story about the Ama­zon who fought Nazis with her wits and su­per­pow­ers. For Marston, pro­pa­ganda was a pro­gres­sive force, and like all pro­pa­ganda, it con­tained an el­e­ment of truth.

			Won­der Woman im­me­di­ately be­came one of DC’s most pop­u­lar char­ac­ters, along­side Su­per­man and Bat­man. Though Marston wrote the comic for only six years, un­til his death in 1947, Won­der Woman’s in­flu­ence has con­tin­ued un­abated un­til the present day. But al­most im­me­di­ately, her ad­ver­saries weren’t lim­ited to the Duke of De­cep­tion, Mars (the god of war), and the misog­y­nis­tic Dr. Psy­cho. Her great­est en­e­mies were other psy­chol­o­gists, of­ten work­ing with the US gov­ern­ment and the courts to con­vince the pub­lic that comics were fill­ing kids’ minds with filth.

			Keep your brains clean, kids

			In 1946, Pres­i­dent Harry S. Tru­man signed the Na­tional Men­tal Health Act into law. He likely had no idea how it would be used against comic books. The bill al­lo­cated fed­eral fund­ing for re­search into men­tal health is­sues—es­pe­cially those suf­fered by re­turn­ing sol­diers that to­day we would call PTSD—and to pre­ven­tive ther­a­pies rather than in­sti­tu­tion­al­iza­tion. The law was a long time com­ing, and was based in part on the pro­gres­sive idea of “men­tal hy­giene,” a field of psy­chol­ogy that fo­cused on pro­mot­ing men­tal health through com­mu­nity ser­vices and ed­u­ca­tion.4 Af­ter World War II, how­ever, men­tal hy­giene be­came a kind of foil to brain­wash­ing—it was the “good” form of mind con­trol that could save peo­ple from fall­ing prey to all kinds of men­ac­ing ideas.

			Bol­stered by sup­port from the gov­ern­ment, men­tal hy­giene made the jump to pop­u­lar cul­ture. A new sub­genre of doc­u­men­tary called the “ed­u­ca­tional film” en­tered US class­rooms, giv­ing kids men­tal hy­giene lessons about ev­ery­thing from proper dat­ing eti­quette and gen­der roles to drug use and driver safety. Of­ten pro­duced by ex-GIs who had worked for the Of­fice of War In­for­ma­tion, where Paul Linebarger be­gan his ca­reer in psy­ops, these films were both lu­cra­tive and ubiq­ui­tous. They were also, like the Won­der Woman comic book, con­ceived from the out­set as what film his­to­rian Ken Smith calls “tools of so­cial en­gi­neer­ing, cre­ated to shape the be­hav­ior of their au­di­ences.”5 The dif­fer­ence was that men­tal hy­giene films did it by threat­en­ing view­ers with the specter of in­san­ity caused by in­ap­pro­pri­ate be­hav­ior and crime—in­clud­ing J. Edgar Hoover’s fa­vorite crime of “sex per­ver­sion,” aka ho­mo­sex­u­al­ity.

			By the mid-1950s, ex­perts viewed pop cul­ture as a psy­cho­log­i­cal bat­tle­ground, a war be­tween men­tal hy­giene and dirty minds. Into the breach stepped a psy­chol­o­gist and moral cru­sader named Fredric Wertham, who pub­lished a best-sell­ing book in 1954 called The Se­duc­tion of the In­no­cent, in which he ar­gued that comics were the di­rect cause of vi­o­lence, drug use, and ho­mo­sex­u­al­ity among young peo­ple. If class­room movies could pre­vent men­tal ill­ness, then it stood to rea­son that comics could cause it. Wertham’s book led to a na­tional move­ment to keep comics away from chil­dren and teens. One im­me­di­ate re­sult was a re­stric­tive ed­i­to­rial code, sim­i­lar to the Mo­tion Pic­ture Code, is­sued by the Comics Mag­a­zine As­so­ci­a­tion of Amer­ica “for the pro­tec­tion and en­hance­ment of the Amer­i­can read­ing pub­lic.”6 Among other rules, the code for­bade rep­re­sen­ta­tions of “sex per­ver­sion” and “in­de­cent or un­due ex­po­sure.” Comics that touched on the topic of ro­mance would al­ways “em­pha­size the value of the home and the sanc­tity of mar­riage.” While those rules were clearly aimed at Won­der Woman and other ti­tles with fe­male pro­tag­o­nists, the Comics Code was also fo­cused on lim­it­ing what could hap­pen in sto­ries more gen­er­ally. There would be no “glam­orous crim­i­nals,” and “in ev­ery in­stance, good shall tri­umph over evil.” Also pro­hib­ited were scenes in­volv­ing “walk­ing dead, tor­ture, vam­pires and vam­pirism, ghouls, can­ni­bal­ism, and were­wolfism.” So many things were for­bid­den that it was al­most im­pos­si­ble to stay within the code, es­pe­cially be­cause items like “un­due ex­po­sure” were dif­fi­cult to de­fine.

			For the next decade, Wertham fought comic books in lec­tures and in Con­gress, not­ing in a Sen­ate hear­ing that “Hitler was a be­gin­ner com­pared to the comic-book in­dus­try. They get the chil­dren much younger.”7 As if it weren’t al­ready ob­vi­ous that Wertham con­sid­ered this a war, he had now openly com­pared comics pub­lish­ers to the na­tion’s most hated ad­ver­sary. Comics, he sug­gested, weren’t just threat­en­ing chil­dren’s men­tal health. They threat­ened the very fab­ric of democ­racy.

			Wertham’s pub­lic ad­vo­cacy for men­tal hy­giene went back to the 1920s, when he be­gan his ca­reer as an ad­vo­cate for the poor and men­tally ill. As an ex­pert wit­ness in the court­room, he helped es­tab­lish the idea that men­tally ill peo­ple should not al­ways be held re­spon­si­ble for their crimes. Most of the re­search he did for Se­duc­tion was at La­far­gue Clinic in Harlem, the first psy­cho­log­i­cal clinic in the pre­dom­i­nantly Black neigh­bor­hood. Cel­e­brated Black writer Richard Wright, long an ad­vo­cate for psy­chother­apy, had spear­headed the project to build a clinic in his com­mu­nity. He and Wertham met af­ter the pub­li­ca­tion of Wright’s novel Na­tive Son, which ex­plores the de­struc­tive im­pact of racism on a young Black man’s san­ity. Wright was im­pressed that Wertham seemed to un­der­stand that poverty and racism can make life and men­tal health pre­car­i­ous.8 And yet, Wertham ended up be­liev­ing that the trou­bled chil­dren he worked with in Harlem were not suf­fer­ing un­der Jim Crow9 in a red­lined city. In­stead, they were be­ing led astray by vi­o­lent and sex­ual im­ages in comics.

			In the 1940s, comics were as ubiq­ui­tous in kids’ lives as video games are to­day: at that time, more than 90 per­cent of chil­dren and 80 per­cent of teens in the US were read­ing comics reg­u­larly.10 These sta­tis­tics wor­ried Wertham, who saw some­thing “psy­cho­log­i­cally un-hy­gienic” in Won­der Woman.11 As he wrote in The Se­duc­tion of the In­no­cent, she was a hero stronger than men, a “phal­lic woman,” which he con­demned as “an un­de­sir­able ideal for girls, be­ing the ex­act op­po­site of what girls are sup­posed to want to be.”12 De­scrib­ing a four­teen-year-old “delin­quent” at his clinic who had “been in con­tact with some twenty-five so­cial agen­cies,” Wertham won­dered why she couldn’t over­come her “dif­fi­cult so­cial cir­cum­stances,” in­clud­ing poverty and an un­sta­ble home. His an­swer? “Her ideal was Won­der Woman. . . . She was pre­vented from ris­ing above [her cir­cum­stances] by the spe­cific cor­rup­tion of her char­ac­ter de­vel­op­ment by comic-book se­duc­tion. The woman in her had suc­cumbed to Won­der Woman.”13 And the prob­lem wasn’t just Won­der Woman, ac­cord­ing to Wertham. It was the rep­re­sen­ta­tion of all women in the comic book. “They do not work. They are not home­mak­ers. They do not bring up a fam­ily,” he com­plained. “Mother-love is en­tirely ab­sent. Even when Won­der Woman adopts a girl there are Les­bian over­tones.”14

			At one point in The Se­duc­tion of the In­no­cent, Wertham makes a ref­er­ence to Marston’s con­tention that Won­der Woman of­fered a model of “ad­vanced fem­i­nin­ity” where women are equal to men. “If a nor­mal per­son looks at comic books in the light of this state­ment he soon re­al­izes that the ‘ad­vanced con­cept of fem­i­nin­ity and mas­culin­ity’ is re­ally a re­gres­sive for­mula of per­ver­sity,” he ar­gued.15 Hav­ing Won­der Woman as a role model was, to Wertham’s mind, a cause of men­tal ill­ness. The val­ues she em­bod­ied were “un­hy­gienic,” lead­ing women to be­lieve they could work along­side men as equals—and even choose sex­ual part­ners who were not male. And thus, with one book, Wertham man­aged to gaslight a gen­er­a­tion of young peo­ple who looked to the Ama­zon princess for guid­ance, truth, and a sense of hope. The men­tal hy­giene psyop has the same built-in de­fense against crit­i­cism that the bell curve psyop does. Any­one who ar­gued against Wertham was, by def­i­ni­tion, men­tally un­fit—and there­fore not trust­wor­thy to ad­vance an ar­gu­ment. Cul­ture wars of­ten pro­duce these kinds of blan­ket di­ag­noses of whole classes of peo­ple, and these di­ag­noses are a dif­fi­cult weapon to de­flect.

			Still, de­spite Wertham’s best ef­forts, Won­der Woman did not go out of print, nor did her pop­u­lar­ity de­cline—es­pe­cially af­ter the rise of sec­ond-wave fem­i­nism in the 1960s and ’70s. Ac­knowl­edg­ing the char­ac­ter’s role as a fem­i­nist icon in the cul­ture war, Glo­ria Steinem put Won­der Woman on the cover of Ms. mag­a­zine in 1972. A pop­u­lar Won­der Woman TV se­ries star­ring Lynda Carter gave the char­ac­ter a 1970s re­boot, and she ap­peared in two block­buster movies, in 2017 and 2020. Along the way, her char­ac­ter in­spired count­less other heroic women in pop cul­ture, from Bat­woman to the pro­tag­o­nists in an an­nual fem­i­nist sci­ence fic­tion an­thol­ogy se­ries that be­gan in the mid-1970s with Women of Won­der.

			Wertham’s rep­u­ta­tion has not stood the test of time as well as Di­ana Prince’s. A re­cent in­ves­ti­ga­tion of Wertham’s pa­pers by Uni­ver­sity of Illi­nois comics his­to­rian Carol Tilley re­vealed that the psy­chi­a­trist fab­ri­cated, ex­ag­ger­ated, and se­lec­tively edited his data to bol­ster his ar­gu­ment that comics caused an­ti­so­cial be­hav­ior.16 Tilley’s work was based on un­prece­dented ac­cess to two hun­dred car­tons of Wertham’s pri­vate pa­pers at the Li­brary of Con­gress, which were un­der seal un­til 2010. She pored over the ex­tremely de­tailed notes Wertham kept on in­ter­views and ses­sions with the teens he worked with through­out most of his life. Soon, Tilley re­al­ized that there were ma­jor dis­crep­an­cies be­tween what Wertham recorded in them and what he wrote in The Se­duc­tion of the In­no­cent.

			Some of Wertham’s case stud­ies in his book turned out to be sto­ries he’d heard sec­ond­hand from col­leagues. A fa­mous anec­dote about a Sheena-ob­sessed teen named Dorothy with a his­tory of vi­o­lence came from an­other doc­tor. Tellingly, Wertham’s ac­count glossed over the real-life vi­o­lence that might have in­flu­enced Dorothy’s be­hav­ior. Tilley writes:

			In the case notes, Wertham com­mented that the im­ages of strong women re­in­forced “vi­o­lent re­venge fan­tasies against men and pos­si­bly cre­ates these vi­o­lent anti-men (there­fore ho­mo­sex­ual) fan­tasies. . . . Sheena and the other comic book women such as Won­der Woman are very bad ideals for them.” Yet Wertham omits from Se­duc­tion—and seem­ingly from his anal­y­sis—a re­veal­ing story about Dorothy’s ev­ery­day re­al­ity. In the case notes, she re­lated an in­ci­dent in which her aunt was ac­costed by gang mem­bers, taken to a rooftop, and robbed of less than one dol­lar.

			Here we see Wertham re­fus­ing to ac­knowl­edge what Dorothy told her case worker about the real-life trau­mas she suf­fered. He be­lieved that comics made her men­tally un­fit to ex­plain what truly ailed her.

			When it came to vi­o­lence in­spired by comics, Wertham’s great­est in­for­mant was a fif­teen-year-old gang mem­ber named Carlisle. Wertham had care­fully tran­scribed in­ter­views with Carlisle, and in the process of writ­ing Se­duc­tion wound up at­tribut­ing Carlisle’s words to a suc­ces­sion of fic­tional young peo­ple. He’s split into two dif­fer­ent boys in one sec­tion, and Carlisle’s words also find their way into the mouths of two more boys, ages thir­teen and four­teen. So one in­for­mant be­came four. This was part of a gen­eral pat­tern where Wertham ex­ag­ger­ated the scope of his re­search. Though he tes­ti­fied to the Sen­ate that he’d ex­am­ined five hun­dred young peo­ple per year for sev­eral years, the archival ev­i­dence shows that for the ten years he worked at the Harlem clinic, only five hun­dred peo­ple un­der sev­en­teen were ad­mit­ted.

			Tilley also found ev­i­dence in the Li­brary of Con­gress pa­pers that Wertham’s ob­ser­va­tion that he’d seen chil­dren “vomit over comic books” was ac­tu­ally taken from a re­port by the psy­chi­a­trist’s friend, the folk­lorist Ger­shon Leg­man. Leg­man was not an ex­pert by any means, and iron­i­cally he was best known for books about dirty jokes and a guide to “ora-gen­i­tal stim­u­la­tion,” or oral sex. But Leg­man had be­come an anti-comics cru­sader in the late 1940s, and that was enough for Wertham to in­clude his anec­dote as ev­i­dence. Wertham also claimed in Se­duc­tion that he’d seen comics for sale to chil­dren in stores where pros­ti­tutes ped­dled their wares. This was ac­tu­ally from an un­ver­i­fied re­port given to him by his col­league Hilde Mosse; Wertham him­self never wit­nessed any pros­ti­tutes at comic book stores.

			Though Wertham’s in­flu­ence had waned long be­fore his lies and ex­ag­ger­a­tions came to light, the cul­ture war over women’s rep­re­sen­ta­tion in comic books did not fade out. In­stead, it moved to a new bat­tle­field within the world of comic book cre­ators and fans, where fem­i­nists were chang­ing the scripts again.

			“I thought Won­der Woman was 
Puerto Ri­can”

			In the late 1990s, a comic book fan named Gail Si­mone no­ticed some­thing odd. “I found that I most en­joyed read­ing about the girl he­roes, or Su­per­chicks. And it had been nag­ging me for a while that in main­stream comics, be­ing a girl su­per­hero meant in­evitably be­ing killed, maimed or de­pow­ered,” she wrote. She made a list of 112 “su­per­chicks who had gone down in one of those ways,” in­clud­ing Won­der Woman, and was stunned. “When I re­al­ized that it was ac­tu­ally harder to list ma­jor fe­male he­roes who HADN’T been sliced up some­how, I felt that I might be on to some­thing a bit . . . well, creepy.”17 Si­mone posted the list on a web­site she called Women in Re­frig­er­a­tors. The name is a ref­er­ence to a no­to­ri­ous is­sue of Green Lantern that came out in 1994, at the height of the “grim­dark” trend in comics, which fore­grounded gritty vi­o­lence. One of the high-rank­ing mem­bers of the Green Lantern Corps, Kyle Rayner, dis­cov­ers that the bad guys have chopped up his girl­friend Alex De­Witt and left her re­mains in­side his re­frig­er­a­tor. It’s a hor­rific scene, and aveng­ing her death be­comes Kyle’s pri­mary mo­ti­va­tion through­out that arc in the book.

			Af­ter post­ing her list, Si­mone emailed a few dozen comic book cre­ators—most of whom were male at the time—and asked what they thought. Their an­swers ranged from hor­ror at the re­al­iza­tion18 to ap­a­thy be­cause male su­per­heroes are of­ten killed in ter­ri­ble ways too.19 Still, no mat­ter how peo­ple in the world of comics felt about Si­mone’s list, it touched a nerve. In 1999, Women in Re­frig­er­a­tors was at the cen­ter of one of the first meme wars on the in­ter­net, gal­va­niz­ing fans and cre­ators to re­ex­am­ine the role of women in comics. It also launched Si­mone’s ca­reer. In the early 2000s, she was in­vited to write Birds of Prey, an all-fe­male su­per­hero team that in­cluded fan fa­vorites Black Ca­nary and Or­a­cle. Her run on the comic in­spired the 2020 Birds of Prey movie, which cen­tered on Harley Quinn. Si­mone also be­came the long­est-run­ning fe­male writer on Won­der Woman. As she said when she first com­piled the “women in re­frig­er­a­tors” list, the world of comics was chang­ing, and she was part of a new wave of women writ­ers, ed­i­tors, and fans who spoke out loudly when their he­roes were forced to wear ridicu­lous cheese­cake out­fits, or to die in or­der to mo­ti­vate male char­ac­ters. In an in­ter­view shortly be­fore she took the reins on Won­der Woman, Si­mone mused:

			Women re­spond strongly to . . . myths and fairy tales where the end is not al­ways the prince and the knight come in to res­cue them. . . . A lot of [peo­ple] re­ally en­joy Birds of Prey be­cause it shows that there’s di­ver­sity there . . . dif­fer­ent types of strength and dif­fer­ent ways to stand up in that sit­u­a­tion.20

			One of those peo­ple was Vita Ay­ala, a non­bi­nary Afro-Lat­inx comics fan who loved Si­mone’s Birds of Prey as a teen. As an adult, she be­came an ed­i­tor at Mar­vel. Ay­ala also co-au­thored the first Won­der Woman se­ries star­ring Nu­bia, a Black war­rior who be­came queen of the Ama­zons while Won­der Woman was busy in Man’s World. Hit­ting stores in fall 2022, it was called Nu­bia: Queen of the Ama­zons. I caught up with Ay­ala on video to find out what it’s like to work in comics over sev­enty years af­ter the birth of Won­der Woman. Grow­ing up in the Bronx in the 1980s and ’90s, there was no ques­tion in Ay­ala’s mind that Won­der Woman was a per­son they could iden­tify with. “I al­ways thought Won­der Woman was Puerto Ri­can,” they ad­mit­ted with a laugh. “She’s wear­ing a Puerto Ri­can out­fit, with lit­tle shorts. She comes from an is­land of strong women. She looks like my cousin. She speaks Span­ish some­times—I re­mem­ber her say­ing ‘hola.’ Fi­nally, when I was six­teen, my mom said, ‘No, she’s Greek. She’s in­volved with the Greek gods—her vil­lain is Ares!’ ” Ay­ala shook their head, amused at the mem­ory.

			De­spite their early iden­ti­fi­ca­tion with Won­der Woman, Ay­ala didn’t al­ways as­pire to be a comic book writer. They started out want­ing to be a teacher, and spent a se­mes­ter in grad­u­ate school study­ing ed­u­ca­tion. But they quickly grew dis­en­chanted with in­sti­tu­tions that “were not con­ducive to learn­ing.” They wanted to teach, but not in a sys­tem they saw as “pit­ted against” the very kids it was sup­posed to help. Like William Moul­ton Marston, who went from Har­vard to Hol­ly­wood, they be­lieved that su­per­hero sto­ries were a way to in­spire kids out­side the sys­tem.

			“[Su­per­heroes] don’t have a moral with a cap­i­tal M. But they are a way for us to talk about the things we find as­pi­ra­tional. To talk about hope in a way that’s not too on the nose,” they ex­plained. That was es­pe­cially the case with Nu­bia, a char­ac­ter they thought about very care­fully with co-writer Stephanie Williams, a Black artist who has a long­time fas­ci­na­tion with comic book his­tory. The two of them de­cided that their first move would be to “mod­ern­ize” the back­story of the re­mote Ama­zon is­land of The­myscira, where Nu­bia be­comes queen. Nu­bia’s ori­gin in 1970s comics was not go­ing to fly in the 2020s, they ex­plained wryly. “Hip­polyta prays for daugh­ters, and makes one out of white clay who is good—that’s Di­ana—and one out of black clay who was not so good. Nu­bia was raised on a par­al­lel ‘bad Ama­zon’ is­land.” As they dis­cussed this ori­gin story with Williams, Ay­ala re­al­ized that the story wasn’t just racist but also un­der­mined the idea that women have con­trol over their own ac­tions. The “white clay” Won­der Woman doesn’t choose to be good but is sim­ply built to be good, like an au­tom­a­ton. “It takes agency away from Di­ana,” Ay­ala said. And ob­vi­ously it made Nu­bia into a de­press­ing stereo­type of the Black woman who can’t help but be bad.

			Williams and Ay­ala gave Nu­bia a new ori­gin story, where she climbs out of the mag­i­cal Well of Souls on The­myscira along with many other Black and Brown women, all of whom have been saved from their op­pres­sive lives in Man’s World. Af­ter serv­ing as a war­rior on the is­land for many years, Nu­bia wins a con­test of brav­ery and is crowned the Ama­zons’ new queen. The ques­tion was, what would her pow­ers be? Nu­bia doesn’t have a Lasso of Truth like Di­ana, but she does have the power of un­der­stand­ing. “What is truth with­out em­pa­thy?” Ay­ala mused. “She can’t com­pel you to tell the truth, but she can bring both of you to a place of un­der­stand­ing each other.” She also has to learn that she mat­ters to her peo­ple, which is why Ay­ala and Williams set the ac­tion on The­myscira—a place where Marston’s Won­der Woman also spent a lot of her time.

			In the story, Nu­bia must fight one of the Ama­zons’ great­est foes, Medusa, who has es­caped from a prison on the is­land. “We asked, what does it look like when a Black woman deals with that prob­lem [of im­pris­on­ment]?” Ay­ala re­called. In the end, Nu­bia uses her power of em­pa­thy, and re­al­izes that Medusa has been vic­tim­ized, raped and turned into a mon­ster against her will. “Un­der­stand­ing the per­spec­tive of the an­tag­o­nist is part of be­ing a hero,” Ay­ala said. And there’s an­other les­son folded into the comic as well: “Maybe jail isn’t that great.” They con­tin­ued, “It’s a lie to say you can cre­ate art with­out an agenda. It’s about com­mu­ni­cat­ing, and you’re com­mu­ni­cat­ing [your be­liefs].” Marston imag­ined a world of pow­er­ful women, and Si­mone imag­ined a world where those women sur­vived. Ay­ala and Williams imag­ined a world where women abol­ished pris­ons.

			I asked Ay­ala if there are harm­ful tropes equiv­a­lent to “women in re­frig­er­a­tors” for Black and Brown char­ac­ters in comics. With­out hes­i­ta­tion, they replied, “Get­ting shot.” As a writer and ed­i­tor, they said, “I fight very hard not to have guns pointed at young Brown char­ac­ters. I’m very aware of what is go­ing on there. I try to al­low young Black and Brown char­ac­ters as much in­no­cence as I can. I don’t mean mak­ing them naïve. You can pre­serve their won­der and ex­cite­ment and big emo­tions and not make [their sto­ries] just trauma-based.” Ay­ala and their wife re­cently had a baby, and as they spoke to me, Ay­ala gen­tly cra­dled their new­born in a soft blan­ket, oc­ca­sion­ally paus­ing for a quick nurs­ing break. It made me won­der what kind of worlds that sleep­ing baby would dis­cover in the pages of comic books writ­ten a decade from now.

			Cul­ture bomb

			Through­out her his­tory, Won­der Woman has been used to ask a loaded ques­tion: What should we teach women about them­selves? Does a proper young lady dream of com­mand­ing an army of Ama­zons and best­ing men in com­bat, or does she think ex­clu­sively about how to be a good home­maker to her hus­band? Psy­chol­o­gists Marston and Wertham ar­gued that they were uniquely qual­i­fied to know, and came up with di­a­met­ri­cally op­posed an­swers. Over the decades, they were joined by politi­cians, fem­i­nists, fans, and cor­po­rate pub­lish­ing ex­ec­u­tives with eyes on the bot­tom line—all of whom, in one way or an­other, called them­selves ex­perts on what makes a healthy fan­tasy for women.

			Not sur­pris­ingly, the men­tal hy­giene wars over Won­der Woman have surged and sub­sided with women’s rights. The hero­ine burst onto the scene with Rosie the Riv­eter in World War II, but was de­mo­nized by Wertham in the con­ser­va­tive 1950s, when women were be­ing en­cour­aged to re­turn to home­maker roles. Her rel­e­vance spiked again dur­ing the sec­ond wave of fem­i­nism in the 1970s, but her comic book was briefly dis­con­tin­ued dur­ing the con­ser­va­tive 1980s (the only time since her in­cep­tion when Won­der Woman didn’t have her own book). There had never been a movie star­ring Won­der Woman un­til 2017, and her cin­e­matic de­but was a smash­ing suc­cess at a time when the #MeToo move­ment against sex­ual ha­rass­ment was brew­ing in work­places across the coun­try.

			Con­ceived as “psy­cho­log­i­cal pro­pa­ganda” for a new kind of woman, Won­der Woman has al­ways been more than a story. She is a weapon, a cul­ture bomb that has changed peo­ple’s minds about fem­i­nism. And she’s in­spired a pre­dictable form of coun­ter­at­tack: the men­tal hy­giene psyop, which frames Won­der Woman as an evil se­duc­tress, lur­ing us into un­healthy be­hav­ior. This con­flict goes be­yond Won­der Woman, too; it has be­come a tem­plate for many of our bit­ter­est bat­tles over pop cul­ture. Ex­perts have ac­cused video games of turn­ing teens into the kinds of vi­o­lent, un­hinged delin­quents that Wertham warned us about. Par­ents’ rights groups de­mand­ing that LGBT books be taken out of school li­braries are also re­ly­ing on the same old men­tal hy­giene model.

			In the twenty-first cen­tury, the men­tal hy­giene wars have been up­dated and re­cast as bat­tles over “wo­ke­ness,” a term that also im­plies an un­de­sir­able men­tal state. Cre­ators in­clud­ing Vita Ay­ala have been tar­geted for co­or­di­nated on­line abuse for pub­lish­ing “woke” sto­ries about Black Ama­zons and LGBT X-men. These kinds of at­tacks have also tar­geted ac­tors like Kelly Marie Tran, the first Asian Amer­i­can ac­tor to play a ma­jor role in a Star Wars movie. Tran fled In­sta­gram in 2017 af­ter be­ing bom­barded by racist and misog­y­nist ha­rass­ment over her role as Rose Tico, a Re­sis­tance fighter in Star Wars: The Last Jedi.21 Un­for­tu­nately, in this case, the psyop worked. Tran told the Hol­ly­wood Re­porter22 that she had to step away from act­ing for a while to pro­tect her men­tal health. (She re­turned to Hol­ly­wood in 2021 to voice the lead in Raya and the Last Dragon.)

			Some cre­ators are able to steel them­selves against the ha­rass­ment, but it’s never easy. When I asked Ay­ala about how they cope with the reg­u­lar snip­ing they get on so­cial me­dia, they said, “I’ve been Black and queer my whole life. There will al­ways be peo­ple who hate you for no rea­son.” And then, sound­ing a lot like their char­ac­ter Nu­bia, they ex­plained that they deal with the haters by try­ing to em­pathize with them. These peo­ple are lash­ing out be­cause they feel bad about them­selves, they said. Ay­ala doesn’t want to make things worse by yelling back and heap­ing in­sults on them. “I force my­self not to re­spond,” they said sim­ply. “That’s my chal­lenge. Not to say, ‘You are small.’ ”

			Anti-woke cam­paigns take aim at cor­po­ra­tions too. Ama­zon took the un­prece­dented step of turn­ing off user rat­ings for its 2022 se­ries The Rings of Power, a pre­quel to The Lord of the Rings. Tens of thou­sands of peo­ple were “re­view bomb­ing,” giv­ing the show one-star rat­ings, in an at­tempt to sink the se­ries.23 Their com­plaint? The se­ries fea­tured Brown and Black ac­tors play­ing ma­jor char­ac­ters, in­clud­ing an elf and a dwarf. Com­ments full of racist vit­riol piled up on the show’s re­view page, de­cry­ing the way this “woke” ver­sion of The Lord of the Rings wasn’t true to the orig­i­nal vi­sion of au­thor J. R. R. Tolkien, whose heroic char­ac­ters were white and largely male. Sim­i­lar com­plaints had ac­com­pa­nied the at­tacks on Tran, be­cause the orig­i­nal Star Wars movies fea­tured white he­roes (with the one ex­cep­tion be­ing Lando Cal­ris­sian). Con­ser­va­tive com­men­ta­tor Matt Walsh con­demned the Rings of Power se­ries as “wokeist,” while laud­ing all-white casts as “true to the orig­i­nal.” His com­ments were part of a par­tic­u­larly puz­zling mo­ment in the dis­course around The Rings of Power, when some fans claimed that the di­verse cast­ing wasn’t his­tor­i­cally ac­cu­rate.24 This ac­tu­ally isn’t a new com­plaint—crit­ics have been grous­ing about “his­tor­i­cally in­ac­cu­rate” peo­ple of color in fan­tasy video games for years.25 One can read this re­sponse as a typ­i­cally re­ac­tionary push for a re­turn to tra­di­tional val­ues of the past. But it’s also an ad­mis­sion that cul­ture war­riors can’t dis­tin­guish be­tween his­tory and fan­tasy. And they’ve had this prob­lem for a long time. US psy­ops of­ten take aim at his­tory, as they did dur­ing the In­dian Wars, rewrit­ing it to fea­ture an all-white cast.

			While the cre­ators be­hind tar­geted sto­ries don’t usu­ally call their work “psy­cho­log­i­cal pro­pa­ganda,” some are aware that they’ve made choices with po­lit­i­cal im­pli­ca­tions. In the case of The Rings of Power, the en­tire cast and at least one ex­ec­u­tive pub­lished an open let­ter sup­port­ing the cast­ing choice for im­plic­itly anti-racist rea­sons. “We’re re­ally proud of the cast that we have in the show. . . . We will not con­done racism of any kind,” Ama­zon’s stu­dio head Jen Salke told the Los An­ge­les Times.26 We saw a sim­i­lar sce­nario when Bar­bie movie di­rec­tor Greta Ger­wig faced anti-woke back­lash from men’s rights pun­dit Ben Shapiro, who posted a forty-minute video con­demn­ing the movie’s fem­i­nism. His mil­lions of fol­low­ers posted their own videos of burn­ing their Bar­bie dolls. But Ger­wig didn’t budge: “My hope for the movie is that it’s an in­vi­ta­tion for ev­ery­body to be part of the party and let go of the things that aren’t nec­es­sar­ily serv­ing us as ei­ther women or men,” she said.

			Fall­out from the Won­der Woman cul­ture bomb con­tin­ues in the mod­ern war over what fan­tasies are ap­pro­pri­ate and healthy for Amer­i­can minds. But there’s an­other, deeper con­flict that’s be­ing ex­pressed in fights over pop­u­lar sto­ries. Paul Linebarger wrote in Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare that there are two classes of pro­pa­ganda: wartime and peace­time. “In war, the ac­tion sought by [the pro­pa­gan­dist] is some­thing mil­i­tar­ily harm­ful to the en­emy,” he as­serted. “[In] peace­time pro­pa­ganda, the ac­tion sought is against the war-mak­ing ca­pac­ity of the au­di­ence—against war it­self.”27 What is Won­der Woman but an icon of peace? Her great­est en­emy is Ares, the god of war. Won­der Woman and her Ama­zon sis­ter Nu­bia may be war­riors, but their goal is to end con­flicts us­ing truth and em­pa­thy. Men­tal hy­gien­ists, how­ever, de­sign their psy­ops to harm and pathol­o­gize peo­ple they per­ceive as their en­e­mies—whether those are what Wertham would call ped­dlers of per­ver­sity, or what Fox News would call wokeists.

			Psy­ops are per­ni­cious be­cause they are de­signed to cre­ate a men­tal catch-22. If you no­tice the psyop, your own psy­cho­log­i­cal health is called into ques­tion. In all the ex­am­ples of cul­ture war we’ve looked at, at­tack­ers por­tray their ad­ver­saries as stupid, crim­i­nal, and crazy—the kinds of peo­ple whose sto­ries can’t be trusted. It’s hard to de­fend against a foe who con­vinces on­look­ers that you aren’t be­ing at­tacked or that, if you are, you de­serve it. If you find your­self at the muz­zle end of a psy­cho­log­i­cal at­tack for long enough, it’s hard not to ques­tion your own thoughts.

			That’s why the term “gaslight­ing” has be­come so pop­u­lar over the past few years. It was the Mer­riam-Web­ster “word of the year” in 2022 be­cause there was a 1,740 per­cent in­crease over 2021 in peo­ple look­ing it up on the dic­tio­nary’s web­site.28 The term comes from a play and movie of the mid-twen­ti­eth cen­tury, Gaslight, in which a woman’s gold-dig­ging hus­band tries to con­vince her that she’s gone mad so that he can take con­trol of her in­her­i­tance. He does it in part by toy­ing with the gas lamps in their house, caus­ing them to flicker, and then deny­ing that it’s hap­pen­ing when she no­tices. She starts to doubt ev­ery­thing she sees and hears, and fears that she truly is hav­ing a men­tal health cri­sis. Luck­ily, she has a friend who fig­ures out what’s go­ing on and helps her un­cover ev­i­dence that her hus­band has been de­ceiv­ing her for fi­nan­cial gain.

			The path­way to what Paul Linebarger called “psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment” be­gins when we find that friend—or when we are that friend. We have to work to­gether to find the guy who is mess­ing around with the gas lamps, and get the re­ceipts to prove it. Un­for­tu­nately the prob­lem that con­fronts the United States now is that the gaslighter is not just one guy. We are in an era of sto­chas­tic, de­cen­tral­ized gaslight­ing—and the trau­mas we suf­fer from psy­cho­log­i­cal at­tacks be­gan gen­er­a­tions be­fore we were born. Even if we as in­di­vid­u­als get re­ally good ther­apy, we can­not re­cover fully un­til our com­mu­ni­ties are also given the tools to re­cover. That’s be­cause the se­cret of psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare is that it is not purely about vibes. It’s about pol­i­tics. And the only so­lu­tion to po­lit­i­cal trauma is po­lit­i­cal trans­for­ma­tion.

		


		
		
			Part III

			Dis­ar­ma­ment

	
		


		
		
			Chap­ter 7

			His­tory Is a Gift

		
			We need to take the harm from psy­cho­log­i­cal war as se­ri­ously as dam­age from to­tal war. Whether the cul­tural bat­tle is over ide­ol­ogy, iden­tity, or his­tory, we are wounded. Peo­ple are hurt so badly they will never be the same; par­ents turn against their chil­dren and vice versa; some peo­ple die or com­mit sui­cide; and some are so badly ne­glected that they no longer have com­mu­ni­ties to sup­port them. How do we put down our nar­ra­tive weapons and start the process of re­build­ing? It’s worth think­ing about a phrase that the United Na­tions teaches peo­ple en­gaged in peace­keep­ing af­ter con­flict: dis­arm, de­mo­bi­lize, and rein­te­grate, or DDR. DDR refers to the step-by-step process a na­tion goes through af­ter war, with the goal of cre­at­ing a sus­tain­able peace be­tween pre­vi­ously war­ring fac­tions.1

			Dur­ing the first two steps, peace­keep­ers must de­stroy weapons and dis­band for­mal and in­for­mal wartime mil­i­tary groups. We’ve seen what dis­ar­ma­ment and de­mo­bi­liza­tion looked like af­ter some psy­cho­log­i­cal wars: the mil­i­tary dis­solved and re­or­ga­nized groups de­voted to psy­ops as the Cold War wound down; the gov­ern­ment re­stored sovereignty to some In­dige­nous tribes at var­i­ous points in the twen­ti­eth cen­tury; and so­cial me­dia plat­forms cre­ated tools to track for­eign-in­flu­ence cam­paigns on­line af­ter the 2016 elec­tion. Of course, there is no way for us to com­pletely dis­arm and de­mo­bi­lize af­ter psy­cho­log­i­cal bat­tle, just as you can­not guar­an­tee a mili­tia will hand over all its weapons af­ter peace is de­clared. In­deed, many of these post-psy­war ac­tions were half mea­sures at best. But they still sent a sig­nal that the con­flict was abat­ing, and opened up a space in the pub­lic sphere for peo­ple to re­think the con­flicts that tore the na­tion apart. The act of re­think­ing in­volves iden­ti­fy­ing the psy­cho­log­i­cal weapons de­ployed in cul­ture wars: fram­ing groups of Amer­i­cans as for­eign en­e­mies or “oth­ers,” threat­en­ing ad­ver­saries with death, and ly­ing. Psy­cho­log­i­cal de­mo­bi­liza­tion leads to chang­ing the kinds of sto­ries we tell, cre­at­ing coun­ternar­ra­tives that un­der­mine the le­git­i­macy of weaponized sto­ries.

			The fi­nal phase in the UN peace process, rein­te­gra­tion, is the hard­est from a psy­cho­log­i­cal per­spec­tive. Af­ter a to­tal war, it means bring­ing for­mer com­bat­ants back into civil­ian life, help­ing them to find jobs, so­cial sup­port, and in some cases, a new moral pur­pose. The UN rec­om­mends that for­mer sol­diers be given po­si­tions that make them stake­hold­ers in the peace process, per­haps by of­fer­ing them jobs re­build­ing shat­tered cities or help­ing refugees. What would it mean to be­come a stake­holder in the pur­suit of psy­cho­log­i­cal peace? To an­swer, we need a def­i­ni­tion of what psy­cho­log­i­cal peace looks like on a mass scale. In the 1948 edi­tion of Psy­cho­log­i­cal War­fare, Paul Linebarger de­scribes it as a state of “high na­tional morale,” bol­stered by a gov­ern­ment that im­proves ed­u­ca­tion, pro­vides food for chil­dren, builds pub­lic parks, and en­cour­ages “a fair-minded press.”2 The most im­por­tant el­e­ment of psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment, ac­cord­ing to Linebarger, is free­dom of move­ment across bor­ders.3 In essence, the ar­chi­tect of mod­ern psy­war be­lieved that peace breaks out when we re­store gov­ern­ment fund­ing for so­cial pro­grams and tear down bor­der walls.

			Post-psy­war rein­te­gra­tion is also a process of re­build­ing our his­tory so that it re­flects the per­spec­tives of ev­ery­one who lives in the United States. We can­not talk about in­tel­li­gence with­out un­der­stand­ing how it has been weaponized by eu­geni­cists, just as we can­not dis­cuss pop cul­ture with­out un­der­stand­ing how it has been shaped by moral­ists and rev­o­lu­tion­ar­ies. Psy­cho­log­i­cal rein­te­gra­tion re­quires us to look frankly at our na­tion’s past and ac­knowl­edge it. Only then can we be­gin to form new al­le­giances that will be­come the bedrock of a new pub­lic sphere.

			Remap­ping the past

			The fall­out from the In­dian Wars is still ra­dioac­tive, es­pe­cially in the West. But the Co­quille tribe in south­west­ern Ore­gon is map­ping a way to the fu­ture by ex­ca­vat­ing its past and pre­sent­ing it to the world for ev­ery­one to see.

			Co­quille tribal chief and an­thro­pol­o­gist Ja­son Younker’s story has many be­gin­nings. One is in the 1850s, when the Co­quille and Coos tribes—his an­ces­tors—signed treaties with US gov­ern­ment forces, who promised them fed­eral aid in ex­change for some of their land. It started again in the 1930s, when the US gov­ern­ment rec­og­nized the Co­quille as a tribe af­ter declar­ing them ex­tinct in the 1880s. And the story started again in 1989, when the fed­eral gov­ern­ment re­stored the tribe’s sta­tus a third time, af­ter ter­mi­nat­ing it in 1954. “I’m one of the last gen­er­a­tions to have been ter­mi­nated and re­stored,” he told me by video from his of­fice at the Uni­ver­sity of Ore­gon at Eu­gene. “I was born a ter­mi­nated In­dian, and twenty-two years later I be­came an In­dian—even though I lived in the same place as my grand­fa­thers’ vil­lage.” One thing never changes in the sto­ries he tells: the place where it all hap­pened, a windy stretch of Pa­cific coast rid­dled with rivers that snake across sandy flats and through the thickly forested moun­tains. To­day, the land is oc­cu­pied by a small city called Coos Bay. But in the 1850s, the re­gion was home to dozens of tribes, in­clud­ing the Coos, Co­quille, Sius­law, Tolowa, Umpqua, Siletz, and more. Many were sig­na­to­ries to treaties with the United States, but “be­fore any of the treaties could be rat­i­fied, mili­tias went around and started burn­ing vil­lages,” Younker ex­plained. “So Gen­eral Joel Palmer said, ‘To move [the In­di­ans] from harm’s way, we are go­ing to re­move them be­fore the treaties are rat­i­fied by Con­gress.’ ”

			Tribes on the coast fled to a safer lo­ca­tion, a lozenge of sandy wet­lands at the south­ern tip of a bay. “That was South Slough, Coos Bay, where I grew up,” Younker said. At that time, the only le­gal way his an­ces­tors could re­main near their home­lands was to as­sim­i­late, of­ten by co­hab­it­ing with white set­tlers. “The In­di­ans, those who were co­hab­it­ing, lived in Charles­ton, which is right there on South Slough,” Younker said. “Charles­ton re­ally is the slums of Coos Bay—that’s how bad it was for Na­tives liv­ing in their home­lands. I was the ‘dirty In­dian kid’ at the end of the street on Bat­tle Flats where the In­di­ans lived.” Bat­tle Flats isn’t la­beled on maps of South Slough to­day, but I found the spot that Younker was de­scrib­ing at the end of two long streets that stretch south out of Charles­ton and dead-end next to the silty edge of a shal­low river.

			Un­mapped places and ter­mi­nated iden­ti­ties haunted Younker’s child­hood. “When I was grow­ing up, and I look the way I do, there’s no get­ting around peo­ple ask­ing, ‘Are you Mex­i­can? Hawai­ian?’ ” He ges­tured at his face, in­di­cat­ing his brown skin and straight black hair. “I’d say, ‘No, I’m In­dian.’ Or I’d say, ‘I’m Coos,’ or ‘I’m Co­quille.’ And they’d say, ‘There are no In­di­ans here.’ ” He frowned. “If you asked your fam­ily mem­bers why we aren’t In­dian, they would say, ‘They lost the map.’ As a kid, you won­der what that means. They lost the map? But you quit ask­ing be­cause when peo­ple [say] ‘they lost the map,’ there’s just hor­ri­ble pain be­hind it.” He paused and looked at me. “That is psy­cho­log­i­cal war­fare.”

			It was also a mys­tery that Younker was de­ter­mined to solve. As he got older, he learned more about why so many peo­ple in his tribe were up­set about the map. Back in the 1850s, he told me, Gen­eral Palmer signed treaties on be­half of the United States with the tribes in the re­gion and put them in an en­ve­lope. In a sec­ond en­ve­lope he stashed a huge map of the Ore­gon Ter­ri­to­ries, which showed all the lo­ca­tions of the reser­va­tions the tribes had agreed to. “Well, the map got lost, so when Con­gress looked at the treaties, they said, ‘We don’t know what you’re talk­ing about.’ ” Younker sighed. With­out a map claim, the tribes were chased off their lands by mili­tias. The map fi­nally turned up in the 1880s, but by then it was too late. “The gov­ern­ment said, ‘Well, there’s no more In­dian prob­lem so there’s no rea­son to rat­ify these treaties. It goes down in Co­quille his­tory as ‘they lost the map.’ ” Though the gov­ern­ment’s of­fi­cial stance was that there were no In­di­ans in Coos Bay, they nev­er­the­less sent a num­ber of In­dige­nous chil­dren to board­ing school in Penn­syl­va­nia. This fa­mil­iar psyop from the In­dian Wars, in which In­dige­nous peo­ple are seen and erased at the same time, is why white peo­ple said to Younker’s face that there were no In­dige­nous peo­ple in Coos Bay.

			Ja­son Younker goes to Wash­ing­ton

			Younker went to col­lege and stud­ied to be a teacher. He had just got­ten his first job when the Co­quille tribal coun­cil rec­om­mended an­other path for him. This was in the early 1990s, dur­ing the con­gres­sional hear­ings over whether the re­mains of Ken­newick Man should be given to sci­en­tists or sent back to the tribes to be rein­terred. “They said we could re­ally use an an­thro­pol­o­gist in the room,” Younker re­mem­bered with a chuckle. “And when the coun­cil ‘rec­om­mends’ some­thing, it means ‘go and do.’ ” It turned out to be a turn­ing point for Younker and his tribe. While he was earn­ing his PhD in an­thro­pol­ogy at the Uni­ver­sity of Ore­gon, his men­tor George Was­son, also a mem­ber of the Co­quille tribe, or­ga­nized a spe­cial trip for him­self and sev­eral grad­u­ate stu­dents to the Na­tional An­thro­po­log­i­cal Ar­chives and the Na­tional Ar­chives in Wash­ing­ton, DC. Their goal was to learn ev­ery­thing they could about Co­quille his­tory as well as that of neigh­bor­ing tribes. Writ­ing about it later, Younker re­called:

			At that time, we were told that we shouldn’t get our hopes up “as the Co­quille were a very small In­dian tribe and there prob­a­bly wasn’t very much in­for­ma­tion to be re­cov­ered,” and in this light, the Smith­so­nian gen­er­ously agreed to pay for the copies of what­ever we found. . . . Much to the amaze­ment of our Smith­so­nian hosts, at the con­clu­sion of our 1995 re­search, we had copied nearly sixty thou­sand pages of his­tor­i­cal, an­thro­po­log­i­cal, mil­i­tary, and gov­ern­ment doc­u­ments re­lat­ing to the Co­quille and neigh­bor­ing In­dian na­tions.4

			Clearly, the mu­seum work­ers were not pre­pared for what Was­son thought of as “an archival re­con­nais­sance mis­sion.” But the re­search team knew ex­actly what they wanted, and how deep the rab­bit hole might go: they came armed with over seven hun­dred key­words—from the names of tribes to the names of an­thro­pol­o­gists who stud­ied them—to guide their quest through dusty boxes that had lain un­touched in a mu­seum base­ment for decades.

			Younker and his younger brother, who was also on the re­search trip, made a bee­line for the Car­to­graphic Na­tional Ar­chives in Col­lege Park, Mary­land. Listed in the cat­a­log was a huge map from the 1850s. “When they rolled it out we knew ex­actly what it was,” Younker re­called. “That was the lost map!” They quickly made a spe­cial copy for them­selves.

			As some­one who has done quite a bit of work in ar­chives, I kept won­der­ing about that mo­ment when Younker, Was­son, and their col­leagues went to the mu­seum staff and asked for all those copies. To­day, it’s typ­i­cal to see re­searchers in ar­chives with phones or dig­i­tal cam­eras, quickly sav­ing the yel­lowed pages to the cloud. But in the 1990s, ev­ery­thing had to be xe­roxed by hand—and xe­rox­ing a del­i­cate, over­sized map would have been ex­pen­sive on top of be­ing a huge pain in the ass. “Was that map one of the things they xe­roxed for free?” I asked Younker. He caught my drift, and we both shared a laugh. “Yes it was!” We laughed again, and for an in­stant I could feel the plea­sure of a psyop un­done. The Co­quille stu­dents had been of­fered free copies in part be­cause the au­thor­i­ties at a US gov­ern­ment mu­seum be­lieved, like gen­er­a­tions of white set­tlers be­fore them, that al­most noth­ing re­mained of In­dige­nous cul­ture. Not only did Co­quille an­thro­pol­o­gists prove them wrong, but the Na­tional Ar­chive ac­tu­ally kept its prom­ise to pay for sixty thou­sand pieces of ev­i­dence that dis­pelled the “van­ish­ing In­dian” ver­sion of his­tory. It didn’t make up for gen­er­a­tions of abuse and vi­o­lated treaties, but it was some­thing. The gov­ern­ment was re­lin­quish­ing a psy­cho­log­i­cal weapon by putting the truth about tribal his­tory back into the hands of the peo­ple it was stolen from.

			Younker and his col­leagues dubbed their nascent ar­chive the South­west Ore­gon Re­search Project, or SWORP. When they re­turned to the coun­cil to­gether they un­veiled the map. They told their story about grow­ing up hear­ing about how the map had been lost—and with it, their tribal iden­tity. “Peo­ple wept,” Younker said. “It was like you were hold­ing the one thing that proved you were Co­quille, but it was also the rea­son why you weren’t Co­quille.” The map now be­longed to the tribe, and they could de­cide what should be done with it. Since that time, the Smith­so­nian has dig­i­tized the map so that re­searchers all over the world can see a high-res­o­lu­tion scan of it—in­clud­ing the rips and stains that tell the story of its bumpy his­tory.5

			A copy bet­ter than the orig­i­nal

			I drove up from San Fran­cisco to visit the SWORP ar­chives in Eu­gene, and spent two days on the road in north­ern Cal­i­for­nia and south­ern Ore­gon. My mind on miss­ing maps, I tracked my progress us­ing an app called Na­tive Land, which ge­olo­cated me in over­lap­ping tribal home­lands of the West Coast: Mi­wok, Pomo, Cahto, Yurok, Tolowa, Chetco, Coos, Umpqua, Sius­law. It was late win­ter, and fat clouds rolled over the green val­leys and red­wood forests; in the dis­tance, sheets of rain turned the moun­tains a dark, fuzzy gray. Rivers flowed along­side and un­der the road, of­ten con­nect­ing with ocean. Rocks the size of sky­scrapers reared out of the surf, cov­ered in hardy scrub, or­bited by call­ing birds. Rivers, towns, moun­tains, and camp­grounds took their names from tribes and their lan­guages. Once the app showed me who lived in the places where I drove, I found In­dige­nous pres­ence ev­ery­where: there were tribal com­mu­nity cen­ters and clin­ics, casi­nos and shops. But I needed a map made with In­dige­nous data to see it.

			Gain­ing en­trance to the Knight Li­brary ar­chives at the Uni­ver­sity of Ore­gon in Eu­gene was a lit­tle more mel­low than get­ting badged into the Hoover In­sti­tu­tion Ar­chives. All the li­brar­i­ans wanted to know was which items to bring to my desk from the four­teen boxes of ma­te­rial I’d re­served. Of course, I started with the maps. There were two boxes of them, and a kind ar­chiv­ist helped me un­roll the over­sized pa­pers care­fully, pin­ning their edges down gen­tly with soft bean­bags. On the back of each one was a stamp: “COPY The Na­tional Ar­chives, Civil Works Map File.” Care­fully, I went through them un­til I found it—the lost map, called sim­ply “A Sketch Map of the Ore­gon Ter­ri­tory.” Tied with pink twine, its edges had gone soft with han­dling. I stood over it, try­ing to read the spi­dery hand­writ­ing that had di­vided the land into a puz­zle of reser­va­tions and ces­sions. This was the old-school 1990s Xe­rox that Younker de­scribed to me, with tiny lint shad­ows from the doc­u­ment glass vis­i­ble in the white spa­ces.

			For­get­ting my­self for a sec­ond, I turned to the ar­chiv­ist and whis­pered ex­cit­edly, “Look! These are the Xe­roxes!” She gave me a weird look and went back to the cir­cu­la­tion desk. Ap­par­ently re­searchers aren’t usu­ally ex­cited about Xe­rox copies, which makes sense—gen­er­ally ar­chives hold orig­i­nal doc­u­ments. But that’s what this was, in a sense: the orig­i­nal doc­u­men­ta­tion of a very im­por­tant copy.

			Along with the maps, a lot of the early his­tor­i­cal in­for­ma­tion in SWORP comes from gov­ern­ment an­thro­pol­o­gists work­ing with the mil­i­tary. They ranged from the old­est an­thro­po­log­i­cal re­ports on the lo­cal tribes in the mid-nine­teenth cen­tury, to salty cor­re­spon­dence be­tween gov­ern­ment agents and the War De­part­ment about the cost of send­ing In­dian kids to dis­tant res­i­den­tial schools in the 1930s. For the most part, these doc­u­ments tell a story of res­cue an­thro­pol­ogy, where peo­ple swooped into war zones and forced re­lo­ca­tions, try­ing to learn as much as they could about the lan­guages and tra­di­tions of shat­tered In­dige­nous com­mu­ni­ties. I found frag­ments of the Coos and Umpqua lan­guages in a thick book full of blank spa­ces for “words, phrases, and sen­tences to be col­lected,” or­ga­nized into cat­e­gories like “per­sons” and “dwellings.” These blank books were cre­ated by J. W. Pow­ell, a mil­i­tary vet­eran who ran the Bu­reau of Eth­nol­ogy at the Smith­so­nian and gave them to ev­ery­one work­ing in the field.

			Pow­ell be­lieved that all cul­tures shared the same ba­sic struc­ture, and thus con­sid­ered it rea­son­able to ask ev­ery In­dige­nous tribe the same ex­act ques­tions. Not sur­pris­ingly, this of­ten re­sulted in bad data col­lec­tion. For ex­am­ple, he set aside a whole page for words about “gens,” a nine­teenth-cen­tury an­thro­po­log­i­cal term for peo­ple con­nected through male an­ces­tors. But the Co­quille and many neigh­bor­ing tribes were ma­tri­ar­chal, and there was no place in Pow­ell’s fill-in-the-blank books for an en­tire realm of In­dige­nous so­cial ex­pe­ri­ence. Mean­while, un­der the sec­tion on “re­li­gion,” Pow­ell asked for trans­la­tions of “God (the supreme ruler—the white man’s God),” and then left a mere eigh­teen lines for the re­searcher to record the en­tirety of the tribes’ own be­liefs, his­to­ries, and sto­ries. George P. Bis­sell, who col­lected Coos and Umpqua vo­cab­u­lary, recorded the word for the white man’s God and left all the other lines blank (luck­ily, other ethno­g­ra­phers col­lected some Coos sto­ries, which are in­cluded in the ar­chive). Many an­thro­pol­o­gists did not use Pow­ell’s book; they were re­quired only to col­lect 180 words on a work­sheet be­fore mov­ing on to the next tribe.

			These SWORP doc­u­ments are packed with words, sto­ries, and pic­tures from In­dige­nous his­tory, but they also re­veal plainly how agency lead­ers primed their teams to ig­nore key as­pects of tribal cul­ture. They also show how an­thro­pol­ogy was mar­shaled against In­dige­nous groups dur­ing and af­ter the In­dian Wars. Just as Cold War psy­ops used the lan­guage of sci­ence, In­dian War psy­ops used an­thro­pol­ogy. New fields of aca­demic ex­per­tise emerged in the United States, partly to ex­plain what was hap­pen­ing to the In­dige­nous peo­ple and Eu­ro­pean set­tlers liv­ing along­side each other. “His­to­ri­ans” and “an­thro­pol­o­gists” be­came paid pro­fes­sion­als, work­ing with gov­ern­ments to doc­u­ment and jus­tify geno­cides whose ef­fects are still be­ing felt to­day.

			Pot­latch fu­tur­ism

			The SWORP ar­chive is not just a record of what has been lost. It also con­tains doc­u­ments from the late twen­ti­eth cen­tury, when Younker and the re­search team re­vived an im­por­tant Co­quille tra­di­tion and started a new chap­ter in tribal his­tory.

			When Younker and his col­leagues re­turned to the Uni­ver­sity of Ore­gon with thou­sands of doc­u­ments, they de­cided to found their ar­chive by com­bin­ing Co­quille tra­di­tions with an­thro­po­log­i­cal prac­tices. They would hold a pot­latch cer­e­mony to give the data away—the first Co­quille pot­latch in over 150 years. Many tribes in the Pa­cific North­west tra­di­tion­ally held reg­u­lar pot­latches, cer­e­monies that es­tab­lish al­liances and con­sol­i­date power through lav­ish gift-giv­ing. As Younker wrote in his mas­ter’s the­sis, no­body is sure why the Co­quille tribe held pot­latches, but it was likely for sim­i­lar rea­sons. With the ar­rival of white set­tlers and their vi­o­lent de­struc­tion of In­dige­nous com­mu­ni­ties, Co­quille pot­latches be­came small, pri­vate af­fairs. Even­tu­ally peo­ple stopped hold­ing them al­to­gether. It seemed fit­ting to re­claim the pot­latch tra­di­tion at the same time that they re­claimed parts of their stolen his­tory.

			In 1997, the re­search team held a pot­latch where they pre­sented SWORP to the Uni­ver­sity of Ore­gon and eight other tribes. The event is metic­u­lously chron­i­cled in the SWORP ar­chives: there are pic­tures and video of the cer­e­mony, as well as a thick folder con­tain­ing notes from all the meet­ings they held to plan it. Cor­re­spon­dence among the tribes is pre­served, as well as Younker’s mas­ter’s the­sis about the pot­latch. This as­pect of SWORP is part of a new prac­tice that schol­ars call In­dige­nous data sovereignty6 or, as In­dige­nous ac­tivist Vine De­lo­ria suc­cinctly put it, “the right to know.”7 The idea is that In­dige­nous peo­ple should con­trol doc­u­ments re­lat­ing to their own tribal his­to­ries, much the way any na­tion would con­trol its own mu­se­ums and ar­chives. At the Co­quille pot­latch, his­tory it­self—and the record of that his­tory—be­came a gift. As Younker put it to me:

			We need to use this in­for­ma­tion to write a more ac­cu­rate his­tory. That’s go­ing to be a long, slow process. But we’re mak­ing progress in show­ing peo­ple that, yes, this is why Co­quille are still here, and these are some of the rea­sons why we look the way we do. Our tra­di­tional cul­ture is shat­tered and our lan­guage is gone, but that does not negate that we are de­scen­dants of the Co­quille.

			To­day SWORP is one of many In­dige­nous ar­chives in the United States,8 some of which are be­ing dig­i­tized to make them even more ac­ces­si­ble.9 These ar­chives take the fan­tasy out of his­tory, of­ten by col­lect­ing pri­mary sources from the very or­ga­ni­za­tions that tried to hide or ig­nore In­dige­nous claims to the land. What Younker and his col­leagues ul­ti­mately cre­ated through their archival work was a nar­ra­tive, a lo­cal his­tory of col­o­niza­tion of the lands of the Co­quille, Coos, Umpqua, Tolowa, Kla­math, Siletz, Con­fed­er­ated Tribes of Grand Ronde, and many more, as told in the vo­lu­mi­nous cor­re­spon­dence among US sci­en­tists, rep­re­sen­ta­tives of the mil­i­tary, and gov­ern­ment. And the nar­ra­tive reaches into the present with the record of the pot­latch that Younker and his col­leagues or­ga­nized. SWORP is an on­go­ing ef­fort; in 2006, Younker’s for­mer stu­dent David Lewis (Con­fed­er­ated Tribes of Grand Ronde) com­pleted a third SWORP project to dig­i­tize records that cov­ered all of Ore­gon.10 The dig­i­tized col­lec­tion re­mains in the pos­ses­sion of the Co­quille and Grand Ronde tribes, “pend­ing a fu­ture pot­latch event,” as Lewis put it.

			SWORP could also be used to de­fend against fu­ture at­tacks from the US gov­ern­ment. Younker said he still wor­ries about his tribe be­ing ter­mi­nated again. Maybe the gov­ern­ment won’t use the word “ter­mi­na­tion,” he said, but he’s very aware that the tribe’s for­tunes could change quickly and dra­mat­i­cally. “We are in a good po­si­tion to ed­u­cate peo­ple right now be­cause they are open to it, but in the 1990s, when gam­ing was com­ing along, they would say Co­quilles are ‘just play­ing In­dian.’ What if we open a mar­i­juana dis­pen­sary and it’s con­tro­ver­sial? What’s go­ing to make peo­ple turn on us again?” Through SWORP, Ore­gon tribes have ac­cess to reams of ev­i­dence show­ing their his­tor­i­cal con­nec­tion to the land, and his­tory is the cor­ner­stone of sovereignty. That truth may help pro­tect their land claims, whether in a court of law or in a cul­ture war over the le­git­i­macy of their iden­ti­ties. But there is a more per­sonal, psy­cho­log­i­cal di­men­sion to SWORP as well. Younker mused that “the best thing about the SWORP ar­chives is find­ing the things you knew to be true in your head.” It’s harder to gaslight some­one when they have re­ceipts from hun­dreds of wit­nesses that cor­rob­o­rate what they know.

			Ar­chives are more than a de­fense against psy­ops. They are a com­mit­ment to a new story about iden­ti­ties made whole in an on­go­ing psy­cho­log­i­cal peace process. Younker con­cluded, “Re­ally what we want to say to our next gen­er­a­tions is that you are Co­quille no mat­ter what you look like, no mat­ter how you be­have.” Out of boxes of care­fully or­ga­nized data, the tribes of Ore­gon have built fresh al­liances and a nar­ra­tive that can carry them for­ward into a sov­er­eign fu­ture.

		


		
		
			Chap­ter 8

			De­pro­gram­ming for Democ­racy

		
			Psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment re­quires a very dif­fer­ent strat­egy when you’re doom­scrolling so­cial me­dia all day, eye­balls melt­ing un­der the bar­rage of half-truths, memes, news, en­ter­tain­ment, and state pro­pa­ganda. The 2016 elec­tion demon­strated that it’s hard to track an on­line psyop un­fold­ing in real time be­cause there may be sev­eral ran­dom con­nec­tions be­tween the op­er­a­tives and their au­di­ence. Be­cause on­line psy­ops cam­paigns move so quickly, we have to be ready for them in ad­vance. It’s a bit like dis­as­ter prepa­ra­tion. We need skilled first re­spon­ders at tech plat­forms, mod­er­a­tors and safety man­agers who can spot pro­pa­ganda out­breaks and put them out be­fore they ex­plode. But we also need to cre­ate fire­breaks, tech­ni­cal fea­tures that can slow the spread of weaponized in­for­ma­tion.

			Pro­pa­ganda dis­as­ter prep­ping

			In 2020, I wit­nessed an on­line in­flu­ence cam­paign so de­vi­ous that I could not stop think­ing about it—in fact, it in­spired me to be­gin re­search­ing this book. The rea­son I found it so com­pelling was that it was a two-stage psyop: first, the un­known op­er­a­tives spread a wave of dis­in­for­ma­tion; next, they spread a sec­ond wave that was de­signed to in­oc­u­late peo­ple against any ef­forts to de­bunk the first wave of dis­in­for­ma­tion. It was in­cred­i­bly in­tri­cate and com­plex, and here’s how it went down. Like many Amer­i­cans, I had been get­ting most of my news about the Black Lives Mat­ter protests on Twit­ter, fol­low­ing eye­wit­ness re­ports in var­i­ous cities. One night I started to see posts on Twit­ter claim­ing that the en­tire DC area was in lock­down and there was a black­out.1 Posts with the hash­tag #DCBlack­out be­gan pil­ing up in my feed, and at first they seemed cred­i­ble. They ap­peared to be from or­di­nary cit­i­zens re­port­ing from the ground.

			But then I no­ticed some red flags that made the #DCBlack­out re­ports seem sus­pi­cious. First of all, many peo­ple post­ing un­der the hash­tag used the ex­act same words to de­scribe what was hap­pen­ing, as if they were copy-past­ing from a script. That was def­i­nitely a sig­na­ture move of op­er­a­tives who didn’t have the time to come up with more or­ganic-sound­ing con­tent. But then came the cap­per: posts with the #DCBlack­out hash­tag started shar­ing a new mes­sage, which was that law en­force­ment was block­ing cell phone ac­cess to pre­vent them from shar­ing the truth. That’s when I knew #DCBlack­out was a ruse. How could peo­ple be post­ing on their phones from the scene of the protests if their cell sig­nals were blocked? De­spite this log­i­cal in­con­sis­tency, ru­mors of the black­out spread quickly, re­sult­ing in five hun­dred thou­sand tweets with the #DCBlack­out hash­tag.2 Some in­cluded fake im­ages of a fire near the Wash­ing­ton Mon­u­ment, which came from the (fic­tional) TV se­ries Des­ig­nated Sur­vivor.

			Rep­utable news sources moved to counter the black­out ru­mors. I re­mem­ber see­ing tweets from NPR and Wash­ing­ton Post re­porters with self­ies prov­ing that they were in DC, sur­rounded by well-lit build­ings and street­lamps.

			And that’s when the sec­ond wave of the psyop be­gan to in­un­date my feed. Hun­dreds of posts with a new hash­tag, #DC­Safe, started to pop up, deny­ing that the DC black­out was hap­pen­ing. Un­like the tweets from news re­porters de­bunk­ing the black­out, these tweets were clearly copy-pasted by psy­war­riors or maybe bots. They all used the ex­act same, quirky phras­ing:

			yeah . . . as some­one see­ing #dcblack­out trend­ing, who lives and works in the DC metro area, and who has friends telecom­mut­ing into DC rn. . . . . This hash­tag looks like mis­in­for­ma­tion. “No so­cial me­dia from DC” be­cause we were asleep. Stop scar­ing peo­ple. #dc­safe3

			It was a psyop de­signed to look like a psyop. Peo­ple on Twit­ter quickly no­ticed the du­pli­cate tweets com­ing from a wide va­ri­ety of ac­counts, and called them out as fake. But why would a group of psy­ops agents want their tar­gets to fig­ure out that they were be­ing fooled? The an­swer is that they didn’t. By mak­ing the “de­bunk­ing” tweets from #DC­Safe so ob­vi­ously in­au­then­tic, the op­er­a­tives also cast doubt on the real tweets from jour­nal­ists at NPR and else­where. The #DC­Safe op­er­a­tion made it seem like some shady group was try­ing to cover up what was hap­pen­ing in DC, and that the main­stream me­dia was in on it. Any­one de­bunk­ing #DCBlack­out looked sus­pi­cious by as­so­ci­a­tion, as if they were part of a psyop. It was a bril­liantly ne­far­i­ous move: an in­flu­ence op­er­a­tion to arouse fear over a fake black­out, and then to arouse fear over a fake coverup of the fake black­out. Though I was trou­bled by how quickly the mis­in­for­ma­tion had spread, I couldn’t help but ad­mire the com­plex nar­ra­tive struc­ture of the hoax—es­pe­cially the way it was so meta, with the #DC­Safe tweets call­ing at­ten­tion to them­selves as a psyop in or­der to re­in­force dis­in­for­ma­tion from the first wave of #DCBlack­out tweets.

			The DCBlack­out/DC­Safe op­er­a­tion was an ex­am­ple of what dis­in­for­ma­tion ex­perts call “co­or­di­nated in­au­then­tic be­hav­ior.” Though no­body has iden­ti­fied the per­pe­tra­tors of this par­tic­u­lar psyop, it was cer­tainly co­or­di­nated by op­er­a­tives—pos­si­bly for­eign—and then am­pli­fied by reg­u­lar peo­ple tun­ing in to the hash­tag. The first tweet to use the #DCBlack­out hash­tag had only three fol­low­ers, but then it got am­pli­fied by ac­counts with greater reach and went mas­sively vi­ral in a mat­ter of min­utes. I was left won­der­ing how that hap­pened, and so quickly.	

			It turns out I wasn’t the only one. A few weeks af­ter the hoax, a pa­per came out in Sci­ence Ad­vances that sug­gested a way we might deal with this kind of in­flu­ence op­er­a­tion in the fu­ture. A team of re­searchers de­scribed how they had cre­ated an au­to­mated sys­tem for iden­ti­fy­ing in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions on so­cial me­dia and pre­dict­ing what they’ll do next. Prince­ton Uni­ver­sity re­searcher Meysam Al­izadeh told me that the group wanted to make a pub­lic dash­board show­ing “what’s hap­pen­ing on so­cial me­dia and whether there is co­or­di­nated ac­tiv­ity spon­sored by for­eign states.” They trained a set of al­go­rithms to spot the tell­tale signs of so-called in­flu­ence cam­paigns. Work­ing with datasets re­leased by Twit­ter and Red­dit, the group con­cen­trated on troll ac­tiv­i­ties orig­i­nat­ing in Rus­sia, China, and Venezuela be­tween 2015 and 2018.

			Soon the al­go­rithms had learned to spot dis­tinc­tive pro­pa­ganda pat­terns. Al­izadeh and his col­leagues set them loose on datasets that con­tained some troll posts and some “con­trol” posts from typ­i­cal users to see how they would fare. Af­ter sev­eral tries, the al­go­rithms were able to pre­dict most of the time whether or not a post was from a troll. The Venezue­lan trolls were eas­i­est to iden­tify, with 99 per­cent ac­cu­racy on some tests. When it came to Chi­nese and Rus­sian trolls, the al­go­rithms got it right be­tween 74 and 92 per­cent of the time.4 That wasn’t per­fect, but it was a good start.

			The real ques­tion is, how do you sep­a­rate real so­cial me­dia non­sense from fake, when the fake ac­counts are con­stantly dis­cussing new top­ics? Al­izadeh said the an­swer is to train these troll-seek­ing bots on new data ev­ery month. Us­ing the pre­vi­ous month’s ac­tiv­ity, he and his team try to gen­er­ate ac­cu­rate pro­pa­ganda weather re­ports for the next month. This kind of work is some­times called “pre­bunk­ing,” and it’s been shown to work. How­ever, it’s al­ways go­ing to be an arms race—es­pe­cially as op­er­a­tives start jump­ing from one plat­form to an­other, or us­ing AI like Chat­GPT to gen­er­ate fake sto­ries and pro­pa­ganda posts.

			An elec­tion with­out hockey sticks

			I wanted to know what the fu­ture of that arms race would look like, so I got in touch with Alex Sta­mos, the for­mer chief se­cu­rity of­fi­cer at Face­book who spot­ted the 2016 elec­tion psy­ops cam­paigns as they un­folded. I’ve known Sta­mos for many years, and I re­mem­bered run­ning into him at a con­fer­ence for com­puter hack­ers in Las Ve­gas right af­ter he’d ac­cepted the Face­book CSO job. We were at a party full of com­puter se­cu­rity ex­perts, tech pol­icy wonks, and jour­nal­ists like my­self, and peo­ple kept pep­per­ing Sta­mos with in­creas­ingly drunken ques­tions about why he was go­ing to a com­pany known for its pri­vacy and se­cu­rity blun­ders.5 “I’m go­ing to be the ca­nary in a coal mine,” he told us. “If you hear about me quit­ting Face­book un­der mys­te­ri­ous cir­cum­stances, you’ll know why.” At the time I shrugged. I knew his in­ten­tions were gen­uine, but I also knew that cor­po­ra­tions have a way of suck­ing peo­ple into do­ing things they never thought they would. But he was as good as his word at that late-night party. Face­book PR types were vague about the rea­sons for his exit from the com­pany, but as soon as Sta­mos could speak freely, he did. It’s largely thanks to him and his team that the com­pany ad­mit­ted Rus­sian op­er­a­tives ran psy­ops on Face­book dur­ing the 2016 elec­tion. When Sta­mos quit, he made a pub­lic state­ment about how trou­bled he was by Face­book’s data-col­lect­ing prac­tices, and their un­will­ing­ness to take a side in de­bates over hu­man­i­tar­ian is­sues.6

			Sta­mos was the found­ing di­rec­tor of the Stan­ford In­ter­net Ob­ser­va­tory, a non­par­ti­san, in­ter­dis­ci­pli­nary group of re­searchers who ad­vise gov­ern­ment and in­dus­try about mis­in­for­ma­tion cam­paigns on­line, as well as other trust and safety is­sues. For the 2020 elec­tion cy­cle, the Ob­ser­va­tory joined a coali­tion of other re­search groups called the Elec­tion In­tegrity Part­ner­ship (EIP) to track elec­tion mis­in­for­ma­tion on so­cial me­dia. The EIP built a sim­ple on­line re­port­ing sys­tem that al­lowed elec­tion work­ers, cy­ber­se­cu­rity ex­perts, aca­demic re­searchers, and non­profit cit­i­zens’ groups to file “tick­ets” re­port­ing elec­tion dis- and mis­in­for­ma­tion as it flew by on eight dif­fer­ent so­cial me­dia plat­forms. Af­ter in­ten­sive anal­y­sis, the EIP con­cluded that on­line in­flu­ence cam­paigns were a driv­ing force be­hind the 2021 in­sur­rec­tion at the Capi­tol.7

			I met Sta­mos at an Arab street-food spot in San Fran­cisco, where we talked about the state of dig­i­tal psy­ops over a bowl of hum­mus served with car­damom-spiced cof­fee. I asked him what had changed be­tween the pres­i­den­tial elec­tion cy­cles in 2016 and 2020, both of which in­cluded sig­nif­i­cant dig­i­tal pro­pa­ganda. He said one ob­vi­ous dif­fer­ence was the source of in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions: in 2015, a sig­nif­i­cant num­ber of op­er­a­tions were for­eign, but in 2020 most were done by Amer­i­cans to Amer­i­cans. The 2016 cam­paign taught the big plat­forms like Face­book how to spot and shut down most of the for­eign elec­tion med­dling. How­ever, as Sta­mos put it, they hadn’t fig­ured out how to stop “Trump and his al­lies prim­ing ev­ery­one to be­lieve the elec­tion would be stolen.” As a re­sult, there were sto­chas­tic in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions com­ing from all sides. Or­di­nary cit­i­zens, primed by po­lit­i­cal lead­ers to see con­spir­a­cies ev­ery­where, spread dis­in­for­ma­tion as ea­gerly as paid pro­pa­gan­dists.

			“Do you re­mem­ber Sharp­ie­Gate?” he asked ex­cit­edly. “When peo­ple said, ‘My pen is bleed­ing through the bal­lot and that will in­val­i­date my vote’?” He was re­fer­ring to an in­ci­dent dur­ing the pres­i­den­tial elec­tion in Ari­zona, where Re­pub­li­can vot­ers be­gan post­ing on Twit­ter about how they had been given Sharpie pens while Demo­cratic vot­ers hadn’t.8 The story was bunk—Ari­zona elec­tion of­fi­cials pro­vided am­ple ev­i­dence that their vot­ing ma­chines could read bal­lots marked with Sharpies—but Sta­mos wasn’t in­ter­ested in that part. He and the EIP team were fo­cused on how the ru­mor spread across so­cial me­dia and then erupted into the main­stream. It started at the top, but then it spread lat­er­ally among or­di­nary vot­ers. “Peo­ple got trig­gered, be­cause they were al­ready primed with the mes­sage that the elec­tion would be stolen. And a lot of peo­ple start say­ing, ‘I also voted with a Sharpie,’ ” Sta­mos re­called. “And that’s when Fox News called Ari­zona.” Trump’s team had been ex­pect­ing a win, and im­me­di­ately cried foul. At that point, Sharp­ie­Gate erupted across so­cial me­dia.

			It be­came what Sta­mos called “an open con­spir­acy,” where peo­ple kept adding more sup­posed ev­i­dence from the ground: pic­tures of Sharpies, blurry bal­lot im­ages, and more. Paul Linebarger would have in­stantly rec­og­nized open con­spir­a­cies as a form of world­build­ing, where peo­ple gen­er­ate sto­ries out of sug­ges­tive hints dropped by op­er­a­tives. In­flu­encers on Twit­ter picked up the ini­tial Sharpie ru­mors and am­pli­fied them with the Sharp­ie­Gate hash­tag. Trump’s chil­dren tweeted about it, and a QAnon can­di­date for gov­er­nor in Ari­zona, Bryan Masche, an­nounced there would be a protest at the capi­tol, where peo­ple should bring their Sharpies and “hold them high.”9

			It was a vi­ral ex­plo­sion pat­tern that the EIP team saw re­peat­edly. While it seemed as if ev­ery­body was sud­denly talk­ing about Sharp­ie­Gate, the re­al­ity was that “a huge per­cent­age of dis­in­for­ma­tion was spread by twenty ac­counts on Twit­ter,” Sta­mos said. The EIP team dubbed these ac­counts “su­per­spread­ers.”10 Their in­for­ma­tion-shar­ing pat­tern re­li­ably cre­ated what Sta­mos called “hockey stick graphs,” where au­di­ence num­bers abruptly swerve up­ward like the blade on a hockey stick. “A few peo­ple pass it around, then a [su­per­spreader] retweets it, and the whole thing goes hockey stick.” The re­sult is that a hand­ful of in­flu­encers can cre­ate the il­lu­sion of a wide­spread prob­lem, by cherry-pick­ing a few tweets and in­spir­ing their mil­lions of fol­low­ers to share them. When a piece of in­for­ma­tion is sud­denly ev­ery­where on so­cial me­dia, that doesn’t make it true—in fact, that could be a sign of an in­flu­ence cam­paign.

			To pre­vent elec­tion mis­in­for­ma­tion like Sharp­ie­Gate, Sta­mos sug­gested, the pub­lic needs to in­ter­rupt what ex­perts call an “in­flu­ence op­er­a­tion kill chain.” The kill chain is a set of steps—or links in the chain—that op­er­a­tives go through as they es­ca­late their in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions. In the case of the IRA on Face­book, for ex­am­ple, op­er­a­tives started by cre­at­ing di­vi­sive po­lit­i­cal ads. That was the first link. Next, they used those ads to steer true be­liev­ers to the IRA’s Face­book pages de­voted to fake po­lit­i­cal groups. Ul­ti­mately, the IRA ac­ti­vated an au­di­ence that am­pli­fied their mes­sages by shar­ing posts and even­tu­ally go­ing out in per­son to protests. At any point in that chain, the pub­lic and so­cial me­dia plat­forms can step in and stop in­flu­ence op­er­a­tions be­fore they in­fect the pub­lic sphere with con­fu­sion.11 We can shut down fake pages, or pre­vent mis­in­for­ma­tion from go­ing vi­ral.

			In many ways, the EIP’s tick­et­ing sys­tem is a mi­cro­cosm of how the in­flu­ence op­er­a­tion kill chain can be in­ter­rupted in a democ­racy. First, EIP formed a coali­tion of groups who rep­re­sented ex­perts and the pub­lic, and then they cre­ated an easy way for them to share in­for­ma­tion. The EIP in­cluded elec­tion work­ers, cy­ber­se­cu­rity ex­perts with the fed­eral gov­ern­ment, and aca­demics, but also civil so­ci­ety groups like AARP, which rep­re­sents re­tired peo­ple, and the Na­tional Con­fer­ence on Cit­i­zen­ship, a sev­enty-year-old non­profit de­voted to civic en­gage­ment. Rep­re­sen­ta­tives from all of these groups spent the elec­tion sea­son cre­at­ing tick­ets about mis­in­for­ma­tion on plat­forms in­clud­ing Face­book, Twit­ter, Nextdoor, Tik­Tok, and YouTube—then send­ing these tick­ets to trained EIP work­ers. Some tick­ets re­ferred to large num­bers of posts with dis­in­for­ma­tion, and oth­ers only one. From Sep­tem­ber 3 to No­vem­ber 1, the group logged 269 tick­ets. Things heated up in the days lead­ing to the elec­tion: from No­vem­ber 2 to 4, they logged 240 new tick­ets. Most of the tick­ets chron­i­cled threats of vi­o­lence in­tended to sup­press voter turnout, while oth­ers flagged mis­lead­ing in­for­ma­tion about how to vote and false claims about elec­tion le­git­i­macy.

			Dozens of peo­ple at the EIP an­a­lyzed and fact-checked each ticket, work­ing with their part­ner groups to de­cide how to ad­dress the mis­in­for­ma­tion. Some­times they would is­sue a pro­pa­ganda weather re­port, alert­ing so­cial me­dia plat­forms when they found a spe­cific in­flu­ence cam­paign such as Sharp­ie­Gate. They also posted pub­lic alerts on the EIP web­site. That broke an­other link in the in­flu­ence op­er­a­tion kill chain, be­cause the EIP was shar­ing what it learned with the pub­lic to help stanch the flow of false­hoods. Plus, the EIP kept lines of com­mu­ni­ca­tion open be­tween all the groups in­volved—from elec­tion work­ers on the ground to cit­i­zens’ groups and so­cial me­dia com­pa­nies—so that ev­ery­one was on the same page about what con­sti­tuted mis­in­for­ma­tion and where it was com­ing from.

			Af­ter the pres­i­den­tial in­au­gu­ra­tion, the group wrote up their re­port, in­clud­ing ba­sic guide­lines to help so­cial me­dia com­pa­nies deal with elec­tion mis­in­for­ma­tion in 2024 and be­yond. Hope­fully, this re­port will make it eas­ier for the pub­lic to rec­og­nize and in­ter­rupt in­flu­ence op­er­a­tion kill chains next time. The EIP sug­gested that the fed­eral gov­ern­ment fo­cus on mis­in­for­ma­tion as a part of elec­tion se­cu­rity, de­vel­op­ing stan­dards for alert­ing me­dia and the pub­lic to ac­tive in­flu­ence cam­paigns. So­cial me­dia plat­forms would have to be­come more proac­tive in their ef­forts to la­bel mis­in­for­ma­tion, they said, us­ing con­sis­tent mes­sages when la­bel­ing dis- and mis­in­for­ma­tion. Once the gov­ern­ment and so­cial me­dia com­pa­nies had come up with rules for han­dling in­flu­ence cam­paigns, they needed to stick to them. Ac­counts that spread mis­in­for­ma­tion should be shut down, the re­port sug­gested; but if that wasn’t pos­si­ble, su­per­spread­ers’ posts could be sand­boxed, or not al­lowed to spread through vi­ral shar­ing. The prob­lem, Sta­mos ad­mit­ted with a gri­mace, is that la­bel­ing, ban­ning, and sand­box­ing re­quire co­op­er­a­tion from the com­pa­nies that run so­cial me­dia plat­forms. And most plat­forms don’t want any­one mess­ing with the se­cret sauce they use to al­go­rith­mi­cally gen­er­ate their flow of con­tent. Some, like X (for­merly Twit­ter) and Red­dit (owned by Ad­vance Pub­li­ca­tions, which also owns Condé Nast), are al­ready mak­ing it much harder for fu­ture ver­sions of the EIP to do their work—both have shut down data-shar­ing pro­grams that helped re­searchers judge the au­then­tic­ity and prove­nance of posts.

			Ul­ti­mately, the big­gest take­away from the EIP’s re­port was that com­mu­ni­ca­tion lines need to be wide open be­tween lo­cal gov­ern­ments, elec­tion work­ers, in­dus­try, and cit­i­zens’ groups. “The most im­por­tant thing is ac­cu­rate mes­sag­ing from of­fi­cials,” Sta­mos said. “One of the core things we were try­ing to do was alert pub­lic of­fi­cials about mis­in­for­ma­tion so they could [tell con­stituents] what was a ru­mor and what was true. We would say some­one is say­ing the polls are closed, and maybe you should send out a mes­sage that they are still open. That’s not cen­sor­ship. It’s ad­dress­ing a lie that peo­ple are telling.” Un­for­tu­nately, courts have been mak­ing it more dif­fi­cult for gov­ern­ments and so­cial me­dia plat­forms to work to­gether on ef­forts to stop dis­in­for­ma­tion. Cit­i­zens need ac­cu­rate in­for­ma­tion about how to vote. And that will hap­pen only if the gov­ern­ment works with so­cial me­dia to clear away the dis­in­for­ma­tion chaos in a sys­tem­atic, open way. The best way to do that, the EIP found, was to work with a large staff of hu­man be­ings who could an­a­lyze the dis­in­for­ma­tion. Though au­to­mated pro­pa­ganda weather re­ports like the one cre­ated by Al­izadeh and his team are help­ful, Sta­mos em­pha­sized that hu­mans had to be the fi­nal ar­biters of what was dis­in­for­ma­tion and what wasn’t. They un­der­stood the con­text of posts that would stump AI.

			Still, the rise of AI apps like Chat­GPT made Sta­mos won­der whether it would be pos­si­ble to build an en­tire fleet of pro­pa­gan­dists con­trolled by one per­son with a herd of chat­bots. “The an­swer is maybe,” he con­ceded. That’s an­other pro­pa­ganda dis­as­ter sce­nario we’ll need to pre­pare for. If AI cre­ates an even denser fog of mis­in­for­ma­tion, hu­man mod­er­a­tors will be even more cru­cial. They’ll be able to dis­tin­guish be­tween vi­o­lent threats and demo­cratic de­bate and sep­a­rate the de­lib­er­ate lies from hon­est mis­takes.

			Slow me­dia

			We also need to re­build so­cial me­dia sys­tems to pri­or­i­tize hu­man choice rather than al­go­rith­mic chaos. I talked about this idea with Safiya Umoja No­ble, a UCLA pro­fes­sor who stud­ies al­go­rith­mic bias and wrote the in­flu­en­tial book Al­go­rithms of Op­pres­sion. She likes to com­pare doom­scrolling on so­cial me­dia to other ad­dic­tive be­hav­iors, like smok­ing. Smok­ing is a good par­al­lel be­cause many re­gions now re­strict where peo­ple can smoke and re­quire com­pa­nies to put warn­ing la­bels on cig­a­rettes. You can still light up a cig­a­rette, but there’s fric­tion in­volved in the process. She imag­ined reg­u­la­tors us­ing anti-smok­ing laws as a model for so­cial me­dia reg­u­la­tions. For ex­am­ple, com­pa­nies could be forced to limit the no­ti­fi­ca­tions that plat­forms use to draw peo­ple back into look­ing at their so­cials. No more cute mes­sages pop­ping up on your phone, draw­ing you back into Meta prod­ucts like In­sta­gram and Threads. Lim­its could also be placed on “for you” or “you might like” sug­ges­tions that keep peo­ple click­ing. That would mean fewer al­go­rith­mi­cally sug­gested videos in your YouTube and Tik­Tok feeds, tempt­ing you into five more min­utes with the app.

			An­other pos­si­bil­ity would be to slow down the cir­cu­la­tion of con­tent on the plat­forms. “Maybe it will be more like news­pa­pers or snail mail,” she mused. “You sub­mit some­thing [to YouTube] and it doesn’t show up the next minute. Maybe we’ll up­load things and come back in a week to see if it’s there.” She ac­knowl­edged that this would be a sig­nif­i­cant, qual­i­ta­tive change and would re­quire a “com­pletely dif­fer­ent busi­ness model.” But she pointed out that “there are other kinds of slow busi­ness mod­els in en­ter­tain­ment. It takes a long time to make films and shows—even jour­nal­ism. There is some value in slow.”12

			Her ideas are start­ing to catch on with for­mer Twit­ter ad­dicts who left the plat­form in the wake of Elon Musk’s takeover in late 2022. Many moved their ac­counts to Mastodon, a so­cial me­dia plat­form with some of the same fea­tures as Twit­ter but where posts don’t cir­cu­late as quickly. There are a few tech­ni­cal rea­sons for this. One is that Mastodon ac­counts aren’t all in one cen­tral­ized lo­ca­tion. Users open ac­counts on a spe­cific server, of­ten de­voted to a par­tic­u­lar in­ter­est like sci­ence or art, and these servers are fed­er­ated with each other via a pro­to­col that de­liv­ers posts from one to the next. The col­lec­tion of all web­sites and plat­forms us­ing this pro­to­col is re­ferred to as the Fe­di­verse. In­for­ma­tion tran­sit in the Fe­di­verse works much like email, which also uses a pro­to­col that sends your mail be­tween, say, Gmail and Out­look. Posts on Mastodon rarely do a vi­ral hockey stick be­cause server op­er­a­tors choose whom they want to fed­er­ate with, and they can block servers that are a source of mis­in­for­ma­tion. Even when servers are fed­er­ated, posts don’t in­stantly ap­pear on all servers at once. In­deed, some posts never leave their servers, while oth­ers hop across the Fe­di­verse slowly, shared be­tween in­di­vid­u­als on dif­fer­ent servers. Read­ing posts on Mastodon feels like Twit­ter in slow mo­tion.

			No­ble told me that so­cial me­dia com­pa­nies could also put the brakes on shar­ing our data. Peo­ple need to know where our con­tent is go­ing as well as where it comes from. Face­book some­times acts as a data bro­ker, sell­ing pro­file in­for­ma­tion to ad­ver­tis­ers and other third-party com­pa­nies. When peo­ple post, they should do it know­ing whether their pho­tos will be used to train fa­cial-recog­ni­tion al­go­rithms or their words con­sumed by large lan­guage mod­els like Chat­GPT. They should un­der­stand whether their per­sonal pro­file is be­ing ag­gre­gated and sold to ad­ver­tis­ers or po­lit­i­cal op­er­a­tives who want to tar­get peo­ple like them­selves. Know­ing who might use our in­for­ma­tion will in­tro­duce yet an­other layer of fric­tion and might make us pause be­fore post­ing our cute self­ies and clever man­i­festos.

			Over the past few years, the so­cial me­dia land­scape has been un­der­go­ing a grad­ual trans­for­ma­tion. Tech jour­nal­ist Tay­lor Lorenz called it “the death of mass me­dia.”13 Peo­ple are flee­ing the larger plat­forms such as Face­book for places like Dis­cord, Slack, and group chats, where small groups gather by in­vite only. These are spa­ces where a quip or opin­ion can­not ex­plode into ev­ery­one’s phones, sim­ply be­cause posts there are de­signed to stay within the com­mu­nity, shielded from the broader pub­lic. We’re flock­ing to apps that make so­cial me­dia feel more like vis­it­ing a pleas­ant pub­lic square rather than a hellscape of garbage fires and an­gry weasels. Our fu­ture me­dia could tar­get smaller au­di­ences while also be­com­ing slower..

			We need to sup­ple­ment these changes with new ap­proaches to the al­go­rithms that con­trol what we see on­line. Com­pa­nies could mea­sure en­gage­ment in morale boost­ing rather than doom­scrolling. In­deed, Face­book ran an ex­per­i­ment in 2014 where they tweaked the con­tent al­go­rithm to pro­mote sto­ries that fos­tered pos­i­tive feel­ings about other peo­ple.14 I’m not sug­gest­ing we should ma­nip­u­late peo­ple into pas­sive ac­cep­tance, or force ev­ery­one into a “love thy neigh­bor” mode. In­stead, we would fos­ter a demo­cratic pub­lic sphere where peo­ple are en­cour­aged to dis­agree with­out threat­en­ing one an­other’s lives or jobs. As se­cu­rity tech­nol­o­gist Bruce Schneier put it, “We need to be­come re­flex­ively sus­pi­cious of in­for­ma­tion that makes us an­gry at our fel­low cit­i­zens.”15 Fu­ture sys­tems of me­dia could help us talk to one an­other again, by slow­ing down and con­sid­er­ing our words.

			Build­ing a bet­ter world, one story at a time

			“I could not think of a way to have a good fu­ture with the in­ter­net as it ex­ists to­day,” Ruth Em­rys Gor­don told me from her home of­fice near Wash­ing­ton, DC. Like Linebarger, Gor­don leads two lives: as a re­searcher, she an­a­lyzes on­line dis­in­for­ma­tion at the Uni­ver­sity of Mary­land and gov­ern­ment agen­cies; and as sci­ence fic­tion au­thor Ruthanna Em­rys, she writes about fan­tas­ti­cal forms of war and so­cial con­flict. I called her up to talk about her re­cent novel A Half-Built Gar­den, an alien first-con­tact story where hu­mans have cre­ated a bet­ter way of com­mu­ni­cat­ing on­line us­ing what she calls “dan­de­lion net­works.” It wasn’t easy for Gor­don to let go of to­day’s tech­nol­ogy, even in her imag­i­na­tion. “I like the in­ter­net,” she ad­mit­ted. “I like hav­ing a stream-of-con­scious­ness tele­pathic feed. But I don’t see how that’s com­pat­i­ble with the so­ci­etal re­la­tion­ships we need. So I wrote about an in­ter­net that has been bro­ken into smaller net­works with stronger pro­tec­tions be­tween them to slow down dis­course a bit and pro­vide in­cen­tives for peo­ple to think about the value and ac­cu­racy of what they were shar­ing.” Her thought ex­per­i­ment in the novel is based on what she’s learned over years of an­a­lyz­ing what has gone wrong in the dig­i­tal pub­lic sphere.

			In her novel, hu­man­ity has to man­age Earth’s ail­ing ecosys­tems or, as the alien vis­i­tors warn, we will die. She imag­ines a demo­cratic de­bate about how to care for a wa­ter­shed as it blooms across the dan­de­lion net­work, call­ing upon only the peo­ple who live within the wa­ter­shed or af­fect its health. Ev­ery­thing in the en­vi­ron­ment is mea­sured and re­mea­sured, so that the par­tic­i­pants’ con­ver­sa­tions are fact based, with­out the con­fu­sion of pro­pa­ganda. Al­go­rithms aid them by sur­fac­ing mo­ments of agree­ment and rea­son­able com­pro­mise and by mak­ing sure that mi­nor­ity voices are heard. There is con­flict, and it’s dif­fi­cult. But no­body calls for the deaths of their neigh­bors. “It’s re­ally about the struc­tures we put to­gether to fa­cil­i­tate so­cial re­la­tion­ships,” Gor­don ex­plained. She meant both her novel and the in­ter­net as we know it. “Our com­mu­ni­ca­tions have to be struc­tured some­how. Even when we’re get­ting to­gether in per­son, [there’s a dif­fer­ence be­tween] hav­ing a meet­ing and gos­sip­ing.” The prob­lem right now, she be­lieves, is that we’ve lost those ba­sic com­mu­ni­ca­tion struc­tures, and we’re mired in a fog where we don’t know the dif­fer­ence be­tween meet­ings and gos­sip, in­for­ma­tion and opin­ion. Or be­tween psy­cho­log­i­cal war and demo­cratic de­bate.

			Gor­don’s work feels like a hope­ful con­tin­u­a­tion of Linebarger’s. Af­ter earn­ing a PhD in cog­ni­tive sci­ence, she stud­ied ways to de­fend Amer­i­cans against what she calls “ma­lign in­flu­ence” or “cog­ni­tive at­tacks.” Fic­tion gives her the free­dom to imag­ine al­ter­nate sce­nar­ios in fan­tas­ti­cal or fu­ture civ­i­liza­tions that echo those on Earth to­day. Un­like Linebarger, she’s open about the con­nec­tion be­tween her two lives as re­searcher and au­thor. “There’s a value to spec­u­lat­ing about do­ing things dif­fer­ently,” she said. “One of the tools of sci­ence fic­tion is to help us not see the sta­tus quo as in­evitable.” In this way, she echoes a num­ber of au­thors who write what are some­times called “use­ful fic­tions” or “ap­plied sci­ence fic­tion.” Malka Older, au­thor of the Cen­te­nal Cy­cle, fo­cuses on a fu­ture global democ­racy run by a coali­tion not un­like the EIP that fights dig­i­tal mis­in­for­ma­tion. Older is a hu­man­i­tar­ian aid worker and dis­as­ter re­searcher, and her writ­ing of­ten deals with how to re­build fail­ing democ­ra­cies and trans­form our struc­tures of com­mu­ni­ca­tion. In her re­cent book The Mim­ick­ing of Known Suc­cesses, Older imag­ined how hu­mans might re­build our so­ci­ety by set­tling in the up­per at­mos­phere of Jupiter, form­ing small towns and cities strung along planet-en­cir­cling rail­road tracks. In uni­ver­sity labs and the halls of gov­ern­ment, the peo­ple of Jupiter strug­gle to re­grow Earth’s lost ecosys­tems, in the hope that one day we will re­turn to the planet that gave birth to us.

			The field of ap­plied sci­ence fic­tion is grow­ing. Pe­ter Singer, au­thor of Wired for War, is an­other ap­plied sci­ence fic­tion au­thor who be­gan his ca­reer writ­ing crit­i­cal com­men­tary about mil­i­tary strat­egy. In 2015, Singer and co-au­thor Au­gust Cole pub­lished the novel Ghost Fleet, about how a fu­ture war with China might un­fold ki­net­i­cally and psy­cho­log­i­cally. He and Cole went on to found a small firm called Use­ful Fic­tion, which teaches mil­i­tary com­man­ders to use tools bor­rowed from sto­ry­telling in or­der to imag­ine pos­si­ble sce­nar­ios. This, they be­lieve, helps the mil­i­tary make bet­ter de­ci­sions in com­plex sit­u­a­tions.

			Quartz mag­a­zine used ap­plied sci­ence fic­tion as the foun­da­tion for a spec­u­la­tive mul­ti­me­dia story about how to build sus­tain­able com­mu­ni­ties in the wake of cat­a­strophic cli­mate change. “Wel­come to Lee­side, the US’s First Cli­mate Haven” is about Lee­side, a for­mer Rust Belt city in the Great Lakes area, which be­comes a re­ceiver city for cli­mate refugees. The story in­cludes a healthy dose of real sci­ence and en­gi­neer­ing doc­u­ments, along­side con­crete pol­icy ideas for re­shap­ing peo­ple’s re­la­tion­ship to lim­ited nat­u­ral re­sources.16 Ap­plied sci­ence fic­tion is also a way to think through our re­sponses to health crises. For­mer med­i­cal re­searcher Naseem Jam­nia wrote about how to han­dle a pub­lic health cri­sis caused by magic—and poorly funded hos­pi­tals—in their fan­tasy novella The Bruis­ing of Qilwa. And Karen Lord, a for­mer diplo­mat from Bar­ba­dos, spec­u­lated in her book The Blue, Beau­ti­ful World about alien tech­nolo­gies ush­er­ing in a new age of diplo­macy on Earth af­ter pow­er­ful ex­trater­res­tri­als con­tact hu­mans and help them join a ga­lac­tic-scale United Na­tions.

			These au­thors join many more who are ac­tively try­ing to of­fer their read­ers an al­ter­na­tive path, one that leads us out of the fog and away from psy­cho­log­i­cal war. As Gor­don put it, we need sto­ries be­cause they of­fer us some­thing to work to­ward. Still, she cau­tioned, we can’t get there with­out agree­ing that some ideas should be “dis­al­lowed” in the pub­lic sphere. “We have to get to a point where we have the type of healthy dis­agree­ment and po­lit­i­cal dis­course that al­lows a thriv­ing democ­racy . . . while also dis­al­low­ing [ques­tions like] ‘Is cli­mate change some­thing we should solve?’ or ‘Should queers ex­ist?’ ” Both ques­tions are part of psy­ops that rely on cli­mate dis­in­for­ma­tion or the no­tion that LGBT peo­ple should be crim­i­nal­ized or worse. Gor­don hoped that in a fu­ture pub­lic sphere, we “agree about who is a per­son” be­cause ev­ery­one in a democ­racy is a per­son. “In many places we’ve for­got­ten you can have dis­agree­ments while still keep­ing your eye on the real prob­lems. We can ar­gue about hous­ing poli­cies and dis­agree strongly about how to deal with home­less­ness—but we must agree that [the un­housed] are peo­ple.”

			She imag­ined that a state of psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment would re­quire us to meet in per­son more of­ten, the way peo­ple of­ten do at the house where she lives with her wife and chil­dren. “We have a nice porch and have a ten­dency to feed peo­ple,” she said, laugh­ing. She said her neigh­bor­hood is ex­tremely di­verse and “we dis­agree about a lot of things, but we still say hi to each other when they walk their dogs and still bring food trays when they’re sick or have a baby.” It’s one thing to say this, but quite an­other thing to see and feel it in a story. In her novel A Half-Built Gar­den, we wit­ness a world where peo­ple care for a wa­ter­shed whose needs are ad­dressed as if it were a mem­ber of the com­mu­nity. The dan­de­lion net­work brings those fu­ture peo­ple to­gether in an Amer­ica where we do not reach con­sen­sus by threat­en­ing one an­other with death—in­stead, we prom­ise one an­other a bet­ter life.


		


		
		
			Chap­ter 9

			Pub­lic Spheres of 
the Fu­ture

			
			It’s one thing to imag­ine a fu­ture world with aliens, or a fan­tasy city deal­ing with cli­mate change. It’s quite an­other to con­jure a bet­ter pub­lic sphere in the world we live in now, where our his­tory and me­dia have be­come the­aters of psy­cho­log­i­cal war. Af­ter all the re­search I did for this book—some of which left me im­mo­bi­lized with grief—I re­al­ized that we al­ready have a per­fect metaphor for a re­ju­ve­nated pub­lic sphere. The pub­lic li­brary.

			In his book Palaces for the Peo­ple, so­ci­ol­o­gist Eric Kli­nen­berg de­scribes li­braries as a key part of our “so­cial in­fra­struc­ture,” the fab­ric that keeps our com­mu­ni­ties whole. “Peo­ple forge bonds in places that have healthy so­cial in­fra­struc­tures,” he writes. “Not be­cause they set out to build com­mu­nity, but be­cause when peo­ple en­gage in sus­tained, re­cur­rent in­ter­ac­tion, par­tic­u­larly while do­ing things they en­joy, re­la­tion­ships in­evitably grow.”1 Li­braries are also safe places, of­fer­ing free ac­cess to the in­ter­net, help with school­work or ré­sumés, and pub­lic bath­rooms. But these de­scrip­tions fail to en­com­pass how per­son­ally trans­for­ma­tive it can be to en­ter a li­brary.

			Megan Prelinger, founder of the rene­gade Prelinger Li­brary in San Fran­cisco, has never for­got­ten her first li­brary ex­pe­ri­ence. She was an early reader at three years old, and she went to the Eu­gene Pub­lic Li­brary in Ore­gon with her dad. “When my dad came back from Viet­nam he was pretty dam­aged—he had seen a lot of bad war stuff, and was out­side the work­force be­cause he was al­most cata­tonic for a while af­ter his ser­vice,” she told me. “He and I were very close be­cause his PTSD brain was har­mo­nized with my three-year-old brain. We’d go to the chil­dren’s sec­tion of the Eu­gene Pub­lic Li­brary and lay on the bean­bags there and just read. That’s what we would do all day, when he was my care­giver and my mom was in school.” She paused, push­ing her dark bangs out of her eyes, re­mem­ber­ing. “It was a safe space away from trauma. We could just lie there and be to­gether, safe and un­both­ered.” She de­scribed how she felt per­fectly at ease among the tall stacks of books, warm and cared for. And when she grew up, she wanted to cre­ate the same kind of space for other peo­ple who needed it.

			Some­times you need to hide

			The Prelinger Li­brary is slightly to the west of down­town San Fran­cisco, on the sec­ond floor of a re­fur­bished ware­house space that sits on a heav­ily traf­ficked cor­ner where leather bars and night­clubs are in­ter­spersed with fur­ni­ture stores and va­cant lots. Ac­cess is via freight el­e­va­tor, and the li­brary’s mas­sive dou­ble doors are at the end of a hall­way wide enough for a fork­lift. When I first walked in­side, shortly af­ter it opened in 2004, I felt like I was in an an­cient cathe­dral. The space is dom­i­nated by metal book­cases that tower four­teen feet over­head, and the ceil­ings are much higher than that. Light pours in through tall fac­tory win­dows made up of dozens of rec­tan­gu­lar glass panes fit­ted into metal grids. Re­searchers try not to make too much noise as they clang up rolling lad­ders to ac­cess the high­est shelves. Most of the items in this li­brary ex­ist nowhere else—ei­ther be­cause they are one-of-a-kind art projects or be­cause they were deemed too ephemeral and unim­por­tant for main­stream li­braries. There are col­lec­tions of zines and un­der­ground his­to­ries of en­vi­ron­men­tal ac­tivism. Boxes of TV Guides from the 1970s and ’80s sit next to thick leather-bound vol­umes of con­gres­sional pro­ceed­ings, en­gi­neer­ing man­u­als, and Cold War books about brain­wash­ing.

			Prelinger, au­thor of An­other Sci­ence Fic­tion: Ad­ver­tis­ing the Space Race, 1957–1962,2 is fas­ci­nated by the in­ter­sec­tion of sci­ence and pro­pa­ganda. She of­ten sits up front at the com­puter, work­ing with her hus­band, Rick Prelinger. He’s a film his­to­rian and ar­chiv­ist, cre­ator of the Prelinger Film Ar­chive, a dig­i­tal repos­i­tory of in­dus­trial and ed­u­ca­tional films that in­cludes ti­tles used in the men­tal hy­giene move­ment of the 1950s and ’60s. Over the years, Megan and Rick had amassed book and pe­ri­od­i­cal col­lec­tions that grew as lo­cal li­braries con­sol­i­dated their in­ven­to­ries in the 1990s, sell­ing off what was con­sid­ered unim­por­tant. “I was cu­ri­ous what US cul­ture would look like if you mapped it based on what was dis­carded or free,” Megan said. She be­gan that map­ping project in col­lege by pick­ing up free mag­a­zines at gas sta­tions, but later found her­self res­cu­ing com­plete sets of old trade pub­li­ca­tions from li­braries. I’ve browsed them at the Prelinger Li­brary, and it’s easy to get sucked into weird things you never knew ex­isted, like a mag­a­zine for fu­neral par­lor di­rec­tors from the 1960s.

			Megan worked with vol­un­teers to cre­ate a spe­cial or­ga­ni­za­tional scheme for the li­brary, group­ing the col­lec­tion by sub­jects that in­clude forestry and land man­age­ment as well as the his­tory of me­dia, In­dige­nous life, and prej­u­dice against youth. As the li­brary web­site puts it: “This ar­range­ment sys­tem clas­si­fies sub­jects spa­tially and con­cep­tu­ally be­gin­ning with the phys­i­cal world, mov­ing into rep­re­sen­ta­tion and cul­ture, and end­ing with ab­strac­tions of so­ci­ety and the­ory.” When I asked Megan what she hopes peo­ple will ex­pe­ri­ence in the li­brary, her an­swer echoed Kli­nen­berg’s idea of so­cial in­fra­struc­ture. “If some­body is try­ing to come to terms with be­ing a hu­man, there is an in­stinct to hide, but there’s also an in­stinct to ex­plore. And in the li­brary those two don’t con­tra­dict each other. Hid­ing in the stacks is a form of dis­cov­ery.” She said she’s not against so­cial me­dia, but doesn’t feel that it’s as con­ducive to shar­ing ideas as brows­ing in the stacks. “Phys­i­cal books are eas­ier to pick up and put down. They don’t pull you in the same way as elec­tronic me­dia. The li­brary is a lower-stim­u­lus en­vi­ron­ment.” She frowned slightly, then seemed to think aloud. “How of­ten is it pub­licly dis­cussed that peo­ple thrive bet­ter in lower-stim­u­lus en­vi­ron­ments?” In the early twenty-first cen­tury, when peo­ple as­pire to mul­ti­task their way through ten-hour work­days, prac­ti­cally never.

			The Prelinger Li­brary does out­reach to lo­cal schools, and they get a lot of stu­dents com­ing through the space. It’s made Megan painfully aware that school li­braries are typ­i­cally used as com­puter labs rather than repos­i­to­ries for printed ma­te­rial. “One thing about younger vis­i­tors—they’ve never even seen a room­ful of books,” she said. “They have an emo­tional and cre­ative freak­out when they en­counter it. They’ve seen books de­picted in me­dia, but not in a li­brary.” She smiled. Watch­ing young peo­ple go through that “emo­tional and cre­ative freak­out” gives her hope, es­pe­cially be­cause the Prelinger Li­brary of­fers fel­low­ships for artists who want to keep the freak­out go­ing and pro­duce work in­spired by what they find on the shelves. Li­braries like Megan’s—a non­profit that isn’t af­fil­i­ated with a gov­ern­ment or school—are one way to com­bat the book bans and li­brary clo­sures that are on the rise in the United States right now. They may also be our best hope of hold­ing on to what she calls “a safe space, a wel­com­ing space, a pub­lic park of ideas.”

			Pub­lic li­braries are strug­gling, but they still pro­vide free ac­cess to knowl­edge for ev­ery­one in the United States. They are packed with books, news­pa­pers, and in­ter­net kiosks of­fer­ing facts and di­verse opin­ions. But they are not thrown to­gether hap­haz­ardly in a pile that we have to sort through on our own or per­haps with the aid of an ex­tremely con­fused al­go­rithm. They are or­ga­nized by li­brar­i­ans like Megan Prelinger, peo­ple who have been trained in the not-so-sim­ple art of find­ing and con­tex­tu­al­iz­ing in­for­ma­tion. With­out li­brar­i­ans, the li­brary is merely a bricks-and-mor­tar ver­sion of the in­ter­net: a be­wil­der­ing, over­whelm­ing col­lec­tion of ideas pre­sented with­out struc­ture or mean­ing. In a sense, the li­brar­ian is a con­tent mod­er­a­tor, some­one who of­fers guid­ance through the stacks of fan­tasies, thought ex­per­i­ments, sci­en­tific facts, and spicy opin­ions.

			As phys­i­cal spa­ces, li­braries are mod­els of what Gor­don called struc­tured com­mu­ni­ca­tion. Of­ten they con­tain at least one spe­cial-use room where peo­ple can hold pub­lic meet­ings, au­thor read­ings, or af­ter-school study ses­sions. But the rest of the li­brary de­faults to si­lence. They are places where we come to be alone with our thoughts, to learn from what other peo­ple have said with­out any­one else yelling in our ears about it. We need that si­lence. It’s a space to make our own de­ci­sions, to eval­u­ate what we as in­di­vid­u­als ac­tu­ally think rather than what in­flu­encers and op­er­a­tives tell us is right. When we im­merse our­selves in the si­lence of the li­brary, we learn the most fun­da­men­tal de­fense against psy­ops. Our minds be­long to us. And all those books and other me­dia that sur­round us, wait­ing for an au­di­ence, were fash­ioned by minds just like ours. Maybe we don’t agree with them, but in the pub­lic sphere of the li­brary we can re­spect their psy­cho­log­i­cal sovereignty just the same.

			Just plain in­for­ma­tion

			Sto­ries are weapons. They are also, as the Co­quille pot­latch at­tests, gifts of peace. Still, they must be sub­ject to demo­cratic forms of mod­er­a­tion and struc­ture if we don’t want to be over­whelmed by in­for­ma­tion chaos. What ex­actly would sto­ries look like in a world af­ter psy­cho­log­i­cal dis­ar­ma­ment?

			I sat down at the large wooden ta­ble that greets vis­i­tors as they en­ter the Prelinger Li­brary and asked Rick and Megan what they thought. Could they imag­ine a world with­out pro­pa­ganda? They couldn’t, and nei­ther could I. There will al­ways be pro­pa­ganda, and there will al­ways be op­er­a­tives who want to poi­son us with para­noia and threaten us with death. But, Rick con­ceded, there might be such a thing as good pro­pa­ganda, or a story that doesn’t hurt us. That kind of story, Megan added, would be fo­cused on re­pair, growth, and change. Or it might be some­thing like a PSA. “It would have to be ev­i­dence based,” Rick pointed out. “Maybe just plain in­for­ma­tion like ‘Don’t put your hand in the fire.’ ”

			I looked around at the books stored high over my head, many of them de­voted to seem­ingly mun­dane sub­jects like build­ing an in­dus­trial thresh­ing ma­chine or pre­par­ing a road for paving. Noth­ing fancy. Just in­for­ma­tion. Per­haps, when we stop bru­tal­iz­ing one an­other with clever tales, we will be left with some­thing as plain as a PSA. At that point, maybe our fic­tion will trans­form as well—free, at last, to be pure flights of fancy in­stead of ar­tillery in some­body else’s war.

			Achiev­ing psy­cho­log­i­cal peace doesn’t al­ways re­quire us to tell new kinds of sto­ries. In­stead, it in­volves un­der­stand­ing how many of our so­cial in­ter­ac­tions are shaped by the sto­ries we’ve heard. It’s about rec­og­niz­ing weaponized sto­ries when they come fly­ing at us, in­stead of ac­cept­ing them as fac­tual or un­ques­tion­ably good. Pub­lic poli­cies, fic­tional tales, and ed­u­ca­tional ma­te­ri­als are all sto­ries that can be­come psy­ops, aimed at cow­ing us or chang­ing our be­hav­ior. We need to be sus­pi­cious of de­mands that come wrapped in glib nar­ra­tives.

			Still, there is an even more dif­fi­cult task that lies be­fore us: we must end this war. That means trust­ing one an­other enough to put down our psy­cho­log­i­cal weapons. And it means ac­knowl­edg­ing one an­other’s right to be alive, in the United States, as sov­er­eign minds that do not re­quire cleans­ing, dis­ci­plin­ing, or civ­i­liz­ing. To do it, we’ll need epic ad­ven­ture tales that cel­e­brate our com­mon­al­i­ties, and philo­soph­i­cal trea­tises that re­mind us of our shared past. We must change our­selves, to­gether, and our sto­ries can light the way.

			


		


		
			Ac­knowl­edg­ments

			This book started as a short man­i­festo that I in­tended to write quickly in early 2020, but events con­spired to make it an in­tense re­search project that took over two years. There were many months when the weight of this trau­matic na­tional his­tory al­most par­a­lyzed me, but luck­ily I found voices of hope. Thanks go to the many ex­perts who spoke to me dur­ing that lost time, of­ten by video. De­spite ev­ery­thing that was go­ing on, they turned on their cam­eras and wel­comed me into the cramped, makeshift home of­fices where many of us worked dur­ing the pan­demic. And of course, thank you to Megan and Rick Prelinger, whose rad­i­cal, tran­quil li­brary is where this book be­gan and ended. I have tried to rep­re­sent all of your sto­ries to the best of my abil­ity, and any er­rors are my re­spon­si­bil­ity. Thanks to Matt Wei­land, my dis­cern­ing ed­i­tor, who has a gift for re­think­ing nar­ra­tive struc­ture—and is al­ways ready to talk to me about mid­cen­tury Marx­ism, punk rock, and en­vi­ron­men­tal sci­ence. Many thanks also to Huneeya Sid­diqui, for keep­ing the man­u­script mov­ing, and to the rest of the gang at W. W. Nor­ton for al­ways be­ing ex­cited about books that veer off the beaten track. My ir­re­press­ible agent, Lau­rie Fox, is the sus­tain­able fuel in my rocket, and it’s thanks to her that I’m liv­ing on the Moon with a herd of space cats right now.

			I owe much to early read­ers Char­lie Jane An­ders and Alan Henry, who made sure I wasn’t say­ing any­thing wild or out of pocket. I’m eter­nally grate­ful to Erin Biba for stel­lar re­view and gen­tle guid­ance away from buf­foon­ery. Cyrus Fari­var, the in­trepid jour­nal­ist who knows ev­ery­one, in­tro­duced me to a key con­tact when I needed it. Thanks also to the li­brar­i­ans and ar­chiv­ists who helped me gain ac­cess to Paul Linebarger’s pa­pers and the SWORP ar­chives.

			I stayed the course with a lot of help from my beloved hu­man com­pan­ions Jesse Burns, Char­lie Jane An­ders, and Chris Palmer. You’ve been in­cred­i­bly nice about lis­ten­ing to sto­ries of trauma and ter­ror for the past three years, and now it’s time for a Star Trek: Lower Decks marathon.

			Thanks, fi­nally, to my read­ers. I hope you find peace in what­ever way you can: in pub­lic works, in the arms of your loved ones, or in sto­ries of a bet­ter world.
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