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I’m an American. 

I was raised in the Midwest in Minnesota. 

I graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy with a degree in history, and then became an officer and pilot in the United States Marine Corps. 

I was proud to “defend my country”, “show the flag” and “support democracy.” 

In 1989 I was part of a naval deployment during the Philippine coup attempt and deployed again to the middle east for Desert Shield and Desert Storm. 

I was helping to protect the greatest country in the world from those who challenged it or wanted to challenge our freedoms or our way of life.  

Slogans and quotes from earlier patriots rang in my head. 


“I regret that I have but one life to give for my country.”  

“Give me liberty or give me death.”  

“Freedom isn’t free.”  

“If you want peace, Prepare for war.” 





But I slowly started feeling that something was off.  I started to notice that what we were doing, and how we were doing it, didn’t really match what we said we were doing, or why we said we were doing it.

I started to notice that the looks on the faces of the local population weren’t those of gratitude, or of liberation, or even of freedom or happiness. They were looks of resignation and distrust. 

Because of that, I started talking to locals more and listening to their stories, and what I slowly recognized through those conversations was that the reasons I was told we were in these other countries, what we were doing, and why we were doing it, wasn’t correct, or at the very least wasn’t complete.  I recognized a fundamental disconnect between the official reasons for our presence and reality. 

This clash between what I was told and what I saw created cognitive dissonance.  My brain couldn't hold these contradictory truths at the same time. The only way to remove this dissonance was by digging into the information more deeply until one piece of information maintained its truth, and the other started to crumble. 

Consequently, I spent the last 20 years using my training as a historian to study the history and the background of many of the events that have shaped the world and the United States. I didn’t concentrate on the event itself or the popular narrative.  Instead, I investigated why key players acted as they did and the circumstances surrounding these events.  In other words, I tried to look at events through the eyes not only of an American, but also through the eyes of the people local to the event.

It was through this process that I slowly came to realize:

We are the Bad Guys.

Or at the very least, we are perceived to be the bad guys.

This is a monumental revelation that challenges everything most Americans believe about our country's role in the world, and quite frankly, it’s one that many Americans will not be able to accept. Many are unable to accept anything that conflicts with their lifelong beliefs and they just dismiss it with a wave of the hand and a comment of “that’s not true,” or even more directly “I don’t believe that.” 

I have taken this journey over many years and many hours of research both academically and in person in other countries. I am sharing what I have found with you in the hopes that you might examine the facts and also come to the realization that much of what we have been told, and much of what we believe as Americans, just isn’t true. 

The first step in solving a problem is recognizing that there is one. Once we recognize a problem, we can work on solving it.  In this case, that means making this country what it has the potential to be. 

This book aims to expose an issue that is hidden by design. An issue that is keeping the United States from being in reality, what it claims to be in speech, and through that exposure, take a first step in embarking on a path of repair.

My goal is to expose and break some of the molds that keep us as a nation from becoming the shining example of democracy, freedom, and justice that so many of us believe we already are. 

Americans are good people, but America as a country is engaged in worldwide activity that does not display the compassion or the empathy that we claim to have. It engages in activities that the rest of the world considers despotic, uncaring, and imperial. This statement is not my opinion. International media consistently portrays America as a harbinger of coercion and destruction. 

How can we view ourselves one way while much of the rest of the world views us completely differently?  If presented with the same information, most large groups will come to the same, or very similar, conclusions. If they don’t, it means that they don’t have the same information, or individuals or small groups hold more decision-making power than the large group does.  In the case of the United States and its international actions, my research suggests that it is a little of both—and that is much of what this book explores. 

This book will examine why “the truth” as we know it, is not the whole truth and because of that, why many people’s opinions and beliefs are not formed from a position of knowledge or experience. In fact, we’ll examine how many people’s opinions and beliefs are crafted for them. We’ll look at examples of how the United States has taken action that contrasts with our slogans, contrasts with our shared national persona, and even contrasts with our beliefs. Once enough of us are aware of what is taking place both to us and in our name, then we can work together to change for the better.

This book challenges you to examine what you think you know from a different perspective by providing information and perspective that might not align with what you’ve been taught. 

Let me show you how this pattern of incomplete information works with a simple example most Americans learned in school. 

In elementary school in the United States, most children are taught that “Columbus discovered America.”  Then in high school they learn that Columbus wasn’t the first one to discover America; the Vikings had discovered it centuries earlier.  Then in College, if they study history, they learn that Columbus didn’t even see or set foot on what is today known as the American mainland.  The closest he came was during his fourth voyage (did you know he made four voyages to the Americas?) when he was exploring the northern parts of Central America.  

They may have learned that Columbus, an Italian, was sponsored by Spain because Spain wanted to find a faster route to Asia, but they probably didn’t learn that Spain didn’t care about discovery.  They wanted to increase trade, spread Christianity, and gain territorial advantage over other countries.  In fact, when Columbus landed in the Bahamas in 1492, he thought he was all the way in India, and so he called the people there “Indians.” That is why we still use that term today. 

But did you learn that in 1500, eight years after “discovering” America, Columbus was arrested for tyranny, brutality, and corruption and extradited back to Spain in chains? Did you learn that he was later released and died just six years later in 1506, stripped of prestige, feeling betrayed and neglected, largely out of both public and royal favor, without title, without the vast riches he believed he had earned, largely forgotten, widely discredited, and a social outcast?

When you know all the facts, it changes your perspective from the energetic, happy, explorer-hero setting out to find new lands, to an almost hypocritical missionary brute who stayed one-step ahead of the law until his actions caught up with him. 

Which was he?  Maybe a little of both. History is seldom clear cut.  But it helps to know the whole truth so you can discuss an event or person logically from a position of knowledge and make informed decisions. 

This pattern of progressive revelation—learning more complete truths as we dig deeper—applies to much larger issues than Columbus, and we're going to use that approach to examine the United States we think we know. 

The narrative most of us have been taught is one of American dominance, benevolence, kindness, and international support.  But that narrative doesn’t fit what most other people are taught in other countries.  When I travel and discuss history or current events with citizens of other countries, they frequently look at me with a confused expression and ask, “How can you not know this?”

That's an excellent question. How can we not know?

The answer is that we live in various information bubbles.  The information that we receive in those bubbles influences what we think we know and subsequently how we think.  In fact, some of the statements made in this book might be perceived by a reader to be incorrect or exaggerated because they don’t fit the narrative that they’ve been taught.  To address this, I’ve meticulously referenced every fact, statistic, and claim in the endnotes using both primary and secondary sources. I encourage everyone to check the references and investigate anything they disagree with.  

This book will give you new perspectives to U.S. involvement in international events and in domestic actions. It will give you a contrasting perspective of the stories or history that you think you already know. By doing that, hopefully it will motivate you to find out more, become more informed, and better equipped to make decisions and formulate opinions on current events and U.S. actions.

Now let’s start talking about The United States that we think we live in...
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Part I: 

The American Bubbles
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Americans live inside carefully constructed bubbles of manufactured reality that obscure how information and power operate in our society. 

The Information Bubble ensures citizens receive carefully constructed narratives rather than factual analysis. The Government Bubble maintains the fiction that elections determine national policy while in fact, corporate and foreign interests write legislation. The Military Bubble portrays aggressive interventions as defensive necessities while obscuring the costs of perpetual warfare. The Law Enforcement Bubble frames systematic oppression as public safety while protecting property and power rather than people.

Together, these bubbles create a curated worldview where American actions are always justified, and American power is always benevolent. Because of these bubbles, U.S. citizens can’t see their country as others do, not as a beacon of freedom, but as an empire whose primary exports are violence, debt, and manipulation.

The first part of this book exposes the architecture of American self-deception, examining how each bubble operates and what realities they conceal. Breaking free requires confronting uncomfortable truths about institutions we've been taught to revere, and that is the first step toward genuine reform.  
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​Chapter 1: 
The Nationalistic Bubble

[image: ]


United States citizens live in a nationalistic and geographic bubble. 

We are bordered on the east and west by oceans and by only one country to the north and one to the south. Events in the other 193 sovereign countries recognized by the United Nations​[1] are noticed little by most Americans because...well...they are “over there”.

Geographic Ignorance

A NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC survey showed that 77% of Americans couldn’t point to Afghanistan on a map​[2] even though over 775,000 Americans were sent there to fight, 20,000 came home injured, and 2,461 never came home at all.​[3] 

When we can't locate other countries on a map, we laugh it off with 'I'm terrible at geography,’ as if ignorance about places where we send troops is somehow charming.  We also somehow believe that ignorance is acceptable while simultaneously believing that we should have opinions on what the United States does in these foreign countries or why we are even involved there. 

Another survey in 2019 conducted by the Council on Foreign Relations and the National Geographic Society​[4] revealed that in geography and world events, U.S. adults had a very “limited knowledge about these topics.” In the survey most adults scored at or below the 50% level. That’s an “F” in every grading system.

Regarding its role in the world, the same survey revealed that “Americans divide evenly as to whether the United States should reduce or not reduce its role in the world.  On international actions, U.S. adults overwhelmingly prefer multilateral action with other countries' support (88 percent) over unilateral action (6 percent).”  

Given our geographic isolation from other countries, it’s not difficult to understand why most Americans have such a poor grasp of world geography and events. Since we don’t often travel to other countries or do business with them directly, events that take place outside of the United States are typically of little interest to most Americans. The information that we do receive is highly censored and massaged to provide more entertainment and “engagement” than it is an actual coverage of news, but we’ll cover this in more detail later.

The Freedom Myth

THERE'S A SCENE IN the opening of The Newsroom, a show that flirts with truth more often than most networks dare, where a college student asks a panel, "What makes America the greatest country in the world?"

One of the panelists answers with a rousing "Freedom and Freedom... so let's keep it that way!"

The audience cheers and applauds. Cue the red, white, and blue pride swelling in the room.

But here's the thing: that applause wasn't for a truth. It was for a belief.

Americans are raised to believe that freedom is not just an American value, it's an exclusively American one. That they, and they alone, know what it is to be free. But like many foundational myths in this country, the facts don't line up with the story.

Before we go further, let's stop and ask: What do we even mean when we say "freedom"?

It's a word we toss around with conviction, but most people can't define it beyond a gut feeling. And that gut is often reacting to decades of repetition, not reflection.

Two Kinds of Freedom

BRITISH PHILOSOPHER Isaiah Berlin offered one of the clearest frameworks in his 1958 essay "Two Concepts of Liberty."​[5] He broke "freedom" into two parts:

	Freedom from, what he called negative liberty. It's the absence of constraints. No one is forcing you to do something. 

	Freedom to,  or what he called positive liberty. It's about empowerment. You're allowed to do something because no law or system is preventing you.


Both are essential. And both are often in tension.

This tension is built into the American system. Our Constitution doesn't give us rights, it recognizes that we already have them. That's a crucial distinction. The First Amendment doesn't say, "You now have freedom of speech." It says, "Congress shall make no law... abridging the freedom of speech." The right exists. The government is just told to keep its hands off, so we grow up believing we are free until someone can prove otherwise.

But here's where it gets tricky. There are two ways to design a system.  Either everything is allowed unless explicitly forbidden, or everything is forbidden unless explicitly allowed.

America claims to follow the first model. But more and more, we're quietly inching toward the second.

The Slow Erosion of Liberty

CHANGE DOESN'T ALWAYS knock at the front door. Sometimes it slips in through the back window.

Psychologists call it "change blindness"​[6]—the inability to notice gradual shifts over time. You don't see what's being taken from you until the space where it used to live is empty.

In theory, Americans cherish the principle: "Your right to swing your fist ends where my nose begins." But what happens when your "fist" is a protest, a post, a press release? What happens when that protest is silenced, that post is taken down, or that press release never reaches the public?

Legally, freedom is easy to uphold between individuals. But once corporate power, state bureaucracy, or surveillance technologies enter the equation, the balance breaks. The bigger the entity, the harder it is for the average person to maintain their ground.

The Exceptionalism Myth

AMERICANS, FROM THE time they are born, are told that “America is the greatest country in the world,” that we are the “Defenders of Democracy”, and the “Champions of human rights.”

Unfortunately, the facts don’t support any of these statements. This is a bold statement, and some people may take offense to it, but the very fact that questioning this statement evokes a visceral reaction only strengthens the argument that the statement is more emotionally based than factual. 

As Americans, we are so accustomed to these statements that we stop questioning them. “America is the greatest country in the world.”  Of course it is. End of discussion. But what if I said to a fellow American “Minnesota is the greatest state in the union.”  People in Minnesota might agree, but people who live in the other 49 states would probably have a different opinion. The logical response to a statement like “Minnesota is the greatest state in the union” is to ask, “Why do you say that?” or “What makes it so great?”  And that is exactly what many non-Americans do if an American makes the claim that America is the greatest country in the world. Unfortunately for Americans, the claim is difficult, if not impossible, to defend.

The truth is that there is absolutely no evidence to support the statement that the United States is the greatest country in the world. 

International Reality check

FREEDOM OF SPEECH? A study in 2025 concluded that the United States ranked 9th in personal freedom of speech with Norway and Denmark taking the number 1 and 2 positions.​[7]

Freedom of the Press? If you look at freedom of the press—the freedom of news outlets to publish articles that might be critical of the country, the current administration, or groups of individuals—Norway and Denmark retain the number 1 and 2 positions, but the United States drops to 44th! Finland, Germany, France, Belgium, Jamaica, Taiwan, and Argentina all have more freedom of the press than the United States does.​[8]

Freedom of Religion? A Pew Research study on religious freedom ranks the U.S. 9th in religious freedom.​[9]

A Free Democracy? If you look at all the things that make a country a democracy (civil liberties, electoral process, political culture, etc.), most Americans will be surprised the United States ranks 29th in the world and is categorized as a "Flawed Democracy." The top 9 countries (Norway, New Zealand, Iceland, Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Ireland, Switzerland, and Netherlands) all have an overall "Democracy Score" of 9.0 or above on a 10-point scale. The United States has a score of 7.85, flanked by Chile and Malta.​[10]

The Numbers Don't Lie

LET'S PUT THIS IN MORE numbers that might shock you.

The World Population Review, along with organizations like Reporters Without Borders, ranks countries based on key freedoms, including freedom of speech.​[11] One of their metrics is a composite score of key freedoms like "freedom of speech," "freedom of press," "freedom of expression," and others. It is an overall view of the sum of all freedoms in a country.

Take a guess where the United States ranks out of 180 countries.

Top 10?

Top 20?

Try 55th.

Yes, 55th! As of 2025, we barely crack the top third.

That means countries like South Africa, Chile, Namibia, the Czech Republic, and Canada offer their citizens more freedom to speak, publish, and dissent than the United States does. That's not opinion. That's data.

But data doesn't always survive the American echo chamber. Many people respond to these numbers with disbelief and comment:

"That can't be right." 

"Those rankings are biased." 

"Fake News." 

"Well, yeah, but we still have it better than most."

In the chapters that follow we’re going to examine why they, or maybe even you, might say that.

Freedom in Decline

HERE'S THE PART THAT should worry everyone, regardless of your political leaning:

In 2021, the U.S. scored 78 out of 100 in its Freedom of Speech index. By 2025, that number dropped to under 68.​[12]

That's a 15% decline in just four years.

We're not expanding freedom. We're shrinking it. Slowly. Methodically. Almost invisibly.

And the damage isn't just in censorship or overregulation. It's in the perception that we're still free, even as the scaffolding of freedom is being quietly dismantled right under our feet.

The next time someone shouts "freedom!" with chest-pounding certainty, ask them:

Freedom to do what? Freedom from what? And how do you know it's still there? Because patriotism built on myth is not patriotism; it's denial.

The facts reveal that despite our lifelong belief to the contrary, it's difficult to support the claim that America is the greatest country in the world. In fact, in most international affairs we are, or at the very least are perceived to be, the bad guys.

Chapter Recap – The Nationalistic bubble

THIS INTRODUCTION SETS the stage by showing how Americans live inside nationalistic and geographic bubbles—separated by oceans, cushioned by myths of greatness, and largely ignorant of the wider world. Surveys reveal that most citizens can’t even locate countries where American troops fight and die, yet they hold strong opinions about U.S. involvement abroad. This ignorance isn’t harmless; it’s cultivated by isolation, repetition, and carefully curated narratives of exceptionalism. The belief that America is “the greatest country in the world” persists not because of evidence, but because questioning it feels like betrayal.

The truth is harder: in rankings of democracy, press freedom, and civil liberties, the U.S. lags far behind the image it projects. This contradiction, the gap between who we think we are and who we actually are, is the foundation of the bubbles we’ll now examine.

In the next chapter, we begin with the Patriotism Bubble, where love of country is often distorted into blind loyalty, and where dissent—the very essence of a functioning democracy—is too often mistaken for disloyalty.
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​​Chapter 2: 
The Patriotism Bubble
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Patriotism is a word invoked often, sometimes recklessly, in American life. 

In political debates, media soundbites, and everyday conversations, it is used less as a measure of devotion to principle and more as a weapon to silence dissent. 

Criticize the government, and someone will quickly respond, “That’s not very patriotic.” That shuts down discussion, shifts focus, and creates the illusion that loyalty to a political party or a particular leader defines love of country. 

But this is a dangerous distortion. To understand patriotism, we need to strip the slogans from it and return to its roots.

​Patriotism Misused

NOT EVERYONE AGREES on what “patriotism” means. For some, it means flying the flag, reciting the pledge, or cheering at a military parade. 

For others, it means holding government accountable when it fails its citizens. The tension between these interpretations is not new, but in contemporary political discourse, the meaning of patriotism has been blurred to the point of contradiction.

When one citizen says patriotism means obedience to authority, and another insists it means resistance to tyranny, disagreement is inevitable. 

The result is not only division but also confusion. Citizens end up talking at one another instead of with one another, believing they are arguing about the same concept when in truth they are speaking entirely different languages.

This misuse of patriotism has consequences. It reduces meaningful debate into shallow accusations and fosters division where questioning government policy becomes labeled as “un-American,” and where dissent is confused with disloyalty. 

Yet American history proves that dissent has always been a crucial element of true patriotism. The abolitionists who opposed slavery, the suffragists who demanded equal rights for women, and the civil rights activists who confronted segregation were all accused of being unpatriotic in their time.​[13] 

Today, we recognize their courage as the truest form of devotion to country, a refusal to accept injustice in silence. We need to apply that recognition to ourselves today.

​True vs. False Patriotism

TRUE PATRIOTISM IS rooted in principle. It is not blind obedience to the state, nor is it unconditional loyalty to a political figure. 

False patriotism, by contrast, is about performance—loud slogans and empty gestures, unmoored from responsibility. 

Mark Twain captured this distinction when he wrote: 


"The modern patriotism, the true patriotism, the only rational patriotism is loyalty to the nation all the time, loyalty to the government when it deserves it."​[14] 


This principle guided America from its very founding. If patriotism were defined by obedience to authority, America would never have been born.

The colonists who resisted British rule did so in the name of higher principles. Their resistance was not treason; it was patriotism in its purest form because it sought to align government with justice, liberty, and the rights of the people. 

To be a patriot, then, is not to stand by government unconditionally but to call it back to its founding promises and principles.

False patriotism, on the other hand, thrives on symbols while neglecting substance. It is the individual who waves a flag but turns away from injustice. It is the politician who wraps themselves in national colors while betraying the principles the colors are meant to represent. It is the citizen who confuses “loyalty to power” with “loyalty to principle,” and in this way, false patriotism serves as a shield for corruption, and silences those who demand accountability.

True patriotism, by contrast, demands courage. It requires questioning authority, even when doing so is unpopular. It requires sacrifice, not in empty gestures but in the willingness to engage with uncomfortable truths, and it requires a love of country strong enough to confront its flaws rather than deny them. 

​The Founders’ Patriotism

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION was not led by conformists but by dissenters. Thomas Jefferson, in the Declaration of Independence, affirmed the right of the people “to alter or to abolish” a government destructive of their rights.​[15]

This was not a rejection of patriotism, but its highest expression. George Washington warned against blind allegiance in his Farewell Address, urging citizens to remain vigilant against government overreach—a concept modern scholars have characterized as opposing 'unthinking loyalty.'​[16]

James Madison echoed the same idea when he declared that “the advancement and diffusion of knowledge is the only guardian of true liberty.”​[17]

Patriotism, for the founders, required not passive acceptance but active engagement. It demanded that citizens remain informed and ready to hold leaders accountable.

Consider Thomas Paine, whose pamphlet “Common Sense” galvanized colonial resistance. He didn’t shy away from criticizing the government, and he argued boldly that the people had a duty to reject tyranny in all forms. 

“Government,” Paine wrote, “even in its best state, is but a necessary evil; in its worst state, an intolerable one.”​[18] His words reveal that the founders’ conception of patriotism was never blind loyalty but principled resistance.

​Patriotism vs. Nationalism

CONFUSION OFTEN ARISES when patriotism is conflated with nationalism. Though the two are related, they are not the same. 

Patriotism is devotion to principles: liberty, justice, equality before the law. Nationalism is devotion to power: loyalty to the party or the nation-state above all else, often regardless of whether it honors those principles.

The patriot says: “I love my country because it seeks to uphold truth and justice.” 

The nationalist says: “My country is always right, even when it commits injustice. My country right or wrong! Love it or leave it!” 

This difference is critical. Nationalism demands silence in the face of wrongdoing; patriotism demands accountability. 

The twentieth century offers abundant warnings about what happens when nationalism overtakes patriotism: authoritarian regimes, wars of aggression, and suppression of dissent.​[19] We’ll explore examples of these later in this book.

Nationalism places the privilege of a few above the principles of democracy for all. President Dwight D. Eisenhower observed this thread early in America and warned, “A people that values its privileges above its principles soon loses both.”​[20] 

Contrasting nationalism, patriotism values accountability over comfort, principle over power, and insists that justice applies to all.

​Patriotism and Accountability

TO BE A PATRIOT IS to accept responsibility. Citizens cannot love their country by ignoring its failures. They love their country by insisting it live up to its highest ideals. 

Abraham Lincoln reminded Americans during the Civil War that the Union’s cause was not merely survival, but an opportunity  “. . . for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. . .”​[21] Those phrases, and quite candidly the entire Gettysburg Address, captures the essence of true patriotism: progress toward principles, not preservation of power.

This accountability requires courage. It is easier to wave a flag than to confront injustice. It is easier to shout slogans than to demand reform, but empty displays of loyalty are not patriotism; they are theater. True patriotism requires sacrifice, not of conscience, but of comfort. It asks citizens to do the difficult work of engaging, questioning, and, when necessary, resisting.

Early proponents of democracy recognized this duty. As Wendell Phillips observed in 1852, "Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty," reflecting the founders' belief that citizens must remain actively engaged.​[22] Vigilance does not mean paranoia or suspicion but an active, engaged citizenry willing to challenge authority when it strays from principle. 

In this sense, patriotism is not passive emotion but active responsibility.

​Patriotism in Modern America

IN MODERN AMERICA, patriotism is too often reduced to symbols. Wearing a pin, standing for an anthem, or echoing political slogans has replaced the hard work of holding leaders accountable. 

That is not patriotism. That is performance. Symbols matter, but without substance, they are hollow.

After September 11, 2001, America witnessed a surge of symbolic patriotism. Flags flew from every porch, and unity was palpable. Yet that moment also revealed the dangers of confusing symbolism with substance. In the name of “patriotism,” policies were enacted that eroded civil liberties, launched wars under questionable pretenses, and silenced critics as “un-American.”​[23]  

That was not patriotism. That was nationalism cloaked in patriotic language. True patriotism would have demanded both security and liberty, both strength and accountability.

To love America is to love its principles more than its power. It is to insist that justice applies to all, that liberty cannot be selective, and that equality under the law is not negotiable. It is to use America’s power for good for everyone, not just a select few.

When politicians equate patriotism with obedience, they invert its meaning. A silent citizenry is not patriotic; it is complicit.

Patriotism without accountability is nationalism, and nationalism has no place in a republic built on liberty. 

The highest form of loyalty is not loyalty to power or a person, but loyalty to principle. That is the patriot’s duty. That is America’s unfinished work to which Lincoln referred.

I question what our government is doing because I want to hold them accountable to the principles on which this country was founded and which I fought to defend. The government represents me. When our country does something, as a patriot, I know that I am responsible. You cannot be a patriot if you are uninformed, if you put party or person over country, or you disagree with what the country is doing, but don’t take action to correct it, or you try to divorce yourself from the country by saying or thinking “well, that is the country, not me.” 

Chapter Recap – Patriotism or Performance?

THIS CHAPTER UNRAVELED the Patriotism Bubble, showing how a word meant to inspire unity and accountability has been twisted into a tool of division and silence. Too often, patriotism is reduced to flags, slogans, and unquestioning loyalty, while true devotion to country—the kind practiced by abolitionists, suffragists, civil rights leaders, and even the Founders themselves—requires vigilance, dissent, and sacrifice. The difference between patriotism and nationalism is not academic; it is the difference between a republic that can self-correct and an empire that collapses under its own delusions.

True patriotism demands that citizens remain informed, engaged, and courageous enough to challenge their leaders when principles are betrayed. False patriotism demands conformity and punishes dissent. Which one we choose will define America’s future.

With this foundation set, the next chapters move from the patriotic illusion to the Information Bubble, where the way we see the world—and even how we define truth—is filtered, framed, and manipulated. Understanding how information is controlled is the next step toward reclaiming genuine patriotism rooted in knowledge, not performance.
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The Information Bubble:
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There is an old parable about a group of blind men and an elephant. It goes like this:

A group of blind men heard that a strange animal, called an elephant, had been brought to the town, but none of them were aware of its shape and form. Out of curiosity, they said: "We must inspect and know it by touch, of which we are capable." So, they sought it out, and when they found it, they groped about it. The first person, whose hand landed on the trunk, said, "This being is like a thick snake." For another one whose hand reached its ear, it seemed like a kind of fan. As for another person, whose hand was upon its leg, said, the elephant is a pillar like a tree-trunk. The blind man who placed his hand upon its side said the elephant, "is a wall." Another who felt its tail, described it as a rope. The last felt its tusk, stating the elephant is that which is hard, smooth and like a spear.

What each man described was both true and false. It was true to a degree but since it didn't describe the whole animal it was false in total.

This is a simple example of why people may disagree on events. Each person believes that they know the truth and that the other person is mistaken, and each believes this based on facts that they believe can't be questioned. But each person's view of "the truth" is different because although it is based on facts, it's based on a subset of all of the facts. Because of this we get into weird discussions of "facts" and "alternative facts." "Alternative facts" is just a way of saying "facts that aren't included in the original analysis." A fact is a fact. The truth is comprised of all available facts, and even then "the truth" is subject to framing and interpretation, as we'll discuss later.

How Perception Shapes Reality

EACH OF US PERCEIVES and communicates information in different ways based on our experience, knowledge, emotions, and biases. Let's look at a simple example so that we can understand what I'm talking about:

Imagine standing in the same place at the same time with two other people watching a sunrise, and all three of you wrote down what you saw. The three of you might write something like:

	I saw a beautiful sunrise displaying God's majesty.

	The sun didn't rise. The earth rotated and slowly revealed the sun.

	While enjoying the cool morning, I was blinded by the ridiculously bright sun.


Each of these statements is factual and true, but they leave the reader with completely different impressions and feelings about the event.

This demonstrates one way that information can be distorted. By funneling people's attention toward specific aspects of an event and using emotional expressions while suppressing or omitting other aspects, one can manipulate perception without ever lying outright.

When an authority or media outlet chooses to emphasize certain details while ignoring or downplaying others, they create a curated version of reality. The version of reality that they present might be technically correct, but it's no longer whole. Like a photo cropped to hide what's outside the frame, the story becomes biased not by fabrication, but by strategic omission. By doing this on a national scale, a nation's view of the world can be narrowed, distorted, and ultimately controlled.

The Role of Bias and Subjectivity

SUBJECTIVITY PLAYS a powerful role as well. Every piece of information we consume has already passed through someone else's lens—the journalist, the anchor, the editor, the headline writer, or the application algorithm. Personal beliefs, institutional loyalties, political affiliations, and corporate and unconscious biases all affect what gets emphasized and what gets ignored.

An unconscious bias is a hidden assumption, stereotype, or mental shortcuts we use in our brain to shape how we interpret people, events, and information.​[24] It's subconscious and we aren't directly aware of it. These biases work silently in the background, filtering what we notice, how we weigh evidence, and which perspectives we give more credibility to. The harm comes from the fact that, when left unexamined, unconscious bias narrows our field of vision. We see patterns that confirm what we already believe (confirmation bias), we dismiss inconvenient details that challenge the narrative we believe, and we unconsciously favor narratives that feel familiar or comfortable to us. This distorts our understanding of an event or topic because what we think we know becomes less about objective truth, and more about our blind spots that we never bothered to notice.

Two news outlets may report on the same bombing, the same protest, or the same policy decision, but through selective framing, tone, and focus, they can lead the audience to entirely different conclusions. In the same way three people can describe the same sunrise in wildly different ways, media presenters can describe the same event as a triumph, a tragedy, or a threat depending on the agenda they serve.

The Mechanics of Information Control

WHAT MAKES THIS CURATION of information so dangerous is that the audience usually doesn't realize that they're being guided. Omitted facts don't announce their absence. Framing doesn't come with warning labels, and subjective language often hides behind an illusion of objectivity. This is how information control and opinion shaping works, not by banning information outright, but by saturating citizens with selective truths until they forget what balanced information even feels like. It's not about forcing belief but about limiting the range of acceptable belief so that people are manipulated to "choose" the sanctioned narrative themselves. And once the boundaries of belief are set, control of opinion and approval of action don't require violence, it just needs repetition.

Psychologists use a number of terms to refer to the intentional shaping of opinion, beliefs, and behaviors, including: "Behavioral Conditioning," "Psychological Manipulation," "Social Engineering," "Narrative Control," and of course, "Propaganda," and "Indoctrination."​[25],​[26] Regardless of the label or the specific method, shaping opinions and beliefs typically follow some well-documented steps.

The first step to effectively manipulate another person's beliefs, attitudes, and opinions is isolation.​[27] That doesn't mean that the person needs to be physically isolated (although that often makes it easier); it means that they must be mentally isolated. They need to get their information from highly curated sources that support the desired narrative. Any opposing ideas need to be immediately discredited, ridiculed, and diminished, by force if necessary. The United States by its very geography is isolated from the rest of the world, and now with most of the information we receive being filtered specifically for each of us individually by algorithms, especially through social media, we isolate ourselves, or at the very least allow ourselves to be isolated without dissent.

After isolation, the subject needs to be conditioned through the twin concepts of repetition and cognitive overload. The subject needs to be relentlessly exposed to the same messages and slogans while simultaneously being overloaded with information so they don't have the time to effectively analyze what they are being told. Over time, repetition creates familiarity, and over even more time, familiarity feels like the truth. We will examine this in more detail in the next chapter.

Herbert A. Simon, an economist and Nobel Laureate, concisely summed up how repetition and cognitive overload affect the individual:


"What information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention and a need to allocate that attention efficiently among the overabundance of information sources that might consume it."​[28]


And if people aren't paying attention, the human brain readily accepts whatever information is presented with little question.

After the isolation and repetition, all that is left is Conditional Love and Reward, and Maintenance and Reinforcement. If the subject repeats the desired message, they are rewarded. If they reject the message, they are framed as disloyal, ignorant, or traitorous. Most of us have seen this kind of activity in the news.

Historical Examples of Information Manipulation

IN THIS CONTEXT, THE opinion or position of a person doesn't matter as much as the environment in which they are expressing that opinion or position. In the United States, we vote for new administrations every four years. As the administration changes, so does the environment and consequently how a message is received. The exact same message will be praised by one group and then derided by the other.

Historical examples demonstrate this pattern clearly. When Colin Kaepernick first knelt during the national anthem to protest police brutality, he was widely vilified by media outlets and political commentators as unpatriotic during the 2016–2020 administration.​[29] Yet only a few years later, during the 2020–2024 administration, the same act was widely praised as courageous and principled, with public officials, corporations, and even the National Football League acknowledging that he had been right to speak out.​[30] Similarly, when the Pentagon Papers—classified documents exposing years of government deception about the Vietnam War—were first published in 1971, government officials denounced their release as treasonous and even sought to block their publication.​[31] But after the New York Times Co. v. United States Supreme Court ruling upheld the right to publish them, they came to be celebrated as a landmark of investigative journalism and press freedom.​[32] This shows that it is often not the content of a message that determines how it is received, but the political environment in which it is delivered.

Chapter Recap — Framing Our Perception

THIS CHAPTER INTRODUCED the concept of the information bubble by showing how perception shapes reality. Through parables, examples, and historical cases, we saw that truth is rarely a complete picture. Instead, it is filtered by experience, bias, omission, and strategic framing. Media outlets, political leaders, and even algorithms curate what we see and how we interpret it, not by inventing lies, but by presenting partial truths that feel whole. When facts are emphasized selectively, when bias hides in headlines, and when repetition turns familiarity into "truth," perception itself becomes a tool of control.

This chapter established the groundwork: reality as presented to us is never neutral, it is always filtered. The mechanisms may be subtle, but their consequences are profound. With this foundation in place, we now turn to the next step, understanding the specific manipulation techniques that power the information bubble and keep entire societies within its grip.
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Understanding how information is manipulated requires examining the specific tools used to shape perception. Three techniques stand out for their effectiveness and widespread use: omission of facts, framing and language, and repetition of key messages. Each works differently, but together they form a powerful arsenal for controlling public opinion.

Omission of Facts

WHAT YOU DON'T KNOW can hurt you or control you. By omitting critical facts, an incomplete narrative becomes the only narrative, and it can be just as powerful as outright lies when it comes to shaping perception. By selectively presenting only certain details while leaving out others, a communicator can construct a version of reality that feels truthful but is fundamentally distorted. This manipulation is often subtle, making it difficult for the audience to recognize that anything is missing.

For example, reporting on a protest without mentioning the reason behind the protest can frame participants as unruly rather than standing up for high principles, or reporting that country "B" attacked country "A" without mentioning that country "A" had previously attacked country "B" multiple times thus framing country "B" as the aggressor.

Leaving out context, contradictions, or consequences limits the listener's ability to form a complete understanding, allowing the presenter to steer opinion while appearing neutral. In this way, omission becomes a tool for quiet control, crafting a partial truth that conceals the full picture.

For example:

	In the lead-up to the Iraq War, intelligence agencies from multiple countries, including the U.S., Britain, and Israel, shared similar flawed assessments about Iraq's weapons of mass destruction capabilities.​[33] Media coverage emphasized these intelligence claims while giving insufficient attention to dissenting voices and weapons inspectors who questioned the evidence. The omission of skeptical analysis helped create widespread public support for the war.

	During the Cold War, Americans heard endless stories about the evils of communism, but little about U.S.-backed coups, embargoes, or the exploitation of other nations happening at the same time.

	In 2021, initial media reports described Border Patrol agents as "whipping" Haitian migrants, based on photographs that appeared to show whips but were actually horse reins. While major outlets later issued corrections when investigations found no evidence of whipping, the initial framing dominated the news cycle.​[34]


Omitting facts is a form of dishonesty, but because the public doesn't know what is missing, they accept what is presented as the truth. This is why knowledge is so important. Only when you know the whole story can you tell when someone is leaving parts out.

Framing and Language

THE WAY INFORMATION is presented matters as much as the information itself. Words carry weight. Consider the difference between these two statements:

	"Protesters are fighting for democracy."

	"Rioters are threatening national stability."


The event may be the same, but the framing changes everything. Governments and media frequently use language to shape public perception:

	A "coup" becomes a "regime change."

	"Bombing campaigns" are labeled as "defensive operations."

	Opposing voices are dismissed as "radicals," "terrorists," or "foreign agents."

	The reporting side's soldiers are "murdered" while opposition side's just "died" or "were eliminated."

	The reporting side's citizens and soldiers captured by the opposition are "hostages" while the opposition's citizens and soldiers they capture are "detainees."


This last point may seem irrelevant to some, "Tomato, Tomahto," but words really do matter. "Hostages" implies civilians or soldiers taken by a militant, terrorist, or criminal group to coerce political action, while "detainee" refers to any person deprived of their liberty by a government, military, or police force. By using the different words, the legitimacy or illegitimacy of a group is implied.

There is a wonderful joke that demonstrates this perfectly:

When a visitor to a town in Alabama spotted a dog attacking a boy, he grabbed the animal, pulled it off the child, and in order to save the child, ended up killing the attacking dog with his bare hands.

A local reporter witnessed the entire event and told the visitor that the next day's headline would scream "Valiant Local Man Saves Child by Killing Vicious Animal."

"I'm not from this town," the visitor said.

"Then," the reporter said, "it will say 'Alabama Man Saves Child by Killing Dog.'"

"Actually," said the man, "I'm from New Hampshire."

"In that case," the reporter grumbled, "the headline will be 'Yankee Kills Family Pet.'"

By controlling language, institutions shape public perception and influence both how people interpret events and how they react to them.

Repetition of Key Messages

WHETHER IN A PROPAGANDA playbook or a corporate sales manual, repetition is a core tactic for shaping beliefs and driving behavior. Repeating a message, especially when the same message is delivered through multiple channels, makes the message more familiar, more believable, and eventually, more accepted. Psychologists refer to this as the “illusory truth effect,"​[35] where repeated statements are more likely to be perceived as true, even if they're false. In high-pressure persuasion environments, from cults to political campaigns to marketing funnels, repetition is used to wear down resistance, reinforce desired narratives, and create emotional associations. It isn't always about logic or evidence but about embedding the message so deeply that it becomes second nature, something you feel rather than question.

Politicians, advertisers, and propagandists have mastered this technique.

	During the 2003 Iraq War, Americans were bombarded with the phrase "Saddam has WMDs". The repetition was so relentless that, even years later, some Americans still believed Iraq had weapons of mass destruction.

	During the COVID-19 pandemic, false claims that "Vaccines contain microchips for government tracking" spread repeatedly through social media. Despite overwhelming scientific evidence to the contrary, surveys indicated that a significant portion of the population believed these claims.​[36]

	Hitler was portrayed as the only man who could restore German greatness. Phrases like "Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer" ("One people, one empire, one leader") were repeated endlessly to unify national identity under Hitler's authoritarian figure.

	In Maoist China during "The Cultural Revolution," citizens were required to memorize and recite quotes every day from Mao's "Quotations of Chairman Mao" (also known as "The Little Red Book"). Posters, songs, and public events constantly repeated Maoist slogans like "Serve the People" and "The East is Red."

	The U.S. Military Psychological Operations Field Manual (specifically FM 3-05.301 Psychological Operations Process Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures)​[37] recommends repetition of consistent messages through leaflets, broadcasts, and influencers to reinforce desired attitudes or behaviors in target populations.

	David Ogilvy, in Ogilvy on Advertising, emphasizes "branding through consistent repetition" of slogans, colors, and benefits.​[38]

	Robert Cialdini, in his book Influence, highlights "consistency and commitment"—where repeated exposure leads people to internalize ideas and act on them.​[39]


Repetition works because the human brain craves certainty. Familiar ideas feel safe, true, and reliable. New or conflicting information feels uncomfortable. This works even better if the message is repeated by different sources.

The power of repetition in propaganda was well understood by Nazi leaders, though the specific techniques they employed have often been misrepresented in popular culture. The concept of the "big lie" was actually first described by Hitler in Mein Kampf, not as a technique he advocated, but as something he accused his enemies of using.​[40]

Chapter Recap - Tools of Manipulation

THIS CHAPTER MAPPED the core tactics that turn partial truths into public consensus. First, omission trims away context, contradictions, and causes, leaving a clean, persuasive fragment that feels complete. Second, framing and language load the dice, where "protester" becomes "rioter," "coup" becomes "regime change," and the same event can be praised or condemned depending on the chosen words. Third, repetition makes familiarity feel like truth through the illusory truth effect, as slogans and talking points echo across platforms.

Across examples, from Iraq War messaging to pandemic claims, from advertising playbooks to military manuals, the pattern holds: repeat, simplify, saturate, and let emotion do the rest. Audiences seldom see what went missing, and bias hides inside neutral-sounding headlines, anchors, and algorithms. The result is consent shaped by selection, tone, and the drumbeat of sameness rather than by balanced evidence.

With the mechanics clear, Chapter 5, “Controlling Information”, follows the pipeline back to its source: how gatekeepers control access, consolidate media, rebrand news as entertainment, and deploy labels like "conspiracy theory" to police the boundaries of acceptable belief.
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