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Introduction

			When Nancy Andersen saw her son’s homework assignment just before Thanksgiving in 2019, she “started getting really, really scared.” Her son, who was attending a private K–8 school near Durham, North Carolina, brought home an essay his teacher had given the fourth-grade class, which stated that the first Thanksgiving celebration in the New World resulted in “genocide, environmental devastation, poverty, world wars, [and] racism.”1 The “Pilgrim heart” was one of “bigotry, hatred, greed, and self-righteousness.”

			Nancy was shocked. “This was scary and caught me by surprise,” Nancy said. In fourth grade, children are as impressionable as they will ever be. School is a carnival of friends, the woody smell of pencils, and a fascination with the crisp edges of textbooks. At that age, the faces of American presidents and seventeenth-century explorers, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Sally Ride still evoke in children the same feelings of awe as pictures of movie stars and athletes. Children have a vague understanding that these people really did exist (or that some still do). To a child behind a desk, a baseball player’s feats and those of an astronaut are much the same. A multidimensional picture showing that even heroic people are flawed, and the recognition that these flaws rarely make someone’s entire life worth condemning, are important lessons—but lessons that are years away from fourth grade.

			Nancy learned that her son’s school was using material created by Learning for Justice, a group that creates K–12 lesson plans based on the idea that “race and racism are embedded in institutions and everyday life.” School officials were also using lessons from Montessori for Social Justice, an organization trying to “dismantle systems of oppression” under the assumption that America is systemically oppressive. Montessori for Social Justice leaders released this statement in June 2020: “The United States was founded on the oppression, rape, murder, and enslavement of Black people.”2

			We can all agree that some Americans of prior generations failed to live up to the national promise of freedom and opportunity for everyone, regardless of skin color. Slavery, the reconstruction era after the Civil War, and Jim Crow laws all conflicted with the inalienable rights inscribed in the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution. But to say that America was founded on the oppression, rape, murder, and enslavement of black people and not the pursuit of religious freedom, economic opportunity, discovery, and any number of other reasons people came to the U.S. is a very cynical view of this country.

			Furthermore, so much has changed in America over the past sixty years. In The Disuniting of America, first published in 1991, Arthur Schlesinger, historian and one-time advisor to John F. Kennedy, said, “There are few better arguments for the Bill of Rights than the revolution in race relations over the last half century.”3 Former civil rights activist and award-winning author Shelby Steele explains that there is a difference between individual acts of racism, which are a sad fact of human life, and believing that an entire nation is irredeemably racist or dedicated to preserving racism. Steele says, “Certainly there is still racial discrimination in America, but I believe that the unconscious replaying of our [black people’s] oppression is now the greatest barrier to our full equality.”4

			Steele is right. And surveys find that most parents feel the same as Nancy when she says that she does not want her child being taught that America is “evil” or that it was founded by bigots.5

			Nancy’s experience, though, is becoming common around the country. Her son’s school was using instructional materials based on critical race theory, a branch of the Marxist philosophy called Critical Theory, which has been spreading within and among colleges and universities for decades. Now, even teachers are teaching critical race theory in public and private schools, as will be described in the pages of this book.

			As critical race theorist Angela Harris writes in Critical Race Theory: An Introduction, “Critical race theory not only dares to treat race as central to the law and policy of the United States, it dares to look beyond the popular belief that getting rid of racism means simply getting rid of ignorance, or encouraging everyone to ‘get along.’”6 As I explain here, critical race theorists have little need to “get along” with others; they demand action, resistance to existing authorities, specifically. The critical worldview “questions the very foundations of the liberal order, including equality theory, legal reasoning, Enlightenment rationalism, and neutral principles of constitutional law.”7

			Translation: critical race theorists, and the critical theorists on which critical race theorists based their ideas, are attacking the basic ideas that make up Americans’ national identity, represented by the pictures of their Founding Fathers, and the first female astronaut, and so many others who line the walls of any elementary school classroom. Critical theory is a gadfly, as historian Martin Jay once described the worldview, creating doubt in Americans’ minds about their country’s promises of liberty and opportunity.8 Critical race theorists added to the original critical theory by saying society’s goal is not equality for everyone under the law, but instead is power, including the power to force others to say that they are guilty of harming other people just because of the color of their skin.

			“This is not innocence,” Nancy says. “This is not fostering curiosity in a child.”

			Fed up with the response from school officials when she complained about these lessons in her son’s class, Nancy moved her children to a new school. “I couldn’t trust these people with my kids,” Nancy says.
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			Critical race theory is closer to your child’s desk than you may realize. Lawmakers in Washington, DC, are making sure of that. On January 20, 2021, Inauguration Day, President Joe Biden signed seventeen executive orders—more on his first day on the job than the three previous presidents combined. Most of the orders overturned decisions that outgoing President Donald Trump had enacted, but one of these orders, in particular, demonstrates the stark differences between how Americans on the Right and Left sides of the partisan divide today think about the country that is their home.9

			In an executive order titled “Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities through the Federal Government,” President Biden’s administration claimed ownership of American history, telling teachers and other educators to focus on racist acts and systems in America’s past.10 Since he who owns the past owns the future, as George Orwell recognized in 1984, the new president’s order has profound implications for this and future generations of Americans. The Oval Office is two states and hundreds of miles away from Nancy Andersen’s son’s former school, with its smell of pencils and classrooms full of bright-eyed children, but both sites were battlegrounds where adults of this generation were deciding how to explain their country’s heritage to the next.

			In the “Advancing Racial Equity” order, President Biden revoked a commission that President Trump had created in the waning months of his presidency. In September 2020, President Trump had called for the creation of a 1776 Commission, a group of scholars whom President Trump would later task with promoting “patriotic education.”11 President Trump said that the commission was to “enable a rising generation to understand the history and principles of the founding of the United States in 1776 and to strive to form a more perfect union.”

			Just twenty years ago, the commission’s directive would have been unremarkable—hardly worthy of censure. But President Biden’s order on his first day in office rescinded the commission, and the new administration removed the 1776 Commission’s report, which the commission had released just days earlier, from the White House website.

			With the stroke of a pen, a new president of the United States deemed the principles of America’s founding so controversial that a report describing them had to be removed.

			Yet what were the details of the commission’s story that President Biden so roundly rejected? Released on the observance of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday in January 2021, the commission’s report amounted to a forty-five-page summary of American history with facts and ideas that, until recently, were taught to American schoolchildren as a matter of basic education.12 Led by Hillsdale College president Larry Arnn and former Vanderbilt University professor Carol Swain, “The 1776 Report” cited contributions from the Founding Fathers and Abraham Lincoln, and, in a welcome display of national modesty, the report also pointed to ways in which America failed to live up to its promise of equality for all under the law.

			The commissioners wrote that, “neither America nor any other nation has perfected living up to the universal truths of equality, liberty, justice, and government by consent.” Later, the commissioners acknowledged that Americans are constantly trying to help the nation live up to its ideals, saying that,

			[I]t is important to note that by design there is room in the Constitution for significant change and reform. Indeed, great reforms—like abolition, women’s suffrage, anti-Communism, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Pro-Life Movement—have often come forward that improve our dedication to the principles of the Declaration of Independence under the Constitution.13

			These admissions lend credibility to the commission’s other statements about why “love for our country” is still important, beginning in our schools:

			A wholesome education also passes on the stories of great Americans from the past who have contributed their genius, sacrifices, and lives to build and preserve this nation. They strengthen the bond that a vast and diverse people can point to as that which makes us one community, fostered by civil political conversation and a shared and grateful memory.14

			Despite this recognition of our Founders’ mistakes and our need to improve the ways in which we apply our founding documents, members of the mainstream media called the report “racist.” Critics accused the commissioners of warping the history of slavery.15 Some of these critics were quick to point out implications that they believed these ideas would have on schoolchildren. As the executive director of the American Historical Association, James Grossman, claimed, “The nonsense that’s in this report will be used to legitimate similar nonsense.”16

			Praising America’s ideals, while admitting Americans’ failure to always live up to those ideals, is nonsense?

			Upon closer inspection, Americans will find that President Biden’s executive order and the “woke” critics of the 1776 Commission were simply following a trend sweeping K–12 schools around the U.S. This trend has dominated colleges’ curricula for decades. Social justice warriors marching under the banner of critical race theory are now driving local elementary, middle, and high schools’ lessons in the opposite direction of striving toward a “more perfect union.”

			Consider: California Department of Education officials created an ethnic studies curriculum that suggests that students create a “land acknowledgement poster” to recognize that “colonization is an ongoing process.”17 Students will finish pledging allegiance to the flag one morning only to open a lesson instructing them that they are living on “occupied/unceded/seized territory.” As explained in Chapter 2, the model curriculum also assigns students the late Howard Zinn’s discredited A People’s History of the United States, an erroneous retelling of U.S. history from Columbus to the late twentieth century.18 While we must be honest about the stains of racism and discrimination on America’s record, Zinn’s penchant for finding oppression around every corner in his revisionist tale of U.S. history is enough to make even Marx blush.

			State-level education officials in Michigan, Illinois, Ohio, and other states are promoting school materials similar to California’s new ethnic studies curriculum. The teaching focuses on power structures in society and ethnic differences between groups instead of equality for everyone under the law. The authors of these new self-described “diversity and equity” programs and multicultural curricula strip ideas out of civics and history lessons that honor America’s Founding Fathers, and even twentieth-century heroes who fought for civil rights for black Americans. From magazines and newspapers to social media and mainstream news outlets, and now K–12 school textbooks, critical race theorists are spreading their divisive ideas across American culture and delivering a message that America—today—is plagued by “systemic racism.”

			By trying to change students’ perspectives on this country for the worse, these radical activists will have long-lasting effects on our culture. History is complicated. No textbook that is honest about history, civics, and social studies can drape superhero capes on the Founding Fathers and call the issue settled. Yet critical race theorists today are not designing coursework that considers America a land of opportunity while acknowledging failures to live up to this promise in the past. Instead, the woke new instructional materials that educators are beginning to use—textbooks, worksheets, online presentations, and more—to teach civics and history and even math are inundated with ideas such as that “white supremacy shapes all of our lives and work,” and, as California’s new curriculum describes, that we should not see ourselves as Americans, but as members of different tribes competing for power over others’ lives.19
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			The first critical theorists were German Marxists. These radicals wanted to revise Karl Marx’s ideas for public consumption after the German working class’s failure to gain control of the country in the early twentieth century. This group of writers and teachers, which would become known as the Frankfurt School (so named because the first critical theory research institute was housed at the University of Frankfurt), was frustrated that the German revolutionaries had failed during the same period that the Bolsheviks took power in Russia and formed the Soviet Union. But these neo-Marxists understood that their ideas could change German culture as well as Germans’ working conditions.

			The Frankfurt School combined Marx’s idea that the world is divided between oppressors and the oppressed with the postmodern belief that there is no authentic truth. The Frankfurt School preached that people from different backgrounds, ethnicities, and genders are engaged in a constant struggle for control over public and private institutions, such as schools and businesses. The writers and activists whom the Frankfurt School would inspire in America and around the world went on to argue in academic journals and across college classrooms that people should be skeptical of representative government and the rule of law—key characteristics of America’s identity.

			Parents and policymakers, and any American concerned for this country, must recognize, then, that if critical race theory becomes a staple of schools in the U.S., educators—whether knowingly or unwittingly—are planting the seeds of division. As Chapter 3 explains, the violent riots on college campuses in recent years are fueled by years of critical instruction on campuses. If you want to know what life looks like under critical race theory, look no further than the cancel culture dominating the ivory tower—as well as everyday life. It is only a few small steps from college campuses—where our future employees, neighbors, and schoolteachers are trained—to schools, workplaces, churches, and any other part of our communities.

			Americans do not need an ideology that will drive them further apart. Today, conversations between Americans from different parts of the country, or even from similar locales but from different social, economic, and ethnic backgrounds, can resemble exchanges between people from different countries.

			Americans recognize this divide. If you ask two people to explain the outcomes of the presidential elections of 2016 and 2020, you are likely to get two opposite answers. Likewise, different people have different explanations for why rioters stormed cities across the country during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. Or why violent activists stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. All may agree that a divide, a cultural “splintering” even, exists. After the attack on the Capitol, 74 percent of voters said that “democracy in the U.S. is under threat” in a Quinnipiac University poll.20 As Americans watched protestors paint “Black Lives Matter” on busy streets during the summer of 2020, mainstream pundits breathlessly tried to explain how the rioters’ destruction of black-, Latino-, immigrant-, and white-owned businesses in cities around the country did not conflict with the Black Lives Matter movement’s claimed message of justice. While teachers unions called for defunding police during the riotous summer, a Gallup poll found that 81 percent of black Americans wanted the same levels of police presence, or more, than they currently had in their area.21

			Increasingly, Americans find themselves talking past each other. Or not listening at all. Critical race theory is making things far worse. This worldview does not unite people from different backgrounds or with different opinions. As Derrick Bell, one of critical race theory’s leading thinkers, put it, this worldview supports “wide-scale resistance.”22 Resistance to what? To America’s creed of freedom, opportunity, and equality under the law for everyone.

			Unfortunately, America is vulnerable to such resistance because of Americans’ increasing lack of historical knowledge and civic understanding. The absence of this shared knowledge creates an intellectual vacuum—which is being filled by critical race theory—and demonstrates the lack of a common cultural understanding of important features of American life.

			According to the Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University of Pennsylvania, which releases a survey of Americans’ civic knowledge every Constitution Day (September 17), slightly more than half (51 percent) of this nationally representative sample of Americans could name all three branches of government in 2020.23 This was the highest percentage since the survey began in 2006, and a dramatic improvement from 2019, when just 39 percent of respondents could name all three branches.

			That was the good news. The bad news is that nearly one in four respondents could not name any of the three branches. Also, 37 percent of respondents could not name a single First Amendment freedom, almost double the figure from the last time that question was asked on the survey in 2017.

			Nearly one-quarter of the population being unable to understand even the most rudimentary aspects of how their government works is a frightening prospect. For only half to know all three branches of government is hardly consoling. So, when they are presented with an alternative, false, and misleading narrative about America and the vital issue of racial discrimination in its past, far too many Americans lack the knowledge to recognize and reject such revisionist history. As critical race theorists push their worldview into K–12 classrooms, there are few who can articulate responses.
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			To understand why the divisive ideas of critical theory and its offshoots, such as critical race theory, should concern each of us, not just those on college campuses or parents with school-age children, we should pause to consider what it is that creates a culture. University of Virginia scholar James Davison Hunter, who coined the term “culture war” in 1991, describes culture as the “sum total of attitudes, values, and opinions of the individuals making up a society.”24 These attitudes and opinions provide a means for people in the same culture to communicate with each other. People from different cultures often struggle to agree on the basic assumptions about correct and incorrect behavior, as they have different traditions and ways of measuring right and wrong, happiness, and success in life.

			The experience of an American anthropologist studying a northern African tribe illustrates this point. In 1966, Laura Bohannan was studying the Tiv people living in the then newly formed country of Nigeria.25 She visited a Tiv community that had settled near the Benue River, a day’s drive from what is now Nigeria’s capital city of Abuja. These Tiv were farmers, primarily, but as Bohannan explains, the Tiv also brewed beer, the production and consumption of which helped pass the time during the Benue’s flood season.

			Before her second visit to the field, Bohannan spoke with a colleague at Oxford, the university at which she was based in England, who told her that Americans struggle to understand Shakespeare because the Bard was “a very English poet, and one can easily misinterpret the universal by misunderstanding the particular.” Bohannan disagreed and argued that “human nature is pretty much the same the whole world over.” They sparred over this idea without reaching agreement and parted ways with Bohannan’s friend offering her a copy of Hamlet to take with her on her next expedition, to test its universality.

			After she arrived in Nigeria, the rainy season set in, and Bohannan sat with a group of Tiv, drinking beer and sharing stories. Bohannan thought a retelling of Hamlet would be a good way to contribute to the conversation, and to test her theory of human nature. Bohannan writes that “here was my chance to prove Hamlet universally intelligible.”

			She immediately ran into trouble and discovered that people, in fact, do need to share foundational ideas, otherwise communication, never mind agreement, is impossible.

			To start, Bohannan’s companions could not understand the concept of Hamlet’s father’s ghost, because the closest thing the Tiv had to the idea of a “soul” was an omen or message from a witch. Eventually, they settled on the idea of a zombie, but Bohannan was still frustrated because she had to explain that the characters couldn’t touch the ghost. As Bohannan described the encounter:

			“No, a ‘ghost’ is someone who is dead but who walks around and can talk, and people can hear him and see him but not touch him.”

			They objected. “One can touch zombies.”

			“No, no! It was not a dead body the witches had animated to sacrifice and eat. No one else made Hamlet’s dead father walk. He did it himself.”

			“Dead men can’t walk,” protested my audience as one man.

			I was quite willing to compromise.

			“A ‘ghost’ is the dead man’s shadow.”

			But again they objected. “Dead men cast no shadows.”

			“They do in my country,” I snapped.

			Imagine Bohannan’s difficulty explaining the trouble with Hamlet’s uncle marrying his father’s wife when the Tiv told her that they expected a dead man’s brother to marry his wife and take care of his children and farmland.

			Bohannan writes, “‘In our country also,’ [one of the Tiv elders] added to me, ‘the younger brother marries the elder brother’s widow and becomes the father of his children.’”

			Another of the group assembled around the fire asked Bohannan if Hamlet’s father and uncle “have one mother,” to which Bohannan writes, “His question barely penetrated my mind; I was too upset and thrown too far off-balance by having one of the most important elements of Hamlet (that Claudius, Hamlet’s uncle, married Gertrude, his mother) knocked straight out of the picture.”

			Bohannan pressed on with the play, but after arguments from the Tiv that Gertrude should not have waited to remarry and confusion over whether Hamlet’s father’s ghost could talk, eventually she says, “Hamlet was clearly out of my hands.” She had to concede a wide variety of concepts regarding familial authority and social customs to the Tiv’s interpretations.

			Despite her best efforts, and after attempting to adhere to the general plot of the story, Bohannan’s audience arrived at different conclusions about the characters’ motivations and the moral lessons to be gleaned from Shakespeare’s masterwork. For example, after Hamlet kills Polonius behind the curtain, thinking it was Claudius, a Tiv elder reasoned, “But if his father’s brother has indeed been wicked enough to bewitch Hamlet and make him mad that would be a good story indeed, for it would be his fault that Hamlet, being mad, no longer had any sense and thus was ready to kill his father’s brother.”

			Bohannan then says, “Hamlet was again a good story to them, but it no longer seemed quite the same story to me.”

			Bohannan’s struggles demonstrate why cultural “habitus,” a concept explained more in Chapter 4, is important. Habitus is the “continuity and stability of culture, especially as it frames the parameters of our experience,” explains Hunter.26 When President Biden’s administration rescinded the 1776 Commission and the commission’s report, the president decided that the story of America’s promise of liberty for all, an idea that shapes our habitus, was no longer the same story that Americans had shared for ages.

			

			The recent failures to find common ground in the midst of these complicated episodes is a festering sore on our civic life. Those holding out hope that the Civil War and the civil rights movement taught us that violence is the worst way to settle our differences, should be disappointed by the riots of summer 2020 and the storming of the U.S. Capitol building in January 2021. We do not have to agree on everything. But we find ourselves today unable to even conduct a conversation on our problems and their causes from the same starting point. This makes consensus on issues of law and policy rare occurrences. And, the problem is more than an inability to agree on issues of policy: A cultural chasm is developing between Americans over the basic understanding of their history.

			In 2006, Hunter explained the cultural divide this way, connecting it to the key institutions of K–12 schools:

			[U]nderneath the myriad political controversies over so-called cultural issues, there were yet deeper crises over the very meaning and purpose of the core institutions of American civilization…Beyond the politics of educational curriculum, the quarrels over textbooks in public schools constituted a more serious disagreement over the national ideals Americans pass on to the next generation…. Cumulatively, these debates concerning the wide range of social institutions amounted to a struggle over the meaning of America.27

			The 1776 Commission’s saga—the necessity for its creation, as well as its demolition—did not start in Washington. It began in the general culture, among writers and thinkers in universities delivering critical race theory’s message of oppression. Critical race theorists have moved to K–12 schools, bringing that message into American homes, as parents are learning how proponents of the dogma are teaching their children to treat people based on the color of their skin—a nightmarish notion that should have been left to rust after the civil rights movement.

			Most American policymakers, taxpayers, and families have quite literally lost influence over this crucial platform for the preservation of ideas of personal character and national identity. The instructional content in schools is largely a mystery to parents or anyone who is not involved with a school board—until objectional material comes home in a child’s backpack.

			For example, in 2020, Texas Governor Greg Abbott made headlines when he said that a teacher who instructed middle school students to write about a cartoon comparing modern-day police officers to members of the KKK should be fired.28 But Abbott wasn’t the only one shocked by the course content. Once they saw the assignment, many parents were furious. “Don’t indoctrinate our children to think this way,” one parent told the Fort Worth Star-Telegram.29 Parents should be asking how the lesson made its way into the classroom in the first place without them, or another parent of a child in the class or policymakers, knowing.

			Since politics is located downstream from culture, it was only a matter of time before critical race theory spread from colleges and K–12 schools to Washington. Critical race theorists have found a welcoming administration in President Biden’s team, and federal policymakers are attempting to enshrine the ideas in federal law. In April 2021, President Biden proposed that the U.S. Department of Education award federal spending to public school teachers who commit to applying critical race theory in civics and history instruction.30 If approved, the rule would have been part of the largest federal law governing Washington’s oversight of K–12 schools (more on the fate of what became of this proposed rule in the epilogue to this book). Critical race theory will have traveled from culture (homes and schools) to politics (government)—and will then be funneled back to culture in an ever more destructive cycle.

			Because not everyone was treated equally under the law at the time of the Constitution’s adoption, critical theorists, specifically critical race theorists, consider America’s creed itself to be at fault, when it is the failure of some people in American history to live up to this creed. Gunnar Myrdal’s classic book An American Dilemma, which helped to set the stage among intellectuals in the 1940s for the 1960s civil rights movement, argued that America could not be a nation based on liberty and equality while discriminating against people based on their race.

			Something would have to give. Either the American creed needed to change, or America’s discriminatory and racial policies would have to go. “Americans of all national origins, classes, regions, creeds, and colors, have something in common: a social ethos, a political creed. It is difficult to avoid the judgment that this ‘American Creed’ is the cement in the structure of this great and disparate nation,” Myrdal wrote.31 Modern-day critical race theorists, such as Ibram X. Kendi, dismiss Myrdal’s work while failing to explain Myrdal’s central ideas (note that Kendi says he is “inspired” by critical race theorists and that the theory is “foundational” to his work32). We will consider the significance of Myrdal’s ideas in Chapter 4.

			Fortunately for all Americans, the civil rights movement resulted in policymakers’ erasing racial prejudice from American law. Critical race theorists’ insistence today that people are guilty of oppression because of their skin color, not their character or their actions, is an affront to the sacrifices of those who so bravely took part in this movement. No single law or Supreme Court decision, such as Brown v. Board of Education, can magically erase racism in America. But these policy changes do correctly prohibit official racism and begin to change cultural assumptions—our habitus—so that discrimination is rejected at every turn.

			President Trump created the 1776 Commission in response to journalists’ attempts to rewrite American history based on the idea that the American story is only about racial oppression. Editorial essays from the New York Times Magazine’s “1619 Project” released alongside K–12 lessons describing the project’s essays in 2019, argued that every part of our nation’s past should be explained with respect to the institution of slavery, claiming that the nation’s ideals of liberty and equality were “false when they were written.”33 This 1619 Project curriculum, now in some four thousand five hundred schools, is but one example of K–12 materials that claim that the U.S. is irredeemably racist.34

			The high-profile 1619 Project also made inaccurate claims about early Americans’ motivations for fighting the Revolutionary War, such as the idea that one of colonists’ primary motivations was to protect slavery, and incorrectly placed the roots of capitalism squarely on pre-Civil War plantations. Pulitzer Prize-winning historians and scholars of economic history have refuted these two false claims and other factual inaccuracies. Still, the mainstream media, which have become a staunch ally of the woke agenda, are betting that many in the general public will not notice the falsehoods—another sign of the sad state of history and civics knowledge in America today.35

			The 1619 Project has reached a wide audience thanks to the Times and the Pulitzer Center’s (separate from the center that awards Pulitzer Prizes) support. These outlets are recasting the nation’s entire history as racist. Remarkably, given the project’s condemnation of American ideals and its factual inaccuracies and false claims, President Biden’s administration has cited the 1619 Project as an example of civics and history content that K–12 educators should use in schools.36 The 1619 Project, like the ethnic studies programs described earlier, are aligned with critical race theory’s pernicious perspective that tries to weaken Americans’ allegiance to their nation.

			Parents want educators and students to wrestle with issues of race and virtue and freedom—we cannot, nor should we, avoid these issues. Fifty-nine percent of parents who responded to a nationally representative survey in April and May 2020 want educators to teach students that “the birth of the nation is 1776, the year the colonists declared independence,” not 1619, when English settlers brought slaves to what would become the Virginia colony.37 Seventy percent of respondents to this survey said that teachers should tell students that “slavery was a tragedy that harmed the nation, but our freedom and prosperity represent who we are as a nation, offering a beacon to those wanting to immigrate here.” We have to reckon with this debate, understand the opposing sides, and then choose to live and raise the next generation in a culture in which we celebrate our differences while clinging to America’s promises, along with historical facts in any retelling of the American story.
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			This book describes the sources of these pressing problems and offers solutions. Policymakers and educators can help us to preserve a culture in which American history gives us things to learn from, to mourn, and to celebrate. Chapter 1 introduces some of the critical content found in K–12 schools today and explains critical theory’s Marxist origins. Once members of the Frankfurt School came to America, their ideas evolved into critical legal theory, which argues that American law is systemically racist, and later critical race theory, which incorporates all the ideas of critical theory and critical legal theory and adds an obsession with racial differences. Those designing “ethnic” or “multicultural” curricula, along with diversity training programs for students and teachers, are basing their materials on critical theory’s intellectual foundation.

			Chapter 2 offers examples of woke instructional material in K–12 schools that teaches students to judge others based on their skin color, and calls for educators to treat students differently based on race. These shocking examples of prejudice directly conflict with the civil rights movement’s achievements and goals and contradict federal civil rights laws.

			College campuses around the U.S. offer a glimpse of the intolerant, sometimes violent, societies that exist under the auspices of critical theory. It was on college campuses in the U.S. that critical theorists from Germany developed their philosophy, teachings that spread to law schools and colleges of education, where K–12 teachers are trained. Chapter 3 explains that at the shout-downs and riots on campuses over the past decade, students could be heard shouting words and phrases from critical theory’s (and critical race theory’s) lexicon—which should serve as a warning to everyone.

			Chapter 4 explains Americans’ general lack of civic and historical knowledge. Student achievement
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