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Introduction

			“I never paid attention to politics or cultural issues; I was too busy raising my family. I spent my time volunteering at my kids’ school, so I always thought I knew what was happening there. I thought it was enough. It wasn’t. Not paying attention to these issues was the biggest mistake I made as a parent.”

			We heard variations of this lament from countless parents, parents who had no idea the danger lurking in every corner of their children’s lives, from their schoolroom, to their library, to their smartphone, to their television, and beyond.

			If you look at birth rates by ideological persuasion, you’ll see that it’s not progressives having kids; they’re entrenched in anti-natalist propaganda. Their aim is ideological capture of a generation, but it’s not their kids they’re working to brainwash—it’s ours. 

			They’re not shy about their intentions: they want to turn our kids into their foot soldiers. In the baby board book Antiracist Baby by Ibram X. Kendi, which has been a bestseller on Amazon (we’ll explain a bit how that happens later), the agenda is explicit. In the book Kendi writes, “Antiracist Baby is raised to make society transform. Babies are taught to be racist or antiracist—there’s no neutrality.”1

			We named this book Stolen Youth, but we could have just as easily called it Woke War on Families because the assault on childhood is an all-out battle against the American family. The radical progressive Left—the woke—are trying to completely remake society and start a revolution. They know they can’t accomplish that without ideologically capturing America’s youth. After all, you can’t start a revolution among happy and contented citizens. Their goal, thus, is to make our kids miserable, make them question every fundamental building block of society (“What is a woman?” “What is a man?”), and make them rebuild their entire sense of reality, concept of right and wrong, and vision for the future. 

			For woke revolutionaries, similar to the communist revolutionaries of the twentieth century, the goal is societal transformation, even if the cost is individual suffering. According to this ideology, the well-being and best interests of the individual are subjugated for the “collective good.” Individual suffering is irrelevant; it’s the pursuit of the collective societal shift that matters. That individual misery is in fact a feature, not a bug, for these revolutionaries. 

			When we began researching this book, stories from individual suffering families filled our inboxes, and we spent hours talking to parents who had watched the happy and contented homes they worked hard to build for their children pulled out from under them. Their children transformed into shells of their former selves, angry and disconnected from their parents, their sense of self, and their communities. (Out of respect for these individuals and their families, some names, locations, and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of those referenced.) The trend was only accelerated by our mismanaged societal response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

			Alison, a mother of three from the Boston area, was one of those parents. Her daughter, Elissa, was already struggling a bit academically and socially in 2019 when she started sixth grade. Her friend group wasn’t filled with the most desirable characters, and she was beginning to show outward signs of rebellion, like dying her hair and dressing in darker clothing. It all took a turn when COVID hit. The school closed on her birthday, and her beloved uncle died (of non-COVID causes). Isolated in her room on her devices, she soon began to spiral. Alison said, “She stayed in her room all the time, and it was dark. We didn’t know what she was doing online, but we thought, ‘whatever keeps her busy,’ while we were locked down.” The return to school two days a week didn’t improve the situation, and in October of 2020, Alison discovered that Elissa was not only cutting, but she was also suicidal. Every single outpatient program for troubled youth was on Zoom, even over six months into a pandemic that was widely understood not to put anyone under the age of forty at significant risk. Only one program was inpatient, and Alison compared it to “a prison” where they had to drop their daughter off outside at the gate, masked. Elissa was only supposed to be there for ten days but stayed for over three weeks. 

			Alison explained what happened next: “Our daughter looked like she was in a prison. She wouldn’t really talk to us; the psychiatrist did all the talking for her. She was in a mask on Zoom with us. [In one session] the psychiatrist prompted her, ‘Elissa, you have something to tell your parents?’ Elissa sat silently, and the psychiatrist announced that she’s ‘nonbinary.’ We asked, ‘Where is this coming from?’ We were dumbfounded. It didn’t sound like her. We knew there were issues, but I don’t know if she thought it was an escape or the cool thing to do because it’s what she’s watching on YouTube or TikTok.”

			It just so happened that eight other kids in that program were also nonbinary or gay. The psychiatrist kept recommending books and resources to “support” Elissa through the change. 

			Alison went on, venting, “She was groomed. We think she was groomed to be this way. This came out of the blue.”

			When Elissa came home, they faced another enemy in their fight to save their daughter: the school. Alison explained, “When she went back to school, the public school helped this process along. They helped groom her. They came to me and said Elissa wanted to change her name to Corey. ‘We’re going to look into changing it in her records.’” Alison refused, but it didn’t matter. Alison explained, “They will do whatever the kids say. They don’t care what the parents say. She was Corey, and they used [the pronouns] they/them. They didn’t give a shit what I said.”

			After transferring their daughter to a charter school, things began to improve, both with Elissa’s gender identity confusion and with her underlying mental health issues that had led her to the inpatient clinic that was more concerned with helping her gender transition along than treating her severe mental health issues that had spiraled out of control when she was isolated during COVID. 

			The key takeaway for Alison about what happened to her family is this: “The inpatient program started the whole thing, and the schools just went along. They don’t care. The school is so involved in politics and pushing their agenda. It’s sad. Us as parents, we feel like we have no control.”2

			Elissa’s story is one that Charlie Jacobs hears frequently in her work with parents of children who are experiencing rapid-onset gender dysphoria (ROGD). Charlie’s own daughter was one of those children, and Charlie shared the same sense of powerlessness that Alison did when every other authority figure in her daughter’s life, from therapists to the school, were working to encourage her daughter’s transition rather than dealing with the underlying issues that led to her gender confusion.

			The Jacobs family is from the San Francisco Bay area, white, and relatively affluent by American standards, though not quite as wealthy as the neighborhood kids with private jets. Charlie explained, “These kids are exposed to all of this very liberal schooling, which I was clueless about. I thought I’d have my finger on the pulse of the school, but I missed a lot. The seed that started the transgender plant growing inside of her was in seventh-grade health class. It gave these kids highly sexualized labels. It was nonsense: polyamorous, bi-gender, etc., a whole list of made-up words. And the eleven- and twelve-year-old girls picked a label; it became cool. Nobody wanted to be the cis-basic kid; that’s boring. And not only is it boring. For a white and affluent kid who wants for nothing, they don’t want to be the oppressor, which is what they’re being taught in school. They have to pick something that marginalizes them.”

			Charlie explained that kids then go down a rabbit hole. They start off at lesbian, then nonbinary, then transgender. “That’s a pattern I see over and over with kids.”

			In her daughter’s Girl Scout troop, eight out of eighteen kids came out as something after the health class. Charlie told me, “I didn’t think anything of it, except the polyamorous, because it was disturbing that they were talking about sex. In the parent course for the health class, all of the parents were just [nodding] their heads in agreement. It was The Emperor’s New Clothes, and everyone around us is very smart with PhDs, etc. But everyone just sat there, silently.” She laughed wryly, “I didn’t know I was a bigot or transphobe at the time.”

			After her daughter declared her transgender identity, the school was all-in, changing her name and pronouns. She went to a dark place: self-tattooing, piercing herself, darkening her room. Charlie asked the school to partner with her to monitor and limit her daughter’s internet usage, but she was on a device all day long. She was doing high school on the internet during COVID.

			It wasn’t just the school working against Charlie and her daughter, either. All of the therapists said the Jacobses had to affirm their daughter’s new identity or she’d commit suicide. It was because of Charlie’s refusal to go along with the school and therapists—and working to find ones that would partner with her rather than work against her—that her daughter began to make progress. She no longer goes by a male name, but Charlie isn’t sure if it’ll stick. “Everything out there is trans, trans, trans. It’s in every storefront window, trans people walking up the red carpet. It’s a constant battle.”3

			It’s a battle more and more parents are realizing they’re fighting, not only to protect their children from being inducted into the gender ideology cult, but also to protect them from becoming collateral damage. 

			At sleepaway camps and programs across the country, children are increasingly being grouped into sleeping arrangements with children and counselors according to their “gender identity,” not their biological sex. In Broward County, Florida, the guidelines state, “If students are to be based on gender, the transgender student should be allowed to room with peers that match their gender identity.”4

			It’s not just a possibility. It’s a reality that is happening nationwide. In February 2022, parents of fifth graders in Los Alamitos, California, received startling news about a sleepover their children participated in: students from Weaver Elementary School had been placed in cabins with camp counselors according to how they identified, resulting in biologically male counselors sharing a cabin with young girls. This wasn’t illegal; in fact, it is what was—and is—required under California law, according to the Assistant Director of the camp, who explained they “place staff in cabins they identify with.”5

			After the trip, parents were sent an email by the school superintendent, Andrew Pulver, who explained, “Privacy rights protect disclosure of information about an individual’s gender to the public, and thus, we do not have information to share about other individuals in your student’s cabin.”6 

			The message to parents was clear: everyone but your child has an expectation of privacy, and parents have no hope of being granted information about the people with whom their children are sharing a cabin. The email got worse. Pulver gaslit parents who objected to how the trip was handled by school administrators, writing, “As parents, you may not be aware of federal and state nondiscrimination laws that all employers must abide and operate under. This is consistent for all school activities, whether during the day, on field trips, or overnight. Please know that all individuals supervising students were appropriately vetted through background checks and that there have not been any allegations of sexual misconduct. Due to state and federal non-discrimination laws, the District does not know, nor will we, if an individual was in fact the opposite biological identity than the students they were supervising.”7

			The school district basically told parents this: “We don’t know whom we put in a cabin with your kids, and you won’t ever get to know that, either. We’re legally required to allow anyone in the cabin, as long as they tell us that they identify with a certain gender, and there’s nothing you can do about it, nor do we even find your objections to be at all reasonable. In fact, you’re a bigot if you do object!”

			This is what happened to Hannah in Orange County, California, who sent her then-ten-year-old daughter to another nearby summer camp. Parents from her daughter’s school had caught wind of what happened in Los Alamitos and confronted the camp and the school about sleeping and bathroom arrangements before they sent their children. When parents contacted the school and camp with their concerns, a Q&A was held and the legal language of the statute was sent. The email stated: 

			Students who attend Outdoor Education have the right to participate, and use facilities, consistent with their gender identity, irrespective of the gender listed on the student’s record. (Ed. Code, § 221.5(f).) Similarly, the California Gender Nondiscrimination Law requires adults have access to facilities that align with their gender identity. (Cal. Civ. Code, § 51.) Privacy rights protect disclosure of information about an individual’s gender to the public, and thus, information about other individuals in your student’s cabin cannot be shared, other than to clarify that all individuals in the “female” cabin primarily identify as female, and all individuals in the “male” cabin primarily identify as male. To the extent an individual is non-binary, the individual must select a primary gender for the purpose of use of single-sex facilities.8

			But Hannah didn’t understand the legal jargon and was reassured that she was on the same page as the school, which told parents that the reporting about what happened to children in Los Alamitos was “fake news.” Hannah explained in a subsequent email to school administrators, “I feel completely [misled] and what I find most concerning, is the lack of information divulged to parents on the matter when our principal was fully aware that this was a possibility. I spoke with the school after my daughter came home from camp. They informed me that out of 65 employees, about four of their staff members identify as non-binary. They said that the principal was perfectly aware that they could be sleeping with our children. She could have clarified this to parents, especially when she saw that this was a concern for several of us.”9

			Whom did Hannah’s daughter spend the weekend with? A counselor named “Nick” with a neon green mohawk, arms covered in tattoos, two missing teeth, and other teeth that were visibly rotting. Nick had some facial hair and announced “their” pronouns as they/them, something Hannah’s daughter didn’t understand and felt too intimidated to ask about, due largely to a recent experience at her school. 

			The school’s actions just weeks prior bullied Hannah’s daughter into silence. Hannah’s daughter was part of a group text chain where one child wished death on another because he was unvaccinated against COVID. The entire text chain was turned over to school authorities, and in that chain, they found a boy bullying Hannah’s daughter, taunting her and calling her a “lesbian.” As way of retribution and standing up for herself, as young children do, Hannah’s daughter threw the insult right back, calling the bully a “gay boy.” It was for this reason that Hannah’s daughter was stripped of her title as class president, humiliating and devastating her. Hannah explained, “When I asked her why she didn’t say anything to a teacher or the principal when she was uncomfortable at camp, she said it was because she was worried that she would get in trouble. She said that when she tried to explain her side of the story [during] the previous incident, the principal didn’t listen.” Why would she listen now? Hannah’s daughter got the message loud and clear from the school: on issues related to gender and sexuality, you are to keep your mouth closed or risk retribution. 

			And the lesson Hannah herself learned? “I’m the kind of person that gives the benefit of the doubt and is too trusting. This is that wake-up call that I can’t trust people, especially with my children. They’re more concerned about the leaders being comfortable than my daughter being comfortable.”10

			After an extended fight with the school administration, Hannah’s daughter was reinstated as class president, but the sleepaway camp policies remain unchanged because they are enshrined in state law. 

			In the long term, a generation of children, including Hannah’s daughter, have learned that they must ignore their internal alarm that signals danger solely because they might offend someone. That fear of potentially offending someone comes at a cost, and the cost is their safety. Hannah’s daughter wasn’t the only person who quieted her internal alarm; the principal and every adult involved at the camp did as well. Nobody wanted to question the wisdom of putting someone who was sporting a green mohawk, a sleeve of tattoos, and facial hair in charge of a cabin of girls. It’s the job of adults to take care of children, not the other way around. 

			How did these children come to be endangered in this way? How did we get here, and perhaps more importantly, how do we protect our own kids from a similar situation? Reading this book is the first step: you recognize there is a problem. It’s even more pernicious than you could have possibly imagined. 

			It’s not just gender identity indoctrination. Critical race theory (CRT) is taking over whole curricula, from social studies to math. But while CRT has been at the forefront of parental protests in 2021, it’s still just one piece of the woke indoctrination puzzle. 

			This forced indoctrination extends into everything. It’s not enough to teach kids the science behind climate change; we need to have them put on a protest, as schools across the country did in 2019. Instead of teaching actual science, science classes focused on learning biographical information about climate-activist Greta Thunberg.11 

			The danger is this: While every librarian may not consider himself or herself to be woke (although many do), woke ideology sets the narrative currently sold by children’s publishing houses. While every pediatrician isn’t woke, wokeness sets the narrative in medical schools and professional medical organizations. While there are many well-meaning teachers and mental health counselors, the woke narrative is uniformly dominant in their graduate programs and professional organizations across the country. 

			The same woke narrative is bleeding into our youth. This brainwashing into left-wing ideology for all children, even for those whose parents lean leftward politically, is potentially devastating to the health of our nation and the mental health of individual children. In this book, we set forth with a few objectives: expose how the woke are infiltrating American childhood, provide parents with the tools to fight back, and tell the cautionary tales of parents who didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late. 

			This is a battle—for our own children and for all children. That’s why we wrote this book, and hopefully why you’re reading. It’s time to fight back. 

		


		
			Part I

			Education

			There’s good news and bad news. 

			The good news is leftism remains highly unpopular in America. 

			The bad news is woke autocrats have not backed down. Instead, they have captured institutions—from schools to corporations and beyond—and are using the same methods as their totalitarian predecessors to force their bad ideas on us all.

			Like the despots of failed leftist regimes, the woke’s goal is to target the children so their ideology spreads to parents. Enforced conformity is step one. 

			Schools are a key battleground. Leftists needlessly closed schools during COVID and dared anyone to challenge their authority. They silenced concerned parents through social consequences, just as history’s villains have done before. The woke have targeted rigor and destroyed merit. They pretend that 2 + 2 does not always equal 4 and claim that this is somehow related to equity. They’re forcing an agenda on our kids that steals their childhood and turns them into soldiers for the woke cause. The indoctrination they push is all-encompassing and merciless. They must be opposed. It is time to be brave. 

		


		
			1

			Totalitarians and Our Children

			My great-grandfather, Aron Gelberg, died in a gulag near the Kuril Islands in eastern Russia sometime in the late 1930s. Gulag stands for Glavnoye Upravleniye Ispravitelno-Trudovykh Lagerey or Chief Administration of Corrective Labor Camps, a bureaucratic name for forced labor camps maintained during the time of the Soviet Union.1 Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn, author of the three-volume book set The Gulag Archipelago chronicling his own time in the gulags, believed forty to fifty million people served time in the camps, though some estimates put that number at closer to sixty million.2 

			Aron and his wife, Chaya, had owned a bakery in Gomel, Belarus, when private enterprise became illegal under the rule of Joseph Stalin. Being Jewish in the Soviet Union had never been easy, but this was something different. They were no longer simply “other.” Overnight, they became enemies of the state. Aron became a political prisoner. They hadn’t stepped out of line; the line had shifted underneath them. 

			Other people in the gulags were politicians, intellectuals, artists or simply related to one of those objectionable persons. Some were there because they had said the wrong thing, others because they didn’t say the right thing strongly enough. Solzhenitsyn, for example, was sentenced to eight years for criticizing Stalin in a private letter. Some prisoners were there for no discernable reason at all. 

			There were also children in the gulag. Solzhenitsyn writes, “Vera Inchik, the daughter of a charwoman, and two other girls, all aged fourteen, discovered (Yeisk, in 1932) that in the course of the liquidation of the ‘kulaks,’ little children were being thrown out to die. The girls (‘like the revolutionaries earlier’) decided to protest. They wrote out their protests in their own handwriting on sheets of paper taken from their school notebooks and posted them in the marketplace themselves, expecting immediate and universal indignation.”3 Instead, all the girls were eventually arrested and sent to the camps. 

			The girls discovered the hard way that protest was only allowable when it fit into the narrow confines of acceptable speech, a theme that carries to present day. Children who protest should be encouraged—unless they’re protesting something the woke Left doesn’t like. Of course, my great-grandfather didn’t have to protest. Simply being himself was enough to get him sent to the gulag. 

			“Great-grandfather” sounds distant, but I always kept Aron’s story very close to me, partly because I was raised by his daughters. Aron and Chaya had four children: two boys and two girls. The boys, Ilya and Abram, went missing in action during World War II and were never heard from again. The husband of the older daughter, Raya, died in that war, and she, a newlywed, never remarried or had children. The youngest daughter, Sarra, was my grandmother. 

			Sarra and Raya helped raise me while my parents worked intensely long hours to get our lives started in Brooklyn. The trauma of their lives was evident in everything they did. Solzhenitsyn quotes a girl, Svetlana Sedova, whose father was similarly taken away: “From the age of six I have been ‘the daughter of a traitor to the Motherland.’ And there can be nothing more awful in life than this.”4 My grandmother and her sister similarly carried their experience as traitors, always careful about what they said and to whom.

			The four Gelberg siblings produced only one descendent, my father. Their family was torn apart by circumstance, yes: war and displacement, disasters that have upended people’s lives since the beginning of time. But at the core of their family’s decay was the oppression of a tyrannical state, a dedication to sameness and forced equality. My grandmother and her siblings were children when their father was taken away, but they learned the lesson: obey.

			I was raised with the knowledge that the freedom I have gotten to experience in the United States should not, for a single moment, be taken for granted. None of it is promised. Sometimes the slide toward an authoritarian society is slow. Other times, it’s very fast. America is in danger. People are not being carted off to work camps, that’s true, but that was also true for much of the Soviet Union as well. Gulags only existed for about thirty of the USSR’s sixty-nine years. And yet the stifling of speech, the fear of committing a crime today that wasn’t a crime yesterday, the indoctrination, the censorship, all persisted in Soviet society until the USSR’s last day. 

			In the 1980s, a slow loosening had begun in the Soviet Union. We had arrived in America in 1978, and a few years later my mother’s mother could actually come visit us. This was somewhat groundbreaking. My mother’s father had a low-level government job and could never be allowed out, but the fact that his wife could even make the trip was novel and exciting. Even then, my grandmother barely spoke, convinced she was being followed and would be in danger if she told us anything at all. It had been more than thirty years since they had closed the gulags, but all the lessons of fear and compliance remained. 

			America is in a conformist moment of its own, and the signs are all too familiar for families like mine. 

			There are a lot of terms associated with this time: “wokeness,” “cancel culture,” and “indoctrination” are all front and center. The commercials start, “We believe . . .” and the assumption is that only the worst people could possibly not be included in that “we.” There is a push from schools, corporations, media, and elsewhere for one woke monoculture, and they are targeting ever-younger children in this mission. They are on a march through our institutions. 

			The term “woke” was once used by the black community to describe someone who stays alert to racism in society. But once it spread to larger use, woke thought became more than just social awareness or just espousing leftist doctrine or even just having the “right” beliefs. Wokeness became the enforcement of a narrow set of values and a policing of language. It is now a method to shut down any alternate opinions, even those within the same general range. It’s a system characterized by intolerance and showing one’s own superiority by denouncing those who step out of line. And though woke ideology centers a very different set of people than the USSR did, the methods are eerily similar.

			Merriam-Webster defines “woke” as “aware of and actively attentive to important facts and issues (especially issues of racial and social justice),” but that’s the old definition.5 They have not updated the definition. Yet this avoidance to update “woke” is not because the publication is unwilling to revise definitions. For example, after the October 2020 Senate Judiciary Committee hearing, Judge Amy Coney Barrett used the term “sexual preference” in what the Left deemed an “offensive” manner, so Merriam-Webster rewrote the definition of the term as “offensive” to correspond with left-wing criticism.6 They have also added people who oppose vaccine mandates to the definition of “anti-vaxxer.” But no update to the word “woke” has been forthcoming despite a real shift in how the word is used. Merriam-Webster is careful to cater to a very Left audience. Why? Because even Merriam-Webster is woke.

			After the November 2021 election where Democrats lost the gubernatorial race in Virginia, and nearly lost it in New Jersey, longtime Democratic political consultant James Carville said “stupid wokeness” was responsible.7 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the reigning queen of woke, shot back that “wokeness is a term almost exclusively used by older people these days, so that should tell you all you need to know.”8 Liberal television host Bill Maher then noted that “woke” was The Guardian’s word of 2020 and that it was exactly people like AOC who introduced it to our lives. The term is no longer seen as an undeniable positive. The Guardian newspaper was complaining “how the word woke was weaponised by the right” as early as January of 2020,9 while linguist John McWhorter covered in the New York Times in August of 2021 how the term became an insult.10 It’s understandable why the Left is trying to drop it. Maher asked, “What word would you like us to use for the plainly insane excesses of the Left, that are not liberalism, but something completely different? Because you can’t have that word ‘liberal,’ from us, and think it should cover things like canceling Lincoln and teaching third graders they are oppressors. That’s all your new thing.”11

			Throughout this book we will discuss “wokeness” as a new version of leftism that is directly aimed at your child. Wokeness has infected everything. The right way of looking at wokeness and woke culture is as a set of deeply toxic ideas that are force-fed to the populace, in particular to children. 

			Part of the philosophy, and indeed the definition of staying awake to offenses, is to always be seeking new targets for reeducation. Racism, sexism, and general wrongthink are always lurking somewhere and must be rooted out. 

			The insidiousness of wokeism is a phenomenon most American parents likely never picked up on, or never fully realized the extent of, until recently. That insidiousness isn’t a twist of fate; it’s a strategy of brainwashing that has affected every corner of our culture. The woke are our moral betters, and while they imagine they understand human nature and our children better than we do, they also know that their message isn’t necessarily appreciated or welcomed, and as a result, it is often slipped in like an Easter egg for our kids to discover in books, movies, and everyday interactions. 

			In fact, leftism is deeply unpopular in America, which is why this woke language and behavior gets enforced through social and political pressure. A Gallup poll released in early 2022 showed “37% of Americans described their political views as moderate, 36% as conservative and 25% as liberal.” Only 7% described themselves as “very liberal.” Only about half of Democrats describe themselves as “liberal.” The rest call themselves “moderate” or “conservative.”12

			The majority of Americans are not woke, and yet, wokeness has an outsized influence at the top of academia, culture, business, and across media. The result: the power of this narrative vastly outstrips its actual popularity and general level of acceptance. Wokeism’s permeation into every aspect of our lives as parents has the potential not just to reverse all of our hard work raising our children as upstanding young people, but to strip them of their innocence and resiliency as well. 

			Conservatives have long been worried about indoctrination of young adults on college campuses. David Horowitz’s Indoctrination U: The Left’s War Against Academic Freedom came out in 2009. Ben Shapiro wrote Brainwashed: How Universities Indoctrinate America’s Youth in 2010. But what’s happening today starts far earlier. A is for Activist is a board book. So are No!: My First Book of Protest and Woke Baby.

			But the ubiquity and power of the woke worldview extends far past the influences of childhood. From cradle to college, from the big moments to the small, parents are subject to its influence on our kids. And worse yet, the woke want to turn our children into not just automatons but active child soldiers in their fight to remake our society at its most basic level. 

			All of this indoctrination and conformity comes with the backing of plenty of money. After George Floyd’s death and the ensuing Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests that erupted in the summer of 2020, companies and organizations reworked their organizational missions to include “racial equity” and “social justice.” Brands posted black squares on their social media and pledges to “do better” in hiring and showcasing diversity. “Please continue to buy our stuff” was unsaid. It was the “new normal,” and we were going to have to get on board or be left behind. 

			The pageantry was important. It applied the pressure on businesses to say all the right things and for organizations to pay up. 

			Amazon donated a minimum of 550 copies of the book Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You as well as the accompanying study guide, to Wakefield High School in Arlington, Virginia, in February of 2021.13 Amazon also funded $8,000 for the fee of one of the book’s co-authors, Jason Reynolds, to give a talk virtually to faculty and students.14 Various foundations—JPMorgan Chase & Co., Ford Foundation, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and others—spent more than $23 billion (compared to a mere $3.3 billion for the nine years previous) funding racial equity nonprofits in 2020 and 2021.15 Open Society Foundations, a group founded by George Soros, is one of the funders of the 1619 Freedom School, an after-school program based on the widely discredited 1619 series by Nikole Hannah-Jones. Soros funds a variety of groups that reporter Luke Rosiak in 2019 called “The ‘Equity’ Industrial Complex.”16 They fund local political races, pinpoint where “equity” education can be helpful, and also provide that equity education themselves. And while the very mention of Soros funding all of this sounds like a conspiracy theory, Rosiak points out that it’s all out in the open. “At least three of these groups—Center for Social Inclusion, PolicyLink and the Center for American Progress—are funded by Soros through his Foundation to Promote Open Society, according to tax records available through CitizenAudit.org.”17

			The obscene money spent on this indoctrination is important because it conveys to parents, and the public at large, that this is what we are doing now. If you don’t like it, you’re racist, sexist, or worse. The conformity they demand is instrumental to the leftist cause. 

			Conformity is easier to achieve than it may seem. We all hope we’d stand up for what’s right but, generally, people want to be accepted by their peers and will cover up their real opinions to ensure they are. In the 1950s, a psychologist named Solomon Asch conducted the Asch conformity experiments. Each had one real participant and several actors, who were all asked to match a line to another line of similar length. The actors would knowingly give the same wrong answer. About 5 percent of the participants always went with the group answer and around a quarter of the participants always gave the correct answer, unswayed by the answers of the actors. But the rest would sometimes go along and other times not.18 

			A similar experiment conducted on children in 2017 by scientists Emma Flynn, Cameron Turner, and Luc-Alain Giraldeau found “that children are sensitive to the contextual cues of the domain in which they are witnessing norms and vary their own conformity based on such cues.”19 They also found that younger children were more likely to conform than older ones.20 A study out of the School of Psychology, Center for Studies of Psychological Application and Key Laboratory of Mental Health and Cognitive Science of Guangdong Province found “sustained conforming behaviors among children in situations of relatively low social pressure.”21 In other words, kids wouldn’t just conform to the opinions of their peers in the present situation; they would continue to conform to those opinions even the following day, and even under minimal social pressure to do so. 

			Preference falsification occurs because of societal pressure, even without overt threats. In his 1997 book Private Truths, Public Lies: The Social Consequences of Preference Falsification, economist Timur Kuran writes about “preference falsification,” people covering up their true beliefs and instead representing what they know to be the correct opinion to the outside world. A Czech friend asks him whether he had ever lived under totalitarian rule to experience this kind of “preference falsification.” Kuran has not but writes, “despotic government is not the only source of fear, the only obstacle to overt and candid discourse. A more basic factor is public opinion . . . Even in democratic societies, where the right to think, speak, and act freely enjoys official protection, and where tolerance is a prized virtue, unorthodox views can evoke enormous hostility.”22 People often falsify their preference to conform or risk being ostracized—or worse.

			We’re seeing it happen in America today. It’s not crazy. We’re social creatures, and we want to fit in with our friends and neighbors. And now, social media has opened the door to a forced conformity that we largely haven’t experienced in this country before. We know each other’s opinions and ideas in a way we couldn’t have twenty years before. We know who stands out as different. We click “like” to send the message that we’re on the same side. And we see who dares to dissent.

			Children are no different. They want to please, and they will repeat the lessons being pushed on them from every direction. Parents have to identify and stop the onslaught, and they have to do it now. 

			While wokeness might be new, forced conformity and targeting children to push obedience to that conformity are not new concepts at all. It was the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini who coined the term totalitarian, or “totalitario” in Italian. “Everything within the state, nothing outside the state, nothing against the state,” he said.23 No dissent could be allowed. Individualism was impossible if a truly cohesive culture was to be achieved. 

			The conformity of totalitarian regimes, whether fascist or communist, always had to begin with children. Children were the great hope of the realized utopian future. They belonged to all of society—not just the family to which they were born. If they could lead the children to righteous thought, they could become the idealized society. If children could be convinced into the ideas the totalitarians wanted, their parents would follow. And if not, the disobedient parent could easily be removed from the equation.

			In Mussolini’s Children: Race and Elementary Education in Fascist Italy, Eden K. McLean writes on the importance of children, and messaging to children, in upholding the fascist state. “Children’s magazines were especially adept at highlighting the youth contributions” to various fascist programs, she writes.24 “Propaganda measures and other initiatives within the education system were used to combat what one author in Motherhood and Childhood [a magazine put out by Opera Nazionale Maternità e Infanzia, a national network of clinics that delivered childcare instructions to parents] termed ‘egotistical individualism.’”25 

			But even in totalitarian societies, people frown on the indoctrination of kids. “Efforts to revolutionize childhood were among the most reviled of Soviet experiments in the realm of culture,” writes Lisa A. Kirschenbaum in her book examining Soviet childhood, Small Comrades: Revolutionizing Childhood in Soviet Russia, 1917-1932.26 It’s a bright line, not to be crossed, and that’s why today, in America, it’s done so insidiously.

			Nevertheless, revolutionizing childhood under fascism was still successful. The process went on for generations. But separating kids from their parents proved somewhat harder. In the first years after the Russian Revolution, the communist Bolsheviks built kindergartens at a fast clip. The idea was to separate children from their families, and as Kirschenbaum writes, in general they anticipated a “withering away” of the family.27 But Kirschenbaum notes that by the late 1920s, the Bolsheviks “were questioning both the possibility and the wisdom of speeding the withering away of the family . . . It soon became clear that far from replacing parents, kindergartens would have to rely on their active material and financial support.”28 What happened in schools had to be bolstered by what happened at home, and vice versa.

			For so long, parental involvement in education has been seen as the key factor to student success in America. But as the critical race theory (CRT) battles gained prominence, that shifted. Once parents became concerned about CRT in the classroom, the idea that parents should get involved in their kids’ education was seen as a “right-wing” idea. 

			We used to know that involving parents in their child’s education was a good thing. A 2010 study called “Parent Involvement and Student Academic Performance: A Multiple Mediational Analysis” by researchers at the Warren Alpert Medical School of Brown University and the University of North Carolina at Greensboro noted that parent involvement in student success had long been a given: “Parent involvement in a child’s early education is consistently found to be positively associated with a child’s academic performance. Specifically, children whose parents are more involved in their education have higher levels of academic performance than children whose parents are involved to a lesser degree. The influence of parent involvement on academic success has not only been noted among researchers, but also among policy makers who have integrated efforts aimed at increasing parent involvement into broader educational policy initiatives.”29

			However, only eleven years later, in November 2021, Virginia gubernatorial candidate Democrat Terry McAuliffe said, “I don’t think parents should be telling schools what they should teach.”30 The remark was offhand and, as McAuliffe would later tell it, the audience applauded it.31 But parents across the state heard something very different, and they responded at the ballots. When Republican Glenn Youngkin won that gubernatorial election in Virginia, the outcome was widely seen as revenge of the parents. Youngkin’s win represented an answer to the question: who do the children belong to? McAuliffe’s brazen attempt to cut the parents out of the education process had shocked even liberal parents into action. 

			It’s not a new concept to separate children from parents for the purpose of indoctrination. It was just shocking that it was being attempted so openly in America.

			A good friend of ours, who, like so many we talked to for this book, requested to remain anonymous, offered a cutting analysis of this woke attack on the family: “The effort to sow gender and racial confusion among little kids, and to impose on little kids a bunch of theories and ways of looking at the world that are totally unnatural and at odds with what little kids understand around them, should be situated I think as part of the leftist mission to destroy the nuclear family. The Left hates normalcy because normalcy is happy and bourgeois and resists change and revolution, and the great enforcer of normalcy in a society is the family. It takes men off the streets and domesticates them in homes, caring for wives and children. It creates sacred bonds and loyalties between people that come before politics, the state, or anyone’s ideology. . . . And the Left hates this. Passionately. So, their new attack on the normalcy of the family is to convince six-year-olds not to believe what they see. You have a penis, but really, you’re a girl. You see mommy and daddy, but really there’s no such categories and instead there’s a gender spectrum.” What does this woke attack on the family dynamic do to the children?

			Our friend continues, “Kids are left confused and damaged by this. And that’s what the Left wants. Both because they hate it when kids see normalcy as normal and because they know that the revolution will fail unless they can build a large class of people in our society who believe that they hate the way things are and that it would be good to tear down established ways of living. Promoting alienation and grievance has always been a central part of the groundwork for leftist revolution.”32

			In Mao’s China, for example, kids were instrumental in pushing the totalitarian state. In a 1995 piece for the Los Angeles Times, writer Rone Tempest lays out how the family stood in the way of that: “The late Chinese leader Mao Tse-tung, although himself a member of a strong Hunanese family clan, realized that political reform was not possible unless people placed the interests of the state above those of the family, which up to that point had been by far the most powerful institution in China . . . Communist leaders were instructed to ‘draw a clear line’ between themselves and their families. During the Cultural Revolution, youths were encouraged to love Chairman Mao more than their parents and were sent to the countryside to learn from the peasants. Parents were attacked by their own children in struggle sessions. Collective day-care centers became the norm.”33

			Indoctrination was happening at every stage of childhood. Little Red Guards were the children of China’s Communist Party, foot soldiers in the idea that the state should be paramount. This devotion amounted to children turning in their parents. Zhang Hongbing was sixteen when he turned in his mother for criticizing Chairman Mao. “He called for her to be shot as a counter-revolutionary,” Tania Branigan of The Guardian writes. “He last saw her as she knelt on stage in the hours before her death.”34

			In the Soviet Union, the Communists kept trying to push the idea that family was secondary to the state. Communist youth groups were a staple of Soviet Russia. Children would become “Little Octobrists” at seven years old, “Young Pioneers” at nine, and at fourteen they would join the Komsomol, short for Kommunisticheskiy Soyuz Molodyozhi, or Communist Soviet Youth. 

			Kids were taught to be like the hero child Pavlik Morozov, who had discovered his father was hoarding grain and informed on him to the authorities. This propaganda tale was told to children to illustrate expectations, but according to a Los Angeles Times piece from 2002, the story wasn’t, as many believed, entirely made up. There was a real boy named Pavlik whose death was repurposed as a heroic tale: “Pavlik’s story wasn’t really a fairy tale, though. A real 13-year-old boy named Pavel Morozov was killed along with his little brother on the outskirts of this Siberian village on Sept. 3, 1932. Four members of his family—his grandfather, grandmother, cousin and godfather—were convicted of the murders in a show trial two months later and shot. Within weeks of his death, Pavlik became a powerful icon in the new pantheon of Communist saints, a child-martyr worshiped for his feat of heroism: informing on his father.”35

			Statues of Pavlik were erected all over Russia. Poems and songs were written about him. He was referred to as Pioneer #001.36 Children were taught to be like Pavlik, to put the state above all, even their family. Especially their family. It was an understandably powerful lesson. Do the right thing, listen to authority, believe what we believe, act how we want you to act, and you will be celebrated like Pavlik. Don’t, and you’ll end up in a ditch like his accused family members.

			Writing on the Forbes magazine site about her Soviet childhood, Katya Soldak recalls, “As part of our school curriculum, we discussed the young martyr, praising his bravery and loyalty to communism, absorbing his story through poems and schoolbooks.” Soldak believed the propaganda and would write poems to the great leader Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. A year before the collapse of the Soviet Union, Soldak was feeling jaded. Things were not going as swimmingly as they had to pretend they were. “One day, moved by the rebellious sentiment in the air, I arrived at school without my Red Pioneer tie. Had I been a lousy pupil, that might not have been such a big deal to our teachers. But in the seventh grade, I had a reputation as a straight A-student and an activist, and my teacher publicly lynched me in order to teach others a lesson. ‘You are a flaky, slimy person,’ the teacher repeatedly told me in front of the entire class. ‘Your mother and your aunt were good, trustworthy individuals,’ (they had attended the same school) ‘but you didn’t take after them,’ the teacher continued. ‘. . . You are a traitor.’ You have betrayed our Pioneer organization, our Fatherland, the teacher said.”37

			As Soldak’s story illustrates, stepping out of line is always severely punished under totalitarianism. It has to be. If someone is seen as doing their own thing—being independent, thinking for themselves—it might lead to others doing the same, and a breakdown of society will follow.

			Soldak also describes the erasing of history she experienced in Soviet schools: “The Soviet version of history omits many facts: the Holocaust, various famines, massacres, labor camps, mass executions, as well as this agreement between Stalin and Hitler. Since Soviet textbooks never mentioned the pact, I and many other young people in the USSR grew to adulthood before learning of its existence. For the people of the Soviet Union, World War II started on June 22, 1941, when Hitler invaded the USSR and the Great Patriotic war began.”38

			The erasing of problematic aspects of the past is a typical feature of those seeking to stifle dissent. If we have nothing in common, no shared experiences or familiar rituals and ideas, we are easier to sway and control. One feature of this is that what we believed in the recent past can no longer be allowed. Words we used or ideas we held must be discarded, and anyone who doesn’t comply is suspect. 

			During the Cultural Revolution in China, launched in 1966 and lasting a decade, leadership erased anything of the former culture. Arts and music had to be specifically socialist in nature. Denunciation of anyone disobeying was common. According to Christian Caryl writing in Foreign Policy magazine, “A central part of the Cultural Revolution was Mao Zedong’s campaign against intellectualism, book learning, and the ‘Four Olds’ (old habits, old ideas, old customs, and old culture).”39 Kathrin Hille writes in the Financial Times about Mao Zedong’s cultural revolution, “Several former Red Guards, those who followed Mao’s rallying cry to destroy China’s traditional culture and build a new socialist society, have publicly apologised during the past few months for turning against their teachers, cadres and even their own families. But this remains an exception.”40 When the past gets erased, it’s rare that that erasure is acknowledged at all.

			In Cambodia, Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge took power in the mid-1970s and restarted history at “year zero.” A 2019 Reuters piece described the mission: “The extremist ideology of the 1975-79 regime sought to turn Cambodia back to ‘year zero’ in its quest for a peasant utopia.”41 That utopia always requires destruction of the past. Children, again, were the main target. The British government’s Holocaust Memorial Day Trust website describes the Khmer Rouge ideologies: “In order to enforce loyalty to the state, the Khmer Rouge broke peoples’ ties to religion and family. All political and civil rights were abolished. Formal education ceased and from January 1977, all children from the age of eight were separated from their parents and placed in labour camps, which taught them that the state was their ‘true’ parents. For the Khmer Rouge, children were central to the revolution as they believed they could be easily moulded, conditioned and indoctrinated. They could be taught to obey orders, become soldiers and kill enemies. Children were taught to believe that anyone not conforming to the Khmer laws were corrupt enemies.”42 The denouncements came fast and furious. Kids learned that some people were in and others were out. They learned to fear being caught on the wrong side of that line, lest they be erased from history too.

			This history erasure has come to America. In January of 2021, at the height of the pandemic and with schools still closed across the city, the San Francisco Board of Education decided by a vote of 6-1 to rename many of the city’s public schools. As the Associated Press reported, “The approved resolution calls for removing names that honored historical figures with direct or broad ties to slavery, oppression, racism or the ‘subjugation’ of human beings. In addition to Washington and Thomas Jefferson—former presidents who owned slaves—the list includes naturalist John Muir, Spanish priest Junipero Serra, American Revolution patriot Paul Revere and Francis Scott Key, composer of the ‘Star Spangled Banner.’” It also included Democratic Senator Dianne Feinstein. Her crime wasn’t exactly clear. An Associated Press article about the schools’ name changes notes that Feinstein “embraced Republican Sen. Lindsey Graham at the end of heated confirmation hearings for U.S. Supreme Court Judge Amy Coney Barrett” but also “replaced a vandalized Confederate flag that was part of a long-standing flag display in front of City Hall. When the flag was pulled down a second time, she did not replace it.” “I want to ensure people this in no way cancels or erases history,” San Francisco Board of Education President Gabriela Lopez said, while doing exactly that.43

			This isn’t the only way leftists across the country have attempted to delete anything uncomfortable or imperfect in American history. Christopher Columbus was an Italian voyager, funded by Spanish royalty, who crossed the Atlantic on four separate occasions at a time when that seemed impossible. But in new woke America, he does not get credit for discovering the new world (since he never landed in what today would be the United States) while somehow still getting all the blame for the displacement and killing of Native Americans. At least thirty-three Christopher Columbus statues in the United States have been removed, including one in Columbus, Ohio, a city named after the explorer which, as of yet, has not been renamed.44 Many states no longer celebrate Columbus Day and instead celebrate Indigenous Peoples’ Day or a combination of both days. It’s unclear why Indigenous People would want to share a day with Columbus if he is responsible for their displacement and destruction, but much about woke culture continues to escape logic.

			It’s not just Columbus, of course. In the riots after the George Floyd killing, removing Confederate statues was the order of the day, but plenty of non-Confederates were dragged in along with them. Several statues of George Washington were torn down45 or defaced,46 and Thomas Jefferson’s statue was torn down in Portland, Oregon.47 Statues of Abraham Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt were removed or defaced.48 All of them are terrible, but the last two make no sense at all. Lincoln is widely credited with ending slavery, and Roosevelt is unrelated to slavery or the Confederacy at all. But when history cleansing gets going, it’s hard to stop it. 

			Woke politicians and institutions didn’t want to be left out of the action, so they began their own decontamination. Thomas Jefferson’s bust was removed after a century in New York’s City Hall.49 An “equestrian monument to [Theodore] Roosevelt, which has stirred protests as a symbol of colonialism and racism,” as described by the New York Times, was removed from the American Museum of Natural History in New York City because the statue also featured a Native American leading Roosevelt’s horse.50

			Boston took down an Abraham Lincoln statue with a freed slave at his feet. It didn’t matter that, as NPR reported, “The statue, which stood in Park Square since 1879, is a copy of Thomas Ball’s monument that still stands in Washington, DC’s Lincoln Park. The original work, which came to be known as the Emancipation Group, was purchased through donations by freed enslaved people and black veterans of the Union Army. A copy was then erected in Boston, Ball’s hometown.”51 Former slaves had wanted this statue displayed, but they were no match for the “everything is offensive” wokesters of today. The statues were deemed unacceptable and problematic by today’s purified standards, so they had to go.

			Across the country, statues of George Floyd popped up. His imperfections were not up for debate. His brutal death, captured on video, had shocked Americans. We had united in disgust and grief over what had happened to him, but even that unity, in our totalitarian-mimicking moment, was simply not enough. “Black lives matter” is an idea as uncontroversial as “the Earth is round.” But because everyone already agreed with it, it couldn’t simply be believed. You had to put a sign in your window to signal support for an idea that everyone already favored. You had to imagine there were people to convert to the cause, those who didn’t believe strongly enough or didn’t use the exact right words like “anti-racist” to describe it. And you had to badger them into walking the very narrow line of acceptable speech on the issue, lest you not be fully identified as an “ally.” 

			It wasn’t just statues either. In March of 2021, as we’ll explore later in the book, the estate of Dr. Seuss pulled six books from future publication due to potentially offensive images. Dr. Seuss Enterprises released a statement saying, “These books portray people in ways that are hurtful and wrong.”52 The books were outdated because some of them were from the late 1930s.53 Not only were the books pulled from Amazon and big box stores, but secondhand versions were suddenly not available on eBay.54 It was full erasure.

			It had all been done before. 

			This conformist culture, and the idea that you have to be active in finding someone doing wrong somewhere, requires new pressure points, and so it must keep spreading. Part of this is because the signature features of wokeness are conformity and spectacle. There are correct positions, correct words, correct behaviors, correct responses. But the more outlandish the accusation, and the more normal people you can get to agree with it, the better. 

			Tyrannical societies have always demanded conformity and spectacle in the same way. Aron died in that gulag, but his family had to learn to endure. When Stalin’s death was announced, Aron’s two daughters immediately got to work making a scrapbook of Stalin’s glorious life. They were no fools. The spectacle was survival.

			It’s not surprising, then, that much of our current woke thought has its origins in Marxist thought. The ideology of Karl Marx, a foundation of Soviet society, focused on the struggle within organizational structures and power systems. It’s these exact ideas that teachers are force-fed at their universities before passing these concepts onto our children. The same failed ideas from over a hundred years ago are circulating in our schools today—ideas involving spectacle and conformity. 

			But the problem of wokeism isn’t just conformity; it’s acceptance to that conformity. It’s also the consequences parents face for daring to object. The Joe Biden administration, for example, used the Justice Department to target parents who spoke up at school board meetings. The National School Board Association sent a letter to the Justice Department saying parents at these meetings “could be the equivalent to a form of domestic terrorism.”55 The attorney general, in turn, directed the FBI to investigate “a disturbing spike in harassment, intimidation and threats of violence against school administrators, board members, teachers and staff who participate in the vital work of running our nation’s public schools.”56 Be quiet, parents, or we will get you. 

			This enforced conformity also extended to a number of issues around COVID-19 policies. When schools stayed closed, mostly in Democratic strongholds across the country, and it became clear that the closures were entirely political and not scientific, parents in these blue areas did not feel like they could speak out, lest someone mistake them for being aligned with the “wrong” side. Some were afraid for their jobs, that someone would call their boss and inform on them for supporting something that was the standard in other countries around the world, but many others were simply afraid of reputational damage. To want schools open meant that you were on the wrong team. That was even more important than your own children’s well-being. 

			Woke compliance is easier to instill in children than in adults. Adults have fully formed personalities, if not opinions, and it’s much harder to cow them into obedience. Wokeness is black and white, right and wrong—exactly the kind of thing that appeals to children and why they are so susceptible to being brainwashed in the name of wokeness. 

			What does raising children to be woke do to their value system and inherent sense of curiosity? Childhood anxiety and mental health challenges are at all-time highs.57 Is it any wonder, when we’re teaching children to be anxious?

			In December of 2021, Elon Musk told the satirical website, the Babylon Bee, “At its heart, wokeness is divisive, exclusionary and hateful. It basically gives mean people a shield to be mean and cruel, armored in false virtue.”58 When you aim that behavior at children, it teaches them never to speak up or speak out unless they do so along authorized lines. It stunts their creativity and intelligence and creates malleable robots who parrot what they are told. 

			The encroachment of leftism into every single facet of American life, from academia to Hollywood to corporate boardrooms, has been going on for decades. But wokeism is something novel. Wokeism demands subservience and conformity. There is only one correct answer to any given question. Any stepping outside the lines, any questioning of official positions, gets you kicked off the team. Curiosity is discouraged. It is leftism on steroids, and it is taking over everything. It’s important to remember that, just like wokesters say they’re actually fighting racism, sexism, anti-LGBTQ+, etc., so, too, did the totalitarians throughout history say they were enforcing their will on the people for the people’s own good. No one ever says they’re going to remake society for the worse. Every tyrant believes they are doing good. That’s why it’s so important to recognize the pattern. The leaders of the Soviet Union told my parents they were going to usher in a more impartial, just, equitable world. Many people had to die, my great-grandfather among them, for that cause. 

			The United States is not a totalitarian country. We elect our leadership. We can criticize our government. But the forced conformity of unfree countries has arrived at our shores, and wannabe totalitarians are enforcing it with zeal. Everything is being politicized, just like in totalitarian countries. We’re in danger, and our kids are in danger. It might not be government agencies enforcing sameness yet, but it is enforced just the same. 

			The narrow wokeness of our time is boxing us in while removing our shared understanding of history. Ideological purity necessitates destroying the past, and it’s happening in the U.S. today just as it has happened in places like China. How can anyone fully embrace Maoist ideas when they may have believed competing ideas in the past? No growth or change can be permitted, only a restart. 

			The past isn’t that far away. Totalitarian-forced conformity isn’t just something from long ago. In China today, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) makes sure that its message is central in all of the arts. The China Media Project, which conducts “specialized research and engagement around developments in the Chinese media landscape”59 at the University of Hong Kong’s Journalism and Media Studies Centre, describes this as the “main melody.”60 “The term ‘main melody,’ or zhu xuanlü (主旋律), is frequently found in contemporary Chinese Communist Party discourse to describe activity in the cultural sphere, including media and journalism, that sticks to the main political line of the CCP. Emerging in the 1980s to refer to developments in film, the phrase can now refer more generally to the need to ensure the Party’s voice is dominant in media and the arts, and leads the chorus.”61 

			A “main melody” has appeared in so many different facets of American life: one tune, one chord. Once you hear the melody, you start noticing it everywhere. 

			It’s why cancel culture has accompanied wokeness on its ascent. One error or misplaced word can easily harm a child’s life forever. In December of 2020, the New York Times featured a story by Dan Levin called “A Racial Slur, a Viral Video, and a Reckoning.” In it, an eighteen-year-old sociopath, Jimmy Galligan, is allowed to destroy the life of a classmate, Mimi Groves, for using a racial slur when she was fifteen years old. Groves had not directed the slur at anyone but had used it for excited emphasis upon getting her driver’s license. Galligan held on to the video until the time when it would do the most damage: “‘I wanted to get her where she would understand the severity of that word,’ Mr. Galligan, 18, whose mother is black and father is white, said of the classmate who uttered the slur, Mimi Groves. He tucked the video away, deciding to post it publicly when the time was right.” And get her, he did. Levin notes, “Ms. Groves, in a public Instagram post, urged people to ‘protest, donate, sign a petition, rally, do something’ in support of the Black Lives Matter movement.”62 It didn’t matter. She had sinned against the gods of woke, and she would be punished. 

			The New York Times running a story about non-famous teenagers is the same kind of ideological policing done by totalitarians: behave how we want or we pummel you. Groves was kicked off her cheerleading squad and withdrew from attending the University of Tennessee after immense pressure. 

			It was not enough that Galligan got to be the hero of the New York Times story. He was also a Pavlik, proudly denouncing his family for the cause. Levin writes, “Shortly after his 18th birthday in July, Mr. Galligan asked his father, a former law enforcement officer, what he thought about white privilege. ‘The first thing he said to me is that it doesn’t exist,’ Mr. Galligan recalled. He then asked his father if he had ever been scared while walking at night, or while reaching into the glove box after getting pulled over by the police. He said his father had not. ‘That is your white privilege,’ Mr. Galligan said he told hi[s father].”63 

			We have always been a very second-chance country, liking nothing more than “the comeback,” whether by a fallen Hollywood star or a bankrupt businessman. But this new woke religion does not have a mechanism for forgiveness or compassion. There are no do-overs. People get canceled with speedy efficiency, a drastic departure from traditional American values and beliefs. 

			Interestingly, loneliness is often a precursor to totalitarianism. In her 1951 book The Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt writes, “What prepares men for totalitarian domination in the non-totalitarian world is the fact that loneliness, once a borderline experience usually suffered in certain marginal social conditions like old age, has become an everyday experience of the ever-growing masses of our century.”64 In many ways, our society has moved in the direction of segmentation, with loneliness being the effect of today’s world. 

			America is ripe for totalitarianism because of this, just like the societies Arendt covers. In writing about Arendt’s book in his own 2020 book Live Not by Lies, Rod Dreher notes, “The political theorist wrote those words in the 1950s, a period we look back on as a golden age of community cohesion. Today, loneliness is widely recognized by scientists as a critical social and even medical problem.”65 We are told we have nothing in common with each other and no shared culture. We move ever further away from each other and pretend there is no bond between us. 

			Even worse, our kids are led to believe they have nothing in common with their fellow countrymen. The message is that nothing about America or its founding should be celebrated. No American history may be acknowledged as respectable. Wokeness mocks the idea of American greatness. Everything about us is bad. Christopher Columbus is bad. George Washington is bad. We can no longer celebrate our first president. 

			Certain schools across the country have cut out the Pledge of Allegiance. My own kids did not say it at their public schools in Brooklyn, despite it being New York State law for schools to say it daily. It seems like a small thing and, after all, aren’t we concerned about the state enforcing sameness? But saying the Pledge is not mandatory.66 If a child chooses not to, their parents will not be dragged before a tribunal. It is the wonder of free countries that patriotism can come so naturally and without coercion. But it is coercion of a different kind when schools separate the children from their country. 

			When I learned my children were no longer saying it at their school in Brooklyn, I wrote a letter to the school asking them to reinstate it. I was told that because the school had kids from many cultures, they did not want anyone to feel left out. I was born in the Soviet Union, and the Pledge of Allegiance was the first English I learned. Saying it with my classmates as an immigrant child growing up in Brooklyn made me feel like I was a part of something. Wokeness shuns patriotism, teaching that our American experiment is not worth celebrating, that only our individual races and past cultures matter. 

			American traditions are in trouble too. Columbus Day went first, but the attack on Thanksgiving has been brewing for years. It’s already not an idea limited to the fringe. “Revisiting the racist history behind Thanksgiving”67 was on the liberal website Salon in 2018, but by 2020 “Why I’m Not Celebrating Thanksgiving This Year” was in Vogue.68 The Fourth of July will be on the chopping block at some point too. A July 2021 piece in USA Today was originally titled, “4th of July: What to do if you’re not feeling proud to be American,” and was later changed to: “Are You Ambivalent about Celebrating July 4? You’re Not Alone.”69 These leftist ideals are ripping through American history, and it is the Left who is doing the pushing. 

			Totalitarianism only works if there is a single ruling party. To get people to join, membership has to come with benefits. Among those benefits is the ability to lord your status over others. It’s OK, preferable even, if there are different rules for different people. Membership has its privileges, as the old American Express commercial goes. In September of 2020, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez said that following a Biden win in November, “I need folks to realize that there’s no going back to brunch. We have a whole new world to build.”70 By saying there’s no going back to brunch, Ocasio-Cortez signals that no time can be taken off from fighting for the leftist cause, but she, herself, lives a lavish life of luxury. The picture of her at the Met Gala, where a ticket costs over $30,000, in which she wore a dress that had “tax the rich” printed on the back and was unmasked despite all the servants around her wearing masks, did more to illustrate the privileges of the elite than anything could.71 You’re not going back to brunch, but she is.

			The fight for our children is a fight against this exact collectivism. Your child is your child. Totalitarians will always try to sever that tie.

			A September 2021 CNBC piece worried that kids had spent the pandemic at home with conspiracy-theorist parents and that schools would have to un-brainwash them: “It’s bad enough that kids are exposed to dangerous untruths across their favorite social media apps like Facebook, YouTube and TikTok. An equally large problem is that, while stuck at home during the pandemic, many students had their days of virtual schooling interrupted by screaming parents, who themselves had fallen deep into the internet’s darkest rabbit holes.”72 The article bemoans the increased influence of parents, as if schools and parents have some sort of shared custody over these children and the parents had somehow managed to inflict more of their ideas on their children during their pandemic time together. 

			As President Joe Biden said in late April 2022, “They’re all our children. They’re not somebody else’s children. They’re like yours [the teacher’s] when they’re in the classroom.”73 But that’s simply untrue. My children have had some terrific teachers, but my children still belong to me—not to their teachers and not to society at large.

			Parents have to start drawing a sharp line when it comes to their kids. Our children belong to us. The home is where we teach our children to stand up for themselves and learn they don’t have to hide their true beliefs. There are a lot of jokes about “safe spaces,” a term that hit the popular lexicon when colleges began providing rooms with Play-Doh and crayons where students, the majority young adults, could hide from controversial opinions. 

			But a real safe space is somewhere that kids can feel free to be themselves, to get things wrong and learn from mistakes. 

			Your kids must be able to question the ideas they’ve heard out in the world, and you must be ready to vocalize your principles. Kids don’t pick up values by osmosis; we have to impart values. They’re being assaulted by a culture that verbalizes a lot of different, often contradictory, beliefs. It will be impossible to counter that barrage of propagandistic information with limited rebuttal or by thinking that your children will simply pick up what you believe by being near you. They have to hear you articulate what matters most.

			They also have to see you fight. 

			Take courage: wins are not impossible, even in the bluest of American areas. In 2017, 1,600 parents signed a petition in Palo Alto, California, voicing their disapproval of a sex education class that included lessons for middle-school students on “hooking up” and “sex toys.”74 This is not some red town. The “birthplace of Silicon Valley,” Palo Alto has five times as many Democrats as Republicans. The school board heard the complaints of the parents and still decided not to make any changes to the curriculum whatsoever. There was an agenda to push, and they pushed it.

			But the parents didn’t give up. In February of 2022, three ultra-Left members of the San Francisco all-Democrat school board were recalled in a landslide election in a rebuke over the school-renaming fiasco. According to the Associated Press, “Parents in the politically liberal city launched the recall effort in January 2021 out of frustration over the slow reopening of district schools, while the board pursued the renaming of 44 school sites and the elimination of competitive admissions at the elite Lowell High School.”75 Closed schools, woke renaming, and a destruction of merit: even liberal parents in this far-Left city had had enough. 

			Parents have to treat wokeism being forced on their children similarly to how they might treat a religion being dictated to them. The options are to remove the child from the place where wokeness is being prescribed—not an easy thing to do when wokeness has taken over so much of our culture—or to make their home life a deprogramming effort.

			My mother told me that, in the Soviet Union, her parents would not dare contradict what she had learned in school. They had to reinforce things they knew to be untrue, or they would be in danger. Worse, their child would be in danger. They parroted what would keep the family safe. We’re in a dangerous moment today in America, but we have not reached dire times like these yet. Speaking up might get you nasty Facebook messages or, more seriously, a call to your boss. But it’s a necessity now to protect your children and say what you know to be true. 

			The home is the last line of defense. In totalitarian societies, parents have to pretend to believe the lies that kids are taught at school, lest they make themselves or their children a target. In a free country, you don’t have to do that. You can and should explain to children that life isn’t black and white and that America’s history is complicated, just like any other country’s history. You can and should reassert the morals that matter in your family. You can and should teach your child to be himself or herself and not be coerced into other people’s opinions. 

			Whose kid is this? In the home, you provide the answer: mine.

		


		
			2

			Wokeness in the Time of Pandemic

			The tentacles of wokeness have gripped onto everything, and the COVID-19 pandemic only sped up the politicization and enforced sameness. Schools being closed during COVID was an egregious example of the wokest groupthink.

			In March 2020, when COVID-19 first hit American shores, schools began to close their doors. On March 5, 2020, the Northshore School District in Washington State was the first to move to remote learning. On March 12, Ohio became the first state to close schools statewide. Other states quickly followed. 

			In New York City, already the epicenter of the pandemic, Mayor Bill de Blasio was reticent to close schools. The hapless mayor, known for showing up late for his news conferences and for his general incompetence, did, however, have a pulse on the societal importance of public schools. New York City schools are a point of many services for families in the five boroughs, and the mayor understood this acutely. Many poor children have breakfast and lunch at school, and after-school programs allow parents to work after the school day ends. Schools provide a backbone for society and a safety net for children.

			On March 13, the mayor said that closing down schools should clear “a very high bar” and warned that if they “shut down the school system, you might not see it for the rest of the school year, you might not see the beginning of the new school year,” which he said would weigh on him “heavily.”1 He was right. It turned out that closing down the school system and then reopening it again would be a giant challenge. Politico reported, “He resisted calls to close schools as he fretted about the displacement of more than 1 million students—in particular, those relying on free meals and other social services. One former aide vented over the weekend that his posture stemmed from his resentment toward wealthy people, who were particularly vocal in their criticism” likely because they were hearing from friends abroad about the measures taken in other countries.2

			Two days later, on Sunday evening, March 15, in anticipation of a dangerous pandemic hitting the city, Mayor de Blasio made the call to close America’s largest education system. And then on Monday, March 16, he took his chauffeured car to his favorite gym in Park Slope, Brooklyn, eleven miles from his Gracie Mansion mayoral home, a perfect encapsulation of the way grown-ups found a way to continue living their lives during the COVID-19 era, but children’s lives were to be paused indefinitely. 

			In May of 2020, New York’s then-Governor Andrew Cuomo released a four-phase plan for reopening the state. In the very last phase, dead last on the list, were schools.3 His defenders would say that the placement made sense because it would be months before the start of the next school year. But it was clear to those of us watching that this wasn’t about time; rather, it was about priority. Schools simply didn’t matter. Children simply didn’t matter. 

			For a minute there, it even seemed like the governor was ready to make physical schooling a thing of the past. In that same month, Cuomo announced the state would be partnering with Microsoft founder Bill Gates to “reimagine education” and floated the idea that maybe remote school was the future. As reported in the Washington Post, Cuomo said, “The old model of everybody goes and sits in the classroom, and the teacher is in front of that classroom and teaches that class, and you do that all across the city, all across the state, all these buildings, all these physical classrooms—why, with all the technology you have?”4 As Valerie Strauss noted in the Washington Post at the time of this announcement, “The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has spent billions of dollars on education reform projects it has conceded did not work as hoped.”5 It turns out kids need actual interaction, in actual classrooms, in order to learn. 

			While Cuomo was busy reimagining education without actual schools, the governor had also held off on making the decision as to whether day camps could open for the summer of 2020. Camps in neighboring states, like Connecticut, had already outlined guidance on summer camps but Governor Cuomo refused to. When New York Rep. Elise Stefanik sent Cuomo a letter pushing for that guidance, he responded with an entirely nonsensical comment about funding. “What you can say to Rep. Elise Stefanik and all of our great Washington representatives, we could provide rental assistance for people who can’t pay rent, we could provide child care for essential workers now. You know what it takes? Money. Funding. Money.”6 But it didn’t take money to open camps at all. It took will. The governor simply didn’t have it where children were concerned. 

			The practical concerns—and mental health—of children and their parents simply were not considered. How was the economy to reopen if there was no childcare in the form of summer camp? It was an obvious question, but no one in the media was asking it. Governor Cuomo was COVID’s conquering hero. He had been a steady voice early in the pandemic, giving daily briefings in a calm, reassuring manner. But much of it was a very good facade. He made many terrible mistakes in his handling of the COVID crisis and was a foe to anyone wanting normalcy for kids.

			Cuomo’s media coverage was all soft-focus. Who was he dating? Would he run for president? It was the perfect storm of a Left-leaning media celebrating and covering for a Left-leaning politician. No one would step out of line. 

			It would be another month before his highness Governor Cuomo would reopen playgrounds for kids. Parks had stayed open the entire pandemic. Beaches had reopened on Memorial Day weekend. But kids had to wait until mid-June to see their playgrounds again because they weren’t “safe.” 

			Yet, after George Floyd was killed by a police officer in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and protests spread throughout the country, all of the pandemic rules set for society were simply discarded. Did we need to stay indoors? Did we need to mask? Did we need to socially distance? It appeared not. Worse still, medical experts assured us that we did still need to do these things—unless we were protesting. By the middle of June, large protests were taking place nightly in many cities. Parents watched in horror and anger as the idea of their children returning to school that fall seemed impossible, yet massive protests were happening every single night. It was wokeness taken to its natural conclusion, and it didn’t need to make sense. Dan Diamond in Politico wrote, “For months, public health experts have urged Americans to take every precaution to stop the spread of Covid-19—stay at home, steer clear of friends and extended family, and absolutely avoid large gatherings. Now some of those experts are broadcasting a new message: It’s time to get out of the house and join the mass protests against racism.”7

			More than 1,200 health professionals signed a letter indicating that protesting was important and an exception to the pandemic guidelines. “However, as public health advocates, we do not condemn these gatherings as risky for COVID-19 transmission. We support them as vital to the national public health and to the threatened health specifically of Black people in the United States. We can show that support by facilitating safest protesting practices without detracting from demonstrators’ ability to gather and demand change.”8 Not all protests, of course: “This should not be confused with a permissive stance on all gatherings, particularly protests against stay-home orders.”9

			It was the moment a lot of people realized that science was not guiding the pandemic response and decisions were being made on a wholly political basis. At this point, playgrounds were still closed in many cities, basketball hoops in parks removed or covered up, and all other communal activities suspended. Logically, either the pandemic was serious enough that we all remain indoors, with very specific harm being caused to children, or it was not. The woke managed another option where their allies, and only their allies, got an exception. 

			When the protests died down and it was time to return the kids to school, those same medical professionals were absent from the public conversation. Social justice meant repeating leftist talking points, and leftists did not want schools to open. But at the end of September, after two last-minute delays, New York schools did open. 

			New York was seen as a national model of school reopening, heralded as a success story by a compliant media: “The New York City public school system, the largest school district in the country, has so far been able to reopen for in-person instruction without a massive outbreak of coronavirus cases. Aside from New York City, the remaining nine of the nation’s top 10 school districts started their school years online. New York’s preliminary success could potentially serve as a resource for other districts embarking on a return to in-person learning,” praised Annie Grayer at CNN.10 Grayer particularly focused on the testing that was somehow helping the schools stay open. How, exactly, the opt-in testing, which randomly tested 10-20 percent of the students and staff per month, would help was unclear. 

			They also implemented a routine of sanitizing rooms after someone was quarantined for COVID and, of course, mandatory masking.11 Mayor de Blasio was very optimistic. “The proof is in the results, and these are amazing results,” he said, concluding that this “bodes well for the future of our schools and our ability to fight and overcome this disease.”12 What it actually showed was that New York’s seasonal COVID-19 spike wouldn’t happen for another two months. But that was unclear in September of 2020 when New York City public schools opened their doors. They did it! Kids were back in school. Kind of.

			Most elementary schools in New York City operated on a hybrid model where kids went to school one to two days one week and two to three days the next. The rest of the time, the kids were home doing remote learning. New York City also provided an all-remote option for people who were too afraid to send their kids in person. 

			The days that students were home, parents were expected to oversee their remote studies. It’s hard to convey just how difficult this was and how thin parents were stretched. Parent boards were filled with growing desperation, as evidenced by posts from parents who admitted to frequently crying stress tears. 

			In our house we had lists of passwords and schedules for each child. We were doing the best we could, but there were days when my husband and I would be busy with our own work, so the kids’ schooling would have to come second. The dining room table was the workstation for our sons. Sometimes Google Classroom worked. Sometimes it didn’t. Sometimes Zoom worked. Sometimes it didn’t. There was yelling. In between the fairly rare live remote lessons, kids had at-home assignments. Our then-fifth grader didn’t have a problem doing them on her own, though the solitude of being alone in her room all day every day certainly took a toll, but our then-second grader and then-kindergartner needed a lot of assistance. There was one day our second grader was told to let us know that the kindergartner had somehow gotten his Physical Education schedule mixed up and had been participating in a P.E. class with fourth graders. I didn’t see how it mattered who else was on the screen as he ran laps around the dining room table. 

			I considered quitting my job. I loved being a columnist at the New York Post, but my kids were failing. Women across the country were reporting the same. Female employment dropped. I’d seethe when I saw headlines like “Pandemic Will ‘Take Our Women 10 Years Back’ in the Workplace” in the New York Times13 or “How the Pandemic Set Back Women’s Progress in the Global Workforce” in the Washington Post.14 What did they imagine would happen to women when they indefinitely closed the schools? It wasn’t even about childcare. Not really. The kids were failing, and moms weren’t going to stand for it. 

			Only conservative media were pushing for schools to reopen. In February of 2022, Fortune reported, “The January jobs report found that 275,000 women left the workforce last month, leaving the women’s workplace participation rate at 57%—a rate that pre-pandemic had not been seen since 1988. An entire generation of progress has been erased in two years.”15

			I was writing about the mostly closed schools regularly, and I’d get so much mail from other desperate parents that I felt like I had to keep going. But I also had to focus on saving my kids more immediately. I looked up school districts in Florida. I found a public school called Marsh Pointe Elementary that sounded terrific and could take all three of our kids for in-person learning. In January of 2021, we rented a two-bedroom apartment in Palm Beach Gardens, Florida, an area we’d never even heard of before, and moved our kids down to a state with open schools. It wasn’t a forever move. We kept our home in Brooklyn. It was more like a test run and a way to save our children. 

			I knew that my kids going to part-time school and staring at a screen the rest of the time was untenable. I remembered what we believed about screen time pre-pandemic, which was conveniently pushed to the side when schools closed. A 2018 study by San Diego State University psychologist Jean Twenge and University of Georgia psychology professor W. Keith Campbell published in Preventative Medicine Reports found that “even after only one hour of screen time daily, children and teens may begin to have less curiosity, lower self-control, less emotional stability and a greater inability to finish tasks.”16

			In the 2018 book The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure, Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt focus a lot on the dangers of screen time and how it has broken a generation of kids. The rise of anxiety and mental health issues can all be tied to more screen time. That depression and anxiety lead to all kinds of issues, such as “changes in cognition, including a tendency to see the world as more dangerous and hostile than it really is.”17

			This was a perfect storm during a pandemic. By August of 2021, some studies were showing that, globally, “the prevalence of depression and anxiety symptoms during COVID-19 [had] doubled, compared with pre-pandemic estimates, and moderator analyses revealed that prevalence rates were higher when collected later in the pandemic, in older adolescents, and in girls.”18

			The American Academy of Pediatrics suddenly had nothing to say about nonstop screen time. Pre-pandemic, the AAP was pointing out the dangers of screen time. “Correlational studies have shown that 8- to 11-year-olds who exceed screen time recommendations scored lower on cognitive assessments,” they noted.19 Underprivileged kids generally had more screen time than richer kids who had other options for extracurricular activities, and this was certainly something to worry about, according to the AAP. But in December 2020, the AAP told us that screen time was fine, actually. “There’s no need to worry about educational screen time during the pandemic if you arrange breaks between assignments, encourage outdoor play whenever safe and limit daily entertainment screen time to two hours a day or less,” they wrote, quoting a pediatric ophthalmologist whose advice also included to “blink often” to prevent dry eyes from staring at a screen all day.20 

			In addition to taking away school, many deep blue areas canceled all or most sports. In October 2020 in the New York Times, Kurt Streeter pointed out how much was still closed to kids in Los Angeles: “Recreation centers. Gymnasiums. Many outdoor basketball courts are surrounded by fences and locked gates.” Streeter spoke to Tom Farrey, Sports and Society Program director at the Aspen Institute, a nonprofit think tank. Streeter writes, “Farrey said that an already ample opportunity gap has widened. Compared with their counterparts in communities like Watts, middle-class and wealthy families are far more likely to have found ways to work around coronavirus restrictions and keep their children playing.”21 

			Aspen Institute also conducted a nationwide study on how youth sports were affected during the pandemic, of which Streeter states, “The study showed that nearly 30 percent of youth who were playing sports before the pandemic were not likely to go back without a major intervention. They’ve lost interest. Likely, some have lost momentum. Others have probably gotten so used to spending time on screens and video games that getting out on a field and running around seems less appealing.”22

			The irony is that obesity is one of the main comorbidity factors for a poor COVID-19 outcome. We stagnated the lives of children, stripped them of exercise and activity, and actually raised their risk profile for the virus with our “mitigation” methods. 

			Kids stayed out of school even after adults had started going to dinners and concerts again. Stadiums would be filled with maskless people in crowds watching a football game on Sunday, and toddlers would be masked and distanced at daycare on Monday. COVID-19 had exposed that children had their political purposes but could mostly be overlooked. It was deeply disturbing, and it lasted as long as it did because of the leftist woke pressure from people running the teachers unions, their supporters in politics, and their friends in the media.

			We needlessly stuck children on a screen for hours every day in the name of safety, and the result was exactly as we might imagine. Virtual school proved worthless and resulted in “significant learning loss,”23 according to education experts, while the nonstop screen time “led to an increase in mental health issues, as well as behavioral and attention problems,” according to studies.24 Not to mention the negative impact on physical health due to decreased physical activity.

			Worse still, the hybrid model actually did little to make attending school safer for children. It was based on the idea that kids needed to be six feet apart in classrooms to lower the risk of contracting COVID, and so only half the class, or less, could attend on any given day. It didn’t ever make sense. By July 2020, we knew COVID was spread via aerosols that could hang in the air for long periods of time, so how could it matter if kids sat three feet apart or six?25 In January of 2021, Former FDA Commissioner Scott Gottlieb, a regular on TV during the COVID era, admitted that six feet was an invented number. “Nobody knows where it came from. Most people assume that . . . the recommendation for keeping six feet apart, comes out of some old studies related to flu, where droplets don’t travel more than six feet,” Gottlieb told CBS’s Face the Nation host Margaret Brennan.26

			But aerosols are different from droplets. Aerosols hang in the air far longer than droplets and are far tinier. By that point the Biden administration had asked the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to reduce the distance allowed between kids in class from six feet to three feet, so that made questioning the official guidelines acceptable. Gottlieb said the change was based on a study the CDC had conducted in fall of 2020.27 So they knew throughout the 2020-2021 school year that six feet of distance was a pointless metric but waited until the spring of 2021, when it became politically acceptable to say so, to do anything about it. 

			The hybrid model was another popular but terribly misguided solution. In a hybrid model, when students are kept out of school for multiple days each week, or every other week, a sizable percentage of them are likely to intermingle with other children and adults. This is especially so for younger kids with working parents, as the kids may need to be in daycare, exposing them to another set of social contacts and all of their possible infections. Meanwhile, older kids and adolescents will be inclined to hang out with their peers on their copious “off” days. In many districts, remote learning plans include just a short amount of livestreamed teaching every day, leaving many hours to fill in other ways, again dispersing kids to have many interactions with people when the idea was to keep those interactions limited. 

			In August of 2020, Wired writer David Zweig interviewed epidemiologists who were pointing out that the hybrid model was the most dangerous.28 William Hanage, an epidemiologist at Harvard’s T.H. Chan School of Public Health, stated, “The hybrid model is probably among the worst that we could be putting forward if our goal is to stop the virus getting into schools.” Jennifer Nuzzo, an epidemiologist at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, stated that the hybrid model “only works if students stay home, alone, during all of that time they are out of school,” which is, as Zweig put it, “a strangely unrealistic assumption by policymakers.”29 Their argument was simple: if you want to limit children’s and teachers’ exposure to infection, it’s better to have students spend their time within a consistent group of peers. In that case, it would have made far more sense to send the kids to school full-time and have their interactions be limited to each other. Instead, on the days the kids were not in school, they were dispersed throughout the city, having many other interactions. They might be with a babysitter or with a tutor. Some families formed pods on the off days. Others spent their time at their weekend house. Some kids went to stay with extended family so that their parents could work. It was a disaster for kids and for fighting the virus. 

			But “strangely unrealistic” could describe much of the school system’s COVID-19 response.

			New Yorkers were so happy for the crumbs. Their kids went to school sometimes. But at least it was something! Middle and high school in-person time was even more limited. Older kids often went to school once a week, if that, and a lot of times the class was “Zoom in a room.” In other words, the teacher would be home and the kids would gather in their classroom to watch him or her on a screen.30 New York schools were barely open, but New Yorkers did not believe they could voice concerns because their kids were at least getting to go part of the time!

			In mid-November 2020, the city’s COVID-19 case numbers started to go up. New York had suffered terribly at the start of the pandemic, but when the numbers decreased through the summer and stayed low in the fall, politicians celebrated, and New Yorkers were pleased with themselves for having done everything “right.”

			The deal that Mayor Bill de Blasio had struck with United Federation of Teachers’ head Michael Mulgrew was that New York City public schools would close if the positive testing rate in the city hit 3 percent.31 The number never made any sense. If ninety-eight healthy people for every one hundred decided to test that day, schools stayed open. But if ninety-seven healthy people decided to test for every one hundred, kids would be thrown into chaos and sent home. 

			When that magic 3 percent number hit, that’s exactly what happened. Schools closed. It would be a month, and the COVID case rate would be far higher at that point, before elementary school kids would get back into the classroom, and many months before it would happen for the older cohort. Middle schools didn’t return, even to their one-to-two-day-a-week model, until late February.32

			This was all somehow seen as a win for New York kids. The media, of course, swallowed this line completely. In February of 2021, Peter Szekely at Reuters wrote about New York’s successes in a piece titled “New York Mayor Sees High School Classrooms Reopening in Current Academic Year.”33 High schools were open in many places throughout the country, but the idea that they might, someday, reopen in New York City was still seen as a success. Elementary schools were open, still on a hybrid model, and middle schools would reopen on their part-time model soon. The assumption was high school could not be far behind. In reality, it would be mid-March by the time high school students got to return for any classroom time at all, and many high school students stayed fully remote.34

			As late as October 2021, thousands of kids were still unaccounted for in the New York City school system, simply not showing up. Mulgrew put that number at 180,000 lost kids.35 And yet, writes Szekely, “The mayor touted the city’s school re-opening strategy as a national model, noting that the U.S. Centers for Disease Control ‘borrowed heavily from the New York City approach’ when it issued its guidelines. At schools with in-class learning, the city requires weekly virus testing, masks, distancing, hand-washing, ventilated spaces and contract tracing—all components of the CDC guidelines, de Blasio said.”36 How could a school system that was mostly closed be a model for anyone? It didn’t make any sense. Yet the media was compliant in helping New York seem like a success story.

			The celebration of New York’s extremely meager achievements made even less sense when contrasted with comparable cities. In countries across Europe, major cities had all managed to open schools and keep them open—full-time—some entirely maskless, and their numbers were similar or lower than our rates.37 There were plenty of examples of what to do domestically too. Yet the states that had managed to open their schools, Florida and Texas most famously, were only highlighted in a negative way. To celebrate their success would mean that kids in blue areas were missing school for no reason at all. 

			In fact, kids in blue areas were missing school for no reason at all, something the media covered up and protected the political leaders from having to face. 

			There were solutions that could have given kids the opportunity to go to school in person. If public schools wanted to remain closed, all kids should have had the options that the richer set did. Corey DeAngelis, National Director of Research at the American Federation for Children, told me, “The education battles we’ve seen bubbling up over the past two years—over in-person learning, curriculum, masking, and other COVID mitigation strategies—are all just symptoms of the larger problem: a one-size-fits-all government school system. Forcing millions of kids into a one-size-fits-all school system is destined to fail because families disagree about how they would like their children educated. Families have differing values and preferences, and that’s OK. The government school system forces parents into unnecessary conflict, and at the end of the day, many families are left unhappy with the result. The only way out of this mess, out of this never-ending cycle of chaos, is to fund students directly and empower families to choose the education providers that best meet the needs of their children. At the same time, competition would give the government schools stronger incentives to focus on the needs of families and potentially focus less on divisive concepts in the classroom. School choice is the only way forward with freedom as opposed to force.”38

			When we think back to the early COVID days, it’s easy to forgive a lot. We didn’t know. How could we know? 

			But we did know. We knew many things that our leadership refused to accept. A lot of it was basic, simple common sense. 

			In May of 2020, I wrote a column in the New York Post urging people to get outdoors for multiple well-proven reasons. “Several studies,” I wrote, “including one out of Northwestern University, found a link between Vitamin D and mortality from COVID-19: ‘Not only does Vitamin D enhance our innate immune systems, it also prevents our immune systems from becoming dangerously overactive. This means that having healthy levels of Vitamin D could protect patients against severe complications, including death, from COVID-19.’”39 We also knew, even in May 2020, that outdoor transmission was rare. In the same May 2020 New York Post piece I wrote, “Study after study has shown that the coronavirus is far less transmissible outdoors. Jonathan Van-Tam, England’s chief medical officer, said recently, ‘There is a definite truism across all of the science literature that ventilation is a most critical part of reducing transmission from respiratory viruses.’ And a Yale University study in March found that ‘winter’s cold, dry air makes such viruses a triple threat.’”40

			We knew. And yet we kept kids off playgrounds and away from their friends even outdoors. We knew, and yet, as late as winter 2022, New York City schools, and those of many other blue cities across the country, continued to force children into masks even outside. Even when it was clear that the flimsy cloth masks41 (or even the blue medical ones) did little to nothing to slow the spread of COVID, we insisted on keeping kids masked.42 It was groupthink of the highest order. To be on the Left meant to believe in masking, even long after we knew that they didn’t work.

			In February of 2022, following the Omicron variant spike, Democratic governors began announcing they would ease masking restrictions. Governors in Connecticut, Delaware, New Jersey, and Oregon announced they would lift mask mandates in schools.43 School districts would be free to decide for themselves, and it was clear that the most Left-leaning districts would remain masked. 

			In New York, California, and Illinois, however, the Democratic governors announced they, too, would be lifting mask mandates—other than in schools. At this point, kids in New York City, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and other major blue cities like Portland, Cleveland, New Orleans, and so on were still masking children outdoors. This was ten months after Dr. Anthony Fauci said, “The risk when you’re outdoors—which we have been saying all along—is extremely low.”44 Kids were the lowest risk population, yet they certainly weren’t treated as such. It made no sense. 

			No exceptions could be made for kids, either. When politicians were caught maskless, again and again, they would say they had recently been eating or drinking. London Breed, the mayor of San Francisco, was caught violating her own indoor masking mandate at a Tony! Toni! Toné! concert.45 When asked about it, she seemed offended that she would even need to respond. “Everyone was vaccinated,” she said. “And it was Tony! Toni! Toné!’s first live performance in decades. Yes, I danced without a mask. Come on, y’all . . . How can you NOT dance?”46 Yet kids were not allowed to dance maskless in school even if, as Breed described it, they were “feeling the spirit” and not “thinking about a mask.”47

			The “no exceptions for children” rule was especially cruel for kids with special needs. Speech therapy, for example, had to be conducted through masks. Rachel, a mom from West Orange, New Jersey, found out that her son would need speech therapy on the day before his second birthday. Rachel told me how devastated she was knowing that the very next day he would need to be masked in daycare because Governor Phil Murphy implemented indoor masking for kids two and up. Her son also had a hearing issue. “At fifteen months old, he had an ear infection and the doctor said he might have been having them all along without us knowing. He wasn’t speaking. For 40-45 hours a week he was in daycare, and he was not hearing or seeing faces.” Eventually, her son got ear tubes put in. 

			Rachel joined together with other parents and called Governor Murphy’s Deputy Chief of Staff of Outreach, Deborah Cornavaca. Rachel says that Cornavaca listened to their impassioned pleas on behalf of their children—the way that the masking was actively hurting their development, how difficult it was to conduct speech therapy through masks—and she simply said, “Masks work, and we have to keep the kids safe.”48 Unions had come out strong for child-masking and Cornavaca had previously worked “as a statewide organizing expert at the New Jersey Education Association,” a teachers union. Cornavaca could be seen in pictures, maskless, speaking at the 5th Annual Women’s Leadership Conference. It was clearly important for her to be understood, unlike small children for whom it was not.49 No exceptions could be made for children, no matter how many exceptions politicians made for themselves. 

			Kids were barely an afterthought, if they were a thought at all, until they were politically advantageous. In winter of 2022, states finally moved to unmask kids in schools. It was a political calculation. People were fed up with masking and even more fed up with masking children. The midterm elections were approaching, and Democratic politicians were poised to suffer for their continued refusal to follow anything resembling science. 

			It helped that Democratic governors in states like California, New York, and New Jersey did it at the same time. They gave each other cover. But it also highlighted how much group dynamics affect policy. Because the Left is “pro-union,” and because the teachers unions were against opening schools, parents and the media disregarded all science that said opening schools could be done safely. They sold out their own kids and ours in the name of that conformity. 

			Parents who wanted schools to open were targeted with such vile hatred that most stayed anonymous. Parents I spoke to for articles at the time asked that I not share their names for fear that, as one mom told me, “someone [would] call my boss and say I want teachers to die.”50 Many were accused of racism, an easy way to invalidate anything they had to say.

			Daniela Jampel was an open-schools advocate in New York City and one of the few to advocate for opening schools under her real name. She didn’t just get nasty comments online. She told me that Twitter absolutely interfered with her real life. She received veiled threats. Anonymous people on Twitter would refer to her being pregnant, something she had not shared online, as a way to let her know they knew her offline. She told me, “In Facebook groups and on neighborhood email listservs, I was called a white supremacist, a racist, a bad mom who just wanted her kids out of her house, and someone who didn’t care about teachers. I know that these comments were seen by my neighbors, the parents of my kids’ classmates, and people I casually knew in my neighborhood.”51 This was a warning sent to others: be quiet or you will be targeted too. 

			Another open-schools advocate, a lifelong Democrat named Maud Maron, ran for city council in New York City and was targeted because of her support for schools reopening. Maron told me, “When I was scheduled to speak at a rally with [2019 NYC mayoral candidates] Andrew Yang and Kathryn Garcia, a protest group started circulating social media posts referring to our advocacy as ‘white supremacy with a hug.’ The equity crowd championing closed schools—a policy that disproportionately hurt poor, minority kids—remains one of the most bizarre and cruel twists of the strange COVID bedfellows.” By all accounts, the people who marched for equity should have been protesting for underprivileged kids to be in school. They didn’t. Maron paints the picture as to why. “I was running for city council at the time, and my opponent sent an email referring to me as an ‘anti-mask’ radical. There was no nuance to the conversation. It was a ‘with us or against us’ mentality as they ushered in the most extreme restrictions.”52

			After the death of George Floyd at the hands of police in the summer of 2020, and with the riots that followed, the label “racist” became even more powerful than it had been already. The open-schools advocates were frequently called racists in an attempt to shut down their arguments that kids belonged in schools. As long as racism is the only explanation for everything, every institution is in danger, and public schools are no exception.

			Parents weren’t just being paranoid when they stayed quiet. There would be real repercussions for people who dared state the obvious.

			Jennifer Sey was the brand president for Levi’s Jeans—until she became outspoken about opening schools. It was a real-life “The Emperor Has No Clothes” moment. She jeopardized her career by saying what everyone already knew. Writing on the Bari Weiss Substack “Common Sense” in February of 2022, Sey notes that the company had no problem with “politics,” but when she spoke out on COVID-sanity, or just the facing of reality of what has contained COVID and what has not, “the calls kept coming. From legal. From HR. From a board member. And finally, from my boss, the CEO of the company. I explained why I felt so strongly about the issue, citing data on the safety of schools and the harms caused by virtual learning. While they didn’t try to muzzle me outright, I was told repeatedly to ‘think about what I was saying.’” She continues, saying, “Meantime, colleagues posted nonstop about the need to oust Trump in the November election. I also shared my support for Elizabeth Warren in the Democratic primary and my great sadness about the racially instigated murders of Ahmaud Arbery and George Floyd. No one at the company objected to any of that.” Sey had been on track to be Levi’s next CEO, if only she would have stopped talking about how the COVID regulations were impacting kids. She wouldn’t, and the harassment led to her resigning from her position.53

			It was startling that the idea of children going to school, like they were doing in countries around the world, suddenly became seen as a right-wing cause. Schools had opened in much of Europe in the fall of 2020—including in the UK, France, Ireland, and other places—and they stayed open through spikes.54 When services were forced to close due to outbreaks, schools were prioritized for reopening before all else.55 They did not experience any significant increase in cases in schools or in society based on these policies. 

			Yet in America, good liberals had to oppose kids going to school. Many, of course, put their own kids in open private schools, hired tutors, formed pods with other children, or moved to stay with family or at their weekend home where schools were open. They did what they had to do for their own kids but never fought for the children of their neighbors, all while spouting the rhetoric of equity. As long as they participated in the pageantry their political side demanded of them and argued for schools to stay closed, it didn’t matter that their kids were actually going to school. 

			It wasn’t coincidental. If there was one person who did the most to stand in the schoolhouse door, it was the president of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), Randi Weingarten. In September of 2020, she was adamant that schools stayed closed: “If community spread is too high . . . if you don’t have the infrastructure of testing, and if you don’t have the safeguards that prevent the spread of viruses in the school, we believe that you cannot reopen in person.”56 Other places did not wait to get to “COVID Zero,” or even just a reduction in case numbers, before opening their schools. The “community spread,” or the number of cases circulating, was high in many countries and in many U.S. cities and towns, which had put kids first and opened schools. States not under Weingarten’s influence successfully opened their schools in fall of 2020. It was only blue cities and suburbs that listened to her and kept schools closed. 

			Part of this was blatantly political. President Donald Trump wanted schools to open. In a joint event with First Lady Melania Trump in July of 2020, the president said again and again that schools should open in the fall. It seemed like the more Trump wanted it, the more entrenched the Left became in opposing it.57

			It made no sense. One of the more obnoxious twists of the COVID-19 era was that around the country, in areas where schools remained closed, in-person “remote learning centers” popped up. In New York, Learning Bridges was a program that provided “free child care options for children from 3-K through 8th grade on days when they [we]re scheduled for remote learning.”58 The program was run by the same New York City Department of Education that was invested in keeping schools closed. The staff members of Learning Bridges were mostly non-unionized, so when schools closed in November of 2020 over the made-up 3 percent metric, Learning Bridges remained open. If there was science involved in these decisions, it was certainly not obvious.59

			In November of 2020, the NYC Department of Education (DOE) was forced to admit that children with disabilities were not being cared for properly at Learning Bridges: “As a child care program, Learning Bridges has more limited supports than those found in DOE schools . . . We are actively working to identify supports available for our Learning Bridges sites to ensure they can serve as many students with disabilities as possible.”60 Children with special needs were continually tossed aside.

			In January of 2021, Joe Biden was sworn in as president, and the political cost of keeping schools closed was beginning to show. Vaccines had started to be rolled out the month before, and Biden had promised to open schools in his first one hundred days. Many people pointed out that these school openings would be at the start of summer break for many regions, and still that goal ended up being too ambitious. 

			The CDC was set to release school-reopening guidelines in February. It was widely acknowledged they would push for all schools to reopen. Then the lobbying from Weingarten and other union officials began. The American Federation of Teachers Senior Director for Health Issues Kelly Trautner was directly involved. As reported by Jon Levine in the New York Post, “The documents show a flurry of activity between CDC Director Dr. Rochelle Walensky, her top advisors and union officials—with Biden brass being looped in at the White House—in the days before the highly-anticipated Feb. 12 announcement on school-reopening guidelines.” Carole Johnson, the White House coronavirus testing coordinator, and Will McIntee, an associate director of public engagement at the White House, ran interception between the CDC and Weingarten.61 In the end, the union won, and the kids, again, lost. 

			Levine writes, “With the CDC preparing to write that schools could provide in-person instruction regardless of community spread of the virus, Trautner argued for the inclusion of a line reading ‘In the event of high community-transmission results from a new variant of SARS-CoV-2, a new update of these guidelines may be necessary.’ . . . The AFT also demanded special remote work concessions for teachers ‘who have documented high-risk conditions or who are at increased risk for . . . COVID-19,’ and that similar arrangements should extend to ‘staff who have a household member’ with similar risks.” Both of these suggestions were included in the text of the final guidance.62

			That language mattered a lot. As CNN’s Jake Tapper would point out to Walensky in a rare contentious interview, 99 percent of American kids lived in areas of “high community-transmission.”63 The CDC’s new guidance, if followed, would have had even fewer kids in school than before. 

			Weingarten’s role was to stop kids from going to school, and it was one she took seriously. Schools in blue areas wouldn’t reopen even somewhat normally until September of 2021. Kids in those areas continued to mask in school, even outdoors through winter of 2022. Normalcy wouldn’t be returned to them on Randi Weingarten’s watch. 

			Even in the 2021-2022 school year, schools in blue areas continued to periodically close, and not always due to COVID. The lesson had penetrated: schools are not that important and can close at any time for any reason. The teachers unions could not be questioned. In November 2021, I wrote in the New York Post, “Across the country, schools are closing. Sometimes for a day or two. Sometimes for more. In Detroit, schools will close for three Fridays next month ‘amid COVID concerns.’ Schools in Kenosha went remote during the Kyle Rittenhouse trial. This month, Virginia Beach City Public Schools decided to end school two hours early on seven Wednesdays over the next three months due to fatigued teachers. More than 20 public school districts across the country will be tacking on ‘mental health days’ to the Thanksgiving break.”64 In Chicago, in January of 2022, the teachers union staged what Democratic Mayor Lori Lightfoot called “an illegal walkout.” Schools remained closed for five days.65 That same month, public schools in Flint, Michigan, one of the poorest cities in America,66 extended their virtual learning period “indefinitely.”67 If you dared object, you were anti-teacher. The pandemic conformity had spread.

			Writing on the Tablet magazine website in November of 2021, Alex Gutentag, a teacher of special needs kids in the Bay Area, called the year-plus of online learning “an unforgivable crime” that was “committed against public school children and families.” Gutentag added, “And as it unfolded, everyone around me said it was acceptable, necessary, and even good.”68

			It wasn’t about safety, but about control. Gutentag had tried to teach her kids but had run into the rigidness that represents our time. She writes, “When it became clear that California public schools would stay closed despite the paucity of evidence that closures were effective, and the far greater amount of evidence that schools could safely reopen, I tried to volunteer to teach kids with severe disabilities in person. But my district and union would not allow it. I emailed other teachers I knew from my union and cited statements from organizations like the American Academy of Pediatrics that were urging schools to reopen.”69 Nothing worked. 

			Groupthink and intense pressure to stay in line with the opinions of your tribe led to this disaster. In an editorial called “The Conformity Crackup of 2021,” the Wall Street Journal Editorial Board highlighted the way forced conformity and prohibiting dissent had led to harmful policies: “Two years later we now know that lockdowns at most delay the virus spread. The damage in lost education for children, lost livelihoods for workers and employers, and damage to mental health is obvious for all to see. Even Randi Weingarten, the teachers union chief who did so much to keep schools closed, now claims she wanted to keep them open all along.”70

			In the aftermath of the school closures, people on the Left have started speaking up about how their own political side shut them up. In The Atlantic in January of 2022, Angie Schmitt wrote that she had lost faith in her “tribe,” as she calls it—the Democratic Party. Her kindergartner had not gone to school in Cleveland, Ohio, through most of 2020. “And when I tried to speak out on social media,” she wrote, “I was shouted down and abused, accused of being a Trumper who didn’t care if teachers died. On Twitter, mothers who had been enlisted as unpaid essential workers were mocked, often in highly misogynistic terms. I saw multiple versions of ‘they’re just mad they’re missing yoga and brunch.’”71

			She continued, “Twitter is a cesspool full of unreasonable people. But the kind of moralizing and self-righteousness that I saw there came to characterize lefty COVID discourse to a harmful degree. As reported in this magazine, the parents in deep-blue Somerville, Massachusetts, who advocated for faster school reopenings last spring were derided as ‘fucking white parents’ in a virtual public meeting. The interests of children and the health of public education were both treated as minor concerns, if these subjects were broached at all.”72 

			The harm to some kids will be deep and lasting. Jackie Mader, who covers early childhood education at The Hechinger Report, “a national nonprofit newsroom” focused solely on education, reported how bad the literacy problem was becoming for the children of the pandemic.73 Mader highlighted that first grade, called “the reading year” by some teachers, is particularly important: “While experts say it’s likely these students will catch up in many skills, the stakes are especially high around literacy. Research shows if children are struggling to read at the end of first grade, they are likely to still be struggling as fourth graders.” The drop was dramatic: 40 percent of first-grade students were “‘well below grade level’ in reading in 2020, compared with 27 percent in 2019, according to Amplify Education Inc.”74

			For a society suddenly obsessed with equity, the Left mostly shrugged off the very real inequality that came with shutting down schools. Philip Klein highlighted this disparity in the National Review in April of 2021: “The most recent data from the Department of Education’s Institute of Educational Sciences show that while 52 percent of white fourth-graders are receiving in-person instruction (which is far too low to begin with), just 32 percent of Hispanic students and 30 percent of black students are receiving in-person instruction.”75

			Some equity. 

			And, again, the “we didn’t know” line won’t quite work here either. By June 2020, the management company McKinsey & Company had “created statistical models to estimate the potential impact of school closures on learning.”76 The company found that its models predicted the worst impact on the very students the equity-warriors pretend to care most about: “The average loss in our middle epidemiological scenario is seven months. But black students may fall behind by 10.3 months, Hispanic students by 9.2 months, and low-income students by more than a year. We estimate that this would exacerbate existing achievement gaps by 15 to 20 percent.”77

			It was a direct line from Randi Weingarten to the closed schools for minority students. Writes Klein, “The teachers unions are the strongest in and around large liberal cities, which have been holding out the longest in reopening schools, and those areas tend to have a higher concentration of blacks and Hispanics.”78

			Weingarten was the ringleader, but she wasn’t the whole circus. The media helped. Stories were framed to portray schools as far more dangerous than they were. Headlines read, “COVID-19 cases are rising fast. Can schools reopen safely after the holidays?”79 and “COVID-19 cases rise in children across US as schools begin to open for in-person learning,”80 linking schools—but not open bars, theaters, restaurants, or sports facilities—to the spread.

			Florida in particular bore the brunt of bad coverage. Governor Ron DeSantis was at the forefront of the open-schools conversation. He had prioritized it, and when he received pushback in fall of 2020, he signed an emergency order requiring schools to offer in-person instruction.81 Schools in Florida had opened, and stayed open, throughout 2020. In January of 2021, Governor DeSantis told me he was proud of keeping schools open during COVID. “I’m most proud of getting our kids back at school,” he said.82 “We knew the data, we knew it was low-risk. We felt we had to hold the line on this. We knew it was the case six to eight months ago. We were able to save the upbringing of hundreds of thousands of kids.”83 This was contrary to what the teachers unions wanted, of course, and the media went out of their way to punish him.

			In August of 2021, three teachers, in the same county, died of COVID. The coverage was breathless and mostly wrong, including several pieces which erroneously reported that four teachers died. The news pieces tied the deaths to the mask debate and mostly failed to mention that the teachers were unvaccinated and, most importantly, that school had not yet begun. They had caught COVID on their summer break, and the fact that they were teachers was entirely peripheral to the story.84 CBS News headlined its piece, “Four Broward County Educators Die from COVID-19 within 24 Hours, as Florida’s Battle over Masks in Schools Continues.”85 Anyone dying of COVID is a tragedy, but other unvaccinated people were generally mocked by the same media for failing to get the vaccine. The teacher deaths, because they could be used to hurt Governor DeSantis and stifle debate on masking in schools, were highlighted in an entirely different fashion. 

			In a March 2022 interview, I asked Governor DeSantis what he remembered about that time. He told me that the media “would take someone who had a poor COVID outcome, who happened to work at a school, and impute that to a classroom environment to drive an agenda. They wanted to raise questions about whether schools should open or not.”

			Again, this was August 2021, not 2020. Schools had been open for an entire year, but unions continued to push the idea that schools were unsafe. DeSantis told me he “viewed it very clearly from the science perspective that [the safety of schools] wasn’t debatable.”

			DeSantis told me that, in June of 2020, almost all establishment Republicans were opposed to his reopening of Florida. And in summer of 2021, a lot of Republicans “knew I was right on school closures but were full of trepidation on masking.” It was a particularly fraught time to speak out against the conventional masking wisdom, but DeSantis knew he was right. The governor told me, “My responsibility is to respect the freedom of Floridians, and if local government is stepping on that, I have to protect them.”86

			How seriously Governor DeSantis took that responsibility deeply resonated with my family. In January of 2022, we moved to south Florida. By that point my children had not been maskless in a classroom in nearly two years. Our older son was constantly getting in trouble for his mask falling below his nose, outdoors, during recess. Our younger son was struggling academically because six-year-olds are difficult to understand at the best of times and even more so through a mask. Our daughter, newly in middle school, had to eat lunch outdoors on the ground, even in very cold weather. She preferred that to the silent lunches her school insisted on when the weather dropped below freezing and they had no choice but to move the children inside. 

			We didn’t move to Florida just because of Governor DeSantis. Life is long, and politician terms are short. We moved there because the governor was leading the way with actual science and data and was very openly putting children first, and Floridians were on board with it. Florida was the top destination in both 2020 and 2021 for incoming moves from other states.87 The number one reason cited for that migration is “family.” We moved to save our kids, and so many others did too.

			The extreme and illogical response to the COVID-19 pandemic in regard to our schools demonstrates the real repercussions that happen when dissent is shut down and leftist conformity is enforced. We will spend years as a country digging out from what was done to kids during this pandemic. The woke have had a taste of real power, and it’s unlikely they won’t try to use it again down the road. Already there are discussions about “carbon allowances” with people being limited in their activities to preserve the environment.88 We have to understand what happened in order to never let them do this to our children ever again. Blind trust in authority, the devaluing of childhood, and so much more can never again be allowed. Parents must be the line of defense for their kids and say no.
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			No Subject is Safe

			In 2021, parents all over the country rose up and began speaking out about what they saw happening in their children’s schools. It was the Year of the Parent. A coordinated effort to shut them down quickly followed.

			In September of 2021, the National School Board Association (NSBA) sent a letter to the Biden administration, which opened with the claim that “America’s public schools and its education leaders are under an immediate threat.” The claim was that these contentious school board meetings were more than just irate parents expressing their displeasure over what their kids are being taught. “As these acts of malice, violence, and threats against public school officials have increased, the classification of these heinous acts could be the equivalent to the form of domestic terrorism,” they wrote. The Association requested that the full weight of the federal government be brought down on these parents who dared question their authority. “As such, NSBA requests a joint expedited review by the U.S. Departments of Justice, Education, and Homeland Security, along with the appropriate training, coordination, investigations, and enforcement mechanisms from the FBI, including any technical assistance necessary from, and state and local coordination with, its National Security Branch and Counterterrorism Division, as well as any other federal agency with relevant jurisdictional authority and oversight.”1

			Had “acts of malice, violence, and threats” increased, though? The letter provided twenty instances of bad behavior at school board meetings. Only one involved violence—hardly proof that the governmental department set up post-9/11 should be getting involved. 

			The letter, invoking the Gun-Free School Zones Act, the PATRIOT Act, the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act, the Violent Interference with Federally Protected Rights Statute, and the Conspiracy Against Rights Statute, was a hysterical plea to save the lives of school board members allegedly under full attack.

			They needn’t have tried so hard. 

			The Biden administration immediately sprang into action. On October 4, 2021, Attorney General Merrick Garland sent a memo to the director of the FBI, the director of the Executive Office for U.S. Attorneys, and the Assistant Attorney General alleging “a disturbing spike in harassment, intimidation, and threats of violence against school administrators, board members, teachers, and staff who participate in the vital work of running our nation’s public schools” and ordered them to take action.2

			Activists mostly saw this move as a suppression tactic by the NSBA to shut down speech at the school board meetings. They weren’t wrong about the tactic, only about who was ultimately shutting them down. 

			The Biden administration was in on the crackdown of parents from the start. In an internal memo, the NSBA revealed that they had had discussions with the Biden White House before sending the letter. In an October 5 email, NSBA Secretary-Treasurer Kristi Swett wrote that it was President Biden’s Education Secretary Miguel Cardona who had solicited the letter from the group.3

			Then, on October 13, Cardona tapped National School Boards Association President Viola Garcia to be on the National Assessment Governing Board. Garcia was one of two signatories on the memo. The coordination between the Biden administration and the NSBA was obvious.

			Parents saw, many for the first time, how far their own government would go to quiet them. The blatant coordination, and the attempt to shut down the speech of parents concerned about their children’s schooling, was startling. 

			But it would not have been happening if the parents hadn’t been winning. Only a month later, Glenn Youngkin, a Republican, won the governorship in Virginia. Another Republican, Jack Ciattarelli, nearly unseated the Democratic governor of New Jersey. Both of these men ran on making schools sane again and returning the power of education to the parents. 

			Spring of 2021 saw an intense national focus on education that had previously been lacking. Parents who were showing up to school board meetings had a number of grievances. They would passionately argue against critical race theory, or for open schools in the wake of COVID-19, or against gender indoctrination, or to remove masks. They were defending their children against an onslaught.

			Because of this focus, California’s racist math draft framework, a draft on how math would be taught in schools, got a lot of attention and was ultimately rewritten. It was evidence that so much of the woke push in education could be stopped with attention. 

			But certainly not all. 

			In January 2022, the Daily Wire published a report by Gabe Kaminsky covering a town in Oregon that had fought and won against the wokesters, only to have their schools ignore them and continue their indoctrination process.4 Newberg, Oregon, is a right-of-center town. But in 2020, Black Lives Matter flags were hung throughout the school. A group called Newberg Equity in Education (NEEd) was formed and urged the school board to adopt critical race theory in their teachings. Poorly written controversial books like Stamped by Ibram X. Kendi became part of the city’s library book club.

			Parents noticed the politicization of their schools and a decline in test scores and academic performance in general. The school population dropped from “nearly 5,000 students in 2018 to 4,338” in 2021.5 

			In July of 2021, four new school board members were elected specifically to fight the wokeness taking over Newberg’s schools. Their first order of business was attempting to strip political messaging from the school. Kaminsky writes, “After years of schools proudly flying the ‘progressive flag,’ a version of the gay pride flag with shades of black and brown to communicate minority oppression, as well as Black Lives Matter (BLM) flags, the members voted in August 2021 to ban ‘political’ flags, signs, and clothing.”6 But this could not be allowed.

			The school administration disregarded the directive. The school board members were targeted at their homes and jobs. They received anonymous phone calls. One board member had the gate of his home broken. Another board member was fired from his full-time job. Political action committees (PACs) were formed to recall the board members. Outside money poured in. Nearly $70,000 had been donated to get rid of the elected board members. Actress Rosario Dawson donated money to the recall PAC, as did filmmaker Justin Simien. 

			Why would woke Hollywood care so much about schools in a town of just over 22,000 people? It is the question of “who do your kids belong to?” The woke do not believe your children should be your own. To them, the collective matters more than the individual. When parents try to fight against nonsense encroaching on their children’s education, they are stopped.

			Just how woke is your child’s classroom?

			First, start with the question of how much ideological diversity has existed in our schools. Almost none. In 2015, Verdant Labs released an extensive study on the political affiliations of professions.7 They used political contribution data to figure out which jobs lean Republican and which lean Democrat. What they found was that teachers were overwhelmingly Democrats. Elementary school teachers were Democrats by an eighty-five to fifteen margin. There were eighty-seven Democrats teaching high school for every thirteen Republicans. School health educators were even more ideologically slanted at ninety-nine to one. 

			Being a Democrat doesn’t mean being woke. But the leftward shift of our schools isn’t new; it has been percolating for some time. And it isn’t accidental. It begins in teachers’ colleges and programs. Future teachers are indoctrinated into leftist thinking and taught to pass it along to their students. 

			Sol Stern, writing in a 2009 City Journal, a magazine produced by the Manhattan Institute, exposed what the New York Teaching Fellows—a program similar to Teach for America that “provides an alternate route to state certification for about 1,700 new teachers” and has them commit to two years of teaching in low-income areas—was teaching our future educators. He writes, “You might expect the required readings for these struggling rookies to contain good practical tips on classroom management, say, or sensible advice on teaching reading to disadvantaged students. Instead, the one book that the fellows had to read in full was Pedagogy of the Oppressed, by the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire.”8

			Continues Stern, “To get an idea of the book’s priorities, take a look at its footnotes. Freire isn’t interested in the Western tradition’s leading education thinkers—not Rousseau, not Piaget, not John Dewey, not Horace Mann, not Maria Montessori. He cites a rather different set of figures: Marx, Lenin, Mao, Che Guevara, and Fidel Castro, as well as the radical intellectuals Frantz Fanon, Régis Debray, Herbert Marcuse, Jean-Paul Sartre, Louis Althusser, and Georg Lukács. And no wonder, since Freire’s main idea is that the central contradiction of every society is between the ‘oppressors’ and the ‘oppressed’ and that revolution should resolve their conflict.”9 The concept is called “critical pedagogy,” and so the book is largely about finding power structures and challenging them. 

			And “critical pedagogy” is an example of a “critical theory.” In their book Cynical Theories: How Activist Scholarship Made Everything about Race, Gender, and Identity—and Why This Harms Everybody, Helen Pluckrose and James Lindsay describe “critical theory”: “A critical theory is chiefly concerned with revealing hidden biases and under-examined assumptions, usually by pointing out what have been termed ‘problematics,’ which are ways in which society and the systems that it operates upon are going.”10 The educational model Freire supports would have teachers rely on this “critical pedagogy” to instruct students on their oppression and thus help them be free. 

			In the spring of 2020, schools were pressured to “do something” to make education more equitable. “Equity” had become the leftist buzzword, replacing the earlier “equality” which is now hopelessly outdated. The idea of equity isn’t terrible. It requires schools to give each child what they need to succeed instead of giving all children the same education. In practice, though, what the teachers did instead was turn to the victimization lessons of critical race theory with which they were already familiar. 

			A November 2021 article in City Journal by Daniel Buck and James Furey explains how “critical pedagogy” evolved and spread. “Critical race theory flows from the more general philosophy of education called ‘critical pedagogy,’ which, in brief, seeks to leverage every math class, English lesson, history unit, elective, and scientific concept as a means to inculcate a political goal: the overthrow of Enlightenment-based, classically liberal principles—including the scientific method, objective reasoning, evidence-based argument, and so on.”11 

			Before CRT, the educational buzzword was “multiculturalism.” 

			“One does not see charts indicating tremendous improvement in reading or math skills through multiculturalism,” writes Jay Schalin in The Politicization of University Schools of Education, taking an extensive look at what is being taught at teachers’ colleges.12 This 2019 deep dive into what the teachers were being taught, by the James G. Martin Center for Academic Renewal Policy Institute, found a lockstep among the schools in the pedagogy they use. Schalin writes, “To discover ideological patterns in the education school curriculum, we reviewed syllabi—the detailed descriptions of a course’s content usually presented to students on the first day of a class—from three highly ranked public schools of education. These are the University of Wisconsin at Madison, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and the University of Michigan.”13 Sometimes the books used were not transparently pushing CRT. “For instance, the biography of Ladson-Billings—the most assigned author at both UNC’s and Wisconsin’s education schools—at the National Academy of Education says that she ‘investigates Critical Race Theory applications to education.’ In other words, she figures out how to insert CRT into the curriculum.”14

			The authors of these books play a myriad of roles in our education system and are widely respected in the establishment. Schalin writes, “These educators serve as advisors to top public officials, as officers of leading education associations, and as trustees of state higher education systems. They serve on the editorial boards of leading organizations, and as department heads. They receive top awards for writing and teaching, have founded or head influential education centers and institutes, and their opinions are widely sought in the media. They are not a fringe element, seeking converts around the edges of academia. They are the education establishment.”15

			As early as 2018, British comedian Tracey Ullman had a viral video with a satirical skit called “Overly-Woke Support Group.”16 In it, the actors shared how difficult life was becoming for them because they saw everything through a woke lens. Ullman said, “All of the young people in this room are ruining their lives by being overly virtuous.” Their nonstop virtue-signaling had rendered them unbearable. The group used all the right buzzwords: “representation,” “microaggression,” “subconscious bias,” “denying agency,” “problematic,” and so on. Ullman called it a “slippery slope” and lamented, “one minute you’re carrying a reusable water bottle, fine, and the next minute you’re arguing that water is racist.” At that, a member of the group gasps and asks, “Oh my God, is water racist?” 

			It’s all a joke, of course, until 2021 when a very serious argument erupts over whether or not math is racist. This isn’t a fringe idea limited to Socialist Weekly magazine. It’s permeating all kinds of “mainstream” spaces. In the Washington Post in December 2021, in an article titled “Racism in Our Curriculums Isn’t Limited to History. It’s in Math, Too,” Theodore Kim, an associate professor of computer science at Yale University, argued that math was indeed imbued with racism.17 His evidence was that the Greek scholar Euclid has a theorem named after him while the scholar responsible for Chinese Remainder Theorem remains unremembered. Maybe the 300AD Chinese mathematician Sun Tzu indeed should have the theorem named after him. But Kim makes the leap that Tzu doesn’t get the correct credit because, you guessed it, America is racist. He ties it to anti-Asian violence in the United States in the nineteenth century. The conclusion makes no sense. The allegedly racist mathematician L.E. Dickson, who discovered Sun Tzu’s work, could have claimed the credit for himself or stripped away the Chinese origins of the theorem altogether. But as long as racism is the only explanation for everything even marginally wrong with the world, every institution, subject, and course of study is in danger.

			The Left, having set ablaze our college campuses with their woke indoctrination, is now targeting children in grades K-12. In May of 2021, California rolled out a draft framework for teaching mathematics, using a manual called “A Pathway to Equitable Math Instruction: Dismantling Racism in Mathematics Instruction.”18 The framework instructed educators not to group children by ability or to refer to gifted children as “gifted.” The framework also dropped algebra for eighth graders and calculus for high school students. Merit is racist, you see. The idea is that we have to “decolonize math”19 because math is a tool used to oppress and marginalize people of color.20

			It’s not just race-related insanity either. Christopher Dubbs is an assistant professor in the Department of Mathematics at East Stroudsburg University in Michigan. In a 2016 paper, this teacher of future mathematics teachers argues that “mathematics education researchers are continuing to marginalize the experiences of queer youth and the only resolution is to center the queer student experience in the mathematics context.”21 Professor Dubbs concludes, “I challenge the mathematics education research community to push against the borders of mathematics education research by centering the experience of queer students in their current research while simultaneously advocating that more mathematics education researchers must adopt a queer theoretical stance to accomplish this centering, not only in the mathematics context, but within the overall education system.”22 

			The fact is: math is math. Math doesn’t care if you’re black or gay or anything else. But teachers already can’t say so, and they’re being pushed to take ever more fringe positions on how to educate children. But public schools are in jeopardy of replacing math with abject nonsense.

			Private schools face an even tougher situation. As Aaron Sibarium reported in the Washington Free Beacon in July of 2021, private schools are increasingly woke—because they have to be. The National Association of Independent Schools, “which sets accreditation standards for a group of more than 1,600 American private schools, including the country’s most elite and rarefied secondary schools,” has gone fully woke.23 Sibarium writes, “The association keeps a list of ‘approved accreditors’ and outlines ‘principles of good practice’ it expects them to enforce, including the promotion of ‘diversity, inclusion, equity, and justice’ through ‘cross-cultural competency.’ If schools do not comply with these standards, they risk losing their accreditation and the perks that come with it, including access to the association’s marketing tools.”24

			CRT is not a peripheral subject taught by one or two teachers in the big liberal cities. It’s a method of teaching that is being spread throughout the entire country. Teachers attend these liberal education programs, learn critical pedagogy, and disperse throughout the country to teach it in our schools. By the time new teachers get to the classroom, they’ve been fully indoctrinated into these methods. They will look for the oppressor and the oppressed in every child. They will judge them on their accident-of-birth features and their place in the “structures of power and oppression,” as they call it, and expect them to do the same. 

			Because the vast majority of teachers and administrators hold progressive beliefs, those beliefs make their way into classrooms in covert ways as well. From the comments and lesson planning of individual teachers to the institutionalization of progressivism in textbooks and core curricula, schools have become brainwashing centers. In many places, academic subjects are a far second to woke propaganda.

			While this pedagogy had been growing and spreading for a long time, 2020 was the year parents became acutely aware that something was taking over the curricula at their children’s schools. The realization was directly tied to the fact that for the better part of 2020 and 2021, many children were home and learning remotely. Suddenly, parents could hear what their kids were being told, and many didn’t like it at all.

			Christopher Rufo is a Senior Fellow at the Manhattan Institute and is widely considered the person who brought the evidence of critical race theory to the masses. Rufo was able to obtain internal documents and videos from corporations and schools pushing what Rufo calls “racialist indoctrination.” 

			I asked Rufo how he first noticed that CRT was taking hold in schools. “Critical race theory started weaving its way into large, urban school districts in the early 2000s,” he said, “then steadily expanded through departments of ‘diversity, equity, and inclusion’ in the 2010s. But after the death of George Floyd in 2020, there was an explosion: suddenly, critical race theory was everywhere. Because I had done the original reporting on critical race theory in the federal government, right-leaning parents across the country started leaking my documents. At first, I received tips from a few dozen school districts, then, after I began my reporting series, more than 1,000 school districts in nearly every state—red, blue, purple. It dawned on me: this is the new, dominant ideological orientation of American education.”

			Rufo told me, “Critical race theory teaches children to see themselves and each other as inherently ‘oppressors’ or ‘oppressed.’ It traffics in the ugly emotions of guilt, shame, and resentment, which dooms students of all racial backgrounds to a life of pessimism and despair. It’s antithetical to excellence, achievement, hard work, and individual potential. It destroys successful merit-based programs in American school districts, rips families apart on the basis of race, and promotes an insidious narrative that America is a fundamentally evil country. Luckily, most Americans oppose this hateful ideology—and it’s time for them to vocally oppose it in their communities.”25

			There’s an ongoing debate about whether all race-based learning is actually CRT. Sometimes it’s not. The Left loves pointing to race-based education and noting that any one specific lesson is not CRT. It’s true that not every backward, racist idea pushed on children will be CRT. Some of it will just be general woke nonsense with no critical theory woven in at all. 

			Ibram X. Kendi is an author, humanities professor, and the founding director of the Boston University Center for Antiracist Research. Widely considered one of the “preeminent scholars of critical race theory,” he has become the woke Left’s favorite CRT sherpa.26 He guides white people into believing they are racist, everyone they know is racist, and everything is about racism. Kendi has played a major role in forcing the conformity around CRT in our culture. You can’t simply be “not racist” now; you must be “anti-racist.” As I wrote for The Spectator  in October 2020, Kendi “demands a shift in language . . . to a new way of using words. If you call yourself ‘not racist’ then you likely are racist. The new term is ‘antiracist’ and only a racist wouldn’t understand that.”27 The specific language matters very much, not to root out racists but to show who is in the preferred group.

			In the New York Observer, in August of 2016, Michael Malice observed the importance of language and of keeping up with the most current terminology as a signaling method: “What non-PC people often don’t understand is the role that language policing provides for progressives. Using jargon is one of the quickest and easiest ways to demonstrate that a person is who they are presenting themselves to be. Conversely, saying the wrong thing is immediate proof that we are dealing with someone who doesn’t belong.”28 Malice continues, “It costs nothing for someone to adopt the correct term in their speech. So as a ‘proper’ term becomes popularized and pervasive, it inevitably loses its function of distinguishing ‘good’ people from those who are simply trying to pass.”29 The constantly changing language reinforces conformist thinking and makes sure to punish anyone who deviates from the acceptable leftist norm in any way.

			This emphasis on correct terminology is now being pushed as part of school curricula. The book Stamped by Kendi and Jason Reynolds is being used in middle schools throughout the country. There’s even a junior edition of the book by Sonja Cherry-Paul being used in elementary schools. In June of 2021, one of the top public schools in New York City, the Anderson School for the Gifted and Talented, began using these books. As I wrote in the New York Post at the time, “The children’s version of Stamped calls math ‘a racist weapon’ and portrays Abraham Lincoln as a villain. The prose is comically bad. A typical line: ‘This is a present book. Not like a birthday present book, but like an everyday present book. Or maybe just an everyday book.’ It only gets worse from there. Is Stamped CRT, technically speaking? Maybe not. But why is this book being forced on kids at a school where academic achievement is allegedly taken seriously?”30 Anderson is one of only five stand-alone gifted and talented schools in New York City. 

			It helps that Ibram X. Kendi is part of a class of race hucksters which has been profiting off the idea that schools aren’t doing “enough” for equity. His way is the right way, his language the only kind allowed. His TED talk was on the idea that it’s not possible to not be racist, that you must be “anti-racist,” his term.31 And who doesn’t want to be anti-racist? His solution is for schools to buy many copies of his books and to hire him to give talks to teachers and administrators on how they can bring his “anti-racist” education to the kids of their school. Fairfax County Public Schools in Virginia, for example, paid him $20,000 for a one-hour Zoom call with their staff.32 Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in North Carolina paid Kendi his $25,000 fee and $420 to buy twenty-eight copies of his book How to Be an Antiracist.33

			Kendi is just one of the people banking on schools paying up to make sure everyone knows they’re not racist. It’s a system ripe for con artists. Montgomery County Public Schools in Maryland paid $450,000 to The Mid-Atlantic Equity Consortium to conduct an “anti-racism audit.”34 That’s money that could have been spent on actual education services for kids. It seems like a scam because it is. In April of 2021, the New York Post broke a story about BLM’s co-founder Patrisse Khan-Cullors “snagging four high-end homes for $3.2 million in the US alone.”35 Since then, many news organizations have investigated the abject lack of transparency from the organization, including a story by Sean Campbell in New York Magazine titled “The BLM Mystery: Where Did the Money Go?”36 A January 31, 2022, letter from California’s Department of Justice warned the organization if “directors, trustees, officers and return preparers” failed to submit annual reports, they would be “personally liable for payment of all penalties, interest and other costs incurred to restore exempt status.”37 The grift is obvious, and yet somehow this organization is idolized and gets to dictate what kids are taught in schools. 

			The Left paradoxically argues CRT is not used in schools; they also argue it’s good that it is used in schools. (If it’s not used in schools, how could it be good that it is used in school?) Carmen Black and Christy Olezeski, both professors of psychiatry at Yale School of Medicine, are on the side of “CRT in schools is good.” Writing in Newsweek in February 2022, they describe themselves thus: “Dr. Black is an African American woman specializing in medical antiracism and Dr. Olezeski is a bisexual woman specializing in transgender healthcare.”38 In the piece, they lament that schools don’t have enough money to spend on the CRT boondoggle and some professional development budgets are limited so teachers haven’t received proper training. 

			Similarly, the idea that CRT isn’t taught in schools would be a surprise to the largest teachers union in the country. The National Education Association (NEA) adopted New Business Item 39 in July of 2021, which reads, “It is reasonable and appropriate for curriculum to be informed by academic frameworks for understanding and interpreting the impact of the past on current society, including critical race theory.” Not only that, the NEA specified they would provide “an already-created, in-depth, study that critiques empire, white supremacy, anti-Blackness, anti-Indigeneity, racism, patriarchy, cisheteropatriarchy, capitalism, ableism, anthropocentrism, and other forms of power and oppression at the intersections of our society.”39 They also stated that they “oppose attempts to ban critical race theory and/or The 1619 Project.”40

			The 1619 Project is a widely debunked project by Nikole Hannah-Jones at the New York Times that rewrites American history and which historians say is riddled with factual errors.41 The 1619 Project is named for the year the first ships arrived carrying slaves from Africa. The idea is to reframe 1619 as America’s birth year. In addition to the many factual problems historians have identified in The 1619 Project, the idea of starting America’s founding story on a date other than its founding is antithetical to the study of history. And yet The Project is making its way into curricula around the country. 

			Often, the more politicization in a school, and the more a school is influenced by these far-Left forces, the worse it performs. Take Centennial School for Expeditionary Learning, a public elementary school in Denver, Colorado, that participated in “Black Lives Matter at school.” Kindergartners and first graders were taught using BLM organization principles like “disruption of Western nuclear family dynamics.”42 Centennial School for Expeditionary Learning is, of course, a failing school. Only 29 percent of the school was proficient in English, 24 percent in math, and a dismal 10 percent gets a passing grade in science according to their 2019 Colorado Measures of Academic Success, the state’s standardized assessment that measures proficiency in core subjects.43 Every moment spent on woke education is a moment not spent on academics. 

			But at least they succeed in equity? Not really. According to Great Schools, a website that tracks information about schools across the country, Centennial School for Expeditionary Learning scores a 1/10 for equity: “Underserved students at this school may be falling far behind other students in the state, and this school may have large achievement gaps.”44 

			This isn’t the first time in history that schools became indoctrination factories and saw a plummet in actual education. In his book Hitler Youth, Michael H. Kater laid out how schools in Nazi Germany became indoctrination centers—with predictable academic results: “By 1937 it had become obvious that the mounting politicization of the teachers combined with the growing neglect in school matters in favor of HJ [a German abbreviation for Hitler Youth] service by many students was leading to a dilution of conventional pedagogical standards; students were learning less.”45 

			It isn’t a coincidence. Every minute a school spends on indoctrination, whether to teach kids how to be racists in 1937 or teach them how to be “anti-racists” in the 2020s, is a minute not spent on reading, math, science, and other subjects. No amount of nonsense equity education can take the place of actual academic instruction, and no amount of rejiggering the standards will help. Obviously, the poor academic results were some of the lesser problems with Hitler Youth, but it remains indicative of the way indoctrination elbows out academics in the classroom.

			In response to the argument that parents don’t want CRT used in schools, some leftist activists paint the picture that these parents, who are racists of course, don’t want history taught in the classroom. This is absurd. CRT interferes with all learning, including history. Kids develop a very shallow understanding of history, with winners and losers, good guys and bad guys. Math is no longer black and white, but history somehow is. There’s no depth or complexity since little questioning of anything is allowed. 

			In a widely shared piece from The Atlantic called “When the Culture War Comes for the Kids,” writer George Packer traverses this evolution. Packer was, before wokeness took over, impressed with his son’s civics class: “Every year, instead of taking tests, students at the school presented a ‘museum’ of their subject of study, a combination of writing and craftwork on a particular topic. Parents came in, wandered through the classrooms, read, admired, and asked questions of students, who stood beside their projects. These days, called ‘shares,’ were my very best experiences at the school. Some of the work was astoundingly good, all of it showed thought and effort, and the coming-together of parents and kids felt like the realization of everything the school aspired to be.”46

			But then wokeness hit: “The fifth-grade share, our son’s last, was different. That year’s curriculum included the Holocaust, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow. The focus was on ‘upstanders’—individuals who had refused to be bystanders to evil and had raised their voices. It was an education in activism, and with no grounding in civics, activism just meant speaking out. At the year-end share, the fifth graders presented dioramas on all the hard issues of the moment—sexual harassment, LGBTQ rights, gun violence. Our son made a plastic-bag factory whose smokestack spouted endangered animals. Compared with previous years, the writing was minimal and the students, when questioned, had little to say. They hadn’t been encouraged to research their topics, make intellectual discoveries, answer potential counterarguments. The dioramas consisted of cardboard, clay, and slogans.”47 The repetitive and narrow thinking that wokeness demands ultimately leads to this kind of boring work. No one is allowed to go outside the lines. 

			For a long time, Americans believed these kinds of loopy ideas and programming sessions were the province of coastal elites. Sure, the kids in New York City or San Francisco would be subject to woke brainwashing, but the red states were safe. What parents found over the past few years is that the rot goes far deeper than a few blue cities. 

			Take the example of Alvin Lui, who moved to Indiana from the San Francisco Bay area in California to escape wokeism. Lui told me, “While there were several factors, chief among them is that we didn’t want to raise our young daughter in the toxic and unhealthy climate that has ruined California. We love the culture, family values, and fiscal responsibility of a city like Carmel, Indiana.” What Lui quickly realized was that Carmel was following California’s same woke path. “Unfortunately when we got to Indiana we saw many of the same seeds that had already [been] deeply planted that ruined our old home. It wasn’t immediately obvious to anyone who wasn’t [from] where we were from. Many native Hoosiers had no idea what was coming for their way of life. The majority are kind hearted and the leftist ideology takes advantage of that.”

			Lui started a nonprofit organization called Unify Carmel, which was among the first groups in the country to bring up to their school boards that shockingly explicit books were in their school libraries. After discovering the books, Lui says, “We read the sexually explicit and gender-propaganda books during open comments at a school board meeting.” The video of that school board meeting “really shocked a lot of people in our community because many parents are simply asleep at the wheel.”48

			The Carmel Clay Schools had a $2 million shortfall because of declining enrollment, even as the population of Carmel has increased.49 Parents wanted their kids out of the woke schools. 

			Lui adds, “A great majority of people in Carmel still cannot see the devastating downstream impact to a community of children that is raised under this ideology. Many still think ‘it’s just about teaching kindness’ or ‘to not be racist.’ The work we’ve done has certainly awakened many parents up who otherwise wouldn’t realize what is happening until it’s too late.”50

			The woke indoctrination is happening everywhere. Inez Stepman, a senior policy analyst at the Independent Women’s Forum and an expert in education policy, told me red states ignore what is happening at their peril. “Many conservatives in red states tend to think of radical lessons, including critical race theory and gender ideology, as a blue state problem. Unfortunately, many of the forces that make schools increasingly Left-leaning are national, and they certainly do affect schools in red states and districts. Both major teachers unions, for example, have embraced woke ideology. Teachers’ trainings are drenched in it. The districts have large DEI bureaucracies. And the whole system is staffed from top to bottom by people trained in our universities—particularly our schools of education, which are to the Left even of the rest of campus—which has ensured that most of them have imbibed the ideology of the academy.”51

			The teachers then disperse through the country, armed with the leftist training they’ve received. The organization Parents Defending Education (disclosure: I sit on their board) collects incident reports from across the country. A clickable “IndoctriNation Map” shows various instances of woke indoctrination across the country. In Tennessee, teachers in Hamilton County underwent training on “white privilege.” Lessons included teachings like “people of color cannot be racist because they lack the institutional power to adversely affect white lives.” In Missouri, teachers at Cherokee Middle School were forced into a “diversity training program” where they placed themselves on an “oppression matrix” depending on their race, gender, and sexual preferences. They learned, among other things, about “covert white supremacy” that includes things like “education funding from property tax” and “colorblindness.”52 Again, only a very specific way of looking at race, where some people are oppressors and some are oppressed, is tolerated. 

			Part of that view is a critical exploration of “whiteness” as a continuing theme. “Whiteness” is a stand-in for everything bad in society. We’re simply not born to spend all of our time thinking about our accidental identity and how it has shaped our lives. But the woke narrative demands it. 

			For example, Grant High School in Portland, Oregon, asked kids to recount racial trauma and watch a video called “How Does Whiteness Impact You?”53 One of the “working definitions” of the term “whiteness” is defined as “characteristics and experiences associated with being white, and it is connected to the belief that white people are the standard in society.” They also discussed “white fragility” and “white saviorism.” An associated term they explored is “white tears,” which “appear in response to confrontation regarding race, shifting focus to and victimizing the white experience.” The teaching explained that “this weaponization occurs against Black men and women in particular” and cited the example of Kyle Rittenhouse, who was acquitted of shooting three men in Kenosha, Wisconsin, during the 2020 riots, “crying during his homicide trial.” In this situation, Kyle “expected comfort and accommodation from others.”54 The fact that a young man might have been actually upset that he killed two people was never considered. Rittenhouse is white, as were his victims, so no grace could be offered to him. The idea that anyone white is automatically bad, even an enemy, permeates woke thought. 

			No one is more obsessed with whiteness than those who profess to be challenging that whiteness. There’s no discussion about the negative effect on kids of telling them they’re either an oppressor or oppressed, the country they live in sucks, and their parents are probably racist. 

			It’s not just older kids, either. This kind of woke indoctrination extends to elementary and even preschool students. In January of 2022, education groups in North Carolina, including Education First Alliance, No Left Turn in Education, and NC Citizens for Constitutional Rights, successfully beat back a proposal that would have taught disabled preschoolers statewide to “deconstruct whiteness.”55

			Part of how this became so widespread is that it’s often cloaked in very different language. For example, on the Tablet magazine website in January of 2021, Emily Benedek wrote about California’s “ethnic studies” mandate, signed into law in 2016 by then-Governor Jerry Brown.56 “Ethnic studies” is a typical example of how leftist indoctrination takes hold in the K-12 classroom. What parent doesn’t want their children learning about the world and different countries and ethnicities? In our household, we love learning about different countries and cultures. But this is very much not that. 

			Benedek quotes one mom, Elina Kaplan, a self-described lifelong Democrat, who was initially excited about the mandate: “In one sample lesson, she saw that a list of historic U.S. social movements—ones like Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, Criminal Justice Reform—also included the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions Movement for Palestine (BDS), described as a ‘global social movement that currently aims to establish freedom for Palestinians living under apartheid conditions.’ Kaplan wondered why a foreign movement, whose target was another country, would be mischaracterized as a domestic social movement, and she was shocked that in a curriculum that would be taught to millions of students, BDS’s primary goal—the elimination of Israel—was not mentioned. Kaplan also saw that the 1948 Israel War of Independence was only referred to as the ‘Nakba’—‘catastrophe’ in Arabic—and Arabic verses included in the sample lessons were insulting and provocative to Jews.” As this story shows, a lot of indoctrination is about what’s included and what is left out. Kaplan “was further surprised to discover that a list of 154 influential people of color did not include Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., John Lewis, or Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall, though it included many violent revolutionaries. There was even a flattering description of Pol Pot, the communist leader of Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge, who was responsible for the murder of a quarter of the Cambodian population during the 1970s.”57 This was not the mandate Kaplan had in mind. 

			“Ethnic studies” often becomes an examination of grievances and blame, steeped in critical race theory. In his book Race to the Bottom: Uncovering the Secret Forces Destroying American Public Education, Daily Wire reporter Luke Rosiak broke the story of Tracy Castro-Gill, the ethnic studies program manager at Seattle Public Schools, under whose leadership some Seattle schools replaced part of their math curriculum with “math ethnic studies.”58 Castro-Gill, who self-describes as a “radical atheist” and “far-Left anarchist,” identified herself as “Xicana,” a “gender-neutral” term for Latin-American,59 although her own father told Rosiak she was white. She created a fantasy world of an immigrant childhood that led her to drugs and gangs, stories her family denies. Rosiak writes, “In spring 2018, the math ethnic studies program was piloted in six schools. The school board had approved the pilot program to decrease the achievement gap.” Yet it is unclear how a curriculum heavy on “ethnic studies” and light on actual “math” was going to eliminate “opportunity gaps.” Even if one believes that math has been stolen by the West from other cultures, as the framework for this course suggests, does that mean we should turn math class into a history class that explores this? And how would that help black students perform better in math?

			Rosiak details the school board’s approval of the pilot program to decrease the achievement gap, in their writing: “1. We affirm our belief that the integration and addition of ethnic studies into the education of Seattle Public Schools’ students can have a positive impact on eliminating opportunity gaps. 2. We direct that the Superintendent incorporate ethnic studies . . . as a high-leverage gap eliminating strategy.”

			Castro-Gill’s “math ethnic studies” had predictable results. Rosiak reports, “At one pilot school, John Muir Elementary, black achievement had been rising steadily every year, but all those gains and more were wiped out, with the black passing rate dropping from 28% to under 18% the next school year. At another pilot school, 69% white and with only seven black students, the white students’ pass rates also plunged, from 60% to 36%.”60 Castro-Gill said this was fine. In fact, she brushed this off, justifying it by arguing that “closing ‘Achievement/Opportunity’ gaps is a Western way of thinking about education . . . We should never ‘close’ that gap because it provides space for reflection and growth.”61 Once it became clear that woke teaching would not produce good academic results, those results ceased to be the goal.

			Ironically, as Robby Soave revealed in an investigation for Reason magazine in January of 2022, ethnic studies classes, which are typically intended for “privileged white students to learn about other cultures,” are also required for minority students. The irony gets worse. Soave’s investigation centered on a high school teacher in Salinas, California, Kali Fontanilla, who teaches Hispanic students learning English as a second language and “noticed that many of her students were failing one of their other classes: ethnic studies.” Fontanilla, who is black of Jamaican descent, decided to learn more about the course and was shocked by what she found. “This was like extreme Left brainwashing of these kids,” she said. “Critical race theory all throughout the lessons, from start to finish. The whole thing . . . The teacher had the kids all learn about the four I’s of oppression,” Fontanilla continued. Soave explained, “The four I’s were institutional, internalized, ideological, and interpersonal oppression. And then there was a whole presentation on critical race theory and they actually had the students analyze the school through critical race theory.”62

			Soave points out that “Salinas has a majority Mexican population; all of Fontanilla’s students were Hispanic and were learning English as a second language.” The kids took privilege quizzes and were asked to “rank themselves based on their marginalized status or lack thereof.”63 Fontanilla says about half the class was failing. When all the time is spent on wokeness and not academics, this is the obvious result.

			It’s not just “equity” or “privilege” that is on the brainwashing menu at schools. Gender identity issues are on the docket as well. This kind of woke teaching puts identity over everything. You’re not an individual. It also isn’t consistent: the race you’re born into decides everything, but your gender can change at any time. 

			The woke narrative demands that we spend all of our time thinking about our accidental (and malleable) identities and how they have shaped our lives. In his book, Madness of Crowds, Douglas Murray writes, “Identity politics is where minority groups are encouraged to simultaneously atomize, organize and pronounce. The least attractive-sounding of this trinity is the concept of ‘intersectionality.’ This is the invitation to spend the rest of our lives attempting to work out each and every identity and vulnerability claim in ourselves and others and then organize along whichever system of justice emerges from the perpetually moving hierarchy which we uncover.”64 

			Murray continues, “Intersectionality has broken out from the social science departments of the liberal arts colleges from which it originated.”65 It moved from social science departments to other departments, then to media, corporate offices, accreditation bodies, and publishing houses. It was inevitable it would infect our high schools, middle schools, and even grade schools. 

			All of this can only go on in schools if a certain degree of secrecy is maintained. In Oshkosh, Wisconsin, the director of pupil services sent a memo to all staff members that they are “no longer required to seek parental consent prior to honoring student requests to be called by their preferred name and/or pronouns.”66 A Leon County, Florida, middle school developed a “gender support plan” for a child and noted it should be kept secret from the child’s parents.67 It seems to be less about support and more about indoctrination. We used to understand that keeping secrets from a child’s parents was crossing a very serious line, yet schools now do it as a matter of course if children proclaim themselves transgender.

			In response to the uptick in gender ideology being taught in schools, Florida’s Governor DeSantis signed the Parental Rights in Education bill into law in March of 2022. The law, pejoratively called the “Don’t Say Gay” bill despite not having the word “gay” in the law whatsoever, made clear that this type of gender ideology could not be taught in kindergarten to third grade.68 Many critics of the law said that this type of teaching was not happening in those grades anyway. But parents know that’s untrue. 

			A mom in Staten Island, a fairly conservative part of New York City, told me her second grader’s class read a book about whether an avocado is a fruit or a vegetable and told the kids they can be anything they want to be as well. While in the past this kind of conversation may lead to a child imagining themselves as an astronaut or a firefighter, in our current era, this led directly to what gender the child identifies with and how he or she wishes to be perceived by the class. Thus, a seven-year-old is being conditioned to the idea that his or her birth gender might be temporary and can be switched up at any time.

			In April of 2022, Christopher Rufo broke the story that the Evanston/Skokie School District in Illinois would be adopting a radical curriculum for pre-K to third grade where kids would be taught to “break the gender binary.”69 Attaching pictures of the content, Rufo tweeted, “The kindergartners read books that affirm transgender conversions, look at photographs of boys in dresses, and perform a rainbow dance. At the end of the lesson, the students are encouraged to share their own gender identities with the class. ‘Your identity is for you to decide!’”70 First graders learn gender is completely malleable: “In first grade, the teacher encourages students to experiment with gender pronouns such as ‘she, tree, they, he, her, him, them, ze, zir, [and] hir.’ The students read gender scripts and the teacher reminds them: ‘Whatever pronouns you pick today, you can always change.’”71 

			Then the kids move on to middle school, an even more secretive experience. Abigail Shrier, author of the 2020 book Irreversible Damage, broke the story that at the “October [2021] conference of California’s largest teachers union, California Teachers Association (CTA) . . . two middle school teachers from Spreckels, California instructed educators statewide on how to establish middle school LGBTQ clubs, recruit students, and hold meetings, all while concealing these clubs and their membership from the students’ parents. The teachers even told their audience that they had monitored students’ Google searches and chat histories to determine which students might be receptive to in-person invitations to join their LGBTQ clubs.”72 Shrier notes that she “also received access to a trove of webinars put out by the CTA in which other teachers outlined similar strategies for the recruitment of even elementary school kids to LGBTQ clubs and the deliberate concealment of these clubs from the children’s parents.”73 The secrecy is a big part of the indoctrination process. Parents will, understandably, buck at their kids being targeted in this way, so schools keep all of this from them.

			Rufo refers to these people as “political predators,” a term he uses “for describing teachers who indoctrinate their students and treat the public school system as a recruiting ground for their private ideologies.”74 Deliberately cutting parents out of what is happening in the school building is a hallmark of this modern indoctrination method. 

			After publishing her story on the covert indoctrination of middle school students, Shrier notes she “received communications from parents showing [her] their email exchanges with the school in which they complained about these teachers’ activism; some of these email exchanges went back several years.”75 The pandemic brought the lessons home to parents, and many were exposed, some for the first time, to the ideas being presented to their children daily. 

			While they might have been surprised that their kids were being taught this gobbledygook, parents were mostly familiar with what it was. Peggy Noonan, in the Wall Street Journal in November of 2021, writes, “When parents heard indoctrination during the kids’ Zoom classes, they’d heard it before. They knew it from work, from endless human-resources antiracism and gender-bias sessions. They didn’t know the kids were getting it too, and didn’t like it.”76 

			Covertness is a large part of the wokeism march. In January of 2022, NBC News reported that parents who had fought CRT education were looking for transparency from their schools and this was somehow a bad thing: “Lawmakers in at least 12 states have introduced legislation to require schools to post lists of all of their teaching materials online, including books, articles and videos. The governors of Arizona, Florida and Iowa, who have previously raised concerns about how teachers discuss racism’s impact on politics and society, called for curriculum transparency laws in speeches to their legislatures this month.”77

			There’s absolutely nothing controversial about parents wanting to know ahead of time what their kids will be learning in school, but the way the story was reported made it seem like there was something new or contentious about parents being involved in their kids’ schooling. The report stated: “But teachers, their unions and free speech advocates say the proposals would excessively scrutinize daily classwork and would lead teachers to pre-emptively pull potentially contentious materials to avoid drawing criticism. Parents and legislators have already started campaigns to remove books dealing with race and gender, citing passages they find obscene, after they found out that the books were available in school libraries and classrooms.”78

			Rufo told me, “Parents must fight for information. Critical race theory can only survive in the shadows, manipulating children through subtle techniques, while keeping parents in the dark. Parents should demand to see the curriculum, attend class as an observer, and ask their state legislators to pass mandatory curriculum transparency legislation, which requires school districts to post all teaching materials online for parents to review. And trust your instincts: if something feels wrong, it’s likely that it is wrong. The critical race pedagogists use euphemisms to cloak their ideology in the soft language of ‘diversity’ and ‘compassion,’ but in reality, it’s an abusive neo-Marxist theory that seeks the total deconstruction of the United States.”79

			Florida Governor Ron DeSantis made mention of curriculum transparency legislation in his State of the State speech in January 2022: “Florida has enacted a Parents’ Bill of Rights, and we reject the notion that parents shouldn’t have a say in what their kids learn in school. Indeed, Florida law should provide parents with the right to review the curriculum used in their children’s schools. We should provide parents with recourse so that state standards are enforced, such as Florida’s prohibition on infusing subjects with critical race theory in our classrooms . . . Our tax dollars should not be used to teach our kids to hate our country or to hate each other.”80

			The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) tweeted out the NBC News article with the comment, “Curriculum transparency bills are just thinly veiled attempts at chilling teachers and students from learning and talking about race and gender in schools.”81

			Of course, the ACLU is a perfect example of an institution which has collapsed under the weight of wokeness. Once a civil liberties organization so committed to their cause that they defended actual neo-Nazis who wanted to march in Skokie, Illinois, the ACLU now sends fundraising emails for projects such as “reparations advocacy,” “permanent child tax credit,” and “increased broadband access.”82 A 2021 documentary about former ACLU National Executive Director Ira Glasser highlights what the ACLU once represented and what it does now. From a review of the film for Tablet magazine by Jamie Kirchick, Glasser, a true blue liberal, says the organization has become wholly politicized: “‘My successor, and the board of directors that have supported him, have basically tried to transform the organization from a politically neutral, nonpartisan civil liberties organization into a progressive liberal organization,’ Glasser says about Anthony Romero, an ex-Ford Foundation executive who continues to serve as the ACLU’s executive director.”83 Kirchick notes, “In 2018, the ACLU spent over $1 million on advertisements likening Supreme Court Justice nominee Brett Kavanaugh to Bill Cosby and Harvey Weinstein, essentially accusing him of crimes for which he was never tried or convicted.”84 So much for civil liberties.

			And so much for fighting opacity in education. In 2013, the ACLU was on the side of transparency, arguing that parents had a right to see what sex education curriculum would be used to teach their kids. “The days of back door decision making are over. Compliance with the open meetings law is meant to secure the opportunity of parents, students, and community members to have a meaningful impact on the development of policy. We are all well served when decisions on the appointment of sex education advisory committee members is subject to public scrutiny, rather than the result of the presentation of a narrow range of interests,” said Staci Pratt, legal director of the ACLU of Nevada.85

			In 2018, the ACLU conducted an “Open Records Act investigation” to look into the curricula at Kentucky’s 173 school districts to discover if they were covertly teaching the Bible.86

			But now that kind of transparency is bad since it will inevitably uncover leftist teachings that the ACLU believes should be allowed to stand. The ACLU should be a force for parents who think neither teaching the Bible nor teaching woke activism should be permitted in school. That they’re not is evidence of how far they’ve fallen. 

			However, fighting back, or even simply asking questions, can lead to negative repercussions for children. For example, Jeff Myers has kids in elementary and middle schools in Beaverton School District in Oregon, the same schools he attended. He told me, “The principal rolled out a ‘21-day social justice challenge’ starting on January 3rd, and when I requested the lesson plans and materials, I was met with a lot of resistance. During the process, the principal decided on her own to have my daughter removed from class during these lessons. She did so without my knowledge or approval. I didn’t find out until later in the week.”87 Separating a child from her classmates, drawing attention to her, and making clear there is an in-group and an out-group are features of forced conformity. You don’t want to be like her, so do what we say.

			Many black parents we’ve spoken to have many concerns with the racialized way their kids are being taught. Quisha King, who is black and a spokesperson for the Moms for Liberty group, got involved after her daughter taped an incident in class that appalled King: “The teacher told them that some books have racial themes. But instead of talking academically, she started talking to the kids in their different identity groups. ‘As an African American child . . .’ ‘As an LGBT child . . .’ All demographics except ‘white.’” King says, “The kids started arguing like they’re in the oppression Olympics. Kids were trying to best each other on who is more oppressed. The teacher is encouraging it and asking leading questions. It was my first realization that woke theology was in the schools.”88

			Don’t be tempted to think it couldn’t happen anywhere. The spreading of the woke philosophy is insidious, and it sometimes won’t be clear your school is in the grips of it until it’s too late. 

			Many activists like King recommend that parents start with involvement at the school board level. Attend the meetings, support candidates, and take seriously the local elections, as they have the biggest effect on what happens inside your child’s school. Support candidates who want school choice. Push for curriculum transparency. That one should be easy, and you can assume that a school district with nothing to hide will not have a problem with telling you what they teach. 

			Electing candidates who will pass laws to fight wokeness in schools works too. The DeSantis Parental Rights in Education law is very popular. According to a Public Opinion Strategies poll taken in March 2022, “When Americans are presented with the actual language of the new Florida law, it wins support by more than a two to one margin,” sixty-one to twenty-six. Even among Democrats, it’s fifty-five to twenty-nine.89

			School choice has to go hand in hand with taking the fight to the school boards. Stepman, the senior policy analyst at the Independent Women’s Forum and an expert in education policy, told me, “It will require actual realignment of incentives and tying people’s salaries to what parents want. The only policy that provides that leverage is universal school choice.”90 King told me, “I would say over the last year and a half, I’ve learned that although attending school board meetings is necessary, it seems to fall on deaf ears unless there are significant policy changes at the state and federal level where you can bring legal action. At this point my recommendation to parents would be to get your kids out of these indoctrination camps as soon as possible.”91 Pulling your children out of woke public schools may be the only option.

			People opposed to left-wing ideology have to fight to remake the institutions which have been gripped by this woke extremism. But individual families have to make the decisions that best fit their lives. If the fight is possible to win—if your district is even a fifty-fifty or sixty-forty split between the woke and the not—then mount that fight and try to save your child’s school. However, if you live in a school district where you are vastly outnumbered and have no allies, fleeing it might be the best option for your family.

			Fighting takes time. Rebuilding institutions takes time. And childhood is short. No one will fault parents for doing what has to be done for their own children. 

			A win is a happy, healthy child who is not forced to parrot the opinions of indoctrinators. A win is a family who is free.

		


		
			Part II

			Institutions in Trouble

			If you look at the polling on how many Americans identify as “woke,” it’s a minority of Americans. In the summer of 2021, The Hill reported, “Thirty-two percent of registered voters in the July 8-9 survey said they see themselves as woke to the extent that they understand the term. Twenty-three percent of respondents said they do not identify as woke while 13 percent said they are unsure. Thirty-one percent of voters said they don’t know what the term ‘woke’ means.”1

			The Hill defined “woke” as someone who is “aware of social issues such as racial prejudice and discrimination.”2 The reality, we know, is much more complex—and much more ominous. The reality is that conformist, woke ideology is taking over our institutions, and this takeover of every aspect of our lives, from medical and mental healthcare to our media and entertainment, touches every single American—those who buy into the ideology and the many of us who don’t. 

			With wokeism setting standards for our workplaces in healthcare, education, banking, and more, we aren’t just subject to mind-numbing workshops from HR on inclusion and diversity commercials on television. The woke takeover of our institutions is a mechanism to instill these beliefs into our children, indoctrinating them not only in their schools but also as they read and watch for pleasure. 

			As is the case in schools, when the highest priority for any given industry is jumping through adequate political hoops, the highest priority is, therefore, not excellence. What does this look like in entertainment, for example? It negatively impacts the quality of the books, movies, and television because a political agenda eclipses artistic merit. If writers are more concerned with checking off diversity boxes and treading too carefully with anything that could be perceived as offensive, their minds aren’t where they should be: the writing. And when woke indoctrination rules in medical schools and healthcare practice, providing the best medical education and care possible is no longer the most important part of the job. That has terrifying ramifications for our health and welfare, especially for that of our children since the field of pediatrics is dominated more than almost any other medical field by progressive politics. 

		


		
			4

			When Mickey and Scholastic Went Woke

			In the spring of 2022, Florida Governor Ron DeSantis signed into law the bill that pushed the Disney Corporation into the culture wars. 

			HB 1557, the Parental Rights in Education bill, which his detractors quickly coined the “Don’t Say Gay” bill, doesn’t ever mention homo- or heterosexuality.3 The legislative text of the House version of the bill reads, “Classroom instruction by school personnel or third parties on sexual orientation or gender identity may not occur in kindergarten through grade 3 or in a manner that is not age-appropriate or developmentally appropriate for students in accordance with state standards.”4 It does not ban specific words or even casual discussion of gender issues. But it does remove gender and sexual orientation issues from the formal curriculum for five-, six-, and seven-year-olds and mandates that instruction for older children is age and developmentally appropriate.

			When DeSantis signed the “Don’t Say Gay” bill into law, The Walt Disney Company issued a statement vowing to help repeal the controversial legislation. “Florida’s HB 1557, also known as the ‘Don’t Say Gay’ bill, should never have passed and should never have been signed into law,” the statement reads.5 “Our goal as a company is for this law to be repealed by the legislature or struck down in the courts, and we remain committed to supporting the national and state organizations working to achieve that. We are dedicated to standing up for the rights and safety of LGBTQ+ members of the Disney family, as well as the LGBTQ+ community in Florida and across the country.”6

			Disney, we soon learned, had decided to go all-in on radical gender ideology. In a leaked video released by the anti-CRT activist and journalist Christopher Rufo, Executive Producer for Disney Television Animation Latoya Raveneau proudly explains in an all-hands staff meeting: “In my little pocket of Proud Family Disney TVA, the showrunners were super welcoming . . . to my not-at-all-secret gay agenda.”7 She says that she no longer has to be afraid, for example, to “have these two characters kiss in the background,” and she adds, “I was just, wherever I could, adding queerness . . . and no one was trying to stop me.”8

			Karey Burke, president of Disney’s General Entertainment Content, pledged to drastically alter the makeup of its characters, with at least 50 percent being LGBTQ or racial minorities by the end of 2022.9

			Writing for Quillette in March of 2022, an “Imagineer” at Disney blew the whistle, sharing, “The last couple years have brought COVID, lockdowns, the summer of 2020, and the doctrines of critical theory and its various permutations to the Disney corporation. Ibram X. Kendi was a featured speaker in the ‘Reimagine Tomorrow’ series, an internal Disney effort to promote Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives within the corporation. . . . The DEI department within the company expanded by an astonishing 633 percent in 2019–21, at the same time that nearly every other department was contracting by 25–75 percent. Most surprising of all was the addition, in April 2021, of a FIFTH key—Inclusion—to the traditional Four Keys used in training.”10

			How does the most wholesome, family-friendly entertainment company, beloved for multiple generations, go completely off the rails? Disney is the cautionary tale of what happens when a creative company is entirely based out of California and spends the majority of its time not on content, but DEI.

			While in the midst of researching and writing this chapter, I (Bethany) took a trip with my five kids to the library. We were there to meet with friends, and my then-eight-year-old wandered off to the children’s graphic novel shelves to pick out a few new books. I waved my daughter off with my library card to let her check out whatever she had picked out. I threw the bag in my trunk and forgot to take it out for a week. Incidentally, over the course of that time, I spoke with several parents about their crusades to clean up the books in their school libraries—books that were written for children that exposed them to inappropriate ideas about sexuality, gender, and race. Two mothers specifically mentioned the same book to me, The Breakaways. The first time I heard about the book, I wrote down its name. The second time, however, the mother told me about how the book, a graphic novel about girl soccer players, contained a sexual scene between two of the young girls at a sleepover. My mind flashed back to that day in the library, with my daughter mentioning one of the books she had picked out in the graphic novel section that she was the most excited about: it was about soccer players, just like her! I looked in my trunk and confirmed it: the book two different mothers had warned me about was sitting in my own trunk, picked out by my young daughter at our local library just a week prior. It went right into the return pile, thankfully unread.

			How does this happen? How does a graphic novel written for and marketed to children end up including a scene about a sexual encounter between two young girls at a sleepover? How does that scene get approved by editors, by a publisher, and then, by librarians? There are a number of steps and “lines of defense” between an author’s idea and that author’s work that ended up printed and in circulation in a library system. Was this a mistake? Or is it part of something more widespread and sinister?

			If you’ve read this far, you already know the answer to that question. 

			Indoctrinating a society by indoctrinating its children is nothing new; it’s the oldest play in the propagandist playbook, as you read in chapter one. Before television and movies, children’s literature served as the primary vehicle for child propaganda. Writing for Atlas Obscura in 2017, Anika Burgess examined Soviet children’s literature, quoting Andrea Immel, curator of the Cotsen Children’s Library at Princeton University, who says, “reformers or radicals believed that the key to a better future was to provide children with books communicating superior values” and that “one of the best ways to turn the tide was to bring up children differently.”11 

			In the modern era, we’re watching a similar effort aimed at indoctrinating children via literature, albeit sponsored not by a state but instead by an ideologically captured corporate elite and supported by a market that has been infiltrated to incentivize woke ideology over more traditional fare. Now, even children’s librarians have fallen prey to the woke agenda, and they’re inflicting it on kids.

			Once upon a time, libraries didn’t take political positions or stances; they just existed to provide every possible literary perspective to patrons. They would stock books that were not just your standard children’s classics, but also material from the Left and the Right and maintained a neutral stance on that content. Those days are over, and the end came right from the top of the profession. One librarian remarked to me, “I’m a librarian in my late 50s, and I barely recognize my profession anymore. I think the most egregious example of this trend is the 2021 American Library Association (ALA) ‘Resolution to Condemn White Supremacy and Fascism as Antithetical to Library Work,’ which was adopted by the ALA Council. It proposes that the profession forsakes one of its core values—neutrality—and directs a sub-committee to come up with new language to replace it.” What are the core values of the ALA? It isn’t exposing patrons to challenging ideas and quality literature, or providing a vital public service. It’s a certain kind of activism. “However,” my source continued, “a close reading of the document shows that none of the five sources that it cites in the opening paragraph actually support the proposition that neutrality buttresses or enables ‘white supremacy.’ In fact, one of the articles (by Em Claire Knowles, a member of the ALA’s Black Caucus) actually defends neutrality. Myself and some of my colleagues are appalled that the Council could have adopted something this shoddily researched and argued.”12 The fact that such shoddy work will be accepted and adopted as readily as serious scholarship exposes the pressure institutions feel to conform, and the fear of the consequences of falling outside the lines. Wokeness metastasizes through sheer force. The seeming ridiculousness of its arguments is no safeguard against its intrusion into academic spaces.

			Nor do woke warriors even try to hide their agenda. In the spring of 2022, a self-proclaimed lesbian Marxist, Emily Drabinski, was elected president of the ALA. In her vision for the ALA that led to her election, Drabinski wrote, “The consequences of decades of unchecked climate change, class war, white supremacy, and imperialism have led us here. If we want a world that includes public goods like the library, we must organize our collective power and wield it.”13 Mombian, a site for lesbian moms, highlighted more of Drabinski’s background: “Her scholarship has included work on applying queer theory to library cataloging and library spaces, including a 2014 paper in which she critiqued how gender is identified in library cataloging rules, and a 2008 paper in which she explored some implications of a Florida county’s negative response to a library Pride exhibit.”14 The ALA went into this with eyes wide open.

			At its last in-person conference before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the ALA devoted a full third of its programming to woke content, according to the journalist Joy Pullman. Writing about the event for The Federalist in July of 2019, Pullman explained that the conference “featured more than 100 workshops with an ‘equity, diversity, and inclusion’ theme,” addressing both race and gender/sexuality.15 She writes, “That included workshops with these titles (some shortened): ‘Creating Queer-Inclusive Elementary School Library Programming,’ ‘Developing an Online Face for a Lesbian Pulp Fiction Collection,’ and ‘Telling Stories, Expanding Boundaries: Drag Queen Storytimes in Libraries,’ . . . ‘A Child’s Room to Choose: Encouraging Gender Identity and Expression in School and Public Libraries,’ and ‘Are You Going to Tell My Parents?: The Minor’s Right to Privacy in the Library.’” One of the slides informed attendees that “talking with kids about race is essential work that we should all be engaging in. We live in a country built on white supremacy. White supremacy is the operating system in the U.S. We are here to push against systemic, institutional, and individual racism.”16 This is the goal of the group responsible for choosing which books are available to children in libraries across the country. 

			These priorities also inform the ALA’s selection of award winners. In a column in early 2022 for the Wall Street Journal about the announcement of the most recent ALA award-winning books, Meghan Cox Gurdon explained that selections demonstrate “a determined effort to shape the culture. People in the industry say as much. There’s been gushing, for instance, that Kyle Lukoff’s novel ‘Too Bright to See,’ about a trans middle-school child with they/them pronouns, won a Newbery Honor. . . . It’s something parents may want to keep in mind when they see an ALA medallion.”17

			One of the primary policy focuses of the ALA involves “fighting censorship,” as they see it, at least. The ALA compiles lists of “banned” books that they “celebrate” in honor of “the freedom to read.”18 These books are ones that patrons have filed some sort of an objection to. Looking at the titles on these lists over the years is quite revealing. In 2013, the most commonly opposed book on the ALA list was a popular graphic novel series called Captain Underpants, which is filled with “offensive language.” My sons love them. While they aren’t what I love my kids to read, they are only mildly objectionable. 

			Between 2013 and the present, however, the content of the top ten most challenged books list took a dark turn. For three years running (2018, 2019, and 2020), George by Alex Gino took the top spot. In 2018, the ALA explained the most common reason for objections to George was “because it was believed to encourage children to clear browser history and change their bodies using hormones, and for mentioning ‘dirty magazines,’ describing male anatomy, ‘creating confusion,’ and including a transgender character.”19

			Here’s an excerpt from George, just to get an idea of what many parents objected to:

			George stopped. It was such a short little question, but she couldn’t make her mouth form the sounds. 

			Mom, what if I’m a girl?

			George had seen an interview on television a few months ago with a beautiful woman named Tina. She had golden-brown skin, thick hair with blond highlights, and long, sparkling fingernails. The interviewer said that Tina had been born a boy, then asked her whether she’d had the surgery. The woman replied that she was a transgender woman and that what she had between her legs was nobody’s business but hers and her boyfriend’s.

			So George knew it could be done. A boy could become a girl. She had since read on the internet you could take girl hormones that would change your body, and you could get a bunch of different surgeries if you wanted them and had the money. This was called transitioning. You could even start before you were eighteen with pills called androgen blockers that stopped the boy hormones already inside you from turning your body into a man’s. But for that, you needed your parents’ permission.20 

			This is a book marketed for ages eight to twelve. It was the winner of the Stonewall Book Award, Lambda Literary Award, E.B. White Read Aloud Honor, and a best book of the year for Booklist, School Library Journal, and Kirkus Reviews. It also won a New York Public Library Notable Book Award. This is what librarians are recommending kids be reading, and attempts to shield children from content like it is viewed by librarians as “book banning.” Captain Underpants is downright wholesome in comparison to this.

			Oh, and in case a story about a fourth grader scouring the internet for advice on prescription hormones and sex-change surgery wasn’t dizzying enough, the title of George isn’t even George anymore; it’s Melissa. The Guardian reported in November 2021—six years after George was initially published—that “Gino and publisher Scholastic said they made a mistake in titling it with a name ‘the main character does not like or want to use for herself’ . . . Now Scholastic and Gino are officially changing the title of the book from George to Melissa ‘to respect Melissa [George’s preferred name when he begins identifying as a girl] and all trans people’, said the author.”21 Nothing is ever woke enough.

			Other books the ALA defended on its challenged books list included Beyond Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak Out by Susan Kuklin, Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You by Ibram X. Kendi and Jason Reynolds, and Something Happened in Our Town: A Child’s Story About Racial Injustice by Marianne Celano, Marietta Collins, and Ann Hazzard, and illustrated by Jennifer Zivoin. The top six “banned” books of 2020 were, in reality, woke books that patrons objected to for their depictions of sexuality, anti-police sentiment, and overall political divisiveness. In 2019, the top six spots were similar in makeup, with eight of the top ten “censored” books the ALA mentioned objected to by parents because of their woke or non-age-appropriate content.22 For parents who want to be able to go into the kids’ section without having to prescreen every picture book their kid picks up, librarians across the country are basically telling them, “Tough luck. We know what’s best when it comes to the content your kids should be reading.” 

			Librarians ought to be (and used to be) guardians and fighters for freedom of literary expression. Not so. Librarians today are fierce defenders of the ability to expose children and teens to sexually explicit content. Those books will not be “censored.” But when a book or author doesn’t tow the party line, librarians engage in their own form of censorship. For example, a librarian in Indiana (not exactly a progressive stronghold) told me, “A [fellow] librarian . . . didn’t think we should be doing Harry Potter programs because [J.K. Rowling] is a TERF.” TERF, or trans-exclusionary radical feminist, is a term used by the Left against actual feminists like Rowling who defend the definition of womanhood and the safety of women in women’s spaces. Norwegian libraries have gone so far as to cancel Potter events over the controversy.23

			It’s not just modern literary heroes who dare to deviate from the woke orthodoxy on gender that are targeted by woke library professionals. Acclaimed classics are under attack as well. In the summer of 2018, the Association for Library Service for Children (ALSC), a division of the ALA, voted to strip Laura Ingalls Wilder’s name from its lifetime achievement award for children’s literature. On their website, the ALSC explained, “This decision was made in consideration of the fact that Wilder’s legacy, as represented by her body of work, includes expressions of stereotypical attitudes inconsistent with ALSC’s core values of inclusiveness, integrity and respect, and responsiveness.”24 

			Next, they came for The Cat in the Hat. In 2019, Colorado Public Radio reported, “This week, millions of students and teachers are taking part in Read Across America, a national literacy program celebrated annually around the birthday of Theodor Geisel, better known as Dr. Seuss. . . . But some of Seuss’s classics have been criticized for the way they portray people of color and the author’s personal legacy has also come into question. In light of this, the National Education Association rebranded the event in 2017, backing away from Seuss books and Seuss-themed activities. Its website now highlights works by and about people of color.”25

			Tragically, the decision to remove several Dr. Seuss books from circulation in the spring of 2021 was undertaken by the very people in charge of upholding Seuss’s legacy. Six Dr. Seuss books—including And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street and If I Ran the Zoo—were canceled because of “racist and insensitive imagery” according to Dr. Seuss Enterprises, the company that preserves and protects the author’s legacy. Dr. Seuss Enterprises, in a statement that was given on the author’s birthday, told the Associated Press, “These books portray people in ways that are hurtful and wrong.”26 The statement also remarked: “Ceasing sales of these books is only part of our commitment and our broader plan to ensure Dr. Seuss Enterprises’ catalog represents and supports all communities and families.”27 Instead of excising a few marginally eyebrow-raising illustrations, they threw out entire classics completely, essentially throwing out the baby with the bathwater because of select illustrations that suddenly, after decades of printing, were characterized as racist. While Seuss’s widow, Audrey Geisel, founded Dr. Seuss Enterprises in 1993, it is now run by a CEO unrelated to the family and who treats it as a business and brand instead of as a personal mission. Thus, it is not Seuss’s family or kin defending his legacy who are making these decisions; it is simply unrelated people. In a truly dystopian move, the books weren’t just taken off the publishing schedule; they disappeared from circulation on used books reseller websites, and existing copies were removed from Amazon. In a telling twist, before they were removed from circulation completely, sales went through the roof, with Americans realizing that access to these classics would soon become limited.

			American librarians are talking out of two sides of their mouths: they are decrying the “censorship” of books that are wholly inappropriate for children while at the same time engaging in actual censorship against classic writers like Jane Austen, Dr. Seuss, and Laura Ingalls Wilder. 

			Seuss isn’t the only author to have their literary legacy betrayed by those who should be responsible for guarding and honoring it. In April of 2021, exhibits at the Jane Austen Museum were being revamped as staff “re-evaluated” Jane Austen’s place in relation to “Regency-era slavery” in the wake of Black Lives Matter protests.28 Also in the spring of 2021, John Daniel Davidson reported for The Federalist that The Tolkien Society annual conference would focus on “Tolkien and Diversity.”29 Davidson writes, “Papers to be presented include, ‘Gondor in Transition: A Brief Introduction to Transgender Realities in The Lord of the Rings,’ ‘The Lossoth: Indigeneity, Identity, and Antiracism,’ and ‘Something Mighty Queer’: Destabilizing Cishetero Amatonormativity in the Works of Tolkien.”30

			There are no classic books safe from the mob’s pitchforks. In a survey about summer book lists in 2022, the School Library Journal (SLJ) asked K–12 librarians and teachers to identify titles they would suggest removing. The SLJ wrote, “To Kill a Mockingbird and The Great Gatsby were the top books people wanted cut from lists, while favorite titles to add included the graphic novel New Kid by Jerry Craft and the novel The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas. Instead of historical fiction, some respondents suggested science fiction and manga.”31 The SLJ quoted one teacher saying, “Students cannot relate to some [older books] anymore. I understand that classics should be appreciated, but I think it’s time to allow books published from the 2000s to be given a fair shake.”32 Daniel Buck, the editor of the education watchdog website Chalkboard Review, remarked about the list, “They’ll tell you this is about diversifying curriculum. It’s not. It’s about getting rid of any commitment to excellence, aesthetic beauty, or canons.”33 Buck continued, “The irony. The list of books they want to remove would make a brilliant high school curriculum.”34 This is the future that the woke want: an erasure of the past, of all classics, replacing them with books about radical gender ideology, from toddlers to adults. 

			Librarians and teachers exert a huge influence on what children—and adults—read. One librarian told me, “I have a co-librarian who also orders books. If I wasn’t there, we would have no biographies on Donald Trump. I had to push to order some several years into his presidency. Yet, the second Biden won, she ordered several books on both Biden and Harris. I won’t even tell you how many Obama books we have (at least ten). This is how the message is being pushed—through super unbalanced collection development.”

			The power of librarians, library associations, and the top review companies not only impacts what appears on library shelves but also what content makes its way through the publishing process itself. From the perspective of publishers, the financial incentive is to continue to publish books on progressive figures and ideas because librarians are guaranteed to order these books to stock their shelves in local libraries, school libraries, and classrooms across the country. Appeasing the tastes of progressive librarians is financially advantageous for publishing companies, which are already ideologically inclined toward woke content from the outset. A librarian told me, “Collection purchasing decisions [are] heavily encouraged to skew Left/woke and suppress conservative viewpoints.”35 Think about the market dynamics at play: one conservative parent only buys one copy of a book, but a woke school librarian could be responsible for purchasing a dozen or more, all with funds from taxpayers for libraries and school libraries. For example, at my local library in Montgomery County, Maryland, the entire system owns eighty-five copies of the board book Antiracist Baby by Ibram X. Kendi and thirty-nine copies of the book in paperback form. When publishers are faced with book proposals, they know they can sell more copies of woke books in bulk to libraries than more neutral or—gasp—conservative books to individual families. 

			At large publishing companies, the woke worldview is the default, and those involved in the process, from editors to executives, are only too happy to conform to the wishes of librarian organizations like the ALA. For conservative children’s books like mine (I edit a series of children’s biographical books called Heroes of Liberty), The Tuttle Twins, and various children’s titles by Fox News personalities like Freddy the Frogcaster by Janice Dean, there is a large and captive audience of conservative parents looking for “safe” content for kids. But in order to publish these titles, they need a famous name and a conservative imprint (like Dean at Regnery Books) or must self-publish with their own publishing house (like Heroes of Liberty and The Tuttle Twins have done). 

			I spoke with one editor at a large publishing house, Susan, who works exclusively on their children’s books, about how the obsession over equity, diversity, and other woke buzzwords impacts her work. She told me about how, on the most basic level, it’s eating hours and hours of her work weeks with nonstop meetings. She explained, “We have biweekly meetings to discuss the initiatives we’re going to take to make our publishing programs more woke and activist oriented.” Another goal of these meetings is to align the publishing house’s hiring to make its employee base more woke. 

			She noticed the shift occurring about a decade ago: “There was always an interest in publishing a diversity of voices and perspectives. [But] ten years ago, that meant something wholly different. I think there was always a desire to be inclusive and help children from all backgrounds to see themselves in books they have access to. [But], whereas [once] the real impetus was to find great books, meaningful books and not really put the color of the author’s skin at the fore, now the question of race and sexual orientation and gender and all those woke buzzwords feels like it’s more important than finding great literature. I’ve never been told that we shouldn’t sign up white authors ten years ago; but now it’s being said. We’ve been told: ‘we have quotas now.’”36 She literally means quotas. Susan was told by superiors that she had to publish a certain number of authors of different “minority” groups, from racial to sexual, every year. The books had to touch on or revolve around these themes as well.

			I heard from a number of authors about how these quotas and fixations on woke storylines impact the quality of the work being published. When publishing houses find themselves more concerned with promoting black, indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) authors writing about transgender children than they are with publishing literature that will stand the test of time, the end product isn’t going to be nearly to the level of the books in the canon of classic literature. When the top priority of a writer, agent, or editor is producing woke content instead of producing art, the quality inevitably suffers. Imagine how many hours of Susan’s days are wasted on diversity and activism meetings that would be better spent combing through manuscripts, fine-tuning them, and mentoring talented writers. It’s no longer about reading quality literature to children. It’s about getting the progressive message out to them so they are indoctrinated. 

			If we’re not seeing books like Adventures of Huckleberry Finn or The Chronicles of Narnia being published by major publishing houses, what kind of literature is being churned out? How bad could it be, you might wonder. Buckle up. 

			Recently at a local library, a friend spotted a new book on display in the picture-book section (for ages four to eight years old) called How Mamas Love Their Babies by Juniper Fitzgerald, a radical feminist who tweets frequently about the honor of “sex work.” The book flap reads, “Illustrating the myriad ways that mothers provide for their children—piloting airplanes, washing floors, or dancing at a strip club—this book is the first to depict a sex-worker parent. It provides an expanded notion of working mothers and challenges the idea that only some jobs result in good parenting. We’re reminded that, while every mama’s work looks different, every mama works to make their baby’s world better.”37 Kids know that all different kinds of jobs exist; that’s not the purpose of this book. This book wants to send kids a message that validates and legitimizes sex workers. 

			Also written for children between four and eight, Julián Is a Mermaid won the Stonewall Children’s and Young Adult Literature Award. The ALA explains, “The Stonewall Book Awards are presented to English-language books that have exceptional merit relating to the LGBTQIA+ experience.”38 A 2018 picture book with over 3,700 reviews and an average rating of 4.9 stars on Amazon, and deemed a “Teachers’ pick” on the site, Julián Is a Mermaid depicts a young boy dressing in drag as a mermaid. In their review, the website Gothamist gushed, “This beautiful book is one of the very few picture books about a gender non-conforming child. Yet it feels like a celebration of all children who want to do things differently than the parental figures in their lives—and a love letter to the grownups who deeply understand them.”39 Imagine the message this sends to kids: being “gender non-conforming” is something to celebrate. And the message to parents: the only way to “deeply understand” a child is to accept all of their imaginings when it comes to gender.

			In fact, Scholastic, one of the largest publishing houses for children’s literature, has an entire featured section on their website devoted to “LGBTQIA+” topics. Among those books is George, the top ALA “censored” book several years running mentioned earlier in the chapter. Other books featured in the same section for middle and high school students: Drag Teen, a novel by Jeffery Self, and the graphic novel series Heartstopper by Alice Oseman, optioned by Netflix for the screen. These graphic novels, with story lines about psych wards, homophobia, eating disorders, and self-harm, are marketed to young teens and older adolescents, which is often inappropriate in itself. But because they look like comic books, they can also find their way into shelves accessible for younger children as well. 

			Plus for middle and high schoolers, the content gets increasingly sexually graphic. In Virginia, Fairfax County Public Schools celebrated a victory at the end of 2021: they would reintroduce books with pornographic material after a fight by members of the parent community to get them removed, explaining the move was the district “reaffirming their ongoing commitment to provide diverse reading materials that reflect the student population.”40 One of those books, Gender Queer by Maia Kobabe, features illustrated scenes of sexual acts like blow jobs and text with conversations about sex involving minors. It’s not just pushing the envelope; it’s straight pornographic content. 

			It’s not enough to indoctrinate kids with sexually charged content; the other main focus is on making kids hyperaware of race, often through a critical race theory (CRT) lens. Colin Kaepernick’s new children’s book about race, also from Scholastic, while surprisingly inoffensive overall, boasts a page recommending other black trailblazers and heroes who “inspire, create, lead and change the world” with black nationalists pictured like Malcom X, famed anti-Semite and author Toni Morrison, and Olympic athletes holding up the black power sign at the medals ceremony.41 Scholastic also added Che Guevara and Fidel Castro, two radical violent communist revolutionaries, to their “Who Was?” biography series, which, according to Scholastic, exists to “tell the incredible stories of trailblazers, legends, innovators, and creators.”42 To place figures like these alongside Abraham Lincoln and Neil Armstrong, equating the two groups, normalizes the dangerous ideas of these individuals, putting them on equal footing with actual heroes. In no world could one compare Castro with Lincoln, except apparently in the Scholastic universe. 

			The situation with Scholastic is made even more disturbing because Scholastic enjoys an unusual position of access to American school children through its effective monopoly on school book fairs. In 2019, Joy Pullman reported on the contents of the Scholastic Book Fair catalog for The Federalist, writing, “Inside, we find a novel about a middle-school girl who is cast as Romeo in the school production of Romeo and Juliet and finds herself attracted to the also-female lead playing Juliet. Is it possible to be bisexual in middle school, the catalog copy breathlessly asks?”43 Another title, from the author of the highly controversial George (Melissa), is called, You Don’t Know Everything, Jilly P!, and defined by the author as a heartwarming tale about bigotry. Pullman continues, “Then there is the also genderbending ‘The Witch Boy,’ by Molly Ostertag. It’s also aimed at children ages eight to 12.”44 These are the books Scholastic chose to sell to American schoolchildren.

			Scholastic is far from the only offender, as every other major publisher publishes similar titles touching on these race and gender themes; they’re just the only American publishing company with unfettered access to schools via book fairs. 

			Publishing companies are further incentivized to publish woke content because these books tend to get better reviews, which are crucial for garnering bestseller status. This process is also skewed toward books which promote a certain ideology. A private school librarian alerted me to a new picture book called Bright Star. She told me, “[There are] beautiful illustrations but the concept is strange. It’s basically about how the construction of the border wall is destroying the ecology of that area and hurting the migrants who are stuck on the border. This is meant to be read to very young children and is considered a contender for the Caldecott [Award].”45 Positive reviews and placement on suggested book lists lead to awards, which are directly linked to sales. 

			Kiri Jorgensen is the publisher and senior editor at Chicken Scratch Books and talked to me about how her company, which was created to provide a safe alternative for parents looking for quality modern children’s literature, confirmed this causality. She told me, “One list I use in my presentations is the [Publisher’s Weekly] ‘2021 Best Books for a Summer Read’ and if you go through the dozen books they’re listing, it’s pretty eye-opening; the books they say are the best books of the year and the books that are going to win the awards and the books that are being highlighted. Most of them bring in some sort of environmental issue or sexuality or racism. Most of the books bring in all of those agendas. . . . It shows what they’re emphasizing, it shows what they’re promoting. And those will be the books that win the awards for the year; therefore, the libraries and schools will pick them up because they’re award-winners. It’s all a big conglomerate of them working together to get these agendas into the minds of our kids.”46

			A librarian explained to me how powerful these lists and awards can be: “Most school librarians are super pressed for time because they both teach and run the library. Imagine a public children’s librarian single handedly doing four story times a day, and doing circulation, and ordering books, and managing the physical space, doing book repairs, etc. Many books are ordered based on the starred reviews in Booklist, School Library Journal, Horn Book, etc. And the industry in general is currently very biased, so those woke books get the starred reviews and then end up on the shelves.”47

			The 2021 Newbery Medal award winner, When You Trap a Tiger, is a good example of how the process rewards and incentivizes progressive content; its status as a Newbery book meant a massive bump in sales. But woven into the story about a Korean-American girl hearing stories from her grandmother is a subplot involving a sister with a crush on a girl at school. There are countless examples of more subvert propaganda making its way into modern children’s media in books and movies.

			Josh, a young adult and adult author published by a major publishing company, explained how this kind of subplot has become so common. He told me, “If you’re a young author, agents are telling them, ‘If only you had a gay or trans character in this book, maybe we could sell this.’ They’re messing with the art in order to shoe-horn these characters in.”48

			I spoke to a number of previously published and aspiring authors, and all of them related a similar tale: They were finding themselves increasingly shut out of the industry unless they were willing to conform to the woke narrative and include its themes in their work. 

			Christine, a middle-grade author with books published by a Big Five publisher and whose work appears on shelves in Barnes & Noble, told me, “I don’t want to use hyperbole; I’m a person of faith and there is an enemy prowling. He is in the middle grade books.”49 As the mother of a daughter who is currently racing through middle-grade books, I can attest to the shocking content that publishers and librarians find to be acceptable for children in second grade and up. It’s not just sexualized content like we saw in The Breakaways; it’s the unimaginative drivel that is published by an industry terrified of falling afoul of “sensitivity” screeners. 

			It’s a catch-22. Authors must include diverse characters, but then they’re blasted for not portraying them the “right” way. The New York Times reported, “Children’s book publishers have grown increasingly cautious when acquiring books that deal with charged subjects such as race, gender, sexuality and disability. Many publishers and authors now hire ‘sensitivity readers’ who vet books and identify harmful stereotypes.”50 Christine gave one example, “I have a character who was African American, and everything I had her do my editor [chided me] ‘That’s stereotypical!’ . . . if she had any flaws at all. But if we can’t write flawed characters, we’re going to get a lot of boring and shallow books. They’re so prescriptive. We’re not allowed to let characters mess up, except the white one.” For another book, she was told she couldn’t have non-white bullies in her book about middle-school-aged kids. 

			This hews pretty closely to propaganda rules under Mao and Stalin—that’s why they had culture ministers. For example, in Russia, you couldn’t depict a house on fire in art or literature, because it suggested that their fire prevention institutions weren’t capable of getting that put out. The proletariat had to be pure and good with no flaws. 

			Christine went on, saying, “What you’re allowed to write about is so small. If you try to write outside of your experiences in any small way, you just really can’t win. Unless you’re going in with a very strong agenda, then you can win. And that’s why they’re the books being pushed on kids. If you look at what’s selling for middle grades, it’s super agenda-driven. You’re between a rock and a hard place; it’s a hard time to be a middle grade author who’s just trying to create hope-filled content and not woke content.”

			Christine continued by explaining how the entire process is stacked against her and traditional and wholesome stories in favor of an extremist woke agenda. She told me, “Every time I get a book deal, it feels like a miracle. First I pitch ideas to my agent. [Once], I pitched an idea that was not my life experience but I have extensive experience learning about; one of the fun things about being a writer is writing about new things you have to learn about. But if it’s outside of your experience, you’re told you better watch out and be careful. [We’re told to] send the list of ‘sensitivity readers’ you’re going to use. I can’t spend a lot of time on a book my agent doesn’t feel confident about . . . But it’s very important to me to not just have books about white characters, they aren’t realistic. But every note on my books from editors (who are white themselves) is critiquing the non-white character portrayal.”51 The problem isn’t just Christine’s editors; it’s the entire industry. 

			So how do they want race portrayed? The review of the 2020 winner of the coveted Kirkus Award in the children’s category, I Am Every Good Thing by Derrick Barnes, gives a good window into the kind of content and narrative that those at Kirkus (and other reviewers) are most interested in. The review calls the book a “celebration of Black excellence . . . [that] provides a tool for building Black resilience.”52 The artwork depicts “black boys of every shade of brown playing, celebrating, achieving, aspiring, and loving. Through every stroke readers will see that Black boys are ‘worthy / to be loved.’”53 This is the kind of content the children’s book publishing industry craves: hyper-focused on race and displaying only positive characteristics. 

			Now, I’m all for books portraying racially diverse characters. Historically there have not been enough books about black characters in children’s literature; books like Ezra Jack Keats’s The Snowy Day and Whistle for Willie were the exception, not the rule. But with classic books like Keats’s, the emphasis wasn’t on a character’s race; it was instead focused on the character’s adventures and stories. They showed children of all races that a black child could be the main character in a children’s book, but they didn’t set race as the focal point of the boy’s identity. Writing in Commentary magazine in February 2022, Abe Greenwald said it best: “Being told that you are destined to be only your race, never an individual, cuts against the American creed.”54 This is exactly what we’re doing when we publish children’s literature obsessed with race to the exclusion of everything else. We strip black children of the ability to see themselves as anything but their race, and we strip children of other races of seeing their black friends as individuals. 

			Today, thanks to the woke censors, black characters can only be portrayed in one way, victims, and their race must be the focus of the story. Deviate from this script, and everyone involved with the project is put at risk. If any part of a book’s content doesn’t pass the ambiguous woke litmus test of any random person online, an online mob can form, jeopardizing the whole project. 

			Unfortunately, the woke mob comes for authors frequently and often claims scalps. Such was the case with a young adult novel called Blood Heir by Amélie Wen Zhao, which involved slavery as part of the fantasy plot. Alexandra Alter reported in the New York Times that “on her website, she described how ‘Blood Heir,’ which takes place in a fictional Cyrilian empire where a group of powerful people called Affinites are feared and enslaved, drew on real-world issues, including ‘the demonization of the Other and this experience of not belonging.’” She even paid lip service to the anti-Trump orthodoxies required of the day, writing on her website, “As a foreigner in Trump’s America, I’ve been called names and faced unpleasant remarks—and as a non-citizen, I’ve felt like I have no voice—which is why I’ve channeled my anger, my frustration, and my need for action into the most powerful weapon I have: my words.”55 It wasn’t enough. A mob composed mostly of people who had not read the unreleased book accused Zhao of being racially insensitive in her depiction of slavery. The firestorm led Zhao to pull the book before it was even published, a book that was part of a three-book package sold to Delacorte Press for more than $500,000. 

			Blood Heir is far from the only children’s book to have met its doom at the hands of the woke mob. In its article on the demise of Zhao’s book, the New York Times reported, “In 2016, a picture book titled A Birthday Cake for George Washington was withdrawn from stores after critics complained that it glossed over the horrors of slavery. A similar scandal engulfed the 2015 picture book A Fine Dessert, which depicted an enslaved mother and daughter hiding in a cupboard and cheerfully licking a bowl of batter clean. . . . In 2017, Laura Moriarty’s dystopian novel, American Heart, was savaged, months before its release, by readers who said Ms. Moriarty had peddled a ‘white savior narrative’ in her depiction of a future America where Muslims are placed in internment camps. Harlequin Teen delayed publication of Keira Drake’s fantasy novel, The Continent, after readers blasted it as ‘racist trash,’ ‘retrograde’ and ‘offensive.’”56 

			Rachel Rooney, a (formerly) successful children’s poet, is another cautionary tale. Josephine Bartosch with UnHerd reported on the “trans publishing purge” and profiled Rooney who, “with nine books and several prizes to her name—her debut collection, The Language of Cat, was long-listed for the Carnegie Medal.”57 But her career came to a screeching halt “following what she describes as ‘two and a half years of intensive bullying for doing nothing more than telling the truth’: namely, that there’s something deeply concerning about the prevailing orthodoxy around gender identity.”58

			According to Bartosch, Rooney began to “gently question whether our understanding of gender identity has become warped” because she “felt compelled to investigate why so many autistic teenagers were identifying as the opposite sex.” Rooney explains why curiosity had been sparked: “I was once a gender non-conforming autistic child . . . I know how it is to be uncomfortable in your own skin, to hate what society tells you it is to be female.” She actually wanted to support children like herself who felt uncomfortable with their bodies—while challenging the increasingly trendy, “simplistic idea” that such children had been “born in the wrong body.” Rooney ironically laments, “I had always been progressive, even ‘woke’.”59 

			None of this mattered to the woke police. Bartosch continues, “While JK Rowling might be too famous to cancel, those with heterodox views in the foothills of literary fame have two choices: keep quiet or leave.” When Rooney dared begin to question the woke orthodoxy on gender identity, she became a pariah in the industry. Bartosch reports, “Rooney received an urgent call from her agent to inform her that the publisher of her children’s books was unhappy with her outspoken questioning of gender identity.” Rooney relates, “I was told that my stance could be considered offensive and that people had been complaining. Two independent bookshops had refused to stock my latest picture book, The Problem with Problems, even though it was entirely unrelated to gender ideology.”60 For a children’s book author to buck the trend of total and complete acceptance of the woke perception of gender, it’s career-ending. 

			What can parents and concerned residents do about the woke takeover of the publishing industry and library system? Given that a great deal of the shift in kids’ literature is driven by publicly funded institutions like schools and libraries, one librarian suggested, “Patrons need to use the online purchase suggestion forms that most libraries have and start asking for titles! I had already been trying to figure [out] a way to get your books into our libraries before today, but it is difficult to justify ordering from lists of different companies without a specific patron request or without surrounding libraries doing the same.”61 Moderates and conservatives should also vote with their wallets and support smaller publishers in a David and Goliath fight against the massive power that Scholastic (with its in-school book fairs) and other large publishers wield. 

			How can a parent identify appropriate reading material? Parents in America have come to think of any reading as good, thinking, “as long as they’re reading.” But we know that just like all food isn’t equally nutritious, all books aren’t equally beneficial. Some books are good quality, some are junk food, and some are straight poison. After a parent realizes this, how are they supposed to tell the difference?

			There are a number of resources in the homeschooling community (lists from AmblesideOnline, Read-Aloud Revival, or The Good and the Beautiful) or from literacy experts in books like Read-Aloud Revival or The Enchanted Hour. All of these resources provide examples of quality reading material. After my experience when I let my daughter check out The Breakaways, I always recommend that parents look books up on Amazon and check the one-star reviews. Had I done so with Breakaways, I would have been alerted to parents sounding the alarm on the hidden sexual content. I had a similar experience after my daughter read the book series Ivy & Bean; she came to me to tell me that she didn’t think it was appropriate how the characters were talking, and my daughter decried their poor manners and bad attitudes. I looked up the negative reviews on Amazon and patted her on the back; she was correct, with parents commenting about the same concerns. It’s not realistic to expect parents, especially those of many kids and/or voracious readers, to screen every book. But having a suggested reading list and then screening the rest through one-star reviews can go a long way toward making sure that kids are reading appropriate content. 

			The next battleground parents have to address is television, even content marketed for children of an extremely tender age. At the start of Pride Month in June 2021, Nickelodeon shared a video on its official YouTube page for the show marketed for preschoolers called “Blue’s Clues and You!” that featured an animated Pride parade led by American drag queen and activist Nina West.62 But that wasn’t enough. Viewers noticed the inclusion of a beaver with “top scars” (the scars from a surgical procedure known as “top surgery,” in which biological females have their breasts removed).63 This beaver appears during a portion of the video that features a family with transgender members. In addition to carrying the standard pride flag, members of this family wear bracelets and skirts and hold balloons with the colors of the transgender flag (light blue, pink, and white).

			And then there’s the cross-dressing, nonbinary Muppet. (Gosh, I never thought I’d be writing those words.) In the summer of 2021, the Disney Junior series Muppet Babies for children four years old and up featured one of its characters, Gonzo, dressing up in a ballgown and transforming into “Gonzo-rella.” CNN applauded the plot, explaining, “Gonzo doesn’t formally come out in the episode as nonbinary. But Gonzo’s dream of donning a beautiful gown isn’t played for laughs -- their desire is sincere, as is their fear that their friends won’t accept them. Miss Piggy even uses ‘they’ and ‘them’ pronouns to refer to ‘Gonzo-rella.’”64

			And for older kids, it’s much of the same on television. Take Cartoon Network’s Steven Universe. CNN reported, “The cast is full of characters who are nonbinary, LGBTQ or otherwise challenge the gender binary through their gender expression.” However, reporter Scottie Andrew gushes that Steven Universe “doesn’t do subtle hints or winks to a character’s identity or sexuality, and it doesn’t deal in crude jokes designed to go over kids’ heads. Characters aren’t always labeled as nonbinary, queer or trans on the show. They simply are who they are.” According to the show’s creator, Rebecca Sugar, the show intends to “scramble all the gender tropes” in the hope that children will learn to “love the parts of [themselves they] see in that character.”65

			Steven Universe is one of a growing number of shows labeled PG that is aimed at redefining traditional gender roles for children. Insider reported a dramatic increase industry-wide in the number of characters in kids’ cartoons occupying different places on the “gender spectrum.” According to the analysis by Insider, there was a “222% increase from 2017 to 2019 in the number of LGBTQ characters confirmed in new series or [announced] by showrunners of series that had ended.”66 Another difference is the way the characters are presented. “Historically,” says Insider, “that inclusion has been illustrated through subtextual representation, leaving viewers to extract what they will—or won’t—from coded characters and storylines. But in the past decade, small-screen animation has undergone a noticeable shift. Representation in children’s cartoons in particular has increased in frequency, nuance, and overtness.”67 The representation is no longer “discrete” and now overtly promotes the woke agenda regarding gender and sexuality. 

			You might expect the rating system to provide some guidance, but this is not often the case. For example, a popular Netflix show, She-Ra and the Princesses of Power—which boasts an official rating of TV-Y7-FV, indicating that it is technically most appropriate for children ages seven and up and contains some fantasy violence—has both central and secondary lesbian romances. This makes the show ill-suited for young kids unless the parent wants to have “the talk” with them young.

			Another trend is taking beloved classics and twisting them to promote the woke agenda. In the summer of 2020, my friend Elisha Krauss wrote about a disastrous Netflix corruption of one such classic for The Federalist: “Betrayal, internet shaming, eating disorders, menstruation sculptures, feminism, gay dads, divorced families, transgender issues, and Tinder. Nope, this isn’t the second season of Netflix’s ‘The Politician,’ it’s season one of the ‘kid-friendly’ show ‘The Baby-Sitters Club.’”68 Based on the popular book series of the same name, the show is rated TV-G and marketed for tweens. 

			Our research assistant, Neera Deshpande, commented, “I think the really pernicious thing about how Netflix does those shows is that they take these innocent concepts and characters (Archie! Sabrina!), often in high school settings, but then because there is no censorship (as there would be with, say, standard cable TV), there is gratuitous sex and violence and straight up indoctrination. It’s almost a false marketing [situation]. You expect one thing with revivals, and suddenly you have 16-year-old girls watching unrealistic sex scenes that are way more explicit than they’ve ever been before on television.”69 With the advent of streaming, activist showrunners can indoctrinate unsuspecting audiences more easily on streaming than they ever could on broadcast.

			 But while broadcast TV has more constraints on content than streaming, it also has more commercials, which means that on broadcast TV, it’s not just the content of the shows that needs to be monitored for propaganda, but the commercials too. In December of 2020, The Daily Signal reported that Cartoon Network had created an “anti-racist” ad erroneously “claiming Thomas Edison didn’t invent the lightbulb, and that the credit should instead go to black inventor Lewis Howard Latimer.”70 It goes on to claim that “all history is whitewashed and that systemic racism is inherent in the education system,” and as of the publishing of The Daily Signal article, the ad is the pinned tweet on Cartoon Network’s Twitter feed.71

			Similarly, Nickelodeon aired a racially charged commercial highlighting scenes of Black Lives Matter protests with the stated goal of “equity and equality for all.” The advertisement encouraged viewers—children—to become part of the “change,” the “solution.”72 One child in the advertisement explained, “I want to live in a world where my future children can grow up and enjoy their innocence.”73 At the time of this writing, it appeared Nickelodeon was planning to do the same with Pride, listing an open casting call (with agents and all) “seeking Los Angeles based families with at least one child 4-8 years old who can speak about their connection to LGBTQIA+ Pride and the LGBTQIA+ community.”74 The call information included a commitment “to diverse, inclusive casting . . . without regard to disability, race, age, national origin, ethnic origin or any other protected grounds under applicable law.” It donned a large rainbow flag square in the middle, with lots of decorative flare.

			On PBS, which is funded by taxpayer dollars, even shows for preschoolers like Arthur have poisonous Easter eggs hidden within. In the summer of 2020, Ben Kew with Breitbart reported on a particularly political episode: “The segment began with a conversation between the protagonist Arthur the aardvark and his best friend, Buster the rabbit, in which the pair make obvious reference to the distressing video of George Floyd in police custody (though they don’t mention Floyd by name).”75 The dialogue was as follows: 

			“Did you see that video?” Arthur asks Buster.

			“Yeah, I just watched it. It was awful! I can’t believe someone would be hurt like that, just because they’re black.”

			“Buster, it happens everywhere!” Arthur responds. “I was talking to Mrs. MacGrady the other day and she said there’s a really long history of black people not being treated fairly in this country.”

			“It has to stop!” Buster exclaims.

			Kew continues, saying, “The pair are later joined by their school lunch lady Mrs. MacGrady, who explains how racism is ‘like a disease’ that is ‘gonna get worse’ without further action. ‘Yes, I saw [the video] too. And let me tell you, it made my blood boil,’ she says.” Mrs. MacGrady adds that “it’s not enough to say, ‘I’m not racist, it’s not my problem.’” Kew explains, “This is not the first time that Arthur has employed progressive propaganda. Last May, the show featured the gay wedding of the protagonist’s primary school teacher Mr. Ratburn.”76 Parents and kids place a great deal of trust in these kinds of shows, carried on a taxpayer-funded network. They trust in these writers and creators to provide their children with wholesome, unobjectionable content, and that trust is entirely misplaced.

			Just like with books, paying attention to one-star reviews online and looking up potential shows and movies on Common Sense Media are important steps for parents wishing to keep tabs on what their children are watching. The assumption with any new show has to be that there will be objectionable content; and even shows we grew up on like The Muppet Show and Blue’s Clues can’t necessarily be trusted.

			This is the state of children’s entertainment today. Kids are exposed to sexuality and nonbinary gender norms in Muppet Babies and told that they’re racist starting in baby board books. But there is some content that’s a bridge too far for these woke elites. What is triggering enough to elicit a warning label or editing? Lady and the Tramp, Home Alone, Peter Pan, and Dumbo. 

			Back in 2019, Disney+ placed a warning in the description of films so that viewers were made aware of any controversial or outdated scenes before watching some of Disney’s older, classic content, such as Disney’s Dumbo and Lady and the Tramp. After it added warning labels, Disney+ took the extra step to block some films like Peter Pan, Dumbo, Lady and the Tramp, and others for those viewers watching on children’s profiles. They weren’t totally removed, but now they can only be viewed by a user from an adult profile, not a child’s. Following the 2020 election, a seconds-long cameo with Donald Trump was removed from the 1992 classic film Home Alone 2. The authoritarians, the book burners, the censors, are now the woke. God forbid we allow children to be exposed to “outdated” content peripherally related to race or a humorous depiction of a former president filmed two decades before his election. 

			For those of you keeping score at home: Peter Pan, Dumbo, and Lady and the Tramp are out. Gender-bending Muppets are in.

			The censoring of libraries and streaming services makes clearer than ever the vital importance of owning physical media. Owning the physical copies of books and video media is expensive and takes up space, but as we’ve observed, when even Dr. Seuss and Dumbo aren’t safe, there are truly no limits on what could “disappear” from “polite society” next. 

			There’s a lot to be said for vintage when it comes to books and movies: The titles you loved as a kid are fun and safe to share with your kids. The most objectionable parts of films like Richie Rich seem almost quaint now, such as Richie’s mother complimenting her husband’s butt. Those were simpler times, and on rainy Sundays, it’s better, easier, and more fun to take a trip down memory lane than to turn on live TV and watch what’s currently airing on Nickelodeon or Cartoon Network. 

			Any form of media produced in the last ten years by a mainstream studio or publishing company should be considered suspect, guilty until proven innocent. It’s not enough to look at reviews; it’s imperative to look at the negative reviews first, in hopes of catching questionable content. It’s always been safe to assume that internet-based content might contain inappropriate material, but parents have to also be on alert for everything, even books on the shelves of local libraries and the latest Disney or PBS offering. Even content that is billed as family-friendly or produced for children is now questionable—including, unfortunately, companies parents have memories of from their own childhoods. Children’s media is now agenda-driven, with the intention of sending moral messages to readers and viewers. Those moral messages always existed in children’s entertainment; but the creators’ sense of morals has shifted significantly. No longer is the moral of the story just about sharing or being kind; now it is moral to practice radical acceptance of every racial and sexual theory of the day. Whereas the moral once was that we were color-blind with our friendships, now children are taught to be hyperconscious of race. Whereas the idea of introducing sex and sexuality to a young child was unthinkable, it’s now commonplace to see Pride Month programming, and other content related to sexuality throughout the year.

		


		
			5

			The Peril of Woke Medicine

			“I would never speak on the record about any of this because I’m terrified of losing my livelihood. I have a family that relies on my income. This is a career I’ve spent decades building from high school to medical school to the present. I’m terrified to speak out on the record because if I have an unpopular opinion and a ‘wrong’ opinion according to the conventional perspective of the day, that’s it.”

			Almost every single expert I spoke to in this chapter echoed these remarks from Alexandra, a pediatrician working in a hospital in the Washington, DC, area. She was so nervous about speaking about how politics—more specifically, woke and progressive politics—had seeped into her work providing healthcare for children that she wouldn’t even put a word in writing between the two of us. 

			Alexandra told me she had “never thought about how political the profession was until the last several years.”1 Several pediatricians echoed this observation, telling me they only noticed how politicized their profession had become in recent years, but especially during the COVID pandemic. 

			Throughout the mental and physical health establishment, there has been a takeover of woke ideology, from schools to training programs to workplaces. In many situations, it’s possible for parents to opt out of how woke ideology is trying to creep into their children’s lives; however, in the field of healthcare, it is impossible. We need doctors, psychiatrists, nurses, and therapists; we need them to be trustworthy in their ideology (not indoctrinating our children) but also just downright competent, and the prioritization of woke ideology comes at a cost: their ability to improve our health. Starting in medical school and working as a pediatrician, adhering to woke orthodoxy has become a distraction from what should be the only objective of medical providers: professional excellence. Medical schools, professional conferences, and even professional organizations shape the way care is provided, and when wokeness infects these institutions, at best, the quality of instruction and care is impacted, and at worst, patients are endangered. 

			Pediatrics is among the three most Left-leaning medical specialties, along with psychiatry and epidemiology according to a 2016 study. We find younger doctors are more liberal, which explains a great deal of how a global pandemic became so political as to erode patient care and health policy.2 Research on this topic shows certain specialty areas to be overwhelmingly Democratic leaning. For example, 67 percent of general surgeons and 65 percent of anesthesiologists are Republican while only 32 percent of pediatricians and 24 percent of psychiatrists are. The results, while somewhat surprising, are still somewhat expected considering what we know of the field.

			The first indications that the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), the most influential professional association in American pediatrics, wouldn’t be doing their duty advocating for American children and their parents during COVID came in the summer of 2020, as school districts across the country debated their reopening plans. President Donald Trump had spoken out forcefully in favor of reopening in-person learning nationwide, and when Trump came out in favor of anything, that was the cue for anyone on the Left to advocate for exactly the opposite. That’s what the politics of the day demanded of progressives. And so, that’s exactly what the AAP did. 

			On July 10, 2020, Fox News reported, “The American Academy of Pediatrics joined teachers unions on Friday in calling threats from President Trump to withhold federal funding for schools that don’t fully reopen this fall amid the coronavirus pandemic a ‘misguided approach,’ warning it would ‘threaten the health’ of students and teachers.”3 Just two weeks prior, the AAP had insisted policymakers “should start with a goal of having students physically present in school.”4 NPR reported, “The Trump administration this week repeatedly cited the AAP in pressuring school leaders to reopen. Dr. Sally Goza, the association’s president, appeared at a White House roundtable with President Trump.”5 What changed? NPR explains, “The previous guidance was criticized for saying little about the safety of educators and other school personnel.” The new statement called “for putting educators as well as other stakeholders at the center of decision-making.”6 Given the choice between students and their parents or teachers unions, the AAP sided with the latter. In so doing, the AAP doomed millions of American kids, mostly students in Left-leaning states and districts, to suffer through isolating and inferior remote learning for yet another school year.

			Wrap your mind around that. The AAP had two roads in front of it in the summer of 2020. One: encouraging in-person learning because they knew it was best for America’s children. The second: promoting public policy based on politics and the feelings of adults. The American Academy of Pediatrics chose to prioritize the feelings of adults over the well-being of children. 

			The AAP wasn’t just content to side with teachers unions against American kids; by the following year, toward the end of summer 2021, it actively lied to parents about the effects of COVID-mitigation policies on child development in order to match the political narrative of the day. Specifically, they dramatically changed their tune about the importance of face time for infants.

			Before this shift, the AAP had promoted a fact sheet titled “Face Time and Emotional Health,” which was often distributed to new parents to educate them on infant development. The sheet read, “By the time babies are 6 to 8 weeks old, they may smile back when they see a face. These ‘social smiles’ are both fun and important. Make time for ‘face time’! That means taking time to smile at your baby’s face and to return a smile whenever your baby smiles . . . If your child learns early in life that he can easily get your attention by smiling or cooing or being happy, he will keep it up. But if you do not make time for face time, he may give up on smiling and try more fussing, crying and screaming to get the attention he needs.”7 Curiously, at the same time that the AAP began downplaying the importance of seeing faces, this fact sheet disappeared. But the internet is forever, and sleuths were able to dig up its contents, which you read above. 

			Instead, the AAP backpedaled to assure parents that masks were not a problem. On HealthyChildren.org, a parent-facing advice site, the AAP explained, “A year and a half into the COVID-19 pandemic and no solid end in sight, some families wonder whether continuous use of face masks by daycare providers, preschool teachers, and other adults may negatively affect their child’s speech and language development. While this is a natural concern, there is no known evidence that use of face masks interferes with speech and language development or social communication. Plus, children can still get plenty of face time at home with mask-free family members.”8 Whereas the AAP—and common sense—once acknowledged the vital importance of seeing faces for child development, that undeniable truth was shelved for the sake of a narrative: that masks would help us claw out of the pandemic, and that there were absolutely no downsides whatsoever to their use.

			In Europe and elsewhere in the world where policies are based upon the recommendations of the World Health Organization (WHO), the situation has been quite different. The WHO recommendation reads, “In general, children aged 5 years and under should not be required to wear masks. This advice is based on the safety and overall interest of the child and the capacity to appropriately use a mask with minimal assistance.”9 In contrast, the CDC and the AAP contended, without citing evidence for their divergent view, “Face masks can be safely worn by all children 2 years of age and older, including the vast majority of children with underlying health conditions, with rare exception.”10

			These recommendations ignore the negative impact masking has on language skills. Dr. Kristen Walsh, a pediatrician and early childhood champion for AAP in New Jersey for a decade, told me, “I am concerned that in this country, our pandemic mitigation measures for children have done, and continue to do, more harm than good. The U.S. has one of the strictest mask policies for young children in the world; if not the most strict! Prior to the pandemic, much of my advocacy work focused on early literacy and infant mental health, so I know how important it is for infants and young children to be able to see faces. Similarly, it is crucial for early literacy that students be able to see their teachers’ faces, and vice versa. This is why many European countries are not mandating masks in schools for anyone under 12 and also don’t recommend them for staff while teaching.” Furthermore, she says evidence does not show that remaining unmasked in schools is dangerous: “In countries where they have had open schools without masking young children throughout the pandemic, they are not seeing excess student/child or teacher mortality—in many places, just the opposite, as attending school in person seemed to be protective.”

			For Dr. Walsh and others, it is near impossible to find a scientific basis for the American approach. Walsh told me, “I find it surreal that we are now in a place where the AAP seems to be trying to downplay the importance of seeing faces for babies and small children, in order to double down on a masking recommendation that, to me, is very hard to defend based on evidence. In all honesty, every day feels like I’m stuck in some sort of alternate reality or bad dream regarding the way we are treating children during this pandemic. I do feel that our pandemic response was heavily politicized, which really hampered our ability to have evidence-based responses that changed as our knowledge increased. Other Western nations seem to have done a much better job of pivoting with new knowledge than we have.”11 In short, she believes that politics drove the illogical masking policies that caused immeasurable harm to child development. 

			What makes “the science” so different across an ocean? We don’t know; the CDC has never explained why their recommendations related to COVID differ so drastically from every other health agency anywhere else in the world. This is a question Rep. Jason Smith (R-AR) and Sen. Mike Lee (R-UT), among other congressional leaders, asked the CDC in a letter sent from their offices to the health agency. They requested an answer in May; they received it in August. The eventual response from the CDC? “In circumstances where the public faces an emerging threat, but where scientific evidence is limited, CDC adopts a conservative approach in making recommendations affecting the health and well-being of all Americans.”12 At the point this letter from the CDC was sent, we were a year and a half into the pandemic and had ready access to the data: we knew what risk COVID posed to children (to a healthy child, almost zero); we knew the efficacy of the vaccines at-risk adults had already received (high); and we knew the likelihood of spread from children to adults (minimal). The CDC went rogue, adopting recommendations that they refused to justify or explain, and hid behind absolutist and pompous assertions that their position was unquestionable and irrefutable. How dare Americans question them? 

			Another concern about the AAP amid the COVID pandemic expressed by every single pediatrician I spoke with was the threat of losing their medical licenses for spreading “misinformation.” On July 29, 2021, the Federation of State Medical Boards issued a statement that read, “Physicians who generate and spread COVID-19 vaccine misinformation or disinformation are risking disciplinary action by state medical boards, including the suspension or revocation of their medical license. Due to their specialized knowledge and training, licensed physicians possess a high degree of public trust and therefore . . . must share information that is factual, scientifically grounded and consensus-driven for the betterment of public health.”13 Physicians asked and received no answer if they dared question: Who decides what is misinformation? What constitutes misinformation? What kind of process can one expect if they are accused of dissemination of ‘misinformation’? Doctors around the country had their entire livelihoods threatened and could receive no reassurances about how they might stay within the good graces of the medical powers that be. The result? A further stifling of free conversation and debate around COVID-mitigation policies and vaccines. 

			This has terrifying consequences for medical care. Alexandra, the hospitalist pediatrician in Washington, DC, explained why relying on official statements is a bad idea, especially when dealing with novel diseases: “By the time any official position guidelines or statements [are released], they are generally already outdated. There’s a reason why people go to academic centers when [they’re] really sick or [they] have a confusing diagnosis . . . You need state of the art things, and those aren’t in the position statements.” Leaving doctors with little to work with is not a sign that the medical boards and the CDC put the health of the nation’s public over their own political agendas. Alexandra continues, “There’s this idea that if this isn’t something that the FDA, CDC or AAP hasn’t put out in their position statement, [it must be] misinformation or wrong, when really those position statements are five or sometimes even ten years old—though obviously COVID moves faster. So it’s really the . . . academic centers who are pushing the envelopes, the people in the new data in journal articles and studies . . . that’s what informs good medical care. This idea that we only can rely on official guidelines as truth . . . What is truth? There is no truth. So to me, that’s scary.” When doctors are having to lower the bar for medical standards because of political agendas and orders from higher authorities, “we don’t allow the people who are on the cutting edge of things to come out and to say things that may turn out to be totally wrong, or to raise issues or spark debate.”14 The fact that eighteen months into the pandemic the AAP and CDC were still recommending masking two-year-olds for eight hours a day because we had “limited data” on the “emerging threat” is evidence of Alexandra’s concerns about what the stifling of free and open debate can do to medical care. 

			Debate is also stifled when it comes to issues of equity. The trend today is to emphasize anti-racism in healthcare to the degree that actual medicine takes a back seat.

			In the short term, this stifling of debate during COVID was amplified because of the mediums through which the health community was forced to communicate during the pandemic. Online conversations on listservs and physician Facebook groups became dominated by the most paranoid and progressive voices; all other viewpoints were shut down or bullied into silence. Anyone with a cursory understanding of online political debate has witnessed how this dynamic takes shape. And unfortunately, these online debates are not just a Facebook fight between your college roommate from sophomore year and your colleague three jobs ago, but instead, between doctors who can impact health policy and healthcare. 

			One of the only pediatricians publicly addressing the issue of wokeness invading medicine is Dr. Erica Li, a member of the Foundation Against Intolerance and Racism (FAIR). FAIR’s mission statement explains, “Increasingly, American institutions—colleges and universities, businesses, government, the media and even our children’s schools—are enforcing a cynical and intolerant orthodoxy. This orthodoxy requires us to identify ourselves and each other based on immutable characteristics like skin color, gender and sexual orientation. It pits us against one another, and diminishes what it means to be human.”15 FAIR in Medicine, a sister organization, addresses these same issues within the medical field, and Dr. Li’s focus is on pediatrics. She appeared in a video produced by the group about wokeism within the AAP’s continuing education coursework.16

			In a course titled “Fighting Racism to Advance Child Health” she explained, “In the course, I learned that in some training, pediatric resident doctors were divided into different groups based on their own skin color; there was a group for black doctors and a separate one for . . . white doctors. The presenter said, ‘For our black, indigenous, and people of color groups, the work was around healing from trauma, reflection, and creating space to have discussions in a safer space without having to take care of the emotions of white people. The white group talked about topics like white fragility, power, privilege, and allyship.’” For doctors of color, the messages of unavoidable victimhood were promulgated, and white doctors were bullied and reminded that they were irredeemable due to their race.

			Unsurprisingly, this led to division and conflict. Dr. Li went on to explain, “Colleagues began telling me what was happening in their medical training programs. For example, residents in one psychiatry program were refusing to see patients suffering from psychosis who said racist words, directly violating well-established medical ethics. At another program, a medical student forced several deans to chant the phrase ‘I’m a racist’ in public. I also learned that the AAP had invited Ibram X. Kendi to give an address at the AAP’s annual national conference. Dr. Kendi is a best-selling author and self-described antiracist who explicitly advocates for discrimination based on race. He has publicly criticized white people who have adopted black children, claiming that their motivation to do so is not to extend love to children in need of a family, but to use the children as props to hide their racism.”17 His inclusion at the AAP’s conference is a troubling signal; that his ideas are endorsed by the leadership of the organization and should be disseminated to pediatricians nationwide. 

			Dr. Li shared another video available for continuing education for pediatricians called, “Fighting Racism to Advance Child Health Equity.” The course description explains, “Structural racism, implicit bias, diversity, inclusion, and cultural humility are all concepts taking center stage in the medical community as we strive to end racism and improve health equity. This video series will explore what these concepts mean for pediatricians in our practices, institutions, and communities, and how we can advance child health equity by applying an anti-racist lens to the systems shaping health and medicine.”18 This doesn’t sound so bad, you might say, but the content devolved into CRT propaganda by the second half of the four-hour course. The problem with this kind of messaging is that activism is prioritized over health, even during a pandemic. 

			Dr. Li explained how the course became progressively more extreme, telling me “the more juicy woke stuff is in the second half. I think they are strategic about trying to sound more reasonable [at the beginning]. That is how brainwashing works. It starts out as pretty reasonable and then it gives you incremental bits of crazy. Then at the very end, it becomes pretty crazy.”19 And she’s right. The last part of the four-part course, given by Dr. Rhea Boyd, is the most eye-popping. She tells her fellow doctors, “Protest is a powerful and vital public health intervention.”20 At the same time, she decries protests against lockdowns early in the pandemic filled with predominantly “white crowds.” This was a recurring theme during the pandemic; protest is vital for public health, but only certain kinds of protest by certain kinds of people.

			Boyd’s plan for abolishing racism involves “four core principles,” which are: “truth, reconciliation and reparations; wealth distribution; robust Safety Net Systems; and expansion of public goods.” Basically, we need to redistribute wealth (which includes divesting from police forces nationwide in order to invest those resources in anti-racist programs), universalize everything, and abolish racism through, and only through, the lens of anti-racists like Dr. Boyd.21 And, just to remind you, this is the concluding lesson of a course for pediatricians on providing healthcare to children. 

			The course is packed full of CRT talking points, and it’s not just a one-off deviation the AAP made from their core mission. Instead, the AAP is riddled with CRT, and it has reoriented their mission away from providing for the healthcare needs of children toward preaching woke politics. 

			In early 2021, the AAP announced its “Equity Agenda” that “guides the Academy’s efforts to achieve health equity and actualize our goals to become an equitable, diverse, and inclusive organization.”22 A great deal of the messaging from the Equity Agenda sounds similar to that of the continuing education courses the organization provided to pediatricians. The AAP explains their goal: “advancing racial equity with an emphasis on addressing anti-Black racism in year one.”23 Dr. Li echoed the concerns of several other pediatricians around the AAP’s release of the Equity Agenda. “They talk a lot about prioritizing diversity rather than ensuring competency in recruitment of child healthcare workers,” she said. “It doesn’t say instead of [ensuring competency] but there’s only one thing that can be a top priority. If your top priority is diversity, then by definition it is not competence.”24

			In the context of our conversation, Dr. Li was concerned about medical school recruitment, but the idea that there can only be one top priority, and that a focus on politics is corrosive to the overall mission of an organization, played out during a controversy over a national medical panel run through the Pediatric Academic Societies (PAS), cohosted by the AAP, in May of 2021. The session was scheduled to focus on caring for babies born severely prematurely, on discussing best practices in the delivery room, and on managing cardiac care and caring for immature lungs.25 But an activist doctor, Dr. Erica Kaye, noticed that the panel was lacking any female voices and lamented this on Twitter, noting “more than 70% of the pediatricians are women.”26 She went on to question why there was also “not a single Black physician to speak on a topic that disproportionately affects Black women.”27 So what did the PAS do? They groveled at the feet of a social media mob, telling Dr. Kaye, “Thank you, Erica. PAS acknowledges and apologizes for this error. This session has been canceled. It does not align with our values and our commitment to no manels [a panel comprised of just men] and to a diverse and inclusive program. We must—and will—do better.”28 Another activist, Rhea Liang, celebrated, tweeting, “Advocacy works. The meeting has been cancelled.”29 Given the choice between offering a panel about how to best provide medical care to the most vulnerable newborns and appearing sufficiently diverse, the latter was more important—you can’t have “too many white men” in any one place, even when their expertise could mean the difference between life and death for the 380,000 babies born prematurely every year in the U.S.30 

			This has terrifying implications for medical care and research. What happens next time the PAS, AAP, or another similar organization is planning a panel of experts? They won’t be looking for the very best in the field; they’ll be looking to check off boxes. “Do we have enough women? Do we have enough black presenters? What about Hispanic or Native American? Can we find a transgender doctor also?” This kind of thinking about identity instead of expertise has real consequences for the future of medical innovation and care. 

			Fred, a pediatrician in a deep-blue coastal city, bemoaned the situation. “The AAP has been a disappointment; how insanely left-wing they are in terms of topics,” he told me in a private interview. “There’s so much activism and not a lot of science. I hate to think of the human capital and money that goes into all of this stuff; what I see is non-actionable, non-medical virtue signaling.” He said that for the last four or five years, he’s been “tuning out each issue of Pediatrics because there was so much that didn’t feel actionable or medical; it felt much more [like] activism.” In order to “stay current,” he looks at the table of contents and will “pick out the one or two worthwhile articles.”31

			The illogical nature of wokespeak of academic papers like “Racial Disparities in Pediatric Type 1 Diabetes: Yet Another Consequence of Structural Racism”32 and “Implicit Weight Bias in Children Age 9 to 11 Years”33 mirrors wider discussions on these kinds of issues and shuts down important conversations about healthcare. Regarding the dangers of messaging surrounding “fatphobia” seeping into medicine, Fred explained, “We’re seeing an increase in diabetes and obesity. We want to tell them that they need to fix that. But we’re also telling them ‘you’re OK this way,’ and pediatricians are saying that too.”

			This kind of messaging from medical professionals terrified of being offensive to patients doesn’t just impact healthcare outcomes in the short term but also changes how children and teenagers optimize their behavior for their own health. Instead of trying to make healthy choices through diet and exercise, Fred explained, “They will try to find everything external to blame for a person’s or group’s bad health outcome, while conspicuously avoiding internal causes: choices, culture, personality traits, and so on.”34

			A further consequence of increasingly politicized research is that pediatricians like Fred tune out material disseminated for professional development. Where is the energy from these groups being spent? Not on medical advancement, but on sounding the right tone on diversity, equity, and inclusion. Is that what you want medical experts spending their energy on? Is that the best use of our resources? None of these questions are being asked. 

			The AAP isn’t the only medical association interfacing with children obsessed with woke talking points, either. In an open letter on his blog, Dr. Richard Bosshardt explained why he was resigning his membership with the American College of Surgeons (ACS): “Recently, the ACS has taken a turn I find disturbing. I first noted this in a lecture given before the College by Dr. Joan Reede . . . titled ‘Diversity, Excellence, and Inclusion’ in medicine and, more specifically, surgery, even though she is not a surgeon. The text of the lecture made no mention of excellence. She checked off multiple progressive boxes in her lecture—diversity, inclusion, equity, biases of various sorts, microaggressions—as problems in surgery training and in the ACS. What was notably absent was balancing this with traditional surgical values of excellence, hard work, and meritocracy.” Bosshardt says that many recent “lectures and articles coming out of the College” have promoted “progressive ideology” and “focused on issues of diversity, equity, and social justice.” He continues, “All are laudable goals, but they have become poisoned with ideological meaning and taken primacy over other considerations, such as excellence, professionalism, competence, and compassion, which should be the overarching priorities in something like surgical practice.”

			Success in obtaining a residency position in any surgical specialty depends more on one’s performance in medical school, recommendations from one’s professors, and demonstrated dedication, such as taking a year to do research (as my daughter did to obtain an excellent residency in dermatology), than on gender, race, ethnicity, or some other identity. With medical school classes now 50% or more female and wide diversity in racial and ethnic composition, it is disingenuous to claim that our residencies and our College lack diversity or inclusiveness. Moreover, anyone who meets the requirements of Fellowship is welcome.35 

			Are these kinds of policies ensuring that the best and the brightest doctors pass through the halls of medical schools and then into offices and hospitals around the country? That should be the one and only goal of medical training: the output of professionals who exude competence. That’s not what we’re getting, and the situation is deteriorating with every successive graduating class. 

			In his open letter resignation, Dr. Bosshardt continued: 

			The last straw came when I reviewed the recommendations of the College’s task force on racism in surgery, among which was adding anti-racism to the College’s existing values. My College is now considering embracing Critical Race Theory (CRT), which posits all of human history as little more than the never-ending oppression of non-whites by whites and views literally everything through a racist lens. There is wide disagreement regarding this even among those of color and many find CRT abhorrent. According to CRT, it is not enough to declare oneself not a racist; one has to specifically support anti-racism, a construct of CRT. Why? Because whites are so endemically racist they no longer see this in themselves. Whites cannot even enter in the discussion of racism because they lack self-awareness of their own racism and must be re-educated to recognize their unconscious racist tendencies. The College has proposed such re-education programs already.

			In addition to its new anti-racism stance, the College has embraced the concept of microaggressions, which can be literally anything- a comment, a word, a facial expression, even an almost imperceptible twitch or gesture- that makes someone of a different race, ethnicity, gender, or ideological position uncomfortable. Nuance, context, and perspective are irrelevant. There are no accidents or unintentional actions. Microaggressions are to be interpreted in the worst possible way. I was incredulous when I read that the College was planning ‘safe spaces’ for young surgeons.36

			When your child suffers from a condition requiring the expertise of a surgeon, the knowledge that the person holding the knife in the operating room was trained in this kind of environment is terrifying. Instead of spending their energy perfecting their training and skills, that surgeon is working to make sure he or she appears adequately woke for his or her peers and professors, lest he or she commits a microaggression. 

			The infestation of this ideology into the inner workings—and priorities—of medical professional organizations isn’t the exception. It’s the norm. In late 2021, the American Medical Association (AMA) released “Advancing Health Equity: A Guide to Language, Narrative and Concepts” as part of a multi-year project called the “Organizational Strategic Plan to Embed Racial Justice and Advance Health Equity.” They explain that “fulfilling the AMA’s mission to promote the art and science of medicine and the betterment of public health requires an unwavering commitment to equity and a comprehensive strategy for embedding racial and social justice within our organization and domains of influence.” The document calls for doctors to change their language to insert progressive politics into everything, even statements of fact. For instance, instead of saying, “Low-income people have the highest level of coronary artery disease in the United States,” members are encouraged to say, “People underpaid and forced into poverty as a result of banking policies, real estate developers gentrifying neighborhoods, and corporations weakening the power of labor movements, among others, have the highest level of coronary artery disease in the United States.”37 Everything must be modified to fit woke orthodoxy.

			This is the medical equivalent of the bigotry of low expectations—only it has consequences not just for academics, but for health as well. There are reasons why low-income Americans are less healthy, but instead of focusing on the behaviors, attitudes, and environments that contribute to adverse health outcomes, the woke response is to say that low-income people are forced into this situation, and as a result, are powerless to escape it. This isn’t helping the health outcomes of those in low-income areas; it’s worsening them. This is most clear in the case of obesity; we need to be honest about negative health outcomes for those who are overweight and obese instead of dancing around excuses for excessive weight, for fear of being labeled “fat phobic.”

			As bad as the situation is among physical health professionals, it’s that much worse among their counterparts in mental health. Mental health professionals are just as woke, but their “science” is more subjective. The invasion of woke ideology in psychology and psychiatry has direct impacts on how mental health professionals counsel their patients and, as a result, has a direct impact on patient outcomes. 

			Even before COVID, the topic of worsening pediatric mental health was one of the most pressing issues facing those concerned with pediatric healthcare and health policy, but in May of 2021, we got a window into just how dire the situation had become as we transitioned into a post-pandemic world. The American Psychiatric Association (APA) explained, “More than half of adults (53%) with children under 18 in their household say they are concerned about the mental state of their children and almost half (48%) say the pandemic has caused mental health problems for one or more of their children, including minor problems for 29% and major problems for 19%.”38 The APA reports that “nearly half (49%) of parents surveyed who have children under 18 say their child has received help from a mental health professional since the start of the pandemic.” The demand for pediatric mental health counseling has increased, but the supply has not, as evidenced by the APA’s finding that “more than one in five parents have had trouble scheduling appointments for their child with a mental health professional.”39 This is a crisis caused in part by the woke response to the pandemic.

			Similarly, the AAP declared that the pediatric mental health crisis had reached a tipping point in October 2021. And based on the numbers, they’re right that the crisis is real. In a statement in U.S. News & World Report, the AAP stated, “Between March and October 2020, the percentage of emergency department visits for children with mental health emergencies rose by 24% among children aged 5 to 11 and by 31% among children aged 12 to 17 . . . And there were 50% more suspected suicide attempt-related emergency room visits among girls aged 12 to 17 in early 2021 than in early 2019.”40 They explained, “As health professionals, we have witnessed soaring rates of mental health challenges among children, adolescents, and their families over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic.”41 

			Do you think either organization considered the cost of closed schools, the use of masks for nine hours a day on children aged two and up, the toll of constant fearmongering about a virus with statistically a zero chance of killing a healthy child? No. Instead, the AAP put the blame elsewhere: “Children and families across our country have experienced enormous adversity and disruption. The inequities that result from structural racism have contributed to disproportionate impacts on children from communities of color.”42

			One would think that the APA’s focus would be on the betterment of mental health post-pandemic. You would be mistaken. Just a few months later, in late October of 2021, the APA announced what it had been busying itself with: “The APA Task Force on Strategies to Eradicate Racism, Discrimination, and Hate and its five-member Apology Advisory Subcommittee” drafted an apology to communities of color based on extensive surveys and research.43 They also announced resolutions “to develop a long-term plan” to dismantle “systemic racism” and to “advance health equity in psychology.”44 The APA doesn’t just support the other professional organizations’ laser focus on anti-racism and other woke action items, but has developed its own similar action items over the last years, becoming increasingly more radical in their hyper-woke focus. 

			And race isn’t the only area of concern. In August of 2018, the APA released their “Guidelines for Psychological Practice with Boys and Men,” centered around the ideology of masculinity, and suggested that parents and psychologists should think twice before instilling elements of “traditional masculinity” in men and boys.45 Several months later, U.S. News & World Report quoted part of their new guidelines: “Socialization for conforming to traditional masculinity ideology has been shown to limit males’ psychological development, constrain their behavior, result in gender role strain and gender role conflict, and negatively influence mental health and physical health.”46 The same article explained, “The latest guidelines linked ‘constricted notions of masculinity’ to aggression, homophobia and misogyny, saying such notions ‘may influence boys to direct a great deal of their energy into disruptive behaviors such as bullying, homosexual taunting, and sexual harassment rather than healthy academic and extracurricular activities.’”47 Choosing between actually addressing the root causes of mental health challenges of boys and men and playing politics, relying on simplistic excuses centered around “toxic masculinity,” the APA chose the latter. 

			There are plenty of psychologists who aren’t members of the APA, but unfortunately, the organization’s influence extends past their membership base. One psychologist, who declined to be named and whom I will call Alice, explained how the “APA can go a long way to influence the perceptions of licensing boards. [The] APA is the standard-bearer for everything in psychology. APA credentials graduate school programs and internships, which one absolutely needs in order to survive with insurers and other credentialing bodies. [The] APA also dictates to state psychological associations their priorities, and in all cases, these are Democrat bills and positions.”48

			Writing for Capital Research Center in March of 2019, Harry Kazenoff explains that the APA receives “generous grants to support mental health initiatives”—between $2.25 million and $2.5 million in grants and contracts in both 2016 and 2017, for example—but cautions that “many of the grants suggest a possible political motivation.”49 He writes, “FoundationSearch reports that between 1998-2017 organizations such as the left-wing Annie E. Casey Foundation, the Arcus Foundation, and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, have contributed $100,000, $120,000, and $355,000, respectively. The Arcus Foundation specified many of its grants to focus on LGBT issues.” Furthermore, the APA issues political statements that have nothing to do with psychology: “Since the election of President Trump, the APA expanded its range of issues to include climate change and immigration . . . The APA also opposes President Trump’s border wall on the U.S. southern border and advocated for the Dream Act of 2017.” As Kazenoff says, “It’s unclear what these issues have to do with licensing and educating psychologists.”50

			Going against the APA narrative can have chilling consequences. Alice explained to me, “I was once chastised on our state psychological association’s listserv for posting a Medscape article before the ACA [Obamacare] was implemented. It described the way the ACA would impact private practice through its emphasis on pay-for-performance. I was cautioned by state leadership not to share any other information and to leave ACA education to them.” 

			What do conservative psychologists do? Keep their opinions to themselves, lest they run afoul of the APA Ethics Code (even those who aren’t even members of it)? The Code states, “Actions that violate the standards of the Ethics Code may also lead to the imposition of sanctions on psychologists or students whether or not they are APA members by bodies other than APA, including state psychological associations, other professional groups, psychology boards, other state or federal agencies, and payors for health services.”51 

			Most mental health professionals I spoke with told me they don’t see progressive politics seeping into their clinical practice, but one with experience in both the Bay Area and New York serves as a canary in the coal mine for the future of psychological treatment of youth. He told me, “In psychiatry we’re trained not to bring our agenda to the table at all, and just give room to people to explore whatever they need to explore. It was always hard; I would meet people who were suspect of the way things have been going towards but not knowing within themselves how to handle it. For example, I was working with a kid, seven years old, terrified that the kids at school would find out his parents supported Trump. That they would make fun of him . . . Another kid that happened to; he did bring it up and didn’t realize it was a problem, and he got made fun of.”52

			There are three kinds of parents seeking mental health treatment for their children in this culture: those unaware of the political leanings of the mental health profession who blindly trust their professional judgment, those who understand they are at the mercy of an increasingly woke field (especially as it relates to gender issues—more on that later), and those who are unconsciously feeding their children’s mental health crisis. Kyle, the moderate provider who found himself in the lion’s dens of liberal California and New York, explained the psychology of the latter, “It’s almost like this psychiatric Munchausen-by-proxy, where the parents are exercising their psychological demons through their kids, assigning them these diagnoses and buzzwords that they think to be the case. It sends them down this road that’s so, so destructive.” He went on, “All the dynamics are at hand. That if my kid has a problem, now I have a thing to fix and to be important and to try to help them the way that maybe I wasn’t—especially if I was abused or neglected—and that’s the classic dynamic [of Munchausen-by-proxy].”53 It’s this latter group driving the notion that the best way to be a supportive parent to a child facing mental health struggles, especially as they relate to gender, is to buy into the child’s pathology. 

			For as toxic and dangerous as the situation is and could become in clinical practice, it’s that much worse in academic settings where mental health and child development is studied and researched. One researcher, Sam, told me that while research on adults tends to focus on race, wokeness is primarily impacting childhood research on gender. Sam expressed his concern, from a developmental standpoint, with teaching children the idea that it’s possible to defy biological reality. Furthermore, he said that ignoring biological reality has implications for research where there are biological dispositions toward certain mental illnesses or coping strategies according to the sex of the patient. As grants are written and research is carried out, there are two focuses for scientists: the data and information they are collecting and their need to stay within the confines of The Narrative. When the sole focus isn’t on scientific rigor, the science suffers.54

			But there’s another issue at play: if the only research that mainstream institutions allow to be conducted must conform to the accepted reality according to progressives, there will never be any formal understanding as to how this ideology is affecting child development. What negative effects are there for children developmentally and psychologically when there is a hyper focus on race, when they are indoctrinated into the ideology that promotes white privilege and black victimhood, when they are taught that gender is a social construct and that masculinity is toxic? With the inmates running the asylum, we’ll never know.

			The last few years have shown a substantial deterioration of the line between the political and the professional in the world of physical and mental health, especially for children. The future isn’t looking any brighter, unfortunately. Alice, the psychologist I mentioned previously, warned, “There may be no more Dr. Alices in the near future [due to the educational reality in training programs], and children and their parents will be subjected to more radicalization in the therapy room. Truly sobering.”55

			Recently, I was sent a set of admission essay questions that a candidate for medical school must answer in order to be admitted into a program. Medical school applications are all completed through a central website. You are required to submit a generic essay for the first round of applications. If the school believes you might be a match, they’ll invite you to complete a second set of essays. This second set is where the schools go woke. The spouse of one applicant explained to me, after walking through the process with his husband, “Some of the schools are less obvious: they ask you to write an essay about how you meet the school’s mission statement and values and those statements/values are all about social justice, etc. It was pretty clear throughout the admissions process that many medical schools expect you to regurgitate woke ideas; there’s no way you’ll make the cut if you reject the premises of the prompts.”56 Here are a few examples from various universities around the country:

			University of Minnesota: “Tell us about a time when you observed, personally experienced, or acted with implicit or explicit bias. Through either situation we are interested in what you learned.”57

			Loyola University: “Social justice in the Jesuit tradition, justice due each person by virtue of their own inherent human dignity, is an essential dimension of education at SSOM. Describe what you have learned about yourself from your concrete social justice experiences. Explain how you plan to sustain your efforts to advocate for current social justice issues as a medical student and as a physician.” And another: “Serving underserved and under-resourced communities is an expression of social justice. Describe an impactful experience in working with and for under-resourced communities. Explain what you have learned about yourself through this service OR what has hindered your efforts to serve others in these environments.”58

			University of Kentucky: “Describe a personal activity involving advocacy, social justice, and/or civic engagement that has impacted your personal values about delivering equitable patient care.”59

			There is a political litmus test not only for prospective doctors, but for prospective professors as well. A professor at an Ivy League medical school, Jonathan, compared the mandatory “diversity” consultants in the hiring process to Soviet Commissars. The diversity consultants lengthen and complicate the process, requiring that there be enough “diverse” candidates under consideration before a hire is made. He told me he isn’t sure what the effect is on the pool of professors and candidates but that “putting so much emphasis on race or allegiance to a certain set of left-wing ideas . . . doesn’t belong in a decision on hiring.”60

			In August 2021, the Dean of the School of Medicine at Harvard University, Dr. George Q. Daley, announced a similar initiative from the Harvard Medical School and Harvard School of Dental Medicine for promotions at the school. According to the announcement, “Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)” work is now a formal component of promotions at one of the most well-respected medical schools in the country.61

			The classroom is another field fraught with danger for professors. Jonathan described a scenario where a student tried to entrap him into a larger effort by students to identify and blacklist professors who didn’t adequately (according to their perception) respond to student communications around race. He had been teaching on Zoom all year during the COVID pandemic when the Black Lives Matter protests erupted following the death of George Floyd. He received an email from a student that said, “I’m white . . . but . . . I’m very concerned about black students being overly stressed over the BLM protests. I’m asking you as an ally to give special accommodation to black students in this class.” Jonathan then received an identical email from another student. He wasn’t sure what to make of it but sent an email to the entire class (with many screens off over Zoom, he wasn’t even sure what race half of his students even were) to let them know that his virtual door was open if anyone needed to come to him with an issue. Then, another student shed light on what was really going on: a group of students had created a spreadsheet to track how every professor handled the BLM email in order to create a blacklist of sorts. They wanted to identify any wrong thinkers in their midst. Jonathan was troubled by the trap laid by students in the medical school and brought it to the school’s administration, who did nothing with the information. He told me, “You can’t teach in that kind of environment. It’s like this Maoist thing where you have to align yourself with the zeitgeist or you’ll get canceled. Maybe a struggle session, I don’t know what they have in mind. I’ve been at [this university] for 30 years. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”62 In order to gain admission to medical schools and in order to teach at them, one must show reverence for the party line or they need not apply—literally.

			Woke medical activists understand that their best chance at turning the medical field into an advocacy group is to get them during medical school. Writing for Scientific American, Dr. Angira Patel explains that in order to encourage physician advocacy, they have to “start early”: “As students begin medical school, we must introduce the theory, practice and modeling of physician advocacy at the same time they are learning basic anatomy and physiology. The Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada mandates health advocacy as a core competency. Early exposure to examples of how physicians interweave advocacy work into their clinical work may lead to higher likelihood of engaging young trainees. In fact, the medical school where I teach has incorporated a health equity and advocacy curriculum in the first year of medical school. Yet, far more is needed to both train future physicians and stress the urgent importance of advocacy work to existing physicians across disciplines.”63

			This is their blueprint, and they aren’t even subtle about it. It’s right out in the open: the goal of medical school isn’t to produce the best clinicians and diagnosticians and researchers, it’s to introduce woke ideology into the medical field. These doctors are expected to be not just healthcare providers but activists. 

			In a recent issue of Stanford University Medical School’s magazine devoted to social justice and race, we learn about how “social justice” is included in the curriculum. Krista Conger writes, “Efforts to rework the medical school curriculum to address racism in health care have been underway at Stanford for several years. But they recently gained more urgency.”64 After the racially charged events of the summer of 2020, Daniel Bernstein, MD, the associate dean for curriculum and scholarship, decided they “needed a deeper and more sustained commitment.” Conger continues, “The solution, Bernstein believes, is to incorporate discussions of health inequities and implicit bias into every aspect of teaching. A lesson about hypertension, for example, can include a discussion about the impact of poverty, lack of insurance or poor diet on disease prevalence.”65

			Writing in a now-deleted Twitter thread (accessed November 7, 2021) about how wokeness invaded medical schools, Dr. Brent Williams shared snippets of messages he received from medical students about the oppressive nature of wokeness in their medical education. One message read, “Hey 3rd year medical student. Anatomy labs wasn’t mandatory but all the public health/social inequities of health stuff were. I’ve been harassed less since clinicals started, but I heard it’s even worse now from people in years below me.” Another message explained, “I’ll add to the list of medical students expressing their concerns re: a culture of fear from woke orthodoxy. I’ll attach a slide from a lecture in our, ‘Structural Competencies’ course. A three hour/wk student taught course about being activist physicians. I’m very progressive (worked on Andrew Yang’s campaign, etc. . . .) and feel extremely limited in what I can say or do when interacting with the school or fellow classmates.” The highly politicized nature of medical schools and the outsized amount of time spent on politics instead of medicine doesn’t bode well for the competency of future doctors, let alone for the ideological diversity of the field. Would you rather have a doctor who spent three hours a week on politics, or three hours a week on actual medicine?

			Nurses face the same challenges. The recently released American Association of Colleges of Nursing the Essentials: Core Competencies for Professional Nursing Education66 calls for “systemic overhaul of the culture of academic nursing” and lists the “barriers to overcome: structural racism, discrimination, systemic inequity, exclusion, and bias, to name a few.”67 Conspicuously absent are long hours, lifting patients, dealing with life or death situations, and just about anything related to medicine.

			What happens when a doctor, somehow, miraculously, makes it out of medical school without being fully indoctrinated? Well, it’s best if they keep their mouth shut. Writing for the Philadelphia Inquirer in August of 2021, Robert Field lays out the land of American medicine: “The days of the stalwart solo physician, hanging out a shingle and seeing patients as he or she sees fit, are rapidly drawing to a close. Consulting firm Avalere Health reports that almost 70% of physicians in the United States now work as employees of a hospital, health system, or private corporation. That’s a 12% increase over just two years ago, and is likely to accelerate after the COVID-19 pandemic.”68 

			Because the vast majority of the jobs in the medical field are held by those working for large hospital systems with their own ideological capture from the top, a doctor or nurse could find himself or herself unemployable if he or she speaks out against the commonly held position of those controlling all of the jobs in their field in their geographic area. That’s a powerful incentive to keep silent, even for those who don’t necessarily believe in the ideas being promoted.

			As time marches on and newly educated professionals replace retiring practitioners in the physical and mental health world, woke ideology will almost certainly impact children’s healthcare. But what about their physical safety?

			Speaking with Vanessa, a registered nurse working with a governmental agency in “infant mental health,” was an eye-opening and terrifying experience. Wokeness in her training and practice is ubiquitous; on forms and questionnaires, “parent” has replaced mother and father, “chestfeeding” has replaced breastfeeding, and “Latinx” has replaced Latino. All of these are hindrances as Vanessa tries to interface with a population unaccustomed to this woke terminology, for which there is no easy translation into the native languages spoken by the minority population she serves. While Vanessa is frustrated by the constant politicization of her office, she’s also concerned that she’s likely the only person in her entire agency who doesn’t ascribe to it; she told me she’s the only person without her pronouns listed in her email signature. 

			Vanessa’s agency is tasked in part with coaching struggling parents on the brink of coming onto the radar of child protective services. Coming into homes, Vanessa’s team members are universally trained to first look at the race of their clients and to assume that any bad behavior on the part of clients of color isn’t their fault but the fault of structural racism in society. The bigotry of these low expectations puts the already-endangered children of color even further into harm’s way; their parents aren’t provided with tools and tough love to clean up their behavior but are instead given an excuse for it. 

			Journalist Naomi Schaefer Riley recently wrote an entire book, No Way to Treat a Child, about how the foster care system, family courts, and racial activists are wrecking young lives.69 In her book, Riley explains, “These institutions have been co-opted by a radical and, in many ways, nonsensical ideology. In deciding how to treat children who are being abused or severely neglected, they consider factors that are completely unrelated to and often at odds with a child’s best interests. The most obvious of these is skin color. Children who have substantiated reports of child abuse and neglect are left in dangerous environments because the system is reluctant to be seen as breaking up black (or Hispanic or Native American) families.”70 These policies all work to protect the feelings of black adults, she says, at the expense of the health and safety of black children.

			This is how toxic cycles of abuse and neglect are perpetuated. Those abusing and mistreating black and brown children are given a pass, and these children are raised to believe that they don’t possess free will, that they’re unable to be better than their parents, that they are doomed to a lifetime of poverty, gang violence, drug abuse, and more. Instead of being raised in a home (be it their own, a foster home, or with an adoptive family) where they are loved, respected, and supported, they are trapped in homes where they are neglected or flat-out abused. The number one risk factor for someone becoming an abuser is having been abused themselves; and when children are raised in these surroundings, the likelihood grows that they’ll become abusive or neglectful parents in the future. Children of color, then, are the greatest victims of the racial obsessions of these institutions tasked with protecting children of color. 

			The total infiltration of our healthcare institutions by woke ideologues is the most worrisome development in the current political moment. With any of the other industries controlled from the top by woke leadership, there’s an opt-out option of sorts; there’s a way to mitigate the damage on an individual family level. 

			When a kid’s teacher is woke, parents have options. They can develop strategies to deal with navigating the teacher’s influence on the child, which could involve activism or switching classes. But when it’s the pediatrician who’s woke, it’s harder to detect their affiliations or how those beliefs might impact care. Even more potentially dangerous and more difficult to detect: How will training be affected by the increased focus on political conformity in the application and education process? In the realm of physical and mental health and government institutions tasked with protecting abused and neglected children, the woke takeover has not just the possibility, but the likelihood of causing severe and long-term damage.

			For parents concerned about exposing their child to a new provider, either a pediatrician or mental health professional, recommendations from like-minded friends is a first step at identifying providers who, even if they don’t align ideologically, don’t allow their political worldview to influence their work. When a family has identified a few possibilities, vetting is critical. Forms are a particularly helpful signal: Do they ask parents to list their children’s pronouns? Do they ask if there’s a gun in the home? These aren’t necessarily disqualifying questions, especially for a mental health professional working with suicidal patients. The presence of a gun in the home is pertinent information. But they are potential signs that the values of the provider may not align with your family’s. This is an area where it’s critically important to be a proactive self-advocate, asking a potential provider what their standard of care is for hypothetical scenarios like, “What if my child comes into your office and declares himself/herself to be transgender? How would you proceed in that scenario?” This should be one of any number of questions posted to a potential new provider. When we interviewed a potential new pediatrician, we had questions about their procedures regarding sick waiting rooms, vaccine requirements and schedules, weekend hours, philosophy regarding the use of antibiotics, and more. A hiring interview of sorts is something more parents should use when choosing a pediatric medical or mental health provider, and asking these questions is important to make sure they are the right one for your family. 

			The situation in these institutions is unsustainable and dangerous; woke ideology has endangered the health and safety of an entire generation of American children so that adult professionals could adhere to a political trend. It hasn’t just impacted training and care; it has and will continue to affect the trust that the American people have in institutions and in these professionals, and rightfully so. In the wake of the COVID pandemic, trust in one of the most highly respected areas—scientists and the medical profession—dipped, with the biggest drops among Republicans. In February of 2022, Pew Research Center reported, “Overall, 29% of U.S. adults say they have a great deal of confidence in medical scientists to act in the best interests of the public, down from 40% who said this in November 2020.”71 It’s not hard to understand why: the willingness of everyone, doctors and scientists alike, to fall in lockstep with the prevailing politically driven orthodoxies. We will see the consequences of this reduced trust for a generation; and in the case of pediatrics especially, in plummeting trust in vaccine safety. Reporting on a 1 percent drop in childhood vaccination after the beginning of the pandemic, the New York Times said, “Experts attributed to skipped checkups and to a groundswell of resistance to Covid-19 shots spilling into unease about other vaccines.”72 The Times went on to explain, “Coverage levels [are] below the target of 95 percent, raising fears that life-threatening childhood illnesses like measles could at some point become more prevalent.”73

			Many parents are tempted by the idea of closing themselves off from the outside world; and in many ways, going “Benedict” or “Galt” (to turn into verbs the Rod Dreher book The Benedict Option and the famous Ayn Rand novel Atlas Shrugged) is appealing. But until we build an entirely separate civilization, we need institutions that haven’t been ideologically captured by radical politics. Americans need to be able to trust in our institutions again, and in order to do that, those institutions have to work to regain that faith. We cannot afford the luxury of shutting out the outside world; we have to stay engaged, stay in the fight, and work to send wokeness to the dustbin of history. We should do it not just for the mental and physical health of our own children, but also that of children around the country for whom there is no voice. 

		


		
			Part III

			Kids as Guinea Pigs 

			We are conducting an unprecedented sociological experiment on our children. Never before have we raised children and told them to ignore very basic biology. We’ve never told kids, “There is no such thing as a man or a woman,” as their brains are forming. Learning how to categorize is a crucial early-learning tool,1 and the first way young children have learned how to separate human beings is into two camps: men and women. What does that do to the human brain when we tell children as their brains are developing that their inherent drive to categorize in this manner is wrong and incorrect? We’re about to find out. 

			The real human experimentation comes in when that denial of biological reality goes hand in hand with hormone therapy, with unknown long-term side effects on a developing body. 

			Children have always been exposed to inappropriate content for their age; sexualized content and frightening world events. This moment is unique: while we always understood that the innocence of children should be guarded at all costs, we have now decided as a society that children aren’t just unavoidably going to be exposed to sex and fear-inducing news, but that this is a good thing. How does this onslaught of sex and fear change the developing brain? We’re seeing early indications in the form of drastically declining mental health in children, with sharp rises in depression, anxiety, and more. 

		


		
			6

			The Transgender Crusade

			The game of child sacrifice that the Left is playing with children and their well-being is most obvious and most terrifying on the issue of gender identity. 

			There have always been troubled children and adolescents struggling through puberty, and there have always been adults willing to take advantage of their emotional distress. With gender ideology, parents are beginning to realize the cards are stacked against them and their kids. In previous generations, troubled youth would dabble in substance abuse, cutting, eating disorders—all dangerous and potentially deadly, but also universally recognized as harmful. Now, troubled youth are expressing their distress through gender identity, and unlike other toxic coping mechanisms of the past, adults in positions of power in schools, medical and psychiatric settings, and the media are throwing kindling on the fire. It’s like handing a knife to a girl who is cutting and telling her it’s a healthy way to express her feelings, or telling a girl struggling with an eating disorder that she does, indeed, look fat in those jeans and should purge to try to lose a few pounds. 

			As we see the effects of not just the hormones but also the catastrophic physical toll of “gender-affirming surgery,” we are getting a fuller picture of what our society has decided it can and should inflict on our kids. While young people may recover from their gender dysphoria, the physical and emotional scars of their attempt to change gender will linger. Those who are promoting this pseudo-science lie claim that puberty blockers and their effects are temporary and reversible. The euphemism “gender-affirming surgery” shields gender extremists from calling it what it actually is: surgical mutilation. Breasts are removed from women, penises and testicles are removed from men, and attempts are made to construct alternative but inoperative genitalia out of the leftover tissue. It leaves bodies battered and broken, susceptible to life-threatening complications and lifelong sexual dysfunction. We are witnessing a mad science experiment taking place in real time, and the lab rats are our children.

			The journalist, Abigail Shrier, wrote an entire book about the dangers of transgender activism to kids called Irreversible Damage, which was a runaway bestseller when it was published in 2020. Shrier made waves and earned a great deal of attention for her reporting on how the phenomenon of rapid-onset gender dysphoria (ROGD) is gripping an entire generation of teenage girls. In a Wall Street Journal op-ed before her book was published, Shrier offered a definition: “ROGD differs from traditional gender dysphoria, a psychological affliction that begins in early childhood and is characterized by a severe and persistent feeling that one was born the wrong sex. ROGD is a social contagion that comes on suddenly in adolescence, afflicting teens who’d never exhibited any confusion about their sex.”2

			In her book, Shrier explains the difference further and why she calls it a “contagion”: “Until just a few years ago, gender dysphoria—severe discomfort in one’s biological sex—was vanishingly rare. It was typically found in less than .01 percent of the population, emerged in early childhood, and afflicted males almost exclusively. But today whole groups of female friends in colleges, high schools, and even middle schools across the country are coming out as ‘transgender.’ These are girls who had never experienced any discomfort in their biological sex until they heard a coming-out story from a speaker at a school assembly or discovered the internet community of trans ‘influencers.’”3 Because parents had never heard anything from their children about gender confusion before, they are taken completely off guard by these sudden and dramatic changes: “Unsuspecting parents are awakening to find their daughters in thrall to hip trans YouTube stars and ‘gender-affirming’ educators and therapists who push life-changing interventions on young girls—including medically unnecessary double mastectomies and puberty blockers that can cause permanent infertility.”4

			The response to the book, which became a bestseller partially because of the controversy it sparked, was intense. All over the literary sphere, from bookstores to Amazon to libraries, Irreversible Damage was pulled from shelves after protests, and those who stocked it were forced to repent for their thought crimes: “A top lawyer for the ACLU called for it to be banned. Powerful organizations like GLAAD have lobbied against it and pressured corporations—Target and Amazon, among others—to remove Irreversible Damage from their virtual shelves.”5 Shrier was called a transphobe and a bigot. Writing for Bari Weiss’ Substack Common Sense about the campaign against her work, Shrier gives a response that explains the nuance of her approach: “The book is not about whether trans people exist. They do. And it is not about adults who elect to medically transition genders. As I have stated endlessly in public interviews and in Senate testimony, I fully support medical transition for mature adults and believe that transgender individuals should live openly without fear or stigma. Yet since publication, I have faced fierce opposition—not just to the ideas presented, challenged, or explored—but to the publication of the book itself.”6 Despite the fact that Shrier’s book was deeply researched and sensitive, it was labeled as anti-trans for daring to stray from transgender orthodoxy; and for that, it was targeted for cancellation.

			It was amid this controversy in 2021 that we were attempting to sell our book project, this book you’re holding, to a publisher. We had a top literary agent and enthusiasm among some top editors we pitched the idea to. After half a dozen meetings and enough interested parties, it was decided we’d go to auction in order to generate a bidding war for our project. And then, on the day of the auction, every single interested party pulled out. The reason we were given? Abigail Shrier. No, she’s not to blame. But the stifling of her work was. The fear generated by her cancellation was enough to make the bosses at publishing companies want to put the brakes on our book. They simply couldn’t risk paying us an advance to commission a project they wouldn’t be allowed to sell. If they couldn’t put it on Amazon or in bookstores, it was dead in the water. 

			We were asked by one editor if it was possible to move forward on the book without this chapter. We knew it would be impossible. When we approached almost every single source about our project, describing it as an exposé on how wokeness is destroying the American childhood, they pointed first and foremost to the influence of gender ideology. From doctors to psychiatrists to children’s book authors to teachers to YouTube and TikTok personalities, we were repeatedly told close variations of the same thing: “In my area of expertise, the impact of wokeness is insidious and often almost imperceptible, but that’s not the case when it comes to gender. It’s overt and it’s aggressive. The issue of gender is where the woke are trying to capture an entire generation.” Gender ideology, alongside critical race theory, forms the backbone of the belief system of those who count themselves as “woke.” 

			What is gender dysphoria? Child Mind Institute defines it: “Gender dysphoria is a mental health disorder in which children experience intense emotional distress because they feel that they were born as the wrong gender.”7 Most experts, liberal and conservative alike, agree that this is a real phenomenon that can affect children. However, they differ on how gender dysphoria should be understood and treated. The woke ideology adamantly claims that the only humane way to deal with gender dysphoria is to encourage children to alter their physical bodies to match their internal sense of identity. In her book, Trans, editor Helen Joyce explains this ideology succinctly: it’s the idea “that people should count as men or women according to how they feel and what they declare, instead of their biology. It’s called gender self-identification, and it’s the central tenet of a fast-developing belief system which sees everyone as possessing a gender identity that may or may not match the body in which it is housed. When there is a mismatch, the person is ‘transgender’—trans for short—and it is the identity, not the body, that should determine how everyone else sees and treats them.”8

			The belief that gender is malleable isn’t just some quirky, fringe belief of a few inconsequential radicals (though it once was). It initially took hold in academia and soon spread like a cancer across the woke progressive intelligentsia. It’s the new frontier in the fight for gay rights, with no acknowledgement of the drastically different issues at play, nor of how “trans acceptance” often leads to gay erasure. A young gay man is now often told that he is, in fact, a woman. The battle for gay rights was always about acceptance—mainly, the right to marry. For “trans rights” it’s a different ball game completely, especially when it comes to minors. “Acceptance” of a transgender child comes with body-altering modifications that can cause lasting damage. That fact is ignored and denied by its proponents. And if you bring up that pesky little fact, you’re told you’re a bigoted transphobe who wants eight-year-old trans kids to kill themselves.

			The idea that a man can become a woman and vice versa—that biology, genetics, and anatomy are irrelevant—is unique to secular modernity. While there have always been cross-dressing individuals throughout history, there has been no historical acceptance of the belief that one can change biological genders prior to the last several decades. Writing for Public Discourse, Jane Robbins makes a fascinating and disturbing case for the true origins of transgender feelings prior to our current political moment, citing “another theory that enjoys much more evidentiary support, that explains a great deal of MtF gender dysphoria, and that offers hope for psychological treatment.”9 Referencing the work of an “internationally prominent clinician” with “decades of experience in this area,” she explains, “In the early 1990s, Dr. Ray Blanchard coined the term ‘autogynephilia’ for the condition of a man who demonstrates a ‘propensity to be erotically aroused by the thought or image of himself as a woman.’”10 Today, that understanding has morphed into the idea that it is possible for a male to be born with a female brain, and vice versa, and that children as young as preschool could ferret out their own “true” gender. 

			How might a child do so? 

			In popular culture, the most famous transgender youth is a natal male renamed and reborn as a girl, Jazz Jennings, the subject of a TLC reality show (2015-present) and children’s book of the same name published in 2014, titled I Am Jazz. Growing up as a little boy, his favorite activities were “girly” and consisted of dancing, singing, drawing, swimming, and putting on makeup. This behavior prompted his parents to seek medical care, and they were informed their son was actually their daughter, but born in the wrong body. He was transgender, they were told, and his parents embraced this notion. 

			One irony is that not so long ago we were celebrating the notion that girls can like trucks and dinosaurs and boys can like dolls, but those days are over, apparently. Now we’ve regressed fifty years and liking dancing and painting one’s face with makeup is now indicative of a medical condition in need of treatment. 

			What does “treatment” look like to radical transgender activists? In the United States, it’s unfettered access to cross-sex hormones and surgeries, even for patients still in childhood. Writing for Medscape, Dr. William Malone outlines what this radical kind of treatment looks like in practice: “GnRH analogues (colloquially known as ‘puberty blockers’) are now available at Tanner stage 2 of puberty—a threshold crossed by females as young as 8-9 years old. Cross-sex hormones and surgeries follow, and mastectomies are now available to children as young as 13. Genital-altering surgeries, as well as the removal of the ovaries, uterus, and testes, can be obtained as soon as a patient turns 18.”11 What makes this even more terrible is that the vast majority of childhood-onset gender dysphoria resolves naturally, “with 61-98% of children reidentifying with their biological sex during puberty.”12 While there are no studies yet to provide comparable data for adolescent-onset gender dysphoria, one can imagine it would not be far different. So what happens to these children who receive irreversible surgery and then realize they actually weren’t in the wrong body? This is a question the woke do not want you to ask.

			In the field of medicine, even in the short time since Shrier’s book was released (which is why her book doesn’t cover the organizations), a concerted pushback against an activist takeover of the field in the realm of medical care of those presenting with gender dysphoria has formed. The Society for Evidence-Based Gender Medicine’s (SEGM) mission is to promote safe, compassionate, ethical and evidence-informed healthcare for children, adolescents, and young adults with gender dysphoria. They see a situation so dire that these like-minded healthcare providers have joined forces to recapture medical care for dysphoric youth from extremists. On their website they explain their concern in light of the high rate of natural resolution for childhood-onset gender dysphoria: “Historically, medical interventions to achieve the appearance of the desired sex were reserved primarily for adults with long histories of dysphoria. . . . However . . . Western Europe, North America, and Australia began to promote the ‘gender-affirmative’ model of care for youth. Under this model of care, young people presenting with gender dysphoria or asserting a transgender identity are affirmed in their desire to undergo gender transition, and are provided with hormonal and surgical intervention.”13

			The concept of “gender-affirmative” care is a euphemism given for a whole host of interventions, hormones, or surgeries, which come with lifelong side effects. Giving care that is “gender-affirmative” results in children self-diagnosing themselves with gender dysphoria, and then being treated by physicians and surgeons to change their bodies physically and hormonally. SEGM explains, “The ‘gender affirmative’ model commits young people to lifelong medical treatment with minimal attention to . . . the psycho-social factors contributing to gender dysphoria. This model dismisses the question of whether psychological therapy might help to relieve or resolve gender dysphoria and provides interventions without an adequate examination.” Their goal is not radical or dismissive of gender dysphoria in general: “We are asking clinicians and researchers to halt this uncontrolled experimentation on youth and replace it with a supportive framework of research that generates useful evidence about the etiology of gender dysphoria and the benefits and harms of various interventions.”14 In other words, they’re simply saying, “We don’t know why kids, often with several mental health comorbidities and a history of trauma, are showing up to doctors in droves claiming to be transgender. Before we “affirm” the feelings they’ve had, sometimes only for a short duration, we need to sit down and discuss with them—and amongst ourselves as clinicians—the risks and the benefits of providing hormones and surgical options.” Seems reasonable, but not to the woke police.

			What’s the rush to “transition” youth before they’ve even reached puberty? Given how transitory childhood phases can be, why assume that, in the area of gender, children are ready to make decisions that carry lifelong consequences? Couldn’t these decisions wait until adulthood? The “problem” with waiting, and why puberty blockers are pushed, is because puberty is the moment when our bodies become clearly and distinctly male or female—young women develop wider hips and breasts, men more distinct jawlines and Adam’s apples—so by transitioning before puberty and “blocking” its progress, it’s much easier for someone who considers himself or herself to be transgender to cosmetically “pass” as the opposite gender. But what is the cost of such an intervention? It’s hardly discussed. 

			Alexandra, the DC-based hospital pediatrician, had some salient points to make about this. She told me, “I’ve heard very little discussion regarding how stopping puberty and then putting prepubertal children on cross-sex hormones will affect their future sexuality. I think just discussing this makes people feel creepy, and I’ve honestly only heard this raised in private comments among physicians. I’ve not seen it discussed in the mainstream. But insofar as sexuality is a critical component of living a fulfilling life for most adults, we’re doing a real disservice by not discussing this. If their sexual organs never mature, and then are masculinized or feminized, will they have any sexual function at all?”15

			The health consequences for these individuals extend beyond sexual function. Writing for Medscape, Dr. Malone (an endocrinologist) explains the myriad of medical issues that lay ahead for those starting on these hormones: “Puberty blockers have been demonstrated to significantly impair bone health, and it is not clear whether this will result in future osteoporosis. Cross-sex hormones are associated with roughly 3-5 times the risk for heart attacks and strokes, though long-term studies are of insufficient quality for accurate risk assessments. Other risks associated with these endocrine interventions will come to light as the practice continues to scale and as young people spend years and decades on these interventions. The risks to fertility are largely unknown, but it is almost certain that if puberty blockers are given at the early stages of puberty and followed by cross-sex hormones, sterility will result.”16 These children are being consigned to a life of health problems, including higher risk for heart attacks and strokes, as well as impaired bone health and sterility, before they’re even old enough to vote.

			Just how serious are these health impacts? To some, “impaired bone health” might not sound all that bad. Writing for Kaiser Health News in February of 2017, Christina Jewett explained what that looks like in reality: “For years, Sharissa Derricott, 30, had no idea why her body seemed to be failing. At 21, a surgeon replaced her deteriorated jaw joint. She’s been diagnosed with degenerative disc disease and fibromyalgia, a chronic pain condition. Her teeth are shedding enamel and cracking. None of it made sense to her until she discovered a community of women online who describe similar symptoms and have one thing in common: All had taken a drug called Lupron . . . which was approved to shut down puberty in young girls.”17 I’d call that pretty serious.

			The most disturbing part of this “treatment” of transgender youth isn’t impaired bone and sexual health—it’s sterilization. Even those promoting the “gender-affirmative” care model—the use of puberty blockers prior to puberty, followed by cross-sex hormones without any exposure to the natal sex hormone levels they would otherwise experience—acknowledge that this treatment prevents the production of viable sperm or oocytes (eggs) and by all appearances completely eliminates the possibility of future fertility. In short, already-troubled youths are being sterilized by those claiming to help them. In 2012, the World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH), the organization that sets the standards worldwide for transgender medical care, confirmed in its 7th edition of standards, “A special group of individuals are prepubertal or pubertal adolescents who will never develop reproductive function in their natal sex due to blockers or cross gender hormones. At this time there is no technique for preserving function from the gonads of these individuals.”18 Alexandra asked me, “We’re essentially sentencing these children to a lifetime of infertility. What child can make a truly informed decision about their future desire to have a child themselves?”19

			In another universe, the sterilization of troubled youth would spark a five-alarm fire of concern in the media and among experts in the field. Instead, it’s barely an afterthought in a crusade to make it slightly easier for a young woman to grow up into an androgynous adult in order to be perceived by strangers as a male. 

			How easy is it to get these hormones? Across the country, in addition to providing abortion and birth control services, Planned Parenthood provides “gender affirming hormone therapy.”20 According to their Best Practice Guide, Planned Parenthood provides an “informed consent model of transgender care.”21 What does that mean? Without discussing an individual’s self-diagnosis with anyone, Planned Parenthood will provide “gender-affirming” care (i.e., powerful hormones and even surgical interventions), without anything resembling a mental health screening. They go on: “We . . . proudly work with our transgender community to lead the way in eliminating barriers to care . . . Informed consent removes the requirement of meeting with a mental health provider or providing a written letter of support from a mental health provider prior to being able to access care. This makes the process of beginning hormone therapy consistent with the process for starting other medications at Planned Parenthood and is in alignment with the WPATH Standards of CARE.”22 Not content with their core mission of providing sexual health counseling, family planning, and abortion, Planned Parenthood is expanding its mission, offering highly potent hormones with little to no barriers to anyone who walks in claiming to suffer from dysphoria. 

			The WPATH standards of care provide a blueprint of sorts to any practitioner with a transgender patient in their care. As new standards were in the process of being drafted in 2021, alarm bells went off with such intensity that Medscape published a warning that stated, “New draft guidance from the World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH) is raising serious concerns among professionals caring for people with gender dysphoria, prompting claims that WPATH is an organization ‘captured by activists.’ Experts in adolescent and child psychology, as well as pediatric health, have expressed dismay that the WPATH Standards of Care (SOC) 8 appear to miss some of the most urgent issues in the field of transgender medicine and are considered to express a radical and unreserved leaning towards ‘gender-affirmation.’”23

			Even those who have been intimately involved in working with WPATH are concerned enough about haphazard treatment for transgender-identifying youth. In late November 2021, Dr. Laura Edwards-Leeper, the founding psychologist of the first pediatric transgender clinic in the U.S. and the chair of the Child and Adolescent Committee for WPATH, and Dr. Erica Anderson, a clinical psychologist who is a member of the American Psychological Association committee writing the guidelines for working with transgender individuals, voiced their concerns in the Washington Post.24 Reporting for Bari Weiss’ Substack Common Sense, Shrier interviewed Anderson about her quest to get her perspective published. Shrier explained, “Earlier this month, Anderson told me she submitted a co-authored op-ed to the New York Times warning that many transgender healthcare providers were treating kids recklessly. The Times passed, explaining it was ‘outside our coverage priorities right now.’”25 In the piece that was eventually published by the Washington Post, the pair wrote, “Now 1.8 percent of people under 18 identify as transgender, double the figure from five years earlier, according to the Trevor Project. A flood of referrals to mental health providers and gender medical clinics, combined with a political climate that sees the treatment of each individual patient as a litmus test of social tolerance, is spurring many providers into sloppy, dangerous care. Often from a place of genuine concern, they are hastily dispensing medicine or recommending medical doctors prescribe it—without following the strict guidelines that govern this treatment.”26 

			They continue, clarifying those guidelines, “The standards of care recommend mental health support and comprehensive assessment for all dysphoric youth before starting medical interventions. The process, done conscientiously, can take a few months (when a young person’s gender has been persistent and there are no simultaneous mental health issues) or up to several years in complicated cases. But few are trained to do it properly, and some clinicians don’t even believe in it, contending without evidence that treating dysphoria medically will resolve other mental health issues.” And this is only becoming more common; they write: “We find evidence every single day, from our peers across the country and concerned parents who reach out, that the field has moved from a more nuanced, individualized and developmentally appropriate assessment process to one where every problem looks like a medical one that can be solved quickly with medication or, ultimately, surgery. As a result, we may be harming some of the young people we strive to support—people who may not be prepared for the gender transitions they are being rushed into.”27 The fact that even these experts are sounding the alarm, to largely deaf ears, and that they found themselves unable to do so in other major mainstream publications, is a terrifying wake-up call for those trying to right the ship.

			While there is a growing body of concerned clinicians, it’s difficult to put a number on how many pediatricians are aware of and worried about the risks to their patients and future patients in the hands of transgender activists. We do, however, have some ability to measure the level of interest and concern. In the last half of 2021, over 80 percent of American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) members gave feedback on a resolution that appeared before the body about “Addressing Alternatives to the Use of Hormone Therapies for Gender Dysphoric Youth,” which asked the AAP for more debate and discussion of the risks, benefits, and uncertainties inherent in the practice of medically transitioning minors, specifically using hormone therapy.28 Judging by that statistic, it seems that the vast majority of rank-and-file pediatricians believe there isn’t enough debate and consideration being given to such topics. 

			That concern isn’t shared with those at the top of the organization. In August of 2021, on their website, SEGM explained, “Last week, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) rejected SEGM’s application to share the latest evidence regarding the practice of pediatric gender transition at AAP’s upcoming annual conference in Philadelphia in October 2021. This rejection sends a strong signal that the AAP does not want to see any debate on what constitutes evidence-based care for gender-diverse youth.”29 SEGM applied and paid for an information booth at the conference, which was accepted and then later reversed without explanation. 

			Medscape reported on the incident: “There is growing concern among many doctors and other healthcare professionals as to whether this is, in fact, the best way to proceed, given that there are a number of irreversible changes associated with treatment. There is also a growing number of ‘detransitioners’—mostly young people who transitioned and then changed their minds, and ‘detransitioned’ back to their birth sex.”30 

			On their website, SEGM remarks, “AAP’s assertion that ‘gender-affirmative’ interventions with puberty blockers, cross-sex hormones, and surgeries are the only appropriate treatments for gender dysphoria in minors stands in stark contrast to the much more nuanced approach that has emerged among the leaders in pediatric gender medicine.”31 SEGM concludes, “Because of the low quality of the available evidence and the marked change in the presentation of gender dysphoria in youth in the last several years (many more adolescents with recently emerging transgender identities and significant mental health comorbidities are presenting for care), what constitutes good healthcare for this patient group is far from clear. . . . The politicization of the field of gender medicine must end, if we care about gender-variant youth and their long-term health.”32 But that doesn’t seem likely given recent trends.

			Even the president of the United States has decided to get involved. In the spring of 2022, the Biden administration came out in favor of “gender-affirming” care for adults and children alike. The president’s spokeswoman, Jen Psaki, explained at a press conference that gender-affirming care was “best practice and potentially lifesaving.”33 President Joe Biden’s Justice Department sent a letter to all state attorneys general warning that they could be violating civil rights laws if they keep minors from receiving “gender-affirming care.”34 President Biden released a video message reinforcing the point. “To parents of transgender children,” he insisted, “affirming your child’s identity is one of the most powerful things you can do to keep them safe and healthy.”35 In many cases, this couldn’t be farther from the truth.

			One heartbreaking passage from a piece on the Bari Weiss Substack, penned by her sister Suzy Weiss, focused on detransitioners’ thoughts in the wake of the Biden administration’s declaration. Weiss recounted the story one young woman, Chloe, shared with her: “Before her top surgery, Chloe went to a therapist, then a gender specialist, then a surgeon, who she had two consultations with. She also went to a class put on by her healthcare provider in a building in Oakland with other kids and their parents about top surgery. It was about things like incisions and how to change bandages.”36 Weiss continued, saying, “A few months after she had her breasts removed, she was in class, and the teacher started talking about the psychologist Harry Harlow and his experiment with rhesus monkeys. The experiment showed that the bond between mother and child was much more critical to the development of the child’s brain than had been known. ‘It occurred to me that I’d never be able to breastfeed my baby,’ [Chloe] said. She was 16.” Somehow, this had never come up in her consultations. 37

			The ideological capture of the AAP has extended far beyond any plausible claim of benign confusion or even ignorance. In Trans, Helen Joyce explains that the AAP position paper on the “ethical treatment for gender-dysphoric children . . . is so far from evidenced-based that a paper debunking it point by point ran in the Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy in 2019.”38 Written by James Cantor, the article lists numerous misrepresentations that Joyce calls “egregious.” Cantor writes, “Remarkably, not only did the AAP statement fail to include any of the actual outcomes literature on such cases, but it also misrepresented the contents of its citations, which repeatedly said the very opposite of what the AAP attributed to them.” For example, Joyce summarizes, saying, “The AAP statement says that conversion therapy for children has proven ‘not only unsuccessful but also deleterious.’ But the sources it cites refer to sexual orientation, not gender identity, and therapy for adults, not children.” Cantor concludes that the AAP “told neither the truth nor the whole truth . . . committing sins both of commission and of omission, asserting claims easily falsified by anyone caring to do any fact checking at all.”39 

			As Joyce quips in her book, “The lack of decent research and misrepresentation of findings mean gender affirmation cannot even be described as a risky experiment on children, since ‘experiment’ implies someone, somewhere, is tracking outcomes and comparing them with other options.” Joyce goes on to explain, “Doctors are usually cautious when treating children, especially when interrupting normal physical development. But very surprisingly, puberty blockers have never been put through clinical trials for use in gender medicine and are not licensed by their manufacturers for this purpose.”40 It’s like a horror movie with mad scientists experimenting on hapless victims, only those victims are our children.

			Dr. Jeffrey, a physician closely involved with the topic of gender-dysphoric youth, who was unable to speak on the record, told me, “The parallels with the opioid epidemic are astonishing. It’s the same sort of deal: You’ve got a group with a vested interest, you’ve got weak data, you’ve got ideological capture. You’ve got mass psychosis, legions of unthinking clinicians doing what their medical societies are telling them to do.” Joyce alludes to this similarity as well. Dr. Jeffrey continues, “The medical societies are captured. They’re putting out guidelines that have no scientific basis to support them. And the doctors shrug and say, ‘The guidelines say . . . the guidelines say . . . the guidelines say . . .’ And so, when you put out bad guidelines that are not based on good data, there is a high likelihood that people will be harmed. That’s the whole point of doing medical research. You want good quality data to guide interventions. If you intervene with interventions that carry significant risks, on low-quality research, there’s a good chance you’re going to hurt people. And now, we’re in a game of waiting until a critical mass of people are harmed, where enough people start to take notice who have enough power and influence to shift the direction of things—either through the court system or medical directors at insurance companies or universities—to see the train wreck and start to pull back.” What is it going to take to stop this runaway train?

			Many wonder why parents allow their children to be experimented on in this manner. Quite simply, they are told that if they don’t allow their children to receive this “essential care,” they’re dooming their children to certain death. Parents are told that this “care” is essential, lest their transgender child commit suicide. Dr. Jeffrey told me, “What’s been described to me is a frantic push from the clinicians to ‘do something,’ with phrases used like: ‘Do you want a live son or dead daughter?’ Really horrible manipulation like that [because] there’s no proof that puberty blockers or cross-sex hormones or surgeries reduce suicide rates in this population.”41

			In other cases, parents aren’t aware that their children are considering these options because authorities have no obligation to inform them. In fact, school policies often specify that parents should not be informed. 

			That’s exactly what happened to January Littlejohn, an involved stay-at-home mother of three children living in Florida who became an unwitting warrior in the battle against radical gender ideology. Her daughter, then-age thirteen, is one of the children who began self-identifying as male and self-diagnosing herself with gender dysphoria. January shared with me how she felt her daughter had been targeted and groomed by school officials, who had worked with the child clandestinely to socially transition her while she was on campus. After her daughter decided that she was transgender, three school officials, two of whom January had never even met, talked to her without January’s knowledge or consent to develop a six-page gender plan. They talked about how she could go by another name and different pronouns at school, whether or not she wanted her parents brought into the conversation, the gender of the people she could be rooming with on overnight field trips, and what restroom she wanted to use. 

			The school wasn’t going off script; this was the script. The Leon County School’s Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Gender Nonconforming and Questioning Support Guide42 includes these three key points: 1) Parents are not to be informed when their children announce a transgender identity with school personnel. 2) Children are allowed to choose the restroom that matches their gender identity without parental notification. 3) Children have a legally protected right to keep information from their parents regarding their gender identity and the steps taken by the district to affirm that identity.43 

			Littlejohn told a group of parents at Florida Family Policy Council during a speech about her experience in November of 2021, “[This is] driving a very dangerous wedge between children and their parents,” and these guidelines “send the message to the child that their parents are the enemy, and that children need to be protected from their parents instead of by their parents.”44

			The school’s efforts were so inflammatory that the Littlejohns filed a federal civil rights lawsuit, still pending in the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Florida in October of 2021, seeking to “vindicate their fundamental rights to direct the upbringing of their children.”45 The lawsuit names the school superintendent, the assistant superintendent, and the Leon County School Board as defendants. 

			Like Dr. Jeffrey, Littlejohn believes there are analogs to previous bombshell scandals, comparing the transgender craze to the Big Tobacco scandals of the past, with lying corporations and doctors keeping the dangers of tobacco hidden from the public for years. She told me, “It felt like we were the only ones fighting for the long-term mental and physical health of our child. Everyone was cheering her down this path of self-harm that we knew was the wrong path for our child. She had teachers telling her she was brave for coming out as ‘non-binary.’ There’s so many arms to this issue: social media, schools, the government now that they’re trying to solidify gender identity instead of sex into law. It’s going to have so many consequences that people don’t realize. We’re already seeing it in cases where men are erasing women’s sports records, the sexual assault in Loudoun County in Virginia. The consequences of what we’re doing in the name of tolerance, inclusion, and ‘human rights’ are going to be immeasurable. Most doctors don’t want to touch this. They want to refer out; that’s what happened with my pediatrician, even when I sent her all of this information on rapid onset gender dysphoria.”

			For Littlejohn, going through her daughter’s struggle has been eye-opening and has made her question “everything.” She told me, “If these medical associations are denying basic biology, then what else are they willing to deny and lie about? How can you trust doctors that are denying very simple truths?”46

			In her book, Trans, Helen Joyce explains how alone parents like the Littlejohns often feel. “There was no one unbiased those parents could turn to for advice, and the stories they and their children read in the media were entirely one-sided,” Joyce writes. “These parents say that their attempts to protect their children are actively frustrated by everyone else.”47

			Kay, a young woman I spoke with who “detransitioned” away from self-identifying as transgender, echoed the opinions of Littlejohn, Joyce, and the clinicians with whom I spoke about how this ideology can come to worm its way into a young (and often troubled) person’s mind. She was drawn to the content on TikTok, which she described as “a public diary on a transgender journey/timelines. It’s romanticized. You see homely and awkward girls turn into more confident (appearing) guys. I could look at these videos and they seem much happier now that they’ve changed themselves. The testosterone is a steroid that is affecting their mood, but they’re reporting feeling happier. The TikTok algorithm keeps feeding them timelines with more and more transgender content. It’s a kind of brainwashing; they’re inundated day after day.” But Kay contends that the hormones and transition weren’t curing them of already pre-existing mental illness and confusion. They think the grass is going to be greener on the other side, but Kay has learned the hard way that “you’re not going to look like that person, you’re going to look like you, even after surgery and hormones.”48

			Quoting another “detransitioner,” Joyce shared the story of a young woman named “Helena” who drove to a Planned Parenthood clinic “that ran on ‘informed consent’ lines.” Joyce writes, “After a brief chat, a nurse showed Helena how to inject testosterone and gave her a prescription for more. When Helena left for college two days later, she did so [identifying] as a boy.” But soon, her situation deteriorated, and she told Joyce, “I was supposed to be this cute Tumblr transboy living his truth. Instead, I had transformed from a little girl with short hair into this testosterone-addled thing.” Helena soon realized she had made a mistake, but she was met with resistance. Joyce explains, “When she finally admitted that she regretted transition, her therapist said she was making no sense; that the only cure for dysphoria was transition.” Luckily, Helena persisted. Joyce writes, “Re-identifying as a woman was a great relief, and she is grateful she never progressed to surgery. But she worries about how her time on testosterone will affect her future health. And the psychological issues are far greater. ‘I feel like a cult survivor, a thousand percent. That cult robbed me of my adolescence.’”49 

			References to cults were made again and again by those familiar with transgender activism. Dr. Jeffrey told me, “When you expose young and stressed children to ideas like this, and then you flood them with positive reinforcement when they claim to be transgender and there’s a lot of fanfare . . . detransitioners who share their stories online are often explicit about this ‘lovebombing’ drove them into this identity. There’s huge parallels to the cult world. It’s a very similar experience that many of them describe.”50

			Arielle Scarcella, a popular lesbian YouTube star with over 700,000 subscribers, compared the transgender craze to a cult as well. Scarcella says her opposition to the transgender movement began “when the far Left became increasingly entitled in regards to women’s bodies and women’s spaces.” On why people are gravitating toward this new identity, she told me, prefacing with the fact that she herself isn’t religious, “People are searching for a deeper meaning to life. Usually people find that with religion. But people aren’t as religious these days. And the people that are the least religious, if you look, are the people who are claiming these thousand genders. You’ll never see non-binary people claim to be religious . . . Their new religion is this leftist/progressive ideology. Instead of the Word of God, I call it The Word of Woke.”51

			This “religion” isn’t just a danger to families like the Littlejohns or to young women like Kay. Its doctrines are warping the perceptions of an entire generation, among other things, reviving stereotypical understandings of gender that we threw out decades ago as antiquated and sometimes oppressive. In Trans, Joyce writes about transgender activists and materials: “The stereotypes they promote teach children ideas about what is proper for boys and girls that feminists had thought consigned to the dustbin of history. This is just one of the ways in which gender-ideology harms all children, not merely those who end up identifying out of their sex. As queer theory conquered campuses, and the simplistic ‘wrong body’ version conquered popular culture, writing about transkids proliferated: storybooks for children, novels for teenagers and workbooks for readers of every age. Memeified versions circulate on social media. All express the same contradiction. Gender identity is an innate, ineffable sense, unrelated to body types, behavior and presentation. But that inner truth is manifested by stereotypes.”52 It’s ironic that a movement all about ending oppression would simultaneously promote limiting stereotypes.

			This is only one way that many old-school feminists like Joyce and author J.K. Rowling, who are nicknamed by their detractors trans-exclusionary radical feminists, or TERFs, see today’s gender ideology as harmful to women. These feminists are speaking for a generation of girls who are victimized by the ideology in any number of ways, like losing private, women-only spaces—not just school bathrooms, changing rooms, and prisons, but even breastfeeding support meetings facilitated by La Leche League filled with new mothers learning how to breastfeed.53 

			Parents are facing an existential threat to their children’s safety and well-being, both physical and mental, but it doesn’t just include the real and frightening possibility that these children could themselves be sucked into the cult and secretly transition to another gender. It also puts their daughters into physically unsafe situations, like what happened in Loudoun County, Virginia, in 2021. 

			In June of 2021, Loudoun County Public Schools (LCPS) sought to pass a controversial transgender policy. The plan would provide bathroom and locker room access based on a student’s gender identity, as well as allow transgender student athletes to participate on teams based on their gender identities; teachers and staff would be required to use students’ preferred pronouns. In late 2021, Luke Rosiak broke the story for the Daily Wire in a groundbreaking piece of investigative journalism. 

			In the midst of that controversy, LCPS concealed that a ninth-grade girl was allegedly raped by a “gender fluid” student in a Loudoun school bathroom just three weeks prior. During the June school board meeting, the superintendent repeatedly said that the school system had no record of any bathroom assaults of any kind, nor any incidents involving transgender students, calling the idea a “red herring” and saying “the predator transgender student or person simply does not exist.”54 One man, Scott Smith, was arrested at that meeting opposing the bathroom policy and became the mascot for the media’s vilification of contentious school board meetings, with footage of his arrest played endlessly on TV. He has been portrayed as an unruly bigot by the mainstream media and the National School Boards Association. But Smith wasn’t there as just any concerned parent: he was the father of the rape victim. Smith was at that meeting because of what happened to his daughter, and he was angry because the school system was pretending it never happened. 

			The boy was charged with four felony counts of forcible sodomy for what he did to Smith’s daughter on May 28. He pled no contest to charges of sexual battery in November 2021. Instead of counseling the victim (remember #BelieveAllWomen?), LCPS merely transferred the student to a different school, and on October 6, the boy was arrested again in the alleged abduction and sexual assault of another girl in a different Loudoun County classroom.55 If this boy had not been “gender-fluid,” one can only imagine how different the response would have been.

			The harms caused by the acceptance and promotion of radical gender ideology are innumerable and shared by troubled children, their parents, their peers, and society at large. Transgender ideology has provided an “out” (that actually solves nothing) for a generation of girls struggling with self-esteem, self-acceptance, and self-love while simultaneously placing them in dangerous situations. Children are being told that their psychological traumas are caused by gender confusion and that there’s an easy solution to their crisis: transition. Though transition is easily accessible, little in the way of informed consent takes place for young people and their parents, who are often unaware of the scope of the side effects of the treatment that they or their children are given. 

			The conspiracy to promote this idea is widespread and has saturated the institutions we should be able to trust most implicitly with our children’s health and safety: the medical profession and schools are more concerned with being affirming than with looking out for the true well-being of their young and impressionable patients and students. Parents trust doctors, therapists, and teachers with their children, but that trust is very often misplaced. And it’s the parents who are left to pick up the pieces when transition, the magic cure their children have been sold, doesn’t drive off their children’s demons.

			If you had a time machine and could go back to the average American fifteen years ago and tell them that there was a popular and powerful ideology with a stranglehold on all corners of childhood that was promoting “medical treatments” that maimed and sterilized troubled youth, especially gay and lesbian teens, it would have been assumed that it was the radical religious right at the controls, not the far Left. But the reality is teen mental health is already in the toilet, thanks in no small part to progressive messaging about doomsday, race and gender wars, and the omnipresent nature of brain-melting technology. And it is the woke elites in charge of our institutions who are throwing a match on the fire, sending already-troubled kids down an irreversible path of physical modifications and further confusion and turmoil. 

			Writing as a research fellow for the Heritage Foundation, Ryan Anderson, the author of the book When Harry Became Sally: Responding to the Transgender Moment, explains, “The most thorough follow-up of sex-reassigned people—extending over 30 years and conducted in Sweden, where the culture is strongly supportive of the transgendered—documents their lifelong mental unrest. Ten to 15 years after surgical reassignment, the suicide rate of those who had undergone sex-reassignment surgery rose to 20 times that of comparable peers.”56 

			What can parents do to protect their children from the gender ideology cult? What might January Littlejohn tell her past self if she were given a time machine? As a parent, the first and most important step that you can take is one that you are currently taking: learn about all the ways in which the system is pitted against parents and kids. The loyalty to The Narrative regarding gender dysphoria is what takes precedence over the health and safety of our children. By spreading the truth about the impact of this ideology on our society and on individual children, public opinion will further shift in favor of medical sanity: a June poll by NPR/Ipsos found, for example, that 63 percent of Americans already opposed the participation of biological males in female sports.57 Such poll results make it easier to convince legislators to do the right thing. In Florida, for example, a bill critics misleadingly called the “Don’t Say Gay” bill requires any discussion of gender identity to be age appropriate: “Classroom instruction by school personnel or third parties on sexual orientation or gender identity may not occur in kindergarten through grade 3 or in a manner that is not age appropriate or developmentally appropriate for students in accordance with state standards.”58 The law also protects parental notification rights and includes a mechanism to challenge the school district over violations of the new rules. When the Wall Street Journal polled the specific text of the bill, it found that 61 percent of the public supported it.59

			Meanwhile, after the 2021 Virginia governor’s race turned on parental input in student curricula, other states took notice: North Carolina and Nebraska took steps toward increasing parents’ choice in where to send their children to school, and the Michigan Democratic Party apologized for criticizing parents who wanted a say in their children’s education.60 

			The pandemic made school board meetings the hottest place in town to meet other moms with similar concerns. With the restrictions winding down and masks coming off, this is not the time for parents to get complacent. It’s time to ask questions about how gender ideology has seeped into the classroom, the school library, and perhaps most importantly, into the policies governing how the school operates. Every parent must question those in power at their kid’s school: when it comes to sports, locker rooms, sleepover field trips, and more, does the school group students by their biological sex or by their gender identity? If it’s the latter, it’s time to organize to change the policy in the district. What do the school’s policies say about parental notification and consent if a child wishes to go by another name and pronouns? School district officials are finding that they cannot avoid answering these questions anymore, and the pressure and public outrage from parents is working. Laws are changing, curriculum transparency and parental consent are expanding, and the increase in school choice means parents aren’t simply stuck with whatever their district gives them.

		


		
			7

			Sexualized Childhood 

			There is a great deal of overlap between the impact of gender ideology and how it causes the over-sexualization of children. Ultimately, the woke progressive view is that children are inherently sexual beings, and that they can and should assert that sexuality through their gender identification and through sexual acts. 

			The sexualization of childhood is a phenomenon that predates woke ideology and isn’t exclusive to the present moment. Woke ideology, however, enables abusers to harm children by giving the abusers opportunities to use politics as a way to provide moral cover. 

			How did we get here? The assault on the notion that children are and should remain sexually innocent and should be protected from sexual content and relationships long predates our current political moment. In France, for example, a shift was recognized following the May 1968 demonstrations, according to psychiatrist and President of the Traumatic Memory and Victimology Association Muriel Salmona, as reported by The Atlantic. In part of this cultural revolution “children were viewed as having the right to be considered sexual beings” and, as Salmona puts it, “pedophilia was considered a sexual orientation . . . It was all part of a vision of freedom.”1 In France, the legal age of consent was only decided upon in 2021, set at fifteen years of age.

			France isn’t alone in its waffling on the matter of stigmatizing “child love” in the name of progressivism. A disturbing long-form article in the New Yorker told the stories of young men victimized by a state-sponsored pedophile cabal carried out in Germany called the “Kentler experiment” in the 1980s and 90s, named after psychologist Helmut Kentler whose idea it was to hand over homeless teenagers to foster parents who happened to be known pedophiles. The author, Rachel Aviv, explained, “In a 2020 report commissioned by the Berlin Senate, scholars at the University of Hildesheim concluded that ‘the Senate also ran foster homes or shared flats for young Berliners with pedophile men in other parts of West Germany’” and that the “authors wrote that ‘these foster homes were run by sometimes powerful men who lived alone and who were given this power by academia, research institutions and other pedagogical environments that accepted, supported or even lived out pedophile stances.’”2 According to Kentler, these would make loving homes because he believed sexual contact between adults and children was harmless.

			The origins of Kentler’s work were Marxist in nature. In the same New Yorker article, Aviv explains, “He was inspired by the Marxist psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, who had argued that the free flow of sexual energy was essential to building a new kind of society. Kentler’s dissertation urged parents to teach their children that they should never be ashamed of their desires.”3 The Marxist roots of this argument should be no surprise: left-wing revolutionary ideologies target the “institution” of the family as a way to turn people who would otherwise be products of their environment into blank slates.

			Similar ideas existed elsewhere as well. In the Weekend Australian in 2016, Jennifer Oriel writes, “During the 1970s, pedophile groups capitalising on the sexual liberation movement sought to redefine their exploitation of youth as an expression of children’s sexual rights, self-determination and autonomy. Groups such as the North American Man/Boy Love Association claimed children were sexual beings and sought to repeal age of consent laws to liberate their sexuality. They were welcomed by fringe elements of the neo-Marxist minorities movement that advocated sexual libertarian ideology under Queer and ‘sex positive’ politics.”4

			While the “sexual liberation” of children that occurred in the 1960s and 70s generally could be characterized as fringe, with few ordinary children experiencing the theft of their innocence in the name of radical political progress (outside of crazy communes, that is), in this new woke era, a new tactic is employed. Whereas overt political organizing to redefine the age of consent proved unsuccessful, new efforts in the name of childhood sexual liberation are far more discreet and sinister in nature. 

			Consider a 2002 book called Harmful to Minors: The Perils of Protecting Children from Sex by Judith Levine, the winner of the Los Angeles Times Book Prize. Levine’s objective was to introduce the idea that “children and teenagers can have sexual pleasure and be safe too,” as she writes, positing that children are inherently sexual beings and that adults should respect and encourage openness when it comes to sexuality with children.5 Here’s one particularly thought-provoking excerpt: “Just like the word abuse, the word consent is subject to multiple meetings. Negotiation is part of children sex play. It may involve bribes and trickery, conflict, trade-offs, and power imbalances, like all other interactions between children. Older and bigger does not necessarily add up to more powerful, though. And a wide spectrum of behavior involving power differences between children seems to be normative (or if I’ve soured you on normative, then apparently harmless). Psychologists Sharon Lamb and Mary Coakley surveyed 300 psychologically healthy Bryn Mawr students about their childhood sexual experiences. The young women wrote about thrilling games of porn star, prostitute, rape, and slave girl, all at ages in the single digits, indicating that the pairing of sex and aggression or sex and power differences, too, might be normal.”6 Levine’s assertion is that anything goes.

			One Amazon reviewer praised this book and gushed, “The most important thing we can do is let them do [whatever] feels good with [whomever] they choose, no matter the gender, the partner’s age, the types of sexual activity as long as its CONSENSUAL.”7 The reviewer went on with this eye-popping boast, “My daughters were 7 and 8 when I discovered, as awkward as it sounds, they had both been using my electric toothbrush to masturbate. [Without] mentioning it [I] had them both come sit down with me at my computer that following Saturday. I opened my partition with all my adult links and opened 3 quality adult toys website[s]. I told them [I] felt it was time they had some big girl toys and I let them pick whatever they wanted with no shame.”8 

			This kind of sexual liberation for children is now being encouraged in schools across the country, spearheaded largely by teachers. The discourse on children’s sexual rights and the belief they are sexual beings are invoked to justify school programs that sexualize youth at ever younger ages.

			Over the spring of 2022, we saw the natural byproduct of this ideology. Writing for City Journal, Christopher Rufo explained, “The principles of queer theory have escaped from the college campus and made their way into a summer camp for children in rural Kentucky. Last year, a nonprofit coalition called Sexy Sex Ed organized a series of ‘Sexy Summer Camp’ events targeted toward minors that included lessons on ‘sex liberation,’ ‘gender exploration,’ ‘BDSM,’ ‘being a sex worker,’ ‘self-managed abortions,’ and ‘sexual activity while using licit and illicit drugs.’”9 Rufo went on, “In a saner world, these statements and materials would all be red flags. Yet Sexy Summer Camp has received lavish praise in the media. Yes! magazine told readers that the program ‘helps rural young people feel more comfortable discussing their bodies, sex, and reproductive health to empower them to advocate for themselves.’” According to Rufo, “CNN reported that Sexy Sex Ed is ‘what women in Appalachian Kentucky really want,’ framing the summer camp as a way to ‘bring honest conversations to young people to fill the void left behind by homes and schools.’”10

			Rufo concludes: “Programs like Sexy Summer Camp are unfortunately becoming more common in the United States. Another organization in Indiana was recently exposed for hosting a camp for children as young as eight that featured an instructor who encourages children to explore ‘gender identity,’ ‘kink,’ and ‘condom demonstration[s].’ Activists have tried to launder this type of material into schools and nonprofit programs through the guise of ‘comprehensive sex education,’ another euphemism that might lull the public into complacency. Parents should proceed with caution: summer camps, which once taught archery, fishing, and hiking, might now be teaching kink, polyamory, and BDSM.”11

			These behaviors look strikingly like “grooming.” RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network), the nation’s largest anti-sexual violence organization, defines grooming as “manipulative behaviors that the abuser uses to gain access to a potential victim, coerce them to agree to the abuse, and reduce the risk of being caught.”12 The act of grooming follows a pattern, beginning with victim selection: “Abusers often observe possible victims and select them based on ease of access to them or their perceived vulnerability.” Identifying children who are struggling socially or mentally would fit this pattern. Another aspect of grooming is attempting “to gain trust of a potential victim through gifts, attention, sharing ‘secrets’ and other means to make them feel that they have a caring relationship and to train them to keep the relationship secret.”13 This secret-keeping is actually mandated in many schools where teachers are instructed to encourage students to keep their gender transition secret from their parents. Commenting on the phenomenon, a transsexual man, Buck Angel, commented on Twitter, “Number one rule! Never teach children to keep secrets from parents!! This is groomer tactics you f*cking morons.”14

			Yet this is now standard practice. In Canada, for example, an Ottawa-Carleton school board allows students to change their names without their parents’ knowledge. Not just without their consent, but without their knowledge! Reporting on the phenomenon of schools and “queerness,” Roberto Wakerell-Cruz explained in the Post Millennial, “According to an email sent to OCDSB [Ottawa-Carleton District School Board] colleagues, students will have the option of being referred to by their chosen name and pronouns, and will be able to change their names on all non-legal documents used by the school. The email states that parents or guardians ‘do not have to be involved in their children’s new identities. Parents will be able to see any changes to a student’s chosen name or gender marker.’”15

			Writing for her Substack newsletter in late 2021, journalist Abigail Shrier wrote about how activist teachers recruit kids for their gender and sexual orientation activities. Lori Caldeira, teacher and LGBTQ-club leader, says on an audio clip Shrier received from a conference attendee from California, “Because we are not official—we have no club rosters, we keep no records . . . In fact, sometimes we don’t really want to keep records because if parents get upset that their kids are coming? We’re like, ‘Yeah, I don’t know. Maybe they came?’ You know, we would never want a kid to get in trouble for attending if their parents are upset.”16 Shrier writes, “The advice to those who run middle school LGBTQ clubs is: keep no records, so you can plead ignorance of the membership with the members’ parents.”17

			The result of those efforts in California were brought to light in December of 2021, when a California mother, Jessica Konen, went viral for screaming at her daughter’s school board in the Spreckels Union School District. At the deceptively named LGBTQ “Equity Club” meetings, Konen alleged that teachers at the school had coached and affirmed her daughter’s transgender identity without talking to her first. Brad Jones for the Epoch Times reported, “Near the end of sixth grade, Konen’s daughter told her she might be bisexual, and by the middle of the seventh grade, Konen was called to the school for a meeting with her daughter, a teacher, and the school principal.”18 Konen says she was “blindsided” and was crying at the meeting, “trying to absorb everything.” How did the teacher respond? Jones writes, “The teacher accused Konen of not being ‘emotionally supportive’ of her daughter, who was to be called by a new name and male pronouns and would be using the unisex restroom at school.” The Epoch Times reported that Konen said the teacher “completely coached” her child into her new gender identification, but this coaching could be viewed another way: she was groomed.19 

			The scariest part of this school-based transition is the interference of the state and of government officials in these very private and charged situations. The Bridgehead reported on what happened next to the family: “Within a few days of the meeting, the King City Police Department showed up at her door and told her that there had been a complaint made to Child Protective Services (CPS). The police questioned her two children and asked them if they wanted to be removed from the home.”20 Thankfully, “CPS dropped the case and did not demand she call her daughter by masculine pronouns as her teacher had insisted.” However, the message had been received: “Throughout the school year, Konen was afraid to ask questions about her daughter or her school activities, fearing that CPS could take her children away.”21

			Not only did the school deliberately conceal their gender coaching, they also concealed other vital information for a parent to know: “After several meetings with the teachers, Konen discovered the school knew her daughter had searched online for information about suicide, but never told her about it.”22 When teachers take over, parents are left to pick up the pieces.

			I discussed the topic of transgender-identifying children in the previous chapter, but it’s important to note how much these “gender” issues can cross-pollinate into how the woke have taken aim at sexualizing an entire generation of children. Ultimately, encouraging kids with gender dysphoria to transition is a way of sexualizing them. The most influential and powerful radicalizers on issues related to gender and sexuality for kids are in far too many cases their own teachers. 

			The young woman who runs the viral Twitter account “Libs of TikTok” spends hours scouring the site in order to expose the most lunatic fringes of the social media platform built around the sharing of short videos. She described to me how often teachers pop up in her research on the most outrageous, most woke accounts and videos circulating the web. Most of the videos are made by millennial teachers, in their mid- to late-20s and 30s, who create content for other teachers on the app. She explained that sexuality is “their essence and their being. It’s all they talk about. It’s every single video. Everything they say, it circles back to their sexuality and their gender. And these are people we’re putting in front of our kids to teach them.” How pervasive is it? “I think it’s everywhere and it has been for a couple years and nobody was paying attention. Because of social media, they have a platform now to shout it out for the world to see. . . . It’s everywhere. I’ve spoken to teachers from every single state.” She continued, “These people shouldn’t be allowed near kids. They are indoctrinating them, even if they’re not doing it on purpose. If your entire identity is about your sexuality, it’s impossible to separate it. They’re coming to school dressed in rainbow clothing and slogans from head-to-toe and [claiming] they aren’t indoctrinating kids.”23

			TikTok isn’t just a niche social media platform; TikTok’s users now spend more time each month watching content than YouTube users.24 Young people are spending more time on TikTok than any other social media platform.25 As such, what is posted on TikTok has an outsized influence; whereas a tiny fraction of teachers and users are actually using the app, which skews extremely liberal, they have a way of influencing a potentially massive audience. 

			TikTok was the center of a 2021 Wall Street Journal investigation which uncovered how the app targets users with content revolving around sex, drugs, eating disorders, and more, calling it an “addiction machine.”26 Investigators created thirty-one accounts registered to young teens and turned them loose “to browse TikTok’s For You feed, the highly personalized, never-ending feed curated by the algorithm.” The article explained, “An analysis of the videos served to these accounts found that through its powerful algorithms, TikTok can quickly drive minors—among the biggest users of the app—into endless spools of content about sex and drugs. TikTok served one account registered as a 13-year-old at least 569 videos about drug use, references to cocaine and meth addiction, and promotional videos for online sales of drug products and paraphernalia. Hundreds of similar videos appeared in the feeds of the Journal’s other minor accounts.”27

			TikTok isn’t the only place where young people are exposed to sexually explicit content. On Instagram, it’s common for models to tease barely allowable explicit content, while providing links off the app to subscription sites like OnlyFans for users to view the “full picture.”

			What happens to their brains when preteens and early teens are exposed to pornography? Brian Willoughby, professor of Family Life at Brigham Young University (BYU), sounded the alarm. More and more young people, he says, are seeing sexual content before puberty—not because they’re seeking it out, but because it’s been delivered to the smartphones their parents are buying them. In the current generation of young people, their first orgasms are tied not to real-life experiences, but to pornography. We know from brain research how influential first experiences are for mapping the brain, which could explain how year after year, we’re seeing fewer and fewer young people interested in sex, dating, and committed relationships.

			Thanks to the COVID era, we know how capable social media apps and platforms are of policing the content users post, as anyone who has posted anything about COVID can tell you. Within minutes of posting text, audio, or video related to the virus, a banner appears on the bottom of the story to direct users to an approved information hub. If this can be done for a virus, it could also be done with pornography. The fact that it isn’t speaks volumes about companies’ commitment to curbing explicit content. These companies could choose to remove pornography, especially when children appear. These companies could choose to remove access to sites like OnlyFans and Pornhub from their platforms; they choose not to. 

			BYU’s Willoughby told me, “A lot is just driven by capitalism and making money. These pornographic sites are some of the most heavily trafficked sites on the internet. They make money via ads and revenue sharing.”28 Pornography is ubiquitous and literally chasing our children around the internet, stealing not only their innocence, but also their ability to maintain healthy sexual practices and boundaries in the future. 

			However, pornography doesn’t just live on the internet inside private bedrooms, and its effects don’t either. Over the course of 2020 and 2021, the ready availability of explicit content in school and public libraries became a hot-button topic. In Texas in November 2021, Governor Greg Abbott “sent a letter to Texas Education Agency (TEA) Commissioner Mike Morath directing the agency to investigate any criminal activity in public schools involving the availability of pornographic material that serves no educational purpose. The governor also directed the agency to report any instance of pornography being provided to minors under the age of eighteen for prosecution to the fullest extent of the law.”29 

			One of the 850 problematic books on the radar in Texas, for example, is a graphic novel memoir marketed to a young adult audience called Gender Queer: a Memoir by Maia Kobabe, which aims to describe “what it means to be nonbinary and asexual.”30 This is how the book is described by one reviewer—and no, there are no typos found within the following paragraphs: “In 2014, Maia Kobabe, who uses e/em/eir pronouns, thought that a comic of reading statistics would be the last autobiographical comic e would ever write. At the time, it was the only thing e felt comfortable with strangers knowing about em. Then e created Gender Queer. Maia’s intensely cathartic autobiography charts eir journey of self-identity, which includes the mortification and confusion of adolescent crushes, grappling with how to come out to family and society, bonding with friends over erotic gay fanfiction, and facing the trauma and fundamental violation of pap smears.”31

			Erika Sanzi, outreach director for Parents Defending Education, explained that Gender Queer “is so sexually graphic that [she] could not describe it in detail in a recent radio interview because of FCC guidelines.” She reports, “When a parent in North Kingstown recently raised concerns [about Gender Queer] to the superintendent, he defended the book in an email, likening it to Michelangelo’s art, The David, and contrasting it with Playboy magazine. He argued the author intended ‘to be concerned for the sexual health of those who are transgender and clearly not to be pornographic.’”32

			Unfortunately, this is not unusual. Sanzi writes, “In recent weeks, I’ve been contemplating the departure from age-appropriate books to the gender-obsessed, hyper-sexualized and even pornographic books pouring into schools and children’s sections of public libraries in the name of ‘diversity, equity and inclusion.’ . . . I am not clutching my pearls. These are not the days of protests over books such as author Judy Blume’s coming of age novel, Are You There God? It’s Me Margaret. The books of concern today contain graphic sexual images and descriptions of sex between children, teens and even adults and minors. Some are graphic novels that look like comic strips. The content is pornographic and represents a disturbing agenda by activists that targets youth, hiding behind seemingly virtuous and innocuous words such as ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion.’ . . . Images of sex acts, regardless of who is in them, are wildly inappropriate for a school library or classroom. There is no justification for having different rules around pornography and sexually explicit content based on the gender identity and sexual orientation of a book’s characters.”33

			Sanzi prompts an important question: “Is all of this hypersexual content a form of societal grooming?” Progressives insist that “grooming” can only apply to purposeful preparation for sexual abuse, and, therefore, the hypersexual education of a minor doesn’t count. But that argument fails on its own merits. After all, if progressives believe children are just small adults, and should be treated as such for the purposes of sexual awareness, these ideologues will effectively erase the bedrock safeguard of the “age of consent.” The only sure outcome of that would be the enabling of sexual predation. This is obvious to everyone who is unencumbered by ideological blinders. For example, in the fall of 2021, Old Dominion University professor Allyn Walker (a biological female born as Allyson but who identifies as a transgender male) ignited a firestorm resulting in his resignation. In a twenty-nine-minute interview with the Prostasia Foundation (more on that later), Walker said “Minor Attracted People” or “MAPs” should be used to describe people who are attracted to children but don’t act on that attraction. “It’s less stigmatizing than other terms like ‘pedophile.’ A lot of people, when they hear the term pedophile, they automatically assume that it means sex offender. And that isn’t true. And it leads to a lot of misconceptions.”34 His defense and attempted legitimization of pedophilia caused a national scandal, precisely because most people naturally understand the danger in removing protections for minors in this area.

			The attention garnered by Walker’s interview, meanwhile, put the term Minor Attracted Persons (MAPs) on the radar of millions of Americans, and with it the realization that there is a concerted effort among a certain segment of academics and woke elites to normalize these feelings. The academic discussion of MAPs is a trial balloon, as anyone familiar with the normalization of radical gender ideology can attest. The idea that gender is a social construct originated in academia and eventually became mainstream enough that its influence became the subject of an entire chapter of this book. Radical gender ideology became a threat because it was no longer relegated to obscure academic circles, and if parents aren’t careful, MAPs could follow the same path.

			In September of 2021, journalists and self-described social liberals Katie Herzog and Jesse Singal addressed a particularly noteworthy proponent of this ideology on their podcast “Blocked and Reported.” In their September 2 episode, they turn their attention to Noah Berlatsky, a widely published progressive writer with bylines in The Atlantic, NBC Think, and the Washington Post who also happens to be the Director of Communications of Prostasia, a “child protection organization that combines our zero tolerance of child sexual abuse with our commitment to human and civil rights and sex positivity.”35 If you know what the group actually does, that’s like saying that Playboy is a women’s appreciation magazine, or that Pornhub is a women’s appreciation website. The reality? Herzog says Prostasia does “advocacy for what they call Minor Attracted Persons, commonly known as pedophiles.”36 She later quotes an article about the group on a site called 4W, which she describes as a feminist publication. “The organization’s efforts,” writes the author of the article, Anna Slatz, “have dedicated themselves to crusades against child pornography bans, letter-writing campaigns to state representatives demanding child-likeness sex dolls be kept legal, and funding research into ‘fantasy sexual outlets’ for pedophiles.”37

			In their campaign to keep child sex dolls legal, Prostasia suggests calling legislative offices and explaining that banning child-likeness sex dolls is unconstitutional, “won’t help children,” and “that rather than reducing child sexual abuse, a ban could actually increase it by removing a victimless outlet for some people who might otherwise target a real child.”38

			Prostasia claims they to want to “cure” pedophiles by giving them outlets for their urges and desires via sex dolls and child pornography, but a great deal of their activism actually involves desensitizing the public to adults who are attracted to minors. Instead of channeling sexual urges away from content (dolls and pornography) involving minors, they want to preserve their legal right to access such materials. Their argument hinges on the distinction made between people who are attracted to children but don’t act on it and people who molest children for any number of reasons. This mindset sees pedophilia “like a sexual orientation” and, therefore, as something that should not be stigmatized. Paying lip service to the still socially required idea that child abuse is wrong, they say that their efforts will allow MAPs to seek help in the form of counseling and support groups, as well as resist the temptation to act on their sexual attraction to minors.39 Despite its attempts to present as a progressive activist organization, all of Prostasia’s goals and campaigns lead to the exact same outcome: the total normalization and acceptance of ‘minor attraction,’ better known as pedophilia.

			It should be noted that Herzog goes on to acknowledge that there is no data or literature that answers this question of whether these tactics, publishing child pornography literature and legalizing child sex dolls, are “harm-reducing,” i.e., if they make pedophiles more or less likely to offend.40 While Singal and Herzog happily and frequently describe Berlatsky as the worst person on the internet, they question if he’s actually a pedophile. I’m not so sure. But the fact that someone as problematic as Berlatsky, who remains a card-carrying progressive, is quite telling in regard to their willingness to accept the transformation of the taboo of pedophilia into the more benign-sounding term “minor-attracted person,” normalizing sexual attraction to children. 

			This is only part of a larger agenda to “dismantle” the “innocence of children” by sexualizing them every way possible, to quote James Lindsay. In the summer of 2020, Lindsay wrote a Twitter thread that explained the woke assault on childhood: “The most obvious way Wokeness goes after the innocence of children is in the Queer variant of trans activism, especially by having trans strippers perform for children in schools [Drag Queen Story Hour], for example. Why would they do this? The belief is that the innocence we encourage in children is part of the systems of power (specifically generated through performativity) that enforce heteronormativity and cisnormativity and thus lead to dysphoria or oppression of gay and potentially trans kids. The logic isn’t terribly complicated: there might be gay or trans kids in the class, say, who would be more comfortable in their sexual identity (if that makes sense for a kid -- it doesn’t) and gender identity if they saw disruptions to the usual ‘binaries’ being celebrated.”41 

			Further in his thread, Lindsay compares the sexual innocence of childhood to racial innocence (where children don’t see race) that woke ideologues find “suspect” and “problematic” and believe must be “intervened upon.” He explains, “CRT insists that racial innocence is, because of the operation of whiteness, only available for white (passing) people, though others will covet it and act white or take up white adjacency. That is, CRT argues that racial innocence (in young children) is a privilege afforded only to white (passing) people, and therefore, rather than aiming to expand it (which it deems impossible), it seeks to obliterate it to put everyone on equitable footing.”42 By this logic, innocence is a sign of privilege and, therefore, something to be ashamed about—and something to be destroyed as soon as possible. As Lindsay summarizes, “Children can’t be innocent; they must be activists.”43

			In a podcast published in November of 2021, Lindsay explains that there is a long-running ideological project to groom children out of childhood innocence so that they can become politically moldable. And if there happens to be abuse and sexual grooming and sexual and psychological abuse of children along the way, so be it.44

			Sexual education classes have adopted the “queer” model as well; they’re not just about preventing pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases anymore. Now, sexual education includes theories about gender and sexuality, in the form of lessons on “The Genderbread Person” and the “Gender Unicorn” as is happening in classrooms around the country. On its LGBTQ+ 101 website, Geneseo University explains the former: “One way to simplify the many components of gender identity, gender expression, sexuality, and biological sex is by using the Genderbread Person model, created and illustrated [by] Sam Killerman, author of itspronouncedmetrosexual.com and LGBT advocate.”45 These theories are the ways in which children and gullible adults are indoctrinated with gender theory, with about as much science behind it as the now-defunct FDA food pyramid. (Wouldn’t it be nice if carbs were really supposed to form the base of our diet?)

			Schools and libraries are at the center of on-the-ground efforts to destroy childhood innocence and create gender activists. There was once a time where the idea of having drag queens performing in any way, even reading books for children, would have been a bright red line in the sand for almost any American parent concerned about their child’s innocence. Now “drag queen story hours” are ubiquitous in libraries and other child-centric settings around the country. A set of parents in Austin, Texas, wrote this letter to their school superintendents in May of 2021, “Two weeks ago . . . our kindergartener came home and told us he learned about drag queens in school. ‘Drag queens are boys that dress up like girls for some reason . . . they wear makeup, sing, dance, and have fun,’ he said. He also sang a lyric from the book: ‘The hips on the drag queen go swish, swish, swish’ to the tune of the innocent song ‘The wheels on the bus . . . ’ We were horrified . . . And we were even more horrified to discover that he was exposed at the place we least suspected: his elementary school—during ‘library time,’ despite our understanding that human sexuality curriculum would be disclosed to us ahead of time.”46 

			This kind of programming, taking place at libraries around the country, provides an opportunity for abusers to create sexualized events with children present. In March of 2021, Brett Blomme, a Milwaukee judge and former president of an LGBTQ organization that sponsored Drag Queen Story Hour (DQSH) events, was arrested on child pornography charges.47 In 2019, the Houston Public Library was forced to apologize “after a man charged for sexually assaulting a child was allowed to entertain children at Drag Queen storytime.”48 Writing for The Bridgehead in October of 2019, Jonathon Van Maren discussed “a disturbing photo taken at a Minnesota public library featuring a drag queen sitting in a chair with his legs spread open, revealing his crotch to the children sitting in front of him.”49 Van Maren writes, “The photo was taken mid-movement, with the presenter clearly in the middle of a performance, and looks accidental.” He went on to explain, “It is unclear if nudity is involved, but the image perfectly demonstrates the concern of conservatives and parents everywhere. Adult entertainment is not suitable for children.”50

			This is “queer theory” and the dismantling of childhood innocence in practice. In the span of roughly ten years, the progressive Left has hit the gas on the sexualization of children while dressing it up (literally, in the case of drag) as morally righteous progress. When we treat children merely as small adults, they are able to do a host of things: become activists, make grown-up decisions about their gender, and yes, even consent to sexual contact. It’s all part of the same effort. The sooner parents realize that, the better.

		


		
			8

			Child Soldiers

			On Valentine’s Day 2018, nineteen-year-old Nikolas Cruz opened fire on students and staff at Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, killing seventeen people. It was the deadliest school shooting in American history. What followed would create a road map for activists on how to use children for their political causes, from gun control and climate change to, as discussed in previous chapters, queer theory and remote schooling during COVID. The woke discovered that if they could get children to parrot their ideas and advocate publicly, they would be far more successful. 

			Although leftist activists would blame it all on gun laws, the tragedy in Parkland actually began when law enforcement failed to do their job. Three days after the shooting, Emma González, a senior at the school, gave an eleven-minute speech at an anti-gun rally in Fort Lauderdale that would instantly go viral. “The people in the government who were voted into power are lying to us. And us kids seem to be the only ones who notice and our parents to call BS. Companies trying to make caricatures of the teenagers these days, saying that all we are is self-involved and trend-obsessed and they hush us into submission when our message doesn’t reach the ears of the nation, we are prepared to call BS. Politicians . . . [say] that us kids don’t know what we’re talking about, that we’re too young to understand how the government works. We call BS.”1

			The reality was, there wasn’t much gun control measures could have done to stop the shooting, and nothing about that was BS. Cruz had been known to the school, to his county sheriff’s office, and to the FBI as a threat. Between 2008 and 2017, Broward County Sheriff Israel had been tipped at least forty-five times about Cruz and his brother. A few months before the shooting, Cruz had posted a comment on a YouTube video warning, “I’m going to be a professional school shooter.”2 They did nothing. Worse still, “Three deputies from the Broward County Sheriff’s Office remained outside the freshman building of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High” during the shooting.3

			González’s speech went viral and represented a real shift in our culture. It was like a lightbulb went off for leftist activists as they realized they could use children to make their arguments for them. 

			A week after the shooting, with emotions still understandably very raw, CNN hosted a “Town Hall.” After experiencing extreme trauma at the hands of one of their classmates, the students of Stoneman Douglas High School were then subjected to the secondary trauma of being thrust on the main stage of the media’s efforts to capitalize on their narrative to push a gun control message. 

			According to CNN, Sheriff Israel “fired up the crowd in the arena, saying, ‘My generation, we did not get it done. You will get it done.’”4 That was the first of many opportunities Israel took to shift blame from his own hapless department to others on the stage and, in the process, shift the responsibility from adults to children.

			Survivors of the shooting confronted National Rifle Association (NRA) spokeswoman Dana Loesch, as well as Sens. Marco Rubio and Bill Nelson and Rep. Ted Deutch. It was a disaster. Survivors of the shooting, and relatives of those killed, got to take their aggression and anger out on people unrelated to what happened. The crowd chanted “Our blood is on your hands” at the start of the event.5 Student Michelle Lapidot asked of the NRA, “Was the blood of my classmates and teachers worth your blood money?”6

			At one point Israel harkened back to the González speech, responding to Loesch, “We’re calling BS on that!”7

			Loesch told me, “I believe Parkland was the first time, on a national level, that leftist activists realized they could dodge the basic responsibility in any debate, providing reasoned and well-articulated disagreement, if they could simply defer to a child as a substitute. That way, disagreement with their position equals hating children and the media supported them in this effort entirely.”8

			Cameron Kasky, one of the student activists, stood up on the stage and said, “Senator Rubio, it’s hard to look at you and not look down the barrel of an AR-15 and not look at Nikolas Cruz, but the point is you’re here, and there are some people who are not. And I need to ask two things of you.”9 At that point Kasky asked his friend Chris Grady to stand up. Kasky said Grady was joining the military and he needed Sen. Rubio to tell him that he was going to live to make it to serve our country. Rubio did that and also assured Kasky that he and his friends would bring about the change they wanted to see. Kasky seemed satisfied with this answer and told the audience it wasn’t about red or blue or Democrat or Republican, but about who would agree with them. 

			Kasky then added, “This is about people who are for making a difference to save us and people who are against it and prefer money.”10 The accusation was as if the Senator was collecting piles of money in exchange for dead children. It was so deeply childish that even Jake Tapper, the CNN personality hosting the event, seemed uncomfortable. But the optics of a damaged teenager pinning a school shooting on a Republican senator was great for the Left, so it continued. 

			“So Senator Rubio,” Kasky demanded, “can you tell me right now that you will not accept a single donation from the National Rifle Association?”11 The crowd went wild. It had hit all the notes. He had compared Rubio to the actual school shooter, pretended that the issue of gun control wasn’t partisan but simply right and wrong, and finally pushed a policy solution that would not do anything, since support for the Second Amendment does not begin or end with the NRA and their donations. 

			Journalists on the Left, predictably, loved this exchange. None of the anti-gun activists had actually been in the same room with Cruz to “look down the barrel of an AR-15,” but it didn’t matter. Writing in the New Yorker, Evan Osnos praised Kasky as accomplishing something that liberal journalists could not: “As a moment in American politics, the pummeling of Rubio felt like an expression of collective rage at the falseness of so much that happens in Washington: the pivot, the dodge, the pallid follow-up question. Authenticity has rarely been more sought after in our public life—and, at once, so elusive. Accountability—the knowledge that the men and women we elect will act, foremost, in our interest and not that of their donors—has become a civic myth. Until a week ago, the students and parents of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School never intended to be part of politics in this way, so they reject its pieties and rhythms. In several minutes on a weeknight, they laid bare Rubio’s central political flaw—inauthenticity—more vividly than I ever could in a magazine profile.”12

			The Florida Politics website described Rubio’s explanations on why banning certain guns is not possible, or not likely to be helpful, as falling “flat, sounding as if he was nickel-and-diming the issues on technicalities.”13 They further vilified him, saying, “And he was doing so in front of young people who had stared down a blazing AR-15 just days ago, and in front of grieving parents and siblings.”14

			I asked Loesch if, given the chance, she would do that town hall again. She said, “It wasn’t my choice to do the town hall, but I would do it again because someone had to be the adult in the room. It was a free-for-all, and CNN reveled in the ratings. I was fully aware that I wasn’t on stage to win some debate on the Second Amendment. I was simply there to hold the line and serve as a hurdle in the Left’s race to vilify everyone who supports it.”15

			The realities of the situation could not be discussed at all. Unable to rage at Nikolas Cruz, they treated Loesch, Rubio, and the rest as murderers, and the Left loved every second of it. The politicians were caught in an impossible situation, and leftist activists noticed this and took notes. It sowed the idea that there really isn’t a way to argue with children, and so using kids as political weapons is the perfect solution to shutting down any debate. 

			The child activists became heroes. Liberals were thrilled. The children were unassailable mascots to the cause. How could we not listen to the children?

			Emma González, David Hogg, and Cameron Kasky would form the “Never Again MSD” movement and put on the “March for Our Lives” in Washington, DC, a month after the shooting. They would be interviewed on their anti-gun views by news outlets and treated as the great American hope. Former President Barack Obama called them, and three other members of their group, “the most influential Americans in 2018,” in a piece written for Time magazine.16 The former president concludes, “Our history is defined by the youthful push to make America more just, more compassionate, more equal under the law. This generation—of Parkland, of Dreamers, of Black Lives Matter—embraces that duty. If they make their elders uncomfortable, that’s how it should be. Our kids now show us what we’ve told them America is all about, even if we haven’t always believed it ourselves: that our future isn’t written for us, but by us.”17

			But missing from all that adulation was Stoneman Douglas High School shooting survivor Kyle Kashuv. Kashuv was an outspoken supporter of the Second Amendment and frustrated that the anti-gun solutions presented would do little to stop shootings. Writing on the Daily Wire website three months after the shooting, Kashuv lamented, “The most unfortunate part of the never-ending push for gun control is that it distracts from pursuing real solutions. There are things we can do to reduce and prevent these atrocities from happening.”18 Kashuv’s ideas included sane solutions like taking “school security seriously” and educating students and teachers “on the warning signs of a person in crisis.”19 These weren’t flashy enough for the media, however, so he was ignored.

			Kashuv was not featured on magazine covers celebrating his bravery. He did not appear in films like After Parkland or Us Kids. He was not portrayed as the future of our country. It turned out that it wasn’t so much that we should listen to children, rather that we should listen to the children parroting what the leftist adults in their lives wanted them to say, and only those children.

			Kashuv told me he felt like he had to speak up after the shooting. He saw all the media coverage telling a story that didn’t seem true: “I had been peripherally interested in politics in high school, but the extent of that was watching an occasional YouTube video. I was never interested in entering the arena of politics, and my political beliefs were never a big part of my identity. After the shooting, I saw my peers pushing unpragmatic policies in addition to imposing dangerous infringements on the rights of good law-abiding citizens. There was a short window of opportunity to pass solutions—and they would have to be sensible and bipartisan. I looked around and saw no one was willing to stand up—and so I did.”

			Kashuv credits his family’s support with being able to be an “advocate,” a term he prefers instead of “activist.” Kashuv told me, “The interesting thing about my high school—and you wouldn’t get this impression from the media coverage—is that 30-40 percent of my classmates were conservative. After speaking out, I would have around 5 students a day coming up to me in the hallway, in between walking to classes, and [expressing] their appreciation for what I was doing. It was always hushed and hurried, however. There was a frenzy from the media that painted you as evil if you spoke out in defense of the Second Amendment, and said ‘hey, there’s a better way to go about this than calling half of Americans scum who want more children dead.’”20

			On March 14, 2018, schools around the country participated in the national walkout organized by EMPOWER, “the youth branch of the Women’s March.” The walkout took place at 10 a.m. and lasted seventeen minutes, one minute for each life lost at Stoneman Douglas High School. Kids as young as five marched.21 Ten days after the walkout, the Stoneman Douglas student activists held their own event. “Here’s a time to talk about gun control: March 24. My message for the people in office is: You’re either with us or against us. We are losing our lives while the adults are playing around,” junior Cameron Kasky said at the time.22 The walkouts were powerful. And they had the added benefit of instructing kids how to be activists for the Left. 

			The lesson was learned. Kids could be used to push one-sided, leftist talking points and no one could push back. It certainly would not stop with just gun control.

			One of the next big targets, thanks to the sensational activism of one Swedish girl, was climate change.

			Greta Thunberg is a Swedish environmentalist who, in August of 2018, began striking for climate change. At the time, Greta was fifteen years old. When Greta was eight years old, “She was shown a film of an armada of plastic assailing our oceans. She couldn’t get it out of her head. She started to read about it, and became more and more terrified.”23 She would quickly become a worldwide celebrity. 

			In December 2018, Greta delivered a TED talk on the subject of her environmental activism. Sporting two long braids and looking even younger than her age, Greta told the story of when she first learned about climate change and how deeply it affected her: “So when I was 11, I became ill. I fell into depression. I stopped talking and I stopped eating. In two months, I lost about 10 kilos of weight. Later on, I was diagnosed with Asperger syndrome, OCD and selective mutism. That basically means I only speak when I think it’s necessary. Now is one of those moments. For those of us who are on the spectrum, almost everything is black or white. We aren’t very good at lying and we usually don’t enjoy participating in the social game that the rest of you seem so fond of.”24

			She urged world leaders to be similarly uncompromising on the climate change issue: “I think in many ways that we autistic are the normal ones and the rest of the people are pretty strange, especially when it comes to the sustainability crisis where everyone keeps saying that climate change is an existential threat and the most important issue of all and yet they just carry on like before. I don’t understand that because if the emissions have to stop, then we must stop the emissions. To me that is black or white. There are no gray areas when it comes to survival. Either we go on as a civilization or we don’t. We have to change.”25

			Of course, there is quite a lot of gray in the climate change debate regarding what can be done to help the environment and what are feel-good solutions without any effect. But a teenager from a wealthy family in Stockholm—her father is an actor and her mother was an opera singer until Greta convinced her to stop traveling to help the climate—cannot be expected to see it.26

			In an interview, Greta unsurprisingly said that it was an adult environmental activist who gave her the idea for her school strike: “Bo [Thorén from Fossil Free Dalsland] had a few ideas of things we could do. Everything from marches to a loose idea of some kind of a school strike (that school children would do something on the schoolyards or in the classrooms). That idea was inspired by the Parkland students, who had refused to go to school after the school shootings.”27

			Regarding her mom’s career being halted in the name of helping the climate, Greta responded as any child might. In The Guardian, an interviewer notes that Greta’s family had “made huge sacrifices” and rearranged their lives for her cause. Greta responded, “Yep. They changed their lifestyles. My mum stopped flying, and by doing that she stopped her international career, and I really appreciate it.”28 The interviewer then asked if she felt “guilty about stymieing her mother’s career,” and Greta, seeming “surprised by the question” said, “It was her choice. I didn’t make her do anything. I just provided her with the information to base her decision on.”29 In the early 2000s—the early days of woke—it was common to hear the refrain “check your privilege.” But no one ever said that to Greta, and Greta never checked her own privilege by acknowledging that her family could afford for one parent to drop out of the workforce because the child in the family wanted it.

			By the time Greta spoke at the 2018 United Nations Climate Change Conference in December, she was already famous. But it was her performance at the same summit nearly a year later, in September 2019, that turned her into a full-fledged star. Holding back tears, she demanded “How dare you?” from an applauding audience.30 

			She was frequently in the media and was the perfect foil for then-President Donald Trump. 

			When Greta was photographed scowling at Trump at the 2019 UN event, the media went wild for it. “Greta Thunberg stares down Trump as two cross paths at UN” read one Guardian headline.31 She was a hero. A child hero. 

			Science classes in America became a study of Greta. There was a period of time when my older son was in the first grade where the curriculum seemingly revolved around Greta Thunberg. Whenever I asked, “What did you learn in school today?” I always got the same answer: Greta. 

			But it went far beyond simple hero worship. Greta had become to America as Pavlik, whom you learned about in the first chapter, was to the Soviet Union: a symbol, a story, a calling. 

			Teachers across the world seized the opportunity to hold Greta up as an example and encouraged their students to walk in her footsteps. Greta, inspired by the students of Parkland, had stopped going to school because she felt so deeply the urgency of protesting climate change. Naturally, that’s what schools across the country pushed onto children. On September 20, 2019, kids across not just America but the world walked out of their classes, led by their teachers of course, to protest climate change in homage to Greta. Globally, the total number of protesters was around four million.32

			The kids had been carefully taught that the Earth was on death’s door, we would all perish with it, and that evil people who only cared about money were causing the climate to shift. A child had led them, and it showed.33

			What went ignored about the actual Greta is how deeply scarred she was because of her obsession with climate change. Greta had detailed her deep depression before starting her movement. It’s no surprise that her followers exhibit the same struggles with mental health. But, like everything else, this fact was used to further support the woke cause rather than as a sign to examine whether political activism is good for children’s well-being. 

			In September of 2021, researchers from the University of Bath released the results of the largest study about anxiety in children due to climate change. They found that 63 percent of the 10,000 kids surveyed in ten different countries said that they feel anxiety over the climate, that 68 percent feel sad, and that another 68 percent feel afraid.34 As summarized in the journal Nature, “When asked about how governments are responding to climate change, 65% of respondents agreed with the statement that governments are failing young people, 64% agreed that they are lying about the impact of actions taken and 60% agreed they were dismissing people’s distress.”35 In other words, the governments’ failure to prevent and reverse climate change was causing the children’s mental health struggles.

			The Guardian reported in October of 2021 that “the climate crisis is taking a growing toll on the mental health of children and young people” and called this “eco-anxiety.”36 Though not a diagnosable condition, at least not yet, “eco-anxiety” was the cause of “complex psychological effects” and had a “disproportionate” impact on children.37 

			Who could argue with traumatized children, sad that the world was ending? No one. That was the point.

			Many believe it’s a good thing that kids are deeply worried about climate change: it’s worrisome that the climate is changing, and kids should be concerned. Never mind the impact on the health and happiness of this generation of children taught that the world would end before their thirtieth birthday. It’s a small price to pay to promote a political agenda.

			But why? What will a child worrying in their bed at night do to help the climate? 

			In the 1980s, kids were deeply afraid of “acid rain.” But even the New York Times had to admit by 1990,“Worst Fears on Acid Rain Unrealized.”38 In 2006, environmentalist Al Gore, whose house uses more than thirty times the energy of the average American home,39 said, “Politicians and corporations have been ignoring the issue for decades, to the point that unless drastic measures to reduce greenhouse gasses are taken within the next 10 years, the world will reach a point of no return.”40 The best argument to quell children’s fears regarding the environment is to show them how lavishly, and unconcerned, most environmental activists live. 

			But it’s irrelevant whether climate change will end in catastrophe as predicted or whether it will fizzle out like “acid rain” in terms of forcing children to become agents of social change. After weeks of learning about Greta, my then-first grader internalized that the world would be imminently flooded. He came up with a plan that involved helicopters on autopilot to Antarctica and a Plan B that involved humans living in caves underground. As I wrote at the time to woke activists, “You wanted my 1st grader on it, he’s on it.”41 Adults are meant to protect kids and make it so they don’t worry about things out of their control. Using kids to play activist and echo adult talking points is wrong, and we shouldn’t let our kids be used in that way.

			This activism also takes the place of actual knowledge—in this case, scientific knowledge. Emotional responses become far more prevalent than intellectual ones. As discussed in previous chapters, when woke talking points become the primary focus of education, other things take a back seat. 

			In a 1999 study for the Competitive Enterprise Institute, Michael Sanera, PhD, wrote, “Making children aware of environmental problems can encourage them to think critically and creatively. Too often, however, environmental education skips the basics, pushing students into complex and controversial topics such as endangered species and global warming without establishing a scientific basis of knowledge. Education can play second fiddle to emotionalism and political activism.”42 Furthermore, this emphasis can lead to disturbing ideas completely unrelated to science, such as one parent notes in a letter to the New York Times that Sanera mentions: “I have noticed a disturbing trend. With each passing school year, my children are more convinced that humans and technology are bad for the planet. . . . While teachers are helping to ensure a ‘greener’ future, I do not think they understand that children may infer a condemnation of humanity.”43 Not only are kids not learning actual science, but they’re also being indoctrinated with unfounded beliefs that can lead to mental health problems, all in the cause of training child activists to promote woke causes. 

			Here’s another example. In 2021, the National Education Association (NEA) New Business Item 39 that admitted critical race theory is used in K-12 schools (see chapter three of this book) also added another goal to be pushed in schools: “Join with Black Lives Matter at School and the Zinn Education Project to call for a rally this year on October 14—George Floyd’s birthday—as a national day of action to teach lessons about structural racism and oppression.”44 Howard Zinn was a far-Left activist who wrote A People’s History of the United States, a book tucked under every wannabe socialist’s arm at university. As Mary Grabar, author of Debunking Howard Zinn: Exposing the Fake History that Turned a Generation against America, wrote in a 2020 essay, “Zinn advanced Communist Party USA Chairman William Z. Foster’s interpretation of American history as an Edenic land subjugated by greedy capitalists. . . . Both Zinn and Foster trace every bloody event—Indian massacres, slavery, wars, riots, factory fires—to capitalism.”45 Now the Zinn Education Project has “free lessons and resources for teaching people’s history in K-12 classrooms.”46 The casualness with which the NEA adds protesting as a required subject for children’s education while partnering with extreme leftist organizations should be concerning to parents. 

			That trend has continued and grown. Children’s books like Our 1st Protest or What’s That Noise?: A Children’s Book About Protesting for Equal Rights and Justice are now standard. Elementary school students get invited to workshops where they “learn to use a bullhorn and participate in a practice march/rally.”47 Children protesting is becoming ever more commonplace, and it’s the adults who are pulling the strings. 

			When the pandemic hit, the trend spread to this new cause. On January 11, 2021, students at several schools attempted a walkout to protest the lack of a remote option during the Omicron COVID-19 spike in New York City. In their first notice about the walkout, the student group Teens Take Charge announced, “Our partners at Students Break the Silence, PRESS NY, MORE-UFT Caucus, Student Success Network, & The YA-YA Network are organizing A STUDENT WALK-OUT!”48 The only problem was that MORE-UFT is part of the United Federation of Teachers Union. Its far left-wing, not surprisingly. The group then sent out an update: “*** CORRECTION: The Student Walk Out is organized by a concerned group of New York City public school students, not any existing organization.”49

			Sure it is. 

			The problem with schools turning our kids into little activists is you can’t just deprogram kids at home. The chilling example of Nazi Germany is again helpful. Anti-Semitic beliefs didn’t randomly become fashionable in Germany. It wasn’t that people suddenly hated Jews. Rather, there was a concerted effort to make that the “right” opinion of the land. And in much the same way as now, children are the clearest conduit. A 2015 study on “Nazi indoctrination and anti-Semitic beliefs in Germany” found that “between 1933 and 1945, young Germans were exposed to anti-Semitic ideology in schools, in the (extracurricular) Hitler Youth, and through radio, print, and film. As a result, Germans who grew up under the Nazi regime are much more anti-Semitic than those born before or after that period: the share of committed anti-Semites, who answer a host of questions about attitudes toward Jews in an extreme fashion, is 2–3 times higher than in the population as a whole.”50 What children learn outside the home matters quite a lot. 

			When any mention of Nazism occurs, there’s an immediate move to discount the example. Nothing is as bad as Nazism, that’s true. But the Left uses this comparison too, arguing that indifference in the face of evil is what caused the horrors of World War II. “Silence is violence” goes the woke mantra—that means children can’t stay quiet either.

			In his book Woke Racism, John McWhorter argues that woke ideology is “actually a religion in all but name and that this explains why something so destructive and incoherent is so attractive to so many good people.”51 It sounds cultish because it is. Proselytizing is a big part of this new “religion” and is why the conversion of small children is moving full speed ahead. And just like with cults, it will take a lot to remove kids from the grip of this ideology. 

			Seven months after confronting Senator Rubio on the town hall stage, Cameron Kasky apologized and admitted he regretted what he had said and did. On the Benson and Harf Fox News radio show, Kasky said, “But, looking back on that . . . I’m not going to kick myself for it because I’m 17. Despite the fact that I thought I did at the time, I don’t know everything. But, I look back on that and I say, you know what, there were people who had just been buried and when you’re looking at somebody that you find might in some way have been complicit in this murderer obtaining the weapon, it’s hard not to say something like that. But I went into that wanting less conversation and more to embarrass Rubio and that was my biggest flaw.”52 Kasky started a podcast called “Cameron Knows Nothing” and told Benson and Harf, “My whole message is I was [p]ropped up as an expert. The whole message was these kids are the real experts. Look, I have some very intelligent friends. Some friends who can intellectually run circles around me, but I’m not the expert in pretty much anything.”53 Kasky was a kid on that stage, but he was being given adult responsibility and authority. Not surprisingly, that didn’t end well. His contrition is very admirable, but the lesson is clear: kids aren’t supposed to be activists. They shouldn’t be used to make arguments on behalf of adult leftists. Let the kids be kids. 

			It’s up to us, their parents, to act.

			I’ll be the first to admit it’s very hard to put a spotlight on your kid and pull your child from school-organized protests. My son, in first grade at the time of the climate strike, participated in it with his class, making a sign that read “Earth dies, we die.” I thought about having him sit out, but he had just switched schools after the school year had already begun, and I didn’t want to make him a target. I was mad at myself for a long time after that. I knew my child was being used as a pawn in a larger political game, and I hated that I allowed it. I vowed to never let that happen again, no matter the circumstances. 

			It often takes one solid voice to stand up and say no to this kind of thing. No, my child won’t be used for your political statements. No, I do not consent to any sort of political activity during school hours. No, my child won’t participate in sign-making or chanting. These things should not be mandatory in a politically free country.

			When it’s hard to pull your child from something other kids are doing, think about the people who have had no choice in the matter. Don’t let your kid be an ideological foot soldier if you can stop it. So many people don’t have that chance. But we still do—at least for now.

		


		
			Part IV

			Where Do We Go from Here?

			“We cannot protect our children from life. 
Therefore, it is essential to prepare them for it.” 

			— Rudolf Dreikurs

			“Since it is so likely that [children] will meet cruel enemies, 
let them at least have heard of brave knights and heroic courage.”

			— C.S. Lewis

		


		
			9

			In Praise of Resiliency

			What is perhaps the most worrisome overarching trend in this current political moment is the fetishization of victimhood. Even the appearance of too much resilience is discouraged. From social media trends and influences to celebrities to mental-health professionals, the message is clear: everything wrong in the world is the fault of racism or some other strain of bigotry. As a result, children are being taught to externalize responsibility for anything negative that happens to them. And their internal struggles are elevated to the level of mental illness, absolving them of the need for self-reflection. Some go even further and embrace their newly clinicalized identity as the golden ticket into a protected class. Not only are they faultless but any objection to their actions is beyond the pale. There is nothing they can, or should, do to improve their situation.

			Josh, a clinical psychiatrist, predicted that this mindset will increasingly produce “kids who are brittle, kids who think that everything needs to be catered to them. That that’s the natural state of being. Anything that’s adverse or a challenge will be misperceived and misconceived and will be turned into an -ism, as we’ve seen increasingly. I think you’re going to see kids who are more depressed, who don’t know how to relate to one another, and don’t know how to express disagreements effectively. Increasingly, you’ll see kids whose only answer to conflict isn’t to deal with it but to go to an authority figure.”1

			A good friend made an astute observation about the goal of woke propaganda for children: “I think all the different stuff is basically under the heading of promoting fragility in kids. They do not want kids under any circumstances to be strong, happy, independent, able to think for themselves and look after themselves. You will never have a revolution, or at least a manipulable citizenry that seeks paternalistic government, with people like that. And even less grandiosely, happy, resilient people will never be dependent on woke leftists, and for many woke leftists, it’s quite virtuous to be fragile, self-pitying, and constantly offended. To put it crudely: woke leftists are basically [messed] up people, and [messed] up people don’t want everyone else to be healthy and happy—they want everyone to be [messed] up like them. . . . And so of course they are promoting this stuff to kids, because misery loves company. And because the Left, on a very basic level, wants people to be victims, because that is politically helpful to the Left.”2

			Not only are young people made to believe that unseen forces are at work, but they’re also taught that they are ill-equipped to confront these forces on their own. Both the problems and the solutions must come from somewhere else. Consider this prototypical TikTok introductory post from a woke librarian: “Hey y’all, outfit of the day. My vaccine is Moderna. My birth control is Mirena. My antidepressant is Zoloft and my anti-anxiety is trazodone and I accessorize occasionally with ibuprofen for migraines.”3 Her mental illness is part of her identity. According to Comscore, in 2020 nearly a third of TikTok users were between the ages of ten and nineteen.4 (Certain features are restricted for users under thirteen.) Young people are thus told that even in adulthood, dependence is the healthy norm. 

			Writing for Fortune in September of 2021, Sophie Mellor commented on the danger of making mental illness seem trendy: “As mental health awareness improves, there comes a troubling trend of young people diagnosing themselves with a mental illness, which can be a mood, personality, or anxiety disorder, but can also range to disabilities like autism or Tourette’s. And while some may relish finally being able to relate to feelings that they’re having, others might be creating new problems in their own minds. This is mental illness and disability appropriation: the perfect marriage between the rise in mental health awareness in the midst of an 18-month-long pandemic and the unabating teenage desire to be different and unique.”5 It becomes a cool status symbol to self-identify with any number of mental illnesses. 

			Plus, being able to name a mental illness as part of your identity is an easy way to land yourself in the club of the oppressed, and thus escape the category of the privileged oppressor.

			Charlie Jacobs, the mother in the San Francisco Bay area discussed briefly in the introduction, told me that her daughter, who fell down a rabbit hole of rapid-onset gender dysphoria, saw her self-diagnosed mental illness as a way to “rectify” her whiteness and affluence. Jacobs told me, “They have to pick something that marginalizes them. They have long discussions online trying to one-up each other on mental illness; one says she has ADD, but that’s below OCD. If you have a therapist, you go up a notch, and if you have a psychiatrist and a therapist, that’s another. They want to be put into a victimhood box. You hold more sway the more mental illness you have.” Jacobs then commented that this becomes “a self-fulfilling prophecy” in which children “start to believe what they’re putting on the internet” and start to feel mentally ill, which everyone used to agree is not a good thing. Jacobs said of her daughter, “She freaked out that she was [in fact, as she had claimed online] a schizophrenic.”6

			Appearing on a podcast with Benjamin Boyce, who concluded that we might define wokeness as a “trauma-inflation regime,” Seerut Chawla, a London-based anti-woke therapist, explained how wokeness has infected her clients. She said, “When you look at [refugee experiences and] compare that to what we’re seeing in the West, which is some of the most ungrateful, angry, fragile group[s] of people, and they’ve not had anything . . . of the same sort of [traumatic] experience . . . I think something happens to human beings when you have too much comfort; I think you start to malfunction . . . The conditioning of young people into postmodernist thinking . . . I think that causes mental health problems.”7 She defined postmodernism as “deconstructing things” and explained that many of her clients who attended university in the West (Europe or North America) were educated in applied postmodernism, which we call wokeness. She explained, “When you upend someone’s sense of reality, you do something really profound to their mind because you’re taking away from somebody that ‘down is down’ and ‘your feet are there’ and ‘you’re grounded’ and ‘this is what the world is.’ ‘This is the truth, and you can hang your hat on it.’ That’s taking away from a cast . . . swathe of people, and . . . nothing has meaning,” says Chawla. “That’s a feature of clinical depression, where the world literally becomes meaningless and pointless, and you have affective disorders—they’re rising; the numbers are rising. And I don’t think this is an insignificant factor.”8 In other words, the woke ideology is a systematic infliction and inflation of trauma on young people in order to destabilize our society.

			Writing in the March issue of Commentary magazine, Robert Pondiscio explained that this dynamic is taking place in classrooms as well. It isn’t confined to influences young people find on their own volition and in their free time; it’s force-fed to them by authority figures at institutions where attendance is mandatory and which are designed to shape their character. The result, according to Pondiscio, is that the misery children see in the culture is reinforced by educators. “When education becomes activism, it dwells exclusively in the bad and the broken; at least tacitly it encourages children to see their community and country as nothing more than a collection of problems to be solved, with none of the virtues and blessings of citizenship,” he writes.9 Believing that the world is a hostile, horrible place doesn’t do wonders for young psyches. Believing it only contains hostility and horrors is a recipe for disaster. Pondiscio continues, “Fair-minded people can see that gratitude for what works and outrage at what’s not working are equally important in a well-functioning civil society. But when only the latter is emphasized, it creates in the minds of students the impression that their country is reflexively antagonistic to their interests: what we have, what we have been given, and what some may wish to preserve is wrong, unjust, and must be dismantled, root and branch.”10 This is indeed what progressives wish to do: dismantle society in order to rebuild it, but this mission carries a significant mental health toll on an individual basis. 

			The woke approach is to work to prevent children from finding their way through everyday challenges and upsetting situations by making them all a part of a larger, opaque crisis, the solutions to which must be handed down from above. Basically, they’re being set up for failure. As Josh asked me, “Emotional intelligence is an essential part of success. . . . We won’t let them feel negative emotions; so how can they develop emotional intelligence?”11 This makes them dependent, incompetent adults as well because they never develop the resilience they would otherwise have at their disposal. 

			To understand why I place so much stock in the importance of resilience, I’d like to tell you about a chapter in my own life. 

			When I was three years old, my parents divorced after years of trying to align their lives with the obligations of parenthood. My father deeply loved all manner of illegal narcotics and had no desire to end his relationship with them. My mother, from the moment she discovered she was pregnant with me, knew I deserved more than that. They bonded over their drug use early on, but inevitably it would be the major driving force behind their separation and divorce. 

			Until I was seven, my father and his drug use would make appearances in my everyday life. Despite a crystal-clear recollection of my time spent with my mother, which was 98 percent of the time, my occasional weekends at my father’s remain opaque. As an adult, I’m still not entirely sure what happened on those weekends, but I trust that my brain is doing me a solid by blurring those memories. 

			When I was seven years old, my father’s increasingly sporadic visits came to a close, thanks to the tens of thousands of dollars my impoverished single mother paid in legal fees. I would not see him again until a year after my mother’s death. 

			I was sixteen years old and in the middle of a junior year study abroad program in Belgium when I found out she was seriously ill from complications from lupus, an autoimmune disorder. After I learned how sick she was, I flew home the next day and went straight to the hospital. When I walked in, I looked at my mother and knew she was sick in a way she’d never come back from.  I said aloud, “Oh, (expletive). This is going to mess me up for the rest of my life.” 

			I was told that if her kidneys didn’t start producing urine in the next few hours, they would be permanently inoperative. I sat next to her bed until 3 a.m. and watched the bag, and I prayed. I had never done that before. I yelled, I pleaded, I cried, and I watched the bag. At 3 a.m., the window had passed. Not a drop of urine fell from my mother’s body. 

			I went back to my friend Kaitlin’s house and slept in her guest room. At 6 a.m. I woke up and crawled into Kaitlin’s bed and cried on the foot of her bed in a ball. Her mother heard me and came in, and soon the entire house was awake. I was inconsolable. My mother’s friend Tina had called the doctors at my request, and they told her that they placed my mother’s chances at 10-50 percent, depending upon if she woke up after they took her off the medication they had used to induce her into a coma the night before. They told Tina that even if she survived, my mother would be on dialysis for the rest of her life, which would not be very long. She would not have a chance to receive a transplant for her liver or kidneys, given that she was now in multi-organ failure. 

			My mother had placed Tina, a nurse, as her healthcare proxy, but it was made clear to myself and Tina at the time of this decision that it was ultimately my wishes that would be honored. I was too young to be the proxy legally, so Tina agreed to act as my advisor and above all promised to respect my wishes. 

			Tina and I had a face-to-face meeting with my mother’s doctors, and we agreed to keep her in a medically induced coma until my grandparents arrived so that she wouldn’t have to suffer on her last day. We went through her potential care plan if we decided to sustain her on life support and she survived. The doctors started the meeting looking at Tina, but by the end they knew I was the one in charge. 

			I knew walking into the meeting that day that it would be my mother’s last day on Earth, and walking out, I felt more certain that it was the right decision. Kaitlin’s mother and Tina suggested that I wait with them in the lobby, and not sit in the room with my mother, but I knew that these were my last hours with my mother and that I would never forgive myself if I spent them in a hospital lobby with other people. I sat with my mother alone in her room for the next five hours.

			I wrote in my diary a few years later, “As much changing as I did in Belgium, as much changing as I have ever done, those five hours completely shaped who I am today. I walked into her hospital room at noon one person and out at 5 p.m. someone completely different. Of those five hours I’m not sure what I want to divulge about what I said and what happened. They are the most precious hours of my life, and they always will be. They were the best hours of my life, and the absolute worst. For everything that happened between my mother and me, for the fact that she was leaving me a virtual orphan at sixteen years old, I made peace with it, and I made peace with her. I ultimately needed her to know that she raised me well enough for me to survive without her. Her not being around, the trauma that I had experienced between her and my father, all of it, I realized in that room with her, it was all my warm-up for that moment. Everything I had gone through up until that moment had prepared me to make the decision to let her go, to let her escape away from the pain she had been in her entire life. The physical pain, as well as the mental pain. I realized in those five hours that I ultimately loved her more than I loved myself. That I loved her enough to let her go. I loved her enough to put myself at the whim of the world in exchange for her freedom. And I wanted nothing more than to give it to her.” 

			When my grandparents arrived, they somehow had the impression that my mother was extremely ill but not on her last day. When they walked into her hospital room, they were shocked at my mother’s appearance. She looked nothing like anyone had remembered her. All of her teeth had fallen out while I was in Belgium, and the medication they had given her to hydrate her had swelled her body to literally over double its normal size (three times the size my grandparents remembered her as, since they hadn’t seen her in years). She was unconscious, another surprise. They just stared at her. When we walked out, they realized the gravity of the situation. I told them that I was taking her off of life support at 8 p.m. 

			Soon after, while we were sitting in my mother’s room, a group of a half-dozen doctors, interns, and medical students came in. They asked that we leave the room so that they could examine a piece of machinery that had been placed into my mother a year earlier to regulate her spinal cord fluid. My grandparents stood to leave, but I remained seated and asked why they needed to examine her. The doctors were taken aback by me, at sixteen years old, taking control of my mother’s medical care. I asked them, abruptly, if they had bothered to look at her chart, and if they had seen that we were taking her off of life support in an hour. They mumbled that yes, they had seen that on her chart. I told them, “While I understand that this is a teaching hospital, you need to realize that this is someone’s daughter and someone’s mother. This is our last few minutes with her alive, and you can examine her after we’ve unplugged her, because this is our time with her.” They quietly apologized and scurried out of the room. My grandparents were incredibly impressed with me, and I like to think that my mother was too. I like to think that after our five hours together, my having done this convinced her that I would be all right without her, that I was strong enough to survive. 

			She continued to lie there, silent, immobile, still comatose. They had stopped the sedative medication hours before, but she still hadn’t woken up. She never would.

			When the time came to take out the ventilator tube, we were asked to leave the room for a moment while they did so. We walked back in, and my mother lay there peacefully. They didn’t have a heart monitor in the room, and we had no way of knowing if she was alive or dead. Her breath had already been so shallow before that it was hard to tell. Soon, however, she started to take gasping, violent breaths that shook her entire body. She thrashed, and we had to hold her down so that she wouldn’t fall off the bed. She was struggling for every breath, suffocating before our eyes. It was the most excruciating few minutes of my life. Maybe it was a few minutes, maybe a half hour, I don’t know, but it felt like an eternity. My grandmother started screaming, hysterically screaming. I tried to stay calm; I didn’t want my mother’s last moments on Earth to include a look of anguish on my face. My grandmother screamed at my mother to “go into the light.” She started grabbing at her, screaming it in her ear, over and over. I ripped her hands off of my mother, grabbed her arms, and with a death stare and a tight squeeze said, “Shut up or get out.” My grandmother looked at my grandfather in horror that I had spoken to her like that. My grandfather looked at me and knew I was serious, and told her to do as I said or that she would have to leave. I like to think my mother loved hearing me scream at her mother in her last moments. They shrunk away silently, and I was the only person at her bedside. 

			I grabbed my mother’s head, the only part of her body still recognizable, and tried to keep it steady as the rest of her body thrashed. I whispered in her ear that I was OK, that she could go, to stop fighting, that I loved her, and then I sang to her. I sang, “You Are My Sunshine”—I’m not sure why, or where it came from in my brain, but it was the first thing that popped into my mind. I sang it over and over until she stopped thrashing, until the doctor walked in to tell us that her heart monitor had flatlined. But I already knew. Seconds before he walked in, she had opened her eyes, the first time since I had stepped off the plane. She looked at me, straight at me, and I saw in her eyes that she was scared, that she was sorry, and that she loved me. A tear rolled down her cheek. A moment later, she closed them, and she was gone. 

			I share all of that with you because challenges await everyone at some point, even if my mother’s death was an extreme example, and building resilience is crucial to meeting these challenges. 

			How did my mother raise a child who could go through such an experience and not only remain intact but also go on to thrive? This is a question I’ve been asked countless times, and the answer is in direct conflict with what woke ideology promotes to its adherents. 

			The assertiveness and clear hierarchy of power my mother modeled in our home was a blueprint for me, and it’s one I model in my own home now. My mother, in her role as the head of our household of just the two of us, took seriously her duty to train me to be a fully functioning adult, because unfortunately, due to her illness, she recognized I would be thrust into that role far earlier than my peers. While still in middle and high school, I was getting a crash course in what is now facetiously referred to as “adulting”: paying bills, making meals, doing laundry, plus dealing with the bureaucracy of health insurance claims and navigating the healthcare system in general. I was put in charge of all of these tasks in our family in part to help my disabled mother with household management but also so that I could gain experience while still wearing the “training wheels” of having my mother present to troubleshoot or answer questions. 

			That assertiveness and training prepared me for life after her death just shy of my seventeenth birthday. 

			Just as important as this training, however, was that Mother believed in a concept that has become frowned upon by parenting “experts”: discipline. Remember the “look” that our parents once gave us, the one that froze us dead in our tracks? How often have you seen that same look in modern parenting settings? We are told as parents that any discipline should be “gentle” and that the relationship between parent and child is more cooperative than authoritative. This model of parenting leaves children without clear boundaries and breeds less capable, less happy, less functional adults because the “training wheels” never come off. 

			John Rosemond, a family psychologist and syndicated columnist on parenting topics, told me his perspective on the shift: “In the late ’60s and early ’70s, we (being the American parents) bought into the very utopian-sounding idea that the parent-child relationship was only of psychological benefit to the child if the relationship was democratic, if the child was in any discussion in the family on a level-playing field with his parents. We shifted from the understanding that the raising of a child was about the proper training of the child and the teaching of a proper moral worldview to the idea that it was all about having a wonderful relationship with your child. [This] was clearly a denial of the very concept of legitimate authority.” Instead of parents whose primary goal is to raise children to be competent, confident adults, as Rosemond says, we now “have two generations of children raised by parents who are trying to be liked. These are kids who have received a lot of unconditional love but virtually no authentic authority in their lives.”12 Without that authority, they learn neither clear boundaries nor how to model that authority in their own adulthoods. 

			One striking result of this approach is a drop in self-esteem. That may sound counterintuitive, but such self-esteem comes from capability and competence, not constantly being told how great you are without ever having the chance to prove it to yourself. Many parents notice this problem but are at a loss as to how to help. A 1999 profile of Rosemond in the New York Times delivers a succinct explanation of his view of the link between discipline and self-esteem: “If held accountable for their behavior and allowed to experience hardship and frustration, children will develop self-esteem on their own.”13 Too many parents, particularly mothers, “are guilty of rushing in the minute the child begins feeling unhappy or distressed.” This short-circuits the process by which children develop a sense of their own ability to handle challenges. As Rosemond says in the profile, “If there are two words that underlie self-esteem . . . they are ‘I can.’” He continues, “I was in a school recently. I walked into the boys’ bathroom. Above the mirror, there was this sign that said, ‘You are now looking at the most special person in the whole world.’ This isn’t self-esteem. This is narcissism.”14 Woke ideology teaches parents to build up their children’s self-concept by constantly praising them and protecting them from difficulty. But that only makes them more vulnerable to difficulty later on. Learning the skills to handle challenges, often through the hidden blessing of failure, is how humans develop resilience.

			The growth in popularity of “gentle parenting” and an aversion to discipline and authority in millions of American homes is a clear problem for anyone familiar with the goings-on across college campuses. Again, the inmates are running the asylum. And they demand to be kept safe from unpleasant ideas and feelings to the degree that professors have to tiptoe around any possible “triggers” that might offend their students, rather than teaching the subjects in which they are recognized experts. It’s as if they still need their parents to cut the crust off their sandwiches and offer to make “noodles and sprinkle cheese” if there’s nothing in the dining hall to their liking. A population-wide shift in parenting away from discipline and clear consequences and toward making sure children only experience positive emotions has created a proliferation of young adults incapable of taking on not just the hard aspects of adulthood but any aspect of “adulting.” This is a societal catastrophe. Just look at the increasing number of “children” in their twenties and even thirties who are still living at home, extending their adolescence indefinitely.

			They lack, in a word, resilience—an essential aspect of which is moving forward from past traumas and taking ownership over your life, something I was fortunate to learn when I was in college. 

			Almost three years following my mother’s death, my father committed suicide. We never did resolve the issues between us. Considering all that had happened, I somehow wasn’t a basket case. But I wasn’t OK, either. 

			In the weeks following my father’s death, I didn’t act much differently than I had before, but given all I had gone through, everyone in my life insisted I go to therapy, and so, I made an appointment at University Health Services. When I arrived, they had an input form asking why I was there for mental health services. There were three lines to list why I was there. 

			I wrote on the intake form:

			
					My mom died when I was sixteen.

					My dad committed suicide last week.

					Do I really need a third reason?

			

			The woman who did my intake salivated when she saw my form. She was a doctoral student in psychology and, I think, sick of listening to kids talk about stress from finals or their significant others. I think she thought, “Finally, someone with actual problems.” It took me over an hour to tell her my life story up to that point in our intake meeting, and I’m pretty sure she called dibs on my case.

			I spent the rest of that year of college, my sophomore year, making orphan jokes. The hat my friend knitted me became my “orphan hat.” The jacket whose buttons popped off that I couldn’t afford to replace became my “orphan jacket.” That was how I defined myself. That is, until my therapist confronted me during one session, saying, “I know that’s how you see yourself. But is that all you want to be? An orphan?” She told me that I couldn’t change what had happened to me, but I could control my response to it. I could decide that I would be something more than just an orphan. 

			I’m incredibly grateful for this woman’s tough love, that she challenged me to be more than a victim. Sadly, fewer and fewer therapists are willing to push their patients in this way today. Instead, too often they perpetuate the problem. As we noted in our earlier chapter on how wokeness has invaded every aspect of mental health, from training programs to professional organizations, the fox is already in the henhouse. Embracing victimhood is seen as a goal in itself, rather than, as my therapist (correctly) saw it, a stumbling block to self-sufficiency.

			On the Boyce podcast, the anti-woke therapist Chawla emphasized this trend of reinforcing victimhood: “I don’t know whether it’s because therapy is less scientific than psychology, and whether therapy is closer to social work . . . But all of the woke ideas of identity-first instead of humanity, and over-validating and coddling . . . It has insidiously burrowed its way into therapy, but it’s at the cost of the client.”15 Boyce asked Chawla, “What are the outcomes you see for clients who are given the woke model of therapy?” Chawla responded, “They don’t cope very well because one of the rhetorics that I hate is that they are now problematizing resilience. They’re saying you shouldn’t have to be resilient because the world is oppressive . . . The oppression should be removed and then you can be as you are. What kind of stupid bollucks is this to tell people?”16

			If the objective of the woke is to emotionally cripple an entire generation of children by teaching them that they are fragile and that the world is dangerous, COVID was the perfect opportunity for absolute destruction. 

			Commenting on Twitter about the woke response to the pandemic and its assault on pediatric mental health, Erika Sanzi, outreach director for Parents Defending Education, noted, “Kids [are] being told they are viral vectors, that they shouldn’t be high-fiving or hugging their friends, that they can’t let that mask slip or else. Hysterical adults with no sense of costs/benefit have projected their neurosis onto children.”17 This paranoia about staying safe was termed “safetyism,” which, in a column for Mishpacha magazine in January of 2022, Jonathan Rosenblum explained “ramps up anxiety and hysteria, one consequence of which is to cause people to view one another with suspicion, if not as direct mortal threats.”18 He continues, “Safetyism did not begin with COVID-19. For decades, American children have been less and less likely to ride a bike or walk to school, or play sports after school unsupervised by adults. As a consequence, they grow ever more fragile, and less resilient and independent.”19

			In the age of COVID, it was often the progressive Left opportunistically repeating the mantra, “Kids are resilient,” as a blanket defense for their preferred policies, which were deeply harmful to children. They told parents over and over that it was OK that schools were closed, and that kids were masked, because kids were able to withstand any and all abuse our society shoved upon them. This cohort of adults historically has exhibited the least amount of resiliency themselves but felt no qualms demanding resilience of toddlers and young children, whose entire childhoods were upended and demolished by a virus that held for them statistically zero chance of serious illness or death. The woke—many of whom have a diagnosed mental illness themselves and are in therapy hashing out their emotional trauma from their own childhoods—didn’t pause to consider the significant damage extended isolation and virtual schooling might cause for an entire generation of young people. Whereas we once heard “check your privilege” repeatedly, there was a deafening silence about the fact that schools were more likely to be closed in inner cities than in wealthy suburban districts. While children whose parents could afford private schooling were more likely to return to in-person learning, poorer public-school children were shut out for well over a year. 

			All of this is to say that the woke ideology places children in an impossible situation. They are prevented from developing the emotional skills they need to flourish as adults at the same time that they are expected to handle anything woke activists throw at them. 

			So, what next? Where does a parent go from here? How can we raise resilient and emotionally mature children in an environment where everyone is entitled to participation trophies but is also burdened with the emotional baggage of a world destroyed by climate change? Or, more recently, how can we protect children from the notion that they could kill grandma by simply breathing near her and so must be tasked with the responsibility of wearing an N95 mask outside at the playground to protect her but also expected to gather in crowds to protest for woke causes? 

			This is the million-dollar question and perhaps the reason you’ve read this entire book. The answer isn’t simple, but the most succinct way to explain it is this: our duty to our children is to raise them into capable adults. It’s our responsibility to teach them about living in the world without stripping them of their innocence. And by innocence, we don’t mean naivete or ignorance or weakness. We mean the ability to look at the world around them without the woke filter of cynicism that distorts everything they see into ideological signposts of a wicked world. The woke see children as child soldiers in their cultural revolutions, isolating them from their parents and radicalizing them. In such a climate, parents need to assert their right to raise their own children rather than leaving that to forces like teachers, media, and peers who seek to sexualize and politicize their existence. It requires limiting, supervising, and monitoring the exposure children have to authority figures and messages that seek to usurp their parents’ proper role. The task is exhausting, and things will inevitably slip through the cracks. Those are learning opportunities, chances to explain to children that some things are not meant for them. Guarding their innocence will also help protect them against an assault on their mental and emotional health. 

			Before reading this book, the overwhelming nature of the many ways childhood innocence is being targeted by political activists may have been unimaginable to you. Who would suspect a child’s therapist, teacher, pediatrician, or librarian of being part of widespread effort at indoctrination and manipulation? Now, the scope of the threat is clear. It can be overwhelming when you come to the realization that the elites of every major cultural institution are stacking the deck against traditional American families. How can we possibly fight a machine as well funded, well organized, and shameless as the woke progressive Left? 

			The task is immense, but you’ve already taken the first step. We mirror what every episode of G.I. Joe would end with: “Now you know. And knowing is half the battle.” 

			The solution starts with us. American moms and dads are the answer to this crisis, and our power cannot be doubted after how we changed the electoral tide at the conclusion of the pandemic. 

			We know the lion’s den that awaits our kids in classrooms, in libraries, and even in therapists’ offices, so we need to exert power over the most sacred space, the place where kids are most influenced and most connected: our homes. We control the movie night choices, the read-aloud selections, the internet-enabled devices, and the individuals with whom our kids form personal relationships. Parents need to wield that control unashamedly, deliberately, and mercilessly. 

			And outside the home, we parents owe it to our children to make our voices heard. Staying quiet is a luxury our kids cannot afford; it might make day-to-day relationships easier without conflict or friction, but it will lead to a lifetime of regret if your kids are indoctrinated into basket cases by overzealous ideologues. COVID taught parents how powerful our individual and collective voices are, and we cannot forget that lesson. The stakes are too high and our kids too sacred. 

			The hardest aspect of this is becoming comfortable with the idea of making other people uncomfortable. It’s OK to set clear lines in the sand and establish boundaries. When your son’s teacher begins a first-grade class by telling the children his pronouns, you’ll be perceived as a bigot for saying, “In our family we believe that one’s gender is immutable. Please do not introduce the idea to him that it’s subject to change according to one’s whims.” You’ll have to become comfortable with the idea of being perceived as a troublemaker and even a bigot; be in contact with your kid’s teacher, principal, and the school board. Keep tabs on what they’re doing and give them feedback. Connect with other parents concerned about these issues as well. You are far from alone. 

			Don’t be afraid of establishing boundaries, even quietly. When a form at your pediatrician’s office asks if you have guns in the house or what your child’s pronouns are, you can and should leave them blank. If you’re asked directly, you can decline to answer as well, and if you’re feeling cheeky, suggest they add questions more directly applicable to more statistical safety risks such as, “Do you own a pool?” or “Is your young child riding in a rear-facing car seat?” 

			Boundaries are important with children too. They need to understand the family’s values, and that means they might not get an iPhone before high school and open access to every book, movie, or television show, even if they’ve been marketed to children. There must be a culture of work and respect, of discipline and responsibility. 

			Plenty of things are out of our control, like the woke training that our kids’ teachers, doctors, and therapists receive. While it’s crucial to know what goes on outside the home, we can only control what takes place in our own homes, doing our best to raise resilient children able to withstand a woke assault on their values and sanity. It’s our hope that in this book we’ve given you the motivation and the tools to do so. 

		


		
			Conclusion

			How to Pull Your Kids Out

			What if you’ve seen all there is to see here, and you’ve decided to take your ball and go home? What if you believe that existing fully in this culture—sending kids to school, consuming modern media, having your kids socialize with public school friends, and playing on TikTok with them—is just no longer an option? 

			In what was arguably her most famous novel, Atlas Shrugged, Ayn Rand created a new civilization in what she called “Galt’s Gulch.” There is, unfortunately, no such place (unless there is, in which case, please contact me). American families have to decide how best to “go Galt” while still living in modern America. 

			Where are your kids most likely to encounter a toxic brand of wokeness that endangers their innocence and safety? In public school and libraries, doctors’ offices, in media content like books, movies, and television shows, and on the internet. Karol will give you the blueprint for trying to navigate those worlds while still keeping your children safe if that’s the path you’ve envisioned for your family. But I don’t think that’s a viable long-term solution. Instead, I am convinced the only way to protect our children is to disconnect them almost completely from those conduits.

			In just the time it took us to write this book, the material we had to work with exploded. Between the time of this writing and when the book will go to print, more stories and revelations will inevitably break, only serving to accelerate the progressive assault on childhood innocence and traditional families. The reason is clear: they want to totally remake American society, but in order to do that, they need to ideologically capture the next generation. They’re not having kids, so they must capture ours. It’s our job as parents to stop them, and drastic measures are necessary. 

			Let’s start with public schools: you have to pull your children out of them, and we have to recapture what takes place inside of them. We cannot cede control of these schools to the woke, but we also can’t allow our own children to become collateral damage if we can help it while we wage that battle. 

			“Let me tell you about homeschool.” That’s the quip I always tweet, along with stories about institutional rot in public schools. Well, you’ve bought the book, so I owe it to you to actually tell you about homeschooling. 

			Due to COVID, the popularity of homeschooling exploded. The Census Bureau found that, by October 2020, the nationwide proportion of homeschoolers had risen to more than 11 percent, from 5 percent at the start of the pandemic. For black families, the growth was sharper.1 Around 3 percent of black students were homeschooled before the pandemic; by October, the number had risen to 16 percent.2 Public schools sent a message to families over COVID: schools are non-essential. Parents received that message loud and clear. 

			Now, I want to acknowledge that, for every family with the ability and will to homeschool, there are countless more without the option. There are families that cannot, for any number of reasons, homeschool. For them, we need to ideologically recapture schools via school boards (as Karol will discuss), and we need to support viable private schools by offering families school choice to be able to take their money with them and allow the funding to follow the student. But if you can manage it, I highly recommend homeschooling your children.

			Where does a parent even start? First, you have to find out the laws in your state and ensure you’re able to legally meet the standards set by your local legislatures. You can check all of the requirements on the Homeschool Legal Defense Association (HSLDA) website and consider joining in order to fund their efforts to protect homeschool freedom and give yourself an insurance policy with HSLDA’s lawyers, who will be on call if your family runs afoul of authorities in the course of your homeschooling. 

			The question then becomes: How do I do school at home? My first answer is: You don’t. You don’t have to recreate school at home, with lectures, desks, worksheets, and tests. You can totally reimagine what education is and how to home-educate your children. I have a few resources for further reading:

			
					John Taylor Gatto was a schoolteacher-turned-education activist and writer. After teaching for nearly thirty years, he wrote several treatises against modern education not just in public schools but traditional schools more generally. Dumbing Us Down was released in 1991, and Weapons of Mass Instruction (which isn’t at all about politics despite the name) was released in 2008. Both books will leave you completely reimagining what education can and should look like. 

					For the Children’s Sake by Susan Schaeffer Macaulay: When you listen to old-school homeschoolers discuss how they first discovered homeschooling, this is the book almost all cite as the bedrock for their educational philosophy. Macaulay popularized the teaching of a nineteenth-century English educator named Charlotte Mason for the modern homeschooler, and it is her philosophy that we follow in our own homeschool. 

					Read living books: The backbone of Charlotte Mason’s teaching is an emphasis on reading “living books.” Good-quality books that inspire, that open a window into a person’s life, a time period, or important ideas. Mason wrote that within living books there is “the fit and beautiful expression of inspiring ideas and pictures of life.”3 A living book doesn’t just contain facts—it is narrative and is full of literary merit. It’s a book that stays with you. It makes you think. It opens a window to the world and how we want to walk in it. Charlotte’s Web, The Chronicles of Narnia, these are living books. Captain Underpants and textbooks, not so much. 

			

			The power of reading out loud cannot be understated. I have three book recommendations on that topic. Perhaps that sounds excessive, but they all have their own flair, and when you’re done, you’ll be fully on board the cult of books; and honestly, there are worse cults.

			
					The Read-Aloud Handbook by Jim Trelease is the original of the genre, and it contains not just the “why” of reading aloud, but also what exactly you should be reading aloud. 

					An even more science-based version is found within Meghan Cox Gurdon’s book The Enchanted Hour, which is a modern view on the importance of reading aloud in the age of nonstop screens and distraction. Gurdon is the children’s book critic of the Wall Street Journal and a journalist worth following for her coverage of the children’s literature and education space. 

					Sarah Mackenzie created the Read-Aloud Revival, a website, community, podcast, and book focusing on how and what to read aloud in a busy family. Mackenzie isn’t just recommending what to read based on ages, interests, and even months of the year; she’s also working on creating a wholesome children’s book publisher of her own. 

					More inspiring content includes The Brave Learner by Julie Bogart, a popular personality in the homeschooling world, and The Call of the Wild + Free by Ainsley Arment, about bringing natural wonder into your homeschool.

					I found a lot to take away from a classic in the homeschool genre, The Well-Trained Mind by Susan Wise Bauer and Jessie Wise, but I’m overall not personally a fan of their execution. The Well-Trained Mind has a lot of helpful resources, including the popular Story of the World narrative textbook series, but if you take a look at Susan’s Twitter feed of late, you’ll bemoan her own turn toward wokeness. In their book Consider This: Charlotte Mason and the Classical Tradition, Karen Glass and David B. break down a lot of the modern “classical” education philosophy, including The Well-Trained Mind. Glass is the author of two other incredibly worthy books on homeschooling as well, In Vital Harmony and Know & Tell. 

			

			But homeschooling isn’t just about books and sitting in your home; it’s about being out in the world. One of the most annoying questions I get, which I am always on the receiving end of while I’m out in the world, is, “What about socialization?” Ironically, I usually get these questions as my children are socializing. I have started to just point at them and make a circle motion with my finger; it’s like asking me, “What about breathing?” They’re doing it right now. 

			Homeschooling isn’t possible without a tribe, and if I can find it in deep-blue Montgomery County, Maryland, you can find it wherever you are too. It isn’t easy, but nothing that’s worth having comes easy. 

			The key to forming a friend group of homeschoolers is putting yourself out there—investigate homeschool classes, groups, field trips, and conferences. You only need to meet that one good friend, and they’ll introduce you to one or two more. The key is consistency: try to have a standing hangout (ours is on Wednesday afternoons). You’ll have more luck among religious folks, even if you’re not religious yourself. I have three homeschool friend groups I see with varying frequency: a contingent of other observant Jews in my immediate area, a group of a few core families of all different faiths (from atheist to LDS to Catholic), and a large group of fellow Charlotte Mason homeschoolers from all over Maryland. In addition to playdates, we join and form classes together for our kids (and we hang out while they’re doing it): tae kwon do, art, pottery, rock climbing, and more. 

			But outside of the question of how to homeschool, the “why” is even more important. The reason you choose to homeschool cannot just be because you don’t want to send your kids to public school and because the private options are untenable for any number of reasons: cost, distance, educational philosophy, etc. In Consider This: Charlotte Mason and the Classical Tradition, Glass and Hicks encourage parents to reimagine what education is, what it once was for “classical educators,” and what it could and should be again. They write, “Intellectual prowess was not the primary concern of the classical educators. Their reason for education had an altogether different goal. When we understand what motivated their educational efforts, we will see that there is a sharp difference between the historical, classical approach to education and our modern one. It is not a difference merely of methods, but a difference of purpose.”4

			Think about why you send your children to school. To learn, obviously. But to learn what, and why? And to what end? These are fundamental questions that parents have been conditioned by their own upbringing and through taking part in compulsory schooling not to reflect upon, and that lack of reflection has led us to sleepwalk into sending our children to become educated, without a clear idea of what they are going to be educated in. 

			Glass and Hicks go on, “What the educators of history have to tell us is that education is about developing a vision of goodness and virtue, and then—most importantly—bringing that knowledge to bear on actual conduct . . . Only within the past several generations has education become entirely divorced from moral development, and we see the results around us every day.”5

			Teachers and administrators recently have begun to take on the mantle of moral education, but it’s not any sort of morality most American parents are comfortable passing on to their children. Even moderate parents don’t want their kids’ moral instruction happening at the hands of woke twenty-five-year-olds, but that’s what’s happening when they choose to send them to school. They aren’t just learning math or English (if, as evidenced by test scores, they’re even learning at all); they’re spending the vast majority of their waking hours taking in the life lessons of their woke teachers and peers. There is no metric that makes the loss of a child’s moral compass worth it.

			Pulling your children out of public schools will go a long way to protect them from woke moral indoctrination, but you can’t stop there. The media is also extremely powerful.

			The question of how to handle media depends a great deal upon the social lives of your children. I can tell you from experience that homeschooling has a lot of tangential benefits, and one of the biggest is that question of “socialization” that I mentioned previously. Not only are my homeschooled kids “socialized” (whatever that means), but they are also not spending most of their waking hours with kids from families that don’t share our values. They aren’t picking up on the media habits of friends who are allowed to stay up all night watching anything they want and playing video games. When your kids don’t hear about this kind of content from friends all day, it’s a great deal easier to place some boundaries around what they’re watching and doing. 

			In our home, the television is always off during the week and on the Jewish Sabbath (Saturday). If Sunday happens to be a busy workday for me and my husband and/or the weather makes the outdoors impossible, we’ll allow the kids to stream a television show or movie that we’ve vetted or are already familiar with from our own childhoods. 

			You may have noticed (like our editor did) that in the chapter on media, there wasn’t much mention of live television or going to the movies; and that’s due to our own families’ viewing habits. We don’t watch almost any modern children’s content on live television; and we’re not alone. According to a site called Pirates & Princesses, the ratings for Nickelodeon are stagnating. They reported, “Since July of 2017, Nickelodeon’s viewership has dropped from 1.3 million average viewers per week to a June of 2021 average of only 372,000. In only four years, Nickelodeon has dropped more than two-thirds of its audience.”6

			Their viewers are doing what we are: streaming. When you stream old episodes of Boy Meets World or Full House, you know what you’re getting. When families decide to watch Disney classics instead of content that producers have promised will be awash in ideological content, you know what you’re getting will be in line with your values. 

			Families are voting with their feet and their wallets when it comes to media content. Will it have an effect? When we went to print, it was too early to say when it came to Disney. But a survey conducted by Trafalgar Group of 1,000 respondents in April of 2022 spells trouble for the brand.7 According to the results, 68.2 percent of overall participants said they were less likely to do further business with the media giant. That includes over 48 percent of participants identifying as a Democrat (39.3 percent of the total group), over 85 percent of those identifying as a Republican (35.6 percent), and over 72 percent of those who did not identify as non-partisan or some other party (25.1 percent). What’s more, 69.1 percent of overall participants said they were likely to support family-friendly alternatives to Disney. That includes 58.6 percent of Democrats, 77.6 of Republicans, and 72.1 percent of those unaffiliated with a political party.8 That bodes well for sending a message to woke corporations, but it also signals good news for alternative upstarts, like our publisher the Daily Wire, which are committed to producing more age-appropriate media content for children. 

			Smartphones are even more important to avoid. In 2019, Naomi Schaefer Riley wrote the book Be the Parent, Please: Stop Banning Seesaws and Start Banning Snapchat: Strategies for Solving the Real Parenting Problems. Riley discussed the critical importance of getting kids off screens—most importantly, cellphone screens—and how to do it. That need has only become more pronounced since her book was published.9 In a New York Times piece published in the spring of 2022, “‘It’s Life or Death’: The Mental Health Crisis Among U.S. Teens,” the negative effect of screen time, especially on cellphones, was a common theme in the deterioration of the mental well-being of teenagers. Parents usually meant well, as in the following example: “At 10, M got a smartphone. Linda and her husband, Tony, both of whom had busy work schedules, worried that the device might lead to heavy screen time, but they felt it was necessary to stay in touch.”10 

			Smartphones are not necessary to stay in touch. There are flip phones available with every major carrier. Alternatively, kids can have a walkie-talkie one-touch phone that operates on a cellphone network with built-in GPS (there are a few options like this; we use one called Relay). Your preteen does not need a phone. I repeat: Your preteen does not need a phone. Your young teenager doesn’t need one either. You might have the only kid in school who doesn’t have one—or so they tell you. Remember when we used to groan when our parents told us, “If everyone else jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge, would you too?” You know what they say: we all turn into our parents one day. So, turn into your parents and try that Brooklyn Bridge line out on your kids; keep them off of smartphones and off of social media as long as humanly possible. 

			I spoke to a captivating young woman, Mary, a recent college graduate from a small liberal arts school who arrived on campus as a woke and troubled pink-haired bisexual atheist and left as a self-described “TradCath,” or traditional Catholic. Mary explained where her parents went wrong: “I was given unmitigated access to the internet as a twelve-, thirteen-year-old. That’s insane, but that’s normal. I got into Tumblr wokeness; I became convinced that my gender issues were driving my unhappiness, not my family life. I turned my dissatisfaction with my life [into dissatisfaction with the] basic facets of reality. Neglect is what drove so much of the drive [toward dysfunction and wokeness].” How will she raise her children differently? She told me, “I’m not going to let my kids have access to screens until they’re teenagers. I’m going to homeschool them. Raise them with present, positive values. Our parents’ generation were able to coast with a social safety net, of having these values be enforced; even if you didn’t grow up in a devout household, you could still be shunned if there was adultery. You have to be intentional about the values you give to your children [now]; society won’t fill in the gaps. Morality is gone from public life. The family is where they’re getting their sense of right and wrong; our parents thought they could outsource goodness and childrearing to people who don’t have their kids’ best interest in mind.”

			Shielding kids is a full-time job, and mistakes will slip through the cracks. Parents need to do the best they can to screen friends, television, books, and messaging on issues like gender, guns, and climate change. But we also need to have open, honest, and difficult conversations with kids to prepare them for the inevitable time that someone asks them their pronouns or tells them that we’re all going to drown in the melted polar ice caps. We’ll all have our own talking points on how to address those issues when they come up, and it’s up to individual parents to decide what theirs are. But making an intentional decision to protect children will pay dividends in their improved mental health over the entirety of their lives. We must shield them from the doom and gloom; we must protect them at all costs from messaging that the world is ending, that they are “the oppressors” or “the oppressed,” and that they’ll find true happiness living in someone else’s body. 

			For one tearful mother I spoke with, Kavita, it was too late to save her relationship with her own daughter, a recent college graduate with whom she has barely communicated in the last several years because of politics. Kavita, an immigrant of Indian descent, isn’t woke enough for her daughter, who objects to Kavita and her white husband’s lack of commitment to abortion rights, Black Lives Matter, and more. She told me, “I started becoming aware of politics when it was too late; we didn’t raise our kids to be religious; we [just] raised them to be good kids. I used to tell them, ‘Do the right thing because it’s the right thing to do.’ I regret we were never religious, reading about how important faith is to children.” But her biggest regret is not taking advantage of opportunities to have real, honest conversations with her daughter, no matter how difficult. She said, “I lost so many teachable moments with her during her high school years,” and wished she could tell parents, “You guys have to talk to your kids about these things at such an early age, and I didn’t. I regret that, and I’ll live with that for the rest of my life. I think that I could have changed her.”11 It is essential to talk about things clearly and openly with your kids when woke concepts inevitably come up. 

			Don’t shy away from these discussions out of fear they’ll turn into arguments. And don’t assume it’s just a phase or a form of teenage rebellion, because the consequences of wokeness are long-term and sometimes (as in the case of gender reassignment surgery) permanent. An ideology that is specifically designed and propagated to engineer conflict does not need much time to do a lot of damage. Keep the lines of communication wide open and talk through with them what they’re thinking, what they’re learning, and where they’re learning it. And use the stories in this book as a guide to fill in the blanks: teens in thrall to woke authority figures aren’t hearing the cautionary tales and the sad endings. They aren’t being told about what happens on the other side of this, what becomes of the once-promising individuals used as foot soldiers and then discarded into adulthood, unprepared and broken and alone. They aren’t presented with the massive weight of medical and scientific knowledge that debunks the propaganda they’re fed. This isn’t simply a clash of values; these children are being lied to, and you—their parents—know the truth. And at the very least, you’ll know what they’re being told and by whom, because now you know the full menu of options at your disposal. You are neither powerless nor alone.

		


		
			Conclusion

			How to Fight from Within

			As you’ve learned throughout this book, wokeness isn’t just attacking your kids at school. It’s coming from every direction. There’s only so much you can do to opt out of society to protect them. 

			Our three children are twelve, nine, and six. They have gone to public school since kindergarten. They each have an iPad, bought by their grandparents, which they are allowed to use in moderation. They watch current movies and shows and read modern books. They are not on any social media. For our family, limited yet intentional exposure to wokeness is a way of combating it. 

			In fifth grade, in New York City, our daughter suddenly had friend after friend come out as trans, all girls, generally declaring themselves “nonbinary.” We talked about showing respect toward people who may be struggling, and we talked about what it actually meant that so many girls suddenly didn’t feel right in their bodies. We couldn’t, and didn’t, pretend this social contagion wasn’t happening around her. We kept the lines of communication open with her and engaged on the topic on any level she felt comfortable.

			Our older son and I recently had a good laugh over him carrying his “Earth dies, we die” sign (mentioned in chapter eight) at the climate march in first grade. Currently in third grade, he understands the absurdity of having a bunch of kids protest for any reason, much less that the climate is changing. He’s our most outspoken child, ready to challenge the world. I don’t want my children to be political at such a young age, but he’s a history buff (don’t get him started on Napoleon’s misunderstood place in history), and that leads him to having a wide range of opinions, on many topics, that he enjoys sharing with others. That wasn’t easy in Brooklyn when he was pointing out to his friends that masking to stop an airborne virus made no sense, but we knew it was more important that he hear the truth from us. 

			Our younger son is six years old and too young to understand a lot of the concepts that come with explaining and battling woke culture. We start small. He knows he must have his own opinion. He does not need to copy what his friends believe. He knows we expect him to be a leader and not a follower. We lay the basics so when it comes time to challenge ideas he hears, he’ll know that is what’s expected of him. 

			There are many ways to fight for your children. Bethany describes “The Benedict Option,” a retreat from society into tight-knit communities, based on the Rod Dreher book, The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian Nation. The option, named after the sixth-century monk St. Benedict of Nur­sia, argues that Christians “embrace exile from mainstream culture and construct a resilient counterculture.”1 Obviously it’s not just for Christians. It may include homeschooling, tuning out mainstream television shows, and shunning modern books and movies. 

			This is the most extreme option and the one hardest for most people to achieve. I understand why people do it, and I advocate making the best decisions for your own family, but I don’t want to surrender the society we’ve collectively built to the forces of leftism. The fewer non-woke people there are participating in public schools or in wider culture, the more power the fringe will amass. I don’t want to capitulate to these conformist extremists. 

			Another option is selective flight. You can take your children away from woke spaces while still participating in overall culture. That might mean having to skip story hour at a library where the librarian is in indoctrination mode. It might mean switching schools for your kids. It might mean moving to another state. 

			That’s what it meant for our family. Our reasons for the move from Brooklyn to south Florida were pandemic related: our youngest child had never been maskless at school, and we saw it having a real negative effect on his education. We also could not forgive that schools had closed and rich New Yorkers simply got their kids an education via private school or private tutors, while not fighting to open schools for the kids who didn’t have that access. We could not unsee what we saw during COVID, and so my husband and I, both lifelong New Yorkers who had planned to raise our children the same, knew we had to get our kids out.

			It was the response to the pandemic that galvanized our resolve, yes, but there have been so many other pluses about the move in terms of fighting wokeness. Governor Ron DeSantis has been at the forefront of making policies to challenge wokeness aimed at children. He has three small kids himself, and he has the urgency to give his kids a good, normal, healthy life. This isn’t a fight down the road for him. It matters to him right now just like it matters to us. 

			In April of 2022, the Florida Department of Education rejected fifty-four math textbooks because they contained inappropriate material. One lesson on polynomials was titled “What? Me? Racist?”2 It’s a giant positive for my new state that they realize racial indoctrination can be happening in their math books. But it’s also a testament to the fact that it really could happen anywhere. 

			That’s the problem with flight as a general solution. As we’ve shown through the book, wokeism is spreading. The idea that it is limited to coastal regions or cities is simply false. We can only run for so long. Our family is lucky to have Governor DeSantis at the helm right now, but what happens when he’s no longer governor? The fight is on, and it isn’t up to just any one politician to mount it. It will require all of us.

			We have to engage more in our local politics. Before 2020, I did not think the governor of my state had that big an effect on my life. New York Governor Andrew Cuomo had been my governor for over a decade at that point, and I never felt his presence one way or another. That changed dramatically during the COVID pandemic. It was scary to see just how much power the governor could have over my everyday life. I could never go back to not paying attention.

			It was further terrifying to see how much unelected officials, like those at New York City’s Department of Education, could affect the lives of my children. I had been coasting. Now I know we have to fight.

			Will Johnson, a parent-turned-activist with FAIR (Foundation Against Intolerance and Racism) in Douglas County, Colorado, told me the battle is front and center in schools. “K-12 education is where the soul of our country is being decided. Too often today, the K-12 system is wedging itself between parent and child and training our children in a worldview antithetical to parents’ values and America’s founding principles.” Johnson’s suggestions for parents who want to get involved are the following: “1. Be present in the school and volunteer where possible. As they say, half the battle is just showing up. 2. Use Freedom of Information Act Requests to uncover withheld information. 3. Link up with other like-minded parents. There is strength in numbers and many more people agree with you than it seems! 4. Join groups like Parents Defending Education, FAIR, and Moms for Liberty. They and others have great resources and communities to empower you to act! 5. Reinforce your values at home. Don’t assume the school system is doing it for you.”3

			With either path, whether your family participates in culture like mine does or isolates from it like Bethany’s, you can’t just tune out. Wokeness demands conformity from all, not just the woke. Bethany spent much of the pandemic fighting her county’s absurd mask mandate. You might not be interested in wokeness, but wokeness is interested in you.

			Fighting involves finding other like-minded people and standing your ground. All over the country, parents have reached their breaking points and are standing up for their children. It is a long battle, but in some places, they are winning or have won. It is not impossible. There will be tough times in that fight. You will be called names. You will be targeted. But the reward is standing up for your child and forging a better path for children everywhere. 

			None of these options are easy, but there’s no other way around the avalanche of indoctrination being aimed at your child. The Left knows the strategies to shut down debate, to force conformity, and to make sure no one steps out of line. It’s not enough to drift along and imagine someone else will take on the fight for you. You’re the parent. Your kids are yours and no one else’s. You know what is best for them. You know what you believe and what’s important. The leftists are coming for the kids, and you’re the last line of defense. Fight. 
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