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Alternative Math in a 
Post-Truth Era 

Treadstone 71 

 
Thank you to the creators of Alternative Math for crafting a brilliant, unsettling reflection of our times. In just 
minutes, you captured the absurdity, danger, and consequences of abandoning truth. Your work is more than 
satire—it’s a warning we cannot afford to ignore. 

 

 

 

David Maddox directed and co-wrote Alternative Math with Malcolm Morrison.  Produced by Liz Cardenas under
Ideaman  Studios, the  film  features Allyn  Carrell  as  the  embattled teacher  Mrs.  Wells,  with  Cole  Whitaker
portraying the student. The  film  was handled by David Blood, and the musical score was composed by Damon
Criswell. The film has been showcased at various film festivals, including Film Pittsburgh, and has garnered
attention for its satirical take on the challenges faced by educators in a  post-truth era.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zh3Yz3PiXZw

 

  



 

Copyright 2025 Treadstone 71 WWW.TREADSTONE71.COM 

Pa
ge

2 

Contents 
Analytic Brief ........................................................................................................................ 3 

Analysis ................................................................................................................................ 5 

Disinformation Frameworks and Key Terms (2015–2025).................................................. 5 

From Classroom to White House- Denial of Basic Facts .................................................. 8 

False Equivalence and Narrative Enforcement- Parents versus Teacher ........................... 9 

Public Shaming and Ideological Supremacy- The School Board Trial.............................. 12 

Outrage Optics- Media Frenzy and "Mathgate" Echo Chamber  ....................................... 15 

Epistemic Fracture and the New Normal- A Coordinated Campaign Against Reality ...... 19 

Scene/Tactic in "Alternative Math" Real-World Disinformation Parallel (2015–2025) ... 22 

Incisive Critique .............................................................................................................. 25 

Wrap Up.............................................................................................................................. 28 

 

  



 

Copyright 2025 Treadstone 71 WWW.TREADSTONE71.COM 

Pa
ge

3 

Analytic Brief 
We dissect the satirical yet spot-on short film “Alternative Math” in a detailed report, 
examining it as a symbolic representation of the United States’ epistemic collapse between 
2015 and 2025. The report draws a direct connection between the film’s plot and real-world 
disinformation tactics propagated by the Trump administration, MAGA-aligned media, and 
social ecosystems such as Fox News, OANN, Newsmax, and Truth Social. The film’s 
narrative, where insisting on a mathematical truth becomes grounds for persecution, mirrors 
the broader societal war against objective truth, reflecting the weaponization of conspiracy 
logic, false equivalence, and anti-intellectualism as a political strategy. The report presents 
a case study on how strategic communication, disinformation, and psychological 
manipulation have redefined the concept of truth in the American political and cultural 
psyche. 

The core subjects of the report include the Trump administration, MAGA-aligned political 
figures, partisan right-wing media (Fox News, OANN, Newsmax), platform ecosystems 
(Parler, Gab, Truth Social), educators and scientists victimized for defending facts, and the 
general American public that became polarized along factual lines. At the symbolic center 
stands “Mrs. Wells,” a fictional math teacher representing factual integrity under siege. 

The report employs a rigorous critical analysis of the film’s scenes, aligning each with real 
disinformation campaigns and sociopolitical developments from 2015 to 2025. It examines 
key frameworks, including “alternative facts,” the rise of “fake news,” the engineering of echo 
chambers, identity-protective cognition, and the illusory truth effect. Each narrative arc in 
the film—student denial, parental outrage, institutional capitulation, media amplification, 
and the normalization of absurdity—is unpacked as an allegorical model of how strategic 
disinformation reshaped public discourse, especially within MAGA-aligned sectors. The 
analysis references real-world consequences, including election denialism, COVID-19 
conspiracies, curriculum censorship, and the broader social destabilization rooted in 
collective fact rejection. 

The strategic use of disinformation revealed in the report shows a deliberate campaign that 
hollowed out institutional trust and reshaped public consciousness through repetition, 
emotional manipulation, and persecution narratives. The mechanisms exposed—such as 
substituting belief for evidence and forcing institutions to validate falsehoods—pose 
existential threats to democratic governance and collective decision-making. When 
foundational truths such as 2+2=4 become debatable due to ideological entrenchment, civil 
society loses its ability to function rationally. The resulting chaos is not merely cultural decay 
but is structurally advantageous for authoritarian movements seeking to replace empirical 
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standards with loyalty metrics. This strategy undermines the conditions for accountability, 
justice, and rational decision-making. 

Opposition to this post-truth drift has been largely ineffective due to three factors. First, the 
reluctance of mainstream media to label lies as such enabled false equivalence to 
masquerade as balance. Second, institutional leaders often chose appeasement over 
resistance, fearing reputational or career damage. Third, social media platforms 
algorithmically reward divisive and conspiratorial content, ensuring it has a broad reach and 
is reinforced within filter bubbles. Without a cohesive counter-narrative, disinformation 
ecosystems matured into full-spectrum dominance operations that co-opted constitutional 
language, weaponized free speech, and painted truth-tellers as extremists. Attempts at 
resistance that did not engage the emotional and tribal dimensions of belief failed to gain 
traction. 

The impact has been profound and corrosive. Public health policy, election security, 
education, and judicial authority have all suffered under the weight of fact erosion. Tens of 
millions believe in provable falsehoods regarding vaccines, voter fraud, and historical 
events. Educators face threats and firings for presenting established history. Platforms like 
Truth Social serve as insular echo chambers that radicalize users without exposure to 
rebuttals. The January 6 insurrection stands as a manifestation of this disinformation 
metastasis. The judicial system itself has begun absorbing these distortions as some judges 
and lawmakers echo rhetoric born in conspiracy spaces. Meanwhile, political mobilization 
around false narratives has led to real-world violence, economic destabilization, and deep 
polarization. This normalization of unreality undermines civic cohesion, compromises 
emergency response, and delegitimizes governance structures. 

Absent a decisive and multi-pronged counteroffensive, the trajectory is likely to continue 
epistemic segmentation and radicalization. Strategic foresight suggests that the persistence 
of disinformation architectures, unregulated partisan media ecosystems, and emotionally 
seductive alternative realities will continue to fragment national identity and impede policy 
formation. AI-driven content personalization may accelerate the spread of disinformation 
through deepfakes and hyper-personalized propaganda. Education battles will intensify as 
disinformation movements target curricular content to prevent cognitive inoculation among 
youth. In this scenario, civic institutions risk becoming performative shells, as loyalty to 
narrative supplants loyalty to law. However, interventions in media literacy, structural reform 
of digital platforms, aggressive truth advocacy by the government, and cultural 
recommitment to intellectual integrity can mitigate this path. The inflection point lies in 
whether society collectively insists that 2+2 must always equal 4 or whether comfort and 
ideology continue to rewrite arithmetic—and, with it, reality. 
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Analysis 
Alternative Math is a 2017 satire showing how a basic fact – 2+2=4 – is disputed by a student, 
his parents, the school board, and the media. What begins as a simple classroom 
disagreement escalates into a nationwide scandal, with the teacher villainized and 
ultimately fired for insisting on a factual answer. The dark comedy serves as a parable for the 
“post-truth” era of 2015–2025, a period when fact denial, false equivalence, public shaming, 
and ideological supremacy often prevail over reality. In the report, we analyze Alternative 
Math through the frameworks of disinformation and conspiracy, as detailed in Treadstone 
71’s “Conspiracy Theories Part 1” and Treadstone 71’s “Cyber Counterintelligence” 
documents. We map each absurd escalation in the film to real-world examples from the 
MAGA movement and the broader information war of the Trump era. Information war during 
the Trump era included concepts like “Fake News," “Alternative Facts," “Echo Chambers," 
“Filter Bubbles,” and “Propaganda.” We also incorporate social psychology phenomena, 
such as confirmation bias, the illusory truth effect, identity-protective cognition, and 
manufactured moral superiority, to understand how millions came to embrace conspiracy 
logic over concrete facts. The goal is a critical and unsparing evaluation of how coordinated 
efforts have normalized an epistemic fracture in American public discourse, undermining 
our shared reality and democratic dialogue. 

Disinformation Frameworks and Key Terms (2015–2025) 
The period from 2015 to 2025 saw an explosion of terms and tactics that describe the 
breakdown in consensus truth. Before delving into scene-by-scene analysis, it is important 
to clarify these concepts- 

• Fake News: Initially referring to intentionally false news stories, “fake news” was later 
used by Donald Trump to describe media coverage he disagreed with. Beginning in 
late 2016, Trump popularized “Fake News” as a blanket dismissal of mainstream 
journalism – for example, calling CNN, NBC, CBS, the New York Times, and others 
“the enemy of the American people”. The weaponization of the term served to 
delegitimize the press and sow distrust among his supporters. By branding factual 
reporting as “fake,” propagandists can shield false narratives from scrutiny and 
criticism. Notably, Trump’s first tweet using “fake news” appeared after the 2016 
election in response to reports on Russian hacking and then spiked during coverage 
of his inauguration crowd size and early presidencycpj.org. The phrase became a 
rhetorical tool to insulate conspiracy claims from fact-checking, contributing to a 
climate where every truth was suspect unless it came from within the loyal echo 
chamber. 
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• Alternative Facts- Coined infamously by Trump adviser Kellyanne Conway in January 

2017, the phrase epitomizes falsehoods presented as equal to truthapnews.com. 
When pressed about obvious misstatements (like Spicer’s claim of record 
inauguration crowds), Conway insisted they were not lies but “alternative facts.” As 
one journalist retorted, “Alternative facts are not facts, they are falsehoods.” The 
concept of alternative facts mirrors the film’s premise of multiple answers to 2+2. It 
exemplified the post-truth doctrine of the era – objective reality was treated as 
malleable based on political allegiance. A Treadstone 71 analysis notes that 
“'Alternative facts' was not a gaffe – it was doctrine" under Trump. In practice, this 
meant officials would insist that false claims were just another perspective, eroding 
the notion of verifiable truth. The widespread mockery of "alternative facts" did not 
stop the phrase from becoming shorthand for the administration's expectation that 
its base would believe what it says, regardless of the evidence. 
 

• Echo Chambers and Filter Bubbles: Online spaces where people only see 
information that reinforces their beliefs without opposing views. An echo chamber is 
a social environment (TV outlets, social media feeds, etc.) that "reinforces alternate 
realities" by repetitively echoing the same narratives. A filter bubble is often 
algorithmic – personalized content feeds that filter out opposing viewpoints, 
"resulting in a ... bubble in which [an authority] decides what information citizens can 
and cannot see". During 2015–2025, conservative media and social networks created 
a powerful echo chamber for the MAGA audience- Fox News became the primary 
(sometimes exclusive) news source for nearly half of Republicans., and new 
platforms like Parler, Gab, and Truth Social formed explicitly to exclude moderating 
voices. By 2022, Trump's Truth Social was acknowledged even by outside observers 
as "a growing echo chamber for the right-wing media ecosystem"– essentially MAGA 
supporters talking only to each other. Within these self-reinforcing bubbles, false 
ideas (from 2020 election fraud to anti-vaccine myths) circulated unchecked, making 
it ever harder for reality to penetrate. Echo chambers amplified confirmation bias – 
people sought news that confirmed what they wanted to be true, and the bubble 
obligingly fed them more of the same. 
 

• Propaganda and Media Manipulation: Propaganda refers to biased or misleading 
information disseminated deliberately to shape public opinion. Propaganda was 
frequently disguised within partisan media. Fox News, for instance, became, in 
President Biden's words, "one of the most destructive forces in the United States" due 
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to the way it shaped millions of viewers' beliefs and partisan loyalties. Unlike 
traditional journalism, these outlets frequently present conspiracy theories or 
extreme spin as news, thereby blurring the lines between fact and opinion. One 
America News Network (OANN) and Newsmax went even further, airing outright 
fabrications – such as the baseless claim that voting machines rigged the 2020 
election – as if they were legitimate news. Such channels served as propaganda arms 
for the MAGA movement, often repeating the same talking points as those from 
Trump's White House. The coordination was sometimes explicit- Trump aides and 
surrogates would float a narrative (e.g., "Ukraine interfered in the election" or "masks 
do not work"), friendly media would amplify it, and social media accounts (botnets, 
trolls, loyal followers) would further spread and entrench it. By the time any fact-
check or rebuttal came, the false story had already become accepted truth in the 
targeted community – a dynamic enabled by the illusory truth effect, wherein 
repetition makes a lie seem true. In propaganda networks, repetition is a feature, not 
a bug- people exposed to the same false claim across multiple shows and platforms 
are increasingly likely to rate it as true.  

The repetition across multiple platforms is how an absurd idea like QAnon's cabal of satanic 
pedophiles went from fringe message boards to being described on OANN as "widely 
accepted" and "the new mainstream" in defense of the movement. The result is a media 
ecosystem that not only reports conspiracy theories but also actively manufactures and 
normalizes them. 

• Parody and Satire as Reflection- Interestingly, Alternative Math itself is a parody, but 
one that felt eerily realistic as American discourse deteriorated. Satire became 
difficult to distinguish from reality in the late 2010s; as one reviewer quipped, "if the 
issue were not so ridiculous, it would be a documentary." Parody can be a powerful 
mirror – the film exaggerates for comedic effect, yet every beat corresponds to 
something that truly occurred in public life. We can use parody as a lens to clearly 
see tactics that might be more camouflaged in real-time by analyzing the film's 
scenes alongside real-world events. Understanding satire shows that humor and 
absurdity can be used as a response to criticism. For example, when faced with false 
statements, some politicians or commentators may later say they were "just joking" 
or being "sarcastic." Using humor or exaggeration is one way to avoid accountability. 
Thus, examining Alternative Math's intentional comedy helps highlight the very real 
strategies of disinformation without letting the absurdity mask their impact. 

Having defined these frameworks, we now turn to a scene-by-scene analysis of Alternative 
Math, aligning each fictional development with concrete examples from the MAGA era's 
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disinformation playbook. We will see that virtually every element of the short film – from 
denying basic arithmetic to creating a public furor – has a direct analog to the recent 
American experience. 

From Classroom to White House- Denial of Basic Facts 
In the opening scene of Alternative Math, a young boy insists that 2+2 = 5 (or "22") on his 
math test, and he refuses to accept his teacher Mrs. Wells' correction that the answer is 4. 
The comically absurd denial of a simple fact sets the stage for everything that follows. It 
parallels a widespread phenomenon in real-world politics- the outright rejection of 
empirically proven facts when they conflict with one's preferred narrative. 

• Real-World Parallel – "Alternative Facts" and Crowd Sizes- A striking example 
occurred at the very start of the Trump administration. In January 2017, White House 
Press Secretary Sean Spicer falsely claimed that Trump's inauguration had the 
"largest audience ever," despite clear photographic evidence of a much smaller 
crowd than in 2009. When pressed on the falsehood, adviser Kellyanne Conway 
defended Spicer with the now-famous phrase "alternative facts." apnews.com In 
essence, the administration was asserting that 2+2 could equal 5 if that is what the 
boss wanted. The moment signaled that objective metrics (like crowd photos) no 
longer mattered to those in power; what mattered was controlling the narrative. The 
short film's obstinate student embodies the mindset. Just as the boy covers his ears 
to the teacher's proof, Trump's team doubled down on their version of reality, 
expecting supporters to accept it based solely on loyalty. Indeed, Conway's 
"alternative facts" doctrine made it official that truth was subordinate to belief. The 
damage of such thinking is that it invites everyone to choose their truth. As director 
David Maddox noted, "It used to be everyone is entitled to their opinion, but now it is 
like everyone is entitled to their facts."  
 

• The student's refusal to accept correction exemplifies confirmation bias, which is the 
inclination to seek or interpret information that supports pre-existing beliefs. Source. 
Psychologically, once the boy wrote down "5," he may feel that accepting it is wrong 
is an admission of personal failure. In the MAGA era, confirmation bias led many 
people to stick with false claims even more tightly when challenged. For example, an 
individual who believes that Trump won the 2020 election might disregard numerous 
court rulings and audits that proved no fraud and instead focus on any online 
speculation or marginal "audit" that suggests the vote was compromised. They 
viewed Facebook memes about ballots as evidence and dismissed official rebuttals 



 

Copyright 2025 Treadstone 71 WWW.TREADSTONE71.COM 

Pa
ge

9 

as a cover-up. "Evidence against conspiracy theories is often seen as proof of them 
because it's viewed as part of the conspiracy." This means that trying to correct a 
conspiracy believer can make things worse; they will respond, "Naturally, you would 
say 2+2=4; that is what they want you to think!" Mrs. Wells, the teacher, runs headlong 
into the wall of irrationality. 
 

• Identity-Protective Cognition - Another factor here is identity-protective cognition, 
which means that people reject facts that threaten their group identity or worldview. 
Suppose the boy's parents (and community) have an anti-expert, "anti-elitist" identity 
– they pride themselves on not trusting intellectuals or the education system. 
Admitting the teacher is right would contradict that identity. Similarly, many 
Americans tied their political identity so closely to Donald Trump or to certain 
ideologies that accepting an inconvenient fact wanted to betray their tribe. A climate 
change denier, for example, who defines herself as a "skeptic," will double down on 
denying global warming when confronted with scientific data because accepting it 
would estrange her from her group. Identity-protective thinking causes facts to be 
filtered through loyalty- as one definition states, it is "the subconscious inclination to 
dismiss information that challenges one's group identity, prioritizing group cohesion 
over objective assessment. In Alternative Math, the boy's stubbornness may come 
from messages he hears at home about not letting others dictate the truth. This 
mirrors the defiant attitude seen in adults during the pandemic. People insist "COVID 
is a hoax" or refuse vaccines even as hospitals filled because acknowledging the 
experts were right would conflict with their political or social identity. The film 
exaggerates with arithmetic, but in real life, basic science and evidence were similarly 
rejected by those for whom accepting them was psychologically (and politically) 
unacceptable. 

The opening conflict of Alternative Math – fact vs. belief – directly mirrors the post-truth 
conditioning that emerged between 2015 and 2025. Leaders and media personalities taught 
a portion of the public that personal belief or group doctrine takes precedence over verified 
truth. From trivial matters like crowd size to critical issues like election results or a pandemic, 
we saw literal facts come under assault. Next, we will examine how personal denial of facts 
is intensified by social forces, including family, community, institutions, and the media, 
mirroring real-world events. 

False Equivalence and Narrative Enforcement- Parents versus Teacher 
After the student's claim is rejected, Alternative Math sparks a confrontation between the 
parent and teacher. Danny's parents storm into Mrs. Wells' classroom, upset that their son 
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was informed he was incorrect. The scene brims with false equivalences and the inversion 
of victimhood – tactics often employed in political and media narratives to challenge 
inconvenient truths. 

• "No one right answer" – False Equivalence. The parents in the film insist that "there is 
no one right answer" to 2 + 2 and demand that the teacher accept their son's answer 
as equally valid. This is a textbook case of false equivalence, where two sides of an 
issue are portrayed as equally valid, even when one is objectively incorrect. In the 
media landscape from 2015 to 2025, the concept of false equivalence became a 
significant problem. News outlets, desperate to appear balanced, sometimes gave 
undue weight to baseless positions. For example, climate change debates often 
featured one scientist versus one denier, creating the illusion that the issue was 
controversial when, in fact, 97% of climate scientists agreed that human-caused 
warming is occurring. 
 

• Similarly, during the early COVID days, reputable coverage occasionally gave anti-
mask or anti-vaccine activists a platform equal to doctors, suggesting both "sides" 
had merit. Right-wing media did. The by-design facts (e.g., the effectiveness of 
masks) were presented as debatable. Fox News segments would pit "freedom 
advocates" against public health officials, implicitly asking the audience to decide 
whose "opinion" they preferred – as if virology were an opinion. The film's absurd math 
debate mirrors that of The. It reminds us of a CNN headline that could have been- 
"2+2=4? Controversy erupts as some parents say '5'." In fact, there was a notorious 
moment on CNN in 2016 where a Trump surrogate, challenged on a lie, responded, 
"there are alternative facts." Such framing has led scholars to warn that 
propagandists can exploit journalism's both-sides approach – and indeed, they have. 
The Media Matters research in our sources describes a "conspiracy theory spiral" 
where each outrageous claim fueled demand for more, and outlets kept feeding them 
to satisfy an audience trained to distrust "one right answer." When the father in 
Alternative Math says 2+2 could make 22, it is satire – but not far off from pundits 
saying, "Some say the election was stolen, others disagree; who can really know? 
Democracy fails when fundamental truths are reduced to mere opinions. 
 

• Accusations of Bias and "Persecution" of the Child- In the same scene, Danny's 
parents also accuse Mrs. Wells of bias and even claim she called their son dumb (she 
did not). In a shockingly hypocritical turn, the parents call the teacher a "retard” while 
professing to defend their child's self-esteem. The inversion – attacking someone 
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with insults while claiming moral outrage on behalf of the "victim" – is a tactic seen 
frequently in the MAGA and conspiracy world. For instance, many anti-vaccine 
activists harassed and threatened doctors and scientists (some receiving death 
threats) while arguing that they were the ones being oppressed by medical "tyranny." 
One real-world parallel occurred with Dr. Anthony Fauci, America's top infectious 
disease expert- as he provided fact-based guidance, segments of the public, egged 
on by commentators, began calling him a liar, a criminal, and even "Hitler. Dr. Fauci 
needed security because threats arose from individuals who felt his statements 
infringed on their freedom. Similarly, the teacher in the film faced backlash for 
teaching arithmetic. This reflects a broader persecution narrative cultivated in right-
wing media – the idea that truth-tellers or authorities who contradict the preferred 
narrative are malicious oppressors. Fox News personalities often primed their 
audience to believe that schools, media, and government officials are biased against 
conservatives or "regular people. For example, some claim that educators 
indoctrinate children with a liberal agenda, portraying teachers asserting authority as 
part of an oppressive elite. We have seen real school board meetings in recent years 
where parents have shouted at teachers about issues such as math curricula or 
COVID-19 policies, claiming their rights and asserting that their children's rights were 
being violated. In Alternative Math, parents hit the teacher and leave triumphantly, 
believing they are protecting their child from a harsh system. It is disturbingly close to 
reality – in 2021–2022, numerous school board meetings over mask mandates or 
teaching about racism devolved into shouting matches and threats. At one meeting 
in Broward County, FL, for example, an anti-mask mother (who followed QAnon 
influencers) proclaimed masks were harming kids and that "there is so much 
science" supporting her stance (there was not). She saw herself as protecting 
children while implying that the school board and experts were either fools or tyrants. 
This is manufactured moral superiority- these individuals claim moral high ground 
(protecting kids, preserving freedom) to justify completely unfounded positions. 
Consuming a steady diet of conspiracy stories actually gave them that feeling – as 
one analysis noted, such stories "provide surges of fear or moral superiority for the 
people who consume them."  The parents in the film likewise feel morally righteous 
as they insult the teacher – an irony not lost on viewers. 
 

• "Political Correctness" and Not Wanting Kids to Be Wrong - The film's creators have 
noted that one interpretation of Alternative Math is a critique of a culture where "kids 
cannot be wrong" and schools prioritize self-esteem. Interestingly, the angle was 
seized upon by some real-world viewers across the spectrum – even some who might 
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not accept the broader post-truth critique. It overlaps with the idea of anti-
intellectualism and backlash against "elite" correctness. In MAGA-world, there was a 
strong current of "we are tired of experts telling us we are wrong." Trump capitalized 
on this by praising the "poorly educated" and suggesting that gut instinct was as good 
as expert knowledge. The film's parents essentially argue that the truth should be 
adjusted so their child feels good. This is akin to arguments made by various groups 
that facts or history should be softened or altered to avoid discomfort. For instance, 
the movement to ban certain history lessons (branded as critical race theory) is often 
justified by saying those lessons make (some) students "feel bad," so they should be 
stopped – never mind if the lessons are factual. In 2020, Trump even threatened to 
defund schools for teaching honest history about racism, explicitly pushing a more 
flattering, if false, historical narrativethenation.com. That is a real attempt to declare 
that 2+2 might as well be 5 if 4 makes someone uncomfortable. The result is a cultural 
norm where truth is subservient to feelings or identity, which is exactly what 
Alternative Math lampoons. 

By the end of the parent-teacher scene, Mrs. Wells (the teacher) is shaken and alone. She is 
a stand-in for any expert, educator, or official who has tried to uphold facts in the face of an 
angry, misinformed public. The false equivalence ("multiple answers") and persecution 
narrative ("you are picking on my kid!") have worked to put her on the defensive. In the next 
scene of the film, the dynamic intensifies, reaching an institutional level as the school board 
intervenes. Institutions, such as local school boards and federal agencies, have changed to 
meet various demands. 

Public Shaming and Ideological Supremacy- The School Board Trial 
Perhaps the most chilling scene in Alternative Math is when Mrs. Wells is hauled before the 
school board. The film depicts the board members looming over her, "top-lit and staged like 
a pantheon of gods," prepared to punish the teacher for the "fiasco" that has occurred. 
Heading the board is a character who bears an obvious resemblance to Trump, underscoring 
the parallel to political authority. In a surreal twist of logic, the incident (a parent hitting a 
teacher) is labeled a "riot" caused by the teacher, and she is branded an "extremist" for 
insisting on the correct answer. The scenario captures how institutions themselves can be 
co-opted by conspiracy logic, turning against individuals who uphold truth. We saw 
analogous events and trends in real life- 

• Institutional Pressure and Purges- Under the Trump administration and allied state 
governments, there were multiple instances of experts or officials being removed or 
vilified for contradicting false narratives. A notable example is the case of Chris Krebs, 
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the head of U.S. cybersecurity, who stated that the 2020 election was secure with no 
evidence of vote tampering or manipulation. For telling the truth, Krebs was promptly 
fired via tweet and accused of being "highly inaccurate" – effectively marked as an 
extremist in the eyes of the Trump camp. At lower levels, school boards and 
administrators faced intense pressure to conform to politicized narratives. In certain 
regions, educators faced termination or disciplinary action for presenting factual 
information that caused dissatisfaction among specific groups. For instance, a 
Tennessee high school teacher, Matthew Hawn, was fired in 2021 after discussing 
white privilege and racism in class amid a climate where some recast any frank 
discussion of racism as "extremist" or "anti-American." The pattern is that when facts 
(regarding race, science, or election integrity) conflict with the prevailing ideology of 
those in power, the institution may sacrifice the fact-teller to appease the outraged 
base. In Florida, local school officials who implemented mask mandates during 
COVID-19 were threatened with removal by state authorities, who viewed the 
mandates as excessive control. This echoes the film- the teacher is scapegoated and 
expelled to satisfy a mob and an ideological mandate. As the board chairman of 
Alternative Math (with his Trump-like demeanor) symbolizes, leaders at the highest 
levels actively encouraged such persecution of truth-tellers. Trump repeatedly 
demanded loyalty from officials over honesty, and those who refused (the "adults in 
the room") often lost their jobs or faced smear campaigns. Even the U.S. Department 
of Justice faced demands from Trump to declare the election corrupt without 
evidence – a request senior DOJ officials documented (they refused, but others might 
have complied). The clear message to institutions was to enforce the narrative or face 
consequences. 
 

• Labeling Truth as Extremism - In the film, it is jarring to hear the board call a teacher 
"extremist" for teaching 2+2=4, but this has a direct parallel with how language has 
been twisted in recent years. Legitimate protests or truth-telling was often inverted 
as dangerous or radical. For example, when government scientists spoke about 
climate change or COVID, some politicians labeled them "alarmists" or part of a 
radical agenda. Peaceful anti-racism demonstrators were called thugs or terrorists in 
some rhetoric, while actual violent actors on the conspiratorial side (like armed 
militias) were sometimes defended as patriots. The inversion serves to delegitimize 
factual discourse and normalize the conspiracy worldview. Under The framework, the 
only "acceptable" truths are those that fit the narrative – anything else is subversive. 
On January 6, Capitol attackers, fueled by election falsehoods, viewed themselves as 
democracy defenders while they considered Congress's certification of the vote a 
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crime. In everyday terms, consider school boards in certain states passing rules that 
teachers must present both sides of Holocaust or slavery history – a deeply troubling 
false equivalence that edges toward legitimizing extremism. In Texas, an 
administrator interpreted a law as necessitating that teachers present "opposing" 
viewpoints, including on the Holocaust. Such mandates effectively punish teachers 
who will not parrot a false balance. Similarly, some libraries were instructed to stock 
"opposing views" alongside scientifically established concepts (such as creationist 
books alongside evolution texts) or face community backlash. These are real analogs 
to stamping a truthful teacher as an extremist. It chills fact-based education and 
replaces it with ideological litmus tests. 
 

• Persecution Narratives at Scale - The school board scene also illustrates how 
persecution narratives fueled by conspiracy theories can become ingrained in 
established institutions. The board implies that Mrs. Wells caused a public 
disturbance – essentially persecuting the parents and child – and thus, she is the 
problem. This is reflective of a common theme in MAGA and QAnon circles- the idea 
that their freedom is under constant attack by educators, media, tech companies, 
and government "deep state" officials. They turned every corrective action into an act 
of oppression against them. For instance, when social media companies banned 
accounts for spreading lies (a standard content moderation practice), Trump and 
allies framed it as "Big Tech persecuting conservatives" and used it to justify creating 
alt-platforms and even floated laws to prohibit moderation. When the Department of 
Justice in 2021 announced it would address violent threats against school board 
members (many of which came from QAnon-influenced anti-mask or anti-CRT 
activists), right-wing media flipped the script, claiming the Biden administration was 
branding parents as "domestic terrorists." In truth, it was addressing specific threats 
of violence, but the narrative became that parents (the ones issuing threats) were the 
victims of government persecution. This is precisely the logical inversion shown in the 
film- the person in the wrong (the parent who struck a teacher) is reframed as a victim 
of the teacher's extremism. The Kremlin's disinformation playbook has a term for the 
kind of move – whataboutism and victim-blaming, often by manufacturing 
persecution. Treadstone 71 noted how authoritarian propaganda will even "frame 
resulting chaos as proof of its warnings," feeding paranoia and then pointing to the 
turmoil as justification. In the U.S., Trump often told his base that "they" (media, 
Democrats, academics, etc.) hate you and want to take your country away; any 
pushback or consequence that extremists faced (be it getting kicked off Twitter or 
charged for storming the Capitol) was then held up as proof of The supposed 
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persecution. They cultivated a siege mentality – much like the parents in the film who 
walk in convinced their child is under attack by factual education. 

The false viewpoint ("2+2=5 is acceptable") triumphs over the truth by firing Mrs. Wells, the 
school board in Alternative Math enforces ideological supremacy. It describes how, under 
political pressure, institutions ranging from schools to federal agencies were occasionally 
influenced to affirm falsehoods during the period from 2015 to 2025. Whether it was editing 
hurricane maps with a Sharpie to confirm a presidential misstatement ("Sharpiegate") or 
pressuring the CDC to modify reports to suit a rosy pandemic narrative, the theme was the 
same. Officials who complied were either rewarded or retained in their positions; those who 
did not, such as Mrs. Wells, were either removed from their positions or targeted. The result 
is institutional complicity in misinformation, a highly dangerous phenomenon in a 
democracy. In the film, it is portrayed as dark humor. However, we have seen how, for 
instance, a state legislature might pass a resolution denying the validity of a national 
election, or an education board might mandate factually incorrect curriculum changes, all 
in an effort to align with a partisan delusion. Each time that happened, the shared standards 
of truth and evidence in governance weakened. 

In the next section, we will examine the film's depiction of the media's role in magnifying and 
solidifying these distortions – and again, the parallels to real-world media manipulation will 
be striking. 

Outrage Optics- Media Frenzy and "Mathgate" Echo Chamber 
After Mrs. Wells is fired, Alternative Math shows a rapid media escalation- news crews hound 
her, pundits debate "what is 2+2?" on TV, and buzzwords fly – "debate," "rights," "First 
Amendment," "commie France," "Mathgate" – turning a simple math problem into a national 
circus. This part of the film satirizes how media (especially partisan media) can inflate a 
minor issue or outright falsehood into a major controversy, further entrenching people's 
beliefs. The period 2015–2025 saw This repeatedly happen, with right-wing outlets in 
particular orchestrating outrage cycles and conspiracy narratives that dominated discourse. 
The following is how the film's media sequence maps to reality- 

• "Mathgate" and Scandal Manufacturing- By dubbing the incident "Mathgate," the film 
pokes fun at the tendency to add "-gate" to anything to suggest a scandal. Within our 
timeframe, many trivial or unfounded stories were inflated into full-blown scandals 
by repetitive coverage. Think of "Pizzagate" in 2016- an utterly false online conspiracy 
about Democratic politicians running a child-trafficking ring out of a D.C. pizzeria 
went so viral that a man showed up with a gun to "rescue" the fictional victims. The 
conspiracy about child sex rings gained traction on fringe forums and was hinted at 
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by figures like Michael Flynn and some Fox News commentators. In 2019, Trump 
claimed that Alabama was at risk from a hurricane when it was not. Instead of 
retracting his statement, he presented an altered weather map, which led to days of 
news coverage. While mainstream media covered it as shocking abuse (falsifying 
official info), right-wing media either downplayed it or defended Trump's claim. The 
film's Mathgate mirrors how partisan media can create a controversy where none 
should exist – after all, there is no legitimate debate about 2+2, just as there was no 
real "controversy" about the hurricane's path. However, through sheer repetition and 
sensationalism, a fabricated issue can become perceived as "news." As the 
Treadstone 71 materials point out, "objective reality collapsed… surrogates pushed 
conspiracies on national TV while algorithmic echo chambers reinforced alternate 
realities". In other words, TV segments and social media posts worked in tandem to 
cement false narratives. The film shows TV reporters swarming Mrs. Wells and 
presumably airing pieces like "Teacher says 2+2=4- Hero or Villain?" – a direct satire 
of how cable news will host polarized pundits on something cut-and-dried, framing it 
as a fiery debate to juice ratings. 
 

• First Amendment as a Weapon - A particularly sharp detail in Alternative Math is a 
media voice asking, "Does 2+2 equal 22, or is the teacher against the First 
Amendment?" This is skewering the real-world habit of twisting free speech 
arguments to defend misinformation. In disinformation wars, critics often respond 
with "free speech!" When social media labeled or removed false posts, figures like 
Trump and right-wing groups accused them of censorship and claimed First 
Amendment violations. This is a fundamental misunderstanding (or 
misrepresentation) of the First Amendment, which limits government suppression of 
speech, not private content policies. Nonetheless, the concept was weaponized- as 
one commentary noted, authoritarians and extremists "weaponize First Amendment 
rhetoric in harmful ways" citap.pubpub.org. They portray any attempt to enforce 
standards of truth as an attack on free expression. We saw Newsmax do this after 
being sued by Dominion for spreading lies about voting machines – Newsmax 
claimed the lawsuit was an attempt to "squelch reporting" and "undermine a free 
press," as if broadcasting baseless conspiracy theories was legitimate journalism. 
npr.org. In the film, claiming the teacher is anti-First Amendment implies that by 
correcting the student, she was "censoring" his opinion. Real-life anti-mask 
advocates during school board fights claimed that mask mandates violated their 
freedom of speech or their children's freedom to breathe freely – arguments that, 
while legally flawed, resonated emotionally in the echo chamber. The First 
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Amendment was thus invoked to shield falsehoods (e.g., the "right" to spread 
unproven COVID-19 cures on social media) and to attack those enforcing truth or 
rules (the "tyranny" of fact-checkers and moderators). By 2025, any expert or official 
challenging false narratives risked accusations of violating rights. The film deftly 
illustrates the perversion of a core democratic principle. 
 

• "Commie France" and Culture War Tropes- The throwaway line about France (calling 
it "commie") in the media montage lampoons the knee-jerk use of demonizing labels. 
In U.S. right-wing media, painting something as "communist" or associating it with a 
disliked foreign country is a frequent propaganda tactic to trigger ideological reflexes. 
For instance, when public healthcare or climate action is discussed, detractors shout 
"socialism" to shut down debate. During COVID, mask and vaccine mandates were 
likened to Stalinist or Maoist oppression. Even the metric system has been jokingly 
called communist by some American conservatives resistant to change. So, in 
Alternative Math, a pundit dismissing the teacher's stance as something fit for 
"commie France" is a direct parody of how facts or policies get smeared via cultural 
slurs rather than substance. It also nods to the isolation of the echo chamber – the 
suggestion that only America (or "real Americans") see the truth, and anyone citing 
science or global consensus is aligning with un-American, perhaps European 
socialist ideas. This was clear in climate change discourse- despite worldwide 
scientific agreement, some U.S. media personalities framed acceptance of climate 
science as elitist and European-influenced ("the Paris climate accords will turn us 
into France!"). Likewise, accepting 2+2=4 might be jokingly cast as European-style 
dogma in the film, which is absurd – but the absurdity is the point. By 2020, even 
measures as simple as wearing masks were branded as something only weak liberal 
countries do, whereas "real Americans" rebel. The kind of us-vs-them framing, often 
devoid of logic, has been and remains a staple on channels like OANN and talk radio. 
It stokes tribal identity (we patriots vs. those foreign-loving commies) and distracts 
from facts – much as in the film, throwing in "commie France" distracts from the core 
issue (the math problem) and reframes it as a cultural battle. 
 

• Echo Chamber Amplification- The film's rapid montage implies that once the story hit 
the media, it reverberated everywhere. This reflects the interplay between traditional 
media and social media. A single segment on Fox or OANN would immediately 
ricochet through Facebook groups, Twitter (or later, Truth Social), YouTube clips, and 
so on, picking up distortions along the way. The echo chamber effect ensured that 
within hours, a false story could reach millions, each hearing their preferred spin. In 
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July 2020, a propaganda video with questionable doctors falsely calling COVID-19 
vaccines poison was shared by Breitbart, tweeted by Trump, and viewed by millions 
on Facebook within a day. Although major platforms removed it for misinformation, 
the narrative had already entrenched itself in the audience that wanted to believe it – 
partially because Fox News hosts had also been priming that audience with talk of 
hydroxychloroquine "cures" and anti-Fauci sentiment. The Alternative Math media 
sequence, with its popcorn-like burst of punditry, simulates how these ecosystems 
create a deafening chorus. Each outlet or influencer adds a twist – be it constitutional 
rights, anti-elitism, or pure partisan cheerleading – but none affirm the simple truth 
(that the teacher was correct). Sociologically, this illustrates the illusory truth effect 
again - the prevalence of controversy on TV and social media makes the false side 
("maybe 2+2 is not necessarily 4") seem even more legitimate due to sheer ubiquity. 
As research shows, even one repetition makes a statement seem truer to people. The 
teacher and facts are overwhelmed by the persistent false narrative. The audience in 
that bubble effectively hears "2+2=5" a thousand times and "2+2=4" only as a claim 
from a discredited source. It is not hard to guess which they will believe. 

The Alternative Math media frenzy culminates in the entire country having an opinion on a 
plainly absurd question, reflecting how deeply the nation has been divided into separate 
realities. By 2025, Americans could barely agree on fundamental facts – not just on opinions 
or policies, but on what happened in events like elections, pandemics, or protests. The 
epistemic fracture mentioned in the user's prompt refers to a significant break in shared 
reality, so profound that even arithmetic could be disputed if it were to become politicized. 
The film exaggerates to make us laugh (and wince), but consider that in real life, some media 
figures and politicians have literally questioned basic science, such as whether COVID is 
real, whether vaccines work, and whether the climate is warming – all issues as empirically 
verifiable as 2+2=4. Furthermore, large segments of the public, living in curated information 
bubbles, accepted the counter-narratives as truth. 

In the final part of our analysis, we will step back and examine the broader picture - how all 
these elements, including the denial of facts, false equivalences, persecution complexes, 
institutional complicity, and media amplification, combine into a coordinated effort to 
normalize "alternative realities. We will examine how anti-intellectualism, attacks on 
education, and weakened epistemic foundations impact democracy. 
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Epistemic Fracture and the New Normal- A Coordinated Campaign 
Against Reality 
By the end of Alternative Math, falsehood is accepted, and truth is penalized; the 
unimaginable has occurred. The teacher who insisted on reality is now unemployed and 
publicly disgraced, while those who championed a lie feel vindicated. A concluding shot 
(implied by the film's tone) might well show the student being taught by a new teacher who 
tells the class, "Remember, 2+2 can be whatever you want." The outcome is a dire metaphor 
for what the United States flirted with during 2015–2025 – a state of epistemic fracture where 
there is no consensus on even basic facts, and each tribe lives in its imagined reality. In this 
section, we critically evaluate how coordinated efforts by political actors, media platforms, 
and fringe online ecosystems have normalized the fractured public discourse. We also 
examine contemporary parallel trends — including rising anti-intellectualism, school and 
curriculum battles, and the weaponization of rights — which all contribute to the 
disinformation machinery. 

• Normalization of the Irrational - One of the scariest aspects of the post-truth 
disinformation campaign is how quickly the bizarre has become commonplace. In 
2016, major media still expressed shock at clearly false claims (like the birther 
conspiracy or crowd size lies). By 2020, a huge lie – "the election was stolen" – was 
repeated so often by the President and his amplifiers that it became a pervasive 
belief. Surveys found that a majority of Republican voters genuinely doubted the 2020 
result. A mass delusion was engineered. As Treadstone 71 observed, "Truth became 
subjective… The mass delusion was not a failure – it was strategic engineering." In 
other words, sowing confusion and false belief was by design. Figures like Steve 
Bannon openly spoke of "flooding the zone with sh*t" – overwhelming the information 
space with rumors, lies, and contradictory claims so that people give up on finding 
the truth. They allowed those in power to replace reality with whatever narrative 
served them. Alternative Math shows this strategy in a microcosm: flood the zone 
(every media outlet blaring about 2+2), exhaust and disorient the public, and then 
impose a narrative (2+2=5 is acceptable) by authority. Over time, the public becomes 
inured to nonsense. When you hear crazy claims daily, you start to feel less crazy. For 
instance, QAnon's wild premise (a satanic cabal, etc.) would have sounded utterly 
insane to most people in 2015. By 2021, QAnon had seeped into mainstream GOP 
circles; members of Congress were espousing aspects of it, and tens of millions of 
Americans at least partially believed in it or similar conspiracies. An FBI report even 
had to label QAnon a domestic terror threat. This is epistemic fracture – when large 
groups hold mutually incompatible versions of reality (one group's hero is another's 
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villain, one's fact is another's hoax). It was not accidental- media echo systems were 
built to keep these alternate realities siloed and reinforced. Each platform played a 
role- Fox News provided a continuous narrative that mainstreamed many conspiracy 
talking points (albeit in polished form), OANN and Newsmax unapologetically served 
up raw disinfo to those who wanted it, Facebook and YouTube algorithms directed 
susceptible users into ever-deeper conspiratorial communities (the rabbit hole 
effect), and Twitter (pre-2022) allowed rapidfire spread of rumors (later, under Elon 
Musk and with Trump's Truth Social, those platforms themselves became even more 
permissive to extreme misinformation, effectively removing any counterweights). The 
coordination was sometimes direct – e.g., the White House would send out 
surrogates to hit the day's talking points on TV and social media – and sometimes 
emergent, as influencers competed to supply the most engaging (often outrageous) 
content to the hungry echo chamber. The cumulative effect is that shared reality has 
splintered by 2025. For the first time in modern American history, there is no 
agreement on fundamental democratic processes (was the election fair?), on 
science (are vaccines good?), or even on what is a fact. The situation has developed 
incrementally over the decade and poses challenges for the country. 
 

• Anti-Intellectualism and the War on Education- A key parallel trend that bolstered the 
disinformation age was a surge in anti-intellectual sentiment and attacks on 
educational institutions. The film's antagonists are essentially anti-intellectual – they 
resent the teacher's knowledge and authority. In the real world, the Trump era saw 
frequent mockery of "experts" and "elites." President Trump famously said, "I love the 
poorly educated" during his 2016, and other officials derided the "scientific elite" or 
"academic elite" as detached and untrustworthy. They seeded the ground for people 
to feel proud of "doing their research" on YouTube and rejecting what PhDs or actual 
researchers said. School boards became battlegrounds for campaigns to ban books, 
limit curricula, or even ban specific math textbooks (some math books were banned 
in Florida under claims that they had hidden social agendas) gained traction. Topics 
like evolution, which had long been standard, saw new challenges in some districts 
under the banner of giving equal time to alternative views (echoing the false 
equivalence issue). During the COVID-19 pandemic, some school boards defied 
basic epidemiology by banning mask or vaccine requirements, thereby implicitly 
teaching children that scientific consensus can be ignored. All this feeds the notion 
that facts are optional and expertise is suspect. Discrediting experts gives rise to 
conspiracy theories, making any theory seem equally valid. This is the ethos 
Alternative Math dramatizes. Consider how, in reality, some parents began 
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demanding the right to approve or veto lesson plans driven by political myths (like the 
false idea that CRT – critical race theory – was being taught in elementary school). A 
climate of intimidation formed- educators feared being harassed or fired for teaching 
facts (e.g., the fact that slavery caused the Civil War or that vaccines prevent 
disease). In Texas, a principal resigned after being falsely accused of teaching CRT for 
writing a letter about racism following George Floyd's murder. The campaign, 
described in The Nation as "the far right's plan to force teachers to lie about race," 
shows the lengths to which some went to impose an ideologically "safe" but false 
version of history. The convergence of these efforts with the disinformation 
movement is clear- both seek to subordinate truth to ideology. Whether it is math, 
science, or social studies, if reality has a "liberal bias" (as Colbert once joked), then 
reality must be rewritten. It is a direct attack on Enlightenment values of education 
and objective knowledge – and it is happening in school board meetings, state 
legislatures, and media daily. 
 

• False Equivalence and Institutional Distrust as Strategy- We have repeatedly noted 
false equivalence; it became so normalized that even factual mainstream outlets 
sometimes bent over backward to avoid saying "X is a lie," instead phrasing it as "X is 
disputed" or "X is unproven," which to a casual observer sounds like maybe there is a 
chance X is true. Journalistic caution was used by those disseminating false 
information. Meanwhile, confidence in institutions such as the press, the courts, and 
academia was reduced. Trump and allies constantly attacked judges (when rulings 
did not go their way), the FBI (when it investigated right-wing extremists or Russian 
interference), and, of course, the media ("fake news media" as discussed). Each 
attack's goal was to preemptively discredit any source of information that might 
contradict the disinformation. If people do not trust the FBI, then a Homeland 
Security report warning that "QAnon is a threat" can be dismissed as deep-state lies. 
If they do not trust universities, then decades of climate research can be waved off as 
a hoax by eggheads. If they do not trust the news, then nothing CNN or the New York 
Times reports – no matter how sourced – will penetrate the bubble. The years 2015–
2025 thus saw a systematic manufacturing of distrust. As one Harvard analysis put 
it, Trump's war on the press echoed tactics of McCarthy and even dictators in using 
phrases like "enemy of the people," chilling journalists and rallying supporters to hate 
the mediatheguardian.com. When a local election official in Georgia, a Republican, 
spoke out in 2020, saying "the voting was fair," he received death threats and was 
called a traitor by members of his party because the narrative had primed people to 
think any such statement must be treasonous. The environment became one of 
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permanent witch-hunt – either you aligned with the conspiracy narrative, or you were 
part of the conspiracy. The film's labeling of the teacher as an extremist is exactly that 
sentiment. Liz Cheney, a conservative Congresswoman, was removed from her party 
leadership and subsequently lost her seat for acknowledging that the election results 
were legitimate. In the eyes of the narrative-keepers, she was an extremist (or at least 
a traitor) for siding with fact over party lines. This illustrates the extent to which 
institutional distrust and enforcement of an alternate reality went – it even purged 
long-standing insiders who dissented. 

To synthesize these insights and comparisons clearly, the table below provides a direct 
scene-by-scene matchup between Alternative Math and documented real-world 
disinformation practices of 2015–2025- 

Scene/Tactic in "Alternative Math" Real-World Disinformation 
Parallel (2015–2025) 
Student insists 2+2=5 (denial of a basic fact) – A child rejects a self-evident truth and claims 
his answer is valid. "Alternative Facts" Doctrine – Trump officials and supporters often 
denied plainly observable facts, asserting their "truth." Example- The White House claiming 
record inauguration crowds despite photographic evidence to the contraryapnews.com. 
Kellyanne Conway's defense that Spicer gave "alternative facts" signaled that personal or 
political belief could override realityapnews.com. They taught the public that even 1+1 can 
equal three if it serves the narrative. 

Parents demand the teacher accept false answers and claim "no one right answer." – They 
push false equivalence, insisting the wrong answer is just as valid to avoid hurting the child's 
feelings.  

False Equivalence in Media & Education – Right-wing media often presented falsehoods as 
equally valid "sides." For instance, climate change "skeptics" were given equal airtime 
against scientists, framing settled facts as opinions. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
unverified treatments and opposition to mask usage were endorsed under the guise of 
promoting balance, leading to public confusion. Similarly, some school policies began 
treating factual history and fringe revisionism as two equivalent perspectives. The 
"everyone's entitled to their facts" mindset became common in conspiracy circles. 

Parents hurl insults and allege bias; paint the fact-teller as the bully – They call Mrs. Wells 
derogatory names ("retard”) even as they accuse her of mistreating their son. They portray 
the educator as the villain attacking their family.  
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• Persecution Narrative & Inverted Victimhood – A hallmark of MAGA and QAnon 
discourse was claiming that they (everyday people, conservatives, "patriots") were 
under attack by teachers, scientists, and officials. For example, public health experts 
were accused of maliciously harming children with masks/vaccines, and parents 
shouted at school boards that mandates were "abuse." In reality, some of those same 
parents and pundits viciously harassed and threatened officials. Dr. Fauci was called 
a criminal and faced death threats for giving medical advice, while his critics cast 
themselves as righteous defenders of freedom. The aggressors adopted a victim 
mantle, just as the film's abusive parents claim to protect their child from an "elitist" 
teacher. The strategy rallies sympathies and justifies extreme retaliatory behavior. 

School board (headed by a Trump-like figure) fires the teacher; calls her an "extremist" – The 
institution caves to mob pressure and makes the truth-teller the scapegoat for "causing" a 
disturbanceindieshortsmag.com. 

• Institutional Subversion & Punishment of Dissent – Under political pressure, 
institutions from local boards to federal agencies sidelined or removed people who 
spoke unwelcome truths. For example, election officials and cybersecurity experts 
who stated that the 2020 vote was fair-faced removal or criticism (Chris Krebs was 
dismissed after calling the election secure). Some teachers were fired for teaching 
accurate racial history due to new laws influenced by conspiracy-fueled panic about 
"CRT" thenation.com. These actions sent a clear message- aligning with facts over 
the sanctioned narrative could cost your job. Officials were expected to toe the line 
of the "Big Lie" or other false narratives or be labeled biased, un-American, or even 
extremist. The term "extremist" has been redefined to label individuals who advocate 
for truth, such as fact-based educators, as "radicals." 
 

• Media frenzy – "Mathgate" scandal, free speech spin, and "commie France" slur – 
News outlets turn the incident into a sensational debate about rights and patriotism. 
The absurd math question becomes a partisan talking point, and the teacher is 
accused of opposing free speech and American values.  
 

• Outrage Media & Echo Chambers – Conservative media routinely magnified trivial or 
false stories into major controversies ("-gates") to stoke anger and clicks. For 
example, Fox News and OANN hyped myths like voter fraud, "caravans" of 
immigrants, or Dr. Seuss's book bans into national outrages, often lacking factual 
basis. They also reframed issues in terms of constitutional freedoms – e.g., referring 
to "Big Tech censorship" when private companies banned or invoked the First 
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Amendment to defend the spread of lies. This film mirrors its framing of a math 
correction as a First Amendment issue. 

Additionally, pundits used culture-war dog whistles; labeling someone or something 
"communist" or "un-American" was used liberally to discredit experts and policies (e.g., 
calling public health measures or even teaching the metric system "communist"). Social 
media then amplified these narratives in filter bubbles, ensuring that millions heard only one 
side. Within these echo chambers, extreme views (like QAnon's fantasies) were normalized 
as "the new mainstream." Any fact-check from outside was dismissed as "fake news" or 
propaganda. The result was a media ecosystem fixated on manufactured controversies and 
ideological combat rather than shared realities. "Mathgate" is a direct parody of phenomena 
like "Pizzagate" and others where outlandish claims dominated news cycles and public 
consciousness. 

• Outcome- Lie accepted as truth; truth becomes taboo – The film ends with the false 
view essentially prevailing. The idea that 2+2 might equal 5 is normalized to avoid 
conflict, and the person who insists on reality is ostracized. 

• Epistemic Fracture and the New Normal of Misinformation – By 2025, America faces 
a grim reality where large segments of the population passionately believe 
demonstrable falsehoods (from election fraud to vaccine microchips) and consider 
them integral to their political identity. Conspiracy theories, once on the fringe, have 
moved into the halls of power, with members of Congress openly endorsing QAnon 
talking points (mediamatters.org). Shared factual foundations have eroded – for 
instance, polls show a majority of one party doubting the legitimacy of a valid election 
and sizable minorities subscribing to ideas like the "deep state" or climate change 
being a hoax. The epistemic break did not happen by accident- it was cultivated by 
years of coordinated disinformation, partisan propaganda, and social media 
algorithmic reinforcement. The "post-truth" culture is now self-sustaining, with each 
new event (such as a school shooting or a public health crisis) immediately spawning 
divergent realities (e.g., one bubble claims it is a false flag, while the rest see the 
facts). The normalization of the fracture is evident in how conspiracy rhetoric has 
become a routine part of political discourse. Even calls for violence or civil war based 
on false narratives circulate openly in certain online spaces. In short, America is living 
in the dystopia satirized in Alternative Math- a place where truth is not an absolute 
defense and where insisting on facts can make one a target. This threatens the very 
fabric of democratic society, which depends on the baseline of shared truth. 
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Incisive Critique 
The journey through Alternative Math – from a student's obstinate false answer to a 
nationwide conflagration of ignorance – serves as a cautionary allegory for the United States 
in the era of Trump, MAGA, and militant disinformation. Under the playful surface of the film 
lies a stark warning- when feelings, ideologies, or "alternative facts" are allowed to trump 
reality, the consequences are no joke. Our analysis has shown that every satirical element 
in the short film corresponds to a troubling real-world trend- 

• Fact Denial as a Movement - We have seen fact denial shift from the fringe to the 
center of power. Conspiracy theories like flat-Earth and moon landing denial have 
merged with mainstream politics. The film's denial of basic math reflects how 
millions, influenced by leaders and media, denied simple truths like voting integrity 
or pandemic death counts. There was not a spontaneous mass delusion, but the 
product of a deliberate strategy – propaganda repeated until it sticks, plus the cynical 
mantra that "no one can really know the truth." The net effect was to paralyze 
objective policymaking and enable extreme actions (such as the January 6 Capitol 
attack) under pretenses. 
 

• Filter Bubbles and Tribal Truths - Our discussion of echo chambers and identity-
protective cognition highlights how people's media diets are engineered to shield 
them from correction. In the film, the teacher's voice is overshadowed by a multitude 
of other opinions – much like expert voices in the real world, which often struggle to 
be heard amid the din of talk shows, social media, and various online platforms. 
Human psychology was used: confirmation bias led individuals to gravitate towards 
comforting lies, the illusory truth effect made lies persuasive through repetition, and 
identity protection made rejecting lies seem like betraying one's group. These 
tendencies were exploited by various entities, including political operatives and 
algorithms, resulting in diverse perceptions among the populace. The epistemic 
polarization now runs so deep that even recorded videos or counted ballots cannot 
convince some people of what is real if it contradicts their narrative. This is a form of 
collective intellectual decay, where critical thinking is supplanted by knee-jerk 
allegiance to group doctrine. As a society, it means we cannot even agree on 
problems, let alone solutions. 
 

• Coordinated Undermining of Shared Reality- It is critical to assign responsibility. The 
epistemic fracture did not "just happen." As the Treadstone 71 analysis pointedly 
noted, the Trump-era information assault was "deliberate subversion… not 
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mismanagement but cultural and mental engineering executed with precision". The 
Trump White House and its allies engaged in a full-spectrum attack on the American 
civic mind- flooding discourse with lies, rewriting history (calling Nazis "fine people" 
or January 6 rioters "patriots"), undermining trust in every independent institution 
(press, courts, academia, FBI), and framing truth itself as partisan. Fox News and 
other outlets served as force multipliers, creating a hermetic media universe where 
the party line was law. Online, extremist communities were often nurtured or at least 
not condemned by those in power because they were useful (spreading memes, 
intimidating opponents). When Twitter restricted content, the movement shifted to 
Parler, Gab, and Truth Social, allowing them to continue spreading misinformation. 
The coordination also extended internationally – there is evidence that Russian 
disinformation efforts amplified many of the same narratives, exploiting America's 
internal divisions. However, domestic actors readily adopted those tactics for their 
benefit. The goal, as chillingly summarized by a Treadstone 71 blog, was "to hollow 
out the American identity, flood the system with confusion, and render the population 
pliable to authoritarian redesign." In other words, if you can make people believe 2+2 
might equal 5, you can make them believe anything – and follow you anywhere. The 
comparison to Orwell's 1984 (where 2+2=5 if the Party says so) is obvious, though we 
have avoided historical analogies as instructed. Suffice it to say, the tactics employed 
were those of authoritarian propaganda updated for the digital age, and they found 
disturbingly fertile ground in the United States. 
 

• Anti-Intellectualism and Weaponized Freedom - We must also critique the cultural 
currents that allowed this to happen. A rising anti-intellectualism – disdain for 
expertise and educated "elites" – provided a breeding ground for conspiratorial 
thinking to take root. Automatically suspecting teachers or scientists makes it easier 
for charlatans to claim they know the truth. The film's portrayal of a humble 
schoolteacher turned into a public enemy resonates with what many educators and 
scientists have experienced: harassment, politicized investigations, and even 
legislation aimed at restricting their speech. At the same time, American ideals like 
free speech became excuses for dishonesty. The conspiracists demanded absolute 
freedom for themselves – freedom to lie, to platform hate, to shout down opponents 
– while often seeking to suppress truths they disliked (banning books, punishing 
teachers). The hypocrisy reveals that the movement was never about genuine liberty 
or open debate; it was about dominating the narrative. Free speech was invoked only 
to prevent checks on misinformation, never to celebrate a true marketplace of ideas. 
In effect, the First Amendment was weaponized as a one-way force field to protect 
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disinformation agents while leaving those arguing from evidence exposed to abuse 
and silencingcitap.pubpub.org. It is a perverse distortion of democratic values. 
 

• Parallel to Education Wars and Democratic Erosion- The prompt asked to draw 
parallels to school board disruptions, curriculum bans, and First Amendment 
weaponization – we have done so throughout. The unruly school board meetings of 
recent years, where conspiracy-influenced parents and activists disrupted 
proceedings, are living images of Alternative Math. When people scream at a board 
that a life-saving mask mandate is tyranny because of something they read on 
Facebook or accuse teachers of "Marxism" for teaching Martin Luther King Jr., it is the 
same mentality as shouting 2+2=5 and slapping the teacher. The difference is that 
these are not isolated incidents; they are nationwide and often astroturfed by political 
groups. Curriculum bans on topics like systemic racism or books dealing with LGBT 
themes often rest on wild mischaracterizations (e.g., that teaching about slavery will 
make white children "feel guilty" or that a book about two male penguins parenting is 
"pornography"). These bans deprive students of knowledge, but they also teach them 
that ideology can override truth and suppress it. The is training a new generation in 
the ways of alternative math – a deeply worrying prospect. The weaponization of the 
First Amendment is evident in lawsuits and legislation that claim to protect free 
speech but actually serve to disseminate false or harmful information (for instance, 
laws proposed to prohibit social media from moderating any content, framed as "Free 
Speech" laws). The misuse could ironically entrench propaganda by preventing 
private entities from maintaining factual spaces. 

The film Alternative Math may be satire, but our analysis reveals that it is, in fact, a barely 
exaggerated portrayal. The fact that a 9-minute comedy about a math problem can map so 
directly onto the events and tactics of a decade of American life should give us pause. It 
means the "post-truth" crisis is real and deep. The final critique is that if we do not find a way 
to re-establish a shared baseline of reality – a common agreement that 2+2=4 – we risk 
undermining the very foundations of our democracy and social cohesion. A society that 
cannot agree with the truth cannot solve problems or hold together. 

The attempts to impact our understanding have been notably effective, but we can address 
them. Education in critical thinking, aggressive promotion of media literacy, accountability 
for outlets that peddle knowing falsehoods (as seen in the Dominion lawsuits), and perhaps 
most importantly, a cultural recommitment to truth as a value – these are part of the solution. 
We, as a society, must foster what the film's hero embodied —the courage to stand up for 
facts, even when it is unpopular or dangerous. Mrs. Wells, the math teacher, is the unsung 
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protagonist we need more of in real life – someone who says, "No, he is wrong," even if the 
whole room boos. At the same time, we need to ensure people like her are not left to twist in 
the wind alone. The film ends on a bleak note, but our reality is still being written.  

The unsparing truth is that the epistemic crisis was years in the making and will not vanish 
overnight. However, shining a light on the playbook – as we have done by aligning each scene 
with its real-world counterpart – is a first step. It removes the mystique and false legitimacy 
from these tactics, exposing them for what they are: propaganda techniques and cognitive 
hacks. Once identified, they can be addressed. Americans have navigated massive 
misinformation before (albeit never at the velocity and volume). It will require political will, 
societal introspection, and perhaps a bit of humility to acknowledge how far things have 
unraveled. 

In the end, Alternative Math urges us to value truth above comfort or convenience. It reminds 
us, through humor, that facts do not cease to exist because they are ignored – but people 
can certainly cease to recognize facts if conditioned long enough. Breaking that conditioning 
is the challenge of our time. Let the analysis serve as both a warning and a call to action: the 
conspiratorial, anti-truth mindset that took hold from 2015 to 2025 must be confronted 
head-on, or we truly enter a "post-satire era" where the absurdity we laugh at today becomes 
our perilous tomorrow. Our shared reality is precious; we must defend it in classrooms, 
boardrooms, newsrooms, and at every dinner table debate about the facts that truly matter.  

Wrap Up 
The analysis of Alternative Math and its exhaustive deconstruction of the American 
information environment from 2015 through 2025 presents a sobering and instructive 
conclusion. The short film's seemingly absurd plot—where a child insists that 2+2=22 and 
the adult world rewards that delusion—has proven to be a diagnostic lens into the machinery 
of post-truth America. What initially appears to be dark satire is, in fact, an accurate 
dramatization of how epistemic collapse functions in practice. The film is not a parody of 
fringe behavior. It is a distilled narrative of how belief superseded fact, how institutions 
capitulated to pressure, and how the media-industrial complex manufactured alternative 
realities until they were indistinguishable from orthodoxy within closed-loop echo 
chambers. 

From the emergence of "alternative facts" under the Trump administration to the 
normalization of fringe conspiracies like QAnon, the American public was gradually but 
deliberately conditioned to abandon a shared standard of truth. This shift did not occur 
through accident or apathy. It was engineered by political operatives who understood that 
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controlling narrative supersedes winning debate. The deliberate flooding of the information 
space with contradictory claims, the encouragement of persecution narratives, the 
glorification of anti-intellectualism, and the constant invocation of freedom to protect 
misinformation all contributed to a landscape where loyalty to a belief system took 
precedence over the validity of the belief itself. 

Educators like the fictional Mrs. Wells were not simply targets of ignorance; they were also 
targets of misinformation. They became symbolic enemies in a culture war that weaponized 
emotion, grievance, and fear against those who stood for objective reasoning and rationality. 
When factual correction became "elitist," and when civic duty was reframed as ideological 
aggression, institutions—school boards, media outlets, courts, and even science 
agencies—either bent to narrative pressure or were infiltrated by those who already rejected 
foundational truths. The result is not satire. It is a crisis. A society where 2+2 is debatable is 
not debating math. It is negotiating its survival as a coherent republic. 

The broader impact has already reshaped American political and cultural life. Public trust in 
traditional sources of information has collapsed. Disinformation has not only persisted but 
has evolved into a profitable and highly mobilized industry. School boards have become 
battlegrounds for myth-based agendas. YouTube theories have supplanted scientific 
consensus. Reality is no longer universally acknowledged but rather customized according 
to tribe, platform, and ideology. When belief becomes a proxy for identity, facts are no longer 
evaluated—they are either embraced or discarded based on political utility. 

Looking forward, the outlook remains fraught. Strategic foresight suggests that unless 
immediate and sustained countermeasures are adopted—including comprehensive digital 
platform accountability, state-level education mandates grounded in civic truth, and federal 
action against institutional disinformation actors—the trendline is likely to continue bending 
toward further radicalization and national incoherence. The danger does not come from a 
single falsehood. It stems from the normalization of systemic unreality, where absurdities 
are allowed to seed policy, justify violence, and dictate public resource allocation. 

In closing, Alternative Math has transcended its format as a short film. It has become a case 
study of how reality can be rewritten—not with force, but with narrative repetition, emotional 
manipulation, and institutional cowardice. It is a warning that the real casualty of 
conspiratorial governance is not merely the truth. It is the collective capacity to recognize it. 
Unless the body politic reasserts that some things remain non-negotiable—like arithmetic, 
evidence, and democratic norms—the absurdity we once laughed at will continue to be the 
doctrine we are forced to obey. What remains is a stark choice: reaffirm truth as the 
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backbone of civic life or accept that future generations will be taught not what is correct but 
what is permitted. 
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