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For LBG and the Gid



Morality, if it is to remain or become morality, must be perpetually examined, cracked, changed, made new. . . . Not everything that is faced can be changed; but nothing can be changed until it is faced.

James Baldwin, “As Much Truth As One Can Bear”

Under all this dirt

the floor is really very clean.

Lydia Davis, Can’t and Won’t
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ANTISOCIAL, ADJ. (1797)

1. unwilling or unable to associate in a normal or friendly way with other people (He’s not antisocial, just shy)

2. antagonistic, hostile, or unfriendly toward others; menacing; threatening (an antisocial act)

3. opposed or detrimental to social order or the principles on which society is constituted (antisocial behavior)

4. Psychiatry: of or relating to a pattern of behavior in which social norms and the rights of others are persistently violated

Dictionary.com Unabridged

Based on the Random House Unabridged Dictionary, © Random House, Inc. 2019




Prologue

I landed at the Bob Hope Airport in Burbank, rented a Ford sedan, and asked Google to send me southward on a semiefficient route, scenic but without too much traffic. As I drove, I listened to a nationalist motivational speaker delivering far-right talking points via livestream. I was deprived of the full effect, being unable to see his facial expressions and the comments floating up the left side of my phone’s screen, but I figured that the full effect was not worth dying for. “Are you gonna be a passive observer in these extraordinary times, as we fight to save Western civilization, or are you gonna step up?” he asked. “I’ve decided that I’m stepping up.” The 2016 presidential election was approaching, and the institutional gatekeepers in government, business, and media all agreed that the result was inevitable. The nationalist was urging his listeners to question the prevailing narrative, to think the unthinkable, to bend the arc of history. Through my windshield I could see a sliver of the Pacific, picturesque but not all that pacific.

On the Hermosa Beach boardwalk there were longboards and mirrored sunglasses and poke bowls and matcha smoothies. A small film crew from Women.com was shooting a series of woman-on-the-street interviews about sex positivity. On the beach, a crowd had gathered around a drum circle. “Can you feel the Earth’s rhythm?” one of the drummers asked, passing around a bucket for donations.

I spotted about a dozen beefy white men, dressed in T-shirts and shorts, milling around near an outdoor bar. In the middle of the scrum was the nationalist motivational speaker. Most people on the boardwalk didn’t recognize him, but to his followers, both in person and on the internet, he was something of a hero, or maybe an antihero—an expert at injecting fringe ideas into mainstream discourse. A few months earlier, he had decided, based on no real evidence, that Hillary Clinton was suffering from a grave neurological condition and that the traditional media was covering it up. He turned this conjecture into a meme, which gathered momentum on Twitter, then leaped to the Drudge Report, then to Fox News, and then into Donald Trump’s mouth. The nationalist had told me, “All the people at each step may or may not know my name, but I’m influencing world history whether they know where their ideas are coming from or not.”

He was hosting what he called a free-speech happy hour—a meetup for local masculinists, neomonarchists, nihilist Twitter trolls, and other self-taught culture warriors. About sixty people showed up over the course of the afternoon. Some refused to call themselves alt-right, which had become, in their words, “a toxic brand”; others were happy to own the label. Most were white, most were nationalists, and some were white nationalists—not the old skinhead type but the more polished, just-asking-the-question variety. For years, they’d been able to promote their agenda through social networks like Twitter and Facebook, with almost no restrictions. Now those networks were starting to crack down, banning a few of the most egregious trolls and bigots. “It’s straight-up thought policing,” one person at the meetup said. “It’s 1984.”

A pudgy guy with oversized sunglasses sat at a table by himself. On his T-shirt was a drawing of Harambe, a gorilla who’d recently been shot to death at the Cincinnati Zoo. The incident had resulted in real internet outrage, followed by satirical internet outrage, followed by absurdist metacommentaries on the phenomenon of internet outrage. All afternoon, I saw people pointing at the guy’s T-shirt and laughing as they passed by. “Fuck yeah, Harambe,” they’d say, or “Dicks out for Harambe.” The guy wearing the T-shirt would nod knowingly, as if in solidarity. That was the extent of the interaction.

I sat down next to the guy and asked him to explain the joke. “It’s a funny thing people say, or post, or whatever,” he said. “It’s, like—it’s just a thing on the internet.” Harambe, of course, was a real animal before he became a meme. Still, I knew what it was like to experience much of life through the mediating effects of a screen. It wasn’t hard for me to imagine how anything—a dead gorilla, a gas chamber, a presidential election, a moral principle—could start to seem like just another thing on the internet.

• • •

For as long as the United States has been a country, there have been Americans handing out pamphlets declaring taxation unconstitutional, or standing on soapboxes railing against papist sabotage, or calling C-SPAN to demand that every member of Congress be investigated for treason. (C-SPAN’s screeners, if they were doing their jobs, did not put those callers on air.) The First Amendment protected this minority’s right to speak, and for a long time it seemed as if the majority were not inclined to listen. “There have always been those on the fringes of our society who have sought to escape their own responsibility by finding a simple solution, an appealing slogan, or a convenient scapegoat,” President John F. Kennedy said in 1961. “But in time the basic good sense and stability of the great American consensus has always prevailed.”

In 2004 and 2005, a few young men wrote the computer code that would grow into a vast industry called social media—“social” because people could receive information horizontally, from their friends, rather than waiting for gatekeepers to impart it from on high; “media” because information was information, whether it came from a stilted broadcaster, a kid procrastinating during study hall, or a nationalist on a boardwalk. The social media entrepreneurs called themselves disrupters, but they rarely described in much detail what a postdisruption world would look like. When pressed, their visions tended toward hazy utopianism: they expected to connect people, to bring us all closer together, to make the world a better place.

Their optimism wasn’t entirely misguided, of course. Millions of people—whistleblowers, citizen journalists, women resisting abuse, dissidents under despotic regimes—did use social media to organize, to reveal abuses of power, to advance the aims of justice. And yet, when the same tools were used to sow disinformation or incite hatred, the disrupters usually responded by saying something vague about free speech and then changing the subject.

The disrupters aimed to topple gatekeepers in dozens of industries, including advertising, publishing, political consulting, and journalism. Within a decade, they had succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. Their social networks had become the most powerful information-spreading instruments in world history. Many traditional media outlets were being dismantled, and no one seemed to have any idea what might replace them. Instead of taking over where the old gatekeepers had left off, the disrupters—the new gatekeepers—refused to acknowledge the expanding scope of their influence and responsibility. They left their gates unguarded, for the most part, trusting passersby not to mess with the padlocks.

Right away, the national vocabulary started to shift, becoming both more liberated and more unhinged. The silent majority was no longer silent. Long-standing fissures furrowed into deep rifts. The disrupters weren’t solely responsible for all of this, of course. Like every epochal shift, this one had many preconditions. Political movements mattered; economic structures mattered; geography and demography mattered; foreign wars mattered. Still, only a few years into the unprecedented experiment that was social media, it suddenly seemed quaint to recall that there had ever been such a thing as a great American consensus.

This much was shocking but not quite unthinkable. Then, swiftly, came the unthinkable: smart, well-meaning people unable to distinguish simple truth from viral misinformation; a pop-culture punch line ascending to the presidency; neo-Nazis marching, unmasked, through several American cities. This wasn’t the kind of disruption anyone had envisioned. There had been a serious miscalculation.

We like to assume that the arc of history will bend inexorably toward justice, but this is wishful thinking. Nobody, not even Martin Luther King Jr., believed that social progress was automatic; if he did, he wouldn’t have bothered marching across any bridges. The arc of history bends the way people bend it. In the early years of the twenty-first century, the internet was full of nihilists and masculinists and ironic neo-Nazis and nonironic neo-Nazis, all working to bend the arc of history in some extremely disturbing directions. Social media feeds were algorithmically personalized, which meant that many people didn’t have to see the lurid ugliness online if they didn’t want to. But it was there, more and more of it every minute, whether they chose to look at it or not.

• • •

In 2012, a small group of former Ron Paul supporters started a blog called The Right Stuff. They soon began calling themselves “post-libertarians,” although they weren’t yet sure what would come next. By 2014, they’d started to self-identify as alt-right. They developed a countercultural tone—arch, antic, floridly offensive—that appealed to a growing cohort of disaffected young men, searching for meaning and addicted to the internet. These young men often referred to The Right Stuff, approvingly, as a key part of a “libertarian-to-far-right pipeline,” a path by which “normies” could advance, through a series of epiphanies, toward “full radicalization.” As with everything the alt-right said, it was hard to tell whether they were joking, half joking, or not joking at all.

The Right Stuff’s founders came up with talking points—narratives, they called them—that their followers then disseminated through various social networks. The memes were tailored to the medium. On Facebook, they posted Photoshopped images, or parody songs, or “countersignal memes”—sardonic line drawings designed to spark just enough cognitive dissonance to shock normies out of their complacency.* On Twitter, the alt-right trolled and harassed mainstream journalists, hoping to work the referees of the national discourse while capturing the attention of the wider public.* On Reddit and 4chan and 8chan, where the content moderation was so lax as to be almost nonexistent, the memes were more overtly vile. Many alt-right trolls started calling themselves “fashy,” or “fash-ist.” They referred to all liberals and traditional conservatives as Communists, or “degenerates”; they posted pro-Pinochet propaganda; they baited normies into arguments by insisting that “Hitler did nothing wrong.”

When I first saw luridly ugly memes like this, in 2014 and 2015, I wasn’t sure how seriously to take them. Everyone knows the most basic rule of the internet: Don’t feed the trolls, and don’t take tricksters at their word. The trolls of the alt-right called themselves provocateurs, or shitposters, or edgelords. And what could be edgier than joking about Hitler? For a little while, I was able to avoid reaching the conclusion that would soon become obvious: maybe they meant what they said.*

In October 2018, a white terrorist carried three Glock handguns and an AR-15 into a synagogue in Pittsburgh and started shooting. He had been active on a small social network called Gab, a hermetic bubble of toxicity that billed itself as “the home of free speech online.” Two weeks before the shooting, he’d reposted a countersignal meme featuring two stick figures. The first was labeled “Me one year ago” and the second was labeled “Me today.” The first stick figure, in a speech bubble, said, “I believe everyone has the right to live how they want and do what makes them happy.” The second one said, “We need to overthrow the government, implement a clerical fascist regime, and begin mass executing these Marxist degenerates.” The caption above the drawing: “The libertarian-to-far-right pipeline is a real thing.”

• • •

This is not a book arguing that the fascists have won, or that they will win. This is a book about how the unthinkable becomes thinkable. I don’t assume that America is destined to live up to its founding ideals of liberty and equality. Nor do I assume that it is doomed to repeat its founding reality of brutal oppression. I can’t know which way the arc will bend. What I can offer is the story of how a few disruptive entrepreneurs, motivated by naïveté and reckless techno-utopianism, built powerful new systems full of unforeseen vulnerabilities, and how a motley cadre of edgelords, motivated by bigotry and bad faith and nihilism, exploited those vulnerabilities to hijack the American conversation.

I spent about three years immersing myself in two worlds: the world of the gate-crashers, such as the nationalist on the boardwalk, and the world of the new gatekeepers of Silicon Valley, who, whether intentionally or not, afforded the gate-crashers their unprecedented power. (At the same time, simply by working as a writer at The New Yorker, I was immersed in a third world: that of the old gatekeepers, who are increasingly at risk of being disrupted into extinction.) I had breakfast at the Trump Soho with a self-proclaimed “internet supervillain,” toured a rural Illinois junkyard with a freelance Twitter propagandist, drank in a German beer hall with a not-quite-Nazi. In Washington, D.C., I shadowed a histrionic far-right troll during his first week as a White House press correspondent. In San Francisco, I sat at a conference table while a group of new gatekeepers, having allowed their huge social network to become overrun with hate speech, opened their laptops and tried to rein in the chaos. I also spent hundreds of hours talking to people who were ensnared in the cult of web-savvy white supremacy, and to a few who managed to get out.

At no point did I start to find Nazi propaganda cute or funny. I did not succumb to the misconception that a journalist must present both sides of every story, or that all interview subjects are owed equal sympathy. I am not of the opinion that we owe Nazis anything. I do believe, however, that if we want to understand what is happening to our country, we can’t rely on wishful thinking. We have to look at the problem—at how our national vocabulary, and thus our national character, are in the process of being shattered.

“The left won by seizing control of media and academia,” a blogger on The Right Stuff, using the pseudonym Meow Blitz, wrote in 2015. “With the Internet, they lost control of the narrative.” By “the left,” he meant the whole standard range of American culture and politics—everyone who preferred democracy to autocracy, everyone who resisted the alt-right’s vision of a white American ethnostate. For decades, Meow Blitz argued, this pluralistic worldview—the mainstream worldview—had gone effectively unchallenged; but now, by promoting their agenda on social media, he and his fellow propagandists could push America in a more fascist-friendly direction. “ISIS became the most powerful terrorist group in the world because of flashy Internet videos,” he wrote. “If you’re alive in the year 2015 and you don’t understand the power of the interwebz you’re an idiot.”

To the post’s intended audience, this was supposed to be invigorating. To me, it was more like a faint whiff of sulfur that may or may not turn out to be a gas leak. The post was called “Right Wing Trolls Can Win.” Would the neofascists win? I had a hard time imagining it. Could they win? That was a different question. “The culture war is being fought daily from your smartphone,” the post continued. On this one point, at least, I had to agree with Meow Blitz. To change how we talk is to change who we are.



PART ONE

DeploraBall

Everyone knows, or ought to know, that there has happened under us a Tectonic Plate Shift. . . . The political parties have the same names; we still have a CBS, an NBC, and a New York Times; but we are not the same nation that had these things before.

George W. S. Trow, 1997





CHAPTER ONE

This Is America

The afternoon before Donald Trump was sworn in as president, Cassandra Fairbanks was at home, in a brick duplex twenty minutes north of Washington, D.C., getting dressed for the DeploraBall. She answered the door barefoot, wearing a Stars and Stripes manicure, a necklace made from a rifle casing, and a strapless red ball gown with a plunging neckline. “Sorry about the mess,” she said. “Everyone always crashes with me when they come to town.” A woman in her twenties and two men, both thirty, sat on a pleather couch, surrounded by a moat of camera equipment, staring silently at their phones.

Fairbanks connected a laptop to her TV and searched YouTube for Bob Dylan. “One of my idols,” she said. “One of the last true rebels.” She played a clip at random: a radio recording, from 1962, of Dylan performing a folk ballad called “The Death of Emmett Till.” Everyone looked up at the TV for a while, even though the image was only a still photograph. “’Cause he was born a black-skinned boy, he was born to die,” Dylan sang.

“I’m so paranoid about my dress falling down,” Fairbanks said, hoisting up one side of her décolletage, then the other. A minute later, she added, “I need to finish my makeup,” and dashed upstairs. She was already wearing a good amount of makeup, but not enough to be camera ready. The DeploraBall would be both a party and a media spectacle; there would be crews from various news outlets, and admirers posting group selfies to Instagram, and several social media demicelebrities, Fairbanks among them, who might at any moment start broadcasting to their followers on YouTube or Periscope or Facebook Live. She was dressing not for the people in the room but for the fans at home.

Fairbanks’s puppy, a Yorkie-Chihuahua mix, ran in tight, frantic circles, its paws clacking on the wooden floor. The living room was crowded with knickknacks—hanging lanterns, mirrors in brightly colored frames. A coffee table was strewn with canned Starbucks mochas and packs of American Spirits. The woman on the couch introduced herself as Emily Molli; the two men glanced up briefly, nodded in my general direction, then returned their attention to their phones. I asked their names, to be polite, although I recognized them from YouTube: Luke Rudkowski, lanky and towheaded, and Tim Pool, whose hair I had never seen because he always wore a beanie. Rudkowski and Pool were both one-man media brands, specializing in straight-to-camera punditry and jittery live footage from street demonstrations. (Molli did some camera work for Pool, but he edited, produced, and starred in the videos on his YouTube channel, which he called Timcasts.)

“I’m here to write about Cassandra,” I said. “I’m a journalist.”

“Oh, cool, I’m a journalist, too,” Rudkowski said.

“Yeah, me too,” Pool said.

Molli, now eyeing me more warily, exercised her right to remain silent.

“This kind of thing still lives today, in that ghost-robed Ku Klux Klan,” Bob Dylan sang.

Fairbanks came downstairs a few minutes later carrying a sequined clutch, a FREE ASSANGE tote bag, and a transparent poncho, “in case the protesters decide to throw paint on me.” Antifascist activists—Antifa, they called themselves—had threatened to shut down the event by any means necessary, including violence, and they had circulated a list of “high-value targets” with Fairbanks’s name on it. At other far-right events, she said, leftist agitators had thrown jars of urine and socks loaded with batteries. “Normally, I don’t mind run-ins with protesters,” she said. “But tonight I’m not in the fucking mood.”

Unlike the Liberty Ball and the Freedom Ball, official black-tie galas for Republican insiders and campaign bundlers, the DeploraBall was an independent pre-inauguration bash put on by and for the internet trolls and ultranationalists who had, as they liked to put it, “memed Donald Trump into the White House.” “It’s gonna be all the big names from MAGA Twitter,” one of them had told me, using the acronym for Trump’s campaign slogan, Make America Great Again. “All the people who joined forces online, all together in a room for the first time.” The event would take place at the National Press Club, in downtown D.C., for both symbolic and practical reasons: the Press Club, which held freedom of speech to be sacrosanct, was one of the few venues in town that would accept the organizers’ money.

The cohosts of the DeploraBall were Jack Posobiec, Jeff Giesea, and Mike Cernovich, three men whose occupations, like their politics, were impossible to describe in a single word. Posobiec was a wild-eyed navy veteran turned Twitter conspiracy theorist. Giesea, a wealthy entrepreneur who’d once worked for the taciturn libertarian billionaire Peter Thiel, had since become an under-the-table impact investor, funding a clandestine network of pro-Trump trolls. Cernovich, a self-employed lawyer and motivational blogger, had gained a bit of online notoriety for his boorish advice about fitness and pickup artistry. Prior to 2015, he took no interest in electoral politics. Then Donald Trump became the Republican front-runner, and Cernovich, recognizing a kindred spirit, began to amplify Trump’s brand of caustic, mendacious rhetoric.

On social media, as on the 1930s burlesque circuit, you’ve got to get a gimmick if you want to get ahead. Cernovich’s gimmick was to liken himself to a gorilla—

“a powerful, dominant animal.” He wrote Gorilla Mindset, a self-help book for aspiring alpha males, and hawked it on Amazon; on his blog, he posted selfies of his hypertrophic upper body, along with a candid account of how he maintained it (green juice, anabolic steroids) and why (“You get more attention from the Bad Ass Bitches”).

A friend of Cernovich’s named Milo Yiannopoulos, one of the few social media demicelebrities who’d been able to convert online trolling into national fame, affected a very different persona. He fashioned himself a rakish renegade—“the most fabulous supervillain on the internet,” as he put it. A Cambridge dropout from Kent, Yiannopoulos was known less for his ideological positions, which were not cogent enough to withstand real scrutiny, than for his genteel British accent, his designer handbags, and his acid one-liners.*

Fairbanks’s gimmick was as unoriginal as it was effective. “The only three things I believe in are the First Amendment, boobs, and WikiLeaks,” she once tweeted, with a link to a video in which she wore a low-cut WikiLeaks T-shirt. At the beginning of the video, she said, “This headline, and my shirt, are admittedly clickbait.” It worked: the video was viewed half a million times.*

In addition to keeping up her various social media feeds, Fairbanks worked as a political correspondent for Sputnik, an international news agency owned and operated by the Russian government. “She’s written for us, too,” Rudkowski said. He was using the editorial “we” to refer to We Are Change, a blog and YouTube channel that he ran out of his apartment in southern Brooklyn.

Fairbanks, Rudkowski, and Pool didn’t agree on a well-developed policy agenda. What they shared was closer to an attitude—an instinctive aversion to anything mainstream. They often expressed this in terms of their antipathy to the establishment wings of the Democratic and Republican parties, but their guiding principles seemed more temperamental than political. Things they liked: energy, scrappiness, rebellion. Things they disliked: institutionalism, incrementalism, the status quo. If something could be described as an emanation of the Man, then they were against it.

“I’ve been into alternative stuff, fringe stuff, for as long as I can remember,” Fairbanks said. “I always felt like, whatever narrative they’re forcing down my throat, it’s not the whole story.” She was thirty-one. Before moving to the D.C. suburbs, she had traveled the country as a sound engineer, an animal-rights activist, and a roadie for punk bands. Her strapless ball gown left visible most of her sixteen tattoos. “I care more about free speech, including for Chelsea Manning and Julian Assange, than almost any other issue,” she said. “And now there’s censorship from all these other places, not just the government. Silicon Valley? Are you kidding me? People sitting in little rooms, deciding what information we can see? That’s not free speech, that’s fucking mind control.”

In the 2016 presidential primaries, she had supported Bernie Sanders. When she started writing for Rudkowski’s site, she said, “I was still a full-on Bernie bro.” At the time, she was also a frequent contributor to left-wing clickbait sites such as US Uncut and Addicting Info. “The job was: find a clip of Trump being an idiot,” she said. “Exaggerate it or take it out of context if you have to, then post it to social with a melodramatic headline and get a gazillion clicks. It was not very hard.”

In mid-2016, after Sanders dropped out and Hillary Clinton clinched the Democratic nomination, Fairbanks took another look at Trump. “I knew I could never vote for a Jeb Bush–type Republican, and I knew I could never vote for a Clinton,” she said. As a test, she posted “a few things on Twitter that were not completely anti-Trump, and people absolutely lost their shit. I got called a literal Nazi so many times, I eventually went, Fuck it, I’ll just go all in.” She stopped writing for leftist sites, and her pieces on We Are Change became avidly pro-Trump. “I always let her publish all of it,” Rudkowski said. “We support free thought.”

I sat on the couch next to Pool. “Who’d you say you were with?” he asked.

“The New Yorker,” I said. “It’s a magazine that—”

He cut me off. “I know what it is,” he said curtly.

Rudkowski grinned to himself, still looking down at his phone. “The New Yorker,” he said, in a mock-stentorian voice.

I tried to guess what, specifically, they were reacting to. In many people’s minds, The New Yorker represented monocled snobbery and Waspy wealth, and there was some truth to this—you don’t run Rolex ads unless there’s a chance of selling some Rolexes. Some people associated the magazine with bookish pretension, or with center-left politics; others fixated on the magazine’s corporate ownership; still others were struck by the length of the articles, or the assiduous fact-checking process, or the droll cartoons. For the people in this living room, I suspected, the mental caricature comprised none of these things in particular, which is to say all of them at once: I worked for the Man.*

I felt a thump against my shin. It was the puppy, head-butting me to get my attention, then looking up at me with wide, expectant eyes.

“Her name is Wiki,” Fairbanks said.

“Short for WikiLeaks,” Pool said.

“As in, ‘It’s OK if Wiki leaks, as long as it’s in the right spot,’” Rudkowski said. He gestured toward the middle of the room, where there was a square absorbent pad with its borders taped to the floor.

“I’m trying to train her,” Fairbanks said, coaxing the dog toward the absorbent pad. Wikileaks sniffed the pad, circled it a few times, and then peed on it, wagging her tail. “Yay, Wiki!” Fairbanks said, gathering her dress in one hand and crouching to pet the puppy with the other. “What an incredibly good girl you are!”

She stepped outside, lit a cigarette, then changed her mind and stubbed it out. “My boss”—Sputnik’s Washington bureau chief—“wants me to write something about the party,” she said. “But I just want to relax, maybe have a drink.” In any case, she was friends with the event’s organizers, and with most of the other social media notables who would be in attendance. “If I need a quote from any of them tomorrow, I’ll just text them,” she said.

In the living room, Fairbanks switched from Bob Dylan to “Bradley Manning,” a song by the rap-rock band Flobots. Manning is transgender, and the song was recorded before she changed her name to Chelsea. “Normally I wouldn’t support anything that misgenders her, but it wasn’t intentional,” Fairbanks said. “Also, it’s just a super catchy song.” Manning was in federal prison for leaking army secrets; two days prior, Obama, in one of his final acts as president, had commuted Manning’s sentence. Asked about this, Fairbanks responded by making a jerking-off motion with her hand. “Too little, too late,” she said.

Around three in the afternoon, she turned off the TV and put on a pair of glittery gold high heels. She had volunteered to arrive at the Press Club a few hours early, to help set up. “I’ll get an Uber,” she said, fishing her phone out of her purse. I insisted on ordering a car for both of us instead. As a journalist, I explained, it would be unethical for me to accept any gifts from her, even a free ride. She narrowed her eyes and looked at me, trying to gauge whether I was joking. When it became clear that I wasn’t, she shrugged and put her phone away.

Fairbanks’s guests summoned a car of their own, then started stuffing their equipment into camera bags. Pool and Molli discussed their plans for the night:

“Let’s hit up the DeploraBall for a bit, see if it’s fun, then maybe stop by the Cambridge Analytica party.”

“You mean to film? Or just hang out?”

“We could shoot, sure, if something interesting’s happening.”

On her way out the door, Fairbanks dropped two lapel pins into her purse. One bore the logo of Comet Ping Pong, a pizzeria about five miles away.* The other was a likeness of Pepe, a once-innocuous cartoon frog that had been adopted as a mascot by a growing online confederation of white nationalists, misogynists, belligerent nihilists, and edgy trolls. When the Press Club had agreed to host the DeploraBall, one of its few provisos was that no Pepe iconography was to be worn inside the venue. “Damn the Man,” Fairbanks said. “These so-called defenders of the First Amendment are gonna turn around and tell me what to do? Fuck that. This is America.”

Our car arrived, and she climbed into the backseat. The driver, an African American man in his twenties, tried to make small talk, asking why she was so dressed up. He met her eyes in the rearview mirror as he waited for her answer. She fidgeted in her seat. “Going to a ball,” she said, diverting her attention to her phone.

• • •

“Come have drinks with the biggest names of the season,” an online invitation to the DeploraBall read, followed by a list, in bold type, of a dozen VIPs who would be in attendance. Some of them, such as Fairbanks and a YouTube commentator named Lauren Southern, were young independents who had never backed any major-party politician, much less a Republican, before Trump. Others, such as the tabloid blogger Jim Hoft and the amateur podcaster Bill Mitchell, were baby boomers and longtime conservatives who supported every one of Trump’s positions, even those that clashed with conservative orthodoxy (or with Trump’s other positions). One of the VIPs, an ageless political flack named Roger Stone, had lurked near the periphery of Republican politics for decades, and was called a “dirty trickster” by everyone, including himself. Another name on the list was Alex Jones, a perspiring doomsayer who had made millions of dollars by transferring his apocalyptic tirades from public-access cable to the open internet. For more than two decades, Jones had treated almost all politicians with vivid disdain; then, in 2015, he changed his mind and went all in for Trump.

Of all the VIPs on the list, Sheriff David Clarke of Milwaukee was the only African American and the only elected official. He had spoken at dozens of Trump’s campaign rallies, warming up the crowds before the main act. Roger Stone was one of Trump’s longest-serving political advisers; Alex Jones claimed to talk to Trump on a regular basis, but then again Jones was an inveterate liar. The other VIPs, having emerged recently from apolitical obscurity, had no formal ties to Trump, or to any known political entity. Any one of them, taken alone, might have seemed negligible, a curious by-product of the variegated energies made newly visible by the internet. But together they’d had a decisive impact on the 2016 campaign, and on public opinion more broadly. It was hard to imagine Trump winning without them.

The VIPs shared a common set of enemies—the Clintons, the Bushes, the globalists, the mainstream media—but they didn’t agree on everything. Some were more anti-Semitic than others. Some were more openly racist than others. Some emphasized misogyny, whereas others were more passionate about Islamophobia. Still others, rather than committing to any consistent ideology, rotated through evocative tropes about Davos or the Deep State. Each of them espoused opinions that were so politically retrograde, so morally repugnant, or so self-evidently deceitful that no reputable news organization would ever hire them. And yet, in the twenty-first century, they didn’t need traditional jobs. Instead, they could mobilize and monetize a following on social media.

They made their names, and in most cases made a good living, by generating what they called content—podcasts, publicity stunts, viral memes—which they peddled across a variety of platforms: a Twitter feed driving traffic to Patreon, a Gab feed soliciting donations through Coinbase, a personal site racking up ad revenue. This insured that, if they got banned from one platform or another, they wouldn’t starve, and their message wouldn’t be starved of attention. Some of them knew a lot about politics; some knew next to nothing about politics. In every case, their main skill was the same: a knack for identifying resonant images and talking points, and for propelling them from the fringes of the internet into the mainstream. If the old media gatekeepers in New York and D.C. still doubted whether this was a meaningful skill, then this skepticism only worked to the online propagandists’ advantage, because it allowed them to be underestimated. They knew that a series of small memetic victories would help them gain ground in a larger informational war.

At bottom, they were metamedia insurgents. They spoke the language of politics, in part, because politics was the reality show that got the highest ratings; and yet their chief goal was not to help the United States become a more perfect union but to catalyze cultural conflict. They took for granted that the old institutions ought to be burned to the ground, and they used the tools at their disposal—new media, especially social media—to light as many matches as possible. As for what kind of society might emerge from the ashes, they had no coherent vision and showed little interest in developing one. They were not, like William Buckley, standing athwart history, yelling “Stop”; they were holding liberal democracy in a headlock, yelling “Stop or I’ll shoot!”

When a reporter from CNN requested credentials to the DeploraBall, the organizers posted their response on Twitter: “We question your integrity as an institution of journalism. Therefore, we will not be issuing you press passes.” This was retweeted thousands of times. One anonymous Twitter user, whose avatar was a cartoon of a scowling bald eagle, replied with a celebratory meme—a photo of Anderson Cooper, sitting behind a desk in a CNN studio, captioned with the words “Breaking News: The People Don’t Believe Our Bullshit Anymore.”

“We’re the new media,” Cernovich told me. “The dinosaur fake-news media—their days are numbered.” This may have been Trumpian bluster, but it contained a degree of truth. “It offends their paternalistic, basic-bitch egos to hear it, but, sorry, this is what a truly democratic media looks like. They used to be able to control the narrative. Well, fuck you, motherfuckers. The barbarians are at the gate. Everyone has a voice now.”


CHAPTER TWO

Pride

At the Press Club, Cassandra Fairbanks assembled gift baskets for the DeploraBall’s VIPs and top donors. She laid out a dozen identical piles of tchotchkes (MAGA hat, inauguration-themed chocolate, tiny American flag manufactured in China), arranged every pile inside a wicker basket, and then tied a ribbon around each one. Luke Rudkowski sat nearby, reading Twitter. If any of the event’s male organizers were around, I didn’t see them offering to help.

“Baskets,” Fairbanks said, elbowing me in the ribs. “Get it?”

In September 2016, Hillary Clinton spoke at a campaign fund-raiser in New York City. “To just be grossly generalistic,” she said, “you could put half of Trump’s supporters into what I call the basket of deplorables.” Her audience chuckled. She defined the deplorables as “racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamophobic—you name it,” and lamented the fact that her opponent “tweets and retweets their offensive, hateful, mean-spirited rhetoric.” The political press immediately characterized Clinton’s statement as a gaffe, not because it was untrue—apart from the word “half,” it wasn’t even disputable—but because it could hurt her politically.

“I regret saying ‘half,’” Clinton half apologized the next day. But her infelicitous phrasing (who uses “deplorable” as a noun? who puts people in baskets?) refused to fade from the electorate’s memory. A headline in The Boston Globe: “With ‘Basket of Deplorables’ Quip, Clinton Just Made a Meme.” Sure enough, the social media ultranationalists immediately flooded Reddit and Twitter with parody images, reclaiming the moniker for themselves.*

Fairbanks tied a bow around the last gift basket. With Rudkowski, she walked outside and hailed a cab. The party wouldn’t start for another few hours, so she was going to meet her friend Gavin McInnes, another DeploraBall VIP, who was pregaming with a few friends at a luxury condo on K Street, about a mile away. He had offered to escort her later that night, when they made their grand entrance into the Press Club. The idea was to shield her from protesters, and she was eager to take him up on it.

In the cab, Fairbanks opened Instagram, where she’d just posted a photo of herself in her gown. She read a few of the comments aloud: “Looking good”; “Be careful of those Commies”; “Don’t give Gavin a heart attack.”

Helicopters thumped overhead. Police officers directed traffic, using wooden barricades to block access to the National Mall. On the wide facade of a convention center, artists were projecting the words of a few of the women who had accused Donald Trump of sexual assault.

“El Chapo just got extradited,” Rudkowski said, referring to a push notification.

“Dude, let’s focus on one country at a time,” Fairbanks said.

At the condo building, we took an elevator to the top floor and knocked on a door. A man in his late forties answered. He wore a black bow tie, slicked-back hair, and a full, sculpted beard. He greeted Fairbanks with a kiss on the cheek, then stepped back and gave her a vaudevillian once-over. She giggled and batted her eyes, playing along. “Cleavage looks fantastic, as always,” he said.

This was Gavin McInnes. Like the other DeploraBall VIPs, he was a content creator; before becoming an out-and-out Deplorable, he’d come closer than any of the others to a mainstream show-business career. In the 1980s and ’90s, he was in a punk band called Anal Chinook, and he later had a bit of success as an actor and a stand-up comic. In 1994, using grant money from the Canadian government and a Haitian nonprofit, he and two friends cofounded Vice magazine. The mainstream press dubbed McInnes “the godfather of hipsterdom.” After 9/11 he became an outspoken right-winger and a budding Islamophobe; he resigned from Vice Media, signing a lucrative parting settlement that included a nondisparagement clause. He published a salacious memoir, cofounded a boutique advertising firm, and appeared intermittently on Fox News, usually at three in the morning.

In addition to these appearances, McInnes wrote columns for extremist-friendly web publications such as The American Conservative, cofounded by Pat Buchanan, and Taki’s Magazine, founded by Taki Theodoracopulos, a Greek aesthete who seemed to have a soft spot for European fascism.* (McInnes was recruited to write for Taki’s by its managing editor at the time, a pompous white nationalist named Richard Spencer.) Primarily, though, McInnes presented himself as an internet shock jock. On The Gavin McInnes Show, which streamed for an hour and a half every weekday, he told lewd stories, got a butt tattoo live on air, and interviewed comedians, sex workers, and overt white supremacists—not because he endorsed white nationalism, he insisted, but because he wanted to give a fair hearing to all points of view. (He did maintain, however, that women would be happier as housewives, that gender-confirmation surgery was genital mutilation, and that “Muslims are stupid, and the only thing they really respect is violence.”) When Donald Trump ran for president, McInnes praised him for being “anti-jihad,” “anti-immigration,” and “anti-establishment.” “Trump is crass and rude and irrational, but that’s what we need right now,” McInnes said, on Fox Business. “We need hate. We need fearmongering.”

In 2016, McInnes announced that he was founding the Proud Boys, an all-male fraternal organization composed of “Western chauvinists who refuse to apologize for creating the modern world.” Every few weeks, he gathered dozens of restive young men at a dive bar in Manhattan, gave a vigorous toast about how “the West is the best,” and encouraged them to drink heavily; by the time the young men started getting into fistfights with the normies, McInnes had usually slipped away to his wife and sleeping children in Westchester County. Whenever a journalist implied that the Proud Boys were a white-pride organization, McInnes claimed to be shocked and offended: “‘Western chauvinist’ includes all races, religions, and sexual preferences.”

Fairbanks walked through the door and toward the preparty. I started to follow her, but McInnes placed a hand against my chest. “Who’s this guy?” he asked, turning over his shoulder to address Fairbanks.

“He’s a journalist, but he’s cool,” she said. “He’s with me.”

McInnes, glowering, kept his hand where it was. For the first time, he looked me in the eye. “If you call us Nazis in anything you write,” he said, enunciating very clearly, “I’ll kick your fucking ass.” Then he removed his hand from my chest and stepped aside to let me in, his facial expression changing abruptly to a rictus. “I’m just messing with you!” he said. “Probably. Almost definitely.”

He led us through an indoor lounge area and out onto a roof deck, where about a dozen Proud Boys stood in a loose circle, wearing navy blazers and red MAGA hats, drinking bottles of Budweiser. Most of them were younger than McInnes by two decades or more. “Gentlemen, try not to jizz in your pants,” he said, introducing Fairbanks. Then, making his way to the center of the circle, he picked up where he’d left off, recounting an interview he’d just given to a Japanese news crew.

“They go, ‘How do you feel—Mr. Trump?’” McInnes said, in a cartoonish Japanese accent. “I go, ‘Yep, Trump, love him, great.’ They go, ‘And how do you feel—white power?’ I go, ‘White power? What the fuck? Fuck off!’ And I kicked them out. Seriously, where do people even get this shit from? There’s, like, five guys in the country who are actual white supremacists, and you can tell who they are ’cause they wear robes and clip-clop around on horseback!” The young men chuckled. It wasn’t clear what they were supposed to say in response, if anything.

“It’s too cold out here,” McInnes said. “My dick is shriveling up.” In case his meaning wasn’t plain enough, he put his hand down his pants and stuck one finger through the fly. “I’m leaving before I get AIDS,” he declared, and went inside.

I turned to chat with the Proud Boy standing next to me. A contractor from North Carolina, he was barrel chested and at least a head taller than everyone else. Beneath his blazer, he wore a black T-shirt emblazoned with the words “Proud Boys,” in the style of the Jack Daniels logo. I asked him why he’d joined the group. “’Cause I’m proud to be white!” he said. “These days, suddenly, everyone is so divided, you can’t say anything. Being a white cis male is the worst thing you can be. Like Gavin always says, why should I apologize for being who I am?”

He tried to swig from his beer and realized it was empty. “It’s OK to be a nationalist, and it’s OK to have pride in yourself,” he went on. “But you put either of those concepts together with being white, and suddenly you’re an insane Nazi bigot. No. Fuck that.” He shook my hand firmly, looked me in the eye, and grinned politely. “Pleasure meeting you,” he said, and went inside to get another beer.

Zach, a skinny Proud Boy wearing a baggy blazer, was twenty-three and looked even younger. He had dimples, and a few seraphic curls protruded from beneath his red MAGA hat. When someone else on the roof deck made a particularly derogatory joke, Zach would smile, pull his cap low, and cast his eyes downward, looking both embarrassed and invigorated. Some of the Proud Boys had tickets to the DeploraBall; others, including Zach, were hoping to bluff their way past security. “I’ll walk over and see what happens,” he said. “I’m just happy to be here, honestly.”

He lived a few miles away, in the middle-class Maryland suburb where he’d grown up. “Everyone I know has exactly the same opinions,” he said. “‘Trump’ is synonymous with ‘deranged moron.’ It’s an article of faith, and I guess I’m just not a follow-the-leader kind of guy.” This was what had piqued his interest in The Gavin McInnes Show: a desire to see sacred cows led to the slaughter.

I understood where he was coming from, almost literally. I, too, grew up in anodyne liberal suburbia. When I was a teenager, I longed, like teenagers everywhere, for something that might help me stand out, or at least help my personality cohere. The best I could come up with was a safe simulacrum of punk-rock rebellion. I tried to grow my hair out like Kurt Cobain, but instead I ended up with a lamentably bouffant ginger butt cut. I chain-smoked, which gave me heartburn. No one was particularly impressed with my insufferable shtick; girls certainly weren’t. But I convinced myself that I was on the side of righteousness. I was standing up to the Man.

The worst kind of person, I decided, was a conformist, an institutionalist, an establishment shill. I invented principles, retroactively, to justify my convictions, but my only truly consistent principle was contrarianism. Fatuous bourgeois bullshit was all around me, and I was the only one with enough integrity to see through it. If everyone else trusted the line they were being fed in the history textbooks, or in The New York Times, then I would be an iconoclast, questioning the dominant narrative.

It seemed at the time like a matter of ethics, but ultimately it was reducible to aesthetics. All things being equal, it’s always cooler to be a rebel than an institutionalist. Defy convention. Blow up the system. Question everything. I never saw a Kurt Cobain poster that said “Some Norms Might Actually Be Worth Preserving” or “Question Some Things, But Don’t Go Crazy.”

Politics didn’t come up much, because no one around me was all that political. When I did take an interest in politics, it was in college, through books. By then, questioning the dominant narrative no longer made me special; questioning the dominant narrative was homework. I wonder now what might have happened to the eighth-grade version of myself if I’d felt coerced into accepting some mandatory political orthodoxy, and if I’d been able to dig up succinct and seductive counterpoints to that orthodoxy, whenever I wanted, simply by glancing at the internet on a computer I kept in my pocket.

Much later, when I found myself working in the inner sanctum of contemporary journalism, I started to let go of my knee-jerk contrarianism. Gradually, reluctantly, I admitted to myself that institutions can also have significant upsides. I never deluded myself into believing that the norms of traditional journalism were infallible, or worthy of exaltation, or intrinsically cool. (Nobody thinks gatekeeping is cool, not even the gatekeepers.) And yet, as it turns out, it’s possible for a thing to be uncool and also necessary. Let’s say you’re hosting a dance party in a dark warehouse. You decide not to put up any illuminated exit signs—they don’t fit with your aesthetic. You’re above maximum capacity, but you don’t want to be a buzzkill and start kicking people out. Someone pulls a fire alarm; it’s a prank, and everyone ignores it. In the unlikely (but not impossible) event that you smell a gas leak or see billowing smoke, you’re going to need a contingency plan, and a functional PA system.

“Gavin is so free, so no-fucks-given, the way he talks,” Zach said. “It’s a dopamine rush, listening to him—like, how can he get away with saying this shit? It could be some insane drinking story, or sex story, or whatever, and then the next minute he’s actually making an evidence-based argument about how traditional gender roles make women happier, or about how cultural Marxism infected the media. You start listening with an open mind, and you go, Actually, I’ve never heard anyone make that case before.”

McInnes often asserted that conservatism was “the new punk rock,” and there was something to this, at least on the level of pure energy. He had made himself into a kind of renegade. His style was certainly edgier and more bracing than that of any CNN pundit. And his Janus-faced jester routine afforded him a lot of flexibility: when he made a cogent argument, he was a political commentator; as soon as he crossed a line, he was only joking.

All things being equal, it’s cooler to be a rebel than an establishment shill. But all things aren’t equal. Some norms—such as welcoming the stranger, or respecting the dignity of women, or resisting the urge to punch random pedestrians in the face—really are worth preserving. It’s definitionally non-edgy to affirm this sort of thing. It feels obvious, sentimental, conformist. Sooner or later, though, most people grow up and stop trying to prove how edgy they are. Sometimes, when everyone in the world is angry at you, it’s because you’re a singularly perceptive iconoclast assailing the hypocrisy of the system. Other times, when everyone is angry at you, it’s because you’re just being an asshole.

• • •

Our hosts on the roof deck were Mary Clare Reim and Yonathan Amselem, a couple in their late twenties who were engaged to be married. They lived in one of the condos downstairs. “Call me Yoni,” he said. “I’m Sephardic, mixed with a bunch of other stuff, but I just let all the protesters think I’m an evil Christian cis white man ’cause it’s better for their narrative.” A corporate lawyer, he had heard about the Proud Boys on The Gavin McInnes Show. “The left is no fucking fun anymore!” he said.

A few weeks before the inauguration, Mary Clare said, McInnes “mentioned on Facebook, or somewhere, that he needed a place to crash in D.C.”

“I offered our place immediately,” Yoni said. “I met him for the first time, like, two hours ago.” He was clearly starstruck. “He walks in, drops his suitcase, and starts changing into his tuxedo, right in the living room, drinking a beer. He’s just, like, himself—the guy from the show—except in my friggin’ apartment.”

“He listens to Gavin every day,” Mary Clare told me. “I can hear him cracking up from the other room.”

“I like Gavin more than a friend,” Yoni said, giggling.*

“Gavin has funny moments, and sometimes he makes actual good points,” Mary Clare said. “But then he’ll talk about diarrhea for twenty minutes and totally lose me.”

“She’s a nice Catholic girl,” Yoni explained.

They resembled a sitcom archetype—the unkempt, heavyset man who, through a combination of haplessness and low-key charisma, ends up with the slender, beautiful blonde. In a departure from the archetype, though, Mary Clare was not a mouthy, long-suffering housewife but a policy wonk.

“I’m an analyst at a think tank,” she said.

“The Heritage Foundation,” he said. “She’s a big shot.”

“To be honest, I had a lot of problems with Trump at first,” she said. “I write about education policy, and a lot of the higher-ed proposals his campaign put out didn’t really add up.” She started to explain, beginning with a few statistics about federal subsidies to universities.

“Aaaand, this is where I start to check out,” Yoni said.

McInnes returned to the roof deck and, with a flourish, introduced two women, one in her midfifties and the other in her early twenties. The older woman handed me her business card, which identified her as an “author and cultural activist” with the Twitter handle @SpankCityHall. “I started the Indiana Tea Party,” she said. “Before that, I was a dominatrix with a dungeon in my basement, and guys paid me to paddle ’em on the ass. Life’s a trip, huh?” She wore a fur vest and a fur cossack hat. “My wardrobe tonight is Russia themed,” she said, “in honor of my hunky alpha-male crush, Vlad Putin.”

One of the Proud Boys, staring at the younger woman, whispered, “Wait, I think I know who that is.” As she approached, he asked her, “Aren’t you Lauren Southern?”

She gave him a long, withering stare. “No,” she said, and walked away.

“Well, shit,” the Proud Boy said. “Someone told me Lauren Southern was gonna be here.”

It was an understandable mistake. Both Lauren Southern and the woman on the roof deck, Laura Loomer, were rising social media stars with peroxide-blonde hair. Southern was perhaps best known for crashing a feminist rally in Vancouver while holding up an antifeminist sign (THERE IS NO RAPE CULTURE IN THE WEST); her YouTube video of the confrontation was viewed more than two million times. Loomer, a strident Islamophobe and conspiracy theorist, kept a lower profile, in part because she had, until recently, worked undercover. She was an employee of Project Veritas, a New York–based nonprofit that tried to undermine liberal institutions through journalistic stings. A few of these were inarguable successes; others backfired humiliatingly; most often, the results were overhyped and underwhelming.*

Fairbanks had settled on a couch, chain-smoking and gazing at the green-glass towers of downtown D.C. Mary Clare sat down next to her and asked, “You have the most Twitter followers of anyone here, probably, right?”

“I guess, except for Gavin,” Fairbanks said. “I have about eighty.”*

“Thousand?” Mary Clare said. “Gosh, that’s awesome. I have, like, none. But all I ever tweet about is student-loan interest rates, so I guess it’s not that surprising.”

Sitting on the other side of Fairbanks was her boss, Mindia Gavasheli, the Washington bureau chief of Sputnik News. He’d worked as a TV producer in Russia—first at two regional networks in his hometown of Krasnodar, then at two national networks with a pro-Kremlin slant—before moving to the United States. Tonight, he seemed thrilled to be among the Deplorables.

“We should have an after-party at the Trump,” he said, referring to the Trump International Hotel, on Pennsylvania Avenue, which had opened four months earlier.

“I don’t think they’re technically open tonight, but I’ll text the manager,” Fairbanks said. “I’m there, like, every other night, and I tip, so he definitely owes me one.”

Luke Rudkowski sat nearby, watching Facebook Live on his phone. “Alex Jones is streaming from a mile down the road,” he said, chuckling. “Looks like he’s wasted.”

“Amazing, let me see,” Fairbanks said. Rudkowski tilted his phone to let her watch.

Jones was standing in front of the Capitol, swaying gently, speaking with even more ardor and less coherence than usual. In person, he was addressing about a dozen stray tourists; on Facebook, he had a live audience of nearly four thousand. “The arrogant globalists who believe the power of humanity is theirs, because they hijack control of it . . .” He trailed off.

“Oh, shit, is he crying?” Rudkowski said. He and Fairbanks cracked up, but I couldn’t tell whether they were laughing with Jones or at him.

“The rediscovery of our destiny is at hand!” Jones shouted, his face streaked with tears.

“I don’t blame him for crying,” the woman in the fur hat said. “The intelligence agencies are all trying to kill him, you know.”

“We gotta go to the DeploraBall now,” Jones said. “I’m gonna sneak off and piss on some tree or something and we’re gonna get there.”

Loomer sidled up to Rudkowski and perched on the arm of his chair.

“Hey,” she said, in a tone that suggested an intimate rapport.

“Hey,” he said, in a tone that did not.

She sat for a few seconds, trying and failing to meet Rudkowski’s eyes. After a while, she stormed off.

“What’s with her?” Fairbanks asked. Rudkowski didn’t answer.

In a blog post about the Proud Boys, McInnes had written that “the meetings usually consist of drinking, fighting, and reading aloud from Pat Buchanan’s The Death of the West,” a book arguing that declining white birth rates and “uncontrolled immigration” would soon result in a “Third World America.” That night, I’d already seen plenty of drinking, and a good amount of vaping. As for fighting, the Proud Boys anticipated it eagerly—McInnes, in particular, kept cracking his knuckles and stretching his neck, like a boxer on the way to the ring. But the part about public reading may have been aspirational; for one thing, McInnes had forgotten to pack a copy of The Death of the West in his suitcase.

“I’ve got one, actually,” Zach said, digging into his backpack. He’d read McInnes’s blog post and planned ahead.

“Nice!” McInnes said. “We’ll do a little toast.”

The Proud Boys gathered inside, most of them holding a beer in one hand and a phone in the other, capturing each other capturing the moment. McInnes gave a brief, rousing speech. “We are here celebrating the inauguration,” he said. “We will be accosted by social-justice warriors that are mad that private citizens are going to enjoy ourselves. But, before we go, I would like to read a brief passage that the Proud Boys thoroughly enjoy.” He cleared his throat, adjusted his glasses, and opened the paperback to the designated page.

“In the story of slavery and the slave trade,” he read, “Western Man was among the many villains, but Western Man was also the only hero. For the West did not invent slavery, but it alone abolished slavery.” For someone who claimed to have a postracial outlook, McInnes spent a lot of time talking about race. He finished reading—“The time for apologies is past”—and started a brief round of applause for himself.

Lee Atwater, a Republican consultant and the Paganini of the modern political dog whistle, once explained the Southern Strategy, a ploy by which his party used coded racism to appeal to white voters. “You start out in 1954 by saying, ‘Nigger, nigger, nigger,’” Atwater said. “By 1968, you can’t say ‘nigger’—that hurts you, it backfires—so you say stuff like ‘forced busing,’ ‘states’ rights,’ and all that stuff, and you’re getting so abstract.” Ronald Reagan, running for president in 1980, delivered a campaign speech in Neshoba County, Mississippi, where three civil rights workers had been murdered sixteen years prior. “I believe in states’ rights,” Reagan said. When he became president, he hired Atwater as a White House aide, then as the deputy director of his reelection campaign. The day after the 1984 election, which Reagan won in the biggest landslide in American history, Atwater left the government to join a D.C. lobbying firm cofounded by Paul Manafort and Roger Stone.

Atwater didn’t invent the Southern Strategy. Barry Goldwater used it, unsuccessfully, in 1964; then Richard Nixon won with it, pitching himself as a law-and-order candidate who spoke for what he would later call a “silent majority.” He was channeling the language of Pat Buchanan, one of his top strategists and speechwriters. Buchanan, who referred to himself as a paleoconservative, was a racist by most definitions of the word. “Heredity, rather than environment, determines intelligence,” he wrote, erroneously, in a private White House memo to President Nixon. “And every study we have shows blacks 15 IQ points below whites on the average.” The memo argued that promoting racial integration in public schools was a waste of government money. Buchanan, who went on to become President Reagan’s communications director, was too shrewd to use such frank rhetoric in public, but he often came close. In The Death of the West, he wrote, “In their hearts, who truly believes in the equality of all civilizations, cultures, faiths?”

Before “America First” was Donald Trump’s motto, it was the motto of postwar jingoists such as Buchanan (and, before that, of Nazi sympathizers such as Charles Lindbergh). Before “Make America Great Again” was Trump’s campaign slogan, it was Ronald Reagan’s campaign slogan.* Even Trump’s central policy theme, severe immigration restrictionism, seemed to be borrowed largely from Ann Coulter, a fire-and-brimstone nativist who advocated mass deportations and the revocation of birthright citizenship. In her 2015 book, ¡Adios, America!, Coulter called the construction of a physical barrier along the southern border “the only sane, logical thing to do.” A prepublication copy of the book was delivered to Trump Tower in May. The next month, in Trump’s speech announcing his candidacy for president, he said, “I would build a great wall—and nobody builds walls better than me, believe me, and I’ll build them very inexpensively—I will build a great, great wall on our southern border.” Later, when Trump referred to black-majority countries as “shitholes,” and to African American politicians as “low-I.Q. individuals,” he was just restating plainly what other American nativists had been insinuating, in slightly subtler registers, for decades.

William F. Buckley Jr., the founding editor of National Review and the foremost gatekeeper of postwar conservative opinion, spent most of his career trying to enforce the bounds of acceptable right-wing discourse. His “great achievement,” The Dallas Morning News wrote in 2004, “was to purge the American right of its kooks”—the extremists, paranoid conspiracists, and unusually virulent racists. It was a testament to Buckley’s stature, and to his magazine’s power as a vector for popular ideas, that these purges were so effective.

Then again, extremism is a relative term. Buckley let a lot of bigotry slip past him. He also produced a good amount of it himself. When he was eleven, four of his older siblings burned a cross on the lawn of a Jewish resort in Connecticut; young Billy cried because he wasn’t allowed to tag along. In 1957, when he was thirty-one, Buckley wrote “Why the South Must Prevail,” a column arguing in favor of legal segregation “for whatever period it takes to effect a genuine cultural equality between the races.” This was, shamefully, not considered an extreme position at the time.

In 1991, Buckley wrote a book-length essay about Buchanan, who was a merciless critic of Israel. Buckley set out to investigate whether Buchanan’s anti-Zionism was tinged with anti-Semitism. The ultimate verdict was a qualified yes: “I find it impossible to defend Pat Buchanan against the charge that what he did and said during the period under examination amounted to anti-Semitism.” Buchanan never wrote for National Review after that.

By the standards of a Buckleyan purge, this one was only semieffective. The charge of anti-Semitism clung to Buchanan for years, yet it hardly ended his career. “The greatest vacuum in American politics is to the right of Ronald Reagan,” Buchanan said in 1987, and he set out to fill that vacuum, hosting a nationally syndicated radio show and a talk show on CNN. In 2002 he cofounded a magazine called The American Conservative. His goal, he told an interviewer at the time, was “to recapture the flag of the conservative movement.” The American Conservative was willing to publish opinions that were too edgy, or too racist, for the editors of National Review. By then, no single outlet held a monopoly on acceptable right-wing thought.

Buchanan ran for president as a Republican in 1992 and 1996. Both times, he campaigned on a platform of immigration restrictionism and “Western values.” The nativist faction of the GOP bayed at his dog whistles, but that faction had not yet taken over the party. In 2000, Buchanan ran again, this time pursuing the nomination of the Reform Party. As it happened, one of Buchanan’s potential opponents was an ideologically pliable tabloid celebrity named Donald Trump. “He’s a Hitler-lover,” Trump said of Buchanan. “He doesn’t like the blacks, he doesn’t like the gays. It’s just incredible that anybody could embrace this guy.” He mused about challenging Buchanan for the nomination of the Reform Party, possibly with Oprah Winfrey as his running mate, but then dropped out of the race without officially entering it.

Was Trump lying in 2000, when he called the Republican Party “just too crazy right”? Or was he lying in 2016, when he ran only slightly to the left of Viktor Orban? It’s impossible to know. Trump has an unusual capacity for self-contradiction, but the trait is hardly unique to him. In the middle of his gimlet-eyed description of the Southern Strategy, Lee Atwater began to wonder whether covert racism was actually a form of social progress. “I’m saying that if it’s getting that abstract, and that coded, that we are doing away with the racial problem one way or the other,” he said. Atwater had just admitted that an innocuous-sounding policy proposal, such as a tax cut, could be both intended and understood as a stand-in for bigotry; in the next breath, he started to convince himself that sometimes a tax cut is just a tax cut. That’s the strange thing about dog whistles. Sometimes, when it’s convenient, both the hounds and the hunter can forget what all the barking and snarling was about in the first place.

• • •

It was time to go. The Proud Boys tilted back their heads, draining what was left of their beers, and left the roof deck, half the group squeezing into a single elevator car. “I hope I get to whoop some Antifa commie’s ass,” one Proud Boy said, before adding, “in self-defense, of course.” Another Proud Boy paraphrased one of McInnes’s oft-repeated maxims: “You’re not a real man until you’ve had your heart
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