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END

OF DISCUSSION

“At a time when the people in charge are trying to force you to shut up and obey, free speech has never been more imperiled in America—and Mary Katharine Ham and Guy Benson’s arguments have never been more important. Buy this book for yourself and those you love. You’re going to need the intellectual ammo.”

—Tucker Carlson

“This book needed to be written, needed to be published, and needs to be read. Best of all, it’s great fun to read.”

—Brit Hume

“End of Discussion will actually start more conversations than it finishes. Mary Katharine and Guy are two of the bright stars of conservative commentary, and their insight and humor comes together well to showcase the absurdities of manufactured outrage and the benefits of taking a breath before launching an attack. End of Discussion is a smart and charming political page turner that was a delight to read.”

—Dana Perino, former White House press secretary and 
cohost of The Five on Fox News

“Here’s why I can wholeheartedly endorse and recommend this book: Mary Katharine Ham and Guy Benson are really good writers. This book had me laughing out loud on yesterday’s flight.”

—Jim Geraghty, contributor to National Review

“A brilliant exposé of the left’s outrageous outrage over everything! Free speech isn’t free. It must be fought for. Get in the fight with this fantastic book by Mary Katharine Ham and Guy Benson!”

—Brad Thor, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Code of Conduct

“I can’t think of any two people more qualified than Guy Benson and Mary Katharine Ham to expose the left’s decidedly undemocratic efforts to silence opposing views. With their characteristic wit and humor, they take on the outrage industrial complex on behalf of fun- and freedom-loving Americans everywhere.”

—S. E. Cupp, author and nationally syndicated columnist

“This book will make you laugh—and cry—at a world where honest debate is all too rare.”

—Juan Williams, Fox News analyst and author of  Muzzled: The Assault on Honest Debate

“Come for the writing and the humor, stay for the point: The ‘outrage industry’ is destroying politics. Benson and Ham have diagnosed a new kind of media cancer, one that is metastasizing and eating away at our ability to survive as a free people, freely debating our future. Yes, that sounds serious for a book with as wonderfully light a touch as this, and one so full of laugh-out-loud moments. But it is true. That’s why you need to read this book.”

—Hugh Hewitt
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To our parents, from whom we learned our values. And to all those whose commitment to free expression entails far more personal risk than merely writing a book. We admire your courage and pray for your safety.








“Liberals claim to want to give a hearing to other views, but then are shocked and offended to discover that there are other views.”

—William F. Buckley, Jr.

“We must picture hell as a state where everyone is perpetually concerned about his own dignity and advancement, where everyone has a grievance, and where everyone lives the deadly serious passions of envy, self-importance, and resentment.”

—C. S. Lewis, Preface to The Screwtape Letters, 1960
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

MAKE AMERICA TALK AGAIN

Donald Trump is president1 and Berkeley is burning. Maybe it’s time for us to revisit our subject. Let’s start by setting a scene:

On June 16, 2015, sitting in a Manhattan hotel room, we took a break from our national book tour promoting End of Discussion to watch an unusual spectacle unfold on cable news.

Over the course of our tour, we had discussed our thesis that weaponized political correctness is crushing Americans’ ability to engage in empathic and reasoned debate. We argued that demonization of the opposing side and phony outrage are making our country less free (and fun), and the political Left is the primary culprit in silencing alternative viewpoints and trying to “win” debates by preventing them from happening. (There’s a lot more to it than that, so please do keep reading.)

Time and again on tour we found ourselves admonishing the silencers that convincing people to shut up is not the same thing as actually convincing people. We warned that if you bully folks hard enough and long enough, a backlash will build, even as we were unsure of what that backlash might look like.

It turned out the backlash took the form of a single man: a brash, famous-for-being-rich real estate mogul turned reality television star. On that Tuesday afternoon, we watched Donald J. Trump dramatically descend the escalator at Trump Tower and uncork a presidential announcement the likes of which America’s political class has never seen. It wasn’t a speech so much as a disjointed, grievance-laden stream of consciousness.2 The themes he raised that day would soon become familiar: The United States was getting screwed over by various enemies and adversaries, and our leaders were letting it happen. The time had come, he intoned, for him to make the country “great again,” and he was willing to ruffle any feather and take out any sacred cow in that pursuit.

The reaction of the political press and establishment was nearly universal: mildly amused revulsion, coupled with certitude that this man would never even sniff the nomination of his hastily-adopted political party, let alone make any sort of serious run at the presidency. Seventeen months later, he was elected the 45th president of the United States.

The reasons Trump won are myriad, and many fall well outside the scope of this book. But the Left’s arrogant cultural ascendancy and efforts to demean traditionally right-of-center views as “hateful” and “bigoted” were a large part of it.

The media’s immediate pile-on of ridicule was a signal to millions that maybe Trump was onto something. They started paying attention—and defending him. He emerged unscathed, even bolstered, by a string of “outrages”—both frivolous and genuinely distasteful—that would have doomed any other politician’s campaign. By flooding the airwaves with “outrages” on a sometimes hourly basis, Trump fried the media’s circuits. His critics couldn’t focus on any given flare-up without getting sidetracked by the next one. We are outraged by Donald Trump’s latest attack on…wait, oh my God, did you see what he literally just said?

The Trump train began to fill up with a growing number of citizens who’d grown exasperated by smothering political correctness and its enforcers. Legions of Republican primary voters ultimately chose to put aside concerns about character (and conservative values) to boost a man who represented a giant middle finger to the bipartisan political establishment, particularly the you-can’t-say-that tut-tutters in the mainstream press. When asked why voters were willing to make such moral and ideological compromises on his behalf, many Trump supporters offered some variant of the same answer: Because at least he’s willing to fight. After years of feeling culturally bullied by liberal tastemakers for believing the “wrong” things, many voters had concluded that it was time to hire a bully of their own.

THE BACKLASH TO THE BACKLASH

Fortunately, the left-wing outrage brigade has taken Trump’s surprise victory in stride, engaging in constructive self-reflection and working hard to mitigate some of their most self-destructive impulses. Just kidding; they’ve lost their damn minds.

To be fair, after Trump was elected president, there was a brief discussion of how the Left should react. Columbia professor Mark Lilla suggested the formerly unspeakable in the New York Times: “American liberalism has slipped into a kind of moral panic about racial, gender and sexual identity that has distorted liberalism’s message and prevented it from becoming a unifying force capable of governing. One of the many lessons of the recent presidential election campaign and its repugnant outcome is that the age of identity liberalism must be brought to an end.”

MSNBC host Krystal Ball, ahem, crystallized3 the phenomenon this way the day after the election: “They said they were facing an economic apocalypse, we offered ‘retraining’ and complained about their white privilege. Is it any wonder we lost?” But most, certainly those on college campuses and in activist circles, decided more moral panic about racial, gender, and sexual identity was the answer. More lectures on white privilege would do the trick, and anyone who suggested different should, well, shut up.

Rather than acknowledge the destructive climate that created an opening for someone like Trump to win the presidency, the Resistance is tripling down on their exact same tactics. Sometimes it truly feels like they’re deep cover pro-Trump agents, working tirelessly for his re-election. Perhaps some of them will finally reveal their secret roles in all of this when Trump coasts into his fifth term, each receiving the Presidential Medal of Freedom at a special ceremony at Mar-a-Lago—which by that point will be designated the eighth, and most terrific, wonder of the world.

How bad has it gotten? As we outlined in this book two years ago, the phenomenon is not just on college campuses; it’s not just in political races; and it’s not just reserved for public figures. That’s why private citizens reacted with their votes, and why they’ll continue to react as long as stuff like this keeps happening.

One particularly depressing incident played out in the spring of 2017 when left-wing agitators announced their intention to physically assault Republican participants in the Avenue of Roses Parade in East Portland, Oregon. Yep, it’s just an annual parade kicking off a festival that celebrates flowers. “We will have two hundred or more people rush into the parade…and drag and push these people out,” a local “anti-fascist” warned organizers in an e-mail, adding that his followers would shut down roads if they didn’t get their way. And they got their way, sort of. The parade was canceled. The Republicans, who had always participated peacefully in the parade, were no doubt planning to intimidate with only the most foreboding kinds of flowers, hydrangeas and the like.

The cancellation upset the goons, who complained that they didn’t want to ruin the experience for everyone, just for the so-called fascists. “We intended to stand between [the Republicans] and those who they wanted to intimidate….We intended to block out their hate and shut down their violence,” a mob leader said in a statement to local media. How deeply, creepily Orwellian. The end-of-discussion culture is getting worse.

TRUMP: PART DISEASE, PART CURE

One of the ways the outrage industry operates is to seize upon harmless or awkwardly-stated comments from conservative politicians in order to contrive tempests of feigned horror and indignation. They select a target, “controversialize” his or her statement, and kick up a firestorm that consumes a news cycle or two, forcing the opposition into a defensive crouch. Donald Trump took this playbook, doused it in Tremendous Trump Vodka, and torched it.4 Not to get too far ahead of ourselves, but in the final chapter of this book we implore public figures not to grovel and apologize for things about which they’re not truly sorry. Trump takes this approach to an extreme, rarely apologizing for anything, including for things he obviously should.

On some level, watching America’s practiced political hit men flail and fail in the face of this one-man rhetorical Roman candle was entertaining and gratifying. Trump’s contempt for “the rules,” which had so often been applied unevenly to members of the two major parties, allowed him to strike back aggressively and immediately. Sometimes he was clumsy. Sometimes he was cringeworthy. But his pushback against slights was always as swift and forceful as it was inevitable. Watching the high priests of political correctness squirm and gnash their teeth was like a drug to many voters. Trump was fighting for them, and playing dirty.

The media showered Trump with $2 billion in “earned” (i.e., unpaid) airtime and column inches during the GOP primary, according to a study by SMG Delta. The Trump show was big business for the press, attracting millions of eyeballs and clicks every single day. Many news editors, producers, and executives assumed he was bound to lose anyway, so it was safe to help promote an “unelectable” rodeo clown, lining their pockets in the process. A win-win. But by the time the tone of their coverage shifted from “wow, look at this fascinating phenomenon!” to “this neo-fascist is a threat to our very republic!” (roughly coinciding with Trump’s effective clinching of the Republican nomination, not coincidentally), the horse was out of the barn. One of two human beings was going to become the next president. One of them was Donald Trump, and luckily for him, the other one was the almost supernaturally charmless and inauthentic Hillary Clinton.

Trump broke virtually every political rule in existence. He rode the electorate’s desire for change despite being outspent by his opponent two-to-one. (Bear in mind that statistic when we address the Democrats’ money in politics duplicity in a subsequent chapter.) The Left’s outrage mongers and cultural floppers threw everything they had at Donald Trump, and they lost. Trump seemed to thrive in this chaotic, target-rich environment, leading the media around by its nose with his endless stunts and tweets. He beat them.

We are confident that none of this would have been possible outside of the stifling, toxic end-of-discussion atmosphere that the Left had fostered for years. They laid a foundation of division and resentment that eventually led to the stunning counterpunch Trump embodied and delivered. Come to think of it, we could probably just retitle this book This Is How You Got Trump, and call it a day.

But even as loathers of political correctness, we have not welcomed the era of Trump with unbridled enthusiasm. We fear that too much of the Right now festishizes anti-PC to such an extent that a politician’s ability to annoy or inflame the Left is prized above foundational conservative values, including decency, personal responsibility, and ideological coherence. It doesn’t speak highly of a political movement if its members embrace justifications, such as, sure, he may be an ignorant amoral narcissist and a lifelong liberal until very recently, but at least he’s ** pissing off the Washington Post!

In our day jobs, we’ve both settled into the reality of a Trump presidency—surreal as it feels at times5—by adopting this approach: Calling ’em as we see ’em, issue by issue. We hand out praise and criticism as earned. This stance seems to befuddle some of our more reflectively tribal Twitter followers, but it strikes us as sensible and fair. Applauding President Trump for, say, nominating Justice Gorsuch to the Supreme Court doesn’t mean that we’re obliged to flush candidate Trump’s appalling racial attacks on a Hispanic federal judge, or his deeply unseemly treatment of a Muslim Gold Star family, down the memory hole. It’s all part of the equation. No airbrushing.

Expecting political figures, no matter how nontraditional they are, to behave like adults and to treat critics with some modicum of restraint and respect is not weakness or caving to the Left. The outrage mob’s grotesque overapplication of various -isms and -phobias (much more on that to come) for the purpose of crowding out good-faith dissent does not mean that racism or misogyny are myths. We fear that Trump’s cartoonish carelessness and nastiness only empowers those who seek to sanitize our discourse for their own self-serving political purposes.

The age group most opposed to Donald Trump is the Millennial generation, of which we are senior members.6 For better and sometimes worse, our generation has been conditioned to view inclusivity as a religious tenet. Trump’s statements over the years about different groups of people—especially women—have rendered him anathema to most Millennial voters, now the largest age bloc in the country. He carried barely more than one-third of voters age eighteen to twenty-nine last November. Responding to the age of identity politics, Trump is redefining conservatism in the eyes of many young people to mean something that is quite different from the ideas and principles we cherish.

Then there are Trump’s blatant attacks on free speech. He has made it clear he has no real understanding of the First Amendment’s protections when it comes to language he doesn’t like. And, no, we don’t mean his heckling of the press corps during press conferences. We’re talking about is his musings about changing libel laws, “so when they write purposely negative and horrible and false articles, we can sue them and win lots of money,” as Trump said in February 2016. Trump’s Chief of Staff Reince Priebus recently noted this change is something the new administration has “looked at.”

Once in office, again showing no understanding of free speech and how he might discourage it, Trump tweeted, “Nobody should be allowed to burn the American flag—if they do, there must be consequences—perhaps loss of citizenship or a year in jail!” First Amendment doctrine, of course, says the opposite. No matter how unlikely the possibility of Trump acting on these impulses is—and we think it’s very unlikely—the threats themselves are chilling to free speech and damaging to the American people’s understanding of it.

Trump is sometimes as unfriendly to speech as the Left, and his powerful position makes it a problem. His worst excesses, nonbogus controversies, may play directly into the silencers’ hands. See? This is why political correctness is necessary, they’ll argue. And a lot of people might be inclined to agree. We, therefore, see Trump’s tactics and antics as equal parts antidote and fuel to the virus we address in this book.

LESS FREE, LESS FUN—AND LESS SAFE

As we’ll detail further in chapter five, academia is the cauldron of intolerance from which much of America’s silencing flows, and it’s growing more close-minded. Since Trump’s election, we’ve watched with alarm as more student activists conflate words with physical violence, suppressing the former with the latter. The tactics of yesteryear, like pressuring weak administrators to disinvite “problematic” commencement speakers, feel almost quaint compared to some of the harrowing incidents that took place on campuses within the first few months of 2017 alone. We’ve witnessed threats of violent disruption and bona fide assaults shut down speeches by right-leaning figures, wherein callow advocates of “safe spaces” protect themselves from scary ideas by literally7 depriving others of actual safety. The Left’s outrage mob is making America less free, less fun, and now less safe.

At Claremont McKenna College in California in April, Manhattan Institute Senior Fellow Heather Mac Donald was forced to deliver remarks via Internet live stream after left-wing students physically blocked their peers, faculty, and other community members from entering the venue where she was scheduled to speak. Having successfully blockaded people from attending, the mob banged on windows and chanted in an effort to disrupt her makeshift online webcast, according to The Daily Signal. The school’s student newspaper reported that students chanted, “How do you spell fascism? C-M-C!”8 to drown out Mac Donald’s comments, after which a question-and-answer session had to be conducted by e-mail. “Fascism,” huh? To paraphrase Inigo Montoya in The Princess Bride,9 “you guys keep using that word. We do not think it means what you think it means.”

An even more chaotic and violent scene played out at Vermont’s Middlebury College, where controversial conservative scholar Charles Murray was hounded out of an on-campus venue by shrieking hyenas dressed as undergraduates. When a liberal female professor attempted to reason with them from the stage, pledging to challenge Murray with tough, probing questions, she was shouted down, too. In the ensuing melee, the professor was injured as she tried to escort the university’s guest out of the building. Her sterling liberal credentials were not enough to quell the uprising or to avoid a trip to the hospital with a concussion, where she was put in a neck brace after students rocked and pelted an administrator’s vehicle as Murray tried to flee the scene. The university pledged to investigate the debacle and hold students accountable for their violations of school policies and possible crimes. As of this writing, the only reported repercussions have been temporary letters of reprimand placed in offending students’ files, subject to be expunged from the record after a single semester. Yeah, that’ll show ’em.

BERZERKLEY

Worst of all was the disgraceful episodes at the University of California, Berkeley, where three separate events featuring right-wing speakers were shut down by violent rioting or threatened violent rioting over the span of three months. A speech by pro-Trump provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos was canceled after a mob burned property, smashed windows, and assaulted Trump supporters, resulting in…one arrest. Weeks later, Cal officials feared a reprise of the Milo meltdown when hard-edged conservative writer David Horowitz came to town. They insisted that the address be moved off campus, held in the middle of the day (inevitably limiting student attendance), and buttressed by extra security—for which the sponsoring student groups were to be held financially responsible. An irate Horowitz pulled out. The heckler’s veto worked, and the precedent was fortified that nonliberal speech would be literally less free than other speech, and organizations that invited nonconformist speakers would be punished for the violent threats of others.

Surprise, surprise: The mob triumphed again shortly thereafter, when self-styled “anti-fascists” forced the cancellation of a talk by polemicist Ann Coulter by promising to tear the place apart if the event went ahead. Coulter, who’s managed to speak at universities across the country without serious incident for years, refused to back down at first—but as threats of criminal assaults increased, and student sponsors decided to sue rather than risk a riot, she relented, calling it “a sad day for free speech” in a New York Times interview. It’s almost as if when you allow mob rule to prevail through criminality and intimidation, it incentivizes more mob rule, criminality, and intimidation. Go figure.

Let’s be as clear as possible: First, citing controversial speakers’ reputations in even a half-assed quasi-justification of anti-speech zealots’ thuggery is victim-blaming, pure and simple. Second, all institutions of higher learning have an obligation to protect the rights and safety of guests invited on campus. Public universities must defend First Amendment rights, and private universities should. Third, if government-funded universities are unable or unwilling to uphold fundamental constitutional rights, they should not be able to take taxpayer dollars for granted. We’re skeptical of Republican-led efforts in some state legislatures to micromanage state colleges’ disciplinary regimes regarding the safeguarding of free speech and expression. But if administrators will not do their jobs by standing up to the miniature tyrants who are infringing on others’ rights, perhaps a serious conversation about funding might focus their minds a bit.

While much of the upheaval on campus is a case of the proverbial inmates running the asylum (we’re looking at you, Yale and Mizzou), in some cases, outside agitators exploit the situations by showing up to scratch their itch for destruction and skull-thumping. For instance, Berkeley’s aforementioned “anti-fascists”—a misnomer if there ever was one—included a group called By Any Means Necessary. One of its leaders appeared on Fox News’ Tucker Carlson Tonight to tout their big success after they contributed to the civil unrest that shut down the Yiannopoulos event. Yvette Felarca boasted that her organization’s actions were appropriate to protect “this campus and our community” from words that she believes could lead to “rape,” “mass murder,” or “genocide.” Rioting against violence, or something! She sneered at the “abstraction” of the First Amendment, defending BAMN’s coercive methods as necessary to stop words that might recruit new devotees, and muttering about Trump advisor Steve Bannon throughout the exchange. Her calculus is frighteningly simple: Speech that she personally thinks might promote fascism isn’t protected and should be squelched—by any means necessary. In case you were curious, by day, this woman is a public school teacher. Oh, good.

MARGINAL OR MAINSTREAM?

We can hear the objections now: Why are we tarring the entire Left over the actions of some fringe nutters and petulant, immature college brats?10 Well, we’re not attributing this to the Left as a whole, and we’ll make that point even more explicit shortly. That said, these attitudes and tactics are not entirely confined to marginal players.

The embarrassingly persistent anti-speech ramblings of former Democratic presidential candidate, multiterm governor, and DNC chairman Howard Dean aren’t marginal. As the Berkeley mess was unfolding, Dean mused that perhaps colleges should censor wrong-thinking viewpoints from people like Ann Coulter. After all, he asserted, the constitution doesn’t protect hate speech, a term of art that is subjective by its very nature.

The main problem with this analysis is that the constitution absolutely does11 protect hate speech.

One might think that in an age of President Trump and Attorney General Sessions, liberals might rally to the cause of protecting dissent deemed hateful by the powers-that-be. But free speech appears to take a backseat to the ongoing emergency of conservatives trying to speak to college students. Rather than issuing our own version of a “be careful what you wish for” warning to the Howard Deans of the world, we’ll let our irreverent and hilarious Twitter pal @IowaHawkBlog distill things down rather succinctly: “I’ll let you ban hate speech when you let me define hate speech.” Precisely.

The underbelly of the Democratic party has a sordid role in this, too. A sting-style investigation by Project Veritas captured two DNC-contracted operatives bragging about fomenting chaos at Trump rallies in the summer of 2016. Press reports from across the country documented Trump supporters getting bloodied, punched, pepper-sprayed, and spat on by “protesters.” One especially ugly incident in Chicago led to a campaign event being cancelled amid fears of violent clashes. In an undercover video, a man calling himself “Aaron Black” and identifying himself as a deputy rapid response director for the DNC acknowledged that his operation was behind the near riot in the Windy City. “The Chicago protest where they shut all that, that was us,” he said, adding, “none of this is supposed to come back to us.” One of his coconspirators, an operative contracted by the DNC and Clinton campaign, named Scott Foval cheered, “We’re starting anarchy here.”

It was the October surprise you probably never heard about, though it came on the heels of the firebombing of a Republican party office in Charlotte, North Carolina. This episode attracted precious little attention in the mainstream press, perhaps because most reporters were too busy focusing on the narrative that Trump was the pro-violence actor. Trump made their jobs easier, of course, by recklessly and indefensibly egging on his fans to rough up hecklers at several of his rallies. But to our knowledge, no Trump backers forced the cancellation of a Clinton rally at any point of the campaign, certainly not with the assistance of RNC-linked agents. We suspect that if any such thing had occurred, we’d have heard about it. A lot.

THINK PROGRESS

Take heart—there’s some good news, too. One of the reasons we wrote this book two years ago was to try to enlist some nonconservatives in this fight. Preserving Americans’ ability to openly exchange ideas will require principled actors—right, left, and center—to link arms and hold the line. There have been promising signs on this front. After the mess at Middlebury, dozens of faculty members produced and endorsed a clear-eyed statement of principles on these matters. An excerpt:


Exposure to controversial points of view does not constitute violence. Students have the right to challenge and even to protest non-disruptively the views of their professors and guest speakers. A protest that prevents campus speakers from communicating with their audience is a coercive act. No group of professors or students has the right to act as final arbiter of the opinions that students may entertain. No group of professors or students has the right to determine for the entire community that a question is closed for discussion. The purpose of college is not to make faculty or students comfortable in their opinions and prejudices.



Amen and amen. Murray has spoken without major incident on several elite college campuses since his trip to Middlebury, suggesting at least a momentary recognition of wrong in some quarters. And as Berkeley was shaming itself, some of Congress’ most liberal Democrats upbraided members of the student body and surrounding community for their conduct. Sen. Elizabeth Warren (to whom we’ll return to in a future chapter) chided those who torpedoed the Coulter event. “Let her speak. If you don’t like it, don’t show up,” she said, stating what should be the obvious. Sen. Bernie Sanders went further, disdaining the practice of “booing people down, or intimidating people, or shutting down events” as a sign of “intellectual weakness.” To this we say, without a shred of hesitation or hedging, “Thank you, senators.” You’ve made important contributions on behalf of an open and healthy society here. This is what real progress looks like. (That said, don’t get us started on your profoundly end-of-discussion-y rhetoric on other fronts, like Obamacare repeal. Yikes. We’ve got a long way to go.)

There are also areas of American life where the backlash against outrage is just plain fun,12 such as the return of comedy’s prodigal prodigy, Dave Chappelle, to the stage. He released two specials on Netflix in early 2017 after a ten-year absence from the public eye. The stand-up’s return seemed perfectly timed to confront the country with the kind of free-wheeling observations on the ordinary and off-limits that is the best of what a less censorious society has to offer. Here’s a talented man with comic and cultural cred framing an hour of insight on life with O. J. Simpson and Bill Cosby jokes. Can you handle it, America? We’ll all be better off if you can.

And with that, we now return you to your regularly-scheduled reading experience. The material you’re about to read could very easily have been written in the last few weeks. Our topic is more relevant than ever, and as we’ve explained in this supplementary bonus passage, the state of our national conversation is deteriorating, not improving. Regardless of where you may fall on the political spectrum, we hope that our arguments might help you to see these issues with fresh eyes. We’re not asking you to agree with us on every point or policy. We’re asking you to keep an open mind and consider the larger principles at stake.

Enjoy!



1 Either that or congratulations, President Pence!

2 Trump’s remarks were so uniquely unstructured that at one point his own audio-visual team mistakenly cued his walk-off music, assuming he was finished. Annoyed, he gestured at them to cut the music, then continued speaking for an additional thirty minutes.

3 Irresistible. Sorry.

4 Many people are saying it was the greatest, hottest, most incredible fire they’ve ever seen—believe us.

5 At a Rose Garden ceremony this past spring, Trump himself marveled, “I’m president! Can you believe it?” For us, it really depends on the day.

6 One might make the case that Mary Katharine is an Xer, but she insists that she’s the “grandma of Millennials,” which mostly checks out.

7 We mean this literally-literally, not Joe Biden–literally.

8 This is not how you spell fascism.

9 Did we mention we’re very old Millennials?

10 If you’re really jonesin’ for an extra headache, feel free to look up an essay published by the editorial board of Wellesley College’s student paper in mid-April. It’s called “Free speech Is Not Violated at Wellesley,” openly calling for the reeducation of wrong-thinkers who may warrant “hostility” for future failures to comply. It’s actually worse than it sounds.

11 We’d direct you to law professor Eugene Volokh’s online Washington Post column entitled, “No, Gov. Dean, there is no ‘hate speech’ exception to the First Amendment.” This was a 2017 follow-up to a 2015 post called, “No, there’s no ‘hate speech’ exception to the First Amendment.” Because lefties trot out this stinker every few years, it would seem.

12 (And fun!) is, after all, part of our subtitle. As you’re aware, under federal law, conservative books are legally required to have a snappy title, then a lengthy subtitle. You can ask Ann Coulter more about this if she’s ever able to hold a civil Q&A session again.







WELCOME TO OUR BOOK

Greetings, friends, acquaintances, fellow conservatives, curious liberals, and people who feigned gratitude upon receiving this book as a gift from a right-wing relative! Welcome to our conversation about America’s dysfunctional national conversation. Before we dive right in, we want to begin by thanking you for (theoretically, at least) caring about how we as Americans debate issues and exchange ideas. If you’re on the conservative end of the political spectrum, we suspect that you’ll agree with much of what you’ll read over the next three hundred or so pages, but fair warning: you will almost certainly object to some of our analysis and may even find yourself shaking your head in disbelief at some of the people we cite in a positive context. Feel free to keep a running list of our RINO (“Republican in Name Only”) apostasies and enumerate them in an angry e-mail—but please try to commit to at least finishing the book prior to clicking send.1

If you’re not a self-identifying conservative, and especially if you place yourself on the left side of the political spectrum, we’re exceptionally glad you’re here. Seriously. Investing the time to ingest tens of thousands of words written by two “right-wing bloggers”—people employed as talking heads on “Faux News,”2 no less!—is probably well beyond the scope of your comfort zone. We’ll forgive you if you choose to shed the cover when carrying this book in public, so as to avoid some seriously judgmental side-eye from your friends and/or fellow public transit enthusiasts. In the likely event that you end up disagreeing with much contained in the pages that follow, please do hold your nose and soldier on. We’re confident that there are enough morsels of intellectual honesty, self-criticism, and (hopefully) amusing content to sustain you along the way. We believe in you.

All right. Let’s do this.




1 We can be reached at Filthy.SpinelessRINOs7@gmail.com (we cannot actually be reached here).

2 This play on words ceased being clever circa October 1999.
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HEAD EXPLOSIONS

You’re perched in front of your laptop, eyes boring holes into the screen. A familiar, uneasy feeling swells inside you. Moments ago, you logged in to Facebook, where a gray-lettered prompt in small font beckoned you with four innocuous words: What’s on your mind? Something is on your mind, as it happens; it pertains to a viral national controversy, and a lot of people in your feed have been buzzing about it. You’ve entered a few sentences reflecting your opinion into the status field, and now you’re anxiously eyeing the post icon. One click, and your take will officially be on the record, permanently. Sure, there’s an edit button, and a delete function, but the Internet is forever. You’ve posted hundreds of statuses before, accumulating countless “likes” and sparking a handful of debates, but this time feels different.

The hot story du jour is fraught with…let’s call them sensitivities. A significant number of people in your “friend” orbit aren’t going to agree with your minicommentary. That’s fine with you, in theory, but you’re increasingly aware that disagreement of this type may not end well. You’ve seen it happen: angry comment “flame” wars erupt, friendships are strained or dissolved, heavy-duty names are called, and motives are impugned. HR departments have even gotten involved on occasion.

Here’s the thing: you don’t want to be lumped into the “bad person” camp—a fate that awaits those who fail to convey the proper feelings on a matter of public debate. You’re confident you don’t deserve it, and you know what is, and is not, in your heart. But other people might not, and some won’t care. They might seize on a word or a sentence fragment in your post, and things could spiral from there. Posting a selfie, or a music video, or that adorable photo of your dog is far less likely to get ugly (one doesn’t typically get called a bigot posting about one’s puppy1), so you select the text you’ve entered and trash it. It’s just not worth it. You click away from the page and move on.

A growing number of Americans are beginning to sense an insidious strain of self-censorship in themselves, either explicitly or subconsciously. You find yourself keeping your mouth shut about controversial issues like gay marriage or so-called women’s issues because you’d rather not suffer the social costs of being cast as the enemy by the increasingly aggressive thought police. They have enforcers everywhere—at the office, at dinner parties, and all over the media. This silencing impulse isn’t born out of normal or healthy self-reflection and restraint; it arises out of fear. Nor is it part of a free society’s natural process of discarding truly pernicious ideas after open discussion, making marginalization the rightful cost of losing to better arguments. Instead, outrage mongers turn this process on its head, disqualifying ideas without debate instead of after debate.

The fear to speak is cultivated by people who actively work to raise the social cost of engaging publicly on any number of issues. We call them the Outrage Circus. They are highly ideological, often deeply partisan, and relentless in their vigilance, ever on alert to name and shame violators of their approved order. Once you’ve violated one of their capricious and fluid “rules”—even unwittingly—malice is attributed, and restitution is demanded. Nothing short of full, professed repentance shall suffice.

But sometimes even that is not enough, as the relentless, pedantic hall monitors of our discourse often see fit to exact economic costs for perceived social transgressions. Think or express the wrong ideas, and they’ll come after your livelihood. Play the wrong Top 40 hit at a club? Pink slip for you, as one college DJ found out in North Carolina. Uncomfortable with hosting a same-sex marriage ceremony in your own home? That’ll be a $13,000 fine, as a couple with a small business in New York discovered. Display the wrong piece of modern art on an American campus, and you’ll bring scandalized activists and professors down on you, as Tony Matelli realized when his realistic tighty-whitey-clad statue Sleepwalker was shunned and vandalized on the Wellesley College campus after being deemed potentially traumatic for women on campus.2 Hell, even Vagina Monologues playwright Eve Ensler has had her work banned because it’s not sufficiently inclusive of women.

Thought policing is strictest on America’s college campuses, so much so that the idea of a campus as a place of freewheeling free inquiry and speech is almost a laughable relic of a bygone era—a theme we’ll expand on in chapter 5. The outrage industry’s most loyal adherents and enforcers are leftist activists, often trained on campus to believe that protecting certain people from offense in the public sphere is a higher calling than defending free expression. Thus, seemingly without irony or familiarity with Orwell, free speech becomes an exercise not in pushing boundaries but in creating new ones, openness is about closing off, and radicals become more puritanical by the day.

In leftist circles, participants vie viciously for the title of most socially aggrieved in pursuit of the ultimate social windfall—the sanitization of the public square of the arguments of one’s adversaries. We’re not the only ones who’ve noticed. A bevy of liberals in good standing, Bill Maher and Dan Savage among them, have felt the sting of violating the grievance hierarchy. Jonathan Chait, in a 2015 essay for New York magazine, called the “new p.c.” a “style of politics in which the more radical members of the left attempt to regulate political discourse by defining opposing views as bigoted and illegitimate.” This system, he wrote, “makes debate irrelevant and frequently impossible.”

It might be fun to watch this snake devour itself from the tail in a paroxysm of censorship if it weren’t for the fact that the Outrage Circus is so intent on exporting these practices to the rest of society. And unhappily for us, their regulations are most unsparingly enforced against conservatives of all stripes.

Commenting outside of the ever-shifting lines of “correct” thinking and preapproved terminology has always been a problem sweated by politicians and their publicists. No more. While public figures still bear the brunt of the Circus’s acrobatics, “normal” people are no longer exempt. If moments of heterodoxy among liberal lights are punished, imagine what, say, a libertarian homeschooling mom might be in for. Thus, some are turning to self-censorship as the hassle-free, easy way out of being attacked. But it also results in being left out of the conversation. This move toward acquiescence isn’t just limiting. It’s dangerous for society.

North Korean and Islamist terrorists brought new attention to the problem in 2015 in dramatic and tragic fashion, throwing into stark relief the choices and dangers free society faces. In the case of Sony’s The Interview and French satire magazine Charlie Hebdo, those who found artistic speech offensive launched criminal and unspeakably violent attacks with the object of preventing such speech in the future. A disturbing number of free society’s spokespeople and publications failed to defend that speech, some even arguing for self-censorship, in the face of these attacks. If we’re not willing to fight bullies with keyboards and petitions, we’re certainly not going to stand up to bullies with machine guns.

THE BUSINESS WE’VE CHOSEN

To our occasional shame, we work in politics. We chronicle, quote, and quantify our country’s least edifying industry. We entered this sordid fray, ironically, based on a belief that said industry should be as unobtrusive to its citizens and their daily business as possible. (We’re conservatives. That’s kind of the whole idea.) To the detriment of our mental health, our job requires us to pay lots of attention to the goings-on of Washington, D.C., every single day. We routinely survey the state of our “national conversation” with great frustration and occasional alarm. As close friends with preternaturally similar worldviews, we often find ourselves on near-daily phone calls that feature some variation of this exchange:


“Wait, is this a thing now? I think this is a thing.”

“WHY is this a thing?!”



We call these cathartic venting sessions “head explosions,” which often commence with some variation of the “I can’t even” meme. There’s much pacing, occasional unparliamentary outbursts, and rending of tiny garments, as Mary Katharine does her baby’s laundry with the phone on speaker. Regardless of how productive our head explosions may be, they’re certainly cheaper than real therapy. Frankly, though, we shouldn’t be surprised by almost anything anymore. We work in an industry whose number-one export is outrage, yet we are consistently amazed at how little it takes to create “an outrage.” Efficient at nearly nothing else, Washington excels at the world’s worst kind of alchemy—what was formerly mundane becomes “a thing” to talk about. Washington is where the oddities of campus oversensitivity and leftist outrage come to get weaponized—something to freak out about, something to obsess over, and most important, something over which to bash political enemies and fellow countrymen.

Pause. Did you see what we just did? Did you catch the thing? We wrote “countrymen” instead of using a gender-neutral term (which is, what? “Countrypeople”?)3 A rational human being might assume we meant no harm by using “countrymen,” out of a customary assumption of good faith, or an examination of our nonmisogynistic careers, personal lives, and public comments. Our political adversaries instead might choose to deem this an attack on women, and with a helpful assist from their allies in the media, brand us infantry officers in the right’s mythical war on women (see chapter 6). Braying like carnival barkers, they’ll pound the table about our “revealing” alleged gaffe until the use of one word eclipses the balance of our careers and lives. The object is not to declare our words or actions offensive, which would be preposterous enough given their innocuous nature, but to slowly but steadily declare our very existence offensive.

To understand how little material the Left’s choreographed outrage brigades require to make a ruckus that completely obscures the record, one need look no further than the 2012 presidential election, and one of the silliest attacks in modern political history, as substance-free as it was ubiquitous.

Let’s try this thought experiment: Please tell us what’s offensive about the phrase “binders full of women,” employed by Republican nominee Mitt Romney in an October 2012 presidential debate. As a refresher, Romney was touting his documented track record of hiring women to high-ranking positions when he uttered the offending phrase. He explained that he used binders filled with qualified women’s résumés for his gubernatorial cabinet after his first round of recruitment was male dominated. He awkwardly consolidated that thought into “binders full of women.”

Seriously, tell us what is offensive about that. No, really. Try. Was the allegation that the former presidential candidate kept actual women in binders, like some ghastly scene out of the Saw franchise? That the clumsy phrasing indicated some sort of odd objectification of women, in which they become mere office supplies in the eyes of a ruthlessly sexist CEO? It couldn’t possibly have been an indication of his unwillingness to actually hire women, because he used the phrase to describe his uniquely successful efforts to get more women into his gubernatorial cabinet. The Center for Women in Government & Civil Society noted his administration’s peak 50 percent representation was the nation’s closest “to parity in terms of the degree to which women are represented in top policy positions.”4

So, what was it? It was Romney’s clumsy omission of one word: résumés. It was beyond obvious what he meant, but the mistake played into a Democratic attack line (namely, that Republicans are antiwomen). The Left found it convenient to be offended, and the circus went to work. As a result, the microscopic gaffe became a meme. If it had remained a goof, that’d be one thing, but it was deemed indicative of “larger truths,” if not prima facie sexism by Mitt Romney.5

This sequence of events wasn’t accidental. Media circuses and “things” may appear chaotic to the untrained eye, but they’re often intricately choreographed events, led by designated ringmasters. In the political realm, a network of well-trained operatives, nonprofits, special interests, PR firms, universities, “thought leaders,” and the media stand at the ready to manufacture and amplify fury over pretty much anything, or nothing at all. One of the most useful things about employing the entirely subjective “offense” of the listener to draw the limits of acceptable speech is that literally anything can be offensive to someone. The same exact words or thoughts are deemed offensive from someone of one political or ethnic identity, but not from another. Again, the idea is to disqualify a target’s views as unacceptable contributions to the public discourse. To demonize and caricature the target, transforming him into a punch line or persona non grata. To establish a cost associated with crossing society’s self-appointed high priests. By disqualifying someone as prima facie bad, wrong, and backward, you’ve shut down their ideas without much intellectual exertion, guaranteeing that they don’t receive a fair hearing.

As we mentioned, the mob may focus most of its attention on public figures, but its effect on others is undeniable. It’s one thing if your humble authors get excoriated for what-have-you. It’s not pleasant, but we signed up for it in a way that the reticent Facebook user we described earlier did not. To quote The Godfather II, “This is the business we’ve chosen.” We actively decided to jump into the political fray and live relatively public lives. Nonetheless, average people are more aware than ever that their association with the “wrong” fried chicken joint, Internet browser, breast cancer charity, packaged pasta, children’s toy, Halloween costume, TV channel, TV show, word, diaper, school, and even comedian can be the source of potential scrutiny and judgment. Choose incorrectly on any of these fronts, and you’re liable to be branded a hater, a racist, a troglodyte.

The weaponization of outrage for ideological and partisan ends is out of control. Widespread use of social media as a debate forum (and an efficient multiplier of outrage), an increasingly sophisticated political organizing class that knows how to build mere offense into campaign offensive, and a twenty-four-hour media environment that thrives on anything that resembles outrage has whipped up a perfect storm of perpetual, mechanized offense.

Its unavoidable by-products are a hypersensitive citizenry, a country where reasoned, open debate is stymied, and a culture in which good people are reluctant to contribute to the dialogue for fear of what they might be labeled. Where mild trivialities are cynically elevated and exploited for partisan ends, and scorched-earth politics infects every corner of our lives. The actions of the outrage machine are corrosive to our freedom, and make America a worse place to live and think and work. This is the end of discussion.

OUTRAGE CONFESSIONAL

We know what some of you are thinking: you guys keep excoriating the Left, but the Right does this, too! Yep. And we generally suck at it. Sure, we have our share of outrage merchants, but they’re far less effective and are afforded far less credibility than their counterparts on the other side. Conservatives are the hopelessly outmaneuvered President Garrett Walker6 to the Left’s Frank Underwood when it comes to this game, though we are not without our Underwood aspirants. There is a sometimes heated internal debate playing out among right-leaning strategists—it boils down to this quandary: learning to better exploit our “outrage” and punish the Left could be detrimental to speech, but doesn’t declining to fight back using their tactics amount to unilateral disarmament in the face of those who are already damaging speech?7 Is doing battle on their terms—by their standards—necessary, or does it just make everything worse?

While the Right is hardly blameless, we do believe that end-of-discussion-style silencing is a phenomenon primarily escalated and enforced by the political Left. In his 2013 book, Bullies, author Ben Shapiro hits on an important point that helps illuminate and explain the clout
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