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FOR GOTTFRIED BALLIN




Introduction: The End

History, as the cliché goes, is written by the winners, but this is a history of the losers: candidates who lost their elections, movements that bubbled up and fizzled out, protests that exploded and dissipated, writers who toiled at the margins of American life, figures who became briefly famous or infamous and then were forgotten. Some of the characters are still well remembered, but the substance of what they said, did, and meant is not. Their defeats are as important to the history of this country as the (temporary) victories of their opponents.

Just as socialism seemed to exit the world stage, the protagonists of this book envisioned another end. Sensing that America as they knew it was in peril, they hoped to recast American democracy around the “negative solidarity”1 of knowing who you hated or wanted to destroy: this system would be based on domination and exclusion, a restricted sense of community that jealously guarded its boundaries and policed its members, and the direction of a charismatic leader who would use his power to punish and persecute for the sake of restoring lost national greatness. In a period when some said that ideological struggle was irrelevant and that even history itself had ended, they looked for inspiration among the ideological ruins of earlier times: nationalism, populism, racism, antisemitism, and even fascism. In the words of one, they wanted to “break the clock” of progress—returning America to a previous dispensation while also creating an entirely new country of their own devising. And while they lost in the short term, they brought to the surface an intense anguish in American life, a politics of national despair2 that has returned with greater force.

This is also the history of a period whose significance hasn’t been fully understood. The president of the United States at the time called it “weird.” It’s a time out of joint with the two eras of—at least superficial—prosperity and optimism that preceded and followed it—but it may feel more familiar today. It was an era where America felt itself to be losing out: losing its dominant place in the world, losing the basis of its security and wealth, and losing its sense of itself, as if a storm cloud rapidly gathered over the country and the national mood suddenly turned dour, gloomy, fearful, and angry. Americans were fed up. Leaders found once-loyal constituencies deaf to their appeals, the two-party system received its strongest challenge for nearly a hundred years, the country witnessed its worst single episode of public disorder since the Civil War, and oddballs, cranks, and even crooks captured the public imagination more than staid figures of reasonable authority. Paranoia was the new common sense. The country seemed to be seeking something new, a break with the exhausted possibilities of the past but also a restoration, a way to recover what had been lost. This episode of crisis was not unforeseeable or unprecedented: it was a conjuncture where chronic troubles briefly took on acute expression, but then appeared to go into remission or repose. A lightning flash revealed a fractious and fragmented nation; the thunderclap would not be heard for some time.

What added to the weirdness of the time is that it should have been a moment of triumph. At its start, America had won the Cold War. The Berlin Wall would soon fall. The Soviet Union was retreating worldwide and on the verge of collapse. Democracy and capitalism were apparently the only viable political and economic systems remaining. Freedom—both political and economic—had prevailed. This was the content of President Ronald Reagan’s farewell message from the Oval Office in January 1989: “Countries across the globe are turning to free markets and free speech and turning away from the ideologies of the past. For them, the great rediscovery of the 1980’s has been that, lo and behold, the moral way of government is the practical way of government: Democracy, the profoundly good, is also the profoundly productive.” Reprising the rhetoric of his 1980 presidential campaign, Reagan spoke of America as a “shining city on the hill,” borrowing John Winthrop’s Puritan vision of early New England as a New Jerusalem that would provide an example to the world. “And how stands the city on this winter night? More prosperous, more secure, and happier than it was 8 years ago. But more than that: After 200 years, two centuries, she still stands strong and true on the granite ridge, and her glow has held steady no matter what storm. And she’s still a beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all the pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.”3

A cursory glance at one of America’s cities might seem to confirm Reagan’s vision: all the new glass and steel skyscrapers built during the commercial real estate boom of the 1980s would certainly glitter. But closer inspection of a tower might find it empty: the country would soon have 500 million square feet of vacant office space, the equivalent of two Manhattans.4 The bank or savings and loan that funded the office tower might have already collapsed, dragged down by bad real estate loans and investments in high-risk “junk bonds.” Over the course of the following twelve months, more than five hundred banks5 would fail—the most ever in a single year. One might also find encampments of homeless people sheltering at the foot of the tower, with the “glow” on the glass facade provided by their campfires. Or it might be the reflection of police lights: over the next couple of years, the surrounding city would record unprecedented crime rates.

Reagan’s farewell did have its notes of concern: namely a dearth of patriotic sentiment in popular culture. Although freedom was winning, it was also vulnerable and could be lost through inadequate communication of its blessings: “Our spirit is back, but we haven’t reinstitutionalized it. We’ve got to do a better job of getting across that America is freedom—freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom of enterprise. And freedom is special and rare.” Then Reagan made a small slip: “It’s fragile; it needs production.” In the actual text of the speech, that word was meant to be “protection.” Despite Reagan’s insistence on the economic “miracle” of the 1980s, the system of production upon which American freedom rested was looking very fragile, if not already fractured.

The restructuring of the American economy that took place in the 1980s, whether one called it “Reaganomics,” “voodoo economics,” “trickle-down economics,” “supply-side economics,” “financialization”—or, as it would come to be increasingly labeled, “neoliberalism”—provided a glitzy veneer of great wealth. The underlying reality was less pretty. With the power of organized labor all but broken and tight money policy in place to whip inflation, wages stagnated. At the same time, income from rents,6 dividends, capital gains, and interest exploded. The average income for 80 percent of American families declined between 1980 and 1989, while the top fifth of Americans saw an increase of nearly 50 percent. The income of the top 1 percent grew by almost 75 percent over the decade. The median net worth of a high-income family grew by 82 percent between 1984 and 1989, while the wealth of the lowest-income group dropped by 16 percent. While the rich got richer and the poor got poorer, the middle was being hollowed out: the proportion of Americans making between $18,000 and $55,000 a year shrank by 20 percent7 in the 1980s. Those who managed to enter the top decile did well, while many others entered the swelling ranks of the poor. Part of this hollowing of the middle class can be attributed to rapid deindustrialization and the loss of heavy manufacturing jobs, but economists would also identify the 1980s with an acceleration of “job polarization”8 and the elimination of middle-wage “routine” office and administrative jobs as well, the work of secretaries, bank tellers, bookkeepers, and filing clerks. The age of Fordism, with its need for a mass, routinized labor force, was rapidly drawing to a close. For most people in the middle, America was entering “an age of diminished expectations,”9 as the economist Paul Krugman titled his 1990 book.

Even Reagan’s supporters and surrogates had trouble denying that the policy regime of the previous decade—deregulation, tax cuts, high interest rates, and scaled-back social services—looked a lot like open class war waged on behalf of the rich. “If Marx had been scribbling away in the Library of Congress (our equivalent of the British Museum, where Marx scribbled), in January 1981, as Reaganites marched into Washington, he would have said: The class struggle is about to intensify. During the Reagan Terror, labor will lose ground to capital,”10 wrote the conservative columnist George F. Will in a 1988 Washington Post op-ed. “In the Reagan years, a particular social stratum has gotten a lot. The people who get income from property have benefited …”

Commentators often spoke of a breach of the “social contract” between employees and employers. But the termination of the social contract meant not just class war, but also a war of all against all. Television told sensational stories about gang wars in the inner cities, but the state of nature prevailed in perhaps more subtle ways in the suburban office park as well. By the middle of the decade, “communitarian” social thinkers were already wringing their hands over a culture of atomized, grasping selfishness, of an “individualism grown cancerous.”11 In his 1990 postmortem on the Reagan years, The Politics of Rich and Poor, the Republican strategist and former Nixon adviser Kevin Phillips characterized the economic and social conditions of the era as “Darwinian.”12 For a putative boom time, there was an unusually high rate of business failure13 and bankruptcy. Reaganism preferred to devolve responsibilities to the state level: this contributed to a regional race to the bottom as states struggled14 among one another to attract capital with generous business incentives that strained their fiscal capacity.

Economists would describe the period as an eruption of “anarchic” or “fratricidal competition,”15 where firms, once content to compete on a collegial, “fraternal” basis and count their profits, were coerced by market conditions to fight for their very existence, employing short-term “survivalist” strategies to remain profitable. Manufacturers struggled to keep up with inexpensive, high-quality imports from Japan, West Germany, and South Korea, brought in by the administration’s free trade policies and the strong dollar. Of course, the foot soldiers suffered the most from this internecine war of capitalists: an employer’s first move was usually to slash the workforce, close plants, and invest in labor-saving technology. But corporate managers also found themselves under intense pressure from activist shareholders demanding immediate returns. Rather than risk long-term investments in new plants or products, firms often preferred to get involved in financial chicanery—or simply swallow other companies whole and spit out the bones.

Mergers, acquisitions, and leveraged buyouts became the hot ticket, forming half of Wall Street profits by 1988. Corporate raiders and their financiers, like Michael Douglas’s Gordon Gekko character in Oliver Stone’s Wall Street (1987), became folk heroes or devils, depending on where one sat. Companies that fell victim to hostile takeovers were often stripped of assets or hobbled with debt that constrained productive investment. About half16 of the companies purchased during the buyout craze—which were supposed to be “restructured” for the sake of “efficiency”—would eventually just collapse. As the future Clinton adviser Robert Reich would note in 1989, a high-level manager’s job became focused as much on avoiding or initiating predation as developing the company’s potential: “Today’s corporate executives spend an increasing portion of their days fending off takeovers, finding companies to acquire or responding to depositions in lawsuits instead of worrying about the quality of their products and how they can be distributed more efficiently.”17

The entire ’80s economy ran on debt: borrowed money and borrowed time. Consumer, corporate, and government debt all exploded. At the tail end of the decade, corporations struggled to get out from under their debts, banks and thrifts sagged and then sank under the weight of unserviced loans. Among ordinary people, personal bankruptcies and home foreclosures became a fact of life, hitting an all-time record18 during the coming recession. The military spending and tax cuts of the Reagan administration had racked up a $3 trillion national debt. And the credit granted by the public to the political establishment looked like it would be spent soon.

Just as the bubbles popped and the bills started to become due, President George H. W. Bush took office. The Gipper’s vice president presented himself as the caretaker of the successes of the Reagan revolution. But he also proposed a revision, a period of national calming down and consolidation. Distrusted by those who called themselves conservative, he was one of the few genuine conservatives in the country: he desired maintaining the status quo above all. He rejected casting himself in a world-historic role as the master of great and tumultuous times. He did not put high stock in what he called “the vision thing.” Both his rhetoric and his actions made this clear: his economic advisers were “Tory” moderates rather than free trade ideologues; he called for a “kinder, gentler” America, and “greater tolerance, an easy-goingness about each other’s attitudes and way of life.” But the call for kindness and gentleness rang hollow:19 Reaganites took the remark as an insult, and everyone else found it hard to buy after Bush had waged a notably nasty and negative campaign.

Bush did not aspire to the presidency out of a sense of political passion; his ambition was for a successful career befitting a person who was quite literally of the senatorial class: it was simply the last step in the cursus honorum of ascending offices. He had no interest in the permanent campaign of his predecessor, the “Great Communicator”: Bush was the representative of a class bred to govern, not to lead. Its predominance was taken for granted. He had been happiest as leader of the nation’s Super Secret Club for Privileged Boys, the Central Intelligence Agency, and he took with him the clichés and behavior of a bureaucrat: everything was a contingency, a particular case to be reacted to and then managed competently—“prudent” was one of his favorite words, as Dana Carvey’s famous Saturday Night Live send-up of the president highlighted with glee. He possessed the ditziness of the high WASPs: a love for games, toys, and practical jokes; he spoke in non sequiturs and inside or private gags. It was difficult, even for him, to know what he really meant sometimes.

Bush was not an incompetent, a feebleminded product of aristocratic inbreeding, rather he was competent within small bounds and small groups: he was comfortable within the clubby confines of state offices and as president of a council of ministers rather than in the bully pulpit. He appeared to succeed in diplomacy and warfare, those true callings of patrician statesmen, but although he attempted to use those strengths to make up for a lack of domestic vision, and especially for his image as a “wimp,” he still could not shape the meaning of events in any sort of convincing way. In late June 1990 he reneged on the famous pledge he’d made at the 1988 convention—“Read my lips: no new taxes”—as he negotiated a budget deal with Democrats. It was the prudent thing to do, and much of the GOP establishment supported him, but the rank and file would not.

When Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in August 1990, a shock in the price of oil pushed the slowing and fragile economy definitively into recession. The political stakes were clear to an administration that remembered the oil crisis of the 1970s. At first the rationale for moving troops into the Middle East was explicitly economic: Bush spoke of our reliance on Middle Eastern oil, and Secretary of State James Baker said of the Persian Gulf situation, “If you want to sum it up in one word, it’s jobs. Because an economic recession worldwide, caused by the control of one nation, one dictator if you will, of the West’s economic lifeline will result in the loss of jobs on the part of American citizens.”20 The public seemed to largely accept this materialist, even cynical justification. But as war approached, the rationales and reasons started to shift. “It’s not about oil,” Bush said, instead speaking more of “aggression,” Saddam’s human rights abuses, and his weapons of mass destruction program. Then he started to compare Saddam Hussein to Hitler—no, he was even “worse than Hitler.”21 It was as if Bush, a decorated hero of World War II, had a sense that the country needed something more, not just another filibuster against a tin-pot dictator, like his military expedition to Panama to get Noriega. It needed a cause, a larger purpose.

From a tactical perspective, the war was a smashing success: Saddam’s army was crushed, he retreated from Kuwait, America rejoiced, and Bush’s job approval soared to 87 percent. Having achieved his declared aims, the president was content to restore the status quo ante. Removing Saddam would not be prudent. But how could you leave Mr. Worse Than Hitler in place? The rationales and justifications didn’t add up to a coherent picture. Anyway, a good enemy was the best friend you could have. Bush’s nostalgia for the good old bad guys was so strong that even as a cold warrior, he couldn’t bring himself to dance on the grave of the Soviet Union: he treated the USSR’s collapse as an untoward event to be dealt with cautiously and carefully, preferring to deal with representatives of the old regime than with whoever might follow. He did speak boldly of a “New World Order”—with the United States acting in concert with the world’s leading powers to protect borders and keep the peace—but even this bold-sounding vision was offered on behalf of stability. And the idea wasn’t even Bush’s: he cribbed it from his reformist Soviet counterpart, Mikhail Gorbachev.

The only people the “New World Order” seemed to make much of an impression on were conspiracy-minded members of Bush’s own coalition, who saw in the phrase sinister adumbrations of a new totalitarian, “globalist” government. In 1991, the televangelist and Christian Coalition founder Pat Robertson, who had launched an unsuccessful primary challenge to Bush in 1988 before returning to the fold, published The New World Order, which became a bestseller. It was a mélange of conspiracy thinking that included the Illuminati, the Freemasons, the New Age movement, and the Trilateral Commission in a secret plot to control all the money and power in the world. Naturally, Jewish bankers22 in the form of the Rothschilds make an appearance as well.

The confused message and unclear meaning of the Gulf War only contributed to the rapid turn of the American people from jubilation to disillusionment. In the economic sphere, the war did not accomplish its putative goal either: the campaign in the Persian Gulf failed to stem the tide of recession. The war created only an ephemeral sense of national unity, a “mirage in the desert”23 as creative journalists would label it.

Economists struggled to pinpoint a single cause of the recession that took hold24 over the course of 1990: the drawing down in Cold War military spending, the debt hangover of the ’80s and the consequent credit crunch, and tight monetary policy were all possible culprits and contributors. It happened, like bankruptcy, gradually, then suddenly: a slowing economy and then a sudden decline of consumer confidence and drop in aggregate spending, a loss of the country’s “animal spirits.”25 People were suddenly worried that they could no longer afford things. The peak rate of unemployment—7.8 percent—might look fairly mild on paper, but in some regions the devastation would approach Depression-era levels. The recovery would also be slow and incomplete: the recession of 1990–91 would be the first of the so-called “jobless recoveries”26 as it permanently eliminated many positions; employment wouldn’t reach its prerecession level until 1996. The recession did not affect just blue-collar America, either: college-educated white-collar27 employees, middle managers, and even executives found themselves lining up for unemployment and public assistance, too.

Not surprisingly, the recession brought to the surface the growing sense of dissatisfaction. Over the course of 1990 and 1991, more than two-thirds of Americans told pollsters that America was on “the wrong track.”28 A 1991 report prepared for the Kettering Foundation, Citizens and Politics: The View from Main Street America, showed a large portion of the public no longer viewing America as a democracy, but as “a behemoth system spiraling dangerously beyond their control.”29 The respondents viewed the political system as dominated by lobbyists, special interest groups, political action committees, and a sensationalist media. A report for the Centel Public Accountability Project noted that “many citizens, even those who still vote, have concluded that they do not exercise real authority over the political system. Americans desperately want to believe that theirs is a government of, by, and for the people; deep down, however, very few think we have that today”; and it went on to register “a corrosive cynicism that threatens to undermine American politics.”30

Despair over the state of government could figure as apathy or anger: many voters simply dropped out of the electorate altogether. Others began to mobilize and vent their spleen at their representatives and even at the representative system as a whole. This divide had a class component: while the worst off31 usually just gave up on politics, it was the middling sort that got mad. “The average voter’s increasing frustration with the domination by special interests of representative government … aroused sentiment for popular direct rule or plebiscitary government,” Kevin Phillips observed. In the wake of the collapse and bailout of politically connected savings and loan associations, pollsters and political observers picked up a rising wave of generalized “anti-incumbency” sentiment. A coalition of grassroots organizations pushed for term limits for elected officials. In 1990, California, Oklahoma, and Colorado passed ballot initiatives to limit the terms of their state legislators. As a method of democratic control, term limits were contradictory: they appeared to discipline elected officials, but they were substantially undemocratic, limiting voters’ options. But it was a mode of political expression more than a real solution. “It’s simple, it’s quick, it’s the guillotine,”32 the vice president of Common Cause explained. Term limitation was a symbolic act, perhaps the indication of a larger national movement. “A spokesman for We The People … says the movement is part of a political tidal wave that synthesizes right and left in a populist and nationalist upsurge,” wrote the Washington Times columnist Samuel Francis. “It’s not term limits by themselves that promise to save entrapped Middle Americans but rather what term limits symbolize and what they could lead to: an enduring popular radicalism that would challenge both the direction in which the country seems to be moving as well as the power of the entrenched leadership that presides over the slow submersion of the vessel of state and its Middle American passengers.”33

A shelf of bestselling books told similar stories of despondency and frustration. Two Philadelphia Inquirer reporters, Donald Barlett and James Steele, published their nine-part series America: What Went Wrong?34 as a book, telling with newspapermen’s bitter irony the story of disappearing manufacturing jobs, falling middle-class incomes, and rising health-care costs alongside the Babylonian spoils of junk bonds, leveraged buyouts, “corporate restructuring,” and tax cuts for top earners. There was also Who Will Tell the People: The Betrayal of American Democracy, by the former Washington Post editor William Greider, which described a system so deteriorated it could no longer function, with all the channels of feedback between public and government totally corrupted: “At the highest levels of government, the power to decide things has gravitated from the many to the few, just as ordinary citizens suspect. Instead of popular will, the government now responds more often to narrow webs of power—the interests of major economic organizations and concentrated wealth and the influential elites surrounding them.”35 The former Kennedy speechwriter Richard N. Goodwin penned Promises to Keep: A Call for a New American Revolution, decrying “the ascendance of money power” and the rise of special economic interests, an onset of the rule of “faction”36 that James Madison once warned about.

The threat of national fragmentation and factional warfare was reflected in the cultural sphere as well. In his book Culture Wars:37 The Struggle to Define America, the sociologist James Davison Hunter introduced the eponymous concept to the American public, describing a conflict between advocates of traditional and progressive values roiling every level of state and civil society. The biggest wave of immigration38 since the first decade of the twentieth century and the changing demographic face of America created a great deal of worry about what “multiculturalism” meant for national unity. The crucible or melting pot—incidentally an image that originated in the early-twentieth-century rise of American heavy industry—was no longer forging a single people. The sentiment expressed by Charles Krauthammer of The Washington Post would be echoed in dozens of op-eds: “Our great national achievement—fashioning a common citizenship and identity for a multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, multi-racial people—is now threatened by a process of relentless, deliberate Balkanization.”39

Concern about “multiculturalism” and its enforcement arm, “political correctness,” migrated from the right leftward. Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., the official court historian of the Kennedys and keeper of the sacred flame of the post–World War II liberal consensus, published The Disuniting of America, warning that it would mean “the decomposition of America”40 and even the “disintegration of the national community, apartheid, Balkanization, tribalization.” The term “Balkanization” itself became a favored cliché, conjuring up the specter of ethnic civil wars now menacing the decommunizing East.

Freedom may have triumphed globally, but now it was apparently under threat on campus and in the classroom. Following the surprise success of the philippic The Closing of the American Mind (1987), by the University of Chicago professor Allan Bloom, with its warnings that liberal open-mindedness was tending not only toward relativism but toward nihilism, a spate of conservative epigones took aim at higher education: Charles J. Sykes’s Profscam: Professors and the Demise of Higher Education (1988) and Roger Kimball’s Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has Corrupted Our Higher Education (1990) and Dinesh D’Souza’s Illiberal Education: The Politics of Race and Class on Campus (1991). The media took the bait and started sensational coverage of the “P.C. controversy” on college campuses. In the last week of December 1990, Newsweek stamped its cover with the words “THOUGHT POLICE—There’s a ‘Politically Correct’ Way to Talk About Race, Sex, and Ideas. Is this the New Enlightenment—or the New McCarthyism?” With war just three weeks away, Saddam Hussein got only a little box at the top of the cover. Apparently the “New Hitler” wasn’t as juicy a story as the incipient totalitarianism of literature professors. Both sides of the controversy claimed conspiracy: for the right, there was a concerted effort by left-wing academics to undermine the basis of Western civilization; for the left, the assault on higher ed was a carefully coordinated media campaign orchestrated and funded by a network of conservative think tanks and foundations.

A growing nihilism among the young wasn’t just the hallucination of grouchy conservatives. In the late 1980s and early ’90s two burgeoning popular music genres represented different sides of cultural despair: gangsta rap and grunge. They both bloomed on the West Coast, where the American frontier had long ago run out. And they both originated among working-class youths in centers of former defense production: Los Angeles and the Seattle metro area. Gangsta rap expressed despair in the form of anger and violent self-assertion, grunge as depression and crushing self-doubt. Both gambled that personal and subcultural authenticity could stand in for a wider society bereft of meaningful opportunity. Writing in the wake of the Rodney King riots, the African American public intellectual Cornel West, who was teaching philosophy at Princeton at the time, saw a virulent “nihilism in black America,” reflected most potently in the popularity of gangsta rap, as a result of the “market-driven shattering of black civil society” that hollowed out old buffering institutions like churches, families, and schools and threw Black communities into a Hobbesian state of nature: “Black people have always been in America’s wilderness in search of a promised land. Yet many black folk now reside in a jungle ruled by a cutthroat market morality devoid of any faith in deliverance or hope for freedom.”41

On close inspection, even the most triumphant interpretations of the moment were remarkably downbeat and pessimistic. Francis Fukuyama’s 1989 essay “The End of History?”—published in The National Interest and later expanded into a 1992 book, The End of History and the Last Man—heralded “the total exhaustion of all viable systematic alternatives for Western liberalism” but concluded that the end of history would be a period of continued ethnic conflict as well as cultural fatigue and depletion: “The end of history will be a very sad time … The worldwide ideological struggle that called forth daring, courage, imagination, and idealism, will be replaced by economic calculation, the endless solving of technical problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of sophisticated consumer demands. In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the perpetual caretaking of the museum of human history.”42 Not much of a future at all, really.

While Fukuyama and many others believed they were witnessing the ultimate victory of liberal democracy, others thought they were observing its death throes. The cultural critic and historian Christopher Lasch wrote, “Having defeated its totalitarian adversaries, liberalism is crumbling from within.” For Lasch, liberalism was being undermined by its own faith in human progress, which was running into immovable limits: “The belated discovery that the earth’s ecology will no longer sustain an indefinite expansion of productive forces deals the final blow to the belief in progress … The attempt to expand Western standards of living to the rest of the world would lead very quickly to the exhaustion of non-renewable resources, the irreversible pollution of the earth’s atmosphere, drastic changes in its climate, and the destruction of the ecological system upon which the earth depends.”43 He argued in his 1991 magnum opus, The True and Only Heaven: Progress and Its Critics, that the very notion of progress and optimism should be abandoned in favor of a more frugal and restrained model of human flourishing. Lasch would deny that this was a stance of despair: he proposed that a more modest ideal of “hope” should replace the unconstrained optimism of the progressive tradition, whose attempts to deny the reality of life’s limitations were its own form of despair. As a replacement for liberalism and its infinitely expanding universe of spoiled consumers and bureaucrats, he sought inspiration in the lower-middle-class ethos of the American populist tradition, with its emphasis on the community-centered, “heroic” morality of small-scale producers—artisans, shopkeepers, and farmers.

Lasch called for a renewal of populism’s “appreciation of the moral value of honest work, its respect for competence, its egalitarian opposition to entrenched privilege, its refusal to be impressed by the jargon of experts, its insistence on plain speech and on holding people accountable for their actions.” He would say that populism “was not a panacea for all the ills that afflict the modern world,” and he admitted that “it would be foolish to deny the characteristic features of populist movements at their worst—racism, anti-Semitism, nativism, and anti-intellectualism, all the other evils so often cited by liberal critics.”44 However, Lasch attributed the reactionary turn in “petty-bourgeois movements” to an “increasingly defensive”45 posture in the face of “large-scale enterprise crowding out small producers.” Since Lasch’s history stressed the increasingly grim outlook for the American middle class and the proliferation of massive, alienating bureaucracies in both the public and private sector, it’s not clear why the renewed populism he hoped for would avoid that same sort of defensiveness. Still, he believed that “at a time when other ideologies are greeted with apathy, populism has the capacity to generate real enthusiasm.”46 The principal figures of this book would agree. Like Lasch, they wanted to recover a “submerged tradition” that was an alternative to Enlightenment liberalism, although the populism they envisioned and helped to create looked different from Lasch’s idealized picture. And, as we shall see, they thought the enthusiasm populism could generate was because of, not despite, all those “other evils.”

When Lasch wrote that the “old political ideologies have exhausted their capacity either to explain events or to inspire men and women to constructive action,”47 he was expressing something nearly identical to the account of a “crisis of authority” or “crisis of hegemony” put forth by the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci: a period when “the great masses have become detached from their traditional ideologies and no longer believe what they used to believe previously.”48 Writing in the 1920s, Gramsci maintained that such crises “were situations of conflict between representatives and represented,”49 and that when the “ruling class has lost its consensus,”50 the populace feels that the existing political and public institutions no longer provide a vision of national leadership, but merely dominate and coerce, serving their own narrow self-interest. In such a situation, both politics and the economy take on the aspect of a zero-sum squabble between competing factions and cliques. The sudden loss of faith and credit in the American system was the acute onset of just such a crisis of hegemony. Gramsci had written that “in every country the process is different, although the content is the same,” with such upheavals occurring when “the ruling class has failed in some major political undertaking for which it has requested, or forcibly extracted, the consent of the broad masses (war, for example).”51 In this period, that failed political undertaking was the project of Reaganism: the reorganization of the economy for short-term gain and sharp upward redistribution and its unexpected and expensive victory in the Cold War. The electorate believed Reaganism’s promise and sunny optimism, but it left the country battered productively and rudderless ideologically. Gramsci famously remarked that in the “interregnum” when “the old is dying and the new cannot be born … a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.”52 Such an interregnum, he believed, would also provide an opening for “violent solutions, for the activities of unknown forces, represented by charismatic ‘men of destiny.’”53

As we will see, some of the most intense and visionary responses to the failure of the Reagan settlement came from within that camp’s own ranks: true-believing conservative activists and intellectuals, as well as Sun Belt capitalists who had once been reliable Republican donors. For them, the 1980s represented a betrayal: they understood Ronald Reagan as the champion of the economic interests and cultural values of white Middle Americans, but now they seemed worse off than ever. So too had their own fortunes within the movement declined. Entering the decade with great expectations of career advancement and important titles, they found they were not the leading lights of the cause any longer: they had been overshadowed by more recent arrivals, immigrants to the movement and sometimes to America. They wanted what they considered the historic core of American society to become a self-conscious movement, but they also despaired over the loss of that society’s traditions, substance, and racial purity: only through the negative solidarity of opposing domestic enemies could it regain its coherence and meaning. Imbibing and interpreting the anger they saw around them, they made startlingly accurate predictions about the course of American politics—even as they worked to make those predictions come true.

Obviously, the figures in this book did not invent demagogy nor racist and xenophobic politics. These are fundamental features of American society from its inception, and all their manifestations cannot be catalogued here. The GOP’s development and deployment of the “Southern Strategy” to win over Southern whites in the latter half of the twentieth century is well known and well researched, but a few incidents prior to the action of this book are worth emphasizing. During the presidential campaign of 1980, Ronald Reagan campaigned against “welfare queens.” He also gave his “states’ rights” speech at the Neshoba County, Mississippi, fair, not far from the spot where three civil rights workers had been murdered in 1964. Then there was the infamous Willie Horton ad of the 1988 Bush campaign, which stoked fears of Black criminality. While some on the right were content to use racism and domestic enmity cynically and opportunistically to whip up votes, the principal figures in this book brought it to the center of their political consciousness. They self-consciously placed themselves in a tradition that encompassed the prewar America Firsters, Strom Thurmond’s Dixiecrats, Joe McCarthy’s anti-communist witch hunt of the 1950s, and George Wallace’s rabble-rousing campaigns of the 1960s and ’70s. In a way, this book charts the transformation of the Southern Strategy from a regional to a national campaign.

Some might object that this book is focused too much on the morbid, macabre, or pathological: David Duke, the gang of “paleoconservative” malcontents, Patrick Buchanan, the billionaire-populism of Ross Perot, survivalist cranks in the Rocky Mountains, the transformation of mob boss John Gotti into a folk hero. After all, right-wing and reactionary politics were not the only responses to the crisis of the early 1990s. It’s important to note that there were other and, in the opinion of the author, more hopeful alternatives. Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaigns of 1984 and 1988, centered around his vision of a multiracial working-class coalition, provided one of the earliest rejections of the Reagan consensus and tapped into currents of popular energy the Democratic establishment struggled to fight off. In 1990, Bernie Sanders won his first campaign for Congress as a democratic socialist. One of the first bellwethers of a populist wave was Democrat Harris Wofford’s stunning victory—with a message of “middle-class populism” and a demand for universal health care—over the former Reagan and Bush attorney general Dick Thornburgh in the 1991 Pennsylvania Senate special election. That campaign would produce the famed political wizards Paul Begala and James Carville, who would be responsible for the economic focus of the late phase of the 1992 Bill Clinton campaign. In the Democratic primaries that year, Iowa senator Tom Harkin would take an early lead carrying the banner of prairie populism and keeping the faith of the New Deal. The former California governor Jerry Brown would have even more success transforming himself from a man who once pejoratively called universal health care “socialist” into an angry left populist, railing in alternative media against the Democrat-Republican duopoly. The obscene spectacle of masculine domination in the Clarence Thomas confirmation hearings of 1991 would trigger a feminist mobilization that would make 1992 “The Year of the Woman” for its record number of female senators and representatives elected. These are all important aspects of the period as well, and they arguably have taken on increased significance. But at the time, the established leadership of the Democratic Party was able to contain, co-opt, or absorb these forces. Benefiting from a wave of popular discontent, the Clinton administration opted to continue many of the Reaganite policies that contributed to the crisis in the first place: reducing or redirecting the welfare state, deregulating finance, and pursuing free trade agreements.

Of course, the most salient reason to focus on the right is the election in 2016 of Donald Trump (and again in 2024, little under five months after this book was first published in the US in June 2024), who represented the crystallization of elements that were still inchoate in the period of this book. In general, the politics of national despair described here have now taken hold of the Republican Party: it is dominated by figures and ideas that once would have been considered fringe. On the global scale, too, left populism seems to be abating while far-right movements are sustaining themselves and even gathering strength. The problem has not gone away, it’s gotten worse. We still are working to answer why the loss of faith in the old order has registered as intensified anti-egalitarianism rather than a renewed egalitarianism, why perceptions of public corruption and criminality have led to the open embrace of corruption and criminality rather than its rejection, and why discontent with the distribution of wealth and power has fostered closer popular identification with certain types of capitalism and capitalists. I hope this book will contribute to untangling these threads or at least showing how the knots were tied.

American democracy is often spoken of as being in peril. This book by and large agrees with this thesis. Others point out that democracy in America never fully existed in the first place: for them, it has always been a nation enchained by great inequalities and ruled by an unrepresentative system designed largely to keep those chains in place. This book also agrees with that thesis. And so it begins in a part of the country where democratic rule was delayed, frustrated, reversed, and, when established, tenuous at best. When the demand for democracy did arise there, it often took an authoritarian form. Even as Bush and his foreign policy team were searching for their own little Hitler in the deserts of the Middle East, one was emerging in the swamps of the Deep South.




1

Swamp Creature

On January 21, 1989, the day after George H. W. Bush’s inauguration, David Duke, the former Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, a neo-Nazi, and the head of an organization called the National Association for the Advancement of White People, finished first in an open primary for Louisiana’s eighty-first legislative district. Running as a Republican, he came out ahead of the state party’s preferred candidate, John Treen, brother of David Treen, Louisiana’s first Republican governor since Reconstruction. While a majority of the District 81 voters were still registered Democrats, they had overwhelmingly voted for Ronald Reagan and then George H. W. Bush—and were now up for grabs. Republican National Committee staff members went to Louisiana to bolster Treen’s beleaguered campaign and work against Duke. “We will do anything to defeat this man,” the Bush campaign manager and then RNC chief Lee Atwater declared to The Wall Street Journal. The former and current Republican presidents endorsed Duke’s opponent and made advertisements on his behalf, to little avail: Duke would go on to win the runoff a month later and enter the state legislature. Over the next three years, Duke would aspire to higher and higher office. These subsequent campaigns, unsuccessful though they were, garnered Duke an ever-expanding platform for himself and his cause, bedeviled the establishment, and suggested deep structural failures in American society and its political system. But how did Duke, previously an abject failure in both personal and political life, come to defy the direction of his chosen party and represent the crack-up of an old order?

Perhaps Louisiana provided particularly fertile soil for the emergence of a candidate with a neo-Nazi past. Justice Brandeis may have famously called the states “the laboratories of democracy,” but the alluvial plains and dense swampland of the Mississippi Delta were less like a lab than a hothouse or a petri dish of inchoate American fascism. Its history can read like a specimen list of authoritarian regimes: the colonial governorships of the absolutist monarchies of France and Spain ruling by fiat without consulting representative bodies, the regime of planters lording over monstrously brutal sugar plantations, the post-Reconstruction Bourbon oligarchy that took power in an 1877 coup d’etat carried out by a white militia, and shared power with a Tammany-style urban machine in New Orleans. When challenged by the possibility of a Populist Party revolt at the polls in 1896, the Bourbon oligarchy resorted to force and fraud to push it back. In 1898, the Bourbons promulgated a new state constitution, with the express purpose of limiting voting, effectively disenfranchising the state’s entire Black population and a good deal of its whites, too, and instituting a one-party state. As a result of the French heritage, the legal system is literally Bonapartist. In private life, patriarchal domination was inscribed in the state’s Napoleonic Civil Code, which made the man “head and master” of his household and gave him extensive legal authority over his wife. The progressive reformers, who made weak and abortive attempts to clean up corruption and improve the backward conditions, also distrusted democracy, preferring rule by enlightened business interests and professional experts. (John M. Parker, a “progressive” governor who defied the Klan, had once been involved in the lynching of eleven Italian laborers in New Orleans; he never expressed any regret for the act.)

Tyranny coexisted with a certain kind of anarchy. The state’s experiments in antidemocratic rule sat atop a society that was exceptionally underdeveloped and poor as well as extraordinarily fractious and difficult to lead. “Multicultural” before the word existed, Louisiana was a dizzying welter of competing ethnic and regional interests: French South against Anglo North, Catholic against Protestant, white against Black, great sugar planter against small cotton farmer, country against city, immigrant against native, rich against poor, elitist against populist. W.E.B. Du Bois called the state’s politics “a Chinese puzzle” and a “witch’s cauldron of political chicanery.”1 The cauldron simmered with a constant roil of corruption, lawlessness, and mob violence: in the countryside, slavery was enforced through brutal vigilantism; in the cities, crime was endemic, both in the form of organized gangs and constant random killings; the Reconstruction era witnessed a low-intensity continuation of the Civil War between irregular militias; from the period of 1889 to 1922, three Louisiana parishes led the nation in lynchings. Another former French colony sprang to the mind of one reporter who attempted to capture Louisiana’s fractured, multiethnic political balancing act: it was “of an intensity and complexity … matched, in my experience, only in the republic of Lebanon.”2

In 1928, a new kind of experiment began. “There is no dictatorship in Louisiana,” Huey P. Long said. “There is perfect democracy there, and when you have perfect democracy it is pretty hard to tell it from a dictatorship.” After winning the governorship by campaigning in a populist mode against the Bourbon oligarchy’s concentration of wealth and power, “The Kingfish” quickly coordinated the organs of the state to concentrate his own wealth and power. In office, Long marshaled the governor’s vast powers of appointment to build an empire of patronage jobs, sweeping from office the allies of his political opponents and replacing them with his own people. No state office was too petty to serve as an opportunity for rewarding a friend or avenging an enemy, as well as that enemy’s family and friends. With this apparatus in hand, along with his fine-honed talents of personal insult and threat, Huey set himself to pushing through an ambitious legislative agenda: free textbooks for schools, improved funding for state colleges, thousands of miles of paved roads and bridges, and natural gas pipelines into the cities.

Long’s support came from smallholding white farmers and shopkeepers rather than the laboring masses, a fact that would influence who received relief under his regime. His populism made no provision for union protection, child labor laws (he said picking cotton was “fun” for kids), or unemployment insurance. He is famous for his patronage of Louisiana State University, but the football team band received more money than the law school and graduate school combined. Part of the Long legend is that he distinguished himself from other Southern populist demagogues by avoiding race-baiting, but the reality is much less flattering. Jim Crow was such a settled state of affairs in Louisiana that racist demagoguery3 just had fewer uses. He nixed old-age pensions4 on the grounds that too much money would go to Blacks. When he reached the United States Senate, he opposed federal anti-lynching legislation. During his governorship, Black voter registration actually declined while white registration rose after the abolition of the poll tax. It’s true that the state’s Black citizens did benefit from some of Long’s program, but their status in Longite Louisiana is perhaps best summarized through his brother Earl’s gimmick of tossing coins to children while campaigning: he said he would give out “a quarter to the white kids and a nickel to the niggers.”5

Venality was not Long’s only tool: he availed himself of violence as well. Critics of his regime had to fear the threat of beatings and kidnappings. On two occasions he instituted martial law: once to ensure the outcome of an election in New Orleans and once to put down a revolt of laid-off oil company workers. Distrusting the “lying” press, he created an apparatus of propaganda, replete with radio addresses, sound trucks blaring slogans, and his own newspaper. Huey was a traveling salesman by trade, and the public loved his buffoonish histrionics, cornpone demagoguery, and flamboyant dress. They cheered his vituperative attacks on his enemies and relished his intentional flouting of decorum. Long enjoyed the destruction and humiliation of his enemies, and his people shared in his enjoyment. The rural poor began to look upon Long with religious ardor, flocking in droves to catch sight of a man they compared to an angel or to Jesus6 himself.

For both his admirers and detractors, the regime Long set up brought to mind fascism. The Communist Daily Worker screeched HUEY LONG IS LOUISIANA’S HITLER. In his 1935 book Forerunners of American Fascism, the liberal journalist Raymond Gram Swing called him a “coming of Hitler or Mussolini of America.” The homegrown fascist Lawrence Dennis concurred, seeing in Long “the nearest approach to a national fascist leader” in America, also writing, “I think Long’s smarter than Hitler, but he needs a good brain trust … He needs a Goebbels.” The furiously antisemitic fundamentalist preacher Gerald L. K. Smith apparently wanted to play that role. After giving encouragement to the efforts of the writer William Dudley Pelley7 to set up a fascist paramilitary movement with his Silver Shirts, Smith shifted his allegiance to Long, became his chief propagandist and organizer, and slavishly worshipped him, insinuating himself into his inner circle, wearing the man’s old suits, and even allegedly sleeping at the foot of his bed. Even Arthur Schlesinger Jr.—who denied that Long could meaningfully be called “fascist” and wrote that “Huey Long resembled, not a Hitler or Mussolini, but a Latin American dictator, a Vargas or a Perón”—called Long’s Louisiana “the nearest approach to a totalitarian state the American republic has ever seen.”8

Long’s appeal was not limited to Louisiana. His election to the U.S. Senate in 1932 gave him a national platform. As the rest of the country approached the desperate conditions typical of Louisiana, Long launched his “Share Our Wealth” campaign as an alternative to Roosevelt’s New Deal. He traveled from state to state and spoke, gathering large crowds, not just in the rural South, but in every region. Long, with the help of Smith, himself a wildly charismatic orator, encouraged his admirers at each stop to form Share Our Wealth club chapters. These were to be the seeds of a mass movement and the base of a third-party presidential campaign against FDR. Long’s movement also attracted followers of Father Coughlin, the popular radio priest whose social gospel veered sharply toward antisemitism. Its unrealistic program of wealth redistribution would keep private ownership in place but would aid a disappearing Mittelstand: “Where is the middle class today? Where is the corner grocery man, about whom President Roosevelt speaks? He is gone or going. Where is the corner druggist? He is gone or going. Where is the banker of moderate means? He is vanishing. The middle class today cannot pay the debts they owe and come out alive. In other words, the middle class is no more.”9 Long’s assassination in 1935 dissipated whatever potential the Share Our Wealth movement had as a challenge to Roosevelt.

Long had a pronounced gift for reaching accommodations with moneyed interests even while publicly attacking their rule. Even as he assailed Standard Oil in the press and accused it of trying to depose and assassinate him, he negotiated a compromise with the company: he would rebate most of the tax the company paid if at least 80 percent of the oil at its Baton Rouge refinery was drilled in Louisiana. Many of Huey’s close backers were independent oil producers who would benefit from such a deal. In fact, Long had formed his own company, the Win or Lose Oil Company, to sell and lease state land to oil drillers, an arrangement that would go on to provide hefty profits for descendants of Long and his cronies well into the twenty-first century. “Louisiana had known corruption before Huey Long, but it had never been so gross or so cynical,”10 one historian writes. “And corruption had never been elevated into a theory for governing a state.”

The fates of oil and populism in Louisiana are inextricably bound together. Black sludge bubbled up to the surface long before it was drawn out. Legend has it that Hernando de Soto, while exploring the lower Mississippi in 1541, was shown oil seeps by Indians and used the tar to caulk his ships; it was not the last time oil would be used to patch the gaps of an unsound vessel in Louisiana. Natural gas burning in the bayous gave rise to the Cajun folklore of feux follets,11 “fool’s fires,” known elsewhere as will-o’-the-wisps. These eerie glows were thought to be the souls of unbaptized babies or angry avenging spirits that would lure hapless travelers into the swamps never to be seen again. These lights are, in scientific fact, like all fossil fuels, the transmogrified product of death: energy derived from decomposing organic matter. By the early 1990s the legacy of oil had become literally poisonous: thousands of uncapped abandoned oil wells were leaking toxic and radioactive waste into the soil and water.

It was oil that brought the Dukes to Louisiana. David Hedger Duke, David’s father, originally from Kansas, was an engineer for Royal Dutch Shell who relocated his family to New Orleans after being stationed for a time in the Netherlands. Duke’s father was a deeply conservative Goldwater Republican and a harsh disciplinarian, and his mother was emotionally distant and an alcoholic—probably not such an uncommon childhood of the 1950s and ’60s. Duke was a lonely, unliked child—peers called him “Puke Duke”12 and refused to play with him. He retreated into books. In 1964, at age fourteen, he got hold of the Citizens’ Council newsletter and showed up at their office.

The Citizens’ Councils were formed across the South in the 1950s to oppose school integration and voter registration. The Greater New Orleans Citizens’ Council was founded by “Judge” Leander Perez, who had been one of Huey Long’s principal lieutenants and vote-getters. (He was so effective at his job that he managed to deliver more votes to Long than there were registered voters in his parish.) Although his patron was assassinated and he was removed from the judicial bench for misconduct, Perez persevered. Dubbed the “Caesar of the Swampland” by the press, he established a dictatorship in Plaquemines and St. Bernard parishes for more than fifty years, doling out patronage and pocketing the sulfur and oil wealth from the desperately poor lower Delta parishes. As the civil rights movement rose, he averred that efforts to desegregate the South were ignited by the Jews, who, he said, “were supposed to have been cremated at Buchenwald and Dachau but weren’t, and Roosevelt allowed two million of them illegal entry into our country.”13 In 1960 Perez whipped up the crowd at a large Citizens’ Council rally in New Orleans, creating a mob that would go on to attack Blacks in the street with knives and clubs. He also built a concentration camp of sorts to intimidate the freedom riders who were coming down to register voters in Plaquemines Parish.

The young Duke was looking for a particular book14 available at the Citizens’ Council office: Carleton Putnam’s Race and Reason: A Yankee View. Putnam had been director of Delta Airlines but left his post to dedicate his life to writing a biography of Theodore Roosevelt. In 1958 he abandoned that project and threw himself into the civil rights battle, penning an open letter to President Eisenhower in opposition to school integration, which gained him an enthusiastic Southern following. In 1961 he expanded his arguments into a pseudoscientific treatise on Blacks’ putative biological inferiority and the dangers of racial miscegenation, targeted at the legacy of the “equalitarian”15 cultural anthropology of Franz Boas. Duke may not have been merely indulging his own intellectual curiosity: the Louisiana Department of Education made Race and Reason required reading for “select high school and college students.” In his own telling, Duke says he was taught liberal platitudes about integration in school and came to the “truth” only through his own research for a school assignment, but it seems much more likely that his encounter with Race and Reason was through the standard curriculum.16

In any case, Duke began to hang out at the Citizens’ Council office and make himself a nuisance to the staff, who took pity on him when they learned of his unhappy homelife. When he showed up with a copy of Mein Kampf and started spouting off antisemitic opinions, members of the council would later say that they were horrified and tried to dissuade him from going full Nazi, but this version of events strains credulity. Leander Perez was hardly quiet about his antisemitism, and Putnam’s Race and Reason posited Franz Boas’s Jewishness as the reason why he had adopted racial egalitarianism.

It does seem true, however, that Duke’s devoted Nazism did not improve his social life. At Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge, he failed to win friends by playing records of speeches by the American Nazi Party leader George Lincoln Rockwell and showing pictures of corpses in concentration camps that he had in his dorm room, which was decorated with a Nazi flag, a picture of Adolf Hitler, and German World War II propaganda. It was at LSU where Duke began his political career, delivering tirades against the Jews in Free Speech Alley on campus, otherwise home to anti-war and other radical protesters in the late 1960s and early ’70s. Photographs of Duke tramping around campus in his Nazi uniform from this time would prove to be an encumbrance when he later tried to clean up his image for mainstream politics.

Duke’s entire career would be characterized by attempts to simultaneously gain mainstream recognition and respect and be the predominant leader of the fringe, subcultural world of the Klan and neo-Nazism. Until 1989, he would largely fail to accomplish either. In his bid to rebuild the Klan in the 1970s, he attempted its embourgeoisement. He enjoined his lieutenants to avoid saying “nigger” in public with the press present (an exhortation imperfectly heeded even by Duke himself) and to present themselves as a white civil rights organization. Duke preferred to appear in public in a coat and tie rather than the traditional white robes. He permitted women full membership. As was required for recruiting in southern Louisiana, Duke’s Klan also dropped the organization’s traditional anti-Catholicism.

But Duke’s penchant for personal self-promotion alienated his lieutenants and supporters. During a failed state senate campaign, he fought with a deputy over a TV ad he wanted to air that showed him lifting weights in a tank top and short shorts; the dispute eventually led to the deputy’s resignation. At a Klan leadership conference, Duke performed a similar stunt live: a curtain rose onstage revealing a shirtless17 Duke pumping iron before a crowd of aghast Klansmen.

Equally embarrassing were the pseudonymous books he wrote and attempted to sell. The first, African Atto, was a fake martial arts guide for Black Power militants, written by one “Mohammed X,” that diagrammed various fighting moves to use against white opponents. When confronted about it, Duke claimed that it was designed to be sold through the mail and thereby identify potential enemies for the coming race war; later he tried to pass it off as “satire in the best tradition of Jonathan Swift.”18 It seems most likely it was part of a misbegotten moneymaking scheme.

It’s difficult to imagine any political purpose for Duke’s other volume, Finders Keepers, a guide to sex and dating for the modern single woman. Written under the pseudonyms Dorothy Vanderbilt and James Konrad, the book advised ladies how to please their men, mostly with stuff cribbed from women’s magazines, equal parts revolting and banal: “Sooner or later, if you truly want to drive your man wild in bed, you should bring him to climax by fellatio. He will love you for it. To him it’s more than just a beautiful sensation, it’s really an expression of caring and concern and pure loving intimacy on your part.”19 Duke had apparently hoped the book would become a bestseller and solve his financial difficulties, but it was an utter flop and further alienated his lieutenants, who quickly figured out that he wrote it.

Finders Keepers is, in fact, deeply revealing about Duke, and not because it provides some secret key to an underlying sexual pathology that can explain his entire personality. The salient thing about the book is that, as one of his aides said, it was “too hard-core for the right wing and too soft-core for the perverts.” This remark sums up the essence of the Duke phenomenon: he was caught between his desire for publicity and mainstream acceptance and his infatuation with the secretive underworld of extremism. The Klan’s white sheets, mumbo jumbo titles, and rituals were intended to hide the supposedly respectable citizens in its ranks, at the same time providing a mystique and allure to its recruits and delivering ghastly terror to its victims. Electoral politics and public advocacy, with their inherent need for publicity, were in contradiction with the air of secrecy that gave the Klan both its appeal and effectiveness as a terrorist organization. This is why Duke began to receive scorn and mockery from the other, more radical Klan leaders, who never fully bought his tactical preference for politics and understood that real violence and menace, which made the Klan unacceptable in polite society, were at the heart of the entire thing.

Duke’s paradoxical effort to be a public Klan leader was born from a narcissistic personality that couldn’t be satisfied with the rulership of an “invisible empire” and therefore craved public recognition, at the same time still desiring the frisson of ghoulish power that flows from conspiracism, secret societies, and terrorist machinations. This amphibian nature helps to explain both his successes and his failures: he found purchase as the acceptable public face of unacceptable private hatreds and paranoias, but he was always too “soft-core” for the radical vanguard of his own movement even as he was too tainted with the reek of the racist netherworld to fully cross over into the mainstream.

One piece of advice Duke offered in Finders Keepers is notable for having a real echo in his personal life: its exhortation for women to engage in extramarital affairs. In reality, Duke’s compulsive womanizing had begun to put a strain on his relationship with his fellow Klansmen. Duke’s chief adjutant, Karl Hand, left in the late ’70s partly owing to Duke’s philandering ways. In 1991 Hand told Spy magazine, “He had no qualms about putting the make on anyone’s wife or girlfriend, and the flak always came back to me, because I was his national organizer. He was portraying himself as a family man, with his wife and two kids, but at the same time, he was involved in these sexual escapades.”20 Another Klansmen recalled, “We had to get David out. He was seducing all the wives.”21

As a result of these mishaps, Duke and his organization limped through the 1980s. His breakaway lieutenants formed their own Klans, which were monopolizing media attention and attracting more members through their willingness to use violence. Duke’s plan to use the Klan as a vehicle for his political ambitions seemed to be coming to naught, and he made the decision to leave and form a new organization.

In 1979, he created the NAAWP, the National Association for the Advancement of White People, a group ostensibly focused on discrimination against whites. But efforts to class up his operation did not succeed. Friends report Duke going from table to table at a Sizzler steak house asking for donations for the NAAWP, paying the bill with what he could scrounge up, and then pocketing the rest. Meanwhile, he would have his daughters share a hamburger to save money. Duke had been accustomed to living off Klan money, and the racist books and cassette tapes sold through the NAAWP were not an adequate substitute; he used the dues and donations to buy and refurbish his home in the New Orleans suburb of Metairie. Ever eager to burnish his bourgeois image, he adorned the living room with a piano,22 which he could barely play.

Yet Duke did somehow manage to scrape together the money for plastic surgery. He went to Dr. Calvin Johnson, the top plastic surgeon in New Orleans, to get a nose reduction and chin implant. Then Duke underwent chemical peels23 to remove wrinkles around his eyes. Around the same time, while paying no income taxes because he claimed he did not meet the threshold, he was showing up in Las Vegas and playing craps24 for tens of thousands of dollars.

Duke doggedly ran for office, losing again and again. In 1988 he even ran for president on the ticket of the far-right Populist Party activist and Holocaust denier Willis Carto and received 0.5 percent of the vote—but he did not give up. In 1989 he decided to contest the special election for Louisiana House District 81, centered in Metairie. During the 1970s Duke had outlined his political strategy in the Klan organ The Crusader. Running for local office was the first step in the effort to topple Jewish domination: “Because of the Jews’ basic alien nature, the weakest link in his power comes from a national level downward with only its weakest tentacles reaching down to the local community. Local politics, working upwards, is the soft underbelly of their empire.”25

There were reasons why District 81 might be a particularly soft target for Duke. First of all, the district, plumped by white flight from New Orleans, was 99.6 percent white, petrified by the specter of Black crime in the neighboring metropolis. Parish residents repeatedly elected the Chinese American sheriff Harry Lee, who ordered his department to stop Black youths in “rinky-dink cars” and proposed barricading the streets that led to New Orleans. In addition, the state’s economic situation had significantly deteriorated during the Reagan years. Always marching to its own beat, Louisiana had economic cycles that were contrapuntal to those of the rest of the country. The state had never suffered through the malaise of the 1970s: high oil prices filled public coffers and kept property and income taxes virtually nonexistent. But while some of America experienced the 1980s as a delirious boom time, Louisiana faced double-digit unemployment, leading the nation. The low price of oil throughout the decade hobbled the state’s relatively generous public spending, just as it had done in another rusting, multiethnic empire: the Soviet Union.

On top of the state’s oil woes, Metairie was a victim of the broader stagnation of middle-income wages26 that the entire country experienced in the 1980s. In Jefferson Parish, income from wages had dropped by 6.5 percent from 1982 to 1987, but income from dividends, interest, and rent rose by 19 percent. The parish lost nearly 45 percent of its oil and gas jobs,27 nearly 30 percent of its construction jobs, and 17 percent of jobs in manufacturing. The burden of the Reagan ’80s seemed to fall on the lower-middle-class and blue-collar denizens of Metairie’s low brick bungalows while the benefits redounded to the genteel occupants of its pillared-and-porticoed houses near the country club, from whose precincts the Republican establishment ruled
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