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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR:

I took the title of this book from Ayn Rand.

I took it from her because she doesn’t deserve it.


History has thrown up a character whom we are accustomed to call the ‘mass man.’ His appearance is spoken of as the most significant and far-reaching of all the revolutions of modern times. He is credited with having transformed our way of living, our standards of conduct and our manners of political activity. He is, sometimes regretfully, acknowledged to have become the arbiter of taste, the dictator of policy, the uncrowned king of the modern world. He excites fear in some, admiration in others, wonder in all. His numbers have made him a giant; he proliferates everywhere; he is recognized either as a locust who is making a desert of what was once a fertile garden, or as the bearer of a new and more glorious civilization.

—Michael Oakeshott, “The Masses in Representative Democracy,” 1961



Foreword


Liberal education is liberation from vulgarity. The Greeks had a beautiful word for “vulgarity”; they called it apeirokalia, lack of experience in things beautiful.

—Leo Strauss, “What Is Liberal Education?” 1959

I used to work not far from a temple in New Delhi dedicated to Hanuman, the monkey-faced Hindu deity who is the patron of the capital city—a 108-foot tall1 statue of him looms over the Jhandewalan metro station. Monkeys are a problem. Basically, you can’t fuck with a monkey in Delhi, for religious and civic reasons, so there’s a plague of the things all over the city but especially in the temple precincts. They are basically high-IQ New York subway rats with opposable thumbs. It’s not good.

The pilgrims come to seek Hanuman’s blessing, and they feed the monkeys—feeding the plague. The amateurs bring them bananas and fruit and such, but the real pros—the Hanuman-worship insiders—bring the monkeys what they really like: McDonald’s.

They’re lovin’ it.

The monkeys in India are a gigantic pain in the ass and a genuine menace, too: Every now and then, they kill somebody, or maim somebody pretty good. I once made the mistake of walking home to my apartment in Delhi after dark with a bag of kebabs for dinner, and by the time I got to my place I was being chased by about forty mangy and scrofulous dogs who were keenly interested in my takeout. (From Karim’s, of course: world’s best.) Dogs you can deal with. Imagine if it had been monkeys.

Working for The Atlantic was kind of like that.

If you’ve ever been to the monkey house in one of those awful downscale zoos that smell very intensely the way you imagine that Bernie Sanders probably smells faintly, you know what monkeys—these particular monkeys—are like: They jerk off and fling poo all day, generally using the same hand for both, and they don’t do a hell of a lot else, unless there’s McDonald’s. All day: jerk off, fling poo, jerk off, fling poo, jerk, fling, jerk, fling.

Twitter, basically.

And after about 300,000 years of anatomically modern H. sap., here we are again: monkeys, albeit monkeys with wifi. You could try being human beings. You could. You could try a little freedom on for size, and see how it fits and feels. You aren’t going to. We both know that.

Jerk off, fling poo, jerk off, fling poo, jerk, fling, jerk, fling.

I hate monkeys.

This is their story.



1 A number of great significance in the Dharmic religions.



CHAPTER ONE


A Volscian Commission

As a matter of contemporary etiquette, we writers and talkers are not supposed to call ourselves “intellectuals.” It sounds like bragging, and we can’t have that—we are supposed to rely on mediating irony and moral mumbling, lest we stumble into the great error and great sin of Trying Too Hard. We all know what happens to the tallest poppy. It’s strange: If I were an unusually tall, green-eyed, Flemish-American hermaphrodite running for Congress as a Republican—and the Republicans should be so lucky!—the convention would be for me to begin every third sentence, “As an unusually tall, green-eyed, Flemish-American hermaphrodite, I believe that . . .” or, “If elected, I will be the first unusually tall, green-eyed, Flemish-American hermaphrodite elected to the House as a Republican,” or, “In America, an unusually tall, green-eyed, Flemish-American hermaphrodite can grow up to be anything, even another asinine, useless, beef-witted politician, one who is blessed to have been born in this great country with two distinct sets of sex organs and a burning desire to put them to work for America—for We the People.”

Intellectuals. You can practically see the foamy little green droplets of contempt running off the word. And so the intellectuals have, for some time, been obliged to pretend to be something else: your friend, the tribune of the plebs, the advocate of the common man, or, worst of all, the “realist,” the one who wants to use “common sense” on behalf of “ordinary folk” in the pursuit of “what works.”

Clever little monkeys, in their way. They seem almost human at times.

You know the type: I was once on a panel with Cleta Mitchell, one of those gold-plated Republican populists who is always going on and on about the Washington Establishment and “insiders.” I told her I thought she was more or less full of it, and—we were in front of an audience of conservatives—she raged that I was an example of “inside-the-Beltway Establishment thinking.” I am a writer who lives in Texas and who is not even a member of the Republican party, much less part of its “establishment.” Cleta Mitchell literally works inside the Beltway—the asphalt one, in Washington, D.C., not a metaphorical one—at the politically connected law firm of Foley & Lardner, right there on Washington Harbor, where she . . . oh, here’s a bit of her official firm biography: “Ms. Mitchell represents numerous candidates, campaigns and members of Congress, as well as state and national political party committees. She has served as legal counsel to the National Republican Senatorial Committee and the National Republican Congressional Committee.” She is such an outsider that she appears on a Fox News program called Insiders, and she—you could not make this up—literally wrote the book on being a lobbyist in Washington: The Lobbying Compliance Handbook.

“Establishment.” “Inside the Beltway.” That rotten, fruity language—that utterly nonsensical adolescent horseshit—just comes naturally to some people. I once had a state Republican party chairman tell me that “the Establishment in my state hates me.” I asked him who, exactly, composed this Establishment, if not the chairman of the goddamned party? He looked at me as a goldfish would if it saw a strange new underwater castle. It took me a long time to decipher what that look means. It means: “But I thought we were friends!”

The original sin of the American intellectual is his desire to be popular.

And not just popular, but popular in the way politicians are popular: a man of the people—but a man of the people to whom the people must defer and pay tribute, because he wields power over them. Everyone whose career has a public aspect is conscious of reputation, but there are different classes of reputation; American journalists in particular do not seem to know what it is they are here to do. Journalists in the United Kingdom understand themselves to be part of the world of literature, broadly defined, while journalists in the United States understand themselves to be part of the world of politics. (The observation is not original to me.) You can see it in the lawyerly prose of American journalists, which is so much more careful and so much less interesting than that of their counterparts overseas. They go on television and speak like men who are running for an office; their approach to their adversaries and rivals has less the character of argument than of opposition research—where there should be conversation, they can offer only indictment. The mind of the American political journalist is, in its contemptible union of neediness and arrogance, a study in miniature of the mind of the man with whom American journalism imagines itself to be locked in eternal moral combat: Richard Nixon.

Nixon won forty-nine states in 1972. But that is a different kind of popularity. The intellectuals who are after that kind of popularity do not know what it is they are supposed to be doing.

I get that we writers and commentators and political hustlers have to make a living somehow, the times being what they are, and I do hope that this book sells a gazillion copies. By the time you are reading these words, I will very likely have been on sixty or seventy talk-radio shows and a few television programs, and I will flog the Schumer out of it. Like Don Corleone, I don’t judge a man for how he makes his living. What I judge a man for is something else: Not the desire to have an audience, to make money, all that sort of thing, but the abject, craven, humiliating need to be loved by strangers. I mean the emptiness that a certain kind of man or woman tries to fill with adulation, characteristic of the man who cannot stand in front of a crowd without being possessed to deliver corny prepackaged applause lines, who will kiss the collective ass of the mob—and any mob will do—because that mob ass simply must be kissed. There are many problems with that kind of character in a writer, the main one of which is that it keeps the writer from doing his job.

I’m not your friend, your advocate, or your tribune, and I am not trying to get anybody elected to any office—much less myself. That is not what I do. There are many people who do that. The world really does not need another, especially one who is not committed to that profession and who almost certainly would not be any good at it.

Caius Marcius, the legendary Roman soldier, is Shakespeare’s greatest tragic hero. After his reputation-making military victory, he declines the offer of an enormous financial reward—a tenth of the loot he brought home to Rome—saying:

I thank you, general;

But cannot make my heart consent to take

A bribe to pay my sword: I do refuse it.

The cheers of the great masses he holds in similar contempt.

Your affections are

A sick man’s appetite, who desires most that

Which would increase his evil. He that depends

Upon your favours swims with fins of lead

And hews down oaks with rushes. Hang ye! Trust ye?

With every minute you do change a mind,

And call him noble that was now your hate,

Him vile that was your garland.

The only extraordinary honor he accepts is the agnomen “Coriolanus.”

But his pride ultimately gets the better of him. In an act that goes against his character, he decides to seek political office, not for the love of acclaim but in order to satisfy his sense of honor, which, because he was a civilized man, is founded on his understanding of his duty as a citizen. But there is no seeking office without bending over for Homo bolus, which Coriolanus cannot do as long as he remains Coriolanus. There is a wonderfully funny scene in which he talks himself into—and then immediately out of—making a ritual curtsy to the plebeians.

Well, I must do’t:

Away, my disposition, and possess me

Some harlot’s spirit! my throat of war be turn’d,

Which quired with my drum, into a pipe

Small as an eunuch, or the virgin voice

That babies lulls asleep! the smiles of knaves

Tent in my cheeks, and schoolboys’ tears take up

The glasses of my sight! a beggar’s tongue

Make motion through my lips, and my arm’d knees,

Who bow’d but in my stirrup, bend like his

That hath received an alms! I will not do’t,

Lest I surcease to honour mine own truth

And by my body’s action teach my mind

A most inherent baseness.

You’ll notice that Coriolanus here knows that to do what is expected of him, he would have to first become someone else: the harlot, the eunuch, the virgin, the schoolboy, the beggar—anything but the man he is.

Somebody forgot to tell him that elections are “binary.” Anything to keep the plebs out of power, what with the upcoming vacancies on the quaestorship that need to be filled by the right kind of people and the partisan fight over reforming the Licinian Rogations coming up in the next session.

And so, of course, things go badly for Coriolanus. He ends up spitting blue fire at the very rabble he was supposed to be courting. The plebeians try to banish Coriolanus. Coriolanus will not have it. He banishes them:

You common cry of curs! whose breath I hate

As reek o’ the rotten fens, whose loves I prize

As the dead carcasses of unburied men

That do corrupt my air, I banish you;

And here remain with your uncertainty!

Let every feeble rumour shake your hearts!

Your enemies, with nodding of their plumes,

Fan you into despair! Have the power still

To banish your defenders; till at length

Your ignorance, which finds not till it feels,

Making not reservation of yourselves,

Still your own foes, deliver you as most

Abated captives to some nation

That won you without blows! Despising,

For you, the city, thus I turn my back:

There is a world elsewhere.

The glory of the play is its austere language. Shakespeare at his most mature felt very little need for adornment; what he offers is compact and modern. There is much in the play that feels contemporary. Even the mechanics of the politics—the pageantry of “the Resistance”—remain fresh, with a touch of identity politics.

Ædile: He’s coming.

Brutus: How accompanied?

Ædile: With old Menenius, and those senators

That always favour’d him.

Sicinius: Have you a catalogue

Of all the voices that we have procured

Set down by the poll?

Ædile: I have; ‘tis ready.

Sicinius: Have you collected them by tribes?

Ædile: I have.

Sicinius: Assemble presently the people hither;

And when they bear me say ‘It shall be so

I’ the right and strength o’ the commons,’ be it either

For death, for fine, or banishment, then let them

If I say fine, cry ‘Fine;’ if death, cry ‘Death.’

Insisting on the old prerogative

And power I’ the truth o’ the cause.

It is not very difficult to imagine the foregoing happening on Twitter rather than in the Forum.

My subject here is individuality, not in the silly and negative adolescent sense of “individualism” grossly construed—not “the moral and legal conception of the individual as that which is isolated, [but] a more concrete conception which takes him to be that which is complete,” as the English philosopher Michael Oakeshott puts it in “The Authority of the State.” In the context of our political discourse—and this is as true for the citizen who takes his citizenship seriously as it is for the professional writer and critic—the individual is the one who can stand at least partly away from the demands of his tribe and class and try to see things as they are, and shout back over his shoulder what he sees. He is neither the Cavalier on the inside peering carefully out over the parapet nor the Roundhead on the outside looking suspiciously in—he is on the outside looking out.

I start here with Coriolanus. I end with Lucifer. There’s a lot of Twitter in-between. I trust I make myself understood.



CHAPTER TWO


The Road to Smurfdom

Bid them wash their faces and keep their teeth clean.

—William Shakespeare, Coriolanus, Act I, Scene 3

The story I am telling here is not a new one. The social, economic, and political factors contributing to our current politics of mob madness, mass hysteria, and vicious tribalism—under the influence of a psychotic political pseudo-culture that regards intolerance as a virtue—have combined in similar ways before, with similar results. These episodes amount to a periodic and sometimes bloody illustration of Reinhold Niebur’s maxim: “The society in which each man lives is at once the basis for, and the nemesis of, that fulness of life which each man seeks.”1

The most illuminating point of comparison for my purposes in this book is the political culture (which was also the religious culture, by necessity) of Europe at the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the Renaissance. As the Marxist-Freudian social critic Erich Fromm tells the story in his Escape from Freedom, the emergence of a primitive form of capitalism at the end of the medieval period upset not only the economic order of the societies it was beginning to transform but also the social order, which was under stress as traditional sources of status and meaning were, to use the word of our moment, disrupted. The medieval social order, Fromm argues, may have been poor in strictly material terms, but it was stable and predictable, with serf and lord alike secure in his place in the world—in this kingdom and in the Heavenly Kingdom. The economic changes brought by capitalism left them free, but also alone. They became instances of what Michael Oakeshott describes as the “individual manqué,”2 botched individuals who suffer from an “incapacity to sustain an individual life,” who therefore experience modern individualism as a burden rather than as an opportunity—much less as a joy. When progressives lampoon conservatives as being the party of “you’re on your own,” and when conservatives propose measures to “protect” their constituents from ordinary social and economic change, these are the people they are addressing.

The deracinated citizen-subjects of the emerging primitive capitalist world sought out new sources of meaning and a new kind of lordship to which to submit themselves and thereby be relieved of the terrible burden of individuality. What they settled on was Protestantism, which grew in the same garden as capitalism: among the urbanizing populations of the Low Countries and England. Fromm in essence sets Max Weber’s thesis in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism on its head: Protestantism did not create capitalism—capitalism created Protestantism.

Deracination, crisis, fanaticism—the pattern is general enough to be detected in many other societies at many other points in history. A similar vector leads from the failure of the Great Leap Forward to the fanaticism of the Cultural Revolution. China is arguably going through another such episode right now, with the end of orthodox Communism, the great migration to the cities, and the emergence of what Yasheng Huang wittily christened “Capitalism with Chinese Characteristics” having overturned many of the governing assumptions of that enormous and remarkable country and left the social status of 1.4 billion people up for grabs. The authoritarian regime in Beijing has offered up a new and updated version of fanatical nationalism in the hopes of filling that void. But such transitions cannot be planned or managed, even by the worst of despots. That is the joy—and, sometimes, the terror—of our unruly and increasingly liberated world.

In our own context, globalization has led to the emergence of a new kind of capitalism, one that is based on the first effectively universal market in human history and made dynamic by specialization, division of labor, and social cooperation on a scale that would have been considered beyond the dreams of Utopia a generation ago.

These are the best of times, not the worst. That is true by almost any measurable standard: severe poverty has declined steeply for two decades around the world, fewer people are dying in wars (in 1950, 546,501 people died in battle worldwide; in 2016, that number was fewer than 90,0003), fewer people are dying from easily preventable diseases, etc.

The masses never had it so good. This is the golden age of Homo bolus.

But the masses are not happy. They are miserable. They are masses; misery is what they do. It does not matter whether they have anything to be miserable about. If they want something to make them feel miserable, they will discover or invent it.

In the United States, two competing strains of angry populism are locked in a cold civil war over the same piece of psychic real estate, and almost every public conversation is dominated by what Georges Sorel might very well have described as “the superb blond beast wandering in search of prey and carnage,”4 had he lived into our era. Things are at least equally grim, and in many cases much worse, abroad: India is wracked by a newly militant and fanatical Hindutva, Hungary groans under the corrupt strongman rule of Viktor Orbán, Venezuela reels in the hangover from the leftist strongman rule of Hugo Chávez and the persistent tyranny of his heirs, angry populist movements of both the Left and the Right have brought political violence and the threat of such violence to Europe, the United Kingdom, the United States, and elsewhere. Our politics have not only become more polarized but also more expansively fanatical, with the political battleground extending to the classroom, the place of employment, the church, and any other host within reach of this parasitic pestilence.

We are undergoing a process that is in some ways parallel to what medieval Europe went through with the disruptive emergence of primitive capitalism. Globalization has brought wealth and cooperation, but it also has disturbed longstanding modes of life and upended communities, especially those affected negatively5 by outsourcing and offshoring, changes in the nature of work which are themselves the misunderstood and ignorantly hated manifestations of the integration of global supply chains and other deep economic changes that are, gradually, making the world a radically better place.

Some communities have lost political influence; others, especially the coastal cities, believe that they have not gained enough. Changes in the patterns of family life have left many men—especially those who are not economic high-achievers—devoid of sources of status and social fixedness, and have frustrated many women’s pursuit of marriage and motherhood. The quality of material life in the United States has improved radically across the board since the 1980s, but the profits of globalization have accrued disproportionately to a relatively small group of entrepreneurs and high-tech workers, along with those in related fields such as finance and, inevitably, government. Americans are as a whole better off in most of the things that can be measured, but the story grows more complex the finer you cut it. For example, the life expectancies of non-college-educated white men are declining while those of most other groups rise, and the cause of the decline is the disease of despair in different manifestations: overdoses and other drug-related deaths, deaths from alcohol-related causes, and suicide.

This exudate of outrage and dread has arrived together with the rise to prominence of social media and other instruments of communication that not only are better-suited for emotional outbursts than for reasoned discussion, but which, as a consequence of their basic social architecture, reward rage, extremism, and hostility while they suffocate intelligence, charity, and gentleness. Communication is only incidental to social media. Social media is not a platform for publishing but a means of seeking human connection, not communication but communion, or at least a simulacrum of it. Social media is not the second coming of the eighteenth-century pamphleteer; it is Homo bolus at prayer—to himself, of course.

Social media is based on a simple economy: Outgoing attention is the labor that social media requires of its proletariat; incoming attention is the wage it pays them. The group dynamics in this economy of little Willy Lomans all but ensure that the majority of the ordinary person’s social-media interactions are with like-minded people and that these groups of like-minded people self-radicalize in the way most like-minded groups do, a pattern that has long been familiar to scholars of deliberation and group psychology.

Social-media mobs provide a partial substitute for the sense of identity and belonging that disruptive global capitalism has taken away from many people, especially the upper degrees of the middle class, a group whose domination of Twitter has transformed the platform into a kingmaker-executioner in spite of its relatively tiny user base, which amounts to only about 14 percent of Facebook’s active user population. Twitter is the theater of what F. A. Hayek called “second-hand dealers in ideas”—journalists, mid-level academics, political operatives, leaders of civic groups, and the like. They are, in fact, the very people whom Robert Putnam and other chroniclers of civic disengagement would expect to be community leaders and conduits of information and engagement.

Which they are. That’s the problem.

As the Buddhist scripture says: “I do not dispute with the world; the world disputes with me.”

[image: Image]

Funny thing about this book: I had begun shopping around the proposal for writing it long before my brief period of employment with THAT AUGUST JOURNALISTIC INSTITUTION and the subsequent witless chimp-brained media freak-out and CAFFEINE-FREE DIET MAOIST struggle session that followed and climaxed with my being fired by editor-in-chief Jeffrey Goldberg on my third day of employment there and after a good deal of stink-eye from some seething young woman with an unfortunate All-Lesbian World Bowling Champion haircut loitering glumly in the coffee room. I was, for a few days, a writer who was much more read about than read. After the ninth (or so) New York Times denunciation of my soul and my work, my professional dance card began to fill up with pleasing speed.

That’s the upside of being in the controversy business: I always get paid. Hooray for me.6

But why was I flogging this book way back before I got involved in what I must with some genuine disappointment characterize as only the second-most-infamous episode involving a shady right-winger and the Watergate complex?7 There were good reasons. A combination of deep stupidity and casual authoritarianism already had begun to disfigure our public discourse: the firing of Brendan Eich for his views on marriage, and the IRS’s criminal leak of the National Organization for Marriage’s confidential tax documents in the service of a campaign to harass and attack its donors; the firing of James Damore for the crime of being stupid enough to believe that his po-faced ham-souled Caitlyn-haunted superiors at Google were being anything like halfway serious when they asked for dialogue about diversity in the firm; the campaigns against Bret Stephens and Bari Weiss at the New York Times; the “de-platforming”8 of conservatives and other nonconforming voices on social media; the violence and firebombings targeting unpopular speakers at Berkeley and other college campuses—and much more. The blackshirts and the American Association of Outrage Professionals were as creepily tumescent as Anthony Weiner cruising a Hello Kitty boutique, but my little book proposal was met with almost no excitement until I became, for a couple of weeks, the headline in the story.

I’ll revisit that tawdry little episode in these pages to the extent that it is necessary to the story, but this isn’t a memoir.

My subject here is not the life and times of Kevin D. Williamson.9 My subject is what Coriolanus10 called “the beast with many heads”—mob politics, on social media and in what passes for real life, which increasingly is patterned on social media—and its effects on our political discourse and our culture. It is the most important political issue of our time. Discourse—the health and character of that discourse—is a force that exists above and outside of the specific policy questions of the day; it is the master-issue that will determine how every other issue is talked about and thought about—and whether those issues are thought about at all.

We think in language. We signal11 in memes. Language is the instrument of discourse. Memes are the instrument of antidiscourse, i.e., communication designed and deployed to prevent the exchange of information and perspectives rather than to enable it, a weapon of mass intellectual destruction—the moron bomb. The function of discourse is to know other minds and to have them known to you; the function of antidiscourse is to lower the status of rivals and enemies. Antidiscourse is not a conversation about politics—it is politics; it is no more discourse than a “BETO FOR PRESIDENT” yard sign is literature. It is a way of holding the conversation captive within politics itself rather than permit it to get partly clear of the wall and examine the questions of the day from the outside with some degree of clarity and independence. Antidiscourse and discourse serve different functions; trying to understand what is going on in political life by relying on antidiscourse is like trying to fuel a Falcon Heavy rocket with Soarin’ Strawberry Kool-Aid. Caravaggio didn’t paint The Martyrdom of Saint Matthew with his dick. And he loved his bony cannelloni—it just wasn’t the tool for the job.

War and peace, taxing and spending, crime and punishment, detonating munitions on the heads of goat-bothering savages in Panjshir until all that’s left looks like a hot-yoga class following a PTA meeting in Greenwich, Connecticut: None of these can be addressed in a way that does any real political work without a political culture that not only tolerates genuine discourse—meaning genuine disagreement—but also comprehends that discourse in its own functional terms apart from petty advantage-seeking, cultural gang-sign flashing, and cheap partisan opportunism. But we do not have that kind of a political culture, or, in some ways, any culture at all, properly understood. What we have is Instant Culture, which is to culture what stevia is to sugar, what masturbation is to sex, what Paul Krugman’s New York Times vomitus is to journalism, what Monday’s dank memes are to the English language: a substitute that replicates the real thing in certain formal ways but that remains nonetheless entirely lacking in the essence of the thing itself. It is the strap-on dildo sitting there dead and plastic and inert where Western civilization used to be.12

And that is why the desire for popularity is the original sin of the intellectual: When he subordinates his independent mind to the demands of the herd, he ceases to perform any useful function. He abandons culture for Instant Culture, discourse for antidiscourse, and truth-seeking for status-seeking.

Culture, as Michael Oakeshott characterized it, is a conversation: “As civilized human beings, we are the inheritors, neither of an inquiry about ourselves and the world, nor of an accumulating body of information, but of a conversation, begun in the primeval forests and extended and made more articulate in the course of centuries. It is a conversation which goes on both in public and within each of ourselves.”13 Because it is characterized by crude signaling rather than by conversation as such, Instant Culture differs from culture properly understood in that it includes no meaningful connections across time, having the character of a spasm rather than that of a continuity. It is the Jacobin herd stampeding through G. K. Chesterton’s “democracy of the dead,” and like any stampeding herd it is both terrifying and terrified, directionless and hysterical moral panic on the digital hoof.

Language is how we think; culture is where we think. Without culture and language, we are deprived of a means of intellectual and moral orientation and are forced to seek new and necessarily inferior ones, choosing from a New Jersey diner menu of grossness and insipidity: nationalism, racism, tribalism, class solidarity, religious particularism, “intersectionality” (which is only mutant nationalism, the same pre-Oedipal penis-clutching obsession with superficial markers of distinctiveness), ideological fanaticism, shallow partisanship—all of them jumbled together by the instruments of Instant Culture (social media and related Internet phenomena, antidiscourse, memery, the rituals of electronic tribalism) to produce an illiterate and unnavigable mess that now passes for our political culture, and our culture at large.

The question before us is whether American democracy can think, which would necessitate the rediscovery of rigorous literary language14 and political culture properly understood, or whether America democracy will abandon literacy and content itself with signaling. “Culture” as such is not something only for the libraries and opera houses—it is life on the democratic street. Modern democracy, as Leo Strauss described it, is only the “hard shell which protects the soft mass culture,” and hence “modern democracy stands or falls by literacy,” which is “the counter-poison to mass culture.”

It will be quite something if we go from John Hancock’s extravagant paraph on Thomas Jefferson’s concise English masterpiece to signing our names with an “X” in such remarkably short period of time. One thinks of those isolated island-dwellers who discovered and lost and rediscovered barbed hooks and other technologies a half-dozen times over the centuries. Peoples who fail to communicate cannot even defend their own local memory.

This, like much else, was foreseen by George Orwell, who wrote in 1946: “It is clear that the decline of a language must ultimately have political and economic causes: It is not due simply to the bad influence of this or that individual writer. But an effect can become a cause, reinforcing the original cause and producing the same effect in an intensified form, and so on indefinitely. A man may take to drink because he feels himself to be a failure, and then fail all the more completely because he drinks. It is rather the same thing that is happening to the English language. It becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts are foolish, but the slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts.”15 Orwell made these observations about the bad political writing of his time—but our subliterate culture is well on its way to giving up writing entirely in favor of a crude new Instant Culture mode of semiotic exchange that amounts to a high-tech version of those old Lubang Jeriji Saléh cave paintings. The modern primitive is no less primitive for having a smartphone.

The alternative to political discourse—you know, with sentences and stuff—is a hokey luchador wrestling match between the mind-killed partisans, grunting modern primitives, talk-radio hucksters, cable-news hustlers, purveyors of freeze-dried apocalypse lasagnas and mystical doggie vitamins, associate professors of being pissed-off and generally aggrieved, and the sundry other dumbasstical shitweasels16 who currently dominate our political conversation, a spectacle and a debacle that will go on and on—until it doesn’t.

The problem for mass democracy is that the demos does not think. It cannot. It lacks the requisite apparatus.

Groups do not think in any meaningful sense. People think—one at a time.

And they exchange thoughts, to use one of those expressions so common and shopworn that we have forgotten what it means. The value of such exchange is detectable in its absence. Once, not long ago, the morning headlines were full of “Jon Stewart destroys . . .” whatever the target of the comedian had been the night before. Stewart is gone now, having grown out his beard and gone off into the wilderness to feed on locusts and wild honey. But there are others. The Destroyer remains always with us.

The ascent is easy, then;

The event is feared! Should we again provoke

Our stronger, some worse way his wrath may find

To our destruction, if there be in Hell

Fear to be worse destroyed! What can be worse

Than to dwell here, driven out from bliss, condemned

In this abhorred deep to utter woe;

Where pain of unextinguishable fire

Must exercise us without hope of end

The vassals of his anger, when the scourge

Inexorably, and the torturing hour,

Calls us to penance? More destroyed than thus,

We should be quite abolished, and expire.17

Culture is the context in which we think and share our thoughts. It is what makes William Shakespeare or John Milton or Thomas Jefferson alive to us, one unique human mind reaching out to another unique human mind through time through the medium of English sentences. Something just short of the entirety of popular American political discourse in our time consists of only two primitive sentences: “I affiliate with this,” “I disaffiliate from that,” translated into various kinds of social-media idiotgrams and postliterate chengyu:18 “So much this!” “lol wut?” That supercut gif of Ray Liotta laughing or a pic of Side-Eying Chloe or the U Mad troll or Trigglypuff when words themselves, however jumbled and dyspeptically yawped, become too much work for the unsteady minds and deformed souls of twenty-first century mass so-called culture.

To these rapidly devolving human-shaped things, it’s a world of black hats and white hats. The excitable boys and girls on the radio went on and on about how the presidential election in 2016 was “binary,” which is a way of attempting to sound smart while saying “Shut the fuck up and get in line, boy!” and simultaneously being dumb as hammered goose shit. In reality, it is Instant Culture, our debased substitute for culture itself, that has become neatly binate,19 being as it is only an instrument in the service of status-seeking, with the demands of tribalism everywhere debasing and squandering the only asset this country—this world—has: the functioning individual mind.

The next part of this book may strike you as being unnecessarily and maybe even pretentiously recondite, but the subject matter is both necessary to understand and interesting, if you are the sort of person who is interested in things. The political and moral bases for twenty-first century mob politics did not arrive on the world’s intellectual doorstep ex nihilo or with the advent of Facebook.

Ochlocracy—periodic and desultory mob rule effected through the exploitation and domination of both public and private centers of power—is an ancient problem, considerations of which go back to ancient Greece and beyond. The ochlocratic tendency has in our time interacted with a relatively new idea, streitbare Demokratie (militant democracy), a concept associated with postwar Germany whose adherents hold that liberal democracies must sometimes resort to illiberal and antidemocratic techniques, such as suppressing certain kinds of political speech or prohibiting certain political parties, as a form of self-defense against profounder and more ruthlessly scrotum-punching assaults on liberalism and democracy. Militant democracy is an operative constitutional and political doctrine in Germany and in many other European countries, and it provides the legal foundation for acts that would be alien to the American tradition, such as locking human beings in penal cages for the possession of banned books.

That kind of suppression is not entirely unheard-of in American political history—Woodrow Wilson’s proud boys did things to meddling newspaper editors that reality-show tough guy Donald Trump wouldn’t dream of doing to RealDoll’s silicon facsimile of Stormy Daniels (MSRP $6,499.99)—but the First Amendment and our classical-liberal political culture have, for the most part, protected us from the worst of that particular kind of authoritarianism. Or they had. As of this writing, American politics (and politics around much of the rest of the world) is dominated by two rival populisms, each deeply and aggressively illiberal in its own way and both interested in putting public discourse under political discipline. They agree in broad terms about censorship20 in principle: They disagree about whom to censor.

The German philosophical tradition that so deeply informed the outlook of American reformers and intellectuals such as John Dewey and Theodore Roosevelt has in our era split into mutually hostile progressive and nationalist camps that are, in these illiterate times, incapable of understanding the significance of their common intellectual patrimony.21 But the fact that the lame pudwhackers marching around Portland in black masks and carrying tiki-torches through Charlotte are too bone-deep stupid to appreciate this doesn’t mean that you, dear reader, must choose to be as well.

Concepts such as ochlocracy and streitbare Demokratie are remote intellectual abstractions in the sense that the people who want to banish Sarah Jeong or Charles Murray—or me—from the public square or throw us into prison do not first hold salons at which they discuss Karl Loewenstein’s thoughts on militant democracy or read up on the intellectual history of Austrian election law. Some of them will sometimes say something about “Shouting ‘Fire!’ in a crowded theater” without knowing what Oliver Wendell Holmes was up to when he wrote that famous phrase, or, indeed, that it was Oliver Wendell Holmes who wrote it or that the controversy that provoked it involved imprisoning war protesters. But even the ascendant moral illiterates and ordinary functional illiterates in the English-speaking world operate in the remains of a culture (and, hence, in a perverted political discourse) shaped by Shakespeare and the King James Bible, by the English common law and the Declaration of Independence—and by Karl Marx and The International Jew, too. People do not have to be conscious partisans of ideas to be beneficiaries of them—or victims of them. In fact, most of the most hapless and pathetic victims of destructive political ideas are almost entirely unaware of what their political ideas are or that they even have any. They insist that they are “pragmatists” or “realists,” and their universal belief is that the nation at large and their political faction in particular suffers from a deficit of viciousness in its pursuit of its goals. The fact that they do not understand their political priors does not mean that they do not have any or that these are not consequential. It will not surprise you to learn that these imbeciles in particular do not appreciate having this situation explained to them. They kind of resent it, in fact.

These intellectual currents interact with one another, and they interact in a spectacular fashion—a spectacularly stupid and ugly fashion—with social media and other recent innovations in what we could call “communication” only in a very broad and generous sense of the word. (Disease also is said to be “communicated.”) The communication that happens on social media right now has more in common with dogs barking at one another than it does with actual political discourse—and I am not being rhetorical or provocative here; I mean that literally and will explain why—but it is also one of the most important semiotic exchanges of our time. It’s one degree removed from “You talk like a fag, and your shit’s all retarded!”22 but it’s what we’ve got.

The intellectual groundwork for the assault on the individual mind already has been done, and its products have been internalized by the fanatical and the mentally deficient and the rage-addicted and those who are intellectually and morally dominated by the rage-addicted. That having been accomplished, the obvious thing to do was to implement policies based on those ideas at the two most vulnerable and critical choke-points in American life: the university, of course, and, more important, the corporation. Social media and related technologies relate to this implementation in two ways: Social media provides a vector of infection for corporations, but those platforms also are the products and properties of a handful of very sensitive and politically vulnerable corporations: Facebook, Twitter, and Google prominent among them. Analysts of fascism in the twentieth century paid careful attention to its embrace of new communication technologies, especially radio. Our modern ochlocrats are outperforming their spiritual forebears in the 1930s dramatically, which is no small thing considered the radically larger number of channels that they are obliged to control. The flood-the-zone-with-memes strategy is the contemporary equivalent of bombing the radio towers—or burning books. The point of burning books was never really to keep other copies of those volumes from being read but to make a public statement about the work and its author. It is “de-platforming” in a more theatrical form.

In my reading for this book, I was surprised by the remarkably similar conclusions reached by three roughly contemporary writers with very different political allegiances and casts of mind: F. A. Hayek, the classical-liberal economist and political theorist who saw in the rise of salaried corporate employment a threat to the economically and socially independent minds of the propertied classes and the economically independent, whose innovations and experimentations are one critical source of experimental social advancement; William Whyte, the probing business journalist who in his often-misunderstood opus, The Organization Man, considered the ways in which the salaryman and the bureaucrat are conformed to the internal mandates of their corporations and agencies—not through economic coercion but rather voluntarily as they come to conclude that organization life and organization thinking are empirically superior to intellectual independence and individualism; and Erich Fromm, the psychoanalyst and social critic whose Escape from Freedom analyzed the means by which the citizens of the capitalist world seek out new sovereignties to which to subordinate themselves, dissolving their individualism and relieving themselves of a liberty that they never asked for nor wanted nor knew what to do with.

Hayek worried that we were on the Road to Serfdom, and we are—but it begins with the Road to Smurfdom, the place where the deracinated demos of the Twitter age finds itself feeling small and blue.
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