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The 2016 presidential election shattered assumptions 
about the normal rules of politics. We have come to ex-
pect a struggle between liberalism and conservatism in 

national politics; this time, that was not the case. Donald 
Trump ran to the left of Hillary Clinton on both trade and 
foreign policy, pushing for greater protectionism and a con-
ciliatory attitude toward Russia, while simultaneously—and 
ostentatiously—running to the right of traditional Repub-
licans on the issue of immigration. The Democrat, not the 
Republican, was accused of being too cozy with the financial 
industry and tyrannical governments in the Middle East. The 
leading voices of the organized conservative movement ques-
tioned whether they would support the GOP candidate. Some 
conservatives went so far as to endorse Hillary Clinton—a 
figure openly loathed by conservatives for at least two decades.

As Election Day approached, more oddities appeared. A 
month before Americans cast their ballots, mainstream com-
mentators seriously asked whether the Democratic candidate 
could carry the deep red state of Utah, even though the race at 
the national level still looked fairly close.1 Both candidates 
faced an unrelenting barrage of scandals, real or illusory. 
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WikiLeaks released thousands of hacked e-mails, some quite 
embarrassing, written by people associated with the Clintons. 
New allegations of sexual misconduct by Trump were released 
on a weekly basis, with counterallegations made about Clin-
ton’s husband. Clinton was cleared of any criminal wrong-
doing in a scandal involving her e-mail server in July only to 
have the investigation reopened in the final stretch of the elec-
tion; she was cleared again days later. Reasonable pollsters pre-
dicted a Clinton landslide on Election Day only to see Donald 
Trump win a stunning victory in the Electoral College—
while simultaneously losing the popular vote by a significant 
margin.

Given everything that occurred in 2016, most observers 
can be forgiven for failing to note one additional bizarre mo-
ment when, in late August, Clinton experienced one of the 
weirdest examples of heckling in recent political history. As 
she was speaking, a lone voice shouted a single name: “Pepe!” 
The heckler was promptly escorted out, and the speech was 
not otherwise disrupted. I suspect few in the audience had 
any inkling what the “Pepe guy” was referencing.

Pepe is the name of an anthropomorphic cartoon frog. 
He originated on the now-defunct social-media website 
MySpace.2 Pepe was part of a comic series known for its scato-
logical humor; he was depicted urinating with his pants down 
his ankles and remarking, “Feels good, man.” Over time, Pepe 
became popular as an Internet meme on sites such as 4chan.3 
He is frequently depicted hugging a similarly bizarre white-
faced character known as “feels guy.” In 2016, there was an 
entire page on Hillary Clinton’s campaign website dedicated 
to Pepe.4

For reasons that are difficult to discern, Pepe became the 
mascot of the “Alt-Right,” short for “alternative right.” The 
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Alt-Right is, like Pepe, vulgar, irreverent, ironic, and goofy. 
Despite its innocuous name, the Alt-Right is also, at its core, a 
racist movement. I am generally hesitant (perhaps too hesi-
tant) to label an individual, group, or political movement as 
racist. But in the case of the Alt-Right, there is no other ap-
propriate word. I furthermore doubt that anyone seriously 
 involved with the Alt-Right will challenge that characteriza-
tion. Although mainstream conservatives and libertarians howl 
with outrage when they are labeled racists, the Alt-Right seems 
collectively to shrug its shoulders when it encounters this accu-
sation. As one prominent figure on the Alt-Right put it, “We 
just don’t care what you call us anymore.” 5

For this reason, some have objected that mainstream jour-
nalists and academics should not even use the term “Alt-Right” 
and should instead stick with “white supremacist.” 6 Although 
I understand and appreciate this argument, throughout this 
text I will use the term “Alt-Right.” At this point, the racist 
nature of the Alt-Right is well known, and it will be evident 
to the reader that I am not using the term to downplay this 
element of the movement. Relying exclusively on the umbrella 
term “white supremacist” would furthermore mask the ways 
the Alt-Right differs from other manifestations of the racial 
right. The Alt-Right is unlike any racist movement we have 
ever seen. It is atomized, amorphous, predominantly online, 
and mostly anonymous. Although it remains small, it is grow-
ing. And it was energized by Donald Trump’s presidential 
campaign.

Understanding the Alt-Right is challenging for several rea-
sons. It is a young movement both in the sense that it is new to 
the political scene and in the median age of its supporters. As 
such, it is still evolving. Although certain individuals are 
viewed as important figures in the Alt-Right, it is a movement 
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without leaders, at least in the sense that most political move-
ments have leaders. Both “cultural libertarians”—whose main 
complaint about contemporary America is the stifling degree 
of political correctness that shuts down discussion of important 
topics—and hardcore neo-Nazis have claimed the moniker of 
Alt-Right. In many respects, the Alt-Right is an outgrowth of 
Internet troll culture, which I will discuss in chapter 4. Schol-
ars and journalists that reach out to the Alt-Right from a gen-
uine desire to understand the movement can receive dishonest 
(or just baffling) answers.

The Alt-Right also poses a challenge for political observers 
who are used to thinking of politics in binary terms. Espe-
cially in the United States, with its two-party system, people 
tend to think in dichotomies: Republican versus Democrat, 
liberal versus conservative. Thus, whenever a new radical voice 
emerges on the political right, there is a tendency to describe 
it as a more extreme version of conservatism. In the case of 
the  Alt-Right, this is inappropriate. Although diversity of 
opinion exists in the Alt-Right, it is not just a racist version 
of  mainstream, National Review–style conservatism. The 
 Alt-Right rejects the major premises of the conservative move-
ment: the so-called three-legged stool of moral traditionalism, 
economic liberty, and strong national defense. None of these 
conservative shibboleths seem to interest the Alt-Right. If 
you follow any Alt-Right accounts on Twitter or visit the ma-
jor Alt-Right websites, you will have a hard time finding any-
thing about the Constitution, you will see no demands that 
liberals “support our troops,” evangelical Christians are more 
likely to be mocked than defended, and bald eagles and 
 American flags are few and far between. The Alt-Right is not 
just a new style of right-wing politics. It is totally distinct from 
conservatism as we know it. As the far-right activist Hunter 
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Wallace declared at the Southern nationalist website Occiden-
tal Dissent:

In the United States, liberals, progressives, conservatives, 
and libertarians are all branches of the common liberal 
family. All these groups want to preserve the fundamen-
tal liberal world order even if they disagree on whether 
“liberty” or “equality” should be given priority and fight 
viciously with each other. They all share the same blink-
ered liberal worldview in which more “liberty” or more 
“equality” is the solution to every problem.

We don’t belong to the liberal family. We see ourselves 
as something else altogether. This is why, for example, so 
many of us enjoy trolling because we don’t believe in any 
of the standard bullshit—for example, nothing is less 
self-evident to us than the notion that all men are cre-
ated equal—and political correctness is an irresistible 
target.7

The Alt-Right is not just radical because it is racist—racism 
can be found in the ranks of many political ideologies. The 
Alt-Right’s radicalism is also apparent in the degree to which 
it rejects other basic American values. Because it rejects both 
liberty and equality as ideals, it is difficult to compare the Alt-
Right to most mainstream political movements. In spite of 
these challenges, it is possible to make sense of the Alt-Right 
while still acknowledging its internal inconsistencies and the 
chance that it will evolve and take new forms in the future. 
This is my task in this book.

I have a long-standing interest in right-wing movements, 
large and small, in the United States and abroad. In my previous 
book, Right-Wing Critics of American Conservatism, I argued 
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that the mainstream conservative movement—a dominant 
force in American politics since the 1960s—is beginning to 
show its age and that it may soon face serious challenges 
from ideological opponents on the right. Conservatism’s phil-
osophical premises and bundle of policy proposals made po-
litical sense in the second half of the twentieth century. It is not 
clear they make sense any longer. The ground has shifted under 
conservatism’s feet. The demographic base for conservative pol-
itics (white, married, middle-class Christians) is shrinking as a 
percentage of the electorate, and no conservative politician has 
yet found a way to reach out to new constituencies. The Cold 
War is over, and fear of communism is no longer sufficient to 
maintain a political coalition that always contained contradic-
tory impulses—libertarians and moral traditionalists were al-
ways strange political bedfellows. Given these changes, there is 
little chance someone like Ronald Reagan will ever again oc-
cupy the White House.

While I recognized the waning of the conservative move-
ment, I did not foresee the meteoric rise of the Alt-Right 
 (although, as I will show, neither did the movement’s founder). 
The American conservative movement and the Republican 
Party with which it is intertwined have been in chaos ever 
since Donald Trump kicked off his presidential campaign. 
But Trump could not have captured the GOP nomination if 
the mainstream right was not already in a weakened state. 
And the Alt-Right would similarly not be growing if more 
people continued to find traditional conservatism appealing.

Progressives, who have long viewed mainstream conserva-
tives as their primary foe, may be delighted to see a fracturing 
of the conservative movement. Such a crack-up could very 
well usher in a new period of progressive hegemony in Ameri-
can politics. But that optimism should be tempered with 
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caution. The mainstream conservative movement has long 
served as an important gatekeeper, keeping certain right-wing 
tendencies out of view and under control. Since the conserva-
tive movement emerged in the 1950s, it has engaged in peri-
odic housecleaning—typically spearheaded by the late Wil-
liam F. Buckley, the founder of National Review. During these 
purges, the movement drove out open racists, anti-Semites, 
and conspiracy theorists from its ranks and from mainstream 
political discourse. If the mainstream right loses its legiti-
macy, all of its current supporters are not automatically going 
to become liberals. Following the breakdown of conservatism, 
new and destabilizing forces on the right are likely to emerge.8

The Alt-Right qualifies as such a destabilizing force. As 
a  movement, it is both benefiting from the decline of tradi-
tional conservatism and working to expedite its final collapse. 
Although progressives have certainly been attacked by the 
Alt-Right, one can argue that the Alt-Right despises conserva-
tives even more. Whereas earlier right-wing critics of the con-
servative movement wanted a seat at the conservative table, 
the Alt-Right wants to displace conservatism entirely and 
bring a new brand of right-wing politics into the mainstream.

As a warning to readers, I should note that much of the 
material presented in this book is unsettling. The existence 
of the Alt-Right and its large number of supporters and fellow 
travelers indicates that a “postracial America” is farther off 
than most people—liberal and conservative—have long hoped.

On a similar note, I was faced with a dilemma when deter-
mining what material to quote from figures from the Alt-
Right. If I filled every chapter with the most shocking lan-
guage that can be found within the Alt-Right, many people 
could reasonably accuse me of spreading its worst propaganda 
in an academic forum and of quoting terrible people who do 
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not deserve to be noticed by anyone, and others could criticize 
me for cherry-picking the most disgusting remarks of the 
movement to damn everyone that supports it and for failing 
to  examine its views impartially. On the other hand, if I only 
quoted the most reasonable and erudite supporters of the Alt-
Right, I could be justly accused of whitewashing the most 
 appalling aspects of the movement. Although there are down-
sides to both choices, I generally opted for the latter. For the 
most part, I chose to interview the more seemingly reasonable 
figures affiliated with the Alt-Right. In this short book, I 
rarely quote the worst examples of Alt-Right genocidal hatred 
and racial slurs. My primary focus is on those Alt-Right 
 supporters who seek to appeal to ordinary Americans. This is 
because these are the elements of the Alt-Right that, in my 
estimation, are the most likely to influence American politics 
in the long run. But if anyone worries that I am denying the 
worst elements of the Alt-Right, let me say now that the most 
dreadful racial and religious insults are common among 
people who identify with this movement. The Southern Pov-
erty Law Center, which has long monitored hate groups in the 
United States, describes the Alt-Right as an extremist ideol-
ogy. I agree with that assessment.9

In spite of the potential pitfalls associated with doing so, in 
the pages ahead I will present this material as dispassionately 
as possible. If I paused to denounce every statement that I dis-
agreed with, this would be a much longer book. Those looking 
for work that denounces the Alt-Right have many excellent 
options to choose from among mainstream voices across 
the political spectrum, from the Weekly Standard to Mother 
Jones.10 My purpose here is to help readers understand the his-
tory, tactics, and possible future of the Alt-Right. To do this, I 
let the Alt-Right speak for itself, offering little of my own 
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commentary; I trust most readers can reach their own conclu-
sions without any opining from me. I do not think the Alt-
Right’s potential for future influence over American politics 
should be exaggerated. But I should also make clear that if 
the Alt-Right continues to grow in size, it may represent a 
serious challenge for America’s liberal democracy, and for this 
reason it should be understood.





The Alt-Right can scarcely be called an organized move-
ment. It has no formal institutions or a leadership caste 
issuing orders to loyal followers. There is no Alt-Right 

equivalent of The Communist Manifesto. Different people who 
describe themselves as part of the Alt-Right want different 
things. Using the loosest definition, we could say the Alt-Right 
includes anyone with right-wing sensibilities that rejects the 
mainstream conservative movement. But there are certain 
common, perhaps universal attitudes within the Alt-Right. 
The Alt-Right is fundamentally concerned with race. At its 
core, the Alt-Right is a white-nationalist movement, even if 
many (perhaps most) of the people who identify with the Alt-
Right do not care for that term. The most energetic and sig-
nificant figures of the movement want to see the creation of a 
white ethnostate in North America.

Because of its novel tactics, the Alt-Right represents some-
thing genuinely new on the American political scene. But it 
did not emerge from nowhere. We can see elements of the Alt-
Right in preexisting movements, including mainstream con-
servatism. In this chapter, I will discuss some of the right-wing 
currents that made their way into the Alt-Right.

1

THE ALT-RIGHT’S GOALS  
AND PREDECESSORS
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THE ALT-RIGHT’S GOALS AND PREDECESSORS 

As I examine the Alt-Right’s political and ideological gene-
alogy, I must make one clarifying point. Although I see paral-
lels between the Alt-Right and other right-wing movements 
in the United States, I am not suggesting that they are driven 
by the same underlying ideological premises. When I say that 
the Alt-Right, libertarianism, and conservatism have some 
features in common, I am not suggesting that either of those 
more mainstream ideologies share the racial animus and anxi-
ety present in the Alt-Right.

Similarly, although there is a connection between the Alt-
Right and earlier white-nationalist and white-supremacist 
groups, and some of those groups and their supporters have 
engaged in violence and terrorism, I am not implying that the 
Alt-Right is a terrorist movement. At the time of this writing, 
I am aware of no acts of physical violence directly connected 
to the Alt-Right—online harassment is another story, but I 
believe we should make a distinction between threatening 
tweets and real-world bombings, assaults, and murders. This 
is not to say that racist violence is not a real threat in contem-
porary America. We have, as just one example, the chilling 
case of Dylann Roof, who murdered nine parishioners at a 
historically black church in Charleston, South Carolina. Yet 
Roof ’s manifesto suggests he was more influenced by older 
white-nationalist writers and organizations, such as the Coun-
cil of Conservative Citizens (the offspring of the Citizens 
Councils that once flourished in the South during and fol-
lowing the civil-rights era) and Harold Covington’s North-
west Front, than by the Alt-Right.1 It is possible that the 
Alt-Right will morph into something more dangerous and 
tangible in the real world,2 and for that reason vigilance is 
necessary. But for now, the Alt-Right’s activities are mostly 
limited to the Internet.
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One more note on terminology before delving in: In the 
previous paragraph I used the terms “white nationalist” and 
“white supremacist.” It is conventional among those that study 
the far right to label all racist groups “white supremacist.” I do 
not oppose that convention. But it is worth noting that white 
supremacist is not usually the preferred term within the rad-
ical right. It instead relies on terms like “white nationalist,” 
“white separatist,” and “identitarian” (a word I will explain 
later). To outsiders, the distinction between a white suprema-
cist and a white nationalist may not be obvious. But activists 
on the radical right claim there is an important difference. 
According to far-right nomenclature, a white supremacist fa-
vors a society in which people of multiple racial backgrounds 
live together but where whites are the socially dominant group 
(as in the Jim Crow South or apartheid South Africa). In con-
trast, a white nationalist favors the complete separation of the 
races into separate states. Many white nationalists also deny 
that their vision is based upon the belief that whites are a su-
perior race. As a white nationalist who used the penname Yg-
gdrasil put it, “The desire of White Nationalists to form their 
own nation has nothing to do with superiority or inferior-
ity.”3 The sincerity of such statements is, at best, questionable, 
as open hostility toward other races is common within far-
right movements.

Throughout this text, I use the term “white nationalist” 
largely because that is the term used by many on the Alt-Right to 
describe themselves. But I acknowledge the critique that white 
nationalism was a term invented to make white-supremacist 
views more palatable.
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WHAT DOES THE ALT-RIGHT WANT?

There are diverse opinions within the Alt-Right. In fact, as I 
will show in the conclusion, it appears that this diversity is 
increasing. But the core of the Alt-Right remains white iden-
tity, even if many of the people who now associate with the 
Alt-Right do not call themselves white nationalists. So what 
does white identity really mean in terms of policy? At present, 
the Alt-Right is not unified on this question.

The neo-Nazi element of the Alt-Right desires the creation 
of something akin to the Third Reich, with everything this 
entails. Their best-known website is the Daily Stormer, run by 
a neo-Nazi named Andrew Anglin. Sites like this are where 
you find the most outrageous and violent rhetoric, delivered 
without a hint of irony. At the Daily Stormer, articles with ti-
tles like “Jew Admits Dreams of Defiling Aryan Blood” are 
common.4 The openly neo-Nazi are the most extreme element 
of the Alt-Right, and this facet of the Alt-Right is similar to 
the older varieties of white nationalism in the United States. 
Neo-Nazis are also frequently denounced by others associated 
with the Alt-Right on the grounds that they taint the move-
ment’s “brand.” 5 The most flamboyant neo-Nazis are even ac-
cused by others on the Alt-Right of being “FBI informers and 
[Anti-Defamation League] shills,” deliberately harming the 
movement.6

The neo-Nazi wing of the Alt-Right, which does not seek 
to distance itself from the Holocaust and talk of race wars, 
appears to be in the minority. Others on the Alt-Right tend 
to eschew the most extreme rhetoric while still calling for the 
creation of an all-white country or something very close to it. 
Yet few people in the less radical corners of the Alt-Right have 
explained in any detail how this can be achieved.
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This is one way that the Alt-Right tends to differ from 
earlier white-nationalist movements. People like William 
Pierce and Harold Covington were quite explicit when ex-
plaining how whites would reclaim all or part of the world. 
In his 1978 novel The Turner Diaries, Pierce described a 
global race war, instigated by a small circle of elites, which 
ultimately led to apocalyptic levels of violence, including 
the use of nuclear weapons around the globe. Harold Cov-
ington’s vision was less ambitious, but his novels about the 
creation of a white nation in the Pacific Northwest also in-
volved extreme violence—in Covington’s imagination, the 
war would be won by tactics developed by the Irish Republi-
can Army in the twentieth century. On the most visible plat-
forms of the Alt-Right, such calls for revolutionary violence 
are uncommon.

Richard Spencer (who is the person most associated with 
the Alt-Right and who will be discussed in detail in the com-
ing chapters) supports the idea of creating one or more white 
ethnostates in North America. While he does not seem to an-
ticipate some kind of violent conflict as the major catalyst for 
the creation of such an ethnostate, he also admits he does not 
have a clear idea about how such a state will come about. 
Spencer told me: “I don’t know how we’re going to get there, 
because the thing is, history will decide that for us. History 
has lots of twists and turns. . . . You have to wait for a revolu-
tionary opportunity to present itself, and history will present 
that opportunity.”7 According to Spencer, the idea of a white 
ethnostate is now akin to Zionism at its early stages: “We 
need to go back and look at [Zionism’s] most basic impulses. 
And its basic impulses are identitarian.”8 At this stage, much 
of the Alt-Right will be happy if they simply plant the idea 
of white nationalism in the minds of people who had never 
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previously been open to the notion—the exact policies can ap-
parently be worked out later.

Some writers on the Alt-Right have offered more specific 
details about how a white-nationalist vision can be achieved 
without resorting to a brutal race war. According to Greg 
Johnson (also prominent in the movement and the subject of 
more discussion shortly): “If it was not too much trouble for 
all these people to come here, then it will not be too much 
trouble for them to go back.”9 He suggested that if white na-
tionalists become a dominant force in American politics, it will 
be fairly straightforward to implement policies that encourage 
nonwhites to leave the country. He did acknowledge, how-
ever, that after the easier steps are taken—such as the deporta-
tion of undocumented immigrants—more draconian measures 
will need to be implemented.10

Among the less radical voices within the Alt-Right, the 
long-term goal seems to be more modest: an end to mass im-
migration, the end of political correctness, and the acceptance 
of white identity politics as a normal element of mainstream 
politics. Rather than the destruction of the United States as 
it is currently constituted and the creation of a new white na-
tion, some say that they will be satisfied if whites simply stop 
shrinking as a percentage of the population. As one Alt-Right 
supporter on Twitter told me: “The majority of alt-righters do 
not think the goal of an all-white nation is realistic. They just 
want to stop the bleeding.”11 Within the Alt-Right, commen-
tary on race ranges from calls for massive ethnic cleansing, 
through violent means if necessary, to new restrictions on 
nonwhite immigration into the United States. But even the 
mildest elements of the Alt-Right are far to the right of main-
stream conservatives, and all agree that race is the movement’s 
single most important issue.
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Outside of the race question, there are a few other points of 
agreement, although exact policy positions are often lacking. 
We can say that the Alt-Right is also an antifeminist move-
ment opposed to contemporary notions of gender equality 
and in favor of a more patriarchal society. But its critique of 
feminism is not usually based on traditional religious argu-
ments about gender roles. The Alt-Right promotes what it 
calls “sex realism”—that men and women have biological 
 differences that make them suited to different social roles. 
There is some overlap between the Alt-Right and the so-called 
Men’s Rights Movement, which argues that discrimination 
against men is now a greater problem than discrimination 
against women.

The Alt-Right also uniformly rejects traditional Republican 
views on foreign policy. I am aware of no one on the Alt-Right 
who supports Bush-era strategies for the War on Terror, for 
example. The Alt-Right, for the most part, has favorable atti-
tudes toward Vladimir Putin of Russia and Bashar al-Assad of 
Syria. It has no interest in spreading democracy abroad and 
opposes the close relationship between the United States and 
Israel. But, again, there is not a specific Alt-Right foreign-pol-
icy platform.

On other policy issues, there are few points of universal 
agreement. Unlike mainstream conservatism, the Alt-Right 
does not have much to say about economics. Broadly speak-
ing, few on the Alt-Right favor the kind of laissez-faire eco-
nomic policies traditionally promoted by conservatives and 
libertarians, and most seemed to favor Donald Trump’s call 
for new economic protectionist measures. But the proper level 
of taxation and economic regulation seem to be peripheral is-
sues for the Alt-Right. The movement is also divided on issues 
such as tolerance for homosexuals and abortion, but these 
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 issues (so important to many conservatives) do not interest 
the Alt-Right very much.

For the Alt-Right, identity politics is everything. Conser-
vatives say that they are fundamentally interested in ideas—
constitutional government, liberty, morality, etc. They fur-
thermore argue that these ideas are universal and equally 
accessible to all people. For this reason, conservatives often 
declare that they have no problem with nonwhite immigra-
tion, provided the newcomers assimilate to American values. In 
contrast, the Alt-Right views the world as being fundamen-
tally divided into competing groups, and the success of their 
group (whites) is their primary concern. If a core conservative 
principle such as individual liberty is a hindrance to their 
group’s collective interests, then that principle can and should 
be jettisoned. Thus, to the Alt-Right, constitutional questions 
about equality are beside the point. If the Constitution dic-
tates a policy that is inimical to white interests, then the 
Constitution is the problem.

WHAT DOES THE ALT-RIGHT DO?

The Alt-Right is almost exclusively an online phenomenon. It 
has no brick-and-mortar think tanks distributing policy pa-
pers to congressional staffers. It does not run any print news-
papers, have a meaningful presence on television, or broadcast 
its message on the radio. No major politician or mainstream 
pundit is a self-described Alt-Right supporter. It is predomi-
nantly anonymous. For all of these reasons, it is remarkable 
that it became such a visible presence in American politics in 
2016.
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The Alt-Right is able to punch above its weight in the po-
litical arena because it is very good at using the Internet. Like 
other ideological movements, the Alt-Right has a large number 
of blogs, podcasts, forums, and webzines that discuss cul-
tural and political ideas—examples of these include Radix, 
The Right Stuff, Counter-Currents, American Renaissance, and 
many others. The Alt-Right’s primary activity during its ini-
tial phase, which roughly lasted from 2008 until 2013 and 
which I will discuss further in the next chapter, was the publi-
cation of short essays at infrequently visited websites.

Starting in about 2015, however, the Alt-Right began em-
bracing new tactics, although writers on the Alt-Right contin-
ued to generate essays at various websites. It now also has a 
constellation of online message boards, such as /pol/, My 
Posting Career, and Salo Forum, where the radical right gath-
ers anonymously and shares ideas and new content. There are 
also private forums that require a username and password to 
access. Each of these forums has its own style and rules, and 
many of the most memorable Alt-Right memes seem to have 
originated at these sites. But even in its use of message boards, 
the Alt-Right is not especially different from the older white-
nationalist movement. Stormfront, a white-nationalist message 
board with the motto “White Pride Worldwide,” has been 
in operation since the mid-1990s. The ability to break out of 
these isolated Internet ghettos and enter the mainstream dis-
cussion is what sets the Alt-Right apart from its predecessors.

The Alt-Right successfully injected itself into the national 
conversation when it mastered the art of trolling. An Internet 
troll is someone who fosters discord online, provoking strong 
emotional reactions from readers and often changing the topic 
of conversation. Trolling does not always have an obvious 
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 political purpose; a troll may be looking for nothing but a 
 moment of nihilistic amusement. Trolling can take the form 
of insulting someone’s appearance or deliberately giving bad 
advice about a technological problem, for example. But the 
Alt-Right trolls for a purpose. By leaving sites specifically 
aimed at a radical right-wing audience and joining discussions 
at other message boards, in, for example, the comment sections 
of major news venues, YouTube, and especially on Twitter, the 
Alt-Right is able to circulate its message widely. Alt-Right 
trolls help disperse the movement’s views far beyond what 
would be possible if the movement could only be found on its 
own platforms. I will discuss this in greater detail in chapter 4.

The use of irony and humor is another Alt-Right innova-
tion. The Alt-Right presents itself as a fun movement, one us-
ing Internet jargon familiar to tech-savvy millennials and eager 
to needle established journalists, academics, celebrities, and 
politicians. Whereas older white nationalists came across as 
bitter, reactionary, and antisocial, much of the Alt-Right comes 
across as youthful, light-hearted, and jovial—even as it says the 
most abhorrent things about racial and religious minorities.

Although the Alt-Right mainly exists online, the move-
ment does now have some formal and informal gatherings in 
the real world. The National Policy Institute hosts regular 
conferences where Alt-Right supporters listen to speeches 
about race, immigration, and other political topics and meet 
face to face. American Renaissance has long hosted similar 
conferences, which started to attract members of the Alt-Right 
as the movement grew. These formal gatherings have a limited 
audience because they force supporters of the Alt-Right to 
shed their anonymity. People willing to post racist material 
under a pseudonym online may not be willing to walk through 
a crowd of protesters and journalists to listen to a white-
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nationalist speaker. But the Alt-Right does seem to have a 
growing number of informal meetups, not publicly  advertised, 
where the movement’s followers can gather privately. There 
are now guides online about how these kinds of gatherings 
can be organized.12

PREDECESSORS

Although the Alt-Right is a new movement, it has many ideo-
logical forebears. It shares some similarities with mainstream 
conservatism, with libertarianism, and especially with paleo-
conservatism. The most obvious precursors to the Alt-Right 
were the older white-nationalist movements in the United 
States, which must first be understood if we wish to know 
why the Alt-Right is unique.

TRADITIONAL WHITE NATIONALISM

Detailing the history of white nationalism in America is trick-
ier than it first appears. This is because, despite the egalitar-
ian rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence, the United 
States operated as a de facto white-supremacist nation for 
most of its history. This has been a subject of controversy for 
decades. No one disputes that slavery poses a problem for the 
narrative that America is, and always was, a beacon for free-
dom and equality. But debates continue as to what the most 
important Founding Fathers “really” thought about race and 
the future of equality. Many historians, especially contempo-
rary conservative historians, are inclined to view the marquee 
names of the American Revolution as opponents of slavery 
who made an immoral choice—allowing slavery to continue—



■ 22 ■

THE ALT-RIGHT’S GOALS AND PREDECESSORS 

for the sake of keeping the union together. There is no doubt 
that Thomas Jefferson, among others, was convinced that 
slavery could not and should not persist in the United States, 
at least in the long term. Yet even if we view Jefferson’s state-
ments on this subject as sincere, it is equally clear that Jeffer-
son was no racial egalitarian—see his “Notes on the State of 
Virginia,” where he states his belief that blacks “are inferior to 
the whites in the endowments both of body and mind.”13 The 
case against Jefferson as an egalitarian is even weaker when we 
note that Jefferson hoped that, after slavery was eventually 
abolished, freed blacks would be returned to Africa.14

Moving forward through history, it is easy to find evidence 
that Americans continued to view the United States as a “white 
country,” and policies designed to maintain white demographic 
dominance were often uncontroversial: the Chinese Exclu-
sionary Act of 1882, the Immigration Act of 1924 (which 
ushered in a four-decade period of low immigration), and 
President Eisenhower’s Operation Wetback (which forcibly de-
ported undocumented immigrants), to name just a few. The 
Progressive movement that thrived in the early twentieth 
century had a transparent racial and eugenicist element to it. 
Famous progressive eugenicists such as Madison Grant and 
Lothrop Stoddard thought the idea of racial equality was 
absurd. The United States began to change course on issues 
of race following World War II, eventually abolishing racial 
segregation,  allowing large-scale immigration from non-
European countries, and later electing an African American 
president. But white supremacy was formally institutional-
ized throughout most of American history.

On this point, many of today’s white nationalists and 
 contemporary progressives agree. Conservatives frequently 
argue that America’s founders had a sincere vision of equality 
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and that they pointed the way toward a peaceful, diverse, and 
egalitarian society. But this narrative is commonly rejected to-
day by both white nationalists and progressives. Jared Taylor, 
of the “race-realist” group American Renaissance, probably 
agrees with Senator Bernie Sanders on very little, but his own 
writings on this subject (“Since early colonial times, and until 
just a few decades ago, virtually all Whites believed race was a 
fundamental aspect of individual and group identity”)15 
clearly echo Sanders’s claim that the United States was created 
“on racist principles.”16 Although they reach different conclu-
sions, both men argue that the United States was viewed by its 
founders as a country for people of European ancestry.

For all of these reasons, it is important to disaggregate those 
groups and individuals throughout American history that 
were white nationalist and white supremacist in a general 
sense—that is, they accepted the views on race that were com-
mon at the time—from those that treated race as their primary 
concern. When thinking about the history of white racial 
movements in the United States, the first group that typically 
comes to mind is the Ku Klux Klan, which formed in the 
South during the Reconstruction era, though it faded from 
prominence after just a few years. The Klan experienced new 
growth, in both the North and South, following the release of 
the 1915 film The Birth of a Nation, which valorized the 
group. This new iteration of the Klan similarly receded from 
the public eye over the following decade. The Klan saw an-
other resurgence during the civil-rights era, engaging in a 
number of terrorist acts. Its membership ranks dwindled 
again after that, and by 2016 it had nothing resembling a cen-
tralized leadership, and just a handful of small, disorganized 
groups continue to use the name.17 Nonetheless, the Klan left 
a deep imprint on America’s consciousness and even today 
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remains salient in the public imagination. Donald Trump’s 
opponents, for example, were eager to promote evidence that 
he had enthusiastic support from the KKK.18

Besides the Klan, other white racial groups arose in the 
United States in the latter decades of the twentieth century. 
Most of these are now in a similar state of disarray or no lon-
ger exist. George Lincoln Rockwell formed the American Nazi 
Party in 1959. This party never won an election and quickly 
fell apart after Rockwell’s murder by a colleague in 1967. Wil-
liam Pierce founded the white-nationalist National Alliance 
in 1974. It had a longer run than similar organizations but 
was also unable to maintain any significance following the 
death of its founder in 2002—though the National Alliance 
does now have a new website. Aryan Nations, led by Richard 
Butler, was also formed in the 1970s, but a 2000 lawsuit dealt 
the group a devastating blow from which it never recovered.

All of these groups may be considered precursors to the Alt-
Right in the sense that they advocated white nationalism, 
but the overlap (an obviously significant overlap) largely ends 
there. Irony and humor—essential to the Alt-Right—were all 
but nonexistent in these earlier movements. Alt-Right mate-
rial often has a sense of amused detachment, something not 
present in any of William Pierce’s radio broadcasts. In con-
trast to the Alt-Right on Twitter, I doubt that anyone who 
visited the Aryan Nations compound was left wondering 
whether the people they met genuinely believed what they 
said or if they were just “trolling” because they found it funny.

The issue of tone is important. Rage and hate were the pri-
mary emotions associated with the older white-nationalist 
movement. Even when it dabbled in popular culture, such as 
with the record label Resistance Records (which released 
punk and heavy-metal albums with white-nationalist lyrics), 
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it was a movement transparently driven by resentment. No 
one could read The Turner Diaries without being convinced 
that William Pierce literally wanted to see nonwhites exter-
minated. The Alt-Right offers something more attractive to 
potential supporters: edginess and fun. Someone who would 
never associate with a group like the Klan or the National 
Socialist Movement might eagerly watch YouTube videos by 
the Alt-Right satirist RamZPaul. This is a curious paradox 
of the Alt-Right; it may ultimately be a greater threat to main-
stream politics than these earlier groups precisely because it 
often comes across as much less threatening.

To take just one example: When an article about a univer-
sity contest for Holocaust art was published online, Alt-Right 
trolls immediately began posting in the article’s comment sec-
tion, relaying absurd stories about their families’ experiences 
in concentration camps. One of these comments stated, “All 
six of my grandmothers were survivors. They avoided being 
gassed by playing alto saxophone and electric piano solos for 
the guards while hiding in a pile of rubble.”19 Whereas earlier 
white-nationalist movements often claimed the Holocaust 
never happened, the Alt-Right typically treats it as a joke.

Also unlike the Alt-Right, these older groups were real or-
ganizations with actual members and formal leaders. Although 
their membership lists were private, they did exist, and people 
joined using their real names. Because they were real-world 
organizations, the older white-nationalist groups in America 
could make their presence known in their communities. 
The actual leaders of these movements, who could plausibly 
claim to speak for their members, could be identified. Yet by 
being real organizations, they were limited in their ability to 
grow, especially as tolerance toward open racists in the United 
States began to decline. For the Alt-Right, anonymity and 
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atomization can be viewed as a strength. People can say things 
anonymously on the Internet that they would never utter 
on the streets. And if someone disagrees with another voice 
of the Alt-Right, even a supposed leader, he or she cannot be 
kicked out of the movement. Yet there are also limits to what 
a mostly online movement can accomplish. Even if the Alt-
Right came to dominate social media completely (which is 
unlikely), it is an open question as to how effectively it could 
translate that into real-world political victories.

In terms of strategy and tactics, the Alt-Right shares little 
with the most frightening white-nationalist organizations of 
the twentieth century. But history has seen another approach 
to American white nationalism, a side that is more directly 
connected to the Alt-Right. For lack of a better term, I call it 
“highbrow white nationalism.”

Avoiding the violence and pageantry of the Klan and var-
ious neo-Nazi groups, the highbrow white-nationalist move-
ment, complete with quasi-scholarly journals, books, and 
websites, has been around for decades. This variety of white 
nationalism presents itself as a movement of serious scholars 
and social observers—including many people with impeccable 
academic credentials. The people associated with this variety 
of white nationalism tend to maintain a civil tone, avoiding 
the racial slurs, threatening language, and vitriol for which 
groups like the KKK and skinhead gangs are known.

Jared Taylor, whom I briefly introduced above, is the lead-
ing figure of this variety of white nationalism, though he es-
chews the term. Taylor has been a prominent voice in this 
movement since the early 1990s, when he created the New 
Century Foundation, best known for its publication Ameri-
can Renaissance and its conference of the same name.20 He 
presents arguments in favor of what he calls “race realism.”
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Among highbrow white nationalists, there has long been 
a fascination with and promotion of what the blogger Steve 
Sailer (who is not a white nationalist) calls “human bio-
diversity,” typically shortened to HBD. In contrast to the posi-
tion advanced by mainstream contemporary academics, this 
perspective holds that racial and ethnic distinctions are 
rooted in biology, rather than being mere social constructs. 
This is what Taylor means when he refers to race realism. 
According to this view, social disparities between racial and 
ethnic groups are going to persist, regardless of any efforts to 
create a more equitable society. And because efforts to re-
verse generations of social injustice and create an equal soci-
ety are doomed to fail, they should not even be attempted; 
instead, racial differences should be calmly accepted as a 
reality, with the corollary belief that different racial groups 
should separate from one another—ideally into separate 
ethnostates.

For a time, Taylor had access to large media venues. Taylor’s 
first book on race, Paved with Good Intentions, was released by 
a major publisher in 1992.21 Early American Renaissance con-
ferences were televised on CSPAN. By the late 1990s, how-
ever, Taylor was largely absent from the public eye, remaining 
known mostly by the people who subscribed to his magazine 
or read his website, as well as by people working for organiza-
tions that monitor hate groups.

But as the Alt-Right movement took off, Taylor became a 
revered figure. His American Renaissance conferences now 
are a major meeting place for the Alt-Right. But he is not com-
pletely uncontroversial in Alt-Right circles. Taylor has always 
carefully avoided anti-Semitism, as even groups such as the 
Southern Poverty Law Center acknowledge.22 This makes 
him problematic to the most anti-Semitic elements of the 
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Alt-Right, who, like the Nazis before them, view the so-called 
Jewish Question as their most important issue.

Although Taylor may be the best-known proponent of 
highbrow white nationalism, a few others are worth mention-
ing. Kevin MacDonald, unlike Taylor, is a beloved figure among 
contemporary anti-Semites. He is best known for his books 
on Jews: A People That Shall Dwell Alone, Separation and Its 
Discontents, and A Culture of Critique.23 MacDonald, a re-
tired professor of psychology who spent most of his career at 
California State University–Long Beach, argued that Juda-
ism is more than a religion or ethnicity; it is instead a “group 
evolutionary strategy” that encourages Diaspora Jews to un-
dermine the power of majority groups. The people in the Alt-
Right that are eager to identify which of their enemies are 
Jewish follow a tactic developed by MacDonald in his books, 
especially A Culture of Critique. In that work, MacDonald 
documented the degree to which Jews were overrepresented 
in efforts to liberalize immigration policies and undermine 
white-supremacist policies. MacDonald now edits the white-
nationalist webzine The Occidental Observer.

Greg Johnson is another highbrow white nationalist whose 
work began before the Alt-Right existed. Johnson, who has a 
Ph.D. in philosophy, first became publicly involved in white 
nationalism in 2007, when he began editing the Occidental 
Quarterly—a print journal that follows a format similar to a 
mainstream scholarly journal.24 Johnson began his own ven-
ture in 2010, when he created the webzine Counter-Currents, 
which has pushed for the creation of a “North American New 
Right” (modeled largely on the European New Right)25 and 
“is a White Nationalist metapolitical movement that seeks 
to lay the foundations of a White Republic or republics in 
North America.”26
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As was the case with more outlandish and threatening 
white-nationalist organizations, few would view highbrow 
white nationalism as a “fun” movement. Just as calls for ter-
rorism and violent revolution have a limited appeal, the num-
ber of people who care to read dry, repetitive discussions of 
IQ distributions or look at charts comparing crime rates by 
race is also probably small. However, the more intellectual fig-
ures on the Alt-Right are clearly well versed in these works. 
And today, highbrow white nationalism can be considered 
part of the larger Alt-Right family.

PALEOCONSERVATISM

Paleoconservatism is now an exhausted force in American 
politics. However, for some time it represented the most seri-
ous right-wing threat to the mainstream conservative move-
ment. Paleoconservatism first emerged in the 1980s, largely as 
a response to the rising influence of neoconservatism.27 Neo-
conservatives came to prominence within the conservative 
movement in the 1970s; many of the first neoconservatives 
were former leftists. Their views on issues such as race and the 
welfare state tended to be more moderate than those of earlier 
conservatives, and their views on foreign policy were typically 
quite hawkish. Neoconservatives were largely responsible for 
the shift in the conservative movement as a whole (as well as 
the Republican Party) to more ideological, militaristic, and 
egalitarian positions. The paleoconservatives—who, unlike 
the Alt-Right, still saw merit in the conservative project—
pushed back against this, arguing that conservatism had lost 
its way and needed to be reformed.28 The paleoconservatives 
represented an older form of conservatism, one skeptical of 
American intervention abroad, willing to support tariffs 
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and other forms of protectionism, and openly opposed to 
state-sponsored efforts to promote racial equality.

In the early 1980s, the neoconservatives and paleoconser-
vatives uneasily coexisted under the big tent that was the con-
servative movement, but by the mid-1980s, it was clear that 
one of the two groups would have to go. They disagreed on 
too much to collaborate in any meaningful way. And once 
that battle started, there was little doubt which camp would 
emerge victorious—the neoconservatives were much better 
funded and more media savvy. Although it had little substan-
tive effect on public policy, a pivotal moment came in the 
struggle over who Ronald Reagan would appoint as the chair 
of the National Endowment for Humanities (NEH). Rea-
gan’s initial pick was M. E. “Mel” Bradford, who approached 
politics and culture from a paleoconservative perspective. 
Bradford clearly had the proper academic credentials for the 
position (a Ph.D. from Vanderbilt, multiple academic posi-
tions, and a large stack of books bearing his name), but his 
views were controversial at a time when conservatism was try-
ing to distance itself from its recent, more openly racist past. 
In his writings, Bradford had defended the Confederacy and 
the social institutions of the South more generally, and he re-
jected the notion that greater equality should be an important 
political goal.29

Although chairman of the NEH was a modest position, 
others in the conservative movement were appalled that Reagan 
would consider such a person for any leading role in a federal 
agency. Conservatives such as Irving Kristol preferred the less 
radical—but less accomplished—William Bennett. The deci-
sive moment apparently came when William F. Buckley got 
involved in the dispute, backing Bennett.30 Reagan subse-
quently withdrew Bradford from consideration. This was the 
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first clear sign that the paleoconservatives were going to be 
marginalized, if not expelled, from mainstream conservatism 
entirely.

As the Alt-Right did with Trump, the paleoconservatives 
put their hopes in a presidential candidate. In the paleocon-
servative case, Patrick J. Buchanan represented the best chance 
to conquer the Republican Party and dethrone the neocon-
servatives as the leaders of the mainstream American right. 
Buchanan, a former staffer for both Nixon and Reagan, had 
impressive conservative and Republican credentials. But he 
disagreed with the new direction of the conservative move-
ment. In 1992 and 1996, he mounted populist campaigns in 
the GOP presidential primaries, running on a platform of 
economic protectionism, immigration restrictionism, foreign-
policy noninterventionism, and cultural traditionalism. He 
never came close to securing the nomination—though he did 
win the important New Hampshire primary in 1996—but he 
did cause considerable concern among leading figures of the 
conservative movement. Buchanan’s rhetoric about America’s 
relationship with Israel was considered particularly problem-
atic, with many conservatives arguing that Buchanan had 
crossed the line between reasonable criticism of Israeli policies 
and outright anti-Semitism—National Review dedicated an 
entire issue to just this subject. (In early 2016, National 
 Review also dedicated an entire issue to denouncing Donald 
Trump.)

But while the paleoconservatives were like the Alt-Right 
in their hostility toward the conservative movement, they 
sought to change conservatism, not destroy it. Although I will 
not go so far as to label the entire paleoconservative move-
ment as racist, it is true that most paleoconservatives were 
more comfortable talking about issues like immigration in 
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explicitly ethnic terms. One of Pat Buchanan’s most recent 
books, for example, included a chapter titled “The End of White 
America.”31

What little remains of the paleoconservative movement 
does not seem to have much interest in the Alt-Right. One 
point of contention is religion. The paleoconservatives were 
almost all religious traditionalists, whereas the Alt-Right has 
a decidedly secular (and sometimes anti-Christian) orienta-
tion. The paleoconservative magazine Chronicles has never, to 
my knowledge, published anyone directly connected to the 
Alt-Right since the movement appeared on the scene.

There are only two people from the paleoconservative 
movement associated with the Alt-Right in any meaningful 
way. The first is Paul Gottfried, a well-known critic of neocon-
servatism. I do not classify Gottfried as part of the Alt-Right. 
Gottfried, who is Jewish, is not an anti-Semite, and he rejects 
white nationalism. But Gottfried’s scholarly work certainly 
influenced many people on the Alt-Right—especially his 
books and columns critiquing the conservative movement. He 
also seems to have been something of a mentor to Richard 
Spencer, who coined the term “Alt-Right,” and he wrote articles 
for both Taki’s Magazine and Alternative Right, where the term 
was first popularized.

The second, Sam Francis, was in my view the paleoconser-
vative whose ideas had the greatest influence on the Alt-Right—
though he died in 2005, well before the Alt-Right concept 
was born. Of the major paleoconservatives, Francis was the 
most openly racist. For much of his career, he held important 
positions within the conservative movement; he served on a 
senator’s staff, he worked for the Heritage Foundation, and 
held an editorial position at the Washington Times. His will-
ingness to cross the line into open racism was the reason he 
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ultimately became unwelcome in the mainstream conserva-
tive movement. Francis was also closer to the Alt-Right and 
farther from most paleoconservatives in that he was not par-
ticularly religious.

RADICAL LIBERTARIANISM

On its face, libertarianism seems like it would be in fundamen-
tal, philosophical opposition to the Alt-Right. Libertarianism 
is an individualist ideology hostile to all forms of identity 
politics, including racial identity politics. It is true that liber-
tarian principles preclude state-directed efforts to promote 
racial equality, but influential libertarian thinkers including 
Milton Friedman have argued that their preferred policies 
would actually lead to a more racially tolerant and equal 
society.32

The typical libertarian argument about race goes some-
thing like the following: yes, government regulations forcing 
business owners to serve or hire people they would prefer 
not to serve or hire (including racial, ethnic, and religious mi-
norities) represent violations of the nonaggression principle33 
and thus should be opposed on libertarian grounds. However, 
money does not see color. Therefore, a business that makes de-
cisions based on noneconomic characteristics (such as race or 
religion) will be less efficient than one that does not hold these 
irrational prejudices. Over time, the free market will reward 
those that refuse to discriminate and drive others out of 
 business. In the long run, according to the mainstream liber-
tarian view, unfettered capitalism is the best solution to racial 
tensions.

However, within libertarianism there are figures that are 
less optimistic about the future of race relations, even in a 
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 society with limited (or no) government. Murray Rothbard, a 
well-known libertarian economist who joined paleoconserva-
tives in supporting Buchanan in his presidential run, was per-
haps the most significant of these. Although Rothbard was a 
principled libertarian, he was also an antiegalitarian. He wrote 
an essay titled “Egalitarianism as a Revolt Against Nature,” in 
which he argued that equality is “impossible in view of the 
physical nature of man and the universe.”34 Rothbard also de-
fended The Bell Curve, a controversial book by Charles Murray 
(also a libertarian), which argued that economic inequality in 
the United States could be partially explained by genetic dif-
ferences in intelligence.35

Hans-Hermann Hoppe may be the most important bridge 
between libertarianism and the Alt-Right. His most famous 
book, Democracy: The God That Failed, argued that democ-
racy is a suboptimal form of government, one inclined toward 
short-sighted thinking; according to Hoppe, if you insist on 
having a government, it should be a monarchy.36 Hoppe has 
also condemned mass immigration as not being the result 
of  free choices of individuals but actually an example of 
“forced integration.”37 Other libertarians continue to lambast 
liberal immigration policies on the grounds that they tend to 
strengthen the state in the long run. Lew Rockwell, the presi-
dent of the Ludwig von Mises Institute, recently made this 
argument:

It is impossible to believe that the U.S. or Europe will be 
a freer place after several more decades of uninterrupted 
mass immigration. Given the immigration patterns that 
the US and EU governments encourage, the long-term 
result will be to make the constituencies for continued 
government growth so large as to be practically unstop-
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pable. Open-borders libertarians active at that time will 
scratch their heads and claim not to understand why 
their promotion of free markets is having so little suc-
cess. Everybody else will know the answer.38

While a direct ideological connection between libertarian-
ism and the Alt-Right is tenuous at best, the above statements 
overlap with many Alt-Right arguments, and many of the 
 major figures on the Alt-Right at one point considered them-
selves libertarians. This seems to be especially true of the 
 writers associated with the Alt-Right website The Right Stuff. 
Richard Spencer has suggested that this is because, at least for 
some people, libertarianism is “a mask on white populism”39—
a view shared by some on the left. As Conor Lynch noted 
in  Salon, “While the libertarian movement as a whole is 
not  inherently bigoted, and many believers despise intolerance, 
the ideology itself does attract many bigots who see the freedom-
obsessed culture as a way to protect their ‘right’ of intoler-
ance, and crack down on collective movements that fight for 
 equality.” 40  This may change as the more racist elements in 
libertarianism are drawn to the Alt-Right instead.

EUROPEAN RIGHT-WING MOVEMENTS

The general ideological thrust of the Alt-Right is completely 
disconnected from the American conservatism we have 
known since the 1950s. It has little interest in Edmund 
Burke  or the American Founding Fathers. Its ideological 
moorings do not include any part of conservatism’s core 
 tenets—moral traditionalism, economic liberty, and a strong 
national defense. Its views on William F. Buckley and Ronald 
Reagan range from indifference to contempt. In many ways, 
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the Alt-Right seems like a poor fit for the United States, where 
both the left and the right have roots in classical liberalism 
and the Enlightenment.

However, looking abroad, we can find examples of right-
wing thought that mirror the Alt-Right. Europe is home to an 
older, more aristocratic, and less rational right-wing tradition, 
one that has rejected modern thinking from the beginning.41 
Different elements of the Alt-Right draw from different as-
pects of the European right. The most flamboyant and radical 
currents of the Alt-Right explicitly take their inspiration from 
the Third Reich. The neo-Nazi element of the Alt-Right, 
which is not insignificant, thinks Hitler’s model for govern-
ment was generally correct: the primary problem with Nazi 
Germany was that it lost the war.

The more intellectually sophisticated elements of the Alt-
Right—such as those found at venues like Counter-Currents—
tend to downplay the Nazi connection in favor of other right-
wing European movements. The so-called European New 
Right (ENR) has been particularly influential on the Alt-
Right, especially in its early days. The ENR was primarily a 
French movement begun by Alain de Benoist in the late 1960s 
and grounded in multiple ideological traditions. Although 
the ENR never endorsed the most violent and repressive right-
wing regimes of the twentieth century, it leaned heavily on 
works from Weimar-era Germany, especially the “conserva-
tive revolutionaries” of that period: writers such as Ernst 
Jünger, Carl Schmitt, Oswald Spengler, and Arthur Moeller 
van den Bruck. These were thinkers that rejected both the 
communism of the Soviet Union and the liberalism of the 
United States, seeking to create a new form of government 
that preserved elements of traditionalism but was capable of 
standing up to the East and the West. Although all of these 
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thinkers proposed ideas that were incorporated to some de-
gree into Hitler’s government, they did not all become proud 
Nazis—some opposed Hitler, some were ambivalent, and 
some were enthusiastic about the new government.

The European New Right resurrected many of these older 
ideas but also added new ideas typically associated with the 
left, favoring strong environmental protections and opposing 
colonialism. Some of its ideas on economics and the environ-
ment came from the political left, but its opposition to immi-
gration and multiculturalism make it a distinctly right-wing 
movement. The ENR was particularly unique in that, in 
contrast to most French conservatives since the revolution of 
1789, it had no interest in traditional Catholicism. Benoist is 
a staunch anti-Christian, viewing Christianity as one of the 
major explanations for the West’s decline.

The ENR influenced a number of highbrow white nation-
alists—Benoist, for example, has spoken at the National 
Policy Institute Conference. ENR ideas were also frequently 
discussed among the Alt-Right during its first incarnation. 
This connection seems weaker now, however. Few among the 
new crop of online right-wing trolls and activists cite Benoist’s 
On Being a Pagan.42

For most of its history, the ENR was not interested in 
mainstream politics or grassroots activism. Benoist and others 
were instead looking to build a philosophical foundation for a 
postliberal order, preferring “metapolitics” to practical poli-
tics. This is changing, however, as the European far right has 
begun to make its presence known outside of obscure jour-
nals. In the early 2000s, the so-called identitarian movement 
emerged in France, subsequently spreading to other European 
countries.43 This movement has engaged in high-profile activism, 
including the occupation of mosques, and has been bolstered 
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by the recent refugee crisis spurred by the conflict in Syria. 
Identitarians tend to be young and disconnected from tra-
ditional conservatism, and they have been emboldened by a 
new breed of populist, right-wing politicians. In this they are 
similar to Alt-Right supporters. Far-right parties have recently 
made impressive gains across the continent, seeing growing 
support in countries including France, Austria, and Sweden.

THE ANTI-IMMIGRATION MOVEMENTS

Unlike the Alt-Right, which is unwaveringly hostile to mass 
immigration, conservatives have never been unified on the 
immigration question. It is true that self-described conserva-
tives in the electorate are much more likely to support immi-
gration restrictions than self-described liberals. But adopting 
a conservative political philosophy does not necessarily lead 
one to favor border walls. In fact, many conservatives focused 
on economic concerns view immigration as a good thing. In 
1984, the Wall Street Journal proposed the following consti-
tutional amendment: “There shall be open borders.” 44 Ronald 
Reagan famously signed legislation that offered a pathway to 
citizenship to undocumented immigrants. George W. Bush 
supported similar legislation during his presidency, as has 
John McCain throughout his Senate career.45

However, there are many mainstream conservatives that 
argue against large-scale immigration, especially undocu-
mented immigration. In the political arena, recent efforts to 
pass liberalizing immigration reforms were blocked by con-
servative Republicans in the House of Representatives. And 
within the conservative media, we can find many voices call-
ing for stronger immigration-enforcement efforts.
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The conservative movement’s high point of immigration 
restrictionism arguably occurred during the 1990s. This was 
the period when Buchanan shook up the GOP presidential 
primaries and where the high-immigration state of Califor-
nia passed several controversial ballot measures—Proposition 
187, Proposition 209, and Proposition 227—which were pre-
sumably going to decrease both the amount of immigration 
to the state and minimize the effects of that immigration.

Although hostility toward high levels of immigration has 
always been a prominent feature of the more populist elements 
of conservative media—especially talk radio—restrictionist 
views have also been featured in many of the more highbrow 
journals of conservative opinion. National Review, for exam-
ple, held a fairly strong stance against undocumented immi-
gration during the 1990s. This was particularly true during 
the period when John O’Sullivan and Peter Brimelow were 
both editors at the magazine. Brimelow in particular was a 
vocal immigration opponent (though he is an immigrant) and 
is perhaps best known as the author of the anti-immigration 
book Alien Nation.46

National Review’s stance on immigration seemed to soften 
somewhat when Rich Lowry took the helm, though it contin-
ued to editorialize against immigration-reform proposals 
that would have provided a pathway to citizenship for the 
undocumented.47 Brimelow eventually left the magazine and 
began working on his own project, VDare  .com, which was 
focused entirely on the immigration issue and much more ex-
plicitly racial than mainstream conservative publications and 
websites. This is why Brimelow is no longer welcome within 
the conservative movement’s ranks. For his part, Brimelow 
denies that VDare is a white-nationalist webzine or even part 
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of the Alt-Right—though he acknowledges that the label does 
fit some of VDare’s contributors.48

Although the immigration issue animates the Alt-Right 
more than any other question of public policy (and on sub-
stance it agrees with much of what the anti-immigration 
voices in the mainstream have said on the subject), we should 
make a clear distinction. The mainstream conservative move-
ment is generally careful never to discuss the immigration 
issue as being fundamentally about race. Most immigration- 
restrictionist groups focus heavily on economics, especially 
on the supposed downward pressure that mass immigration 
places on wages. They often argue that undocumented immi-
grants receive more in government services than they pay in 
taxes. These are empirical statements and can be disputed, but 
they are not directly connected to race.

Even those conservative restrictionists that focus on the 
cultural side of immigration tend to sidestep racial questions. 
They generally discuss questions of assimilation, especially 
language acquisition and crime associated with undocumented 
immigrants. These talking points come close to the racial as-
pect of immigration restrictionism, but those using this rhet-
oric can plausibly deny that their opposition to mass immigra-
tion (documented or otherwise) is rooted in racial animus or 
anxiety.

This highlights another surprising dissimilarity between 
the Alt-Right and the immigration restrictionists on the 
mainstream right. On balance, the Alt-Right is actually less 
hostile to Islam than many conservatives with access to main-
stream venues. This does not mean that the Alt-Right has 
anything favorable to say about the immigration of Muslims 
into Western countries—the Alt-Right cheered in unison 
when Donald Trump suggested a ban on Muslim immigra-
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tion, and members were similarly supportive when he tried to 
implement a ban on immigration from several predominantly 
Muslim countries at the start of his presidency. However, 
mainstream conservatives typically oppose Muslim immi-
grants precisely because they are Muslim. That is, they believe 
there are elements of Islam that make Muslims a bad fit for 
Western societies. This kind of rhetoric has been a persistent 
theme in conservative books, websites, and talk radio since 
September 11. Mark Steyn, for example, has been warning of 
the dangers of Islamic immigration for years, most notably in 
his book America Alone. Glenn Beck more recently published 
a book titled It IS About Islam. Other prominent anti-Muslim 
conservatives include Pamela Geller (the author of Stop the 
Islamization of America) and Robert Spencer (the author of 
The Truth About Muhammad).49

While these conservatives focus heavily on the issue of 
 terrorism when expressing hostility toward Muslim immi-
gration, they have also long attacked Islam from the left. That 
is, they argue Muslims should be restricted from Europe and 
the United States because Islam is incompatible with modern 
liberal values. These authors selectively quote the Koran in or-
der to prove that Muslims cannot accept religious diversity, 
hate homosexuals, do not believe in democracy, and oppress 
women. Thus, until Islam is reformed and makes peace with 
the modern world, Muslims should not be welcomed into non-
Muslim countries. According to Steyn, the West must “choose 
between liberty and mass Muslim immigration.” 50

The Alt-Right approaches the subject differently. Because 
it is so obsessed with race per se, it does not really care about 
the tenets of Islam. If all Muslims converted to Christianity 
(or abandoned religion entirely), most of the Alt-Right would 
be just as opposed to large-scale immigration from the Middle 
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East, South Asia, and the predominantly Muslim countries in 
Africa. So, perhaps ironically, people on the Alt-Right are less 
Islamophobic than many mainstream conservatives. But this 
is precisely because they are both more racist and because they 
do not care about the liberal values that Muslims ostensibly 
oppose.

THE MAINSTREAM CONSERVATIVE WAR ON  
POLITICAL CORRECTNESS

The genealogical link between mainstream conservatives and 
the Alt-Right, as I have emphasized, is weak. Unlike some 
commentators,51 I do not see much of a connection between, 
say, the Tea Party and the Alt-Right. The Alt-Right views it-
self as entirely separate from mainstream conservatism—and 
to a great extent it is.

Yet there are parallels between the Alt-Right and certain 
elements of American conservatism, parallels that lend a cer-
tain irony to the conservative war on the Alt-Right. Conser-
vatives have been quick to argue that the Alt-Right should be 
condemned as a racist movement. But in doing so, conserva-
tives can sound like the so-called commissars of political cor-
rectness that they have mocked and condemned for years in 
articles and entire books.52 This creates a problem for conser-
vatives, who are in an awkward rhetorical position when faced 
with the Alt-Right.

Conservatives have long promoted their movement as 
being “politically incorrect.” According to their own narra-
tive, conservatives do not get upset about “microaggressions”; 
 conservatives do not get worked up about off-color jokes; 
 conservatives are tough and “tell it like it is”; conservatives are 
edgy. According to certain conservatives, those that complain 
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about offensive speech are simply overprotected “snowflakes” 
who cannot take a joke. Some conservatives even argue that 
the “language police” are a threat to America. As Steve Tobak 
put it in a column for Fox Business: “While it’s clear that po-
litical correctness is reflective of our societal norms, it also in-
fluences where our culture is heading. If I’m not mistaken, it’s 
turning us into a nation of people who look like adults but act 
like entitled children, who act out when they don’t get what 
they want or feel they deserve.” 53 According to many conser-
vative pundits, complaints from college students, academics, 
and the mainstream media about public displays of racism 
and intolerance are signs that America is becoming weak, that 
it is trading freedom of speech for “safe spaces.” As many college 
campuses faced controversy and protest in 2015, conservative 
writers were quick to condemn protesters as “idiot children.” 54

This does not characterize all conservatives, of course. 
Many leading conservatives maintain a civil and respectful 
tone and use language that few could find objectionable. But 
the populist wing of the conservative movement has histori-
cally acted as though offensiveness is itself a virtue and that 
shocking liberal sensibilities is always a good thing. This leaves 
conservatives in a quandary. They want to distance themselves 
from the Alt-Right’s rhetoric about historically disadvantaged 
populations. But in doing so, they invariably use language 
borrowed from the left, using terms like “racist,” “nativist,” 
and “misogynist.” They do so after telling a generation of 
grassroots conservatives that anyone who uses those terms is 
a totalitarian.

As a result, the Alt-Right can effectively use the conserva-
tive movement’s own rhetoric in response. Anti-Alt-Right 
conservatives such as Ben Shapiro, one of many conservatives 
to build a career on attacking political correctness,55 are now 
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targets of vitriol from the Alt-Right on the grounds that they 
are politically correct “social-justice warriors.” This develop-
ment has been noted by some on the left. As the headline of a 
piece by Robyn Pennachia noted in Gawker: “Ben Shapiro 
Declared a Social Justice Warrior by People More Racist Than 
Ben Shapiro.” 56

Conservatives are left without an obvious solution to this 
conundrum. They can stop condemning the Alt-Right for its 
outrageous comments; this risks conservatism being forever 
associated with the Alt-Right and its rhetoric. Alternatively, 
they can abandon the idea that conservatism is about reject-
ing political correctness and risk alienating those attracted to 
conservatism precisely because it is perceived as edgy and po-
litically incorrect. Finally, conservatives can argue that they 
still oppose political correctness but that the Alt-Right crosses 
the line dividing politically incorrect speech from hate speech; 
this strategy may be the least risky, but it leaves conservatives 
in the precarious position of policing a line that is not clearly 
defined. Meanwhile, the Alt-Right will continue to insist that 
any critique of offensive speech amounts to capitulation.

To be clear: I do not think that conservatives who con-
demned political correctness represent a protoversion of the 
Alt-Right. Nonetheless, conservatives are at least somewhat 
responsible for the rise of the Alt-Right. Certain elements of 
the conservative movement have effectively delegitimized 
complaints about hate speech and racism. Some conservatives 
have concurred with this argument. As the conservative col-
umnist Matt Lewis put it when I asked if conservatives bear 
any responsibility for the rise of the Alt-Right:

We tolerated and even sometimes promoted conserva-
tive “entertainment” figures like Ann Coulter and outlets 
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like Breitbart  .com who are now (to some degree, at least) 
promoting Alt-Right ideas. Meanwhile, the failure of 
GOP establishment elites to stop the leftward cultural 
drift also opens up room for the emergence of a radical, 
more muscular, movement on the Right.57

OTHER ONLINE MOVEMENTS

Before the Alt-Right entered the public consciousness, there 
were other predominantly online movements with obvious 
similarities. Two worth mentioning (which have been tied by 
some directly to the Alt-Right) are the Neo-Reaction move-
ment and the Gamergate controversy. Although there are 
commonalities between these and the Alt-Right, they should 
be viewed as separate movements.

Like the Alt-Right, Neo-Reaction (often abbreviated NRx 
and also known as the Dark Enlightenment) is predomi-
nantly—maybe exclusively—online. It is also quite explicitly 
right wing in that it rejects egalitarianism, perhaps to a 
greater extent than the Alt-Right. NRx has none of the low-
brow qualities of the Alt-Right (it favors long essays over 
tweets and memes), and it exhibits a kind of high-IQ misan-
thropy. This is one reason it rejects democracy, which accord-
ing to NRx gives undeserving people a say in a government 
that they do not, and cannot, understand, and argues instead 
for government that is monarchical or has some kind of cor-
porate structure.58

Similar to the Alt-Right, NRx does not exhibit any of the 
American patriotism that is traditionally associated with the 
right. Some NRx writers even argue that the American Revo-
lution represented the triumph of evil.59 But unlike some fig-
ures on the Alt-Right, I am aware of no one associated with 
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NRx that ever harbored illusions of representing a current or 
future mass movement.

Some have suggested that NRx is an intellectual forebear 
of the Alt-Right.60 This seems plausible, as there is some over-
lap in the arguments made by both camps. And many people 
read and identify with both. (It is still common to see com-
ments on Twitter that include both an NRx hashtag and an 
Alt-Right hashtag.) But the Alt-Right did not grow out of 
NRx. To begin with, although most of the major figures as-
sociated with NRx (for example, Mencius Moldbug and the 
philosopher Nick Land) believe in nontrivial racial differences 
rooted in genetics, they do not support white nationalism. 
This is not because they believe racism is wrong but because 
white nationalism is too democratic. To quote Moldbug:

And the worst thing about white nationalism, in my 
opinion, is just that it’s nationalism. Nationalism is 
 really another word for democracy—the concept of 
 democracy makes no sense except as an algorithm for 
determining the General Will of the People, that is, the 
Nation. And whatever its electoral formula or lack 
thereof, every nationalist government has seen itself as 
in some sense a representative of the Volk.61

More importantly, while there was overlap in readership, 
and while some people did make their way from NRx to the 
Alt-Right,62 NRx and the Alt-Right (at least in its first incar-
nation) developed independently of each other. I can find no 
evidence that the essayists involved with the original Alt-
Right publications (Taki’s Magazine, Alternative Right) seri-
ously engaged with the ideas being put forth by the writers 
associated with NRx. A blogger that identifies with NRx 
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similarly told me that “the two movements draw from largely 
different inspirations & thinkers of the past, with just a few 
exceptions.” 63

Regardless of how the two movements were once con-
nected, the issue is now largely irrelevant. Interest in NRx ap-
pears to be waning. Moldbug stopped updating his blog in 
early 2016, stating that the site had “completed its mission.” 64 
Other webzines associated with NRx continue to operate, 
such as Social Matter, but at present the movement does not 
appear to be growing, and journalists covering the far right 
seem to have lost interest in it.

Gamergate, an online harassment campaign that occurred 
mostly in 2014, has also been seen as related to the Alt-Right. 
If NRx shared some of the philosophical premises of the Alt-
Right but differed in strategy and tone, Gamergate shared the 
contemporary Alt-Right’s style but little of its substance. To 
people with no connection to the world of video games, the 
details of Gamergate and the controversies surrounding it can 
be baffling.

Gamergate started as a controversy about ethics in video-
game journalism—not the sort of thing that usually attracts 
national attention. A game designer named Zoe Quinn re-
leased a text-based video game called Depression Quest, and 
soon she was accused of trading sex for favorable reviews of 
the game.65 Angry gamers left thousands of comments on 
Twitter and 4chan and began a sustained campaign against 
Quinn and other women who came to her defense. The end 
result was a victory for the online mob. Gamergate supporters 
successfully lobbied advertisers to withdraw from a number of 
publications. Gawker, for example, lost advertising revenue 
from corporations such as Mercedes-Benz as a result of these 
efforts.66
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Gamergate showed that an army of anonymous activists 
and trolls can have a substantial and lasting impact on real-
world organizations. It demonstrated that Internet mobs can 
be more than an annoyance. Gamergate had no leaders in the 
conventional sense, just loose coordination, largely through 
message boards. According to Max Read, former editor-in-
chief of the now-defunct website Gawker: “Of all the enemies 
Gawker had made over the years—in New York media, in 
Silicon Valley, in Hollywood—none were more effective than 
the Gamergaters.” 67 Read went on:

Gamergate proved the power of well-organized reac-
tionaries to threaten Gawker’s well-being. And when 
Gawker really went too far—far enough that even our 
regular defenders in the media wouldn’t step up to speak 
for us—Gamergate was there, in the background, turn-
ing every crisis up a notch or two and making continued 
existence impossible.68

This method of persistent, coordinated trolling has since 
been embraced by the Alt-Right and helped it break into 
the  mainstream discussion. But it does not imply that the 
same people were involved in both movements, although there 
is some overlap. Milo Yiannopoulos (who will be discussed 
in detail in subsequent chapters) wrote a great deal about 
Gamergate, but he is not really part of the Alt-Right. Gamer-
gate mostly raised questions of misogyny, and while the Alt-
Right is definitely antifeminist, race is their primary concern. 
Ian Miles Cheong wrote the following on the conservative 
webzine Heat Street: “it would be completely false to claim that 
GamerGate and the alt-right are the same thing.” 69 Cheong 
also provided survey data indicating that Gamergate support-
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ers actually tended to fall on the progressive end of the po-
litical spectrum.

One final online trend that more directly presaged the Alt-
Right was Bob Whitaker’s online campaign to promote the 
idea of “White Genocide.” For years, Whitaker has been en-
couraging his followers to infiltrate the comment sections of 
major news stories and spread the mantra “anti-racist is a code 
word for anti-white.”70 Although Whitaker’s name does not 
come up often in discussions about the Alt-Right, this was 
one of the first coordinated trolling campaigns conducted 
online by white nationalists. Matt Parrot, a longtime white-
nationalist activist, suggested that Whitaker is the Alt-Right’s 
“true godfather.”71

CONCLUSION

The Alt-Right’s precise genealogy is tricky to nail down. 
The basic premises of its worldview were clearly shared by 
earlier white-nationalist movements, but, aside from highbrow 
white-nationalist groups such as American Renaissance, there 
are few direct connections between these earlier organiza-
tions and the Alt-Right. Many of the Alt-Right’s critiques of 
the conservative movement clearly echo those of the defunct 
paleoconservative movement, but the paleos (with some ex-
ceptions) were not typically interested in race per se. The same 
can be said of libertarianism; in fact, most libertarians are 
forceful in their rejection of racism. There is a stronger con-
nection between the Alt-Right and the European far right, 
but the two differ when it comes to tone and strategy—though 
that may change if we see new coordination between far-right 
movements on opposite sides of the Atlantic. And while 
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conservatism and the Alt-Right have few shared premises, the 
conservative movement may have inadvertently opened a door 
for the Alt-Right with its ferocious opposition to all things 
related to political correctness and its skepticism about mass 
immigration. Although the Alt-Right has borrowed elements 
from many other movements, it should be treated as a genu-
inely new phenomenon, born in 2008.



R ichard Spencer coined the term “Alt-Right” but ac-
knowledges that it was the paleoconservative scholar 
Paul Gottfried who inspired it. Before Spencer had 

started using the phrase, Gottfried hinted that a new right-
wing movement was forming, one that would continue to 
battle the neoconservatives now that his own movement 
(paleoconservatism) was exhausted. When I spoke to him 
about this, Spencer said:

I do take credit for coining Alternative Right and Alt-
Right . . . I would give Paul credit for planting the idea in 
my mind. There was an article called “A Paleo Epi-
taph”[1] that I remember talking to him about over many 
days or weeks. We wanted to talk and be realistic about 
where the paleoconservative movement was and why it 
just didn’t make sense any more. I’ll read it to you real 
quick. This is from April 7th, 2008: “Even now an alter-
native is coming into existence as a counterforce to neo-
conservative dominance. It consists mostly of younger 
(thirty-something) writers and political activists; and al-
though they are still glaringly under-funded, this rising 

2

THE FIRST WAVE OF THE ALT-RIGHT
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generation is building bridges on the right.” I think it 
might be true that that line stuck in my head, and that 
was . . . the proto version of Alt-Right.2

Although Gottfried perceived an alternative right forming 
back in 2008, he does not claim to be the creator of the Alt-
Right,3 nor does he claim to be part of the Alt-Right as it 
now exists. Although he has some ideological affinities with 
the Alt-Right, he has criticized its methods4 and has dis-
tanced himself from Spencer.5 When I asked Gottfried for his 
thoughts on the Alt-Right, he once again made it clear that 
he opposes white nationalism, even though he shares many of 
the Alt-Right’s critiques of contemporary America:

The white nationalists in particular are living on an-
other planet, as far as I can determine. The multicultur-
alism and the PC that they and I loathe was created by 
white Westerners. Blacks and other non-whites have 
been peripheral to the victory of an ideology based on 
white male Western self-disparagement. White nation-
alism is no more a cure for this problem than recom-
mending to cancer patients that they practice sky diving 
to get rid of their malignancy. Moreover, Western white 
people have generally not been “nationalistic” about 
race. They’ve been nationalists about being Frenchmen, 
Germans, Poles, Russians, etc. Even if all races practice 
discrimination against racial out-groups, Western iden-
tity has centered on other commonalities. The white na-
tionalists are just imitating the black nationalists, who 
may have modeled an artificial racial identity that never 
existed in Africa. Finally although the Altright claim to 
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be “radical traditionalists,” I’m unaware of any social 
tradition they want to maintain.6

Finally, although it is true that Gottfried perceived an al-
ternative right forming back in 2008, what he saw at the time 
was very different from the Alt-Right we know today. Specifi-
cally, in “A Paleo Epitaph” he predicted that a rising right-
wing movement would be closely aligned with Ron Paul’s 
movement: “Judging by its direction, this youthful Right will 
be more libertarian than traditionalist.”7

THE ORIGIN OF THE TERM

Spencer first emerged as a political writer in 2007. Before this 
he was on track for an academic career, earning an MA from 
the University of Chicago and enrolled in a Ph.D. program at 
Duke University. His first major article, in which his views on 
race could already be inferred, was published in the American 
Conservative. The article dealt with the Duke lacrosse rape 
scandal, which erupted when several members of the Duke 
lacrosse team were falsely accused of raping an African Amer-
ican woman. Spencer declared that the case “left serious peo-
ple with a sense that something has gone terribly wrong with 
Duke’s academic culture.”8

He dropped out of Duke shortly thereafter and took a posi-
tion at the American Conservative. However, Spencer never 
seemed conservative in the typical sense. He has never hidden 
his atheism, once taking part in a public debate on the ques-
tion “Is Christianity for wimps?”—arguing that it is.9 He has 
never, to my knowledge, declared an affinity for limited 



■ 54 ■

THE FIRST WAVE OF THE ALT-RIGHT

government for its own sake, though he has praised certain 
libertarians (especially Murray Rothbard and Hans-Hermann 
Hoppe) and spoken at libertarian events.10

Spencer was eventually fired from the American Conserva-
tive—a magazine that, despite publishing many controversial 
writers, such as Patrick Buchanan and Sam Francis, could 
never be described as white nationalist or even particularly 
radical. In 2008, he took a position as the managing editor of 
Taki’s Top Drawer, later renamed Taki’s Magazine, which was 
founded by Taki Theodoracopulos. It was there that the Alt-
Right concept was eventually born. Theodoracopulos has 
long been a controversial right-wing author and columnist 
and a vocal critic of the mainstream conservative movement. 
He helped found the American Conservative in 2002. When 
he launched his own magazine in 2007, Theodoracopulos gave 
the following justification:

I want to shake up the stodgy world of so-called “conser-
vative” opinion. For the past ten years at least, the con-
servative movement has been dominated by a bunch of 
pudgy, pasty-faced kids in bow-ties and blue blazers who 
spent their youths playing Risk in gothic dormitories, 
while sipping port and smoking their father’s stolen 
 cigars. Thanks to the tragedy of September 11, and a 
compliant and dim-witted president, these kids got the 
chance to play Risk with real soldiers, with American 
soldiers. Patriotic men and women are dying over in Iraq 
for a war that was never in America’s interests. And now 
these spitball gunners, these chicken hawks, want to at-
tack Iran, which is no threat to the U.S. at all. One thing 
I can tell you for sure, there may well be some atheists in 
foxholes, but you’ll never find a neocon. They prefer to 
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send blue-collar kids out to die on their behalf, so they 
get to feel macho and make up for all the times they got 
wedgies in prep school. It shall be our considered task to 
take on the chicken-hawks of this world, and give them 
wedgies again.11

The first contributors to the magazine were mostly typical 
libertarians and paleoconservatives. Paul Gottfried, Tom 
Piatak, and Justin Raimondo were among its early contributing 
editors. In its early years, it was certainly “politically incor-
rect” but not particularly unusual compared to other right-
wing publications. It did not initially have an explicitly racial 
agenda, but the site slowly began to change in tone after Spen-
cer replaced F. J. Sarto as the managing editor in January 
2008.12

Under Spencer’s leadership, Taki’s Magazine continued to 
publish mainstream paleoconservatives and libertarians, but 
it also began to offer space to more controversial figures, in-
cluding Jared Taylor.13 The decision to publish Taylor’s work 
was criticized by other contributors, such as John Zmirak, who 
called white nationalists the “sad sorority of skin.”14 Spencer at 
the time responded that “Takimag is not a ‘white nationalist’ 
website.”15

Although Taki’s Magazine took a sharp turn to the right 
under Spencer’s leadership, it continued to publish authors 
with a wide range of perspectives. And when the words 
 “Alternative Right” first began to be used at that site, it was 
clearly a broad umbrella term, covering just about anyone on 
the right who opposed the neoconservative movement. Sup-
port for Ron Paul’s 2008 presidential campaign appeared to 
be one common denominator for most of these writers. Liber-
tarians, localists, foreign-policy noninterventionists, and white 
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supremacists all found Paul palatable, and all could have been 
properly classified as part of the Alt-Right as the term was 
then understood. In 2016, Spencer explained his own reasons 
for supporting Ron Paul during his first presidential bid:

Ron Paul was a kind of Trump candidate. Ron Paul did 
not get nearly the amount of average Republican support 
as Donald Trump has. But Ron Paul really energized 
people. He became the candidate of the internet. He re-
ally energized people who were otherwise cynical about 
elections, who were otherwise on the sidelines, disdain-
ful or apathetic. I was certainly one of them. In 2008 my 
views weren’t completely different from what they are 
today, but I’ve evolved as everyone does. But I had cer-
tainly the same cynicism about elections. I don’t think 
elections are the way you change the world. You change 
the world through major cultural changes. . . . But Ron 
Paul really energized me, and he energized millions of 
others, because he was an anti-system candidate. And 
Ron Paul came in the context of the George W. Bush 
years, the flag pin years of the conservative movement . . . 
[Ron Paul] is a genuinely radical figure that is actually 
a little bit incompatible with the American system, cer-
tainly with the banking system and the foreign policy 
establishment. Just the fact that he was doing this, that 
he was saying these things in a major debate was radical 
and was exciting and was energizing.16

In 2009, Spencer left Taki’s Magazine to form a new ven-
ture, a website simply titled Alternative Right. Spencer ex-
plained this evolution to me as follows:
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I stopped working at Taki’s Magazine around New 
Year’s of 2009, and then on March 1st of 2010 I started 
AlternativeRight  .com. In the meantime, in that two 
months, I did do some basic fundraising for Alt-Right, 
just to get it started. It was definitely a shoestring opera-
tion. At that point, if you look at the initial articles for 
AlternativeRight  .com, that was the first stage of the Alt-
Right really coming into its own. We actually published 
Kevin MacDonald . . . we published an article on “Why 
I’m a Pagan” by Stephen McNallen, we published Jared 
Taylor. It was immediately, something right out the gate, 
something very new. Similar to American Renaissance, it 
took race very seriously, but the difference of course was 
that it was a cultural webzine. I don’t think there was 
anything really like it. It certainly drew on some currents 
that were already taking place, but it was a new thing. It 
certainly could remind you of some things with VDare, 
it could remind you of some things at [American Renais-
sance], it could remind you of some things at the Ameri-
can Conservative, it could remind you of some things at 
LewRockwell  .com, or something like that. But the way it 
was put together was quite original.17

To my knowledge, there is no public list of the people who 
provided funds for Alternative Right and similar ventures—
although it does appear that the VDare Foundation contributed 
some of the initial funding.18 But despite being a “shoestring 
operation,” Alternative Right was getting money from some-
where—the professionalism of the site set it apart from the 
many white-nationalist websites hosted at places such as Word-
Press and Blogspot. From the beginning, whoever was backing 
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the project surely understood that it was to be more than just 
another “edgy” conservative or libertarian project. According 
to Greg Johnson of Counter-Currents, “the principal funders . . . 
regarded Alternative Right as a vehicle for White Nationalist 
entryism, and they would have blown it up rather than see it 
become anything else.”19

Unlike conservatism and libertarianism, white nationalism 
and other radical right-wing movements do not have a deep 
pool of wealthy benefactors that can be depended upon to 
keep the movement afloat. Nor do white-nationalist organi-
zations have impressive direct-mail operations that effectively 
raise massive sums of money for their cause. There is, how-
ever, at least one notorious and deep-pocketed philanthropist 
willing to back the racial right: William Regnery II.

Readers with even a passing familiarity with the conserva-
tive movement will recognize the name Regnery. The Regnery 
family has long played a pivotal role in the conservative move-
ment through its publishing ventures. Henry Regnery provided 
the initial funding for the conservative newspaper Human 
Events in 1944. More significantly, Regnery Publishing helped 
launch the conservative movement when it published William 
F. Buckley’s first book, God and Man at Yale, in 1951, and 
Russell Kirk’s classic work The Conservative Mind in 1953. 
Since then, Regnery has been the leading publisher of conser-
vative books.

Of the Regnery family today, William Regnery seems to be 
the black sheep, and he generally avoids the public spotlight. 
Whereas Regnery Publishing releases mainstream conserva-
tive material—as it always has—William’s political position 
is much farther to the right, and he has long used his share 
of the family fortune to fund white-nationalist projects. 
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In 2001, Regnery founded the Charles Martel Society as a non-
profit organization.20 This is the organization that launched the 
Occidental Quarterly. In 2005, Regnery founded the National 
Policy Institute (NPI). Despite the innocuous name, NPI has 
since its inception been a white-nationalist organization. The 
organization was rather obscure and marginalized until Spen-
cer was chosen as its new president in 2011, at which point 
Alternative Right became an NPI initiative.

Despite being a far-right website from the very begin-
ning, Alternative Right differed from other white-nationalist 
websites (such as American Renaissance or the Occidental Quar-
terly) in that it was not single-mindedly focused on race. It 
included many articles on foreign policy, domestic politics, 
economics, and gender relations (always from an antifeminist 
perspective). There was also a period when more mainstream 
writers and academics were willing to provide content to Alter-
native Right. Early guests on the Alternative Right podcast in-
cluded the libertarian historians David Gordon and Thomas 
Woods and the conservative historian E. Christian Kopff, 
who also contributed an article to the site.21 None of the con-
tent provided by those figures was racist in any way.

Alternative Right did not immediately gain much attention 
from mainstream sources, though it was quickly denounced 
by the Southern Poverty Law Center.22 It was also noticed and 
condemned by Tim Mak, a columnist at David Frum’s web-
site. Frum is a well-known figure in the conservative move-
ment. Mak noted the irony of the alternative right’s claim to 
be the enemy of political correctness while simultaneously 
trying to hide its radical right-wing views behind ambiguous 
and innocuous sounding terms. After interviewing Spencer, 
Mak noted the following:
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Instead of spouting racism, Alternative Right is en-
gaging in the much more respectable-sounding analysis 
of “human biological diversity” and “socio-biology.”

Rather than railing against the beast that is first-wave 
feminism, Richard Spencer’s magazine is actually writ-
ing about “paleo-masculinity.”

He’s not reactionary—he’s a “radical traditionalist”; 
He’s not castigating race X’s culture—he’s being “literary.”

What makes this all the more ironic is that, despite 
his critique of the right, Spencer was strikingly skittish 
when I asked if his goal was to make conservatism more 
“racially conscious.” “Racially conscious? That’s a little 
bit of a ‘hot word,’ ” said Spencer.23

It was not long before any skittishness on Spencer’s part disap-
peared. Alternative Right quickly became a hub for openly 
racist material, though it did avoid the crude language associ-
ated with other hubs of online white nationalism such as 
Stormfront. It differed from other manifestations of the racist 
right in other ways, as well.

Alternative Right, from the very beginning, pushed a politi-
cal philosophy completely disconnected from the American 
tradition. Many, though not all,24 of the earlier white-nationalist 
writers and groups tended to drape themselves in the Ameri-
can flag, and many of them spoke the language of middle-class 
American conservatism. The KKK presented itself as a Chris-
tian organization defending traditional American Protestant-
ism. If we disregard his views on race, George Lincoln Rockwell 
held mostly conventional conservative positions. The same 
could be said of David Duke during his political career in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s. Southern nationalists continued 
to admire America’s Founding Fathers, believing the Ameri-
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can project was working until Abraham Lincoln threatened 
“states’ rights.” Alternative Right, from the start, ignored the 
traditional symbols of the United States. It had no interest in 
mainstream conservative political theory and did not share 
conservatism’s passion for free-market economics. This put 
Alternative Right in a strange place, ideologically. It clearly 
stood outside the mainstream liberal-conservative dichotomy. 
According to Spencer:

I did not make this explicit, but when I was thinking 
about that new standpoint, it was one that had a differ-
ent philosophical basis than the kind of quaint Anglo-
American conservatism outlined in, say, Russell Kirk’s 
The Conservative Mind. I was thinking about something 
like the French New Right, something like the tradi-
tionalism of [Julius] Evola, something like Nietzsche, 
German idealism, Heidegger. I just wanted to go to all 
these places that conservatives resisted. It was kind of a 
joke between Paul Gottfried and I that conservatives 
considered all these people to be liberal. They were lib-
eral fascists because they didn’t believe in free markets 
and family values or something.25

The theme of identity politics for white people was an es-
sential aspect of the Alt-Right as soon as Alternative Right 
was founded. And while Spencer has not, at least in recent 
years, shied away from the term “white nationalist,” he helped 
introduced a new term into the lexicon on the American far 
right, though one that had been in use in Europe for some 
time. When asked his ideology, Spencer refers to himself as 
an identitarian. When I asked him define this term for me, he 
said the following:
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I would say that an identitarian asks the question “Who 
am I?” or “Who are we?” before he asks any other ques-
tion. And so, whereas other political ideologies might be 
based on an economic theory or might be based on a re-
ligion or might be based on a social theory, identitarian-
ism is really based on an identity. And I think there are 
some interesting implications to that, as well. What is 
an identity? We have multiple identities. I’m a man. I’m 
thirty-eight years old. I grew up in Texas, was born in 
Massachusetts. Someone else might be from Vermont 
and they are into Star Trek. Someone might be a half-
Mexican half-Vietnamese person who is also on the city 
council of his town. So we have all of these different lay-
ers of identity, and these have to do with localities, they 
have to do with history, they have to do certainly with 
genetics and race. They have to do with all sorts of 
things. You can say that there are some concentric circles 
of identity, but maybe they are not always exactly con-
centric. We can sometimes be pulled in different direc-
tions by our identity.

But I would say that race is the foundation of iden-
tity. You can’t run away from that. Whether you want to 
identify with race, race identifies with you. You are part 
of something bigger than yourself. Race has a history to 
it. Identitarianism, the way I’m talking about it, it might 
kind of seem warm and fuzzy. It might be like, when 
you visited Ireland, did you resonate to the music? Did 
you feel at home there? Where are you really from? It 
doesn’t exactly matter where you are right now. Where 
you are from does ultimately influence who you are. I 
think you need to ask those questions first, and then you 
can start asking economic questions, foreign policy, and 
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so on. But again, I think race is the foundation of iden-
tity. You can’t really think about identity without that.26

THE DECLINE OF THE CONCEPT

Alternative Right grew its audience in the years following its 
launch, but it did not become a movement. And after two 
years, Spencer was tired of both the website and the entire Alt-
Right concept. He stopped personally working with the web-
site in 2012. In his final article before stepping down, Spencer 
said, “Looking back over the past two years, I feel that I have 
accomplished most of the goals I set for myself in founding 
AltRight, which was never meant to become an institution.”27 
In that same article, Spencer also stated, “Don’t worry— 
AlternativeRight  .com won’t go anywhere. I’ll keep it ‘live’ so 
long as the Internet still flickers.” Spencer subsequently began 
to focus on his new ventures, which included running the pre-
existing National Policy Institute, Washington Summit Pub-
lishers (a book-publishing company that publishes books from 
a white-nationalist perspective), and a new website and print 
journal, Radix.

From that point forward, Alternative Right was coedited 
by Collin Lidell and Andy Nowicki. Although Spencer no 
longer had direct editorial control over the site, he remained 
its owner. And because Alternative Right was still generally 
known (among those who knew about it at all) as “Richard 
Spencer’s website,” he was automatically associated with new 
controversial material that appeared there—to his apparent 
frustration. Spencer was particularly concerned about some of 
Liddell’s “outlandish and offensive” content (including an ar-
ticle with the title “Is Black Genocide Right?”), which was 
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then used to attack Spencer in mainstream-media venues, de-
spite the fact that the material appeared after he had relin-
quished editorial control of the site.28

In December 2013, Spencer shut down Alternative Right, 
apparently without first notifying its new editors. This decision 
created some controversy on the far right, and Lidell began 
complaining bitterly about this on other sites. In a Facebook 
post, the editors of Radix responded to the controversy by say-
ing, “From the onset, the Alternative Right was conceived as a 
bold experiment and a short-term project to differentiate it-
self from the American conservative movement. It was never 
meant to be a long-term institution and, indeed, never was.”29

In a podcast in which he explained the logic of leaving 
Alternative Right and creating Radix, Spencer stated:

Alternative Right, calling it that did kind of wear on me. 
It never struck me as satisfying at all. Because, as you 
say, it really is kind of a negative conception of who we 
are. You’re alternative to what? And putting even the 
“right” in there kind of limits us to, you know, the left-
right division that was created after the French Revolu-
tion. I really thought that there has to be something 
more. If I were to describe myself, I would say that I still 
am motivated by the same German idealism that I had 
been motivated by for a long time. I think race is a very 
important part of that. I would say I am a white nation-
alist, but not one who simply wants to defend whites as 
they are, or defend whites in themselves. You know, as if 
I would be happy if some white person were elected. 
Like, “Oh, look, one of our own is in office! That’s great. 
Yippee!” I want something very different. I want us, our 
whole civilization, to become itself. So I would say a tra-
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ditionalist futurist, archeo-futurist, motivated by Ger-
man idealism and nationalism, that’s pretty much who 
I am. I want our civilization to kind of rediscover itself, 
rediscover a lot of its Faustian qualities, its desire for ex-
ploration, for risk taking, for shooting for the stars, to 
put it banally.30

Within that same podcast, Spencer again reiterated that he 
wanted to “move beyond the alternative-right concept.” Over 
five years, the alternative-right concept had shifted from a 
general description of anyone on the right who rejected the 
conservative movement to a term that was explicitly associ-
ated with white identity politics. But when the term was re-
jected by the person who coined it, it looked as though as 
though the alternative right was dead as a concept. Spencer’s 
ambivalence about the term was shared by Jared Taylor, who 
told me:

I have never liked the term Alt Right. Needless to say, I 
think my views on race differences (and sex differences 
if we are to include them in the Alt Right) are not an 
“alternate” view, in the casual way that a Merlot may be 
an alternate to a Cabernet. They are true, and the egali-
tarian view is false. Truth is no more an “alternative” to 
falsehood than health is an “alternative” to sickness.

Likewise, I don’t think there is anything inherently 
“right” about these ideas, any more than a heliocentric 
universe is “right” and a geocentric universe was “left.” 
Societies with scientific views of race and sex (if we ever 
emerge from this obscurantist nightmare) will have a 
“right” and a “left” just like all societies. One can fully un-
derstand race and still support the welfare state, marriage 
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for homosexuals, abortion on demand, cuts in defense 
spending, etc. I don’t want to chase away potential allies 
by adopting an unnecessarily confining label. But ex-
pressions become popular entirely on their own.31

After the original Alternative Right website was shut down, 
Liddell and Nowicki created a new website (also called Alter-
native Right), but it did not have the same reach as the original 
venture.32 And Liddell and Nowicki were not in a strong posi-
tion to be prominent figures in the American white-national-
ist movement. Liddell lived in Japan, and Nowicki, who 
among other things has declared (with seeming sincerity) that 
he has no problem with interracial marriage,33 is not a white 
nationalist himself.

CONCLUSION

Aside from the new Alternative Right website and a few mes-
sage boards, the term Alt-Right seemed to have fallen out of 
favor among the racial right on the Internet by 2014. How-
ever, no new term ever really arose to take its place. As a new 
iteration of the radical right began to grow, it needed some-
thing to call itself, and “Alt-Right” was available. But as we 
will see in the next chapter, when the Alt-Right emerged a 
second time, it went in a very different direction.



Following the demise of the original Alternative Right 
website, it appeared that the Alt-Right as a label (though 
obviously not white nationalism as an idea) was finished. 

Aside from the new Alternative Right website, the phrase “Al-
ternative Right” appeared to live on only in a few dark corners 
of the Internet, namely, 4chan and Reddit. But in 2015, the 
term “Alt-Right” was suddenly and unexpectedly being used 
by the radical right at multiple venues, especially social media. 
But the new Alt-Right was different—though it was based on 
the same fundamental premises.

The original Alternative Right, although it discussed a large 
number of issues, could generally be counted as one of the 
few online sources for highbrow white-nationalist content. 
It generally tried to maintain an intellectually serious tone 
as it promoted a racist and antiegalitarian worldview. The 
site’s section dedicated to human biodiversity (HBD) con-
tained endless discussions about the heritability of IQ—
this was especially true of the articles contributed by Rich-
ard Hoste. It avoided racial slurs and the angry, hateful 
rhetoric of earlier white nationalists, instead favoring a tone 
reminiscent of the writings on race and eugenics written by 
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early-twentieth-century progressives. The anti-Semitism at 
sites like Alternative Right maintained the academic jargon of 
people like Kevin MacDonald rather than the crude carica-
tures embraced by neo-Nazis.

This new alternative right, best known by the Twitter 
hashtag #AltRight, had none of the intellectual cover of its 
highbrow predecessor. It was ostentatiously vulgar and offen-
sive, violating every contemporary taboo related to race, ethnic-
ity, religion, and gender. Whereas the venues for highbrow 
white nationalism sought, with varying degrees of success, to 
present themselves as reasonable and serious, some elements 
of the new Alt-Right proudly flew the swastika and repeated 
the slogans of the older white-nationalist movement, such as 
“1488”—a number that combines the white nationalist David 
Lane’s “Fourteen Words” (“We must secure the existence of 
our people and a future for white children”) and a code for 
“Heil Hitler” (H is the eighth letter of the alphabet).1 While 
some voices of the Alt-Right displayed these symbols and slo-
gans earnestly, others, perhaps most, of the Alt-Right presented 
them in a peculiar way. The new Alt-Right put swastikas in 
Pepe’s eyes because it was hilarious.

Although Spencer clearly takes pride in naming the Alt-
Right and getting it off the ground, he also acknowledges that 
he was not responsible for its sudden resurgence:

The Alt-Right is what it is today not because of me; it is 
what it is today because I let it go. I didn’t possess it, 
and it was taken up by all these people. And so at this 
point, the Alt-Right is gigantic. It’s even being used in 
Europe. . . . Alt-Right is the banner of resistance. It’s the 
banner of European white identity politics. And it’s also 
just the banner of general edginess.2
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It does not appear that any one person can be credited for 
the resurgence of the Alt-Right as a popular term. From what 
I can tell, there was no strategy or plan behind it. Rather, in 
the years after Spencer shuttered the first Alternative Right, 
there was a growing white-identity movement online that did 
not really care for the term “white nationalist.” It seems that 
people simply gravitated to the term Alt-Right because most 
people with those views were already aware of it and there was 
no obviously superior label. I asked the prolific Alt-Right blog-
ger Lawrence Murray about this, and he largely concurred, 
telling me:

I can only speak to my own experience on that but if I 
had to pin it down I would say the Republican primaries 
really galvanized the need to adopt a label that signaled 
the movement was opposed to both the mainline left 
and right, but intellectually proximate to the latter. Al-
ternative right or Alt-Right was already floating around 
the circles I was most familiar with (The Right Stuff, 
Counter-Currents, and Radix).3

So “Alt-Right” became a catch-all term for this new racial 
right largely by default. A well-known Alt-Right podcaster 
who went by the name Jazzhands McFeels told me that the 
sudden growth of the movement pushed the acceptance of the 
label, in spite of some ambivalence about the term:

When I came into the movement in late 2014, the term 
“Alt-Right” was sort of a forced meme that had been 
loosely applied by some prominent members of the 
movement. It was sort of a personal choice whether or 
not to use it.  .  .  . As the movement began to coalesce, 
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predominantly and almost exclusively online, the Alt-
Right was used more frequently as a banner under which 
to rally. Once the media began referring to the move-
ment as the Alt-Right, that was it.4

In its first iteration, Spencer was undoubtedly the leader of 
the Alt-Right, given that the term was associated with his 
websites. But now, although journalists understandably seek 
out, again and again, a small number of prominent figures on 
the Alt-Right when writing stories about the movement, the 
truth is that the Alt-Right is without leaders in the usual 
sense. It is a disorganized mob that broadly shares a number 
of goals and beliefs. Pepe did not become the unofficial mas-
cot of the Alt-Right because there was a central figure telling 
his supporters to make Pepe their Twitter avatars but because 
someone decided Pepe was funny and others eventually agreed. 
As expressed by the neo-Nazi blogger Andrew Anglin:

The movement is, at this point, entirely leaderless. The 
people involved in contributing to and/or consuming 
the content are on different Alt-Right sites and forums, 
many are on Twitter, reddit, 4chan, etc.

There are minor “leaders,” people who others listen 
to, but because there is yet to be an officially codified 
doctrine, no actual leader exists. The mob is the 
movement.5

WHITE NATIONALISM WITH A SMIRK

The new Alt-Right movement on the Internet differs in tone 
not just from Alternative Right and similar websites but also 
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from the older white-nationalist movements. While it shares 
many of the same terms associated with skinheads and white-
supremacist organizations like the KKK and National Alli-
ance, its use of irony and humor clearly sets it apart. The move-
ment does not display the kind of ostentatious bloodlust you 
see in older white-nationalist books like The Turner Diaries. 
Instead it has podcasts like The Daily Shoah, which has a 
banner copied from the Comedy Central series The Daily 
Show. Rosie Gray, then a journalist at Buzzfeed, noted this in 
an early article about the Alt-Right:

The movement probably doesn’t look like anything you’ve 
seen before. The alt right is loosely connected, and mostly 
online. The white nationalists of the alt right share more 
in common with European far-right movements than 
American ones. This is a movement that draws upon 
relatively obscure political theories like neoreaction or 
the “Dark Enlightenment,” which reject the premises on 
which modernity is built, like democracy and egalitari-
anism. But it’s not all so high-minded as that. Take a 
glance at the #altright hashtag on Twitter or at The 
Right Stuff, an online hub of the movement, and you’ll 
find a penchant for aggressive rhetoric and outright ra-
cial and anti-Semitic slurs, often delivered in the arch, 
ironic tones common to modern internet discourse.6

Although Spencer and his webzines were clearly responsible 
for the creation of the Alt-Right as a concept, in terms of 
lingo and style, Alternative Right was probably not the most 
influential website in terms of shaping the Alt-Right as it 
exists today. As Gray suggests above, that title belongs to The 
Right Stuff, a site that publishes blog posts and podcasts from 
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a large number of contributors. TRS first went online in 
2012. Like the main venues for highbrow white nationalism 
(Counter-Currents, American Renaissance, the Occidental 
Observer, etc.), TRS posts lots of lengthy articles from a white-
nationalist perspective. However, TRS has long been more 
open and in-your-face when it comes to racism. It did not shy 
away from racial slurs, for example, and even worked to popu-
larize new ones, such as the phrase “Dindu Nuffins” as a term 
for African Americans. Many of the bizarre new terms associ-
ated with the Alt-Right appear to have been invented (or at least 
widely disseminated) at TRS.

And while the leading contributors to many highbrow 
white-nationalist websites wrote under their real names, most 
of the writers at TRS have used pennames. Most are unmis-
takably pennames, and some are absurdist: “Seventh Son,” 
“Cocky Caucasian,” “Alexandros Cuckington.” The use of 
pseudonyms protects the identities of the writers—though, as 
I will discuss in the conclusion to this book, many of these 
writers have had their real identities exposed. But the use of 
pennames also limits the ability of many Alt-Right writers 
and podcasters to reach a wider audience easily. When jour-
nalists and academics are looking for someone on the Alt-
Right to provide commentary, they typically turn to people 
willing to be completely open about both their views and 
their identities: people like Jared Taylor will probably always 
have a higher public profile than writers known only by names 
like “Bulbasaur.”

The contemporary Alt-Right is a subset of the larger Inter-
net troll culture, though Alt-Right trolls often have a serious 
purpose. For many years, well before anyone was using the 
term “Alt-Right,” it was easy to find racial trolling in the com-
ment sections of news stories, especially stories about race 
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with an unmoderated comment section. Such comments of-
ten led to aggressive online disputes among readers. This is 
one reason many online news sources have begun aggressively 
moderating their comments, banning anonymous comments, 
or simply disabling comment sections.

TRS has taken the lead in promoting Alt-Right trolling. It 
has published multiple articles providing advice on how to be 
a more effective troll and explaining what trolling is supposed 
to accomplish. Although many trolls engage in these activities 
just for the fun of it, TRS takes the position that trolling is 
important:

You should assume that you will never manage to con-
vince your ideological enemies of the merit of your po-
sition. Rather, the purpose of trolling is to convince 
people reading your comments of the merit of your posi-
tion. On many different web forums, lurkers outnumber 
posters by 10 to 1. The purpose of trolling raids is to con-
vince these anonymous people, not the person you dis-
agree with. As such, you can win hearts and minds even 
when met with universal opposition.7

TRS articles have also provided advice on how to troll as a 
team and have explained strategies for trolling different 
types of people and different kinds of Internet forums. 
Prompting large numbers of people simply to quit a particu-
lar venue is one of the more important victories a troll can 
achieve: “By dominating individual liberals and shifting the 
entire tone of the forum to the right, you can actually cause 
them to Rage Quit en masse. Of course once this happens, 
you’ll need to change servers, but damn is it a beautiful thing 
to witness.”8
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The anonymous and trollish nature of the Alt-Right cre-
ates additional problems for outsiders who wish sincerely to 
understand the movement. Journalists and scholars that in-
terview members of political movements need to be able to 
trust that they are receiving sincere answers. At the very least, 
when the person being interviewed masks his or her true 
views, we would expect them to do so for a practical reason, 
such as a desire to maintain social desirability. Problems arise 
when the person being interviewed lies simply because it is 
funny to do so.

One of the most high-profile cases of an anonymous Alt-
Right supporter deceiving a journalist occurred when Olivia 
Nuzzi of the Daily Beast wrote a story on the origin of Pepe. 
She reached out to two prominent Alt-Right personae on 
Twitter: Paul Town and someone who went by the name 
“Jared Taylor Swift”—a combination of Jared Taylor and the 
singer Taylor Swift (a pop-culture figure who has been appro-
priated by the Alt-Right).9 Swift gave Nuzzi a passionate de-
fense of Pepe as a great symbol of the Alt-Right and suggested 
that there was a coordinated campaign to “reclaim Pepe from 
normies.” In Alt-Right circles, a “normie” is a white person who 
is not part of the Alt-Right. Swift stated that Pepe is “a reflec-
tion of our souls, to most of us. It’s disgusting to see people 
(‘normies,’ if you will) use him so trivially. He belongs to us. 
And we’ll make him toxic if we have to.”

The problem with this article was that both Swift and 
Town were apparently spouting total nonsense. A subsequent 
story published in the Daily Caller reported that there never 
was any kind of coordinated effort to control the use of 
Pepe.10 In that story, Swift, who claimed still to be in high 
school, declared, “Basically, I interspersed various nuggets of 
truth and exaggerated a lot of things, and sometimes outright 
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lied—in the interest of making a journalist believe that online 
Trump supporters are largely a group of meme-jihadis who 
use a cartoon frog to push Nazi propaganda. Because this was 
funny to me.” Of course, we also cannot be confident that the 
Daily Caller’s follow-up story was entirely truthful, either. 
The Alt-Right’s willingness to lie shamelessly only adds to the 
befuddlement of outsiders.

The Alt-Right pulled off an even more successful prank 
just days before the 2016 general election. On November 2, 
Politico ran a story about an Alt-Right plot to suppress minor-
ity turnout across the country.11 Given the high level of racial 
polarization and social tension surrounding the election, con-
cerns about violence at the polls were warranted. However, the 
claims made by the people quoted in the story were obviously 
implausible, if not ridiculous. For example, Mike Enoch, TRS ’s 
owner, told the reporter:

Many polling locations are in schools, and black schools 
are so disorderly that pretty much any official-looking 
white person with a clipboard can gain access to them 
ahead of time and set up a hidden camera. You don’t re-
ally ever even have to speak with an adult. Simply walk 
in like you belong there and no one even asks you why 
you are there. So we usually go in teams of two, one per-
son driving and one person dressed as a blue collar 
worker with a clipboard, and we set up a hidden camera 
in the school cafeteria. Go during lunchtime and the 
teachers are all so busy trying to contain the kids that no 
one says anything. We already have a few set up.

Enoch also said, “We also have some teams going in to the 
ghettos in Philly with 40s and weed to give out to the local 
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residents which we think will lead to more of them staying 
home.”

Neither claim was true. Subsequent stories in other venues 
revealed the prank. As Enoch told the Daily Caller the very 
next day: “This email  .  .  . just rolled in, and I just saw it and 
thought I might play it a joke, and I never in a million years 
thought he’d print it. I was pretty sure he knew it was bullshit, 
but was then just going along with it for the fun of it, but it 
wasn’t until the sixth response that he sent that I realized he 
was going to go ahead and print this crap.”12

Although it is obvious that the writers and podcasters at 
TRS and similar venues are completely sincere in their racism 
and anti-Semitism, there is also a tongue-in-cheek element to 
their use of racial slurs and even a willingness to poke fun at 
the earnest radicalism of the earlier white nationalists. For ex-
ample, Murdoch Murdoch, a group that creates satirical Alt-
Right YouTube videos, has made videos mocking the unhinged 
genocidal lunacy of William Pierce.13 As Jazzhands McFeels 
told me when I asked him about the role of humor in the Alt-
Right: “Humor is one of the more effective tools we have at 
our disposal. Properly executed, it can be utilized to disarm 
our opposition, unravel their narratives, and pierce their argu-
ments with elements of taboo truths we use to tactically nuke 
their agenda.”14

A YOUNG MOVEMENT

People eager to enter a new era of racial egalitarianism have long 
had a great hope: that each generation is supposedly more pro-
gressive than the one that preceded it.15 Yes, the Archie Bunker 
personalities are still out there, but they are getting older 
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every year and will eventually be replaced entirely. The appear-
ance of a new and youthful racist movement suggests these 
hopes have been overstated.

Estimating the demographic attributes of the Alt-Right re-
quires a lot of guesswork. As it is anonymous and decentral-
ized, it is not possible to determine how many people consider 
themselves part of the Alt-Right. That said, it is clear that the 
Alt-Right is much younger, on average, than previous itera-
tions of the racial right in America. One can infer this youth-
fulness from the tone of the Alt-Right’s Internet dialogue, but 
there is other evidence as well. Recent white-nationalist con-
ferences—such as the conferences sponsored by the National 
Policy Institute—have had a large number of attendees under 
the age of thirty-five.

The relatively low median age at Alt-Right events is clearly 
a point of pride for their organizers, and one might be justly 
suspicious about these numbers. However, journalists who at-
tended these events have independently confirmed that young 
people are a major presence. Writing about a 2013 NPI con-
ference, Lauren Fox wrote in Salon: “Perhaps the most sur-
prising thing about the conference were the number of young 
men present, millennials in search of a political identity.”16 
The Southern Poverty Law Center similarly noted the large 
number of millennials at a recent NPI gathering.17

When I asked Spencer to describe the average supporter of 
the Alt-Right, he said the following:

They are definitely predominantly secular, although 
that doesn’t mean that you won’t have someone who is a 
traditionalist in the Alt-Right. You will occasionally 
have traditionalist Protestants, Catholics; orthodoxy is 
a kind of fad.  .  .  . I would say that it is no coincidence 
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that so many in the Alt-Right are tech savvy or actually 
tech professionals . . . a lot of these people came to these 
ideas by reading not just news on the Internet but phi-
losophy on the Internet and real analysis on the Inter-
net. They were willing to go there. They were willing to 
get their philosophy from unusual sources, nonauthori-
tative sources in the sense of books that are given the 
imprimatur of a university press or something like that. 
If I were to sum up your average Alt-Righter, if we were 
to make a composite image of the Alt-Right, I would 
probably say someone who is thirty years old, who is a 
tech professional, who is an atheist, and who lives on 
one of the coasts.18

The question is why young people, including well-educated 
young people, are attracted to a movement like the Alt-Right 
at this time. In the past, the stereotypical young white nation-
alist was an angry, bitter skinhead with limited skills and 
prospects. So why would millennials who clearly have market-
able skills be drawn into the Alt-Right? Until we can get some 
decent survey data from Alt-Right supporters, which may 
never happen, we can only speculate on this question. One 
common theme among the young Alt-Right supporters I in-
terviewed was that growing racial polarization during the 
Obama administration—especially the coverage of the Tray-
von Martin and Michael Brown shootings and the subsequent 
birth of the Black Lives Matter movement—pushed them to 
the right.

Some people within the Alt-Right have offered thoughts 
on why white nationalism has begun appealing to a larger 
demographic. Greg Johnson suggested that the Alt-Right is 
drawing in a higher caliber of people than earlier iterations 
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of American white nationalism because the career prospects 
of college-educated whites have declined. In the recent past, a 
college degree was viewed as a guaranteed ticket to a middle-
class lifestyle. Once people are financially secure and working 
a decent job, they are less drawn to radicalism. A growing 
number of young whites are returning home to live with their 
parents, remaining unemployed or underemployed for a long 
time, and their resentment grows. They also have a lot of free 
time to spend on the Internet. According to Johnson:

White Nationalists, of course, are always bemoaning 
the lack of young people in our movement, especially 
middle-class, college-educated young people—the people 
who were brought up on the idea that they were “tomor-
row’s leaders.” We are also, of course, given to bemoaning 
the fact that our best people are systematically coopted 
by the system. Their careers, families, and mortgages 
discourage them from taking unpopular stands.

Well, the system is no longer coopting an astonishing 
number of young, middle-class, college-educated white 
men and women. White dispossession has worked its 
way to their demographic group too. They are intelligent, 
educated, and ambitious. They are also unemployed, 
idle, angry, and searching for answers. For White Na-
tionalists, they are a vast, increasingly receptive audience, 
for we are the only ones offering honest explanations 
of  what is happening to them and realistic, long-term 
solutions.19

The comparative youthfulness of the Alt-Right can further 
complicate the effort to trace its intellectual roots. The origi-
nal Alt-Right was fairly literary, and the writers associated 
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with the term at the time had a basic grasp of political theory 
and history. This is still the case today for many of the most 
prominent Alt-Right voices. But the young members of the 
current Alt-Right seem to have relied primarily on Internet 
message boards, vulgar Alt-Right websites, and social media 
for their education on these subjects. I suspect Lawrence Mur-
ray was largely correct when he told me that “there’s a slight 
generation gap on the Alt-Right. You have one wing of more 
Gen X people who came through right-libertarianism, anar-
cho-capitalism, and paleoconservatism, but younger Millen-
nials and now even a slice of Gen Z people now are coming 
straight through /pol/ or directly to Alt-Right outlets with-
out having passed through anything else.”20 According to 
Murray, many on the Alt-Right may not have even been aware 
of earlier far-right movements before they aligned with the Alt-
Right, noting, “I myself had never heard of Pierce or Duke for 
example until becoming involved with the Alt-Right.”21

The youthfulness of the Alt-Right also probably accounts 
for many of the ways it differs from earlier white nationalism 
and paleoconservatism. These older movements were gener-
ally nostalgic and backward looking. They remember when 
the United States was overwhelmingly white, when multicul-
turalism was an abstraction rather than a lived reality. Even 
in those places that were diverse at the time, such as the 
South, there was a clear social hierarchy that benefitted 
whites in the mid–twentieth century. Most millennials do 
not have any memory of living in a country with those kinds 
of demographics or of benefitting from overt, unapologetic, 
and institutionalized racism. Early white nationalists pined 
for the America they remember and thus seemed to have a 
residual patriotism. This new crop of white nationalists, hav-
ing grown up in a much more diverse United States, has never 
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known an America that approximates the white-nationalist 
vision and thus seem willing to reject America—openly de-
siring the collapse of the country or the creation of a new 
white-nationalist regime that has nothing in common with 
the constitutional government the nation has known since 
its inception.22

MEME MAGIC

The Alt-Right is obsessed with memes, which is not surpris-
ing, as memes are now a major element of the Internet. An 
Internet meme is simply an image, video, idea, hashtag, or 
 slogan that spreads virally online. The most famous Internet 
memes tend to be innocuous, such as funny cat pictures. The 
word “meme” was popularized by Richard Dawkins in his 
book The Selfish Gene. According to Dawkins:

Examples of memes are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, 
clothes, fashions, ways of making pots or of building 
arches. Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene 
pool by leaping from body to body via sperm or eggs, so 
memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by leap-
ing from brain to brain via a process which, in the broad 
sense, can be called imitation. If a scientist hears, or 
reads about, a good idea, he passes it on to his colleagues 
and students. He mentions it in articles and his lectures. 
If the idea catches on, it can be said to propagate it-
self. . . . When you plant a fertile meme in my mind you 
literally parasitize my brain, turning it into a vehicle for 
the meme’s propagation in just the way a virus may para-
sitize the genetic mechanism of the host cell.23
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Although Internet memes are typically seen as a source 
of frivolous amusement—and much of the Alt-Right treats 
them that way—there is also a logic to Alt-Right memes. A 
dedicated cohort of Alt-Right propagandists, relentlessly 
pushing the more popular memes, are able to introduce terms 
and concepts into popular discussion, even among people 
who do not use social media. And it turns out that some of 
the most successful Alt-Right memes were initially pushed by 
a small number of Internet trolls but were eventually spread 
across social media, especially Twitter, largely by people with 
no affiliation with the Alt-Right. A study conducted by the 
Southern Poverty Law Center found that a handful of influ-
ential Twitter users (such as Mike Cernovich, who might be 
properly labeled as part of the “Alt-Lite,” which I will discuss 
in chapter 6) were responsible for spreading the rumor that 
Hillary Clinton was in poor health—a notion that was even-
tually embraced by many people with no connection to the 
Alt-Right.24

There are few ways to know ahead of time which memes 
will ultimately break out of message boards such as 4chan 
and Reddit and permeate into the broader culture. The more 
successful memes tend to be those that are not ostentatiously 
racist and that have at least some plausible connection to real-
ity. For example, toward the end of the 2016 presidential cam-
paign, the Alt-Right began pushing a series of fake Clinton 
ads on social media with the hashtag #draftourdaughters,25 
often used along with the preexisting Clinton hashtag #Stron-
gerTogether. The phony ads were premised on the notion that 
Clinton wanted women to register for the draft—which is ac-
tually true—but also suggested Clinton was eager to start a 
war with Russia and wanted women to be on the front lines. 
One of these ads showed a pregnant woman along with the 
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text, “I am one month until my due date. And two months 
until I can fight for her.”

Another successful meme, started at The Right Stuff, was 
the placement of three parentheses around Jewish names—
(((Albert Einstein))), for example. The purpose of the paren-
theses was to highlight the large number of Jewish Americans 
in the media and academia. An Alt-Right supporter even cre-
ated a Google Chrome plug-in called the “Coincidence De-
tector.” The plug-in automatically put parentheses around 
Jewish-sounding names on web pages and was downloaded by 
thousands of people. Google quickly removed the plug-in for 
violating its hate-speech policies.26

As an act of defiance, a number of Jewish journalists (as 
well as other non-Jewish journalists) began to put their own 
names in parentheses. This only amused the Alt-Right. The 
point of the campaign was draw attention to the overrepre-
sentation of Jews in the media. When Jewish media personali-
ties began to do this to themselves, the Alt-Right considered it 
an even greater victory.27

The “Red Pill” is another common Alt-Right meme. This is 
an idea borrowed from the 1999 science-fiction film The Ma-
trix. In the film, the character Morpheus gave the protago-
nist, Neo, a chance to take the “red pill,” which would show 
him the true nature of reality, hidden from everyone else. Af-
ter taking the pill, Neo’s life could never be the same again. 
According to the Alt-Right, most white Americans (“normies”) 
live in a fantasy world, believing myths propagated by pro-
gressives. But a person who takes the red pill is suddenly aware 
of purported biological racial differences, problems associated 
with racial diversity, and various conspiracy theories about 
Jewish subversion. On Alt-Right blogs and message boards, 
discussions of how individuals were “redpilled” are common, 
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as are discussions about how to give other people the red pill.28 
Much of the Alt-Right also seems to agree that taking the red 
pill leads to an irresistible urge to get involved in the move-
ment. When I asked an Alt-Right essayist who writes under 
the name Henry Olson why he began creating right-wing con-
tent, he said the following: “I do not think I have the option 
to ignore the important events going on around me. When 
our entire culture is under attack, I need to do what I can to 
fight back and try to protect it, even when my contribution is 
very small. Otherwise, all of the time I’ve spent reading would 
be for nothing; I could have just as well spent that time gar-
dening or working on my tan.”29

Aside from Pepe, the Alt-Right has also adopted other ir-
reverent mascots. The “Moon Man,” based on an anthropomor-
phic crescent moon used by the restaurant chain McDonald’s 
as a mascot in the 1980s, has also been appropriated by the 
movement.30 Alt-Right supporters have posted videos on You-
Tube depicting Moon Man rapping via a text-to-speech syn-
thesizer. The lyrics to these songs—which have titles like 
“Black Lives Don’t Matter”—are filled with racist invective.

There is a certain irony to the Alt-Right’s success online. 
Especially following the 2008 presidential campaign, when 
Barack Obama’s campaign skillfully used the Internet to out-
maneuver both Hillary Clinton and John McCain, it looked 
like the left had a near-monopoly on successful online activ-
ism.31 At that time, it seemed libertarians were the only peo-
ple on the right with any talent for the medium. While the 
Tea Party movement successfully used the Internet to orga-
nize and mobilize, its online efforts were heavily supple-
mented by massive financial support and infrastructure in 
the real world.
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The Alt-Right’s ability to use the Internet more success-
fully than anyone else in 2016 was a shock to many people. As 
Douglas Haddow noted in the Guardian:

Back in 2010, the idea of using memes to political 
ends was still housed within a fairly slim leftist-activist 
corridor—it was a tool that seemed entirely of our own 
creation, and entirely under our control. We viewed 
memes as a vehicle through which activists could speak 
truth to power—they were molotov Jpegs to be thrown 
at corporate hegemony’s bulletproof limousine.

Never in our most ironic dreams did we think that 
the spirit of our tired, lager-fueled pisstakes would end 
up leading to a resurgence of white nationalism and 
make the prospect of a fascist America faintly realistic.32

The instantaneous ability for readers to interact with a story 
and with one another was expected to improve democratic de-
liberation. Two researchers studying racism in news comment 
sections noted:

The rise of many-to-many communication networks 
initially offered great promise for a “new public sphere” 
of citizen journalists and, at long last, an overthrow of 
corporate agenda-setting in political news gathering, 
reporting, and framing. In this new public sphere, 
the people—rather than news media pundits or news 
corporations—would (re)shape democratic discourse 
through direct participation.33

The reality proved to be very different.
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LOOSE COORDINATION

Alt-Right memes and strategies tend to thrive or fade away 
organically, based on what is effective, rather than because a 
particular leader promotes them from above. But while many 
Alt-Right supporters really are working completely indepen-
dently from the others, in certain circumstances supporters of 
the Alt-Right do coordinate, even if they do not know one 
another’s identities. An Alt-Right supporter, who wished only 
to be known as “Brad,” explained to me how different kinds 
of Alt-Right online activities typically occur: “It’s both [coor-
dinated and uncoordinated]. Depends. There’s a constant 
background of independent, uncoordinated trolling. But even 
these memes are posted, copied, and modified. However, cir-
cumstances arise when attacks become more coordinated.”

As an example of Alt-Right cooperation, Brad noted that a 
group on Reddit worked together to sift through the Hillary 
Clinton e-mails released through WikiLeaks, searching for 
damning material. Beyond Reddit, a Clinton opponent set up 
a website in July 2016 that was dedicated specifically to this 
project (http:  //clintonfoundationinvestigation  .com  /). At this 
site, readers were able to share conveniently any information 
that might be damaging to Clinton and subsequently to push 
this material into the broader conversation. The site also 
 contained a massive repository of anti-Clinton memes that 
could be easily shared on social media or printed out and left 
in public places.

Other documents posted online provided advice on how to 
push a particular narrative during the presidential campaign. 
One anonymous Alt-Right supporter posted an article on 
“Advanced Meme Warfare” at the site pastebin  .com.34 Ac-
cording to the author of the piece:
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Successful guerilla PR / Astroturfing campaigns can 
be broken down into 3 simple steps:

Step 1: Research
Step 2: Content Creation
Step 3: Outreach.
Considering that The witch’s [Clinton’s] side owns 

almost the entirety of the [mainstream media], we’re go-
ing to be facing an upward battle. That said, meme 
magic is real and our collective effort has the power to 
produce some pretty incredible results. With that said, I 
will chop this up into sections focusing on All three of 
these aspects plus some additional info on maintaining 
online privacy/safety and keeping your identity obscure.35

The article went on to explain how to create memes using the 
fonts associated with the Clinton campaign, how to create 
dummy Twitter accounts that would attract a large number 
of “normie” followers, how to manipulate journalists into 
following fake leads, and how to do all of the above without 
risking the loss of anonymity (by setting up private proxy 
servers, for example).

These and related documents demonstrate how sophisti-
cated the Alt-Right’s online disinformation campaign had be-
come by the end of 2016. But even when highly complex, the 
Alt-Right’s online activities were not the result of any central 
planning. Memes spread virally, guided by the invisible hand 
of the Internet market. When a strategy was effective and 
popular, it was imitated by others.

Whereas research and the creation of memes is often a col-
lective affair, honed and perfected over time, online harassment 
of individuals is typically spontaneous. According to Brad: 
“What trolling coordination exists seems more content than 
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target driven. Collaboration is done for research and generating 
memes. Not saying, ‘Hey let’s all attack this guy on Twitter.’ 
Now, that said pile-ons do occur. But that’s endemic to Twitter. 
People can see friends trolling and join in for the lulz.”

The claim that the online harassment of specific individu-
als occurs spontaneously rather than as the result of a precon-
ceived plan seems to be correct—though the Alt-Right has 
compiled contact information for well-known journalists.36 
But there are some common characteristics among people 
who receive Alt-Right harassment online. They tend to be 
public figures, especially journalists. This makes sense from a 
strategic perspective, as famous people typically have a large 
number of social-media followers—far more than the average 
Alt-Right account. The Alt-Right can capture the attention of 
these followers if it successfully baits such a person into a pub-
lic dispute. Jewish journalists, mainstream conservative jour-
nalists, and progressive celebrities that attack Donald Trump 
or the Alt-Right directly are especially likely to receive online 
abuse from the Alt-Right.

Yet for all the abuse that the Alt-Right heaps on main-
stream public figures, the movement also recognizes that it 
has largely depended upon these opponents for its own expan-
sion. Had prominent writers never discussed the Alt-Right at 
their own venues (even to denounce the movement), it would 
likely have experienced slower growth. August J. Rush, the 
editor of an Alt-Right/NRx website called Dissident Right, 
suggested to me that Alt-Right trolls had successfully manip-
ulated journalists into giving the movement more attention 
than it warranted at the time:

The Alt-Right went from a tiny, fringe thing found on 
Twitter & /pol/ to being a major component of the 2016 
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election. That’s truly impressive, and I think that’s mostly 
due to the unique lives of journalists. Their entire lives 
are lived online on sites like Twitter, and so what they 
see and report on tends to come to life through their 
articles—at times, it is a self-fulfilling prophecy. Normal 
people don’t live their existence online on places like 
Twitter, so most people had no idea we existed. We es-
sentially created a false reality for them where they were 
drowned in responses by our Great Troll Army, to the 
point where journalists began to become afraid to write 
anti-White content out of fear of the online backlash. . . . 
The Alt-Right literally did not have a physical presence 
until recently; we practically memed ourselves into ex-
istence through hijacking the OODA [observe, orient, 
decide, and act] loop of journalists, getting them to 
write about this scary, secretive, mean online group, and 
drawing more and more eyes & converts when people 
began to tune in to see what our platforms were.37

Rush makes an important point, one worth reiterating. As 
recently as 2015, the Alt-Right was largely a Potemkin village. A 
trifling number of keyboard activists concentrated their fire on 
a small number of famous figures on social media, giving im-
portant opinion leaders the impression that there was a massive 
white-nationalist army taking over Twitter. By simply engaging 
with these trolls online, and in some cases writing articles warn-
ing America about this supposedly dangerous menace, the 
Alt-Right’s opponents gave them visibility they would not have 
had otherwise. Although many (perhaps most) of the people 
who learned about the Alt-Right because of this new exposure 
were horrified to learn of its existence, others thought it sounded 
like a fun, worthwhile movement and decided to join.
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CONCLUSION

The Alt-Right is a radical right-wing movement perfectly 
suited for the Internet age. It knows how to speak to disaf-
fected young millennials. It can quickly respond to current 
events and a changing media environment and can spontane-
ously coordinate, even in the absence of formal leadership. As 
an anonymous army of online trolls, it is remarkable that it 
made itself known in an election year when there was no 
shortage of breaking news that needed to be covered, bringing 
the far-right into the national discussion to a degree unseen 
since the end of David Duke’s political career.

But the Alt-Right, even after Trump’s victory, remains a 
powerless and marginalized group, and the organized conser-
vative movement remains the primary opponent of the egali-
tarian left. For this reason, the Alt-Right wants to help facilitate 
the demise of conservatism.



When discussing the Alt-Right, much of the analysis by 
journalists focuses, as it should, on the movement’s 
attacks on racial and religious minorities. The Alt-

Right’s insults and online harassment of marginalized com-
munities should not be downplayed. However, the main target 
of the Alt-Right’s wrath, at least for now, is arguably not 
 African Americans, Latinos, or political progressives; it is 
mainstream conservatives.

Many of the Alt-Right’s complaints about the mainstream 
conservative movement echo those made by earlier right-wing 
movements, especially the paleoconservatives. But a key dif-
ference is that the paleoconservatives were interested in re-
forming conservatism, perhaps returning it to the philosophical 
foundation that it rested upon before the neoconservatives 
pushed it in a more egalitarian, progressive direction. Accord-
ing to a common paleoconservative view, conservatism could 
once again be a valuable political movement if it experienced a 
major change in leadership. The Alt-Right is very different. It 
does not care at all about limited government per se. It does 
not even share conservatism’s passion for the basic symbols of 
American patriotism. Although there is diversity of opinion 
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on the Alt-Right, it generally argues for something entirely 
distinct from conservatism and views the existence and strength 
of the conservative movement as a challenge to overcome. 
A key problem with conservatism, from the Alt-Right’s per-
spective, is that it shares too many premises with liberalism 
(both classical and contemporary).

THE ALT-RIGHT CASE AGAINST CONSERVATISM

The Alt-Right’s supporters may not agree on which philo-
sophical premises undergird the movement, but I have never 
encountered anyone on the Alt-Right who believes the works 
of conservatives such as Russell Kirk, Frank Meyer, or Milton 
Friedman should serve as a primary source of inspiration. It 
consistently argues for beginning from a completely different 
foundation. In fact, the Alt-Right is calling for something 
even more radical than the rejection of American conserva-
tism. The Alt-Right also rejects many of the basic premises of 
classical liberalism and the Enlightenment. This has been 
pointed out by some of the Alt-Right’s opponents.1

The Alt-Right critiques the conservative movement for 
failing to recognize that the United States is now fundamen-
tally different from what it was in the 1950s, when conserva-
tism first emerged as a serious political force. Although conser-
vatism is presumably based on abstract principles and in 
theory can appeal to people of all genders, racial groups, and 
religions, the reality is that conservatism has always been most 
appealing to people with specific demographic characteristics: 
financially secure white people living in suburbs and rural ar-
eas. Key figures in the Republican Party (with which conser-
vatism has long been intimately connected) clearly recognized 
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this—if they had not, there would have never been the Re-
publican “Southern Strategy.”2 However, as a result of re-
markable demographic changes since 1965, the primary con-
stituents of conservative politics have been shrinking as a 
percentage of the overall electorate.

There are some notable parallels between how the main-
stream left and the Alt-Right view the issue of demographic 
change and the GOP. The left has long pointed out that 
conservatism, as defined by the mainstream conservative 
movement, is not a winning platform in twenty-first-century 
America.3 For this reason, the Republican Party needs to 
abandon those elements of conservatism that have limited 
appeal in today’s demographic environment—an environment 
that will only become more challenging for conservatism in 
the coming decades. Like progressives, the Alt-Right similarly 
argues that conservatism as we know it is becoming obsolete. 
But rather than move left, the Alt-Right wants the Republican 
Party to embrace the hard right and push transparent white-
identity politics, with the ultimate goal of stopping and even 
reversing these demographic trends.

A key problem with the mainstream conservative movement, 
according to many Alt-Right supporters, is that it refuses to 
take identity politics seriously. Since Nixon, conservatives 
have won elected office by appealing to white anxieties, but 
once in power, the Alt-Right argues, these conservatives never 
actually fought for the policies that their white voters really 
wanted. Ellison Lodge made this argument in Taki’s Magazine 
in 2009:

The Southern Strategy succeeded in electing Republi-
cans, but they didn’t even bother trying to do anything 
about immigration or [racial] quotas. Richard Nixon 
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won by appropriating the language of George Wallace, 
but went on to increase the Civil Rights department’s 
budget by 800 percent, institute the Philadelphia Plan 
for quotas, and a host of other left-wing racial policies. 
Reagan signed the 1986 amnesty bill. Bush I won with 
the Willie Horton ad, but went on to extend quotas 
with the renewed Civil Rights Act. In addition to his 
constant push for amnesty, Bush II encouraged the Su-
preme Court to uphold racial preferences in the Gratz 
and Grutter cases.4

The general Alt-Right critique of conservatism can be summed 
up as follows: white people are the predominant constituents 
of conservative politics, but conservatives in power rarely pro-
mote white interests. In fact, many conservatives consider it a 
point of pride that they do not promote white interests. Over 
the course of the 2016 election, the Alt-Right created a term 
for this kind of conservative.

“CUCKSERVATISM”

“Cuckservative”—a combination of the words cuckold and 
conservative—has been one of the Alt-Right’s most successful 
memes. A cuckold is a man with a wife who has been unfaith-
ful; it more specifically refers to a man who (knowingly or un-
knowingly) helps raise offspring that are not genetically his 
own. Although it is unclear who first coined the term, the 
meaning of “cuckservative” was explained by the right-wing 
blogger Alfred W. Clark: “Very basically, the cuckservative is 
a white gentile conservative (or libertarian) who thinks he’s 
promoting his own interests but really isn’t. In fact, the cuck-
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servative is an extreme universalist and seems often to suffer 
from ethnomasochism & pathological altruism. In short, a 
cuckservative is a white (non-Jewish) conservative who isn’t 
racially aware.” 5

Racist invective on Twitter is certainly not new. But the 
hashtag “#cuckservative” stood out because of the astonishing 
number of times it was used online and the large amount of 
media attention it received. According to the New York Times, 
the word was used five thousand times on Twitter in just one 
day.6 Writing in the New Republic, Jeet Heer attempted to 
discern why the new word saw such a meteoric rise in use: “The 
term cuckservative is popular because it pushes psycho-sexual 
hot buttons. Racism and sexism have always been connected, 
with one of the prime justifications for racial hierarchy being 
the supposed need to protect white women from black men 
and also, more implicitly, to keep black women sexually sub-
missive to white men.”7

In hindsight, it seems that mainstream conservatives would 
have been better off simply ignoring the new insult, dismiss-
ing it as yet another irrelevant vulgar slur from a marginalized, 
irrelevant corner of the Internet. But a significant number of 
conservatives did not ignore the attack and instead began 
expressing their outrage about “#cuckservative.”

Matt Lewis wrote multiple articles on the subject, explain-
ing that he was doing so to alert readers of the term’s real 
meaning:

The danger is that otherwise well-meaning grassroots 
conservatives might mistakenly think this term, which, 
at best, is meant to be emasculating, was merely an 
anodyne synonym for RINO [“Republican in name 
only”—a term conservatives use for Republicans that 



■ 96 ■

THE ALT-RIGHT ATTACK ON THE CONSERVATIVE MOVEMENT

do not work to advance conservative causes]. Instead, it’s 
a rallying cry for white supremacists and “neoreactionar-
ies” who, for whatever reason, seem to back Trump.8

Erick Erickson—a conservative radio host and vocal oppo-
nent of the Alt-Right and Donald Trump—emphasized that 
the people who used the term were not conservatives:

The people who use the term “cuckservative” are racists, 
not conservative, and not Christian. They may claim to 
be Christian, but I have a hard time thinking anyone 
who sees the world in terms of skin color, instead of 
souls to be saved, is really meaningfully a Christian. 
Considering they routinely attack evangelical Christians 
for adopting outside their race or, you know, providing 
comfort to the children of illegal aliens who’ve been 
dropped off at the American border bewildered and 
abused, they sure are not acting on the faith they claim.9

As is often the case when challenging Internet trolls, Lew-
is’s and Erickson’s attacks on those who used the “cuckserva-
tive” slur not only drew fire from the Alt-Right but brought 
it to the attention of large numbers of people who would 
probably have never heard of it (Erickson alone has more than 
150,000 followers on Twitter). Both figures became immedi-
ate sources of mockery by the Alt-Right on social media and 
various websites. Jeb Bush was another common recipient of 
the slur, largely because of his comparatively progressive stance 
on immigration and his Mexican-American wife.

Lewis’s and Erickson’s sentiments were shared by main-
stream conservatives, who rejected the cuckservative concept 
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and denounced those who used it. While Rush Limbaugh 
used language that was reminiscent of cuckservative (“If 
Trump were your average, ordinary, cuckolded Republican, 
he would have apologized by now, and he would have begged 
for forgiveness, and he would have gone away”),10 there is no 
evidence that he was familiar with the slur at the time. To my 
knowledge, Milo Yiannopoulos, a writer and editor at Breit-
bart, is the only conservative with access to mainstream venues 
who defended the term.11 Yiannopoulos is himself a controver-
sial figure, best known for his vitriolic attacks on feminism 
and, more recently, for his comments that seemed to glorify 
pederasty. I will discuss both him and Breitbart in greater detail 
in chapter 7.

Shortly after the term was popularized, a short e-book 
on the “cuckservative” slur was released. Cuckservative: How 
“Conservatives” Betrayed America was written and published 
in 2015 by Vox Day and John Red Eagle.12 The book claimed 
that, contrary to the mainstream conservative position, the 
United States is not a “proposition nation,” one based upon 
abstract principles such as liberty and equality. According to 
Day and Red Eagle, the United States was always meant to be 
a country for a particular people with a shared ancestry—this 
was made clear in the preamble to the Constitution, which 
explicitly stated that it intended to “secure the blessings of lib-
erty to ourselves and our posterity.” The book states:

The key phrase is this: “to ourselves and our posterity.” 
The blessings of liberty are not to be secured to all the 
nations of the world, to the tired and huddled masses, 
or to the wretched refuse of the teeming shores of other 
lands. They are to be secured to our children, and their 
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children, and their children’s children. To sacrifice their 
interests to the interests of children in other lands is to 
betray both past and future America. It is to permit an 
alien posterity, like the newly hatched cuckoo in another 
bird’s nest, to eliminate our own, and in doing so, defeat 
the purpose of the Constitution. It is, like the cuckolded 
husband, to raise the children of another man instead of 
one’s own sons and daughters.13

Day and Red Eagle went on to argue against many of the 
common conservative and liberal talking points about the 
United States—such as the generally accepted notion that 
the United States is a “nation of immigrants”—and challenged 
the idea that immigrants tend, in the long run, to assimilate to 
American norms. Unsurprisingly, most of the book was dedi-
cated to the subjects of demographics and immigration, but it 
also argued against the principle of free trade—one of the few 
points of near-uniform agreement within the mainstream con-
servative movement.

The Alt-Right was delighted by the rapid spread of the 
“cuckservative” meme and the furious response it received 
from conservative media. A writer using the pen name “Clear 
Above” explained at The Right Stuff what the Alt-Right had 
learned from the controversy:

First, mass movements are overrated and individuals 
matter. #Cuckservative was from the beginning astro-
turfed, pushed by a small number of highly dedicated in-
dividuals backed by a small number of article writers and 
meme creators. Popular movements are overvalued—we 
only need a few hundred people, at most, to affect the 
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course of public policy. Our problem is one of coordina-
tion, not numbers.

Second, #cuckservative revealed the ideal level of edg-
iness. Obviously, opinions inside the Overton window 
are useless, while Ben Garrison levels of hatred will sim-
ply get us ignored and shunned. #Cuckservative evi-
dently hit a sweet spot, presenting a message that was 
usually but not invariably racial in nature. This put us in 
a position where people would listen to our message in-
stead of rejecting it out of hand. Going forward, we 
should strive for this level of edginess: probably racially 
aware, but with plausible deniability.14

Scholarly research confirmed that, within any online social 
movement, a small number of “buzzmakers” can have a dis-
proportionate impact.15 A quick glance at the hashtags associ-
ated with the Alt-Right demonstrates this is true—a relatively 
small number of accounts have created a large percentage of 
the overall number of tweets. Clear Above’s second point is 
particularly important for understanding the strategy of the 
Alt-Right. Experience has taught the radical right that the 
older white-nationalist movement’s preferred tactics—such as 
marching in Nazi uniforms or KKK robes—are less than 
worthless when it comes to spreading its message; normal 
people are turned off by such methods. On the other hand, if 
the Alt-Right were entirely to hide its racial agenda and at-
tempt to blend in with mainstream conservatives, its effect 
would be negligible. Forcing a change in the conversation in-
stead requires a balancing act between the two extremes. The 
Alt-Right, more than any radical right-wing movement in 
recent history, seems to have found that balance.
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AGAINST THE RELIGIOUS RIGHT

The Alt-Right is (for the most part) secular in its orientation 
and hostile to the politicized Christianity that dominated Re-
publican politics since the late 1970s. For a generation, the 
secular left viewed the religious right as the greatest obstacle 
to the creation of an open and tolerant society; it now appears 
that the postreligious may be more threatening to fundamen-
tal liberal values than the religious right ever was.

For many on the Alt-Right, the religious right represents 
most of what it opposes. Some of the Alt-Right is opposed to 
Christianity as such. Nietzsche is cited by Richard Spencer 
and others associated with the movement as an inspiration, 
which itself is a major departure from mainstream conserva-
tives, who for years have railed against the nineteenth-century 
German philosopher and his influence. The conservative 
newspaper Human Events listed Beyond Good and Evil as one 
of the top ten most harmful books of the last two hundred 
years, along with The Communist Manifesto, Mein Kampf, 
and Quotations from Chairman Mao.16

Unlike most conservatives, much of the Alt-Right nods along 
with Nietzsche’s critique of Christianity and its “slave morality” 
and views the Christian worldview as a hindrance to the redis-
covery of aristocratic values. According to elements of the radi-
cal right, despite formally repudiating Christian conservatives 
and often rejecting religion entirely, liberals still maintain a basic 
Christian ethos: a sense of guilt, a belief in atonement, and the 
idea that weakness is a measure of moral superiority.17

The Alt-Right also critiques Christianity as a universal reli-
gion equally open to all people. This is rooted in the Gospels and 
seems an inescapable element of the faith (“There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male 
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nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus”).18 This belief in a 
spiritual unity of all mankind presumably weakens the ability of 
particular ethnic and racial groups to favor their own people.

Christianity’s Jewish roots are another source of far-right 
hostility toward the religion. Even among those white nation-
alists who are less hostile to Jews, there is a sense that Christi-
anity is a foreign religion imposed on Europeans, and for that 
reason, Europeans should reject it. If they insist on having 
some kind of religious attachment, it should be an indigenous 
European faith—like the Norse or Greco-Roman religions.19 
But for the anti-Semitic element of the far right, Christianity 
is a major problem because of the central role that Jews play in 
Christian history and theology. According to the Alt-Right, 
the notion that Jews are “God’s chosen people” provides Jews 
a special status in the minds of many Christians (never mind 
that for much of its history, Christianity exhibited great hos-
tility toward Jews).20

Even greater than its criticism of the religion is the Alt-
Right’s criticism of politicized Christianity, which has long 
been a powerful force in the United States and which the Alt-
Right views as a major hindrance to the development of ex-
plicit white-identity politics.

This may at first seem odd given that, in many ways, the 
religious right has been on the farthest right-wing fringes of 
the conservative movement. Jerry Falwell was no leftist, and it 
is clear that there was at least some racial angle to the rise of 
the religious right—fury at being forced to integrate schools 
appears to have one reason the religious right exploded onto 
the political scene in the 1970s.21

But the religious right has been undergoing a slow change. 
Most of the original major voices associated with the religious 
right are now deceased or well into their retirement, and the 
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evangelical leaders that have replaced them are not particu-
larly right wing. We now increasingly hear evangelicals speak-
ing out on issues relating to social and economic justice and 
downplaying their traditional political issues such as abor-
tion, gay marriage, and prayer in school.

Although the rank-and-file white evangelicals remain as 
Republican and conservative on many issues as ever (white 
evangelicals voted overwhelmingly for Trump), many of the 
people at the top of their religious institutions are not. Even 
the famously conservative Southern Baptist Convention has 
made significant moves to the political left on critical issues. 
For example, in 2011 the SBC called for immigration reform 
that would provide undocumented immigrants with “a just 
and compassionate path to legal status.”22 More recently, the 
SBC endorsed efforts to invite refugees from war-torn coun-
tries into the United States, resolving “That we encourage 
Southern Baptist churches and families to welcome and adopt 
refugees into their churches and homes as a means to demon-
strate to the nations that our God longs for every tribe, 
tongue, and nation to be welcomed at His Throne.”23

The SBC has also taken a new stance on the issue of the 
Confederate battle flag. Although supporters of the flag are 
surely overrepresented among SBC ranks, the denomination 
nonetheless resolved in 2016 “That we call our brothers and 
sisters in Christ to discontinue the display of the Confederate 
battle flag as a sign of solidarity of the whole Body of Christ, 
including our African-American brothers and sisters.”24 This 
kind of language triggers immediate responses from the Alt-
Right, even those that identify as Christian. Hunter Wallace, 
for example, described Russell Moore, the current president 
of the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission of the SBC, 
as an “anti-Southern cultural maggot.”25
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Supporters of the Alt-Right, as well as many mainstream 
conservatives, are also critical of the current pope. The Argen-
tinean Pope Francis, the first non-European pope in more 
than one thousand years and the first pope ever from the 
Southern Hemisphere, has focused on very different issues 
than those that animate America’s political right. Whereas 
Pope John Paul II was a consistent ally of the United States on 
the issue of communism and beloved by conservatives as a 
 result, Pope Francis’s view of Islamic terrorism is decidedly 
different from the views typically put forward by conserva-
tives. For example, Pope Francis does not apparently share the 
typical conservative view on Islam. He has denounced Islam-
ophobia on multiple occasions.26

Abortion is one of the few subjects that conservative Cath-
olics and Protestants have not wavered on. Both the Vatican 
and the major evangelical denominations remain committed 
to the prolife cause. But in the eyes of many on the Alt-Right, this 
intransigence is a problem, not an asset. Although not unified 
in their opinion, the Alt-Right, on average, is more prochoice 
than the mainstream conservative movement. This is not be-
cause the Alt-Right is committed to a woman’s right to choose. 
Instead, many on the Alt-Right favor abortion because they 
believe it is eugenic. Although conservatives often argue that 
abortion is racist because a disproportionate number of abor-
tions take place within the African American and Hispanic 
communities, many voices on the Alt-Right look at those same 
numbers and declare abortion a good thing. As one Alt-Right 
essayist put it:

First of all, the pro-life position is clearly dysgenic. A 2011 
study showed that in 2008, while 16 percent of women 
aged 15–44 lived below the poverty line, among women 
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who had abortions, the number was 42 percent. His-
panic and African-American women made up a com-
bined 31 percent of this age group, but almost 55 per-
cent of those who chose to terminate a pregnancy. The 
reasons behind these patterns aren’t hard to figure out. 
In a world with reliable birth control, it is quite easy to 
avoid an unwanted pregnancy; the only ones who can’t 
are the least intelligent and responsible members of soci-
ety: women who are disproportionately Black, Hispanic, 
and poor.27

Given all of the above, it is no surprise that the Alt-Right has 
furiously attacked the major leaders and institutions of Chris-
tianity. Yet, as I see it, the Alt-Right also seems to be becoming 
less overtly hostile to Christianity as such—The Right Stuff, 
for example, recently began hosting an Alt-Right Christian 
podcast called “The Godcast.” It is now easy to find many Alt-
Right bloggers and other figures that identify as Christians 
while still denouncing mainstream politicized Christianity.

I asked Gregory Hood about this. Hood is a prolific Alt-
Right essayist and the author of the book Waking Up from the 
American Dream.28 He is also well known as a non-Christian 
and has written multiple essays on paganism and religion in 
general.29 According to Hood, within the Alt-Right

there is actually more of a tendency moving back to-
wards Christianity. However, this “Christianity” is of a 
form deeply hostile towards most recognized Christian 
authorities today, guys like Pope Francis, Russell Moore, 
etc. Everyone on the Alt Right agrees contemporary 
Christian leaders have essentially betrayed their own 
flock. Where there is a difference is whether they believe 
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this is inherent to Christianity or whether contempo-
rary Christian leaders are essentially heretics.30

CASES OF ALT-RIGHT HARASSMENT  
OF CONSERVATIVES

The Alt-Right has no fond feelings for the mainstream con-
servative movement or its primary spokespersons. However, 
not all conservatives have been attacked by the Alt-Right with 
equal fervor. Some individuals have been targeted directly by 
the Alt-Right, suffering incessant harassment (usually online 
but occasionally in the real world) and “doxing”—the release 
of personal information such as their home addresses and 
phone numbers. In 2016, there were two primary catalysts 
for an Alt-Right attack on a conservative: articles or spoken 
statements against the Alt-Right and opposition to Donald 
Trump. Jewish conservatives were especially likely to be 
targeted.

Among the Alt-Right’s conservative critics, no one has 
been more vocal and forceful than the Republican strategist 
Rick Wilson. During an interview about Donald Trump on 
MSNBC, Wilson raised the subject of the Alt-Right:

The screamers and crazy people on the Alt-Right, as 
they call it, who love Donald Trump, who have plenty of 
Hitler iconography in their Twitter icons, who think 
Donald Trump is the greatest thing, oh, it’s something, 
but the fact of the matter is that most of them are child-
less single men who masturbate to anime. They’re not 
real political players. They’re not people who matter in 
the overall course of humanity.31
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He later described them as “the saddest individuals in the 
world.”32 It is thus not surprising that Wilson became a target 
for Alt-Right threats and insults. An entire 4chan thread was 
dedicated to Wilson, and a harassment campaign began 
against him, including sending materials to his home address. 
He even reported threats to his daughter’s safety.33

Wilson continued to downplay the Alt-Right even as the 
attacks increased, but other conservative targets were more 
alarmed. David French, who was among the first conserva-
tives to denounce the Alt-Right publicly (he was also a vocal 
opponent of Donald Trump, enough so that for a time he was 
promoted as a possible conservative third-party candidate), 
was another subject of frequent Alt-Right attacks. In the eyes 
of the Alt-Right, French is particularly problematic because 
he and his wife had adopted a child from Africa. Wilson de-
scribed some of the abuse he and his family received on social 
media:

I distinctly remember the first time I saw a picture of my 
then-seven-year-old daughter’s face in a gas chamber. It 
was the evening of September 17, 2015. I had just posted 
a short item to the Corner calling out notorious Trump 
ally Ann Coulter for aping the white-nationalist lan-
guage and rhetoric of the so-called alt-right. Within 
minutes, the tweets came flooding in. My youngest 
daughter is African American, adopted from Ethiopia, 
and in alt-right circles that’s an unforgivable sin. It’s 
called “race-cucking” or “raising the enemy.”34

French also described e-mails sent directly to his wife, includ-
ing one threatening her with “the business end of a gun.”35 
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Although, as of this writing, I am aware of no violence in the 
real world that has occurred as a result of these online cam-
paigns, many conservatives have openly worried that these 
threats could escalate into real-world danger. In an article 
in the New York Times, Erickson described encounters with 
Trump supporters on his doorstop.36 Erickson’s son was also 
harassed in a public place because of his father’s opposition to 
Trump. Bethany Mandel, a conservative columnist, was suffi-
ciently alarmed by these threats to purchase a firearm.37 De-
scribing her drastic decision, Mandel said:

After the South Carolina primary, I made an offhand 
remark on Twitter about Trump’s legions of anti-Semitic 
fans. It wasn’t my first time commenting on this; I’ve 
even written about the phenomenon in these pages. But 
the response was unlike anything I’ve seen before on 
Twitter. I was called a “slimy Jewess” and told that I “de-
serve the oven.” Not only was the anti-Semitic deluge scary 
and graphic, it got personal. Trump fans began to “dox” 
me — a term for adversaries’ attempt to ferret out pri-
vate or identifying information online with malicious 
intent. My conversion to Judaism was used as a weapon 
against me, and I received death threats in my private 
Facebook mailbox, prompting me to file a police report.38

Conservatives harassed by the Alt-Right do not have a clear 
solution. They can simply ignore the abuse, following the 
maxim that engaging with a troll encourages more trolling. 
But that seems to preclude speaking out against a movement 
will not go away on its own. Matt Lewis, when I asked him 
about this, answered:
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At the micro level, I generally do ignore them. The adage 
“Don’t feed the trolls” is generally true. These people 
crave attention. On the macro level, however, I think it’s 
important to go on the record exposing and confronting 
evil. So I have used my small perch to publicly condemn 
this movement, while generally ignoring their personal 
attacks.39

WHY CONSERVATIVES HAVE FAILED (SO FAR)  
TO DEFEAT THE ALT-RIGHT

Since they first became aware of the Alt-Right, mainstream 
conservatives have been discussing ways to deal with this phe-
nomenon. Over the last sixty years, conservatives have a strong 
track record of purging the right of its most dangerous 
 elements—anti-Semites, racists, conspiracy theorists, etc. Thus, 
one could reasonably believe that conservatives could similarly 
drive the Alt-Right from public view.

The conservative movement is quick to claim that the most 
damaging charges that the left makes against conservatives 
(that they are sexist, racist, anti-Semitic, or just paranoid and 
crazy in a general sense) are unfounded and unfair. There are, 
however, times when the conservative elites will agree with 
the left that a group or individual on the right may be accu-
rately labeled with some or all of those terms. Mainstream 
conservatives will then declare that this group or movement 
has no place in public discourse. I documented the history of 
these conservative purges in Right-Wing Critics40 so do not 
need to dwell on this issue in detail here. But the periodic 
housecleaning of conservative institutions usually follows 
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this pattern: when the leaders of the movement determine 
that an individual or group has become inconvenient, embar-
rassing, or dangerous, it responds by making a short-term alli-
ance with the left and the political center in order to exile the 
apostates from public life.

This has occurred multiple times throughout American 
political history since the birth of the conservative movement. 
An early example was the conservative attack on the John 
Birch Society, which proved a hindrance to conservatism be-
cause of the anticommunist paranoia of its leader, Robert 
Welch. Conservatives also energetically responded to the sur-
prising popularity of the white nationalist David Duke in 
Louisiana, insisting that his ideas were not conservative and 
that he had no place in the movement. Mainstream conserva-
tives also eventually distanced themselves from Patrick Bu-
chanan and his brand of paleoconservatism. There have been 
many purges of journalists, intellectuals, and pundits: Joseph 
Sobran, Sam Francis, and John Derbyshire all once wrote for 
mainstream conservative publications but were fired when they 
expressed explicitly racist or anti-Semitic sentiments. These 
occasional purges remind those within the movement that 
there are consequences for crossing certain boundaries. Over 
time, these boundaries shift, and rhetoric that would have 
been considered mainstream at one point becomes unspeakable 
within a few decades; for examples of this, we can compare 
what National Review was saying about the issues of race and 
segregation in the 1960s to what it is saying today. The maga-
zine that declared that “the South must prevail” against those 
fighting desegregation in 1957 promoted what it called “Civil 
Rights Republicanism” in 2016.41

When it came to defining the boundaries of conservatism 
and keeping right-wing heretics out of the public eye, William 
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F. Buckley played, by far, the most important role. He was 
critical in the demonization of Welch and the John Birch 
Society and similarly important in keeping Ayn Rand’s objec-
tivist movement on the margins of conservative intellectual 
life.42 His influence kept Mel Bradford from being appointed 
the head of the National Endowment for Humanities during 
the Reagan administration, and he was an early and important 
conservative voice denouncing David Duke. As Patrick Bu-
chanan was reaching the peak of his influence, Buckley dedi-
cated an entire issue of National Review to considering whether 
Buchanan (and Buckley’s own colleague Joseph Sobran) were 
anti-Semites, concluding that they were.

When the Alt-Right made waves, conservatives were quick 
to call for a new purge. As Jonah Goldberg put it in an inter-
view with Hugh Hewitt: “As William F. Buckley led the effort 
to drive the Birchers out of the party, so must genuine conser-
vatives drive out what you and I agree is the core alt right.” 43 
Unfortunately for conservatives and others distressed by the 
Alt-Right’s new online prominence, it is unclear what such an 
effort would look like. There are three reasons to doubt that 
future conservative attacks on the Alt-Right will be successful: 
the current state of American conservatism, the changing na-
ture of communication, and the nature of the Alt-Right.

At present, the conservative movement is on its heels. The 
failure of the conservative intelligentsia to stop Donald 
Trump in the GOP primaries demonstrated the movement’s 
weakness. As of this writing, the organized conservative 
movement is at the nadir of its influence, despite the GOP’s 
present electoral dominance.

The conservative movement’s evolving attitude toward 
Trump shows how much its influence has waned. Since 
Trump’s election, major conservative institutions have tried 
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to make peace with him and his movement, downplaying the 
degree to which Trump is not a movement conservative. We 
saw this new conciliatory approach to Trump on display at 
the 2016 Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), 
the most important annual gathering of conservative activists 
and leaders. In 2015, Trump turned down the opportunity to 
speak at the event when it was clear that he would not face a 
friendly audience.44 This was an obvious snub to the conserva-
tive movement and a break with Republican convention; his-
torically, GOP presidential contenders do not turn down op-
portunities to address CPAC. Conservative feelings toward 
Trump were demonstrated by his abysmal performance in the 
conference straw poll—he came in distant third, behind Ted 
Cruz and Marco Rubio. Yet in 2016, Trump was the event’s 
keynote speaker, and anti-Trump sentiments were not ex-
pressed on any of the stages.

National Review dedicated an entire issue to denouncing 
Trump in early 2016. The contributors to the symposium ac-
cused him of being both a liberal and a racist.45 Hitler’s name 
was brought up three times in the issue.46 The magazine has 
had a different tone since Trump’s election. Although the edi-
tors have not rescinded their earlier critiques of Trump, they 
have started publishing articles with Trumpian themes. Before 
the election, writers at National Review denounced national-
ism.47 In 2017, the magazine published a cover story titled “For 
Love of Country: A Defense of Nationalism.” 48

Earlier Republican presidents felt it necessary to kiss the 
rings of leading conservative journalists and intellectuals and 
promise to be guided by conservative principles. Trump re-
fused to do so and won the election without their assistance. 
Many conservatives have since maintained their anti-Trump 
stance, insisting that Trump cannot be considered a true 
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conservative and is thus unworthy of their support.49 But for 
the duration of his presidency, Trump will determine the 
course of the Republican Party, and conservatives that refuse 
to associate with him will be irrelevant. As Harry Cheadle 
noted in Vice:

Some conservatives complained about [Trump’s CPAC] 
speech on Twitter, but there’s nothing the movement’s 
writers and intellectuals can do. Trump proved he 
doesn’t need them, while they obviously need him very 
badly in order to get their agenda passed. All those years 
conservatives spent amassing political power and creat-
ing an alternative media universe paid off, they won—
except in the process their entire apparatus was taken 
over by an unpredictable orange reality TV show star. 
And the kicker is it turns out the rank and file on the 
right actually like him a lot better than anyone the GOP 
has given them.50

The changing media landscape creates other problems for 
conservatism. While the conservative purging mechanism 
still appears to be relatively strong—there are recent examples 
of individuals that were fired or shut out of certain publications 
after their deviation from the conservative party line, espe-
cially for crossing a line on racial issues51—the proliferation of 
new right-wing publications on the Internet means that such 
people can still reach an audience with relative ease. So while 
the Internet is a new avenue for spreading the conservative 
message, it is an avenue that other voices can take advantage 
of as well. The Internet has no gate and thus no gatekeepers. 
The old sources of conservative thought no longer have a mo-
nopoly on the means of right-wing communication, and it is 
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now easier than ever for interested readers and listeners to ac-
cess dissident views.

The third challenge to purging has to do with the Alt-Right’s 
own stance toward the conservative movement. Over the last 
sixty years, most of the right-wing groups and individuals 
purged from the conservative movement, and by extension 
from public discourse, wanted to be part of the organized con-
servative movement. The John Birch Society did not reject the 
basic premises of conservatism; it was purged because it was 
embarrassing. David Duke ran as a generic Republican who 
happened to be openly racist. Pat Buchanan was certainly 
critical of the organized conservative movement, but he did 
not reject conservatism as such. Many of the writers who were 
cast aside by the mainstream conservative publications would 
probably have been happy to continue to write for such venues 
had they been allowed to do so.

Unfortunately for the conservative movement, the Alt-
Right is of a different opinion. The Alt-Right is not interested 
in a seat at the conservative table. Many white racist move-
ments in the United States could be described as simply more 
racist versions of conservatism; the Alt-Right, on the other 
hand, rejects most of the basic principles of the conservative 
movement. Beyond the conservative movement’s self-declared 
devotion to color-blind politics, the Alt-Right also rejects the 
religious right, is skeptical of global capitalism, and has zero 
interest in early conservative classic texts. The Alt-Right genu-
inely and openly wants to see the conservative movement de-
stroyed; thus being denied ink and pixels from Commentary is 
no threat of any kind.

To some extent, asking conservatives to “purge” the Alt-
Right is akin to asking the United Methodist Church to purge 
the homophobic Westboro Baptist Church from American 



■ 114 ■

THE ALT-RIGHT ATTACK ON THE CONSERVATIVE MOVEMENT

life. The two are completely separate, and the people carrying 
signs declaring “God hates fags” have no interest in what the 
Methodists think of them. Alt-Right supporters, similarly, 
do not care what Ross Douthat thinks of them. Conservatives 
have no way to purge these people. Instead they must per-
suade present and possible Alt-Right supporters that their 
reasonable conservative vision is superior to the vision of 
the Alt-Right.

CONCLUSION

The Alt-Right may ultimately create a new fondness among 
progressives for the conservatism they have battled over the 
last six decades. Although conservatives and liberals have 
spent the last several generations engaged in brutal political 
combat, both ideologies shared important premises. Although 
conservatives did not rank equality as the most important po-
litical value, most did not openly reject equality entirely—this 
could not be done without also rejecting the words in the 
Declaration of Independence. The religious right, similarly, was 
long a hindrance to major progressive victories, especially on 
cultural issues, but some Christian leaders have recently started 
to support traditionally progressive causes.

With conservatism in a weakened state, right-wing cur-
rents that have long been out of view are beginning to show 
themselves. Whether the Alt-Right has a long-term future re-
mains to be seen, but if conservatism ultimately breaks down, 
other right-wing movements will arise and continue to battle 
the left. In the long run, progressives may find that the main-
stream conservative movement was a less menacing opponent 
than whatever replaces it.



At the start of 2015, few could have guessed that a move-
ment like the Alt-Right would be a significant part 
of the story of the 2016 election. The campaign that 

many anticipated, in which Hillary Clinton engaged in civil 
debates with Jeb Bush, Marco Rubio, or John Kasich, did 
not materialize. Ted Cruz was supposed to be the most out-
rageous figure in the Republican primaries, and few ex-
pected him to perform particularly well. Donald Trump’s 
successful campaign sowed disorder in American politics, 
and this produced an opening the Alt-Right was able to ex-
ploit successfully.

The first incarnation of the Alt-Right had little interest in 
electoral politics, and before the announcement of his presi-
dential run, the far right paid little attention to Trump, even 
as he made outlandish claims about President Obama’s birth 
certificate. However, when he kicked off his campaign with 
references to Mexicans as rapists and drug dealers and made a 
southern border wall the centerpiece of his early speeches, the 
Alt-Right believed it had finally found its champion. The rise 
of Donald Trump in the polls and the proliferation of the 
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 #altright hashtag grew in tandem. Trump became the main 
focus of the Alt-Right on social media. And when Trump’s 
opponents tied Trump directly to the Alt-Right, the move-
ment received unprecedented attention.

Most of the Alt-Right realized from the beginning that 
Trump was not really one of them, but they still loved him, 
and not just because of his comments about immigrants and 
Muslims. Trump changed the tone of American politics. He 
regularly violated conventions and helped normalize nativist 
rhetoric. Perhaps most importantly and exciting for those in 
the Alt-Right, Trump dealt the organized conservative move-
ment a devastating blow, creating an opening for right-wing 
alternatives.

WHY THE ALT-RIGHT LOVED TRUMP

Let me emphasize that Trump’s ideology (if it can even be 
called an ideology) is not the same as the Alt-Right’s. In spite 
of the hyperbole of some of his opponents and some of his 
Alt-Right supporters, Trump is not a fascist, a Nazi, or a white 
nationalist. Building a border wall may be bad policy, but such 
a policy proposal is hardly exceptional among Republicans—
even John McCain called for a border fence in a television ad.1 
Although Trump and the Alt-Right share a certain rhetorical 
coarseness, the Alt-Right is most definitely far to Trump’s 
right. I will further clarify why I make this distinction in the 
pages ahead.

If Trump cannot be accurately defined as a white national-
ist, what explains his particular appeal to the Alt-Right? He 
is obviously not the first Republican to lambast undocu-
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mented immigration. If being a hard-line immigration skep-
tic is all it takes for a Republican to generate massive enthu-
siasm on the far right, why was the radical right not similarly 
enthused about Tom Tancredo when he ran for president in 
2008? If dog-whistle racism is sufficient to garner massive 
support from open racists, where was the groundswell of 
white- nationalist excitement for George H. W. Bush after the 
infamous Willie Horton advertisement in 1988?2 There is 
clearly some other dynamic at work, one that makes Trump 
different from other Republicans.

The main difference with Trump—and likely his greatest 
gift to the Alt-Right—was that he created chaos in American 
politics. By taking on the established elites in both the conser-
vative movement and the Republican Party, he ended the con-
servative monopoly on right-wing politics. He showed that 
the right could win without following the game plan that had 
been crafted by Republican elites.

In the years before the 2016 election, the Republican Par-
ty’s leadership wanted to move away from the party’s tradi-
tional restrictionist immigration stance, both because such a 
stance is at odds with important elements of the existing Re-
publican coalition and because the party hoped to expand its 
support among Latinos and other demographic groups that 
were turned off by anti-immigrant rhetoric. Following Mitt 
Romney’s loss in the 2012 presidential election, a report com-
missioned by the Republican National Committee called on 
the party to embrace liberalizing immigration reforms in or-
der to reach out to new voter blocs.3

Trump’s popularity dashed all hope that the GOP could 
shed its reputation for nativism. He showed that rank-and-
file Republican voters wanted border walls, not a pathway to 
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citizenship for undocumented immigrants. Although Trump’s 
views on Islam and immigration are not the same as the Alt-
Right’s, he made them a key part of the national conversation 
at a time when Republican leaders hoped to focus on impor-
tant (but less racially charged) issues such as tax cuts, health 
care, and deregulation. The Alt-Right was quick to realize 
the opportunity that the Trump campaign presented, and it 
made the 2016 presidential election the focus of its online 
activities.

As the GOP primaries progressed, Trump maintained 
his restrictionist immigration position and attacked fellow 
Republicans like John McCain, and the Alt-Right focused 
its energies on promoting Trump, trolling his opponents, 
and ratcheting up the polarization in what was already a 
heated campaign. Memes of Trump depicted as a grandi-
ose emperor figure became ubiquitous on Alt-Right social 
media.

While enthusiastic about Trump, there was a general 
recognition among white nationalists that Trump did not 
ultimately share their worldview. For that reason, some on 
the Alt-Right suggested that their movement be cautious 
about being too enthusiastic about Trump. Matt Parrot, 
who is best known for promoting an amalgamation of 
white nationalism and Orthodox Christianity, said early in 
the campaign: “While there’s an understandable impulse to 
rally behind a powerful man who shares our vision, Donald 
Trump is only standing behind one sliver of our total vi-
sion, and he’s only been doing it for a few weeks. Until a 
powerful man emerges who truly and completely shares our 
vision, we should resist the urge to endorse or support any 
man.” 4
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Although white nationalists usually recognize that Trump 
does not endorse their views, many have expressed gratitude 
to Trump for moving the direction of the national conversa-
tion in a more right-wing direction, creating space for their 
ideas. As Greg Johnson said: “Like an icebreaker, Trump has 
plowed through the frozen crust of the artificial political con-
sensus, smashing it to bits and releasing the turbulent populist 
currents beneath. It is our job to crowd into the breach, widen 
it, and turn every outcome in our direction.” 5 The metaphor of 
Trump as an ideological icebreaker is apparently popular on 
the radical right; Richard Spencer has made the same 
comparison.6

The Trump phenomenon was sufficiently important to the 
Alt-Right for the National Policy Institute to host an entire 
conference in Washington, D.C., dedicated to the subject in 
March 2016. In a conversation with reporters covering the 
event, Spencer again reiterated that Trump has been a boon to 
the Alt-Right: “I think Trump has opened up some space just 
in being—going after P.C., liberal gatekeepers, with just a lot 
of gusto.”7 There was no evidence that the Trump campaign 
had any role in this event, and no representatives from the 
campaign commented on the conference.

To examine the Alt-Right’s focus on the Trump campaign, 
in late spring of 2016, as the GOP primaries were coming to 
an end, I downloaded twenty thousand Tweets that included 
the Alt-Right hashtag and looked at the frequency with which 
certain terms appeared. After deleting neutral common words 
(“and,” “the,” etc.), I generated a word cloud, which shows 
the seventy-five most common words in Alt-Right-related 
tweets. Larger words are those that appeared with greater 
frequency.
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In the word cloud, we see immediately that “white” was, by a 
wide margin, the most common term. After that, however, 
“Trump” was the second most common term. This word cloud 
also demonstrates the Alt-Right’s fondness for profanity. Not all 
of the profanity comes from those who associate with the Alt-
Right, however. A significant minority of Twitter users who use 
the hashtag are opponents of the movement and use strong lan-
guage to denounce the Alt-Right. Some of these terms will only 
be familiar to people with some knowledge of the Alt-Right. 
“Ramzpaul,” for example, is the screen name of a popular Alt-
Right video blogger.8 And “Nero” was Milo Yiannopoulos’s 
Twitter username before he was banned from the platform.

Whether Trump had ever even heard of the Alt-Right at 
the start of the campaign is unknown. However, Trump did 
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interact with some Alt-Right accounts on Twitter and was 
criticized for it. For example, on one occasion Trump retweeted 
a picture posted by a user with the Twitter handle “White 
GenocideTM,” although the tweet itself did not have any rac-
ist content.9 There was widespread condemnation of Trump 
for sharing this Tweet, though it was also clear that many 
people did not really understand the “white genocide” reference; 
when white nationalists use that phrase online, they typically 
mean that whites are in the process of suffering a genocide, 
not that they should conduct one of their own. Trump also 
once retweeted a drawing of himself depicted as Pepe, though 
again it is unclear if he understood what this meant at the 
time.10

Trump has also retweeted comments from people who are 
ideologically aligned with the Alt-Right.11 These casual inter-
actions on Twitter have both excited radical rightists and 
raised additional concerns from mainstream commentators 
about Trump.

TRUMP’S OPPONENTS MADE THE ALT-RIGHT  
PART OF THE NATIONAL CONVERSATION

The Alt-Right made significant waves in 2015 and early 2016, 
getting the attention of major journalists. But even during 
that time many people outside the movement, even those who 
followed politics closely, were ignorant of the Alt-Right. This 
changed in the summer preceding the election, when Hillary 
Clinton directly attacked the Alt-Right in a major speech, 
 declaring it a significant player in the campaign. Clinton did 
not just make a passing reference to the Alt-Right; it was the 
primary theme of the speech. The catalyst for the speech was 
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Trump’s decision to hire Stephen Bannon, who will be dis-
cussed in more detail in the next chapter. In the speech, Clin-
ton provided a brief description of the Alt-Right:

This is not conservatism as we have known it. This is 
not Republicanism as we have known it. These are race-
baiting ideas, anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant ideas, 
anti-woman––—all key tenets making up an emerging 
racist ideology known as the “Alt-Right.”

Now Alt-Right is short for “Alternative Right.”
The Wall Street Journal describes it as a loose but or-

ganized movement, mostly online, that “rejects main-
stream conservatism, promotes nationalism and views 
immigration and multiculturalism as threats to white 
identity.”12

These lines further demonstrate the weirdness of the 2016 
presidential election. Few would have expected Clinton, just 
months before the election, to attack her opponent for failing 
to be a conservative, thus implicitly defending conservatism 
and “Republicanism as we have known it.” Both Clintons had 
fought conservatives for decades. Yet she went on to praise 
George W. Bush, long a despised figure on the left, for his tol-
erant approach toward Muslims and lauded John McCain’s 
2008 presidential campaign, stating, “We need that kind of 
leadership again.”13 Indeed, in these appeals she seemed to be 
aiming her speech at Republicans with misgivings about 
Trump rather than her own progressive base, which needed 
no additional reasons to dislike Trump. By tying Trump to 
the Alt-Right, it appears Clinton was trying to drive a wedge 
between traditional conservatives and the GOP’s new stan-
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dard bearer. At the time, this seemed like a sound strategy. As 
Michelle Goldberg noted in Slate:

It’s hard to say how Republican officials will respond. 
Most of them hate the alt-right, which denigrates them as 
pathetic cuckservatives. But Clinton succeeded in tying 
Trump to the alt-right in a way that will make it hard to 
disavow one without the other. Trump, meanwhile, will 
be tempted to lash out, lest it look as if he’d been intimi-
dated by a woman he derides as weak and frail. His re-
sponse, so far, was to tweet: “Just watched recap of 
#CrookedHillary’s speech. Very short and lies. She is the 
only one fear-mongering!” In fact, the speech could have 
been twice as long; there’s enough material. But it was 
long enough to define Trump and his most fervent fol-
lowers as people beyond the pale of American politics.14

Many of Trump’s conservative opponents agreed that this 
was a sound strategy. Following the speech, Matt Lewis stated, 
“Hillary is doing EXACTLY what she should.”15 Amanda 
Carpenter, a conservative political commentator, declared on 
Twitter, “This speech has to be making Trump surrogates 
squirm. Yes, this is what you signed up to defend.”16 Carpen-
ter reiterated this point the next day:

Had Trump not hired Bannon, Clinton would not 
have given that speech. There would have been no clear 
and direct link between the Trump campaign and the 
Alt-Right. As of last week, they are fused.

With Bannon, the Alt-Right is literally running the 
Trump campaign. And, many Republican voters can 
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now reasonably say, “Yes, I am Republican, but I’m not 
one of them. I’m not Alt-Right. I don’t have to support 
Donald Trump.”

Clinton couldn’t have asked Trump to make a better 
hire to help her campaign.17

Although Clinton brought the Alt-Right to the attention 
of people who would not otherwise have known of the move-
ment, certain elements of her speech were more confusing 
than clarifying. For example, although the speech was billed 
as being about the Alt-Right, she spent a portion of her time 
discussing Alex Jones and his relationship with Trump. Alex 
Jones is a famous conspiracy theorist known for making 
 outlandish claims, but he is not associated with the Alt-Right. 
His claims about conspiracies and cover-ups (arguing that 
events like 9/11 and the Oklahoma City Bombing were “inside 
jobs”) certainly place him outside the mainstream, but his rants 
typically lack a racial angle, and Jones has disavowed racism.18 
Although Jones’s rhetoric about globalist cabals echoes some 
sentiments on the Alt-Right (within the Alt-Right, “globalist” 
is often a code word for Jews), I am aware of no one in the 
 Alt-Right of any significance who has claimed Jones as one of 
their own.

Clinton also spent much of the speech discussing Trump’s 
connection to Vladimir Putin and Nigel Farage (the former 
leader of the UK Independence party, or UKIP). Although 
her statements were all factually correct, it is difficult to say 
that either of those figures have connections to the Alt-Right 
in the United States. By expanding the scope of the speech, 
Clinton implied a more unified radical right-wing movement 
in support of Trump than probably existed. On this issue, I 
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agree with Tim Stanley’s remarks in the Telegraph: “So there’s 
a risk of conflating various political projects into some grand 
movement, and deciding that the whole thing is a coherent 
conspiracy with a direct line to Trump. The alt-right would 
love you to think that, as would Hillary Clinton.”19

Regardless of whether Clinton’s speech on the Alt-Right 
was entirely accurate, the Alt-Right’s reaction to the speech 
was positive. The movement was overjoyed by this new expo-
sure. As a blogger at TRS put it: “We in the Alt-Right are 
thrilled to be receiving so much press, negative or inaccurate 
as it may be, because it is driving curious people to our cause 
in droves.”20 A writer at the Daily Stormer shared this 
excitement:

In the past week, Google searches for “alt-right” have com-
pletely exploded, being at least 20x greater than last week.

This, of course, is a result of Hillary’s “alt-right speech,” 
as well as the ensuing media storm that followed it. Al-
though this surge is certainly temporary, we can expect 
an influx of new comers as well in the following days 
and weeks.21

The author of the above quote was correct that interest in the 
Alt-Right “exploded.” Aside from increased web traffic to Alt-
Right websites, seemingly every major media venue subse-
quently published a story on this movement—some providing 
more accurate portrayals than others. Once this connection 
had been made, the Alt-Right could justifiably view the subse-
quent election as being, at least in part, a referendum on the 
movement. If Trump won, the movement could claim his 
 victory as their own.
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THE ALT-RIGHT RESPONSE TO THE RESULTS

As expected, the Alt-Right was jubilant about the results of 
the 2016 presidential election. Despite consistent polling 
suggesting a Clinton victory—and perhaps even a Clinton 
landslide—Trump won an impressive victory in the Electoral 
College, including several states that no Republican candidate 
had won in decades. Although it would be a stretch to say that 
the Alt-Right played a role in Trump’s victory (it is possible 
that Trump’s alleged association with the Alt-Right cost him 
more votes than it gained), the Alt-Right was perhaps Trump’s 
most enthusiastic base of support. The Alt-Right also, perhaps 
correctly, viewed Trump’s election as a fundamental paradigm 
shift in American politics. As Lawrence Murray said:

Our position is not unassailable, but it is stronger than 
ever before. So we celebrate, that President Trump has 
given rise to nationalism, to America First, to formal 
recognition of the Alt-Right, to outing cuckservatives 
as #NeverTrump turncoats, to (((anti-globalist))) memes 
entering the public consciousness, to levels of shvitzing 
that shouldn’t even be possible, and more than anything 
else to hope for the future of our people, not just in the 
United States but around the world. This is as much a 
victory for White Americans as it is for Swedes, Aus-
tralians, the British, the French, and other European 
peoples. We will make the world safe for ethnocracy.22

Some voices on the Alt-Right expressed concern, even be-
fore the election, that Trump would betray his base and quickly 
evolve into a more conventional Republican. Some conserva-
tives were hopeful that they would see such an outcome. There 
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were some signs this might occur, such as Trump’s decision to 
name the conventional Republican Reince Priebus as his chief 
of staff. But shortly after being declared the president-elect, 
Trump made it clear he was not going to soften his positions, 
reaffirming his commitment to build a border fence.23 Trump 
also had a conversation with Vladimir Putin days after the 
election, in which Trump apparently expressed his desire to 
mend relations with Russia,24 which had become increasingly 
fraught in recent years after Russian actions in Ukraine and 
Syria. Just days after his election, Trump reaffirmed his cam-
paign commitments to shut down Muslim immigration by 
signing an executive order restricting travel from several ma-
jority-Muslim countries.25

Perhaps more significantly, Trump appointed Steve Ban-
non as his chief strategist. By selecting Bannon, Trump sent a 
clear signal that his administration would be fundamentally 
different from those of his immediate Republican predeces-
sors. Bannon has stated before that he has contempt for much 
of the mainstream conservative movement; he once described 
National Review and the Weekly Standard as “left-wing maga-
zines” and said he “wanted to destroy them.”26

The Alt-Right entered the mainstream discussion because 
of the election, and with the election over and the man the Alt-
Right called “the god emperor” on his way to the White House, 
some on the Alt-Right may have been ready to declare victory. 
But following Trump’s win, it was clear that the Alt-Right 
was not content to rest on its laurels. According to Tory Scot 
at The Right Stuff, “Our goal should be to push Trump as far 
right as possible, and to encourage him to do as much damage 
to the enemies of white America as he can, while at the same 
time doing all we can to agitate the left into an anti-white 
frenzy. Make them alienate would be sympathizers.”27



■ 128 ■

THE ALT-RIGHT AND THE 2016 ELECTION

The reality is that Donald Trump’s win may have done 
little to advance the Alt-Right’s agenda. Thus, the Alt-Right 
was determined to continue to push the boundaries of what 
was acceptable in American political discourse. To quote one 
Alt-Right essayist:

So, yes, it is good that Donald Trump won, and I have 
been hearing talk on the Alt Right about whites now 
having a decade or two of breathing room in order to 
fend off their own demographic demise. We should not 
think that way. Until proven otherwise, we should con-
sider a Trump presidency as little more than a hiccup on 
this tragic slide to white irrelevance. A four-year-long, 
scandal-filled, orange and blonde hiccup. We need such 
a pessimistic view of Donald Trump because only a 
pessimistic view of Donald Trump will animate white, 
race-realist Right-wingers in the Alt Right to grab a 
Trump administration by its red tie and shake it until it 
does what we want it to do. In other words, we are not 
outsiders anymore. Trump’s victory has cracked open 
the window through which we can become insiders 
again. We need to slam that window open and make our 
presence felt.28

TRUMP (AND HIS ADVISORS) SHOULD NOT BE 
CLASSIFIED AS ALT-RIGHT

Given the tremendous enthusiasm the Alt-Right showed for 
Trump in 2016, it made sense for opponents of both Trump 
and the Alt-Right to point out connections between the two. 
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But I think it is an exaggeration to say that Trump is part of 
the Alt-Right.

Beyond his statements and actions regarding Mexicans and 
Muslims, Trump has been tied to the Alt-Right mainly be-
cause of who he has named his closest advisors. Steve Bannon 
is the most significant of these figures. Before being named as 
the Trump campaign’s CEO, Bannon ran the conservative 
website Breitbart (named after the late Andrew Breitbart, a 
conservative writer and activist). Bannon once explicitly de-
scribed Breitbart as a “platform of the alt-right.”29 Although I 
can only speculate why Bannon would make such a claim, the 
reality is that this statement is incorrect. No figure at Breit-
bart has ever explicitly endorsed white nationalism. It is true 
that Breitbart is a right-wing webzine, was for many years 
home to Milo Yiannopoulos, and has published many nega-
tive articles about immigrants, Muslims, feminists, and racial 
and ethnic minorities. But these articles have differed more in 
tone than in substance from what you can find in more main-
stream conservative magazines and websites. At most, Breitbart 
can be broadly categorized as part of the so-called Alt-Lite, 
which I will discuss in the next chapter. The Alt-Right is clear 
in its belief that nonwhites should be excluded from majority-
white countries precisely because they are nonwhite. No article 
at Breitbart has ever, to my knowledge, openly made such a 
statement. Like Trump, Bannon is a right-wing nationalist and 
a populist, which sets him apart from traditional conservatives, 
but as of this writing, the evidence that he is a white national-
ist is weak.

Stephen Miller, who joined the Trump campaign in early 
2016 and is now a key figure in the Trump administration, 
has also been tied to the Alt-Right. This connection has some 
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plausibility, as Miller, who currently serves as a senior advi-
sor to the president for policy, attended Duke University at 
the same time as Richard Spencer (Miller was an undergradu-
ate and Spencer was a graduate student), and the two worked 
together to sponsor a debate on immigration, which in-
cluded Peter Brimelow of VDare  .com as one of the speakers.30 
Spencer has even praised Miller’s work for Trump, declaring 
that he “is much tougher than any cuck.”31 And before join-
ing the Trump campaign, Miller worked for Jeff Sessions 
(R-Ala.), who was consistently one of the most outspoken 
anti-immigration voices in the U.S. Senate.

Based on this, one could make a circumstantial case that 
Miller has certain Alt-Right inclinations. Yet I remain hesitant 
to label Miller as part of the Alt-Right. In the eyes of much of 
the Alt-Right, the fact that Miller is Jewish precludes him from 
being part of the movement. Spencer himself has declared that 
Miller “is not a white nationalist or an identitarian.”32 In a later 
article, Spencer dismissed the claim that he was an important 
mentor to Miller, stating, “I hope I influenced Stephen, as I 
hope I influence everyone I come into contact with. That said, 
Stephen is his own man, and we have different political phi-
losophies.”33 For his part, Miller denied that he is friends with 
Spencer, declaring, “I strongly condemn his views.”34

Notable conservatives have come to Miller’s defense against 
the charge that he is part of the Alt-Right, arguing that 
Miller’s ideological moorings are closer to those of David 
Horowitz (a conservative writer) than of Spencer.35 This is 
also controversial, given that Horowitz is arguably one of the 
most Islamophobic mainstream conservative voices in Amer-
ica.36 But Horowitz’s positions are also distinct from those of 
the Alt-Right; as I argued in chapter 1, a single-minded focus 
on the purported dangers of Muslim immigration, rather than 
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nonwhite immigration more generally, is more common among 
conservatives than it is among the Alt-Right. Finally, I can 
find no evidence that any significant figure in the Alt-Right 
besides Spencer even knew who Miller was before he joined 
the Trump campaign. It is possible that there is more to the 
story than what is now publicly available, but until there is ad-
ditional evidence suggesting otherwise, I feel safe concluding 
that Miller has had no meaningful association with the Alt-
Right since the concept was born.

One may argue that I am whitewashing the Trump admin-
istration and downplaying its radicalism. This is not my inten-
tion. Trump represents a major deviation from the mainstream 
conservatism of Ronald Reagan or George W. Bush. His views 
and actions on immigration are far to the right of what used 
to be the mainstream within the Republican Party. But saying 
that Trump and the Alt-Right are simpatico amounts to 
whitewashing the Alt-Right. The Alt-Right wants more than 
an end to undocumented immigration or to receiving refu-
gees from majority-Muslim countries; it wants nonwhites out 
of the country, whether they are immigrants or not, even if 
they can trace their ancestry back to the colonial period. One 
does not need to be a pro-Trump partisan to see a categorical 
difference between his policies and those pushed by the 
Alt-Right.

An analogy may better explain my point. If the outcome of 
the 2016 election had been very different, with Senator Bernie 
Sanders defeating Hillary Clinton in the primary and Don-
ald Trump in the general election, he would have represented 
a new variety of Democrat in the White House, one far to 
the left of recent Democrats. He also would have been a presi-
dent whose campaign enjoyed enthusiastic support from the 
small number of contemporary American Maoists.37 Yet if 
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Sanders’s conservative opponents claimed that the new presi-
dent was a Maoist and swore he was on the verge of imple-
menting his own version of the Great Leap Forward, they 
would be justifiably ridiculed for their hyperbole. Just as it is 
not a defense of Sanders’s economic platform to say he is not a 
Maoist, it is not a defense of Trump’s policies on race and im-
migration to say he is not part of the Alt-Right.

I recognize that some will remain unsatisfied with my ar-
gument, and a number of talented and respected writers 
have argued that the Trump administration is in fact a white-
nationalist regime.38 I think this claim is mistaken. More 
 importantly, I believe clarity and precision in language are 
useful, and the overuse of terms such as “fascist,” “Nazi,” and 
“white supremacist” hinder productive political discussions. 
This was a problem long before Trump became a political 
 figure. George W. Bush was frequently compared to Adolf 
Hitler;39 the conservative columnist Jonah Goldberg wrote a 
best-selling book arguing that modern progressivism was dis-
turbingly similar to fascism.40 In my view, both of these com-
parisons are absurd. More importantly, this kind of rhetoric 
tends to shut down conversation; few reasonable people will 
care to engage with an ideologue that casually smears his or 
her political opponents as Nazis. Trump’s variety of right-
wing populism can be forcefully critiqued without resorting 
to sensationalist bombast.

There is simply no evidence that Trump or any significant 
figure in the White House desires the mass expulsion of all 
nonwhites from all or part of the United States, which is the 
core belief of white nationalists. Trump and his administra-
tion can and should be criticized for their actual statements 
and policies. But inflating the significance of tenuous connec-
tions between the White House and the Alt-Right is poten-
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tially dangerous. Declaring that Trump’s entire movement 
represents white nationalism makes it difficult rhetorically to 
disentangle the Alt-Right from the rest of Trump’s support-
ers, most of whom do not share the Alt-Right’s core beliefs.

THE POSTELECTION CONTROVERSY

The Alt-Right’s jubilation following Trump’s victory was 
short-lived. The movement faced new controversies and an 
even greater amount of mainstream-media hostility following 
a postelection NPI conference that occurred on November 
19, 2016. Like American Renaissance conferences, NPI confer-
ences are typically disciplined affairs, where smartly dressed, 
articulate speakers promote their message in front of a polite 
audience using careful language. This was true for most of 
this NPI conference, as well.41 The tone changed at the end 
of the conference, however, when Spencer gave his concluding 
speech. Abandoning the calm, soft-spoken tones that are the 
norm at these kinds of events, Spencer opted for more in-
flammatory, grandiose language. As his speech was coming to a 
close, Spencer declared:

As Europeans, we are, uniquely, at the center of history. 
We are, as Hegel recognized, the concept of world his-
tory. No one will honor us for losing gracefully. No one 
mourns the great crimes committed against us. For us, it 
is conquer or die. This is a unique burden for the white 
man, that our fate is entirely in our hands. And it is ap-
propriate because within us, within the very blood in 
our veins as children of the sun lies the potential for 
greatness.
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That is the great struggle we are called to. We were 
not meant to live in shame and weakness and disgrace. 
We were not meant to beg for moral validation from 
some of the most despicable creatures to pollute the soil 
of this planet. We were meant to overcome—overcome 
all of it. Because that’s natural for us.

Because for us, as Europeans, it’s only normal again, 
when we are great again.42

These remarks alone would have generated tremendous con-
troversy. Words like “conquer” only reinforce the view that 
the Alt-Right really is about white supremacy and the subju-
gation of nonwhites, and they tend to be eschewed by the ra-
cial right’s leading voices. But the conference created an even 
greater scandal as a result of Spencer’s concluding statement: 
“Hail Trump. Hail our people. Hail victory.” 43 A minority of 
the audience responded to this statement by raising their right 
arm in the Nazi salute. This entire speech, including the audi-
ence reaction, was captured on camera by journalists at the 
Atlantic,44 and over the following week the mainstream me-
dia was able to publish and broadcast stories about the Nazi-
inspired elements of the conference and the Alt-Right more 
generally.45

Donald Trump’s response was even more significant than 
the media’s. Throughout the campaign, Trump had been sur-
prisingly quiet about his support from the Alt-Right, not even 
denouncing the movement after Hillary Clinton’s speech di-
rectly tying his presidential run to the Alt-Right. But when 
presented with material from the NPI conference, Trump im-
mediately stated, “I don’t want to energize the group, and I 
disavow the group.” 46 Although significant, I don’t want to 
overstate the importance of this disavowal; after being pre-
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sented with that footage, it would have been shocking (and 
politically disastrous) if Trump had not distanced himself 
from the Alt-Right.

Following the conference, most of the major Alt-Right fig-
ures weighed in on the event and the subsequent controversy. 
Jared Taylor, who spoke earlier in the conference, was quick to 
condemn the audience reaction to Spencer’s speech, declaring 
in an interview: “I think having some of this attitude as Jews 
as an enemy, that’s not my position at all. I think Jews can very 
much be white people, men of the west. So I was shocked by 
these images.” 47 Taylor went on, “I was very surprised. I was 
very saddened by it. I think it’s a terrible, terrible pity. I don’t 
endorse any form of National Socialism. I think that’s a com-
pletely inappropriate and crazy model for the United States.” 48

Other figures on the Alt-Right expressed similar senti-
ments. The video blogger RamZPaul posted commentary 
about the conference, stating that “the Alt-Right brand is 
damaged. It’s associated with Nazism. And normal Ameri-
cans aren’t going to support that.” 49 At Counter-Currents, 
Greg Johnson said, “It is ironic—or maybe just sadly fitting—
that Richard Spencer, the man who launched the Alternative 
Right brand, may have just destroyed it.” 50

The Alt-Right’s response to the conference was not en-
tirely negative, however. The most radical and extreme ele-
ment of the movement, which had previously been ambivalent 
about Spencer, was delighted by the speech and the audi-
ence response. Writing at the Daily Stormer, Andrew Anglin 
declared:

As all reading are presumably aware—because we’ve 
been covering it nonstop for three days, just like the 
rest of the media—Richard Spencer gave an absolutely 
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fantastic speech at NPI over the weekend at NPI, end-
ing it with a sieg heil to Trump and to the white race.

And the crowd threw up straight armed salutes.
It was glorious.
He named the Jew, as did others at the conference. 

It was approximately a 9000 point upgrade from previ-
ous NPI conferences, which I was personally never 
thrilled by.51

For his part, Richard Spencer was unapologetic. He de-
fended the speech and the audience response by noting that 
“the Alt Right is boisterous and even outlandish,” suggesting 
that the Nazi salutes were made in a spirit of “irreverence and 
fun.” 52 However, he did acknowledge that these kinds of 
statements may be unhelpful for the Alt-Right as it attempts 
to expand its support:

But we should always remember our goal of reaching that 
“Eternal Normie”—the people who grasp that something 
is profoundly wrong with the world .  .  . but who can’t 
quite articulate it . . . who are looking for a way out . . . 
and who have been psychologically programmed since 
birth to see anything related to Nazism as the seat of all 
evil. In other words, we must demonstrate discipline; 
this goes for me, as well those who attend public and pri-
vate events.53

At the time of this writing, it is not possible to know 
whether the NPI speech and the controversy it created will 
create a long-term problem for the Alt-Right. The event did 
seem to change how the Alt-Right was discussed in the media. 
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Shortly after the conference, the Associated Press issued new 
guidelines on how the Alt-Right should be discussed, declar-
ing that the term should not be used unless readers are also 
informed what the movement stands for, suggesting that 
“whenever ‘alt-right’ is used in a story, be sure to include a def-
inition: ‘an offshoot of conservatism mixing racism, white na-
tionalism and populism,’ or, more simply, ‘a white nationalist 
movement.’ ” 54

CONCLUSION

The Alt-Right was energized by Trump’s victory. Trump’s po-
sition on immigration approximated the Alt-Right’s views 
more than any other Republican nominee’s in recent history. 
His open warfare with the mainstream conservative move-
ment opened a door for more radical right-wing views. The 
campaign brought the radical right exponentially more me-
dia coverage than it had enjoyed in decades. But neither 
Trump nor his major advisors should be classified as part of 
the Alt-Right, at least at this point. Even if Donald Trump 
fulfills his campaign promises to build a border wall and limit 
Muslim immigration, such policies do not amount to white 
nationalism.

Although Trump and his leading advisors should not be 
considered part of the Alt-Right, it is fair to say that they 
helped push American politics in the Alt-Right’s direction. 
But if the Trump movement can neither be classified as con-
ventionally conservative nor as Alt-Right, some other term is 
needed, a term for the right-wing populists that got behind 
Trump but who stop short of the Alt-Right’s radicalism. In 
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late 2016, the Alt-Right invented a moniker for people with 
views that resemble their own in many ways but who typically 
avoid transparent racism: Alt-Lite. This new category, which 
includes a much larger number of Trump supporters, is the 
subject of the next chapter.



When the term “Alternative Right” first appeared, it 
was applied to anyone that fell on the right of the po-
litical spectrum but had major problems with the 

conservative movement. In this broad sense, localists, liber-
tarians, paleoconservatives, right-wing populists, secular con-
servatives, and white nationalists could all, to some degree, be 
considered an “alternative right.” As Jack Hunter, a libertar-
ian essayist and former staffer to Rand Paul, put it in 2009 
(when he was still using the term):

Though Richard came up with the term “alternative right” 
I’ve never thought of it as a label specific to Taki’s Maga-
zine, Richard Spencer or any individual, but a comprehen-
sive and useful designation for parts of the conservative 
movement that are both outside the mainstream, yet 
also philosophically connected, however loosely, pri-
marily due to common ideological ancestors, whether 
of the libertarian or traditional conservative variety.1

Not long after those words were written, it became more obvi-
ous that the Alternative Right concept was meant to be a 

6

THE “ALT-LITE”
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vessel of white-nationalist entryism. This became clearer 
when Spencer founded the original Alternative Right web-
site, which was heavily focused on racial issues. Once this be-
came apparent, the term stopped being used by people who 
rejected white-identity politics. In fact, for the last year, 
Hunter has been one of the Alt-Right’s more vocal critics on 
the right.2

Yet there was also an important transformation of the Alt-
Right throughout 2016. As the term grew in popularity, a 
larger number of people began to use it, including many that 
do not apparently desire the creation of a white ethnostate in 
North America. Because the Alt-Right does not have real lead-
ers in the conventional sense, the movement is able to evolve 
in various directions, depending on who is using the term and 
what they think it means. There is no Alt-Right pope with the 
ability to declare what is or is not an Alt-Right position. As 
the Alt-Right grew in size, in some ways it seemed to be re-
turning to its original meaning. As the term became more 
popular, the white-nationalist core of the Alt-Right debated 
how to treat these new fellow travelers, especially those who 
do not fully embrace an Alt-Right stance on race and the so-
called Jewish Question.

THE GROWTH OF THE “ALT-LITE”

The battle for the Alt-Right’s soul was displayed at a speech by 
Milo Yiannopoulos at the University of Alabama, which was 
one of the stops on his “Dangerous Faggot Tour” (Yian-
nopoulos is openly gay). I arrived early to speak with the many 
young people who were in line for the sold-out event.
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Everyone I spoke with had heard of the Alt-Right, and 
many expressed sympathy and even enthusiasm for the move-
ment. But to my surprise, there was a nearly unanimous insis-
tence among the attendees I spoke with that the Alt-Right has 
“nothing to do with race.” They instead described it as an ir-
reverent assault on political correctness. Perhaps there was an 
element of social-desirability bias at work: college students, 
even when assured of their anonymity, may be unlikely to 
share racist statements with a stranger. But even with that ca-
veat, all of these students seemed sincere.

I was not the only person speaking with attendees in line. 
People claiming to speak for the Daily Stormer were there 
handing out fliers that condemned Yiannopoulos as a Tro-
jan horse and explained the Alt-Right in this way: “The core 
concept of the [Alt-Right], upon which all else is based, is that 
Whites are undergoing an extermination, via mass immigra-
tion into White countries which was enabled by a corrosive 
liberal ideology of White self-hatred, and that the Jewish 
elites are at the center of this agenda, even Milo himself ad-
mitted this.”3 The fliers ended with a link to the Daily Stormer 
website. The neo-Nazi pamphleteers had a point—at present, 
race is the central element of the Alt-Right.

Yet not everyone who voiced sympathy for the Alt-Right in 
2016 was secretly a white nationalist or a neo-Nazi. It seemed 
that the Alt-Right was still viewed by some as a catch-all term 
for people with right-wing inclinations who are not interested 
in the organized conservative movement—thus not all saw or 
acknowledged the racial component to the Alt-Right. Yian-
nopoulos suggested as much when I asked him (during the 
question-and-answer portion of the speech) what his intuition 
was regarding the size of the Alt-Right. He admitted that he 
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had no idea about the total number. However, he did say the 
following:

If you take the broadest possible definition, which is the 
one I like to use because it’s the one that includes the 
most people who I think are fellow travelers of the move-
ment: resistant to immigration from all sorts of other 
places, worried about border security, worried about 
trade, pro-military but anti-intervention overseas, loath-
ing of political correctness. That, whatever you call it, 
there is obviously a join between cultural libertarianism 
which my colleague Allum defines as a sort of classical 
liberalism warmed up by the internet. It contains multi-
tudes I think. And certainly, under my definition of the 
Alt-Right, a large portion, if not the majority, of Trump 
support would qualify as Alt-Right.

Now a lot of the key figures in how the Alt-Right 
started have views that are toward the rightward fringe 
and resist that. They would rather that the movement was 
classified more narrowly. And those people tend to be 
those with slightly more unsavory opinions about things. 
But I have to look at it as a journalist, as a researcher, as 
somebody who is called up to give everybody else a defi-
nition of this movement. And if a large slice of the popu-
lation are calling themselves Alt-Right, identifying 
themselves as Alt-Right, who am I to say they’re not? 
Particularly when it’s clear to me that they’re all travel-
ing in a broadly similar direction. So I would say that 
probably all of Donald Trump’s supporters under forty, 
and many of them over forty. And that’s why I objected 
so much to the left—the left was sort of playing along to 
the extremists, really—the left was trying to define the 
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Alt-Right as a sort of hateful, anti-Semitic, misogynis-
tic, racist movement, while at the same time saying that 
it was huge. It’s the Hillary Clinton maneuver, you 
know? The “basket of deplorables.” Well just how many 
people are in her basket of deplorables? Is it all Donald 
Trump supporters, and are they, as she suggested, irre-
deemable? These are extraordinary words to use about 
vast swaths of the population. I have a feeling that the 
only thing Hillary Clinton and I would agree on is that 
the Alt-Right is basically most of Donald Trump’s sup-
port. We would disagree, of course, on whether or not 
that’s a good thing.4

Under Yiannopoulos’s definition of the Alt-Right, the term 
refers to a comparatively innocuous movement that is not par-
ticularly different from other right-wing movements we have 
seen before. Mainstream conservatives have been complaining 
about political correctness for decades.5 Concerns about immi-
gration and the border are even more common. Support for 
trade protectionism and opposition to foreign intervention-
ism are certainly positions at odds with mainstream conser-
vatism, but they are not particularly radical positions.

Although I disagree with Yiannopoulos’s definition of 
the Alt-Right, there is some merit in what he said. There are 
people with views that broadly correspond with part of the Alt-
Right’s message but who are not especially racist (or at least do 
not perceive themselves that way) and who may not be anti-
Semitic at all. A new term that appeared in mid-2016 is quite 
helpful: “Alt-Lite.” I am aware of no one who uses the term as 
a self-description, and is it used as a derogatory term by the 
Alt-Right. Despite its origin, Alt-Lite is an appropriate de-
scription of people whose views on immigration and race 
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relations partially overlap with those on the Alt-Right yet do 
not cross the line into open white nationalism. According to 
the Alt-Right, the Alt-Lite recognizes major problems with 
contemporary American society but is unwilling to accept 
and declare that these problems can only be resolved via 
white-identity politics.

Precisely classifying the Alt-Lite and carefully disaggre-
gating this group from the Alt-Right are not straightforward 
tasks. We can say that the Alt-Lite is more libertarian in its 
orientation than the Alt-Right. It may believe in biological 
racial differences but does not necessarily endorse racial sepa-
ratism. The Alt-Lite believes in the superiority of Western cul-
ture and values (including some values, such as tolerance, that 
many on the Alt-Right reject), but it does not necessarily be-
lieve nonwhites are incapable of thriving in Western coun-
tries. The Alt-Lite’s critique of immigration tends to focus on 
legality, the question of Islam, and the issue of assimilation. In 
terms of substance, the Alt-Lite tends to be closer to the Alt-
Right than to mainstream conservatives when it comes to im-
migration. But it stops short of calling for the mass deporta-
tion of nonwhites or, at least, those nonwhites that are legally 
residing in the United States and Europe.

A number of figures have been identified with the Alt-Lite. 
Some of them have access to major media venues. Yiannopou-
los (who has been mistakenly labeled by many media outlets 
as a “leader of the Alt-Right”)6 was unquestionably the most 
significant of these throughout 2016, given his large following 
and willingness to engage openly with and promote the Alt-
Right. Yiannopoulos’s ideological moorings are ultimately 
different from the Alt-Right, however. He has, for example, 
made it very clear that he is not a white nationalist—and as a 
half-Jewish gay man who claims to have “a very anti-white 
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bedroom policy,”7 he would probably not find a society based 
on Alt-Right principles a congenial environment.

That being said, the claim that Yiannopoulos was part of 
the Alt-Right was not entirely baseless. Even if he is not part 
of the Alt-Right himself, he did help promote it, and he has 
downplayed its most radical elements. His 2016 article “An 
Establishment Conservative’s Guide to the Alt-Right,” co-
authored with Allum Bokhari, remains the most sympathetic 
portrayal of the movement to appear in a major media venue 
to date.8 The article was quite misleading, however, as it sug-
gested that most of the Alt-Right were not sincere racists and 
were instead saying outrageous things because “it’s simply a 
means to fluster their grandparents.”9 Furthermore, Yian-
nopoulos’s trollish behavior on social media was often remi-
niscent of what one finds on the Alt-Right. His articles and 
speeches were no less outrageous. “Feminism is cancer” is one 
of his catchphrases,10 and he once gave a speech titled “Ten 
Things I Hate About Islam.”11 So I should clarify that, al-
though Yiannopoulos is not truly part of the Alt-Right, he is 
radical and offensive in a way that is often reminiscent of the 
Alt-Right.

Breitbart, which employed Yiannopoulos until early 2017, 
may have been properly labeled as an Alt-Lite venue for a 
time—though, as I will discuss shortly, the site has recently 
been moving in a more mainstream direction. Although no 
article at Breitbart has ever openly endorsed white national-
ism, it has published more incendiary stories about race than 
one typically finds at mainstream conservative venues.12 It ran 
a large number of articles focused specifically on the issue of 
crimes committed by African Americans, for example.

Gavin McInnes is another figure frequently categorized as 
Alt-Lite. McInnes also has a large platform and a long career 



■ 146 ■

THE “ALT-LITE”

spanning multiple forms of media. Like Yiannopoulos, Mc-
Innes initially comes across as someone unlikely to have any 
affinity for the Alt-Right—he maintains a carefully cultivated 
hipster persona, and he is married to a Native American 
woman. He cofounded Vice Media, has starred in multiple 
movies and television shows, and is a frequent guest on the 
Fox News Channel. But he has also contributed content to 
websites affiliated with the Alt-Right. He is a long-time con-
tributor to Taki’s Magazine, for example, and began writing 
for that magazine when Richard Spencer was still the editor. 
He also contributed content to VDare  .com, although his last 
article for that site appears to be more than a decade old. Al-
though I can find no examples of McInnes describing himself 
as part of the Alt-Right, he continues to correspond with the 
movement’s notable figures and defend them from their crit-
ics. He wrote the following in a 2016 Taki’s Magazine article:

I’m sure there are bona fide bad guys in America today, 
but I can’t find any. Every time I get face-to-face with 
someone in the SPLC’s “Extremist Files,” I meet a reason-
able man with a philosophy that is, at the very least, argu-
able. Jared Taylor is from Japan and says the government 
should stop funding multiculturalism. Peter Brimelow 
is an immigrant who thinks immigration in America is 
a mess. John Derbyshire is a race mixer who loves Jews. 
Ann Coulter is smart and funny. I’ve known alt-right 
pioneer Richard Spencer since he got me the job at this 
magazine and even he, the head of the snake, comes 
across as perfectly reasonable in conversation. He doesn’t 
think nonwhites can be included in a harmonious Amer-
ica, but everything else on his plate is relatively civil. 
These are the bad guys the Antifa [antifascists] is warn-
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ing us about? They sound like the mildest Black Lives 
Matter activist talking from the bath with a joint in his 
hand. In fact, the only real villain I can think of is Daily 
Stormer’s Andrew Anglin, but I’m telling you, this guy 
reeks to high hell of FBI. I can’t prove it, but my gut says 
he and Daily Stormer are government fabrications.13

A few other names that could be classified as Alt-Lite are 
Lauren Southern (a Canadian libertarian), Ann Coulter (one 
of the more bombastic conservative authors and commenta-
tors and an early Trump supporter), Mike Cernovich (a pro-
Trump blogger), and Paul Joseph Watson (an editor at the 
conspiracy-theory website Infowars). Like the Alt-Right, all of 
these figures support Trump, attack political correctness, and 
accuse the mainstream media of dishonesty. But they gener-
ally avoid anti-Semitism and the open racism of the Alt-Right.

People bearing the Alt-Lite label are a frequent target of 
criticism from both the left and the far right. To the Alt-Right, 
the Alt-Lite is problematic because it threatens to weaken the 
movement’s core message. From the left, they are criticized for 
normalizing the Alt-Right and helping white nationalism en-
ter the mainstream discussion. That is, by making similar ar-
guments as the Alt-Right but stopping short of calls for white 
nationalism and generally appearing reasonable, the Alt-Lite 
may be starting people down a path that ultimately leads them 
into the ranks of the most radical wing of the Alt-Right. This 
point has been made by some of the Alt-Right’s most aggres-
sive opponents, who accuse the major Alt-Lite voices of main-
streaming certain Alt-Right talking points.14

The Alt-Lite, collectively, has a much larger audience than 
the Alt-Right. Mike Cernovich, Paul Joseph Watson, Lauren 
Southern, and Gavin McInnes each have over one hundred 
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thousand followers on Twitter, for example—far more than 
any of the more radical voices on the Alt-Right. Ann Coulter 
has over one million followers. If even a small percentage of 
the people who regularly consume Alt-Lite material subse-
quently move into the Alt-Right camp, then the Alt-Lite 
will have proved a major boon to its more radical ideological 
cousin.

THE ALT-RIGHT’S RESPONSE

The arrival of these new, more moderate voices who have ex-
pressed sympathy for Alt-Right positions (and are often them-
selves classified as Alt-Right)15 created a potential problem for 
the movement’s original supporters. Although the Alt-Right 
obviously wants to grow, the racialist element does not want 
to see the movement evolve into mere “edgy” conservatism or 
libertarianism, to be simply a revival of these other ideologies 
with the occasional racist joke thrown in the mix. The debate 
among those within the Alt-Right is whether the more main-
stream voices pushing a quasi-Alt-Right message, even in a 
 diluted form, are helping create a new batch of dedicated Alt-
Right ideologues.

Some on the Alt-Right want nothing to do with the Alt-
Lite. They do not want anyone that is not a hardcore white 
nationalist to appropriate the term and weaken it. Not sur-
prisingly, Yiannopoulos has been a major target for this element 
of the Alt-Right. Some of the hostility toward Yiannopoulos 
stems from his demographic attributes. Some elements of the 
Alt-Right are also frustrated because he has explicitly down-
played the racial element of the Alt-Right, especially his claim 
that the neo-Nazis, who are such a vocal element of Alt-Right 
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Twitter, represent just a small element of the movement. Un-
surprisingly, the most strident critics of Yiannopoulos and 
others in the Alt-Lite are found at the Daily Stormer, where 
Andrew Anglin declared, “I am hereby declaring a Holy Cru-
sade against Milo Yiannopoulos, who is the single greatest 
threat our movement has at this time.”16 They are particularly 
incensed by Yiannopoulos’s insistence that the Alt-Right is 
not really about race. Anglin also called for a complete Alt-
Right boycott of Breitbart as long as it employed Yiannopou-
los.17 The Daily Stormer has denounced other figures associ-
ated with the Alt-Lite with similar ferocity, declaring that 
“Kike-Lover Lauren Southern Should Shut Her Slut Mouth” 
because “she’s doing the Milo thing, going around saying she 
doesn’t represent us but we aren’t racists and blah blah blah.”18

The writers at The Right Stuff did not go quite that far, but 
they were similarly concerned about Yiannopoulos and the 
degree to which he was becoming associated with the Alt-
Right in the popular media. For that reason, a writer at the 
site sought to clarify the record, insisting that the similarities 
between Yiannopoulos’ political philosophy and the Alt-
Right are, at most, superficial:

I’m writing this article to give what I think is a much 
needed reminder about what we want, and who Milo is. 
I’m not writing this because I want to cause drama. If 
Milo had remained on the periphery of our movement, 
pushing the Overton Window rightward, I’d be happy 
to ignore him. Unfortunately, both inside and outside of 
the Alt-Right there are people who are starting to con-
sider him one of the principal leaders of the movement. 
The Daily Beast recently termed him the young face of 
the Alt-Right.
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It’s time for a gentle reminder that Milo isn’t one 
of us.19

Other voices on the Alt-Right have been more sanguine 
about the Alt-Lite phenomenon. A writer at American Re-
naissance argued that “the Alt-Lite has a place in our move-
ment” because it can open people up to more radical ideas.20 
He went on to note that the “average ‘normie’ is more receptive 
to hearing these messages from Milo Yiannopoulos than from 
Jared Taylor, much less from @Pepe_Stormtrooper1488.” 
Hunter Wallace suggested at Occidental Dissent that “every 
Alt-Lite moderate out there is a potential budding radical.”21 
Richard Spencer also suggested that the Alt-Right can only 
benefit from the new attention the movement is receiving, even 
when it is being promoted by people outside the movement 
that do not share the Alt-Right’s most basic premises—such 
as Yiannopoulos. When I asked him about this, he said:

I was a little disappointed, although I understand 
their position, with people that were attacking Milo—
because I do think that race should be an essential quality 
to the Alt-Right, unquestionably. I held a press confer-
ence where I said just that. However, I think we would 
be wrong not to recognize this major achievement: that 
our ideas, maybe in a more palatable, maybe in a little 
watered-down form, are becoming popular and consid-
ered cool by college kids. That’s something that the [pa-
leoconservatives] never had any hope of achieving. That’s 
where we are now. . . . People that maybe formerly would 
have been fairly mainstream conservatives are breaking 
away from it  .  .  . there are people who recognize them-
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selves as conservative but want to do it with a totally 
new style, in a totally new key.22

I similarly asked Greg Johnson—who declared in 2016 
that “The Alt-Right Means White Nationalism . . . or Noth-
ing at All”23—what he thought about people who call them-
selves Alt-Right supporters but who also claim to reject rac-
ism. He said the following:

The term “Alt Right” is a vague umbrella term that en-
compasses all people who reject mainstream conserva-
tism. Now of course that includes many people who are 
not racially aware. So the Alt Right is White Nationalist 
not in the sense that all Alt Rightists are White Nation-
alists. Instead, the Alt Right is White Nationalist in the 
sense that the original Alternative Right webzine was 
founded as a vehicle by which White Nationalists could 
interact with dissident Rightists who were closer to the 
mainstream in order to convert them to our way of 
thinking. So the Alt Right consists of a hard inner core 
of White Nationalists and a flabby periphery of other 
edgy dissident Rightists who are happy to have a generic 
term, “Alt Right,” that does not commit them to any-
thing outside their comfort zone. The dynamic of the 
Alt Right has been to “red pill” and convert the best of 
these lurkers to a White Nationalist outlook. Those who 
are unconverted will either remain in our circle because 
they are comfortable being around White Nationalists 
and thus serve as bridges and lines of influence to the 
mainstream, or if they are uncomfortable with the pres-
ence of White Nationalists, they will leave. But we aren’t 
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leaving. We built this house, and we will burn it to the 
ground before we allow ourselves to be evicted from it.24

It is worth noting that, on the question of how the Alt-
Right should be classified, the most racist elements of the Alt-
Right agree with the Alt-Right’s conservative opponents. Jonah 
Goldberg argued in National Review, for example, that no one 
should ever lose sight of the Alt-Right’s racial angle or try to 
downplay its most racist elements.25 Instead, according to Gold-
berg, everyone who adopts the Alt-Right label should know 
that they are throwing their lot in with white supremacists.

GROWING TENSIONS

In the months following the 2016 presidential election, ten-
sions between the core of the Alt-Right and the peripheral 
Alt-Lite became more pronounced. Although some central 
Alt-Right voices had criticized Spencer for the Nazi salutes 
displayed at the postelection NPI conference, key Alt-Lite fig-
ures took this criticism a step further. Cernovich went so far 
as to say that Spencer was “controlled opposition” and perhaps 
even a government operative—though Cernovich subse-
quently backed down from this claim and removed the article 
where he made this accusation from his website.

The most dramatic schism between the Alt-Right and 
Trump’s less radical right-wing supporters occurred in De-
cember during the organization of the “Deploraball”—a 
party celebrating Trump’s victory, so named because of Hill-
ary Clinton’s earlier comments about Trump supporters be-
ing a “basket of deplorables.” The event was predominantly 
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spearheaded by Cernovich and included speakers such as 
McInnes. Most of the people involved with organizing the 
event, although definitely right wing, cannot be classified as 
Alt-Right. The one exception was a prolific Twitter user named 
Tim Treadstone, who went by the name “Baked Alaska.” 
Treadstone found himself at odds with the other organizers 
when he wrote a tweet bringing up the issue of Jewish influ-
ence in the media26—a common white-nationalist talking 
point. Following a spat via Twitter direct messages (which 
were subsequently published online),27 Treadstone was disin-
vited from the event. This led to a barrage of accusations that 
Cernovich was a “cuck,” as was everyone else associated with 
the Deploraball.28

For his part, Cernovich argued that the controversy was ac-
tually useful in that it helped further distinguish his move-
ment (and by extension, the overall Trump phenomenon) 
from the radicalism of the Alt-Right:

We have a nice line of demarcation, so I’m happy with 
where I am and how it shook out. There’s the alt-right 
which wants to do white identity politics, and then 
there’s people like me and Jeff [Giesea] who, we want 
to do nationalism without white identity politics, and 
now  everybody knows where I stand and everybody 
knows where everybody else is, so I’m thrilled with the 
development.29

Paul Joseph Watson similarly declared that there needed to 
be a clear line of separation between the racial aspect of the 
Alt-Right and others that have been associated with the move-
ment but disavow white nationalism:
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There are two “Alt-Rights.”
One is more accurately described as the New Right. 

These people like to wear MAGA hats, create memes, & 
have fun.

They include whites, blacks, Asians, latinos, gays and 
everyone else. These are the people who helped Trump 
win the election.

The other faction likes to fester in dark corners of 
sub-reddits and obsess about Jews, racial superiority, 
and Adolf Hitler.

This is a tiny fringe minority. They had no impact on 
the election.30

Mike Cernovich also endorsed the term “new right” to disag-
gregate his positions from those of the Alt-Right.31 At the 
time of this writing, this term has not really caught on. It is 
questionable that it will ever be widely adopted, given the dis-
parate movements that already use the label. The European 
New Right is one example. The mainstream conservative co-
alition that put Ronald Reagan in the White House similarly 
described itself as the “New Right” at the time.32

In early 2017, Yiannopoulos also sought to place a greater 
distance between himself and the Alt-Right, affirming his op-
position to white-identity politics:

The reality is, if you force everyone to play identity pol-
itics, if you insist in pitting whites against blacks, women 
against men, straights against gays, the reality is [whites] 
are gonna win and the left isn’t going to like it very 
much. But there’s a better way, you know? Don’t fight 
identity politics with identity politics. White pride, 
white nationalism, white supremacy isn’t the way to go. 
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The way to go is reminding them and yourselves that 
you should be aspiring to values and to ideas. You should 
be focusing on what unites people and not what drives 
them apart. You shouldn’t give a shit about skin color, a 
shit about sexuality. You shouldn’t give a shit about gen-
der, and you should be deeply suspicious of the people 
who do.33

Yiannopoulos’s open break with the Alt-Right, which he 
once defended, seemed to be paying dividends. He secured a 
major book deal with a six-figure advance and was offered a 
major speaking slot at the 2017 CPAC (the Conservative Po-
litical Action Conference, the conservative movement’s most 
important annual gathering). Shortly before CPAC, however, 
his career suffered a massive blow—though not because of 
any of his comments about immigration, Islam, or women. In 
February 2017, videos of Yiannopoulos defending pederasty 
and even glorifying the sexual abuse he suffered as a child 
 surfaced.34 Within days, Yiannopoulos’s speech at CPAC 
was  canceled, he lost his book deal, and he resigned from 
Breitbart.

Breitbart as a whole seems to be transitioning to a more 
mainstream media platform, if its recent hires are any indica-
tion. For example, Kristina Wong (formerly at The Hill), Sam 
Chi (formerly at RealClearPolitics), and John Carney (for-
merly at the Wall Street Journal) were all hired by Breitbart 
following Trump’s election.35 Given the current political cli-
mate, with Bannon a key figure in the Trump administration, 
it probably makes sense for Breitbart to back away from its 
pose as a venue for political dissidents. It similarly makes 
sense for Breitbart to end its flirtation with the Alt-Right and 
act like a powerful mainstream-media empire. But this also 
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carries risks. As Callum Borchers noted in the Washington 
Post, “Yiannopoulos and Breitbart are, of course, free to capi-
talize on their support of Trump’s successful campaign and 
to try to broaden their audience. But if they want to go main-
stream, they risk alienating readers who were drawn to the 
website because it seemed to be by and for outsiders.”36

Given these recent controversies and public statements, it 
appears that the white nationalists have won the battle for the 
Alt-Right label. Those who are not comfortable associating 
with white nationalism seem to be backing away from the 
term, making the Alt-Right a less ideologically diverse move-
ment than it might have otherwise become. The question is 
whether this will ultimately prove to be a Pyrrhic victory for 
the Alt-Right. If the gap between the Alt-Right and these 
more mainstream figures becomes clearer, the end result may 
be that fewer people transition from being fans of Breitbart to 
fans of the Daily Stormer or The Right Stuff.

But it remains unclear how many people joined the more 
radical Alt-Right after consuming material from the Alt-Lite. 
As mentioned above, much of the Alt-Right hoped that these 
mainstream figures could act as an entry point to more ex-
treme positions. As Lawrence Murray put it, “the Alt-Lite is 
our hunting ground.”37 Yet it is not obvious to me that the 
Alt-Lite pushed a substantial number of people into the Alt-
Right. In none of my interviews did I encounter someone who 
said he or she was nudged into white nationalism by Yian-
nopoulos, Cernovich, or any of the other figures associated 
with the Alt-Lite. Robert Carter also noted this in an article 
at The Right Stuff: “Milo was even frequently discussed on the 
Alt Right as a potential gateway drug to more substantial 
identitarian attitudes. In reality there was never evidence of 
this—to my knowledge, no new arrival to an Alt Right con-
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ference or informal gathering ever identified Milo as a prime 
influence or motivator.”38 But the Alt-Lite did play a role in 
pushing the mainstream discussion on questions of race and 
immigration to the right, which is consequential even if it did 
not create a new crop of Alt-Right white nationalists.

CONCLUSION

Any political movement, if it grows large enough, will experi-
ence splits that lead to new debates about taxonomies. Within 
the far left in the twentieth century we saw the divide between 
Stalinists, Trotskyists, Maoists, and too many others to name 
here. Libertarians remain divided between anarchists, minar-
chists, and “low-tax liberals.” Aside from the paleoconserva-
tive-neoconservative divide, mainstream conservatives have 
been divided on multiple questions since the movement’s in-
ception (on Burkeanism, for example). The Alt-Right is no 
different, but there is a yawning gap between the “cultural lib-
ertarians” complaining about oppressive political correctness 
and the neo-Nazis on /pol/. Even the big tent that is the Alt-
Right may be too small to contain these different sensibilities.





There are several important questions we cannot yet an-
swer definitively. Is the Alt-Right really here to stay, or 
was it a short-term phenomenon, representing just one 

of the many ways the 2016 presidential election cycle was 
unique? And if the Alt-Right is not going away, is it going to 
grow? Will it remain a purely online movement? If not, what 
will it look like when it moves into the real world? Finally, if 
the Alt-Right is not going to go away on its own and has the 
potential for growth, how can it be managed or weakened?

Everything we have seen over the past year suggests that 
the Alt-Right will stick around for the foreseeable future. 
Donald Trump’s victory emboldened the Alt-Right like never 
before, and it will do everything it can to capitalize on its mo-
mentum. In the long term, Hillary Clinton’s decision to bring 
the Alt-Right into the national conversation may have been a 
strategic mistake from the progressive perspective. Although I 
maintain that the connection between Trump and the Alt-
Right is tenuous, by forcefully declaring such a connection, 
Clinton raised the stakes of the 2016 election by implying 
that a Trump victory represented an Alt-Right victory. At the 
time, this made some sense. Most Americans probably would 

CONCLUSION
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be turned off by the most aggressive rhetoric of the Alt-Right. 
But once that connection was made, with Trump’s win in 
the Electoral College (though not the popular vote), the Alt-
Right could reasonably claim to share Trump’s victory. The 
Twitter account associated with VDare  .com made this point 
immediately after Clinton made her address about the Alt-
Right, stating: “Interesting side effect—media and #Crooked-
Hillary have really put themselves out there. If this doesn’t 
work, #AltRight can’t be suppressed.”1

Among the Alt-Right’s opponents, there is not a consensus 
regarding how to deal with the movement. One option has 
been put forth by those who are sympathetic to certain ele-
ments of the Alt-Right: give the Alt-Right at least some of 
what it demands. Milo Yiannopoulos made this argument in 
a speech titled “How to Destroy the Alt-Right.”2 He argued 
that if political correctness is reined in, if people with dissi-
dent views are given a fair hearing, if mass immigration is 
brought to a halt, and if different groups cease to be held to 
different standards regarding acceptable behavior, then much 
of the anger that fuels the Alt-Right will dissipate. He argued 
that the left either has to abandon identity politics entirely or 
make peace with a permanent constituency for white-identity 
politics.

To the Alt-Right’s primary opponents, this hardly counts 
as a solution at all. Yes, capitulating to the Alt-Right on most 
of its demands, stopping short of white nationalism, will 
probably cost the Alt-Right some of its support. But even if 
there was a widespread agreement that American society 
should make a sharp turn to the right in order to assuage the 
Alt-Right, this would surely not lead to a new era of social 
peace. For instance, one of Yiannopoulos’s suggestions for 
achieving this Alt-Right appeasement was to “criminalize 



■ 161 ■

CONCLUSION

Black Lives Matter.”3 This is not going to be implemented or 
even endorsed by mainstream conservatives.

Furthermore, it is naïve to expect that the Alt-Right will be 
content to declare victory and go home just because two-
thirds of its agenda has been implemented. If the direction of 
American politics starts moving to the right, it is a good bet 
that agitators will continue to push it further in that direction.

Some commentators have suggested that the Alt-Right 
must not be placated at all. They want it to be clear that the 
mainstream conservative movement represents the dividing 
line between acceptable and unacceptable opinion—those to 
the right of that line are to be shunned and ostracized. If such 
a narrative took hold, it might slow the growth of the Alt-Right 
and perhaps shrink it further. But this strategy also carries 
risks. By forcing additional polarization, telling Americans 
with right-wing inclinations that they must choose between 
the Weekly Standard and neo-Nazi discussion boards, with 
no acceptable middle ground on the right, conservatives may 
draw some people away from the Alt-Right, especially those 
who are on the periphery of the movement. But with main-
stream conservatism at a low point of credibility, such a move 
may push others farther to the political right. By declaring 
that every American to the right of David Brooks is a deplor-
able Nazi, conservatives may inadvertently play into the hands 
of the Alt-Right’s most radical extremists—just as insisting 
that every Muslim is a potential terrorist or terrorist supporter 
may aid the growth of groups like ISIS.

Some have suggested that the Alt-Right can be dealt a crip-
pling blow if there is more vigorous policing of the Internet—
and much of the Alt-Right apparently agrees that this would 
be devastating to the movement. Social media, especially 
Twitter, has been the primary means by which the Alt-Right 
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penetrates public discourse. Its ability to do so in the future is 
contingent on social media remaining generally free from 
meaningful censorship. If Twitter and related sites cease to be 
an online Wild West and if the owners of these sites begin to 
police user activity aggressively, shutting down racist com-
mentary, the Alt-Right will be back in its Internet isolation.

At the time of this writing, there is some evidence that 
greater censorship of Twitter will be forthcoming. In early 
2016, Twitter announced the creation of a “Trust and Safety 
Council.” 4 The announcement assured readers that Twitter 
remains committed to free speech, but it also said it would 
work with experts to “prevent abuse, harassment, and bully-
ing.” Voices on the Alt-Right were particularly concerned to 
see the Anti-Defamation League included in this council, as 
this seemed to signal that Twitter was going to start censoring 
racist and anti-Semitic posts.

Also in early 2016, Twitter began to take action against 
certain figures on the right. Curiously, the Alt-Right did 
not seem to be an early target. To my knowledge, the first 
notable person on the right to face a Twitter ban was Robert 
Stacy McCain5—a fairly conventional conservative. Although 
McCain was a strong critic of feminism, his writings were not 
uniquely inflammatory or really that far outside the conserva-
tive norm. Twitter also took action against Yiannopoulos by 
removing his “verified” status.6 He was later banned from the 
platform entirely after some of his remarks prompted a deluge 
of hateful comments aimed at the actress Leslie Jones.7 Twit-
ter also banned a Twitter user named Ricky Vaughn, who was 
not just the most influential Alt-Right voice on Twitter but one 
of the most influential Twitter personalities from anywhere on 
the ideological spectrum, according to one study conducted 
by MIT.8
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There are also rumors that Twitter has begun to “shadow 
ban” certain users—blocking a user’s tweets from automati-
cally showing up in his or her follower’s feeds without taking 
any formal action. Twitter took even more dramatic steps fol-
lowing the election results, suspending the accounts of multiple 
prominent Alt-Right figures, including Pax Dickinson, John 
Rivers, Paul Town, and Richard Spencer.9 In a short video re-
leased shortly after these bans occurred, Spencer described 
Twitter’s decision as act of “corporate Stalinism, in the sense 
that there is a great purge going on, and they’re purging peo-
ple on the basis of their views.”10 Once again, Twitter’s choices 
regarding which accounts to suspend, permanently or other-
wise, seemed somewhat arbitrary. Rivers’s comments on Twit-
ter likely violated the platform’s hate-speech policies, but 
Spencer was more careful in his choice of language on social 
media. And many of the more radical and offensive Alt-Right 
Twitter accounts were untouched by this purge.

Unless there is total government control of the Internet, rad-
ical political views will always be present online. However, cen-
sorship at places like Twitter has the potential to create real 
problems for the Alt-Right and other radical online move-
ments. The Alt-Right was able to inject itself into the conversa-
tion by entering spaces predominantly occupied by people out-
side the movement. If they are denied access to these spaces, the 
far right may find itself back where it was when white national-
ists congregated at places like Stormfront, where they engaged 
with one another but otherwise could be ignored. The Alt-
Right could presumably create its own social-network sites (in 
fact, the new social-media site Gab seems to have been created 
for this purpose),11 but it is difficult to see what this would ac-
complish if they fail to attract people outside the movement—
they would just end up trolling one another.
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Yet even some of the Alt-Right’s most vocal opponents 
have criticized Twitter for banning Alt-Right accounts. David 
Frum, who is a frequent target of Alt-Right insults, suggested 
denying people a platform to speak simply because they have 
offensive opinions would only strengthen the Alt-Right’s nar-
rative about censorship: “It’s precisely the perception of arbi-
trary and one-sided speech policing that drives so many young 
men toward radical, illiberal politics. On campus especially, 
but also in the corporate world—and now on social media—
they perceive that wild and wacky things can be said by some 
people, but not by others.”12 Frum went on to suggest that the 
best way to combat the Alt-Right is to have reasonable debates 
about the important topics they want to discuss, while still 
forcefully rejecting the Alt-Right’s vision:

Over the past two decades, Americans have constructed 
systems of intellectual silencing that stifle the range of 
debate among responsible and public-spirited people. 
They’ve resigned hugely important topics to the domain 
of cranks and haters. If the only people who’ll talk 
about the risks and costs of a more diverse society are 
fascists, then the fascists will gain an audience. So long 
as they refrain from incitement and harassment, the 
right way to deal with social media’s neo-Nazis is not by 
taking away their platforms, but by taking away their 
audiences, by welcoming a more open and more intelli-
gent discussion of what Americans yearn most to hear 
about.13

The future of the Alt-Right on Twitter became even less 
clear when, weeks after his ban from the platform, Spencer’s 
account was reinstated—though the account for the website 
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Radix remained blocked. Thus, at the time of this writing, the 
Alt-Right does not appear to be in immediate danger of being 
shut out of Twitter. But the platform’s capricious attitude to-
ward the Alt-Right (and radical speech in general) suggests 
that it may, at some point in the future, crack down on the 
movement.

Besides facing a questionable future on Twitter, the Alt-
Right suffered a significant loss when Reddit shut down the 
popular subreddit known as “r/altright,” purportedly because 
its users were engaging in doxing.14 Reddit has a deserved rep-
utation as a hub for free speech on the Internet, and it rarely 
bans communities, so this move was significant.

Even if the Alt-Right finds itself blocked from Twitter and 
similar sites, the movement has previously found ways to work 
around efforts to stamp out offensive speech online. For ex-
ample, in order to get around bans on racial slurs, the Alt-
Right has begun to use the names of major corporate entities 
as code words for minority groups. For example, some on the 
Alt-Right have begun referring to African Americans as 
“googles” and Jews as “skypes”—terms that obviously cannot 
be banned from the Internet. When major online platforms 
try to block one medium for spreading Alt-Right propaganda, 
the army of online trolls immediately looks for weaknesses 
in the armor, and it usually finds one.

Increasing online censorship in order to weaken the Alt-
Right creates an additional problem. The Internet is an ideo-
logically neutral tool. The entire political spectrum uses it to 
organize and spread messages. In the long run, progressives 
may want to be cautious about calling for greater government 
and corporate control over the major Internet platforms. Rules 
used against the Alt-Right today can be used against Occupy 
Wall Street or Black Lives Matter tomorrow.



■ 166 ■

CONCLUSION

There is one final problem with efforts to block the Alt-
Right from major online venues: it may be too late. The move-
ment may have already achieved escape velocity. During the 
week that Spencer was banned from Twitter, he was also a 
pervasive presence in the media, covered in multiple newspa-
pers and even interviewed on National Public Radio—hardly 
a forum known for giving racists a platform. The organizers of 
the 2017 CPAC were sufficiently alarmed by the Alt-Right to 
dedicate a speech entirely to the subject, warning attendees 
that the Alt-Right “is a sinister organization that is trying to 
worm its way in, into our ranks.”15 Too many people are now 
aware of the Alt-Right for the movement to be quietly sup-
pressed and forgotten.

Members of the Alt-Right are annoyed when they face 
roadblocks from their preferred venues for spreading their 
message, but these challenges do not at this point pose the 
movement any kind of existential threat. However, opponents 
of the movement have recently embraced doxing as a more ag-
gressive means of opposing the Alt-Right. This method of at-
tack is much more dramatic, given the consequences for the 
people involved. The number of people who openly and pub-
licly support the Alt-Right is dwarfed by the number of peo-
ple who privately support the movement. Those who wish to 
get involved without facing serious repercussions in their per-
sonal lives typically do so by creating pennames, creating 
anonymous Twitter accounts, and posting anonymously to 
various message boards. But simply using a penname is not a 
guarantee of long-term anonymity, especially if a person on 
the Alt-Right is not careful about leaving clues about his or 
her real identity. In late 2016 and early 2017, the Alt-Right 
faced its most dramatic doxing cases to date.
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The first major Alt-Right personality to suffer doxing dur-
ing this period was a Scottish video blogger who used the 
name “Millennial Woes.” Although he never revealed his 
name in any of his videos, he did not mask his voice or hide 
his face. As he grew in popularity (his YouTube channel had 
millions of views), it was probably inevitable that his real 
identity would be revealed—and in January 2017 it was made 
public by the press in the United Kingdom.16

Shortly after Millennial Woes’s doxing, the Alt-Right suf-
fered a more significant setback: the doxing of key figures as-
sociated with The Right Stuff,17 including Mike Enoch, whose 
doxing included the revelation that his wife was Jewish.18 
TRS immediately came under heavy fire from other corners 
of the Alt-Right, including some previously affiliated with 
TRS—at least two podcasts hosted by TRS cut ties with the 
site in the following days. Some opponents of the Alt-Right 
quickly declared that TRS was finished. Salon, for example, 
declared that Enoch had resigned from his own platform as a 
result of the scandal, which was not actually true.19

As it turned out, although these doxing incidents were no 
doubt disastrous for the people who were exposed (Enoch lost 
both his job and his marriage), they had little impact on their 
subsequent content creation. Millennial Woes, Mike Enoch, 
and many of the other people exposed by these doxing efforts 
continued to produce videos and podcasts. And Enoch was 
not universally shunned; Richard Spencer, for example, an-
nounced his support for Enoch on Twitter,20 and Greg John-
son wrote a long essay defending Enoch from his critics on the 
far right.21 Perhaps most surprising, Enoch even received sup-
port from the Daily Stormer’s Andrew Anglin, who argued 
that Enoch’s personal life did not diminish his contribution 
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to the movement. Anglin additionally argued against massive 
hostility toward Enoch because “What the Jews want is for us 
to eat ourselves.”22 Given this, one could argue that doxing 
is counterproductive, since doxing victims will have no dis-
incentive to stop creating Alt-Right content after being re-
vealed. Indeed, they may become even more energetic and well 
known, as they no longer need to hide their identities.

But while doxing is not necessarily a useful means of silenc-
ing one particular voice, it may have greater unseen effects: it 
sends a message to others, encouraging them to stop their work 
in the Alt-Right or dissuading them from getting involved in 
the first place. For example, the most consequential outcome 
of the doxing at TRS was the end of the popular Fash the Na-
tion podcast; the hosts of that program, even though they had 
not been exposed, quickly deleted their website following the 
TRS doxing.

An increased threat of doxing presents a real problem for 
the Alt-Right. At the front of the movement, there are figures 
who openly use their real names and show their faces in public 
(Spencer, Anglin, Nathan Damigo, etc.). On the other end of 
the spectrum, there are thousands of truly anonymous Inter-
net users posting on social media and on message boards. But 
there are also many who fall somewhere in the middle, writing 
consistently under the same penname, appearing on podcasts 
using their real voices, or showing up at Alt-Right events. 
These are people who have something to lose and who do not 
want their real lives intertwined with their political activities. 
But by being anything other than totally anonymous online 
trolls, these activists risk leaving clues about their identity. 
The danger of doxing may dissuade many Alt-Right support-
ers from entering into that middle category—a category that 
includes many of the movement’s most energetic figures. An 
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Alt-Right Twitter user writing under the name Joshua Gra-
ham agreed that a clear bifurcation within the movement is 
probably the way forward for the Alt-Right: “One should ei-
ther remain totally anon or just proudly not give a fuck and be 
themselves.”23

In recent weeks, the Alt-Right’s opponents have increasingly 
turned to a more dramatic strategy: real-world confrontations, 
sometimes violent. In 2016, there was a clash between Mat-
thew Heimbach’s Traditionalist Workers Party and antiracist 
protesters in Sacramento, for example.24 And in Washington, 
D.C., on the day of President Trump’s inauguration, while 
having a conversation with journalists, Richard Spencer was 
surprised and assaulted by a masked attacker, who subse-
quently vanished into a crowd and has not, at the time of this 
writing, been identified.25 The entire episode was caught on 
camera and shared thousands of times on social media—pre-
dominantly by Spencer’s critics.

In the weeks that followed, violence erupted at events in-
volving other figures sometimes associated with the Alt-Right. 
When Milo Yiannopoulos attempted to give a speech at the 
University of California at Berkeley, protests quickly devolved 
into a violent riot, causing considerable damage to property 
and forcing the event’s cancellation.26 A similar, though less 
dramatic, confrontation occurred when Gavin McInnes was 
pepper sprayed at New York University before a planned speech 
that was subsequently cancelled.27

Of all the methods used against the Alt-Right, violent con-
frontation is the least likely to succeed in the long run. In all 
of the aforementioned cases, the targeted figures were engag-
ing in constitutionally protected free speech—not in violence 
or in calling others to violence. One does not need to be an 
Alt-Right supporter to question whether combating illiberal 
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viewpoints should or can be accomplished by rejecting the 
 basic liberal value of free expression. And even if one does be-
lieve that the Alt-Right and peripheral movements are so dan-
gerous that they should be violently suppressed, such tactics 
are unlikely to have their intended outcome. Part of the Alt-
Right’s core message is that white people are a persecuted 
group in society and that white advocates are especially likely 
to be victimized by progressives. When an Alt-Right figure is 
assaulted merely for expressing a viewpoint, such a narrative is 
only reinforced.

A greater danger is that antifascist attacks on the Alt-Right 
will provoke a counterresponse. As I stated in the introduc-
tion, the Alt-Right at present cannot be classified as a violent 
movement. It is possible that this will change in the future, 
and one thing likely to promote such a transition is a justifi-
able belief that supporters of the Alt-Right are in legitimate 
physical danger. At least some leading figures of the Alt-Right 
now intend to increase their security when in public. Accord-
ing to Richard Spencer shortly after his own attack, “We’re 
going to need some better security. . . . I think we’re going to 
start to need bodyguards.”28

Some on the Alt-Right seem to welcome an excuse for the 
Alt-Right to transition from a mob of anonymous keyboard 
warriors to street fighters. As Matt Parrot put it in an article 
titled “I’m Glad Richard Spencer Got Punched in the Face”:

It’s pretty unwise for the Left to be normalizing political 
violence given the way the wind’s blowing. It doesn’t 
take a genius to see that ours is the side with most of the 
guns, most of the veterans, most of the people who work 
out, and most of the people who can both execute and 
absorb a good solid punch. Our side avoids violence be-
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cause we’re attempting to win a moral case. Our side 
avoids violence because the system’s itching for any ex-
cuse to crack down on us. Our side avoids violence for a 
lot of reasons, but fear of losing a fight isn’t one of 
them.29

Beyond outside efforts to combat the movement, legal or 
otherwise, the Alt-Right faces other challenges. As is the 
case in many political movements, there are important divi-
sions within the Alt-Right’s ranks, which may hinder future 
cooperation and effectiveness. A few minutes of browsing Alt-
Right message boards are all it takes to appreciate the tremen-
dous infighting within the movement. Different factions are 
incessantly accusing the others of being “shills” or “controlled 
opposition.”

The white-nationalist movement in the United States has 
historically suffered from a persistent problem: various 
chiefs with small followings have been at the throats of their 
(equally marginalized) competitors. The amorphous nature of 
the  Alt-Right today has somewhat mitigated this problem. As 
the movement lacks significant formal institutions, influen-
tial people on the Alt-Right are not fighting one another for 
members and donors. When two people on the Alt-Right have 
irreconcilable differences of opinion or temperament, they can 
simply avoid each other. Getting blocked from one Alt-Right 
website or forum does not preclude someone from creating 
new content elsewhere.

That said, divides in the movement are significant. Some of 
the disputes on the Alt-Right deal with important subjects. 
Besides the question of the Alt-Lite, the Alt-Right remains di-
vided on issues of religion, on tolerance for homosexuals, on 
anti-Semitism, and, in the long run, whether the Alt-Right’s 
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ultimate goal is the creation of independent white ethnostates 
in Europe and North America or is instead the birth of a pan-
European empire. These can all be papered over as long as the 
Alt-Right remains a loose movement, but for the movement 
to grow in the long term, they will need to be eventually re-
solved. This may not be possible.

In order to enjoy more significant success in the real world, 
the Alt-Right will need to start building actual institutions. 
Should that happen—for example, should we see ground break 
on the Alt-Right equivalent of the Heritage Foundation in 
the Beltway (something that strikes me as very implausible at 
the moment)—the movement will need to demonstrate greater 
cooperation and congeniality within its ranks than I have 
seen thus far. To grow, the Alt-Right may eventually need its 
own William F. Buckley: a universally revered figure in the 
movement whose declarations carry tremendous weight. At 
this point, I do not know who could fulfill such a role. The 
most well-known figures in the Alt-Right (Richard Spencer, 
Andrew Anglin, etc.) all have a long list of implacable critics 
within the movement’s own ranks.

To move beyond being a nuisance on social media and 
 actually to change the politics and culture of the United 
States, the Alt-Right will require a level of seriousness and 
 organization it has not yet displayed. Although the Alt-Right 
needs to be taken seriously, anonymous Twitter accounts are 
not going to change the world fundamentally, especially if ef-
forts to combat the Alt-Right continue to escalate. As Millen-
nial Woes put it in a 2017 speech in Stockholm, Sweden:

We know that in order to make further progress, we’re 
going to have to get better in the Alt-Right. More orga-
nized, more methodical, more efficient, and in some 
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ways more serious, more dedicated. And I learned that 
myself, recently. It’s not a game anymore. It’s not just a 
bedroom project anymore. And I think that goes not 
just for me but for everyone. . . . With all this string of 
doxings we’ve realized what’s at stake. It is serious. And I 
think this idea of having to change kind of scares us. Be-
cause it’s new and because it means discipline. And as I 
say it means the Alt-Right won’t just be fun anymore.30

There are signs that higher levels of cooperation and orga-
nization within the Alt-Right are forthcoming. Significantly, 
in early 2017, Richard Spencer launched a new website intended 
to serve as the most significant platform of the Alt-Right to 
date: AltRight  .com. The site combined the efforts of many 
already existing Alt-Right projects, including Arktos (the pri-
mary English-language source for European New Right ma-
terial) and Red Ice (perhaps the most professional of all the 
Alt-Right online video and radio networks). The site also 
promised a forum that would take the place of the one shut 
down by Reddit—at the time of this writing, this forum had 
not been activated, though I have no reason to believe it will 
not be online by the time these words are published. Spencer 
also rented space in Alexandria, Va., to serve as a real-world 
presence for the Alt-Right.31 We should not overstate the sig-
nificance of this, as even some of the most insignificant con-
servative think tanks occupy more extravagant offices, but it is 
a first step toward taking the Alt-Right off of the Internet.

Although I think it is unlikely that the Alt-Right will fade 
into obscurity, the Alt-Right will also be judged as a failed 
movement if it continues to exist long into the future. By that 
I mean the Alt-Right presents itself as an alternative to the 
conservative movement. The existence of an Alt-Right depends 
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on the existence of a mainstream to rebel against. What the 
Alt-Right ultimately wants is to drop the “Alt” from its name 
and instead become the new mainstream right. Until that 
happens, the Alt-Right is a nuisance, but one that lacks any 
substantive control over policy.

The most important question is whether this is a likely sce-
nario. Although Trump’s victory brought the Alt-Right to the 
nation’s attention, and Trump’s statements on immigration 
are broadly congruent with the Alt-Right’s message, the Alt-
Right still has no actual power. Trump’s brand of populist na-
tionalism is a major break from traditional conservatism, but 
it is a far cry from the explicit white nationalism and anti-
Semitism of the Alt-Right. That said, it is too early to say 
whether the nation’s rightward drift at the end of the 2016 
will stop with Trump. Because the organized conservative 
movement, which has long been the primary policeman of the 
right, suffered a devastating blow when Trump defeated his 
conservative primary opponents, space has been opened up 
for more radical alternatives.

We do not yet know what direction the American right 
will take over the course of the Trump administration. It does 
appear, however, that the charge of racism seems to be losing 
its sting. Throughout the campaign, Trump (and by extension, 
anyone who supported Trump) was accused of racism. These 
allegations came mostly from the political left and center, but 
many conservatives similarly voiced this charge. It is telling 
that a majority of white Americans were willing to disregard 
this claim and vote for Trump anyway. I do not believe this 
signifies that a huge swath of white America secretly harbors 
Alt-Right beliefs. But we can be reasonably concerned that a 
growing percentage of white America no longer views racism 
as a moral failing and is willing to be associated with explicit 
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white-identity politics. Whether traditional conservatives 
were sincere in their antiracism is beside the point. Conserva-
tives at least paid lip service to the ideal of color-blind politics 
and denounced and purged open racists from their ranks. In a 
postconservative America, zero-sum identity politics may be-
come the norm, and the Alt-Right will be on the periphery, 
pushing racial polarization at every available opportunity.
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