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One day last fall, I sat down to create a new Facebook account. I picked a
forgettable name, snapped a profile pic with my face obscured, and clicked “Like”
on the official pages of Donald Trump and his reelection campaign. Facebook’s
algorithm prodded me to follow Ann Coulter, Fox Business, and a variety of fan
pages with names like “In Trump We Trust.” I complied. I also gave my cellphone
number to the Trump campaign, and joined a handful of private Facebook groups
for MAGA diehards, one of which required an application that seemed designed to
screen out interlopers.

The president’s reelection campaign was then in the midst of a multimillion-dollar
ad blitz aimed at shaping Americans’ understanding of the recently launched
impeachment proceedings. Thousands of micro-targeted ads had flooded the
internet, portraying Trump as a heroic reformer cracking down on foreign
corruption while Democrats plotted a coup. That this narrative bore little
resemblance to reality seemed only to accelerate its spread. Right-wing websites
amplified every claim. Pro-Trump forums teemed with conspiracy theories. An
alternate information ecosystem was taking shape around the biggest news story
in the country, and I wanted to see it from the inside.
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